NPG Congress 1999

A special congress of the Independent Union of Miners (NPG) took place on the 8 and 9 July in the town of Mezhdurechensk (Kemerovo region, Western Siberia).  The congress took place on the eve of the tenth anniversary of the revival of the workers’ movement in Russia (within days, the strike that began on 11 July 1989 at Shevyakova mine in Mezhdurechensk had spread throughout all of the Soviet Union’s largest coal regions to become an All-union strike).

There was a tense struggle at the congress between the three candidates for the post of chairperson of the NPG Russia; Eduard Kinstler, a machine operator from Komsomol’skaya mine in Chelyabinsk region, Aleksandr Sergeev, the former NPG chairman who had tendered his resignation at a meeting of the Council of Representatives of the NPG in April this year, and Boris Byelov (BB), chairman of the Kuzbass NPG (Kemerovo region).

After several rounds of voting, during which none of the candidates was able to obtain the necessary number of votes (which was mainly connected with the fact that the delegation from the Kuzbass NPG, which is firmly under the influence of criminal circles, tried to get ‘their’ candidate elected and therefore refused to vote for Sergeev or Kinstler when Byelov did not get through to the second round of voting), Sergeev withdrew his candidature and asked his supporters to vote for Kinstler.  The majority of those in attendance then voted for Kinstler (103 votes, against 46 for Byelov and 3 votes against all candidates).  

Information relating to the criminalisation of the mineworkers’ union was received independently from many sources: the various sources corroborate each other and can be trusted.  

The voting of the Kuzbass delegation resembled a puppet theatre.  To the command of congress delegate, Andrei Mezentsev, to ‘Raise’, the delegates duly raised their mandates.  To the command ‘Down!’ they duly lowered their mandates.  When I asked who Mezentsev was, one of the deputy chairmen of the NPG replied that he was a ‘gangster’.  ‘He’s nothing on his own, but he is backed up by people who have influence’.  There are three Mezentsev brothers; Dmitry, the eldest, is a recognised criminal authority in Kuzbass.  According to Kinstler, the Kuzbass NPG has, from its inception, been involved in the sale of coal for export, which has always been under the control of the Mafia.  In due course, there has been a coming together of criminal structures and NPG management, both in Kuzbass and Moscow.

Andrei Mezenstev is based in the office of the inter-republic NPG (which formally unites the NPG of Kazakhstan, Russia and the Ukraine), which is against the president of the VKT, Aleksandr Sergeev.  By some unknown means, Mezentsev, who is an expert at the Ministry of Fuel and Energy of the Russian Federation, became the secretary of the inter-republic NPG (according to available information, Andrei Mezentsev was recommended for this post by the former Minister of Fuel and Energy during the transfer of $400,000 via the Reformugol’ Fund to the inter-republic NPG from the World Bank loan for the implementation of the restructuring programme for the Russian coal industry).  Although the corresponding documents concerning confirmation of his post as secretary of the inter-republic NPG are available, everything is backdated because, following the congress in Mezhdurechensk in 1994, there were no special meetings, and representatives of the inter-republic NPG visit Russia only in the capacity of guests to the Russian NPG congress.  On the eve of the ICFTU Russian Country Meeting held in Brussels in November 1998, Andrei Mezentsev pressurised Sergeev into making the formal preparations to enable him to travel to Brussels, where he would have been able to meet Shmakov.  This was not possible, although, according to information available, the elder Mezentsev brother, Dmitriy, was included in a delegation which visited America in 1997 to meet with representatives of the World Bank, although he did not actually take part in the meetings.  Nevertheless, an invitation in the name of Dmitriy Mezentsev was sent with Suin’s signature.    

Following the Kuzbass’s delegation’s inability of pushing forward their candidate for the post of NPG Russia chairman, Andrei Mezentsev repeatedly invited Kinstler both personally and through Kuzbass delegates to ‘have a chat’.  Kinstler repeatedly refused.  During the march on the city square in Mezhdurechensk, Mezentsev again invited Kinstler ‘to talk’ (according to Kinstler, this was intentionally done in public in case Mezentsev tried to provoke Kinstler into swearing or some other action).   Kinstler replied that if Mezentsev had anything to say, he could say it there and then.  ‘Is it true that you said I won’t work for the NPG?’ asked Mezentsev.  Kinstler replied that it was true and that as long as he was chairman, there would be no job for Mezentsev in the Russian NPG.  ‘He stopped opposite me and was shaking.  I thought he was going to hit me’, said Kinstler.  Mezentsev told Kinstler that he would shoot him in the head, and that the next congress was only seven months away.  ‘This made me begin to shake.  But I restrained myself, turned round and left.  All around were policemen and security guards who were invited to maintain order during the congress.  But they were Mezenstev’s people.’  He ‘bought off’ the police and also paid the expenses for holding the congress.  Regarding the threat of physical violence, Kinstler said that, ‘he didn’t think such serious declarations were made so overtly, but he did not exclude the possibility that something would happen to him.  In any case, he would not put up with people from the sidelines who wanted to run the trade unions and its resources for their own purposes.  ‘Neither the representatives of any parties, nor those of the administrations, and especially not those from criminal structures, which include, by the way, people displaced from the workers’ movement’.  (Dyelovoy Ural, 23 July 1999)       

On his return to Chelyabinsk, Kinstler approached the local FSB to inform them of the threats made against him.  The FSB made enquiries and informed Kinstler that Andrei Mezentsev presented no serious threat himself - ‘no-one has ever heard of him’ (i.e. in the criminal world: V.B.)  Nevertheless, representatives of the FSB recommended that Kinstler write an official letter to the Ministry of Internal Affairs to inform them that a newly elected chairperson of a Russian trade union had been threatened with physical violence and to request that his telephone by monitored and he receive a bodyguard.  However, when Kinstler travelled from Chelyabinsk to Moscow, he was accompanied not by a representative of the law enforcement agencies, but by some ‘gangster’.  As a result, Kinstler has become more reserved and has said that he will inform no-one of his movements concerning when and on what train he will travel, etc.      

Several days after the NPG congress, the Kuzbass NPG began to undertake activity that can be characterised as ‘dissenting’.  The decision of the Kuzbass NPG to establish a Kuzbass NPG representative office in Moscow was sent to all federal structures:  the chairman was named as Andrei Mezentsev.  According to information from Kuzbass, the chairman of the Kuzbass NPG was given an audience with the Governor of Kemerovo region, Aman Tuleev, who approved the decision on the opening of a Kuzbass NPG representative office in Moscow as it is interested in lobbying regional interests.  Moreover, Lebedev met with Sergei Neverov, the chairman of the Kuzbass Council of territorial committees (Rosugleprof’) and proposed a merger.  ‘How can they talk of any merger?  If they want, let them join Rosugleprof!’ replied Neverov.  (The membership of the Kuzbass NPG is much lower than the membership of Rosugleprof’.)   

Despite a request and demand from the leadership of NPG Russia to send to Moscow by fax the decision of the Executive Committee of the Kuzbass NPG to create its own representative office in Moscow, no such letter was sent.  At Kinstler’s behest (he officially took up his post on 1 September ) a letter was sent to all interested parties signed by the first deputy of the NPG Russia, Nikolai Shtyrkov, containing information on the fact that according to the NPG Charter, the chairperson has the right to represent the NPG.  Moreover, the NPG chairman has expressed a wish to meet with the chairman of the Russian Union of Miners, Ivan Mokhnachuk, to discuss the adverse repercussions of the emerging regionalisation, which is represents a danger to both trade unions, and to agree on joint action.

‘The NPG will continue to support the VKT and its leaders, Aleksandr Sergeev’, said Eduard Kinstler.  ‘There is no other political figure in the trade union movement who comes close to Sergeev.  He has links with the government and political circles’.  According to Kinstler, he met with the president of the VKT, Sergeev following the congress and they discussed prospects for cooperation.  Kinstler hopes that the NPG will establish good relations with the “Noril’sknikel’” International Association of Trade Unions (MOP) so they can both be members of the VKT.

Aleksandr Sergeev, president of the VKT, established as priority tasks:

1.  The preparation of an ‘Agreement on Social Dialogue’, which proposes obligatory public defence of its programmes by politicians coming to power.  This will initially apply to candidates to the presidency of the Russian Federation.

2. Meetings and negotiations with the KTR on the possibility of merging the strengths of both organisations.

Sergeev believes that in the new conditions there are no serious obstacles to the merger of the two organisations, although this may not occur soon.  ‘If my candidature does not allow for the merger of the VKT and the KTR, this will not be a problem’, said Sergeev, underlining the possibility of his resignation from the post of VKT chairman for the sake of the merger of the two trade union centres.  

