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The Vyborg Cellulose Paper Combine (VTsBK) is located 24 kms from the town of  Vyborg in Leningrad oblast and is the main employer in the settlement of Sovetskii in which it is located, employing 2,400 of the 7,800 population of the town and providing all the social infrastructure of the town.� The factory attracted international attention when it was occupied by its workers, who denied access to the management nominated by its British-registered owners and ran the factory on their own account, and was then stormed by security forces on three occasions, in July and October 1999 and in February 2000, before finally being restored to its legal owners. The Vyborg struggle was represented by some on the left as an archetypal example of a heroic workers’ struggle that was eventually betrayed by a spineless leadership. However, in real life things are rarely so simple. The struggle was indeed a struggle of the workers for jobs and wages in a town where there was no other work, but it was not an anti-capitalist struggle so much as a struggle to find a ‘good capitalist’. The failure to find such a saviour led the workers to put the enterprise into the hands of local political figures to try to run the enterprise on their own account, but this embroiled them in local political conflicts in which they found themselves on the losing side, eventually having to concede to an alliance between new owners and the local and regional administration. The militancy and solidarity of the workers certainly enabled them to strike a favourable bargain with the new owners, but whether the latter will keep to the deal remains to be seen.  


The privatisation of the combine.


VTsBK was founded in 1926 as a pulp and paper mill. In 1978 it was almost completely rebuilt and in 1985-88 there was a further complete reconstruction at a cost of  $450 million, 90% of the equipment at the combine being of foreign manufacture. VTsBK is regarded as one of the most advanced enterprises in its industry in Russia and one of only four of its kind in the world (two in Canada and one in Germany). It produces a range of pulp and paper products, including wallpapers and specially treated papers for upholstery and packaging. Being close to the Finnish border, it has good access to export markets.


The dispute at the combine dates back to its privatisation, which was decided at a meeting of the labour collective in 1994. The original plan had been to privatise according to the first variant, which would have given the workers a majority of the shares at a nominal price, but at the last minute the third variant was adopted: 30% of the shares were received by a group of entrepreneurs, which included the management of the factory and the company ‘Ellis Varnish’ (15 people), 17% were bought by the labour collective and 20.7 % of the shares were sold not through an investment competition, as was anticipated by the privatisation law, but at a cash auction which did not impose any obligation on the buyers to undertake an investment program. Immediately after privatisation delays in the payment of wages began and the workers began to sell their shares. The cost of the shares varied, but it was always quite low. Most of the shares were bought by banks.


An American firm ‘Alliance Cellulose Limited’ appealed to the Leningrad anti-monopoly administration to be allowed to buy the shares of TsBK and after getting permission it acquired around 85 % of the shares of the combine. In the opinion of many people, this firm had bought up the shares of the combine with the sole purpose of destroying a competitor. This suspicion was supported by the fact that the situation of  the combine sharply deteriorated in the year after privatisation, the decline being exacerbated by incompetent management and the cost of high interest loans (for example, at 260% p.a. from the Tavricheskii Bank). 


In 1996 bankruptcy proceedings were initiated against OAO Vyborg TsBK. The arbitrator nominated Aleksandr Bochkarev as the externally appointed manager. The enterprise was put out to tender and was eventually acquired on 22 September 1997 by the firm Nimonor Investment on the basis of payment of 187 billion roubles in ten instalments. Nimonor had been registered in Cyprus on September 9 1997 with an authorised capital of  $2000, although its true owner was unknown. The actual book value of Vyborg TsBK at the moment of the sale was 3.5 trillion roubles (about $600 million), although the buyers actually paid only a 22 billion roubles downpayment when they signed the purchase contract.


Among the conditions of the tender it was stipulated that the new owners would:


Preserve the existing production profile of VTsBK and expand its economic activity in the following areas: logging, saw-milling and port facilities.


Preserve at least 2100 jobs


Undertake a $10 million investment programme; spend $3 million on environmental protection; spend $4 million on the reconstruction of existing production capacity and $8 million on the development of a saw-mill within a period of 18 months.


Immediately on completion of the purchase introduce a social programme comprising the creation of a Social Support Fund and a non-state pension fund for employees and their families. 


(Conditions of purchase of OAO Vyborg TsBK signed 12.09.97 by Mark Rhodes, representative of Nimanor Investment Limited, acting on the basis of power of attorney from 10.09.97). 


On October 27 1997 the contract of sale of the Vyborg Cellulose Paper Combine was signed in St Petersburg by the external administrator of TsBK, Aleksandr Bochkarev and the representative of the English firm Nimonor Investment Limited, Mark Rhodes. A further agreement concerning the payment schedule was signed on 17 February 1998.


Development of the conflict.


The original reason for conflict was the non-payment of wages. The combine had been at a virtual standstill and had stopped paying wages in June 1996, although the workers had received small sums from time to time on the basis of small orders carried out by the combine. During this time employees were fed in the canteens and provided with parcels of groceries, for which they were charged against their wages due. People did nothing for more than a year, expecting to get their money as soon as a new owner arrived because the collective agreement stipulated that the workers would be paid in the event of work stoppages which were the fault of management. Over a period of eighteen months there were demonstrations in two shops, but the people were convinced by the management, supported by the chairman of the trade union committee, to wait a bit longer. 


Once their patience was exhausted, workers tried at first to get their wages by following legal procedures.  About 800 petitions were submitted to the court in June 1997 in connection with the non-payment of wages. The court refused to consider them, a court official commenting ‘We do not have time to occupy ourselves with you’.


As soon as it became known that a new owner had acquired the enterprise more active protests began. Initially there were several spontaneous meetings at the entrance to the administration building. In October 1997 an initiative group was created to deal with the problem of non-payment. It was expected that the problem of non-payment would be solved by money received from the sale of the enterprise, but the expected money did not arrive. According to the external administrator Bochkarev a liquidation account had been opened in Mezhkombank, into which the buyer had put 18.5 billion roubles, and on October 14 1997 a payment order had been given to Mezhkombank requiring it to transfer the money to the Vyborg branch of Mosbiznesbank, but at the beginning of November the money had still not arrived. This led to a series of actions aiming to find and beat out the money. At this stage the trade union organisation began to play an active role.


On November 11 1997 there was a general meeting of the labour collective at which it was decided to picket Mezhkombank. The chairman of the trade union committee, Lev Khanataev, submitted an application to picket the building of Mezhkombank in Saint Petersburg as a mark of protest against the delay in the payment of wages, and the Leningrad regional government and the regional representatives of the Central Bank of Russia were informed of this. This action brought the conflict directly to the attention of the regional authorities.


Seizure of the enterprise


At the end of the year Nimonor installed its director, Buzuleev, who announced the intention of the firm to close the combine as unprofitable, and instead of the combine to open a small timber enterprise for the preparation and export of plywood, which would employ 800 people. The mass of the workers received dismissal notices. The trade union agreed to the dismissals under article 33.1 of the Labour Code, in connection with the liquidation of the enterprise.


The first to rise up were the security guards on the grounds that they were being dismissed without having been paid the wages due to them. Buzuleev declared that he did not owe anything to anybody, and that the debts should be recovered from Bochkarev. Then, when it became known that the money had arrived, those who had been sacked decided to get their money.


The first, very confused, meeting took place at the combine on January 8 1998. According to the participants ‘there was a continuous din. It was terrible’. On January 15 1998 an initiative group was created, which was then transformed into a strike committee, and it was decided to occupy the factory. The chairman of the strike committee was Osip Kikibush, former chief of the guards in the combine’s security service. With the formation of the strike committee, the trade union committee was sidelined.� The trade union committee had adopted a prevaricating position for so long that it had completely lost the trust and support of the labour collective. Three well-known and influential deputies of the Vyborg municipal assembly, Sergei Rubinovich, a local businessman who was the chair of the assembly, Vitalii Kiryakov and A. Vantorin were invited by the strike committee to attend a conference of the labour collective. The local administration was also invited to send a representative but did not do so.


The involvement of the local councillors had a fundamental impact on the course of the conflict. Kiryakov, who was to become the prime mover in the development of the conflict, explained why he had got involved: ‘All questions are inter-related. If we do not defend the combine, then we will not be able to do anything in the municipal assembly. Without the support of the municipal assembly, they would be suppressed within three days. It became clear at once – they are making a fool of people. At the conference an initiative group was elected to investigate the situation.’ As a result, Kiryakov and Vantorin were invited to join the strike committee. Kiryakov and Vantorin probably saw their involvement as a means of strengthening their position in the developing political conflict between the municipal assembly and the local administration, in which Kiryakov and Rubinovich played the leading role. They may even have anticipated lucrative business opportunities, since the plant was a modern one and at the time it was widely expected that it would soon be back in business with a prosperous future. For the strike committee, Kiryakov and Vantorin had very good connections which gave the strike committee access to deputies and officials throughout the region but at the same time embroiled it in the wider political conflicts in the region. 


A number of demands were put forward by the strike committee. The basic demand was for the payment of the wage debt. It was decided to occupy the factory and to deny the owners access to the combine until the debts were repaid. On the territory of the factory an emergency situation was announced and a people’s militia was established to defend the factory.


On February 10 1998 the strike committee met with the deputy governor of Leningrad region, Valerii Serdyukov, and the demands of the labour collective were modified. The thrust of the demands was that a government commission should investigate the affairs of the company and the solvency of Nimonor, and that the workers would restore the plant to the owners if the conditions of sale, including agreed investments, were realised.  On February 11th there was a picket by 20 people on Vyborg’s Red Square, after which criminal charges of ‘taking the law into his own hands’ were laid against Kikibush. In his opinion ‘the laws work against us’. 


The strike committee had first considered establishing an independent trade union, but then it was decided to remain within the framework of the existing union since they needed the help of the regional trade union organisation: ‘It was necessary to legalise this movement. And so the public prosecutor declares: And who are you? And it was possible to legalise the movement only through the trade union. There was no other organisation. The idea of creation of an independent trade union was voiced, but in those conditions there was no need for it. More correctly, there was no possibility. We did not want to tear ourselves off from the branch trade union and to remain without any support. At least they gave us legal support - they recognised our legality. After that we could work further. We were in conflict with everything around us. It was necessary to search for any kind of ally’ (Interview with V. Kiryakov). On 15 February the strike committee called a general meeting to re-elect the trade union committee. Kikibush was elected chair of the trade union committee and the former chair, Lev Khanatev, whose passivity had helped precipitate the explosion, left the committee. 


At this stage they maintained a relationship with the regional committee of the trade union, even sending some money on account of the payment of membership fees (although this was only symbolic – one thousand roubles). In the opinion of the chairman of the trade union committee, the only real support from the regional committee was the help in organising their legal registration. The second most pressing need was for financial help to organise trips, print leaflets and so on, but they did not receive any such help from the union, eventually getting it from their political allies in the Russian Communist Workers’ Party. 


As the factory was at a standstill and admission to it was restricted in order to prevent theft and breakage of the equipment, it became necessary for the strike and trade union committees to develop effective ways of communicating with the workers and local inhabitants. Leaflets and appeals were distributed in the town and posters were hung on bridges and buildings.


The local television studio was used to inform the collective. Daily at seven o’clock in the evening the members of the strike committee reported on the air whom they had met and upon what they had agreed. Here they announced meetings and pickets. Effective communications meant that there were more people wanting to participate in them than it was possible to transport to the appropriate location. 


As there was a serious threat of arrest of the members of the strike committee (criminal charges had been laid against them) there was an arrangement that if the broadcast did not begin within 15 minutes, the inhabitants of the town should go to the hall of the hotel Chaika. There was also an arrangement that if there was an attempt to take the enterprise by force, the fire engine would drive through the town with its siren blaring and everyone would go to the building of the administration. At the factory two fire engines were always on duty. However, nobody believed that the authorities would dare to storm the enterprise by force.


The trade union committee was also very active in using all means to influence the authorities at every level. They wrote to everyone they could think of – to the president of the Russian Federation, to his wife, to the State Duma, to the Ministry of the economy of the Russian Federation, to the UN Committee on Human Rights, to foreign trade-union organisations, to the British Consulate, etc. They also escalated their demonstrations and pickets.


On February 27 1998 the building of the regional government in St Petersburg was picketed. About 200 VTsBK workers blocked the approaches to the government building on Suvorovskii Prospekt. The regional governor, Vadim Gustov, came out onto the street and persuaded the demonstrators to continue the dialogue in the administration building. Gustov agreed to provide a credit of 2 million roubles to provide operational help and an order about the social protection of the inhabitants of Sovetskii was signed.�


The authorities had taken virtually no interest in the situation in the combine before it was occupied, but then ‘visitors began to come’. At first chiefs of the district level came, then chiefs of the regional administration. Practically every day some delegation or another came. All of it came down to arrangements to allow the owners into the enterprise. ‘This period of the visitors went on for one and a half months. They all said - yes, yes, Oh dear. The investor is your only salvation. There is nothing else’.


In response to the demands of the workers, in February 1998 a governmental commission was created led by the first deputy-governor of Leningrad oblast, Valerii Serdyukov and including A.V. Nelidov (head of the committee on the timber industry), Gorbachev (a deputy of the Leningrad oblast legislative assembly), Burikov (Head of the juridical committee of the state property administration) Vantorin (deputy of the Vyborg district municipal assembly, recently invited to join the strike committee), Yu. P. Gushchin (chairman of the regional committee of the trade union), Kikibush (chairman of the trade union committee), Naidin (representative of the labour collective), Bukhalskii (member of the strike committee), Ryzhkov (chairman of the Leningrad oblast Committee on work and employment), Nikolai Petrovich Sedykh (a deputy of the legislative assembly), Yurii Veniaminovich Sergeev (Acting director of the administration for insolvency and bankruptcies) and Smirnova (first deputy for Leningrad oblast on economy and investments).


The commission investigated the privatisation, sale and subsequent management of the enterprise. It was charged with studying the situation at the enterprise and the demands of the collective and was to report its conclusions to the regional administration.


The conclusions of the commission were that the privatisation of VTsBK, the replacement of investment tenders by a money auction, the purchase of a controlling interest in VTsBK by Alliance Cellulose, the procedure for the introduction of external administration and then competitive management were all carried out within the framework of the law, though without taking into account the interests of the enterprise and the labour collective. The contract of sale and purchase of the property of VTsBK did not contradict any normative act or legal practice. ‘However, the said contract was drawn up giving priority to the rights of the buyer and under certain conditions creates the possibility of owning the property of the VTsBK complex without making the payments stipulated by the contract of sale and purchase. There was no legal examination of the said contract at the drafting stage.’ The commission considered it ‘fair and legitimate to dismiss the VTsBK workers and to hire workers for a new enterprise according to the requirements of the Labour Code’. The commission recommended that the trade union committee and the strike committee should ‘exclude any kind of action, which can be treated as impeding the parties in carrying out their obligations under the contract of purchase and sale of 27.10.97 and the additional agreement of 17.02.98’.


The workers could not accept the decision to allow the new owners to close the plant and reduce the labour force. On March 6 1998 a conference of the labour collective decided to resume production in the combine. The meeting, which was attended by Gustov, elected as ‘people’s director’ of the enterprise a member of the strike committee and president of the industry committee of the Vyborg district legislative assembly, A. Vantorin, a former naval flier and colonel in the reserve, with 2140 votes (98%). At the same meeting Vantorin and Kiryakov were elected members of the trade union committee, with a view to transforming the trade union committee into the effective owner of the enterprise.


On April 14th there was a meeting with a deputy minister of the economy of the Russian Federation and on May 5th the regional legislative assembly considered the situation. Meanwhile, the Tavricheskii bank, as a creditor of the company, had also launched a suit claiming that Nimonor had acquired the combine illegally, but Nimonor won the case in a ruling of the regional arbitration court on May 12 and on May 14-15 the arbitration court ruled against any attempt to deny Nimonor access to its property.


The State Duma deputy for the constituency, Vladimir Grigor’ev of the RKRP, responded to the workers’ appeal for help and persuaded the State Duma to establish a commission to investigate the situation at VTsBK. In June Grigor’ev and two other deputies visited the enterprise and prepared a draft order which they submitted to the State Duma ‘About the situation which has developed in the OAO VTsBK in connection with the realisation of the bankruptcy procedure’, the major item of which proposed that the general prosecutor of the Russian Federation should review the decision of the arbitration court to recognise the combine as insolvent (bankrupt) and the legality of the organisation and tendering for its sale. In the event of the discovery of legal violations, in particular those revealed by the Auditing Administration of the Leningrad Regional branch of the Ministry of Finance of the Russian Federation, to protest the results of tenders and the decision to recognise the company Nimonor Investments Limited as the owner of the combine.


In order to resume production the workers had to establish a legal framework within which to operate the company and on the basis of which to open a bank account to finance its activities, but the trade union committee could not get any response from the court. On July 23 - 24 1998 a series of pickets was carried out with the aim of securing the registration of the enterprise. The district tax inspectorate in Vyborg was blockaded, then a meeting was held in the town stadium at which it was decided to blockade the main railway line ‘Scandinavia’.


The chairman of the trade union committee O. Kikibush describes the picketing of the line:


‘We stood along the line with posters “We want to pay taxes”, “Give us work”. We announced that at 2 o’clock we would block the line. We demanded that Gustov should come.


The Petersburg bosses arrived much later – about 12 o’clock. We postponed the blockade until 3 o’clock. The question was in fact resolved at ten to three. And they offered us a plan which we had been proposing to them for the past three months: let us form a closed shareholding company and we shall begin to work in it. Then Nimonor will negotiate directly with us. And now they offered us exactly the same plan here. And under this plan we began to work. We did not manage to tell people by three o’clock and at three they sat on the line. Everybody really wanted to sit. For seven minutes they sat, they did not know that all of us had solved the questions. At 2.30 the questions had been solved. We ran with the general. General Serov ran ahead and shouted: “Everybody, everybody, the question is resolved, it is not necessary”’.


On 29 July the decision to form the closed joint-stock company VTsBK was taken and Vantorin was elected as general director at a meeting of the trade union, attended by 1103 people. In August the company was registered and the trade union asserted its claim to own the enterprise. The founders of the new company were the members of the trade-union organisation, with a uniform and indivisible share. Decisions are taken at the labour collective conference. The regional committee of the timber industry trade union supported the process and helped with the registration of the primary trade-union organisation as a legal subject. On 10 August the enterprise was back in business and in the autumn it began to pay wages of 270 roubles a month, although it did not get into production until February 1999. Output then rose steadily to reach 64% capacity in August 1999. Wages also rose, to 1400 in June and 1500 in July 1999.


Meanwhile, the new owner had founded the Vyborg Cellulose Paper Company. They paid everybody who was hired by the Vyborg Cellulose Paper Company 1000 roubles removal expenses and a wage of 300 roubles a month even though they were not working. But nevertheless, although that was a significant amount of money for people who had not received any wages for a long time, only 250–300 people went there. Most of the managers left, having taken with them documents, the database, and having put the computer programmes out of action. These workers organised a trade union, so that the enterprise had two complete sets of management, labour collectives and trade unions. The workers of the VTsB company were not allowed into the enterprise and were in the premises of a kindergarten. They were paid their wages – about 300 roubles – regularly. Both trade unions were included in the regional committee of the timber industry trade union. But the vast majority of people stayed to assert their rights. In May 1999 the employees of the Vyborg Cellulose Paper Company were given their cards.


At the beginning of 1999 the public prosecutor of Leningrad oblast, on the instructions of the general prosecutor, submitted a claim to the arbitration court to recognise the tenders for the sale of VTsBK as void.


In March 1999 Osip Kikibush left and Kiryakov was elected as chairman of the trade union committee in his place, being nominated by his patron, Rubinovich, the president of the Vyborg municipal assembly. The retired chairman of the trade union committee objected to the nomination of Kiryakov, who did not work at the enterprise, but he only stated his objections to close colleagues, considering that he had no moral right to object at the meeting. The idea of promoting Kiryakov to the position of chairman of the trade union committee was that of his fellow deputy Vantorin, the director of VTsBK. There were no objections from the meeting as Kiryakov had taken part in the work of the strike committee, and according to the chairman of the regional committee of the trade union, Yurii Gushchina, he was the brain centre of all events.


Nevertheless his motives were not absolutely clear. First, he abandoned his own business, as this was a condition laid down by the collective. Second, he made no effort to conceal his negative attitude to trade unions: ‘we should precisely understand that trade unions are one of the most corrupt organisations. Not the trade union itself, but its leaders. He finds himself in such circumstances that he is subject to bribery. Corruption consists in what: he reaches an agreement with the administration under any conditions’ (Interview with V.V. Kiryakov, chairman of the trade union committee). With his election, interaction with the regional committee was completely stopped: ‘They ask for 30 % of the dues. What do they give for this money? Only training for the chairman and treasurers’ (Kiryakov).


No sooner had he been elected as chairman of the trade union committee, than Kiryakov involved the committee in his political campaign against Kirillov, the head of the Vyborg district administration. Kiryakov had been contesting the legality of Kirillov’s 1996 election to his post through the courts.� Until that point the workers had been very cautious, not putting forward any political demands or linking up with any political parties, beyond their use of the local RKRP duma deputy, Grigor’ev to press their case in Moscow. The trade union committee agreed to picket the Vyborg district administration building on 15 April 1999, but did not want VTsBK to be seen to be the initiator of the picket. They wanted other enterprises to be ‘more active’. 


The Vyborg district administration had rejected the application of the VTsBK trade union committee to conduct a protest action, but the picketing nevertheless took place, with delegates coming from virtually all the towns and villages in the district. The demands were for the resignation of Kirillov, with the slogans:  ‘We shall not allow you to rob us and our children!’; ‘Embezzlers to the court’; ‘Kirillov and his stooges – resign!’. The administration tried to wreck the action - it prohibited the picketing. In one of the settlements it promised to pay the municipal service workers their wages if they did not go on the picket (the workers did not go, but they were not given their money).


The administration building was surrounded by police. The administration did not send any representatives to meet the participants in the picket, but it was announced through a loudspeaker that the meeting was illegal and criminal proceedings would be taken against the participants and the speeches were drowned out by the loudspeakers. Kiryakov (as a deputy of the municipal assembly) sent a letter to the Vyborg city public prosecutor demanding an investigation of the provocation of mass disorder by officials of the administration and to inform the municipal assembly of the results of the investigation.


On  28 April the conference of the labour collective to adopt the collective agreement was held, but now there was a problem since the trade union, as owner of the enterprise, was now also the employer so it was not clear who would be the parties to the collective agreement. While there was no split in the collective, the chairman of the trade union committee noted that ‘now there is talk: “Another group wants to earn money”’, but the discussion was intelligent and well-informed. The main priority of the trade union committee was to get a favourable judicial ruling about the illegality of the sale of the company.


At the end of May 1999 there were unofficial reports that VTsBK had been sold and Serdyukov, now the acting governor of Leningrad oblast following Gustov’s elevation to a ministerial post in Moscow, had approved the forcible seizure of the combine on behalf of the new owners in exchange for their promise to support him in his forthcoming gubernatorial election campaign. In the enterprise full battle readiness was declared – people took staves and established watches. The trade union committee sent a fax to every number in their book ‘OUR RESPONSE TO SERDYUKOV AND THOSE OF HIS KIND … We firmly declare that nobody can prevent the VTsBK workers from defending their right to work, their lawful right to their native combine. We shall answer any display of force with the force of a two-thousand strong collective! Behind us is the town! The honest people of the district and the country!’. Journalists arrived who lived in the hotel for a few days, but nothing happened.


Once it became clear that there would not be a seizure of the enterprise, the representatives of the trade union committee went to the General Prosecutor in Moscow with the request to speed up consideration of the claim that the purchase of VTsBK should be recognised as illegal. This time it was the KPRF that helped them, KPRF leader Viktor Ilyukhin, Chair of the Duma Security Committee, pressing their request. 


Then in the press it was announced that Nimonor had sold VTsBK to another company, Alcem UK Ltd, a metal trading company behind which were financial groups engaged in the manufacture of vodka and in the aluminium business. According to the newspaper, the founders of Alcem UK were the firms Aimet (Great Britain) and Sphinx (Switzerland). The first represents a group involved in the aluminium complex (headed by Aleksei Shmorgunenko), the second is a subsidiary of the British company Golden Sphinx, a big vodka producer (headed by Aleksandr Sabadash, also head of ZAO AFB-2 and member of the board of directors of ZAO LIVIZ). Alcem owns Volgograd Aluminum and Volkhov Glinozem. According to some rumours this was only a paper transaction since Sabadash was the real owner of Nimonor, a rumour given some credibility by the fact that his acquisition of the Astoria Hotel in December 1999 followed a very similar pattern. 


The newspaper published the promise of the new proprietors to create a plywood factory on the basis of VTsBK, to repay all wage debts in full (about $1 million) within 7 days of their arrival at the combine and to increase wages to the level of other factories of the company in Leningrad region. The basic aim was to get VTsBK working at full capacity in the shortest possible time. The impression was that the collective was going to be put under psychological pressure.


On 9th July A. Sabadash and A. Shmargunenko came to the enterprise with court officials to take possession of their property in accordance with the ruling of the Saint Petersburg and Leningrad oblast arbitration court. They also brought with them 40 of their own security guards. There was a fight in the administration building as the intruders held Vantorin and tried to win him over with threats and bribes, but they were turned back by the workers’ barricades and their threat to block the main highway to Finland and withdrew.


Meanwhile, the Vyborg workers were getting more deeply embroiled in politics. On the one hand, they established closer connections with the RKRP through Tamara Vedernikova, trade union president of the colour printing works (Kombinat Tsvetnoi Pechati) and the RKRP trade union president of LMZ (Leningradskii Metallicheskii zavod). On 14 July the VTsBK workers picketed the Leningrad oblast government building with the support of the Leningrad and Leningrad oblast Workers’ Council. On 27 July they signed an agreement with the trade union committees of LMZ and the colour printing works, ‘Of solidarity and mutual assistance of the labour collectives in defence of the rights of the toilers and the preservation of jobs’, which included an agreement to give support in the election campaign to ‘political forces which have given real help to the labour collectives in their struggle for their rights’. The VTsBK workers received not only moral but also material support. The RKRP newspaper, Trudovoi Leningrad, with a print run of 20,000, devoted an entire four-page issue at the beginning of September to the VTsBK events. 


On 28 July leaflets were distributed in Sovetskii with an appeal from A. Sabadash to trust in his promises. The following day, the Vyborg workers, together with representatives of the Leningrad and Leningrad oblast Workers’ Council and the trade unions of LMK and the Colour Printing Combine closed the main Scandinavia line in Vyborg for two hours, demanding an investigation into the beatings of VTsBK workers by the security guards who had come to the factory on 9 July and that no actions should be taken until all issues regarding the legality of the sale to Nimanor had been decided by the courts. They also demanded that the KPRF speaker of the State Duma, Gennadii Seleznev, should be invited to join the negotiations. On 5 August the Vyborg workers were backed by trade union representatives of 23 local enterprises with an appeal to labour collectives of Russian industrial enterprises to unite with VTsBK in the struggle for the transfer of the ownership of the enterprise to the labour collective and to take part in a picket of the regional administration on 16 August. The picket took place with such slogans as ‘Alcem bandits to jail’; ‘VTsBK to the ownership of the labour collective’; ‘Down with Privatisation’. An effigy of Serdyukov was labelled ‘thief’. Åãî ïèíàë íîãàìè êàíäèäàò â ãóáåðíàòîðû ËÎ Âÿ÷åñëàâ Ìàðû÷åâ. The demands were to prosecute those responsible for the beatings of workers on July 9th, to transfer VTsBK to the single and indivisible ownership of the labour collective; and for the Russian government to take decisive steps to stop the sale of Russian industrial enterprises at knock-down prices and to work out an effective system of measures for domestic production. 


The same month A. Sabadash registered the OAO Vyborg Cellulose, with himself as the sole founder. On 27 August there was another picket of VTsBK workers with the slogan, ‘Stop striking and get down to work’, in which the former trade union president Lev Khanataev participated, as did representatives of two other factories (Pikalevsk aluminous Combine and Volkhov Aluminium Factory) in which Alcem had shareholdings, who spoke about the increased wages in their enterprises. 


At the same time, the trade union committee of VTsBK intervened in the gubernatorial elections in which Serdyukov was a candidate. In the New Vyborg newspaper (32, 1999, 3-9 September, p. 4) the trade union committee of VTsBK published an appeal to the inhabitants of Leningrad oblast opposing Serdyukov for his criminal associations. Kiryakov’s deputy, Lyuba Yakushev, rightly foresaw troubles ahead when Serdyukov won the election: ‘Now it is going to be extremely difficult for us’. 


As soon as the gubernatorial election was over the pressure on VTsBK resumed, with its supplies of raw materials and the fuel oil needed to heat the town being almost completely cut off. As the plant ground to a halt it stopped paying wages. The accounts of VTsBK were referred to the Interdepartmental Balance Commission, which reported on September 22 1999 that the enterprise was effectively bankrupt. Its tax debt had increased over the year from 3.6 to 11.263 billion roubles, debts to suppliers from 41.688 million to 73.669 million, and its total short term debts amounted to 105 million. Although the enterprise had been selling its production, it had been doing so at a loss. Second quarter revenue was 99 million roubles, while the cost price of production was 104 million. Aleksandr Utevskii, head of the North West inter-regional branch of the federal bankruptcy administration, was reported as saying that Vantorin had the choice of declaring the enterprise bankrupt or negotiating with the owners. According to Utevskii, Vantorin was seriously considering the latter possibility. However, the owners were about to try once more to short-circuit the legal process.


Storming of the combine


On 5 October there were new rumours that the enterprise would be seized although the president of the committee for the timber industry, S. Morozov, categorically denied any such possibility in response to a question from the regional president of the timber industry trade union. Nevertheless, in the early hours of October 14th 1999 the Combine was stormed by 30 officers of the regional department of the Justice Ministry, normally used for putting down prison riots, backed up by the private security service of AFB, another company of the combine’s new owners, to enforce the May 1998 decision of the arbitration court that the sale of the Combine to Nimonor had been legal and that the workers’ occupation of the plant was illegal. The arbitration court decision had been reaffirmed on September 20th. This time the special forces took workers hostage and held them in a canteen in the administration building. Eight workers were injured, two with gunshots, but about 700 workers flocked to the plant, summoned by the sirens of the plant’s fire engines, resulting in a stand-off as they surrounded the administration building and threatened to block the main highway to Finland. Police and OMON forces were brought in but did not intervene. In the late afternoon they escorted the Taifun Justice Ministry forces off the premises. It was alleged that Sabadash had been badly beaten up by the workers, who had taken him hostage in retaliation. Sabadash had promised that in addition to paying off wage arrears, there would be no dismissals and that Alcem was ready to invest $20 million in new equipment. But the workers knew of the earlier reports that Alcem, like Nimonor, planned to convert the mill to a plywood factory, with big job losses. 


On 14 October there was a seminar for trade union presidents in the Leningrad Trade Union Federation. The President of LFP, Yegenii Makarov, announced that there had been an attempt to seize VTsBK and proposed that they prepare a statement, together with the regional president of the timber industry trade union, to be issued that evening (in fact it was not issued until 19th), and proposed that a delegation should got to VTsBK. The Presidents of LMZ and the Colour Printing Combine asked to go, but were refused permission because the situation was very serious. Makarov issued a statement denouncing the action on behalf of the Leningrad oblast and St Petersburg Federation of Trade Unions which was circulated internationally through the ICFTU. 


On 4 November the Higher Arbitration Court of the Russian Federation stayed the execution of the decision of the oblast arbitration court, referring it back for review. The Minister of Labour Sergei Kalashnikov visited VTsBK and endorsed the statement of Yurii Chaika, the Minister of Justice, that ‘while the court officials formally acted  according to the law, the content of their actions was a deviation from the  law’. Yurii Chaika had imposed ‘a categorical bar on the use of special forces in circumstances such as those at Vyborg’. On November 26-27 a solidarity conference was organised, with heavy involvement of KPRF and RKRP (Kiryakov and his deputy were by now candidates on the RKRP regional list in the duma election).� The conference was attended by 68 delegates,  mostly from engineering and military-industrial enterprises, representing 33 enterprises from 22 cities, although LMZ and the Colour Printing Combine were the only enterprises from Leningrad and St Petersburg represented. A delegate from Voronezh Region told about hand-to-hand fights between workers and special police forces in two big machine-building plants, Enikmash and Khimmash.  In both cases, the workers were the winners.


Meanwhile, the new owners had changed their tactics. At the beginning of November a delegation came to VTsBK from Pikalevsk aluminous Combine and Volkhov Aluminium Factory, both owned by Alcem. Despite the opposition of the VTsBK leadership and the refusal of Kiryakov to meet the delegation, the general director, trade union president and head of personnel of Volkhov Aluminium spoke to a meeting of workers (mostly ITR) and told them how well they lived under the new owners of VTsBK.� The management of VTsBK signed an agreement with the 1600 employees of the combine that they would not take their wage debts from Alcem. But in December the new owners managed to talk to Kiryakov and they began to collect applications from workers to transfer to Vyborg Cellulose, for which they paid an advance of 1,000 roubles.


Rumours had been circulating for a long time about the possibility of a ‘peaceful agreement’ between Serdyukov, Sabodash, Rubinovich and Kiryakov. When Kiryakov proposed that the trade union committee should meet these people, and also proposed a draft resolution that effectively liquidated both the people’s enterprise and workers’ control, the trade union committee sacked him, insisting that only a meeting of the collective could decide the fate of TsBK, and the labour collective had consistently refused to negotiate with those who had spilled the workers’ blood. Aleksandra Zaikina, one of the hostages on October 14th, was elected in Kiryakov’s place, a decision that was confirmed at a labour collective conference on 27 December. 


By January the workers had not been paid for five months and were hungry. Since September, the municipal and oblast authorities had mounted an economic blockade, freezing the company’s bank accounts, denying it access to rail transport, cutting off deliveries and customers (the whole operation being coordinated by the Deputy Governor of the oblast, Grigorii Dvas) while the municipal authorities did not pay for heating so that the plant could not afford to keep the heating running properly, adding cold to hunger. According to rumours the regional authorities were planning to arrest Vantorin to stop him defending the people’s enterprise in the arbitration court. The plant needed only fuel to restart production, but the tankers were stopped just short of the factory gates and ordered away. 


Even though he had been dismissed as trade union president, Kiryakov signed the peace agreement with Alcem and circulated petitions declaring no confidence in the strike committee and agreeing to a deal with Alcem. On 15 January, just four days before the scheduled hearing of the Arbitration Court, the labour collective of the Kombinat accepted an agreement with Alcem, signed by Shmargunenko, Kirillov, Rubinovich, Serdyukov and 23 chiefs of subdivisions representing 2,212 of the 2,500 workers. Alcem promised an immediate one-off payment of 1,000 roubles to all employees, gave a guarantee that there would be no dismissals, that it would maintain the production profile and that it would keep 2550 jobs, to compensate those injured in the clashes on 9 July and 14 October 1999, to pay wage arrears in full, to pay an average wage of 2550 roubles and a minimum wage above the oblast subsistence minimum (at that time 982 roubles per month), to resume production within one month, to sign 18 month contracts with all heads of subdivisions, to pay off the debts of VTsBK and to sign a collective agreement by 1st March. The labour collective voted a lack of confidence in Vantorin and Oleg Kazakov, who had been chief engineer before privatisation, was elected as General Director. At the same time a conciliation commission began work to implement the agreement. 


A small group refused to accept the decision: Vantorin’s deputy petitioned the prosecutor regarding ‘the theft of the combine by the security guards of the British firm Alcem’ and around 20 strike committee activists barricaded themselves in a room in the administration building. But, in the evening of 16th January, Kiryakov, with ten car loads of Alcem guards, took control of the mill from the strike committee without any opposition. The next morning, when workers arrived they were stopped at the gates, even if they had signed up to work for the new firm. A large protesting crowd milled around at the gates all day. The new owners had promised to resume production three days later, following an inventory, but suspicions of asset-stripping were raised in the evening of 18th January when four truck loads of pulp were taken out of the plant. Soon after, a representative of Kiryakov came to the trade union committee and demanded that he be included in the committee. A meeting of the trade union committee decided that Kiryakov could not join the committee because he was not a member of the labour collective and at the reporting and election conference on 27.12.99 he had not been elected to the committee. That evening Kiryakov spoke on local television and threatened the trade union committee.


Vitalii Kiryakov explained: ‘Believe me, this was not an easy decision. But at  the end of November I began to understand that we had no choice. There just wasn’t one. Perhaps we could have continued for another two or three months.  Alcem would have come in then, in any case, and would have had free rein without even the slightest obligations.  This way, at least we could secure 2,550 jobs and the continuation of the  combine and the payment of wages, etc. This is the result of the heroic resistance of the workforce, because we wouldn’t accept what was happening in  July or in October. But now we just don’t have any other choice: either we come to a peaceful settlement with Alcem, or we starve’ (World Socialist Website off Johnson’s list around 17.02)


In January a new trade union committee was established on the basis of OAO Vyborg Cellulose, its President being Pavel Privalov. At a meeting of the trade union committee on 26 January the deputy acting director for economics and finance gave a report of the schedule for the payment of wage debts and current wages.


The case has still not come to the arbitration court. In January the press explained that ‘the arbitration court has not taken any further decisions for fear of new armed conflicts’, and insinuating that the Vyborg workers had been misused by people ‘interested in the oil business’ (SPB Chas Pik, 2, 2000, p. 7), a reference to an earlier allegation that Rubinovich’s brother was involved in the oil business, an allegation which nobody in Saint Petersburg believed but which was reprinted in the national press. The impression was that Kirillov had united with Serdyukov in the struggle with Rubinovich. Criminal charges have been laid against Vantorin and his mobile phone disconnected.


In the opinion of Yevgenii Makarov, President of LFP, ‘False information is given in the press. The legal property rights are still in doubt. The trade union continues to work for the return of VTsBK to the property of Russia.


We appealed to Putin – he is silent. There are signs that production is going to be cut back. The trade union is not allowed into the workplace.


The agreement (of January 15 2000) is not being carried out. The agreement was signed by the chiefs of shops, that is doubtful from the legal point of view.


LFP tries to monitor the observation of the rights of the workers.’





� This paper has been written by Simon Clarke on the basis of field notes and case study reports prepared by Olga Pulyaeva, supplemented by a review of other newspaper and internet sources. The reports are based on interviews with key participants in the events, examination of primary documents and monitoring the local and regional press and media reports.  


� At some enterprises a strike committee is formed under the initiative of the trade union committee, as, for example, at the marine factory in Kronstadt, so that after a strike no damages can be claimed from the trade union committee, but leadership remains with the trade union committee, but here there was the opposite situation.


� Here is how the chairman of the trade union committee, O. Kikibush, describes the receipt of this money ‘there had been a decision, but it took three weeks to beat it out. I was taken out of Gustov’s office by security. Because it became phrasemongering. He told one person to give out the money, but that person winked at him. Then he said – give it tomorrow. I did not agree. Then it took four days to rewrite this paper. They wrote: To provide a bridging loan. They showed it to the bookkeepers – what does that mean? From 2 millions we received something like 1.5 million.


The epic continued. When, at last, the money came to Vyborg, the head of the municipal assembly, Kirillov, did not know how to distribute it: "So how do we give it out?" It lay in the bank for a week. I told him 33 different ways in which it could be done. Ïîñòàâèë íà óøè 4 áàíêà. Ñòîëüêî íàìóäîõàëèñü ìû ñ ýòèì äåëîì. As a result we took some children, fifty of us, to Kirillov’s office. In the end about fifty of us went with the children to Kirillov’s office. At this time one of the children had a heart attack. Everything was resolved in 30 minutes: "How to formalise it – now we shall decide". We gave everybody on the payroll 780 roubles. Money was given out by voluntary cashiers – in the town – in the street, in a sports hall, in a shop. It was like a national holiday. Everybody handed over 7 roubles to the account of the strike committee – for transport expenses, basically.’


� ‘The Court recognised that the election was illegal, but ruled that it was the will of the people. Kirillov created a Fund, although by law the creation of a fund is the prerogative of the legislative authority. The prosecutor ruled that they were acting illegally. I said: ‘So what is next’. The prosecutor replied “sort it out yourselves”’ (Interview with Kiryakov). The election had been ruled illegal by the Vyborg municipal court on 5 February 1998, but the decision was overturned on appeal by the civil judicial panel of the Leningrad regional court. 


When asked why the workers demanded the resignation of Kirillov, the regional chair of the timber union replied, ‘That has been a  demand for a long time now. None of them like him. This history goes back before the strike. Ïî Êèðèëëîâó îíà èäåò ñàìà - ñîáîé. On the one hand, Kirillov would support the labour collective, their demands, on the other hand - he even held on to Gustov’s money. I do not know everything. It is connected with entrepreneurial activity: Kirillov helps one person and impedes another. I did not even try to understand. It is not a new direction’ (Interview with Yurii Gushchin). The conflict was widely publicised in the oblast and was raised in the Leningrad oblast Legislative Assembly.





� Kiryakov was fourth on the regional list of Kommunisty - trudyashchiesya Rossii - za Sovestskii Soyuz, on which his deputy, Lyubov’ Yakusheva, held second place. The list got 2.26%, almost twice as much as all the other left parties got between them. In the single-mandate constituency the election was void since more voted ‘against all’ than for any individual candidates. Grigor’ev, the incumbent RKRP candidate, came third of 17 candidates. Tamara Vedernikova got 2.69% of the vote in the Saint Petersburg South constituency.


� It is certainly true that Pikalevsk aluminous Combine at least is like a model Soviet enterprise. It has retained its social and welfare infrastructure, all workers receive housing and wages are quite high and paid regularly – a ‘social paradise’ according to the regional president of the metallurgical union.








