9

Philippov Victor Vladimirovich – senior lecturer at the Far East Academy of State Service in Khabarovsk, Russia chairperson of the law department. (Khabarovsk).
E-mail:filvv20@mail.ru

Malfeasances in Khabarovsk Territory in 1950 – 1960s

The article describes bribery, abuse of power, embezzlement and misappropriation of state and public property by Soviet officials who held various posts in the government, commercial organizations, and law enforcement agencies in the 1950-1960s. The author examines the links between crime prevention and socio-economic processes . The article also focuses on the mutual influence and on the country as a whole in the Far East during these years
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Before 1960, the Criminal Code of RSFSR [1] operating in Russia dated back to 1926 and defined “malfeasances” as abuse of power or authority, exceeding authority or power, neglect of duties, misappropriation or embezzlement of money (funds), valuables or other property by functionaries because of their official position, bribery or forgery. The Code determined that “functionaries are persons who hold permanent or temporary posts at a Soviet state office, institution, enterprise, organization, or association and who has appointed duties for economic, administrative, professional or other national tasks.”

In Khabarovsk Territory, many crimes involved abuse by officials exceeding their authority, taking bribes and embezzling money – actions now known as corruption [2]. These crimes were committed by persons who were responsible for distribution, keeping inventories, and controlling material and financial funds, such as directors of supply depots, stores, offices, state enterprises or organizations, cooperative associations and collective farms (kolkhoz) who, as a rule, organized criminal groups hand in hand with their subordinates.

For example, in 1953 a criminal group operated in an army post exchange (army store) in Bikin (a city in Khabarovsk Territory). An investigation revealed that between  1950 and 1952 a director of this store and  his subordinates (goods managers) organized a criminal scheme whereby  the store began to procure military insignia (badges of ranks, epaulets, medal ribbons and so on) without proper legal documents. Then they embezzled (don’t understand) of keen demand (watches, costumes, table-clothes, radios, etc.). To cover up their crimes, the director and his subordinates forged documents and the cost of the stolen property was covered up by raising prices and selling the military notions getting without documents [3].

In January1956, police investigated a case concerning the employees of a timber industry enterprise’s logging depot. A superior of the enterprise and an accountant systematically forged cash-books and signatures of workers and thereby earned about 2000 rubles. They also drew up pay-sheets inserting false names and forged signatures and various warrants on imagined works. Altogether they embezzled 29,000 rubles [4].

In the middle of 1956, the criminal police uncovered a criminal group operating in a Soviet harbor city (where exactly?) consisting of a manager of grocery store, a manager of a warehouse and an accountant of a local food centre. They organized the production and sold it through the store. To cover criminal tracks, the bookkeeper forged his documents. In addition, they stole so-called ”marketable surplus” that is, food produced as a result of  the ”excesses” of raw material getting over breaking technology of food preparation including preparation of alcohol beverage (vodka).The alcohol was specially prepared and bottled for sale at retail stores. One liter of vodka normally contains 400 grams of alcohol giving it strength of 40 percent. However, the manager of a wine workshop skimped on the amount of alcohol, selling vodka with labels of 40 percent alcohol when in reality there was only 32-34% strength. The “economized” alcohol was used to prepare “surplus” vodka sold at the store unofficially [5].

In 1953, at a meeting of prosecutors and judges, the Khabarovsk Territory prosecutor stated, “Huge sums of money are stolen annually in our territory. According to incomplete information of investigated criminal cases, the sum of 17,436,000 rubles in 1951 and 17,649,000 rubles in 1952 was stolen and embezzled. Prosecutors’ offices brought 1,440 persons in 1951 and in 1952 1,665 persons to courts for embezzlements and stealing”[6].
On May 11, 1955, a report of the prosecutor to the Territory party committee stated that embezzlement and misuse of state and public property continues to increase year after year and quarter after quarter. A fishing unit of the Territory and the Department of Forest and Paper industry’s office experienced even greater embezzlement. In 1954, shortages, embezzlements and misappropriations of state property in the fishing unit increased by 2,688 thousand rubles or by 13,4% in comparison with 1953 and in the office of work supply by 1,509 thousand rubles or by 55,2%”[7].
A report sent to the Territory party committee by the prosecutor on March 14, 1957, illustrates that crime in the commercial and supply sphere has grown: ”In the last period the quantity of embezzlements and misappropriations did not decrease but rather increased in the commercial field particularly. As a result, in 1956 the Territory swindlers and embezzlers peculated?? 10,496 thousand rubles or 1 million 4 thousand rubles more than in 1955 when it peculated 9,494 thousand rubles [8].

Combating crime was aggravated by the members of the Communist Party, many of whom committed crimes. Criminal proceedings would be initiated only with permission of the committee of the Communist Party. Therefore, a prosecutor, investigator or chief of police, as a rule, would pass a special report to the committee and wait for a response as to whether or not they could begin an investigation. However, there were a lot of refusals and therefore persons who were members of the Communist Party could not be investigated and accused. This made it difficult to combat corruption. Prosecutors, after getting refusals from the committee of the Communist Party, sent special reports to higher organs of the Communist Party. In 1953 a special report of the police entitled ”Short term measures undertaken by party organizations for  communists who embezzled state property” was sent to the committee party of the Territory. According to the report, in 1952 the police requested permission of party organs to initiate criminal proceedings against 38 communists working in various organizations. Some town and district party organs did not permit the police to accuse them and announced reproofs (reprimands) only. The report shows some examples. For instance, in 1952 the committee of Stalinskii district examined a police report about the embezzlement by a director of a supply base who, together with an accountant general of the base, illegally defalcated(ok to use this word—means embezzled) about 24 thousand rubles and embezzled  materials valued at 59,4 thousand rubles. The committee did not permit the arraignment of the director since he was a communist. Only the accountant general was accused and sentenced to 10 years in prison because he was not a member of the Communist Party. Here is another example. A manager of a store and her deputy systematically cheated in measuring and weighing of store’s clients. However a town party committee didn’t permit the arraignment of the manager and only her deputy was accused.

A chairman of a commercial association, member of party, an accountant general and other employees systematically embezzled the finances of the association and misappropriated money in the sum 31000 rubles. However, a district committee announced reproof to the chairman and appointed him “chief of section” in another commercial association. A higher organ of the party considered the decision and saw no purpose in having him arraigned.”

In September 1952, the police requested the town party committee to assign a director of the nursing home, because he was a member of the Communist Party. The new director committed embezzlement and raped invalids. Again, however, the committee did not permit investigation and therefore the director kept his job at the nursing home [9].

In 1953 a similar report was sent from the police office to the city party committee that described how a superintendent of a fish processing plant, a manager of food store and a store manager organized the embezzlement and sale of fish via the store. All were members of party. Having examined a police report, the Stalinskii district committee banished the store manager from the Communist Party but others got reprimands only. The police office continued to insist on getting permission and bringing them to trial and sent a special request to the Territory committee party, however the reply was:”We consider the decision of the district Committee to be correct”[10].

Many officials, including prosecutors and judges, abused power. On January 22, 1953, a party construction commission association decided to banish a judge for systematic drunkenness, bribery and law-breaking. He was also taking bribes. [11].

Later that year, the police filed a special report accusing the mayor of the city of embezzlement.. For instance, in 1951 he used the city’s money to purchase four radio-sets and deliver them to the apartments of officials for their personal use. The mayor reportedly bought a dining room table and tablecloth for his apartment with city funds. He, also, had a personal motor boat repaired and equipped for state funds. There were silver spoons and wine glasses, plates for cakes, silver glass-holders and other valuable items in his office. According to Russian law these things should have been inventoried by state finance organs. In 1952 according to his indictment the mayor spent more than 30,000 rubles for bonuses to his staff? Although the sums for such rewards were not provided by the city budget. The awards given included golden watches, rifles, motorbike, sewing-machines and pigs. In 1951-1952, 48,750 rubles for spectacles from sums assigned for meetings of city delegates were transferred. However, according to a law of the USSR, it was forbidden to spend state financial assets for buying such theatre tickets. In 1950 it was clear that he illegally spent financial assets for buying vodka, champagne, cognac, beer, pies, cakes and so forth to the sum of 15,000 rubles [12].

In 1953, as a result of an examination of a district prosecutor office, a special report to the Territory party committee described that “inadmissible facts were revealed when exhibits vanished due to investigations of the office.” A deputy prosecutor covered up the criminal records of his wife for embezzlement and helped her to be appointed as a manager of food store. The prosecutor and his wife began to commit crimes. A prosecutor knowing about her criminal record covered it up as well since he was a friend of his deputy. He lost his political vigilance and became a prisoner of the family. He aided and abetted the crimes, curried favor of the prosecutor, and delivered critical items to him and other employees of the office. Under such conditions the prosecutor did not want to reveal the embezzlements of the deputy’s wife. They were revealed by a police officer and an investigation was begun. However, the prosecutor withdrew a criminal case from the police and hampered the investigation by not doing anything. It was revealed that employees of the office bought things via stores by knowing the right people namely via wives of employees who were managers of the stores. For example, deputies of the prosecutor bought pigs at low prices. The musty atmosphere of the prosecutor’s office, illegal links, embezzlements, impunity and tolerance of criminals and infringements of laws and state discipline by the prosecutor was occurring while training  police  in the spirit of trust and honesty“[13].

The state policy of present-day Russia’s present day directed at a struggle with corruption has many parallels with the Soviet era, especially during the 1950s and 1960s. Therefore, it is useful to examine the state’s policy toward corruption in Khabarovsk Territory for insights into the current difficulties in creating anti-corruption laws and dealing with corrupt persons. There are good reasons to look at a historical experience struggling with crimes of such sort and, using past experience, one may appreciate measures of struggle with malfeasances in Khabarovsk Territory in 1950 – 1960s.
In 1956, facts of bribery and an abuse of power committed by a judge of a district were also revealed. It was revealed that “in 1955-56, he misappropriated more than 800 rubles when he ordered the use of a horse and cart to deliver fuel wood to a local school. In 1955, the trial building was being refitted and residual bricks were sold to a local hospital for 500 rubles, however he didn’t record the transaction. The judge also sold two foals (they were property of the trial) for 400 rubles and a part of stable for 200 rubles. In October 1956, he made a business trip to Tyr to examine a criminal case on an accusation that a manager of a food store committed embezzlements. She was accused according to the Edict of 1947 [14]. Overnight he became drunk and went to the apartment of the defendant and proposed that she go to bed with him, promising to pass a soft sentence. She agreed and spent the night with him. The next day he examined the case and found that the manager had misappropriated 7795 rubles. She was sentenced to one year of corrections [15].

For investigation of malfeasances, law enforcement bodies used legal criminal measures such as the Criminal Code to provide strong measures, up to the death penalty, to punish persons committing malfeasances and economic crimes [16]. The Edict of a High Consul’s Presidium of the USSR of June 4, 1947, titled “About criminal liability for embezzlement of state and public property” determined criminal liability for thefts, misappropriations, and embezzlements of state, public, kolkhoz, cooperative or other property in the form of deprivation of liberty and imprisonment in a correction camp for a term of seven to twenty-five years [17].

Nevertheless, in spite of strong pressure, as it was remarked in a report by a prosecutor sent to the party committee on May 14, 1957: “the quantity of crimes did not decrease for last period; they increased in trade organizations particularly. During 1955, investigators began investigations of 845 cases on 1138 persons and during 1956, investigated 878 cases and 1248 people”[18].
The conditions in both a state and a Khabarovsk territory involved with embezzlements, misappropriations and abuse of power led to an acceptance of the Decree of the Communist Party’s Presidium on September 8, 1955 titled “About the struggle with embezzlements and malfeasances” and a similar decree of the party committee of Territory on September 27, 1955. It imposed a strong control on activity of police and a prosecutor office. As a result, the number of criminal cases, crimes and defendants increased. In one quarter of 1955, 63 cases and 84 accused persons were investigated; during the 4th quarter there were 109 cades and 149 persons investigated [19].

However, neither strong criminal measures nor strong control by the Communist Party could decreased a growth of crimes and on July 10, 1956, a special report of police to the party committee of the Territory titled “About embezzlements in the Fishing Unit of the Territory “ said that: “the number of embezzlements and misappropriations did not decrease but increased. In the 1st quarter of 1955 there were 111 facts to sum of 926 thousand rubles then during 1st present year it was revealed 143 similar facts to sum of 1700 thousand rubles. For 9 months of 1955 it was revealed 14 to sum 114000 rubles in Khabarovsk branch of the Unit and for first 4 months of 1956 it was revealed 18 facts to sum of 137715 rubles“[20]. The growth of embezzlements and weak activity of law enforcement branches was remarked in a decree of the party committee of the Territory on September 27, 1955 named “About overcoming the struggle against embezzlements and malfeasances”.
Crimes committed by officials continued in the Territory. For example, in 1959 police revealed bribe taking by a deputy of chief of a constructing office’s housing section. He received bribes for orders for moving in outbuildings and registration by people not working at the office [21].

In 1958 it was revealed that a criminal group acted in providing a corn storehouse and consisted of a director of the base, an accountant general and chairman of branch’s Fishing Unit. They organized their group for embezzlements and misappropriations. For example, they drew up false financial document as though the base sent goods to clients to the sum of 10028 rubles but goods weren’t sent and the money was shared.

The director established illegal links with a chief accountant of artel (firm) “New Track” and a manager of a food store. The director transferred 8040 rubles to the store as though the base had debts. The chief accountant and the manager drew up forged documents as though the store sent various goods to the base and the money was a payment. But goods were not sent and 8040 rubles was taken from the store. At the end of 1956 the director and a chairman of kolhoz embezzled cooperative property in the sum of 34960 rubles [22].

Fairly, designation of persons having criminal records, including embezzlements and peculations, on posts involved with a liability for breakage influenced on criminal situation. What does this say? This was remarked sometimes in special records sent by law enforcement bodies to the party committee of the Territory, including a special report on September 6, 1957, giving as an example a person who was appointed as a manager of a store who used forged personal documents (work-book). After the person worked 4 days, peculated 12 000 rubles and escaped [23].

A special report of a chief of local police on June 2, 1953, “About unreliable staff in a trust of coffees and restaurant and a local food association” gave some examples of similar appointments of persons having police records including peculations [24].

In autumn 1956, leaders of the country took measures to reorganize local police and their submission to executive powers of local Chambers of Deputies. In fact, local police were subordinated to Department inner Affairs of the USSR “along a vertical line” and to local authorities “along a horizontal line.” The reorganization led to decentralization of official police activity in the Territory and it became more dependent on local authorities. Similar measures were taken in Khabarovsk Territory where police were subordinate to an executive office of Deputies’ Chamber and police offices in districts were subordinated to appropriate local executive offices in towns, villages and districts.

The weakened influence of law enforcement bodies and courts on crime as a whole and using measures of criminal influences was presented in a report by Khrushchev at the XX Party Congress where he pointed out the next course of struggle with crime: “Now it’s clear that many functions used by state organs should be used by public organizations. Indeed, can Soviet society cope with infringers of socialistic law and order? Of course, it can. Our public organizations do not have less power than police, courts and prosecutors have! Activity of the state bodies can be done by public organizations”[25].

As a result, criminal and correction policy was changed in the USSR and therefore persons committed crimes and who did not have public dangerous and committed them first can’t be accused and matters should bring to so-called “friendly court“ or to pledge. It was supposed that moral and psychological influences of labor collectives will have very strong effects on the infringers. It was stated in a report of a prosecutor sent to the party committee on April 15, 1960, “About some problems in the activities of public organizations on correction of working-people,” that in 1959 in comparison 1958 crime in the Territory was reduced by 22%, however it was remarked that “in 1959 in some organizations, offices and plants such public activity was being badly run and such activity was weakening by 1960. And it resulted in rising crimes. There were times when there was no possibility of bail motions were signed by a director of an establishment and a chairman of local trade union but without consent of the collective. There are many facts when after the bail there is no any influence on the infringer. Those “guarantees” consider that their activity is over” [26]. I don’t know what this says.

In appreciation of the activity of law enforcement bodies, on June 16, 1961, a prosecutor sent a special report “About crimes in the Territory in 1960” to the party committee and remarked that “police, prosecutors and trials weakened the struggle with crime by unwarranted removal of cases and bringing criminals to public organizations. It is very hard to struggle with embezzlers and peculators. There were 1,048 accused people in 1960 and sum of damages was 10,698 thousand rubles then in 1961 it was 1.220 people and 10.698 thousand rubles."[27]
In spite of ongoing measures by a party authority – including adoption of the decree by the party committee of the Territory of October 12, 1960, named “Activities of the office of prosecutor” and a decree of May 9, 1961, named “Poor conditions of the struggle with embezzlements and misappropriations”--an analysis of crime conducted by the office of the prosecutor showed that “embezzlements and misappropriations increased by 11-12%. The main reasons were: liberal enforcement of law by prosecutors, police and judges of criminals that exempt from criminal liability persons who committed crimes, and allowed them bail when it should not have been given; formal activity of some directors and bosses of some establishments who didn’t control their ‘wards’”[28].
Because of weakening conditions and reduced legal pressure the number of embezzlers continued to increase in the Territory. For example, in 1958 a court in the Territory examined a case of officials of the Far Eastern Geological Office who organized a criminal group and began to embezzle state property drawing up forgery warrants on false names. As a result, the cost of repairing cars and tractors (this office repaired them legally) was raised. “Excess parts” were written off, used for assembling engines that were sold illegally and the money was defalcated [29].
In 1961, a court in Bikin examined a case of officials of a brick plant who, having access to financial documentation, embezzled state property by forging such documents  from 1958 through the 1960s[30].
By the beginning of the 1960s, the number of crimes committed by officials in both Russia  and Khabarovsk Territory rose to a high level and leaders of the Central Committee of the Communist Party in March 1962 sent to all party organizations a secret letter “about intensification of the struggle with bribery and embezzlement of state property.“ The letter stated that this illegal phenomena was increasing and listed the shortcomings of the party and trade union activities as reasons.[31]. To increase legal pressure on crime an edict of the High Council’s Presidium was adopted on May 5,1961 “On the intensification of the struggle with extremely dangerous crimes“ that provided for the death penalty for “embezzlement of large amounts of state or public property”[32] and an edict on February 2,1962. “On the intensification of a criminal liability for bribery” This edict provided for confinement or death for bribe taking by an official [33]. It mentioned the increase in crime by government officials that political leaders were attempting to reduce by adoption of such strong measures.
Thus, in 1950-1960s in Khabarovsk Territory there was a significant increase in crimes committed by officials that involved abuse of power and embezzlements. Therefore, the present state of corruption has its historical roots dating back to the 1950s and 1960s.
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