Business Briefs

Infrastructure

Pravda team calls for
Soviet rail modernization

Tworeporters of the Soviet daily Pravda went
onaninvestigative tourofkey Sovietrailroads,
and came to the conclusion that “the increase
of commodity transportvolume simply makes
it unavoidable that we put the entire rail trans-
portsystem on amodern basis as soon as possi-
ble,” they wrote in the paper Dec. 17.

Inlight of the international food aid effort,
border transit stations should receive massive
new investments, the reporters wrote, after an
inspection of Brest-Litovsk, the central transit
hub between between East and West. There,
they found chaotic circumstances, with an im-
mense number of freight cars standing around
unused because of their poor condition. The
director of Brest-North Station told the report-
ers that his own workers are forced to repair
many Soviet freight cars before they are ever
used, since they arrive in a dilapidated state.

Anestimated4,000freight cars, many car-
rying food supplies from Romania, Poland,
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, are now
blocked at the border because of disarray and
mismanagement.

U.S. Cities

Escape from New
York? Bridges closed!

Scores of New York City bridges already on
the verge of collapse will be left to rot until
“sometime after 1995,” as a result of budget
cuts ordered by the administration of Mayor
David Dinkins. City engineers were informed
that funds for bridge reconstruction and repair
would be cut an additional $22 million over the
next five years, on top of $252 million slashed
in December.

Many bridges will suffer major structural
damageif leftto deteriorate further. Corroding
decks will develop large holes that could force
engineers to close bridges. Many others are
losing concrete around their reinforced steel
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supports, which corroderapidly whenexposed
to water and polluted air. City engineers say
that deferring maintenance and repairs will
eventually cost the city billions of dollars in
reconstruction costs.

The city is also considering a $2 million
cutinits preventive maintenance budget, elim-
inating a program to remove loose concrete
from the underdecks of bridges.

Of the 842 bridges and viaducts in New
York City, 56% are deficient and 26 are in
“critical condition,” according toastudy by the
Parsons Brinkerhoffan engineering company
and the Peat Marwick accounting firm. The
study was chartered in 1989 and due Oct. 1,
1990. Thecity missedthatdeadline andaNov.
1 extension, prompting State Comptroller Ed-
ward Regan to accuse the city of a coverup.
“City officials are sitting on a time bomb,” he
warned.

Meanwhile, at least 20 of the 173 bridges
maintained by the Boston Metropolitan Dis-
trict Commission are in poor condition, that
agency says. In addition, several of the dams
and locks—a few of which are more than 100
years old—are in need of costly inspections,
at minimum. In the last three years, however,
the MDC’s operating budget has dropped from
$87.4 million to $60.9 million this fiscal year.

Research

U.S. fusion energy
research being shut down

Major portions of what remains of the U.S.
magnetic fusion energy research program
were killed Dec. 5. The canceled projects in-
clude the $76 million ZTH magnetic con-
finement fusion machine at Los Alamos Na-
tional Laboratory, scheduled for start-up in
1992; the functioning $20 million Advanced
Toroidal Facility (ATF) at Oak Ridge National
Lab;and the $ 10 million Large Spheromak Ex-
periment (LSX) funded by the Department of
Energy at Spectra Technologies in Bellevue,
Washington.

The Bush administration strategy is to fa-
vor only the Princeton program—by cutting it
less. Princeton’s $11 million PBX-M project
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is being axed. Princeton’s magnetic fusion re-
search staff has dropped from 1,300 in 1984 to
800 today.

In laser fusion, Los Alamos lost funding
for the $87 million Antares laser fusion ma-
chine, just built in 1987, and now apparently
will lose funds for the recently completed Au-
rora fusian laser, “because Livermore’s Nova
fusion laser is considered the leader in inertial
confinement fusionresearch,” according tothe
New Mexico Albuquerque Tribune Dec. 6.

At $275 million, the 1991 budget for mag-
netic confinement fusion research will be the
lowest since 1981, before adjustment for in-
flation, according to the Tribune.

Dick Siemon, program manager for mag-
netic confinement fusion at Los Alamos, de-
clared, “This is one first-rate disaster from the
point of view of the world’s energy needs.”

Development

Nigerjan leader asks
‘African Marshall Plan’

Nigerianleader General Babangidademanded
an “AfricanMarshall Plan” todevelopthecon-
tinent, in astatementto delegates attending the
World Conference on Reparations to Africa
and Africans of the Diaspora, in Lagos in mid-
December. He charged that the granting of in-
dependence to African nations after World
War II was only a “tactical political conces-
sion,” while the African continent was thereaf-
ter subjected toeconomic exploitation and civ-
il wars supported from the outside. He said,
“We want an African Marshall Plan to com-
pensate for the centuries of abuse and lack of
attention.”

Delegates to the conference demanded a
form of indemnity from Europe and North and
South America, to compensate forthe damage
doneto Africaby five centuries of slavery. One
speaker pointed out that Germany is still pay-
ing Israel reparations for Nazi crimes, and that
the U.S. has begun to pay indemnities for its
treatment of Japanese-American internees
during World WarIl. Africa should be accord-
ed the same consideration.

The reparations demand will be a formal
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agenda item at the June 1991 Organization of
African Unity summit.

Space

Budget causes NASA
facilities to deteriorate

A new study by the U.S. General Accounting
Office has found that eight National Aeronau-
ticsand Space Administration(NASA) centers
have severe problems caused by alack of mon-
ey for maintenance, the Dec. 18 Washington
Times reported. In the 52-story Vehicle As-
semblyBuildingatthe Kennedy Space Center,
where the Shuttle is mated to its external tank,
GAO inspectors found that NASA had in-
stalled netting to catch pieces of concrete fall-
ing from the roof.

Experts at the National Research Council
recommend that agencies spend at least 2-4%
of their facilities’ replacement value on main-
tenance, the report says. For most of its facili-
ties, NASA spends between 0.9 and 1.5%.

The space agency’s facilities include
2,700 buildings and 3,200 other major struc-
tures encompassing 36 million square feet.

Trade

Comecon no longer
functioning, says U.N.

Trade among the nations of the Soviet domi-
nated Council for Mutual Economic Assis-
tance (CMEA or Comecon) collapsedin 1990,
and worse ison the horizon, says the Economic
Bulletinfor Europe, justreleased by the United
Nations. It details a systemic “collapse of the
CMEA trading system” over the course of
1990 between East European nations and the
U.S.S.R.

Because 1990 was to be the last year of
settling trade imbalances in rubles, CMEA
economies have desperately tried to minimize
year-endruble holdings. “The individual East-
erncountries resorted to a variety of direct con-
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trols on their exports and imports to and from
one another, a process which led to mutual re-
crimination and retaliation.” The result has
been a devastating average 18% drop in intra-
CMEA tradein 1990. SovietexportstoCMEA
states, mainly oil, fell some 15% in volume.

The Jan. 1, 1991 conversion of all East
European oil imports to a hard currency basis
will have an impact “larger than that of 1973
and 1979 inthe West.” The U.Ncalculates that
CMEA  countries—Poland, = Hungary,
Czechoslovakia etc.—import 80% of their oil
fromthe U.S.S.R., and had paid a preferential
price equivalent of $7 per barrel. An average
$35 world price in 1991 would add a cumula-
tive $23-28 billion to East European countries’
trade deficits.

The Soviet Union, Bulgaria, and Romania
are in a second category of economies where
the “situation is deteriorating outside of any
coherent policy framework and reflects a col-

lapse of central control.”
Health Care

N
Soviet pediatric care

seen breaking down

The Soviet health care system is breaking
down, reports a jounalist for the Hamburg-
based Abendblatt, who visited a hospital for
children in Leningrad. “The biggest problem
is the lack of diagnostic and treatment equip-
ment,” doctors are quoted. There are only 18
incubators for a total of 62,000 babies born
each year. (By Western standards, 62 incuba-
tors would be needed.) With every incubator,
the lives of 45 children per year can be saved;
otherwise, these children die.

“We don’thave any ultrasound equipment
at all,” doctors say. Surgery is performed in
hospital rooms rather than operating rooms.
“Especially medicine is lacking, which is not
produced in the Soviet Union. For example,
there is no medicine available for epileptics,
for the thinning of the blood, and so on. There
is still enough special food for children, but
who knows for how long,” doctors fear.

Briefly

@ THE GAP between income and
rent is growing so large that more
than 50% of all renters in Massachu-
setts, Maine, California, Nevada,
and Vermont c¢annot afford a two-
bedroom apartment, according to a
new study. No one earning the aver-
age wage of a retail salesperson—
$195 per week-—can afford the aver-
age rent in any state in the Union.

@ ENVIRONMENTAL legisla-
tion—the Clean Air Act, the Clean
Water Act, and Waste Pollution reg-
ulations—cost the U.S. economy
over $100 billion in 1990, more than
2% of GNP, according to a study by
the  Environmental  Protection
Agency—released two years late.

@ CANADA has announced the
sale of a Candu nuclear reactor to
South Korea, the first foreign sale
since 1981. Minister of Energy Jake
Epp said it was “a straight commer-
cial deal,” with no export financing
on the part of Canada.

@ A BLACK SEA Economic Co-
operation Zone will be the subject of
a study and proposal by Turkey, fol-
lowing talks among representatives
of the Soviet Union, Turkey, Roma-
nia, and Bulgaria in Ankara in late
December. The project is to include
cooperation in energy, telecommuni-
cations, transportation, and the envi-
ronment.

@ THE U.S. BUDGET deficit was
up to $48.1 billion in November, an
increase of 62% over November
1989, according to Treasury Depart-
ment figures reported Dec. 21. Indi-
vidual income tax and corporate tax
collections dropped 21% and 46%,
respectively.

@ THE LONG ISLAND Power
Authority voted Dec. 21 to submit a
decommissioning plan for the Shore-
ham nuclear plant to the Nuclear Reg-
ulatory Commission. The plant was
built at a cost of $5 billion, but never
operated because of environmentalist
obstruction. Energy shortages are
now predicted.

Economics
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