





















































434 The Famine in Perspective

than planned.'* Grain per head of urban population remained the
same, or may even have declined, and the consumption of meat and
dairy products greatly declined.'3?

These are crude figures, and do not show the considerable
regional disparities which we have examined elsewhere in this vol-
ume. But they show that the absolute lack of food was the back-
ground to the famine. Shortage of grain and other foods in the towns
resulted in widespread malnourishment; the acute shortage of grain
in the countryside resuited in widespread starvation.

) Why did agricultural production decline so precipitately?

The fundamental cause of the deterioration of agriculture in
1928-33 was the unremiiting state pressure on rural resources.
Following thie grain crisis in the winter of 1927-28, investment in
industry, which already exceeded the pre-war level, approximately
doubled between 1927/28 and 1930 (see vol. 3, p. 490).
Simultaneously, state grain collections increased from 11 million tons
after the 1927 harvest to 16 million tons after the 1929 harvest,
even though the 1929 harvest was lower than the harvest of 1927

132 According to the five-year plan, the urban population would increase from
26 million in 1927/28 to about 32 million in 1932/33 (Pyatiletnii plan, 1, 1 (1 929), 133);
in fact, the urban population in 1932/33 reached about 38 million (the official
estimate of the urban population on January 1, 1933 was 39.7 million (Voros, i (1934,
427, but this assumed a figure for the total population which was far too high). The
number of gainfully-empioyed people in the non-agricuitural sector increased from
11.8 million in 1927/28 to about 20 million in 1933 {see vol. 4, p. 539),

135 Moshkov’s table shows the following consumption per urban person per year
(in kilograms):

Grain in gram Fotatoes Meat and Butter

equivalent lard
1928 174 88 52 2.97
1931 208 144 27 1.79
1932 (preliminary) 211 110 i7 1.75

{(Moshkov {1966, 136).
Revised figures in the TSUNKhU archives show a more unfavourable situation with
grain:

1931 190°

1932 172%/168"

1933 169°

Seurces: * RGAF, 1562/53/148, 1-2,
b RGAE, 1562/3/147, 16; 1562/3/201, 8-9.
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(see val. 1, pp. 419, 427). To obtain this increase, an elaborate system
of coercion was established. The removal of grain from the country-
side was a major factor in the decline in livestock, which began in
1929 and continued until 1933.

While there is no doubt that the investment plans of 1929-32 were
far too ambitious, how far forced industrialisation was ‘necessary’ for
the survival of the Soviet Union in a hostile capitalist world will
always be a matter of controversy. In our opinion, rapid industriali-
sation, even at a more feasible pace, was bound to strain the relation
hetween the state and the peasantry. In 1929, against the background
of the tension between peasant and state, the Soviet authorities con-
cluded that the implementation of the industrialisation programme
would be impossible if agriculture was not brought under firm con-
trol. Mikoyan, who was responsible for the grain collections, declared,
frankly and publicly, in June 1929: <If grain were abundant, we would
not at the present time have set ourselves the problems of kolkhoz and
sovkhoz construction in such a broad way.''**

Collectivisation, coupled with dekulakisation, brought agriculture
under state control. But its introduction brought with it enormous
difficulties. These were partly inherent in the huge operation of
moving 25 million individual peasant economies into a quarter of a
million socialised collective farms. The difficulties were made worse
by the inability of most communists, from Stalin to the party mem-
bers sent into the countryside, to understand agriculture and the
peasants, and offer sensible means of coping with the transformation
of the countryside. In 1930, collectivisation proceeded at a break-
neck pace, and impracticable schemes were enforced for the whole-
sale socialisation of livestock as well as grain. Even with a good
harvest, the collective farmers were not guaranteed a minimum
return for their work. Although some of the Utopian policies of
1930 were soon abandoned, in both 1931 and 1939 Stalin and the
Politburo overestimated the harvest and mmposed collection plans
based on their misjudgment. Most agricultural difficulties were not
attributed to mistakes in policy, or even treated as a necessary cost of
mdustrialisation. Instead, the machinations of kulaks and other ene-
mies of the regime were blamed for the troubles. and the solution
was sought in a firmer organisation of agriculture by the state and its
agencies.

¥ See val. 1, p. 120.
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The chaos in administration and in agriculture, and the demorali-
sation of many peasants, were the context in which grain production
deteriorated.

The first five-year plan proposed to achieve the expansion of crop
production, both by extending the sown area by 22.2 per cent and by
a more Intensive use of the sown area, which would increase yields
by 25.4 per cent.

The plans for technical improvements which would raise vield
aimed to introduce in the course of five years changes which had
been introduced in Western Europe over five centuries. Some signi-
icant changes did take place. The use of artificial fertiliser supplied
by industry increased; but it remained at quite a low level, and was
far outweighed by the decline in the supply of manure caused by the
reduction in livestock.

The one technological improvement that was more or less
successful was the mass application of improved sorted seed. Within
five years, the proportion of the area sown to grain which was sown
with sorted seed had increased from 3 per cent to over 25 per cent,
roughly as envisaged in the plans.'®® This was a remarkable achieve-
ment, resulting from a considerable effort to build special seed farms
and to establish procedures to exchange seed on a mass scale. The
basis for sueh operations had been laid down by the pre-revolutionary
local authorities, and was extended in the 19205 before the onset of
mass collectivisation. The subsequent developments had a firm hase.
But this achievement utterly failed to compensate for the agrotech-
nological failures.

Four groups of problems were ignored or underestimated by the
political authorities, who assurned that technological improvements
could easily be achieved.

(1) Over-exiension of the sown area The sustained attempt to extend
the sown area was a major factor in the deterioration of agricultural
technology. The five-year plan intended to achieve part of the
increase in grain output through the development of sovkhozy on
virgin lands; and in terms of sown area a substantial increase was
achieved.'® This was part of a general trend. In 1929, 1930 and
1931, in the hope of increasing grain production, the sown area

1 Pyatiletdi plan, i, i (1920), 337; Sel. khaz, 1935 (1936), 367,
1% See data in Sel.khoz. 1935 (1936), 715; this early virgin fands campaign is
discussed in O, 2, 1996, 55-7 (Zelenin),
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was increased drastically, and fallow land reduced {see Table 5{a)).
The intense pressure to increase the sown area added to the disrup-
tion of existing land arrangements brought about by the two collec-
tivisation drives of 1930 and 1931, and by the retreat from
collectivisation in the spring of 1930. Ratinnal crop rotation disap-
peared in many villages and districts. In 1932, the spring-sown area
was planned to increase further, but the plan was not fulfilled {sce
pp. 121-22). Nevertheless, the sown area in 1932 was still greater
than in any previous year apart from 1931.

Ukraine was affected particularly badly by the expansion of
the sown area. It already had a much lower level of uncropped
arable than in all other regions of the USSR, with the exception of
the highly commercial Leningrad region. According to the planning
documents, the Ukrainian level of fallow was equal to 27.7 per cent
of the sown area in 1927/28, and was projected to fall to 18.1 per
cent in 1932/33.'37 The USSR average was 39.1 per cent, projected
to fall to 41.7 per cent. An external facror considerably complicated
the situation in Ukraine. Bad weather led to exceptionally large
winter killings of the autumn sowings for both the 1928 and 1929
harvests, and, to compensate for these, spring sowing was consider-
ably increased. By 1929, rational crop rotation had been seriously
undermined; and the increase in the sown area in 1930 and 193]
squeezed the faltow land still further,

Throughout the USSR, the reorganisation of the land, and the
expansion of the sown area, disrupted the traditional arrangernernts
for the culiivation of the soil, but for several years they were not
replaced by an improved cropping system.

It was not until the autumn of 1932 that the restoration of proper
crop rotation received the strong support of the authorities (see
pp. 231-4}. Meanwhile, much damage had been done. Such a dra-
matic expansion of sown area and reduction of fallow, without
improved crop rotation and the careful introduction of alternative
means for rejuvenating the soil with fertilisers or manure, was bound
to lead to the reduction of yields and an increased likelihood of crop
diseases. By 1932, in many regions, and particularly in Ukraine, soil
exhaustion and crop diseascs were widespread.

{2) Decline in draught power Another major factor leading to poor
cultivation was the very considerable reduction in the ‘draught

T Pratiletnii pian, i (1929), 556-7.
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power’ available to agriculture between 1928 and 1933, The grain
collections remaved both food from the peasantry and fodder from
the animals.

According to the grain-fodder budgets, the supply of grain
for fodder declined from 23.3 million tons 1 1927/28 to only
10-12 million tons in 1932.1% This decline, and the poor mainte-
nance of the animals, were the main reasons for the reduction of the
number of work horses and oxen from 29.7 million i 1928 to 18.8 mil-
lion in 1932.1% This was partly compensated by the rapid increase in
tractor horse-power, from 0.28 million to about 2 million between
1928 and 1932.'*° One tractor horse-power provides more drawing
power than one horse. Even so, in 1932, total draught power
amounted to only some 23 million, compared with 30 million in 1998,

All the main agricultural operations are greatly affected by the
availability of draught power: Table 9 shows that the ploughing up
of fallow in preparation for the autumn sowing for the 1932 harvest,
and the spring sowing of 1932, were delayed, and both reaping and
threshing took place later than normal. These delays all tended to
reduce the yield, and increase harvest losses.

(3) Quality of cultivation The quality of cultivation also deteriorated.
Great efforts were made to fulfill thesplan in spite of the inadequacy
of draught power. But the peasants cultivating the soil were demor-
alised, and the drivers of the tractors and those concerned with their
maintenance were inexperienced. Ploughing, sowing and harvesting
were all carried out in a slip-shod manner. Shallow ploughing was
quicker and easier than deep ploughing, and was normally less
effective. Sowing was quicker and easier if you did not waste time
regulating the density of the spread of the seed and ensuring that
corners of fields and inaccessible areas were covered. Harvesting
would be less efficient if there was less concern about minimising
harvesting Josses. Additional draught power would have allowed all
these operations to have been carried out more efficiently and at the
inost optimal time, resulting in larger yields and lower harvesting
OSses. .

198 For 1927/28, see Poatiletnii Plan, 1, 1 (1929), 333, In 1932/33, the amount of
grain for fodder was recorded as 10.2 million tons in budget 1 and 12.3 million rons
n budget 1v (for these budgets, see p. 446).

9 Sel khoz. 1935 (1936}, 519.

M0 Sel. Hhoz. 1935 (1936), 199,
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The lack of horses carried with it other troubles. Both collective
farmers and individual peasants had great difficulty in conveying the
grain to the collection points. And fewer horses meant less manure
and therefore poorer soil.

{4) The poor weather A lurther major factor in the poor harvests of
1931 and 1932 was the weather. We have shown that the harvest
of 1932 was probably harmed by the weather as much as the harvest
in the drought year of 1931 (see pp. 119, 128).

The fluctuations i the annual level of temperature and rainfall on
the territory of the USSR are greater than in major grain-producing
areas elsewhere in the world. The weather pattern is highly continen-
tal, and is complicated by the frequent but irregular dry winds (sukhover)
which blow from Central Asia across the Volga region, North
Caucasus and Ukraine in the growing months of late spring and early
summer. Moreover, the critical insufficiency of humidity makes a large
territory particularly susceptible to drought, resulting in high
temperatures and fow raimfall. In normal times, changes in the weather
are the main cause of the large annual fluctuations in vield per hectare,

In addition to general drought factors, the weather at the time of
the flowering of the grain in late May and early June seems to be
critical, and in this regard the hot weather in early June 1932, fol-
lowed by high rainfall, appears (o have been particularly damaging.

It is often assumed that good-weather vears tend to cancel out
bad-weather ones, so that over a five-year period fluctuations can be
ignored, but this is not the case. The weather was largely responsible
for the above-average yield over the whole five years 1909-13. In
1925-29 the weather was only slightly worse than average. But in
1930-34 the weather was poorer than usual over the five vears, with
particularly bad conditions in 1931 and 1932. This was a factor
over wlhich the Soviet government had no immediate control. But
the attitude to the weather of the political leaders and the principal
planning officials compounded what was already a serious problem.
Although the inevitability of fluctuations in the weather from year to
year was well known, every vear the Soviet government gambled
on good weather - and was often unhicky. Official optimism was rein-
forced by the events of 1930, In 1930, the vear in which collectivisa-
tion was launched, the weather — and the harvest — were particularly
favourable. The good harvest in a year of turmoil undoubtedly
strengthened the illusion among the political leaders that agricultural
difficulties would easily be overcome.
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(i} Coping with the famine crisis

Confronted by the poor harvest of 1932, the Soviet anthorities were
in great difficulty. Even before the harvest, their partial recognition
of the parlous state of agriculture led in May 1932 to the introduc-
tion of the policies known as ‘neo-Nep’, including a reduction in the
grain collections below the amount planned for 1931, At this time
the Soviet leaders followed their usual practice of overestimating the
harvest. But as early as the end of June 1932 they already conceded
that it would amount to only about 75 million tons (see p. 126). This
was far below the 90 million tons planned in January 1932, and stifl
further below the five-year plan target of 106 million tons. This put
the reduced collection plan of May 1932 in Jeopardy. Our work has
confirmed — if confirmation were needed — that the grain campaign
in 1932/33 was unprecedentedly harsh and repressive. Within this
dominant context, state policy was more ambiguous and confused
than is generally believed. In response to pressure from the local
authorities and the peasants, the Politburo reluctantly made large,
though insufficient, reductions in planned collections between
August 1932 and January 1933, amounting to as much as 4 million
tons. Eventually, 5 million tons less than planned were collected.

The reduced collections were 4 million tons less than in the previous
year, and this confronted the state with very considerable problems.
The plan to increase grain stocks by nearly 3 million tons was largely
abandoned. The annual export plan was reduced, though far from
sufficiently. From the beginning of 1933, graln exports were cur-
tailled drastically: in January—fune 1933 far less grain was exported
than in the same months in the previous three years,1*:

In spite of these cuts in planned distribution, the amount of grain
available for internal use was still substantially less in 1932/33 than
In the previous year. The Politburo decided that the grain must be
concentrated on the hungry towns, and ruled firmly that no alloca-
tions from the state collections would be made available to the coun-
tryside for seed, food or fodder. But, in fact, in a very large number
of piecemeal Politburo decisions, nearly 2 million tons were issued for
these purposes, including 330,000 tons for food (about 194,000 tons
of which was for Ukraine).

In spite of the reduction in the collections, and the issue of grain to
the countryside, the grain available in Ukraine, the North Caucasus

! 11 thousand tops: 1930: 1,412; 1931: 1,353; 1932: 613; 1933: 293,
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and the Volga regions was not sufficient to prevent the deaths of
several million people from famine. In 1891/92 and in 1921/92 the
worst consequences of the grain shortage were avoided by publicising
the famine: food assistance was obtained from other parts of the coun-
try, and especially from abroad. In 1933, this escape route was closed.
The Soviet press was silent about, and even denied, the existence of
the famine: an appeal for foreign help was by this time unthinkahble
(see pp. xiti—xiv),

Our study of the famine has led us to very different conclusions from
Dr Conquest’s. He holds that Stalin ‘wanted a famine’, 42 that ‘the
Soviets did not want the famine to be coped with successtully’,'"* and
that the Ukrainian famine was ‘deliberately inflicted for its own
sake”.'* This leads him to the sweeping conclusion: “The main lesson
seems to be that the Communist ideology provided the motivation for
an unprecedented massacre of men, women and children.’'*®

We do not at all absolve Stalin from responsibility for the farnine.
His policies towards the peasants were ruthless and brutal. But the
story which has emerged in this book is of a Soviet leadership which
was struggling with a famine crisis which had been caused partly by
their wrongheaded policies, but was unexpected and undesirable. The
background to the famine is not simply that Soviet agricultural poli-
cies were derived from Bolshevik ideology, though ideology played its
part. They were also shaped by the Russian pre-revolutionary past,
the experiences of the civil waz, the international situation, the intran-
sigeant circumstances of geography and the weather, and the modus
operand of the Soviet system as it was established under Stalin. They
were formulated by men with little formal education and limited
knowledge of agriculture. Above all, they were a consequence of the
decision to industrialise this peasant country at hreakneck speed.

"2 Hearing (1984}, 45 (seminar at American Enterprise Institute).

'3 Hearing (1984}, 61.

4 Conquest (1986), 196.

' Conquest (1986), 344, In correspondence Dr Conquest has stated that it is not
his opinion that ‘Stalin purposely inflicted the 1933 famine. No. What [ argue is that
with resulting famine imminent, he could have prevented it, but put “Soviet inter-
est” other than feeding the starving first - thus consciously abetting it’ {September
2003).




