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AUTUMNTHISYEARfinds the USSR in the midst of a grave
crisis of identity. One after another the 15Soviet Republics
have declared themselves independent of Moscow's
control. A new federal system for their union has yet to be
established. The Supreme Soviet (Parliament) has been
unable to agree on a formula to introduce the much talked
of 'market economy'. The old centrally controlled
socialist system is floundering. In this state of vacuum
a huge chorni rynak (black market) does roaring business.
For a price one can buy almost anything-from scarce
Soviet made goods to the latest imported electronic
equipment. The bazaar scene changes rapidly. The
popular little caricature 'Gorby' dolls have gone under-
ground and become more expensive! A new slander law
imposes a fine of 2000 roubles (Rs 40 000) for defaming
the President. Mr Gorbachev's office issued a statement
that the President can take a joke in good humour but the
vendors are not taking chances with militiamen on the beat.

THEREHASBEENa bumper crop of cereals but a breakdown
in the old collective system of farming has resulted in the loss
of an estimated 40 million tonnes of foodgrains. This is
approximately equivalent to the annual imports the country
needs for a buffer stock. The potato harvest is also in
trouble. Potatoes form the main staple of the local diet.
Unusually heavy rains have damaged the tuber and they
now lie rotting in the fields. Carrots, beetroots and turnips
which are normally stored for the winter have also suffered.
In many areas an emergency has been declared as not
even ten per cent of the required winter stocks have been
harvested. Male students have been exempted from classes
and army recruits pressed into service-the latter causing a
minor panic as the sight of truckloads of soldiers moving into
the fields around Moscow sparked rumours of a coup d'etat!

A NEWACADEMICYEARstarted in October. In the Moscow
region, 30 training schools for nurses admit about a hundred
students each. A selection examination is held and students
are enrolled after completing their eighth class (at 15 years
of age). This age is the cut-off point in the school system
when children are separated into either an 'academic' or a
'vocational training' programme based on merit and prefer-
ence. The majority of candidates who enter nursing are
girls. The few boys who opt for these courses usually go on
to physiotherapy, rehabilitation or enter the Armed Forces
nursing corp~. Usually there are more seats than applicants
and everyone is admitted. The tough working hours and low
pay scales place nursing at the bottom of career choices.
Even a shop assistant's job is more attractive!

The diploma course takes three years and the degree
course five. The first year is devoted to basic subjects such
as biology, chemistry, physics, but still includes 200hours of
'Marxism-Leninism' because, as one of the directors
admits, she does not know what to do with the professors
trained in this field! From the second year onwards the
students are attached to different hospitals for training.
Tnere is no hostel accommodation but they can eat at a
subsidized canteen. The students receive a stipend of 25 to
35 roubles a month and live mostly at home. All those who
regularly attend their courses pass. As there is a chronic
shortage of nurses very few candidates have to repeat their
course.

ITISESTIMATEDthat 92% of Soviet women work outside the
home. They are to be found in all professions. Eighty per
cent of doctors are women and most nurses and teachers
are also women. In addition there are women engineers,
scientists, truck and tractor drivers, miners and heavy duty
labourers. The state provides facilities for maternity and
child welfare, with clinicsconveniently located in residential
districts. There are creches, day-care centres and the detski-
sad (children's gardens) for children from a fewweeks to six
years of age. On the recommendation of the local clinic a
mother is provided with a daily packet of cooked food and
milk appropriate for the child's age. This includes cereals,
vegetables, fruit and meat-all neatly and cleanly packaged.
A sick child who is unable to go to the clinic receives a home
visit from a nurse or doctor and will be admitted to hospital
if this becomes necessary. Hospital treatment is much more
common than in the West. For example, a ten-year-oldchild
with acute pharyngitis is often admitted to a paediatric
hospital. This is because of the overcrowded living condi-
tions in which three to four family members may share a
single room apartment and the non-availability of drugs for
treating outpatients.
There are other facilities for children. Clothes, shoes,

toys and books are available at reasonable prices and
there are special television programmes, magazines,
sports and recreational centres=-all of which receive large
government subsidies. With the changing economic
pattern the budgets of many such schemes have to be cut.
For the past 70 years such child-care programmes have
been taken for granted and any pruning of these benefits
will be difficult for parents to accept. This is just one of
the painful decisions the Soviet leadership will have to
take in the very near future.
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