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New Russi a adj usting well to nmarket econony

Har dev Kaur in Moscow

MOSCOWN The mar ket econony has changed the face of Moscow. It is no | onger
a drab, dark and col ourl ess place. The city, which celebrated its 854th
anni versary | ast weekend, is buzzing with activity and gives the visitor
the i npressi on that many Moscovites are trying to make up for |ost tine.

Atoll booth greets the visitor on his tripto the city fromthe
Sherenmetyevo 2 airport. The VIP | ounge has to be booked i n advance and
paid for by the passenger. It costs 925 rubles and credit cards are
wel cone. The smal | nunber of officials at the VIP | ounge have to deal with
t he novea rich Russians who prefer and can afford to pay for the necessary
procedures in confort instead of queuing up for immgration and Custons
cl earance.

The city iself is a hive of activity with cars of all nmakes, nodel s and
colours - no | onger just the black Russian nakes and the |inbusines of the
Soviet era - jammi ng the roads.

The latest in fashion is paraded on the streets by the girls who are
just as fashion conscious as the nen.

Bi | | boards screamout the many Western fads - designer clothes, fast
food and the latest in electronic gadgets.

Many nore Miscovites speak English. Katernia and Julia both in their
early 20s speak fluent English and studied it in Moscow while sone of the
ol der generation such as Dr Ronmuald G Tonberg, an advi ser to the Asean-
Russi an Cooperati on Fund, has no problemw th the English | anguage.

He has been responsi bl e for drawi ng up Russi an and even the Sovi et
strategy on the Asia Pacific region.

However this was not the case in 1987, during Prime Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad' s visit to the then Soviet Union. Hardly anyone spoke
English, at least not in public, and certainly not with menbers of the
visiting Mal aysi an del egati on.

The i nterpreters who acconpani ed the journalists gave little information
except for what was sancti oned by the authorities. It was difficult then
to obtain information for even the nost sinple of issues, and nmaki ng photo
copi es of documents was out of the question

Today not only is photocopyi ng avail abl e i n nost pl aces but | nternet
facilities and information is readily avaiable. It is also easier to hai
ataxi, or a private car, sonething that was extrenely difficult
previously and especially for journalists who were | ooked upon with great
suspi ci on.

Food is no longer the long itemon nmenus that Russia and other hotels
used to provide but with very little actually avail able.

Everything that the journalists had asked for fromthe nenu in 1987 was
"Nyet".

In the end they had to settle for what was available - hard buns with
t ea and serundi ng whi ch one of the Ml aysi ans had brought al ong. That was
dinner the first night and breakfast the next.

Today Moscow i s al nost a gournet paradi se with food fromaround the
wor |l d and ot her former Soviet regions. The visitor can have a neal at
anytime of the day or night.

Room service at the major hotels is avail abl e 24 hours. The nmenu is al so
quite substantial - with a m xture of Russian and Western cui si ne,

i ncl udi ng pastas. Qut on the town one can even settle for MDonal ds,
Sabbaro Pizza, etc



The new Russia is noving forward and while there are probl ens and
chal | enges of adjustnent to the narket econony, thereis no desire to go
back to the old system This is so even of those who nay not be as wel |
of f today, but having tasted "freedom they do not want to go back to the
Soviet era and its way of doing things.

Dimtiri, onaflight fromMscowto Yakutia in Siberia on the way to a
fishingtripwithhis friends intothe Arc tic, says "life is good for 10
per cent of the people and harder for the 90 per cent".

He hastens to add "but those are the chall enges that we have to dea
with and we no | onger have equality with poverty".

Previ ously everythi ng was done for the people, even for the far flung
regions of the country, fromplanning to the delivery of goods and
services - even if they did not cone on time or were not the quantities or
the quality that was desired and needed.

They did not have to think about it. It was "command and control" from
the centre - Myscow.

Whi | e sone t hi ngs have changed and the di fferences are quite obvious

vi stages of the Soviet era still exist.
The ol d Soviet nentality of waiting to be told what needs to be done
still prevails in a nunber of cases and areas. The senior officials still

do not have the "open door policy". Each tinme sonething needs to be
di scussed, no matter howtrivial, even |like where to go for a neal, the
di scussion will take place behind cl osed doors.

In sonme industries, including the aircraft plant in Kazan, the old
attitude still prevails. But just next door, the helicopter plant conpetes
with the best inthe world with sales to nore than 60 countries including
the US and one can be forgiven for thinking that it is a "Wstern"
operati on.

Now t he regi ons have to plan for thensel ves, sonmething that they are not
used to nor equipped to do. In Yakutia, Siberia, the end of the Soviet era
al so saw t he stoppage of the last rail Iink between Yakutia and Irkut sk
This is not all, many ot her comuni cation |inks, including roads, have
al so been "abandoned"

The | ack of communicationin this isolated placeis a najor problemand
made even nore difficult by the severe wi nter conditions when the
temperatures fall to between 50 and 60 degrees bel ow freezi ng.

"It is here that oneis able to listen to one's own breath". Dr Irina V
Sper anskaya explains it is so cold that ones breath freezes instantly and
as it "cracks" one can hear the sound of ice or frozen breath.

But there is a desire to nove forward in sone areas no matter how
difficult it mght be

There is even forward planning. I n Yakutsk, the capital of Sakha
(Yakutia) Republic, the Deputy Mayor Val ery P Dorjiev proudly shows the
dykes being built to prevent the Lena river fromoverflow ng as it had
done in Lensk, a town upstream

Restoration efforts are al so underway and Dorjiev says sone of the rich
mer chant s and owners of the ol d historical buildings have been encour aged
torebuildtheir old hones, maintainingthe old architectural styles. Many
have come forward in what is described as Yakutsk's privatization efforts.

But undoubt edl y many of the regions and i ndividuals are still tryingto
cone to ternms wWith the new environnent that they have been t hrust into.

Even t hough it has been 10 years since the fall of the Soviet Union,
"but when we have been used to a systemfor al nost the whol e of our |ives
10 years is not sufficient to change ones m ndset. But we are getting
there", Dimtri adds.

The change over to the market economny, according to Dinmitri, has al so
weakened t he Russi ans, and thereby | eaving the US as the sol e power.



There is a need for a counter bal ance, he says, adding that his stint in
t he US had convi nced hi mthat a uni polar worl d was not good for anyone -
not even the US - as it nmade Anericans nore arrogant and caused themto
make m stakes that the rest of the world woul d eventual | y have to pay for.

Russi ans have enbraced the mar ket econony and there i s no turning back.

There are a | ot of chall enges but the fast changing attitude, especially
anong t he younger generationis likely to see the country change even nore
rapidly in the next 10 years than it has in the last 10.
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