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‘The ‘Great Terror’ and the Fight with Corruption in the GULAG: the Case of the White-Sea Baltic Combine and the Camp of the NKVD.

The paper is devoted to the exploration of the criminal cases on corruption and economic crimes initiated in 1937-1938 within the White Sea Baltic Combine and the Camp NKVD (later referred to as BBK when the Combine is meant as BBLag when the camp is meant), an important GULAG enterprise. Throughout the 1930-s its bosses complained of high level of corruption and embezzlements in the administrative apparatuses and economic enterprises. The paper attempts to study “shadow economy” networks, their participants, and the ways the Chekists handled corruption. Although usually in the 1930-s the disclosure of the embezzlements did not result in the death penalty, during the “Great Terror” (commonly known as a range of  repressive operations targeting certain social groups in the Soviet Union in years 1937-1938, also referred to as “Ezhovschina” or “Stalinskie Repressii.” (“Stalin’s purges”)
 the crimes of theft and embezzlements could be included into the category resulting in capital punishment under operative order № 00447. 
 Finally, the paper undertakes an analysis of the logic of these investigation processes. In doing so, it relies on those criminal cases instigated on the pretext of crimes of embezzlement and theft (or, as it was frequently stated in the criminal cases, ‘systematic plunder/misappropriation of the state property’
 )  that eventuated in capital punishment in accordance with the order 00447. 

Prior to the Terror, the criminal cases instigated in the BBK on the pretext of the violation of the law from August 7, 1932 “on the protection of the state property” or the articles 116,  110, or 169, 
  after their investigation by the Third Department,
 were submitted to the BBK prosecutor for further transfer to the BBK court, Special Collegium of the Supreme Court of the KASSR  or a military tribunal.
 During the Terror, along with camp banditry, discipline abuses, such as refusal to work, the cases of embezzlements, investigated by the BBK Third Department, could be transferred to the troika’s
  court session on the premise of operative order № 00447. 

It is difficult to calculate the exact amount of executed in 1937-1938 in the BBK on the premise of the economic crimes.  What is certain is that in comparison with the executions on other grounds this number was insignificant in itself. In the troika’s verdicts such executions of the prisoners as well as hired staff passed under operative order № 00447. The work with the major source on the basic personal information on those executed en masse in the course of the repressive operations inside the BBK NKVD, as well as in the republic of Karelia in general, the regional Book of Memory,
 revealed that the executions on this premise amounted to 14% of all executions of the prisoners during 1937-1938.
 However, it can be not taken for granted that all these executions occurred on the basis of the economic crimes: other categories of bases for execution could pass under this formulation (such as vagrancy, discipline abuses, etc.), 

As for the hired staff, the share of executions on the premise of embezzlements and office crimes is even smaller.

The total financial losses, indicated in the criminal cases under analysis, varied from 30000 to 100000 rubles.
 The number of those involved in a particular criminal case varied from one dozen to several dozens individuals. Sometimes the case was started with investigation of the crimes of several individuals, but in the course of  further investigation more officials got arrested.

As a rule, the criminal network, revealed in the course of the investigation, was headed by an official on the responsible position within the camp subsection: the chief of the camp section with his close associates, or managerial staff of the economic unit, such as agricultural association (neustavnaia artel.)
 These were hired employees of the Combine.  The rest of the participants were either camp prisoners or special settlers, occupying positions in the financial or administrative apparatuses: chief accountants, managers, superintendents, agronomists, stock keepers, the staff responsible for food supply, etc. Later on the prisoners occupying the lowest positions got involved, guilty of petty theft: warders, cooks, milkmaids, forwarding agents, storekeepers.

Contrary to the so called “counter-revolutionary’ cases where as a rule all the accused were executed, in the cases under review some of the accused later were exempt from the charges and released. This frequently happened with the  the prisoners from the ranks of the lowest camp administration, guilty of petty theft and embezzlements, who were either released on the basis of the ‘insignificance of the offence’
 or received one year of the penal regime.
 

 In the course of the investigation, the economic crimes of a number of arrestees were often aggravated by other offences, starting from the accusations in ‘anti-Semitism’ to the ‘corruption of juveniles.’

The social background of the majority of the accused was modest. All of them were registered either as “state employees” (sluzaschie) prior to their arrest and detention or employment in the camp, peasants (sometimes with definition of the ‘kulak’), or workers.
  The most frequently met nationality was Russian, with few Ukrainians and Jews.
 Prisoners had been frequently sentenced for office crimes, (such as the article 109 (embezzlement).
 But whatever article of the penal code was mentioned, these were the so-called ‘ordinary’ versus ‘counter-revolutionary’ or ‘political’ crimes. The hired staff involved in these cases as chief participants, also came from the lowest social stratum, previously had been sentenced to the camp imprisonment either for daily crimes, or office crimes.

The cases were based on the reports composed by the inspectors’ commissions of the BBK administrative apparatuses and economic enterprises. The role of the catalyst for inspection by the check-up committee of one or another economic unit of the Combine or a particular camp subdivision was played by a denunciation either in the form of the note to the Third Department, 
  or to the  BBK newspaper publishing house. 
 

The protocols of interrogation reveal, that the ways of involvement into the criminal network were different. Some of the accused ones got involved out of desire to earn an extra money; others had been subjected to the blackmail by their superiors and were forced to participate or cover up their fraud.

The gravity of the sentence varied accordingly.  Prior to 1937 in the BBK as well as in any other Soviet enterprise the economic (as well as other ‘office crimes’) were punished through dismissal of the guilty from their positions, reprimands, and (if they were prisoners) deprivation of extra work days counted towards the release (zacheti), and additional term of imprisonment that varied from three to five years.
 During the Terror the investigation procedures were accelerated and the capital punishment was not infrequent. The case encompassing several volumes of biographic data, interrogation protocols, documents and notes, could be completed in one and a half month. Then it was transferred to the troika’s court, which sometimes at a time made decisions on more than 400 prisoners. 
 

 Study of the cases initiated on embezzlements, as other common criminal offences, reveals no evidence of violence or torture to extract confession. As usual confession did not serve as the main proof of guilt. 
 Alternatively, the accused could have denied involvement in the criminal activities until the moment of execution.
 This fact constitutes a significant contrast with the so-called ‘counter-revolutionary’ cases of the same period, which, following the chief USSR prosecutor Andrey Vishinsky’s postulate, placed confession of the accused as the basis for the indictment (hence frequent application of torture and beatings in the ‘political’ processes). In the ‘general crimes’ cases during the Terror usual proceedings of investigation were preserved: interrogations of the witnesses, confrontations, official documentation, while personal confession was relegated in status to a mere supplement to the case. When all the accused denied the charges, the accusation was based on the results of the revision by the commission and witnesses’ testimonies.  The investigation, conducted with an ‘accusatory bias,’ ignored the testimonies of the accused that denied the charges.

The role of informers is especially interesting in these cases. One of the participants in the case instigated on the matter of the embezzlements network within the agricultural cooperative association, an agronomist, was released soon after its instigation despite the fact that all the accused pointed towards him as an official in control of what was going on there. The investigators stubbornly ignored these testimonies. The agronomist, with the ‘kulak’ social background, a state official by occupation and a former Communist party member, had an eleven years record  in the ‘organs of inquiry’ (organi doznania), in other words, the GPU (later OGPU).
 Although the details of his involvement and release are not clear, it is certain that his service as a secret agent influenced the outcome.

Despite the fact that such cases were non-political, political rhetoric was present in them. In the accusatory fabula of the troika’s court, the flaws of the social background were remade into major crimes. The previous record in the White Guard, the ‘kulak’ past aggravated the current misdeeds, creating an image of ‘the enemy of the people’ and justifying the execution. 

Despite the fact that “shadow” economy was thriving in the camp subsections, reports, that constituted the basis of the accusation fabula, in a large part were based on surmises, guess–work, forged evidence and denunciations. For example, financial losses could include an arbitrarily calculated sum of “uncollected profits,” that had allegedly occurred as a result of failure to fulfill the economic plan, or from “inappropriate use of the cattle.” 
 

Often the conclusions of the inspection reports were based on the documents, the authenticity of which seems to be highly problematic. As usual revision of the accounts department, or qualified expertise were not conducted. The job obligations of the accused were not mentioned. The total financial loss as well as embezzlements, committed by each of the accused were determined arbitrarily.

If the investigators were more diligent, the charges could be supported with factual evidence in the form of financial documentation (such as forged pay-rolls and other documents,) and detailed accounts of the witnesses.
 

However, the distinction between the real embezzlements and the falsification of the economic output production results remains unclear. The economic plans and tasks were frequently based upon unreal expectations, so falsified results became the prerequisite for survival for many camp administrators. The investigators themselves confessed that sometimes it was impossible to adequately determine the financial loss that had occurred as a result of embezzlements.

The interrogations protocols of the criminal cases show that autonomy of the provincial bosses which became one of the pretexts for repressive operations of the 1937-1938,  and elimination of which was an important step in the consolidation of the Stalin’s dictatorial power. This autonomy manifested itself even on the level of the chiefs of the smallest forced labour camp subsections who felt confident and secure in appropriating the economic resources to their own ends, and creating their own ‘mini-empires.’

An important question is why during the Terror some crimes connected with embezzlements and failure to fulfill the economic plan were re-made into ‘counter-revolutionary cases,’ and the individuals accused in them were labeled ‘enemies of the people’ and sentenced according to article 58 of the Soviet penal code,
 while other cases remained distanced from politics. It seems the primary criterion was the importance of the economic enterprise for the state (mass scale construction and industrial projects represented the higher level of risk for their management), and secondly, the past of the individuals involved in them. Among those executed in the BBK in the course of the Great Terror on the premise of embezzlements, not a single individual came from the ranks of the so-called bivshikh. None of them had a higher education or was sentenced according to the ‘political’ article. 

Finally, the selectiveness and arbitrary nature of repressive measures in the cases of the non-political crimes manifested itself more poignantly. While in the case of the so-called ‘political’ crimes the principle of selection of the victims was more or less clear: almost everyone with improper social origins and unloyalty to the Soviet power, manifested in the past, was exterminated during the Terror, the executions on the basis of non-political crimes were motivated exclusively by the desire to fulfill the quotas of the ‘enemies,’ allocated from the centre. At the troika’s court such cases were complementary, and were frequently reverted to when the necessary number of ‘political’ enemies was lacking. After the quota was met, the rest of the transgressors were punished in a usual way. 

Thus, despite the fact that in every administrative unit of the Combine (as well as any other Soviet enterprise based on forced labour) corruption was rampant, only small part of the personnel was brought to justice. Primarily, due to denunciations that arrived at the right time to the right place. 

Conclusion

Despite the fact that economic crimes were a plague of the GULAG, Victor Zemskov is right to have claimed, that the results of the NKVD the organs fight with the “enemies” were  brazen hackwork (khaltura.) The contrast between the scale of embezzlements and corruption and ineffectiveness of the methods by which it was counteracted is staggering. Partly it could be explained by the fact that the final aim of these executions was not to fight with the ‘shadow economy’ but to fulfill the quotas in the circumstances when the failure to do so could result in the arrest and the capital punishment for the interrogators.

The campaign ‘against the corruption,’ in the BBK that was an unintended consequence of the Great Terror, failed. The corruption and swindle continued to flourish in this enterprise, sometimes in the outrageous forms, the participants remained unpunished and frequently got a promotion or  a transfer to the capital.
 It can be argued that the similar situation remained in other camps. In  Krasnoyarskii  labour camp, as the results of the NKVD inspection revealed,  in 1939 the sum of financial losses, occurred as a result of falsifications and embezzlements of the camp administration, reached seven million rubles.

Even in the central Gulag apparatus, however strictly controlled by the NKVD, financial machinations and embezzlements were rampant.
 

Later on the NKVD attempted to find new methods to counteract the corruption. In 1944 a decree was issued that prohibited appointing on financial posts individuals sentenced for financial machinations.
 

Still, by the second half of 1940s the corruption within the GULAG reached previously unheard of dimensions, in many camps involving all the levels of the economic management in an elaborate, well structured network.
 The NKVD even provided a classification of different kinds of camp embezzlements and launched a recruitment of the informers network on the fight with embezzlements within the camps, that later became a separate unit of the NKVD apparatus.
 

� Some historians agree in fixing the commencement of the repressions at the end of the summer or the beginning of the autumn of 1936, when the show trials of Trotskyists and Zinovievites were staged, and Nikolai Ezhov was appointed People’s Commissar of Internal Affairs (NKVD SSSR) replacing Heinrich Yagoda. The ideological justification of the repressive course on the 1937 February-March plenum of the CC VKP(b) was followed by  several major orders unleashing the Terror. O. Khlevniyk, ”The Objectives of the Great Terror. 1937-1938,” in Soviet History 1917-1953: Essays in Honour of R.W. Davies, J. Cooper, ed. (New York: St’ Martin’s Press, 1995), p. 158.


� An operative order № 00447 of the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs “On the operation to repress former kulaks, criminals and other anti-Soviet elements” initiated mass repressions of “anti-Soviet elements” in years 1937-1938 starting between 5-15 August (depending on the region) and concluding in four months. It named the “elements to be repressed,” which included all those who in some form or other opposed the Soviet regime or had been a victim of state terror. In total, the order authorized the arrest of 268, 950 people, of whom 72, 950 (including 10000 camp prisoners) were to be shot. Two other important orders, signed by N. Ezhov, from 14th of September and 9th of October 1937, simplified the procedure of reviewing criminal cases on “counter-revolutionary” crimes and extended the term of the imprisonment for the crimes of espionage, terror, treason and sabotage from ten to twenty five years.These operations, which made up what later would be called the Great Terror, were conducted with varying intensity until November 1938. A. Getty, O. Naumov, The Road to Terror: Stalin and the Self-Destruction of the Bolsheviks, 1932-1939 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), pp. 473-80. 


� GARF, f. 8131, op. 13, d. 34, p. 85.


� Archiv MVD RK, (Archive of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic of Karelia),  f. 73, op. 01, d. 1029. Although in the Soviet penal code ‘economic crimes’ frequently passed under the ‘political’ article  (58-7 ‘wrecking’), (58-8 act of terrorism), portrayed as a part of the counter-revolutionary plot, ‘embezzlement of the public property’ as such was outlined in the following legal norms: the law from August 7th, 1932, article 162 of the  penal code (theft), article 116 (embezzlement), speculation (article 107), fraud (169) and bribery ( articles 117, 118, 119). Hoover Institution on War, Peace and Revolution, Soviet Communist Party Archives. GARF, f. 8131, op. 13, d.28, p. 15. 


� Third Departments or, the so-called ‘Operative-Chekist’ Departments of the camps, subordinated to the Third Department of the GULAG NKVD, evolved from the Information and Investigation Sections of the camps. These administrative bodies performed function of the State Security organs in the respective camps.


� GARF, f. 8131, op. 13, d.  34, p. 94. This depended upon a number of factors: first of all, whether the accusants were hired employees or prisoners, and secondly, on the nature of the charges.


� As a rule, troika consisted of the people’s commissar of the NKVD administration, the secretary of the local party organization, and the procurator of the republic, province, or territory. Troikas enjoyed the extraordinary right to pass verdicts unilaterally and carry them out, including death sentences.
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� A statistical breakdown of the bases for persecution of the BBLag prisoners reveals the following pattern: 851 prisoners or about 32 % were sentenced under article 58h of the Soviet penal code for “political” or “counter-revolutionary crimes”; 1352 or 52 % under article 82 on attempted escape, 365 or 14 % under the operative order 00447. The remaining 2 % under the articles 59-3,( banditry) 54-5(repetition of a past crime) and 67. The reasons for persecutions of remaining 5 prisoners are not mentioned. Pominalnie spiski Karelii, pp. 904-1075. Taking into consideration the fact that during the second half of the 1930-s the population of the BBLag amounted to 75-85000 prisoners (constant fluctuations in the number of the prisoners were connected with the arrival and departure of etapi, internal and external transfers of the workforce) overall, around  2-4 % of the BBLag prisoners were persecuted in the course of the Terror. The exact number of the BBLag prisoners, subjected to the repression, amounts to 2588. 2580 prisoners were shot. V. G. Makurov, “Belomoro-Baltiiskii Kombinat v Karelii. 1933-1941,”Novoe v izuchenii Karelii (Petrozavodsk: RAN, 1994), pp. 139-140.


� In general the data about the size and composition of the camp population is much more reliable than  the number of those repressed within the camp system. An analysis of the social profiles of the repressed prisoners and members of the staff is complicated by the fact that the information provided on them in the regional Book of Memory is incomplete and selective.


� According to the available data, during the Terror among approximately seventy seven repressed employees of the BBK NKVD the majority (seventy one individual) were charged with the “counter-revolutionary” offences, the rest were persecuted “according to the order 00447, including those accused of either embezzlements or ‘office crimes.’ (bitoviie prestuplenia).” Pominalnie spiki, pp. 844-849. Sixty eight employees were shot, the rest received ten-year  imprisonment in the camps. 
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� Although  confession revealing other participants of the criminal network was welcomed; as in the ‘political cases,’ in the criminal cases the authors of these confessions expressed pleas for forgiveness, stated the intentions to work honestly “for the benefit of the Motherland” and tended to transfer the responsibility for the crimes to the representatives to their bosses. At the end, the authors of such confessions were also shot.
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