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Cities in Whie Lfe Has 
BY VICTOR KAMYSHOV 

Sociologists got access 
to Russia's "closed" cities 
several yeats ago. How did 
they find things there? 

R
ussia's "closed" cities can only 


be visited with special pennis­


sion. They are under as tight 

security as strategic nuclcar missile 

bHses. The facilities and the products 

they churn out as well as the people 

who live there arc heavily guarded. 

Until recently thosc cities were not only 

closed but also classilied. The uniniti­

ated were not even supposed to know 

about their existence. The names orthe 
Chelvabinsk-65 

"nuclear cities" wcre kept secret. The Cheli'abinsk-70 
veil of secrecy was lined following the ZI,itoust-36 Tomsk-7 

end of thc Cold War. 

Russia's nuclear production complex 

con&ists of ten cities which arc con­

nected organizationally and technolog­

ically. All of t hem arc located in remote regions of the formcr try' as a whole-a signit1cant 

USSR. They arc fllr from its western borders. primarily in the drop in real income and wage 

Urals and Siberia. arrears. while eonsumcr goods 

Arzamas-16 (Saro\') and Chelyabinsk-70 (Snczhinsk). which supply det~rioJ"ted. There is 

Il<Ive complete production cycles from research to production less intcresting work. Neither 

of nuclear warheads, are thc most strategically imp0l1ant the military' l1(>r civilian indus­

closed cities. The Institute of Experimelllal Physics, the coun­ Iry', whose output is nosediv­

try's main nuclear research institute, is located in Arzum<ls- ing, need as many highly qual­

16, while the Research Institute of Technical Physics-in ified speciali,ts as before. A 

Chelyabinsk-70. pOlcntialmigration is bUf'dCOn­

There is an underground mining-chemical works in ing in the closed cities, espe­

Krasnoyarsk-26 where plutonium and rare-ennh elemeills are cially of the top specialists who 

produced and nuclear waste stored. Krasnoyarsk-45 and 


Sverdloysk-44 are engaged in ul<1nium enrichment. Tomsk-7-plulOniul11 pro­


duction and uranium enrichment. and Chelyabinsk-65-in processing radioac­


tive waste. Other nuclear cities produce serial nuclear warheads. 


Currently, the key problem faced by these cities is not production but storage and 


destruction of weapons as well as preventing the drain of nuclear material and 


the specialists who developed Ihe nuclear weapons. 


Russia's closed cities always used to be in a privileged position. Decent wages and 


good food supply and housing conditions compensated for their residents' lack 


of individual freedom. Scientists and designers were drawn by the interesting work. 


modern laboratories and stable financing of research. 


The situation is diOerent now. The number of milit;lIY orders shrank dramatical-


Iy following the end of the Cold War. Conversion to civilian output did not mate­


rialize. The closed cities' residents have encountered problems typical of the l.'OUll­

were hit the hardest by the 

changes which have swept the country'. 

The safety of the nuclear weapons stored at depots can only be mailllained ifthcre 

is strict cOnlrol by specialists. Nuclear disarmament and dismantling of nuclear 

warheads is a time-consuming process which has to bc carried out by those who 

created the armaments. Qualified specialists are also needed to ensure the safety 

of numerous nuclear reactors and power plallls. It is nOI to be overlooked that 

the knowledge and skills of the Russi,ln nuclear cities ' reside illS could also be lIsed 

for production of nuclear weapons by illlcrested countries which are developing 

their nuclear industries. 

The population of the closcd cities sell led there relatively r('celllil'. Tile majority 

of specialists come from other regions where they have relativcs and other con­

nections making it easier for them to leave closed citie.. However, from 1990 

through 1995 the population of Russia's ten nuclear cities continued to grow largc­
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dto aHaltGro 
Iy due to migration. People were attracted by better provision of housing than 

elsewhere in Russia. 

The population of Russia's nuclear cities "is getting older" quickl)' as young spe­

cialists leave them lor other places. Men account for 78 percent of the closed 

cities' population. Men over 45 accounted for 64 percent of the male population 

in 1995 compared to 43 percent in 1992, while men over 60 made up 19 percent 

in 1995 in contrast to II percent in 1992. The number of middle-aged women 

grew even more quickly than that of men. 

The situation in the labor market is also worsening. Not a singlc unemployed per­

son was registered in the closed cities at the beginning of 1992, whereas by the 

end of 1995, as many as 18,000 jobless people were registered there (the nuclear 

cities have a IOtal population of more than 700.000). Under the current economic 

nisis, those cities are turning into centers of "intellectual unemployment" which 

hits primarily young people with a higher education. 

The closed cities are a deplorable example of "conversion. Russian style." 

Enterprises are not switching over 

10 civilian production and people 

are just being laid 00'. There is no 

well thought-out program of 

retraining , relocation or pcr.;onnel 

and development or civilian pro­

duction in Rw,~ia"s closed cities. 

Hence the people's negative atli­

tLIJ" io <:U1IV~"jlJlI. A~(Urdilig to a 

public opinion poll conducted in 

1995. a mere 12 percent of the 

it a~ a "strategic mistake." 

The cities' closed stalLis also hinders the development of 

priv~te busines.~ . There is not a single joilll venture in 

Russia's nuclear cities. In a bid to solve the unemployment 

problem. the nuclear cities will have to open sooner or later 

even if the cla"ified status at major enterprises is preserved. 

In lllid·1994. the average wages in Russia's closed cities 

were only 25 percent higher than the counlIy's average. It 

is more dinicult to lind additional jobs on the side in a 

closed city. In 1995, only 18 percent of the polled special­

ists engaged in moonlighting-contract work for private 

companies and tutOling. Seventy·five percent of the moon· 

lighters earn as much money lor their second jobs as for 

their main ones or even more. It is ckar that one c~nnot survive only by doing 

research. In mid·1995, the average per capita income of specialists' lilillilies 

approximated the onicial subsistclH:e minimum . According to a public opinion 

poll, incomes of 15 percent of the respondents grew from 1991 to 1995, while 

those of 70 percent dwindled-and for 37 percent of them drustically. 

How stable is the personnel of Russia's closed cities and their hazardous enter­

prises'! 

As many as 52 percent of the polled specialisls said they did not want to change 

either their place of residence or job. Twenty-eight percent confessed they would 

like to work abroad. but half of them were ready to mo\'e to another Russian 

region or take another job in the city. Only 14 percent orthc specialists were lixed 

on going abroad, with 56 per· 

cent of them wishing to have a 

temporary job and only II per­

ccnt-perl113nelll residency. 

The a,tual number of closed 

cities ' residents who ka\'e 

Russia is not large . They are 

predominantly highly qualified 

specialists (Canuidatcs and 

Doctors of Science). mcnunder 

40. 


What is to be done about the sit­


uation in the closed cities" 


There is obviously only one way 


out-to draw on the experience 


of the U.S. which has classilied 


research institutions and enter· 


prises but no closed cities. 


• The author is a sociologist. 




