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programmes in community and culture awareness for
health professionals; and to provide a reference point for
information on alternative medicine'. The Department of
Health and the Secretary of State have sanctioned a pump
priming grant for three years.
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JOHN BLACK

Russians have always had a self-deprecating sense of
humour. The most popular joke today with more than a
pinch of truth goes: With glasnost we can open our
mouths but with perestroika we have nothing to put into
them. The Soviet Union is a superpower, yet shopping
for a bagful of groceries takes longer than in many
developing countries. Even essentials like sugar, salt and
soap, are often unavailable or rationed and the waiting
period for consumer goods such as cars, televisions or
refrigerators is literally years. This is the major cause for
public discontent with President Gorbachev's economic
reform policies. Shortages have got worse over the past
year and public impatience has grown. Acknowledging
that drastic steps have to be taken, President Gorbachev
has called for the 'radicalization of perestroika'. It is
expected that he will try to shorten the transitional period
of a command economy into a more market oriented one.

President Gorbachev's major problem is that there is no
consensus on the way forward. In other Eastern bloc
countries public opinion is united in wanting to get out of
the controlled command economy that communist coun-
tries have followed. In the Soviet Union, however, there
is no such consensus. There is deep distaste for a free market
system, for the profit motive and the emergence of
inequalities. There is widespread fear of high prices,
unemployment and competition.

These together with inflation and income differentials
will appear should President Gorbachev move defini-
tively towards a market economy. Hence both he and his
economic advisers have backed away from the radical
steps that are necessary to change to a free market system.
Mr Gorbachev has chosen the step by step approach,
avoiding sweeping, destabilizing change. But, by taking
much of the power out of the old system without replacing
it with a new working one, unforeseen problems have- ..
arisen. The Soviet economy is in recession: there will be a .
trade deficit for the first time since 1976. Over the past

four years the growth in incomes was 13% but the growth
in production has only been 1% .

As the economic crisis deepens the Soviet governinent
is losing political capital. The gradual approach towards
the free market system-joint ventures, cooperatives, self
financing, concepts of profit and loss-has not solved any
problems. Joint ventures, cooperatives and entrepreneurs
have been operating without any back-up support. Decla-
rations have been made but not implemented.

Recognizing the shortcomings Deputy Prime Minister
Leonid Abalkin, the chief economic adviser to President
Gorbachev unveiled a programme late last year. The plan
is the most comprehensive and detailed from the govern-
ment so far. Called the Abalkin Plan it is a detailed sketch
of how the Kremlin hopes to satisfy popular demand for
Western living standards without totally giving up central
economic controls, or the egalitarian principles on which
the Soviet Communist party bases its legitimacy.

Under the Abalkin Plan most enterprises would be
forced to operate at a profit or go out ofbusiness by 1995.
A wide variety of ownership forms would be permitted.
Wages would be determined by competition and stocks
and shares would be traded on exchanges. Business credit
would be provided to the highest bidders, with the total
supply adjusted by indirect Western-style monetary policy.
Anti-trust laws would be used to regulate monopolies. A
combination of indexed government pensions, minimum
income guarantees for the unemployed and aggressive job
retraining would protect the potential losers. This plan
was attacked by both the conservatives and the radicals.
To the conservatives the Abalkin Plan betrayed Marxist
principles. The radicals, including Boris Yeltsin, argued
that the proposed changes are much less sweeping than
necessary. Most important, only some prices would be set
by supply and demand. This way enormous price increases
for symbolically sensitive consumer staples could be
avoided and growing inflationary pressures contained.
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This makes President Gorbachev appear to be driving
with one foot on the brake and the other on the
accelerator. Yet he has to tread extremely carefully. The
economy is a combination of several incendiary ingre-
dients, and anyone of them might turn out to be explosive ..
He is also faced with a bureaucracy fighting to preserve its
jobs and privileges. Not to mention the deteriorating
ethnic conflicts.

Experts estimate that private citizens have amassed
billions of roubles of unspent savings-perhaps 200 to 300
billion roubles (Rs 560000 to 840000 crores)-money
they would spend immediately if there were anything to
buy: a car, a house, a television or a video. The result is an
enormous pent up demand that will create triple digit
inflation should retail prices be freed. This monetary
overhang is the biggest danger for the economy-the
main reason why price reform has been so often post-
poned. It is also part ofthe reason why queues of well over
an hour form to get into Macdonald's, the North American
hamburger joint, despite it being fairly expensive for the
average Muscovite.
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Even now, when savings can't be spent in state shops
they go into the black market. The result is a flight from
roubles into dollars, an increasing amount of barter trade
and rampant corruption.

For the past four years wages have increased and the
money went into savings because the consumer goods
were not available. These wage increases have been
financed by deficit spending. The drop in vodka sales due
to the early anti-alcoholism campaign coupled with the
costs of disasters like the Armenian earthquake and the
Chernobyl nuclear accident have helped produce budget
deficits equivalent to 11% of the Soviet gross domestic
product. (In 1988the US deficit was only 3% of its GDP.)

Hence President Gorbachev is being propelled by
events to introduce truly sweeping, Polish-style reforms,
including major moves towards a market. economy and
drastic currency and price restructuring. Unless he intro-
duces them quickly and gets the economy moving he will
run into even greater problems. But as the Poles say: You
cannot cross a chasm in two steps.

K. TALUKDAR

Letter from North America

ORGANTRANSPLANT ATION:
PRESENT AND FUTURE PROBLEMS
There has been a veritable explosion in the number of
transplant operations performed for organ failure, and
rivals are walking on the moon in terms of scientific
achievement. Four decades ago, no one would have
imagined that these 'giant steps for mankind' would be
possible.

Knowledge on transplantation biology continues to
increase-on HLA (Human leucocyte antigens), organ
preservation, immunosuppression and the use of mono-
clonal antibodies. These have taken transplantation of
most organs from being experimental procedures to
general acceptance as almost everyday operations.

The United Network of Organ Sharing (UNOS) has
recently ordered that kidneys from donors must be
assigned to any compatible recipient with a six antigen
match nationwide. The value of matching in heart trans-
plantation remains less clear and with the liver, good
matehing may actually be a disadvantage-a phenomenon
suggesting that the original destructive process may be·.
restricted by the host HLA phenotype.' While there was
little doubt in the azathioprine era that pre-transplant
blood transfusions improved the results of cadaver renal.
transplantation, recent data suggest that the transfusion
.effect no longer occurs. This is probably due to improved'
results in non-transfused patients.? .. .

As an aside, there is now widespread paranoiaagainst

blood transfusion in North America. Patients routinely
question the need for each transfusion and seek statistics
on the chances of contracting AIDS and hepatitis. Indeed,
whether a preoperative haemoglobin concentration of
10 gldl or higher is a prerequisite for general anaesthesia
and wound healing is now under question.' The risk of
AIDS is thoughtto be small, 1per 100000units transfused ,4

but the the effects of the epidemic of HIV infection have
been enormous. There has been an unprecedented decline
in transfusions of whole blood and red cells, coupled with
continued importation of packed red cells from Western
Europe. Transfusions of whole blood and red cells reached
a peak of 12.2million units in 1986,declined to 11.6million
units in 1987, and continued to decline in 1988.5

An improved preservation solution developed in the
laboratories of the University of Wisconsin has extended
the ex vivo preservation time for pancreas and kidney
homografts to 72 hours and livers to 24 hours. Transplant
operations can now be done as elective rather than as
emergency procedures rendering the entire process more
comfortable and less costly."

The overall results of short-term engraftment have
improved markedly since cyclosporine A (CyA) has
become available. In a study of 14005 kidney transplant
patients prior to the CyA era and followed long term,
graft survival was 67% for HLA identical grafts at ten
years, 38% when parental donors were used and 20% for
cadaver traasplants.? The attrition rate has not been
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