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A DEFECTOR'S VIEW OF THE SOVIET UNION1
Introduction by Maurice Tugwell

The views and opinions of defectors on arrival in their new country have
always to be taken with a certain amount of salt. Some may do their honest best
to speak the truth, but as no one has access to all the facts or is entirely objective
in assessing them, such utterances should be accepted with caution. Others,
anxious to ingratiate themselves with their adopted countrymen, may say what
they think these people want to hear, thus straying into the realm of speculation.
Finally there is the "plant", who is not a true defector at all, but an agent of the
old country's secret service passing him or herself off as a fugitive. In this case,
we have to be on the lookout for "disinformation"2, but as we are unlikely to
know which, if any, of a score of defectors belongs to this last category, distinguishing between honest reporting, exaggeration and lies will always be difficult.
The news media have recently published articles on several Soviet defectors.
We have accounts of how Miroslav Butynets jumped ship at Halifax, Nova
Scotia, "to find liberty from the terrible reality of Soviet life where there is no
future for the individual"3, of Galina Orionova's defection from her relatively
privileged life as research fellow at the Institute of the United States of America
and Canada,4 of the dissident writer Vasily Aksyonov who left Moscow last
July,5 and about the Soviet fighter pilot Viktor Belenko who flew his top-secret
MiG-25 "Foxbat" fighter to Japan and has since found asylum in the United
States.6 David Martin's book, Wilderness of Mirrors, reviewed elsewhere in this
issue, describes the difficulties facing intelligence analysts when assessing
defectors' stories.7 In addition, the London Times published an interview with
Ilya Dzhirkvelov, a former KGB officer and Tass correspondent who defected to
Britain in April 1980, which is reproduced below. Dzhirkvelov had never been a
dissident. Indeed, as a 34-year member of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union, he has recalled with animation how he joined the KGB — at that time
the NKVD — in 1944, in the first flush of youthful enthusiasm. Readers may see
in Dzhirkvelov's motives for defection some similarity with those of Bill
Haydon, the fictional villain of Le carré's novel, Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy.%
Both seem to have been attracted to power, and to have abandoned their former
loyalties when they perceived that power was slipping out of the hands of their
erstwhile governments. Be that as it may, Dzhirkvelov's observations — taken
with the necessary pinch of salt — provide valuable insights into the problems
facing the Soviet leadership.
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INTERVIEW WITH ILYA DZHIRKVELOV
by a Times staff reporter

Soviet Reactions to the Afghan Invasion
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan surprised and dismayed many
middle-ranking Soviet officials, some of whom privately welcomed President
Carter's call for a boycott of the Olympic Games in the hope that it might make
the Kremlin think again. This emerges from an exclusive interview given to The
Times by Ilya Dzhirkvelov, a former KGB officer and Tass correspondent who
defected to Britain at the beginning of April 1980.
Most recently Dzhirkvelov held-the post of information officer at the World
Health Organization in Geneva. But he was also in charge of the Soviet propaganda effort in all the Geneva international organizations, and after the invasion
of Afghanistan, had the dual task of spreading the Soviet version of events
among his Western colleagues, and relaying their reactions to Moscow.
In the version laid down by Moscow for dissemination abroad, the invasion
was dictated by the Soviet desire for peace and by the need to defend the
interests of socialism against foreign — mainly American — interference.
Approval of this line however was "hard to find" among Western officials in
Geneva, and Dzhirkvelov and his colleagues were — not for the first time —
placed in the position of having to tell the Kremlin what it wanted to hear rather
than the true state of affairs. Their task was made doubly difficult by the fact
that they themselves did not believe the official explanation they were required
to impress on the West. Not having been given warning in advance of the invasion,
Soviet officials abroad were taken aback. "When we discussed Afghanistan
among ourselves", Dzhirkvelov said, "we simply could not understand why the
leadership (in the Kremlin) had felt it necessary to take such a senseless and
irrational step. We thought it was complete madness".
Mr. Dzhirkvelov himself, who was for many years a Soviet intelligence expert
on Iran and Turkey, can see no strategic or economic justification for the
invasion. "If it had been Iran we could have understood it — there would have
been an economic motive, the securing of oil and gas supplies, as well as the
political advantage of controlling Tehran. But why Afghanistan? We have
enough mountains in the Soviet Union already". The Russians, according to
Dzhirkvelov, are not equipped or prepared for mountain warfare. He believes the
Soviet Government's action is all the more inexplicable in view of previous
Soviet experience of long and bloody fighting against anti-Soviet nationalist
rebels (basmatchi) in central Asia during the early years of Soviet rule. The
basmatchi, he argues, were as wild and as poorly armed as the mujahidin
(combatants in a holy war) of Afghanistan, yet it took the entire might of the
Red Army, fighting on its own ground, to crush them in a protracted struggle.
The Soviet troops now in Afghanistan, he maintains, are in a worse position,
and are likely to become permanently bogged down in a war they may never win
on foreign soil. This is an especially bitter prospect for what Dzhirkvelov calls
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"people of my generation" — Soviet men and women who were in their teens or
early twenties in the Second World War, and are now well entrenched in Soviet
society. "How can you justify to Soviet mothers and fathers the deaths of young
Russian lads in Afghanistan? If they were dying for some high political motive
that would be another matter, but Afghanistan poses no threat to the Soviet
state".
So why did the Kremlin do it? Dzhirkvelov said that in his view it was to show
the world — above all Washington — that they could get away with it. He and
his colleagues in Geneva see the invasion and occupation of Afghanistan as
"proof of the contempt of the Soviet leadership for the United States President
and world opinion". The Politburo — including President Brezhnev, who played
an "important but not decisive role" — wanted to test Western reaction to see
how far they could go before the West took firm action in response, up to and
including military action. For this reason many Soviet officials of his age and
rank were privately relieved when President Carter called for a boycott of the
Olympic Games as a reprisal, since it might have forced the Soviet leadership to
reconsider and revert to a "stable rather than emotional policy". The breakdown of détente, they believed, was Russia's fault rather than America's, and
struck at the heart of their hopes for a steady improvement in Soviet life through
contact with the West.
The Kremlin had, out of "self-regard" and over-confidence, undermined at a
stroke the carefully-erected structure of stability between the United States and
the Soviet Union, all for a purpose which brought "no conceivable gain whatever" to the Soviet Union politically, and even less to the Soviet people, whose
economic plight Dzhirkvelov describes as "catastrophic". The Soviet man in the
street, he says, regarded the holding of the Olympic Games in Moscow as a grim
joke in circumstances where even the most elementary foodstuffs are "dim
memories". Even in the 1960s, he claims, many privately opposed the idea of
siting the Olympic Games in Moscow — and economic conditions were, "better
then than they are now".
Mr. Dzhirkvelov explains how the KGB made plans to isolate foreign visitors
to the Games from ordinary Russians. "Soviet citizens", he notes with a smile,
"have dealings with foreigners for only two reasons: either out of sheer necessity, or out of sheer fool-hardiness". In Dzhirkvelov's view, the Soviet Government has always sought to avoid contact between Russians and the West, even
during a period of détente, and their conduct at the Olympic Games was no
exception.
Mr. Dzhirkvelov expects to be called a "traitor and slanderer" for saying so;
but he is convinced many in Russia share his view that the Kremlin is so isolated
from its own people, and receives so distorted a view of the outside world from
its agents abroad, that it believes it can survive both the disapproval of world
opinion and a deteriorating economic situation at home.
The KGB and the Media
All Soviet correspondents abroad are agents of the KGB, to a greater or lesser
extent. But according to Mr. Dzhirkvelov, the information they send back to
Moscow is often tailored to suit the Kremlin's view of the world. As a result the
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Soviet leaders receive and even act upon a distorted picture of world events.
Dzhirkvelov was a full-time KGB officer until 1956, and after a spell with the
Union of Journalists in Moscow became a correspondent of Tass, the Soviet
news agency, overseas, first in Zanzibar (subsequently part of Tanzania) in the
mid-1960s, then in Sudan at the beginning of the 1970s. But, as a Tass correspondent he "never lost touch" with his former colleagues in the KGB, and
worked for Soviet intelligence both in East Africa and subsequently as information officer at the World Health Organization in Geneva, his last posting before
his defection.
According to Dzhirkvelov, some correspondents are what he describes as
"pure journalists", while others are simply KGB agents who use journalism as a
cover. "Pure" journalists send their information to Tass, which distributes it as
it thinks fit, while "KGB" journalists have their own channels. In the final
analysis both perform the same function, since both act as an arm of Soviet
foreign policy. A Soviet journalist, Dzhirkvelov says, is by definition an agent of
political intelligence, whether he works directly for the KGB or not. While what
reaches the Soviet press is tendentious and selective, what reaches the
authorities tends to correspond more closely to the true state of affairs. But
Dzhirkvelov maintains that the authorities prefer an "interpretation" of events
which reinforces their belief in the gradual advance of the Communist — or at
least, Soviet — cause throughout the world, and tend to ignore less palatable
reports and inconvenient facts.
When he was a correspondent in both Khartum and Zanzibar, Dzhirkvelov
tried — according to his own account — to alert the authorities on a number of
occasions to the fact that the situation was not as favourable to the Soviet
interest as was believed. His instructions in both cases were to form close ties
with members of the Government, especially those thought to be sympathetic to
Moscow. "I was obliged to get to know leading personalities, find out the
balance of forces, report back what changes were in the wind and so on. As a
journalist I could ask questions a more obvious KGB agent could not". In
Khartum, Dzhirkvelov reveals he had a meeting every morning at nine o'clock
with a regular KGB agent, at which he reported in detail his conversations with
Sudanese figures. He also undertook intelligence missions on request. He was
dismayed to discover in 1971 the Moscow took the quite unfounded view that
Sudan was ripe for a pro-Soviet coup, with results which are described later in
this article.
After the Sudan debacle, Dzhirkvelov served for several years as chief foreign
editor of Tass in Moscow. He was by now identified with the KGB in the minds
of African leaders, and was refused entry to Zambia by President Kaunda in
1975 when appointed by Tass to be their correspondent in Lusaka. In 1977 he
was seconded to the World Health Organization in Geneva as information
officer. It is KGB policy, Mr. Dzhirkvelov confirms, to infiltrate the United
Nations and other international organizations. But he feels too much attention
has been paid to highly placed Soviet agents in the United Nations bureaucracy,
such as Mr. Geliy Dneprovsky, the head of United Nations personnel in Geneva.
Mr. Dneprovsky, Dzhirkvelov says, is important because of his access to the
files of United Nations employees. But all Soviet citizens in Geneva are — like
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Tass correspondents — agents of the KGB in some sense, and all report back
their conversations with Westerners. "Geneva is a huge centre of international
espionage, the Tangiers of our time".
When he arrived at WHO, Dzhirkvelov was told by his Soviet superior that
his work would be judged not by its contribution to the United Nations, but by
the amount of information it yielded for the KGB. "The more you report", he
was told, "the better your work will be — and the better you will feel". Geneva
is not, on the other hand, a particularly effective espionage centre for the Soviet
Union. This is partly because Russians there report what they think the Kremlin
wants to hear, including conversations which never took place. Another reason
is the enclosed, hothouse atmosphere in which the Soviet community works.
Nepotism is rife, and this creates bad feeling. Also, Soviet agents in Geneva
compete with one another to satisfy the KGB, with the aim of feathering their
nests in Moscow once their tour of duty in the West is over.
The result, Dzhirkvelov said, is even more "disinformation" in the Soviet
propaganda and intelligence system. This is a situation which he feels cannot
last, especially as the gap between objective truth and the Soviet version
becomes daily more apparent to Soviet people through Western broadcasts in
Russian. Ninety-nine percent of those Russians interested in politics listen to the
BBC or Voice of America, as indeed do the Soviet leaders themselves,
Dzhirkvelov says.
"More often than not we heard the news from the BBC rather than our own
correspondents, and when our people do file we always check what they send
against Reuters to see what is really happening". With the "immense growth" in
the influence of the BBC and VOA in recent years, the Soviet authorities have
reassessed their propaganda effort. Last year a Central Committee directive in
Pravda called for a more "persuasive" approach, and less "grey" attemps at
"window-dressing" in the Soviet media. There was, it said, a "propensity
toward verbal babbling and propaganda clichés". A committee was formed
under the former director of Tass, Leonid Zamyatin, to liven things up. The
machinery remains, however, in Dzhirkvelov's view, clumsy and permeated with
"disinformation". There were red faces in both Tass and the KGB, he says,
when Mr. Robert Mugabe was elected Prime Minister of a democratic
Zimbabwe, an event which Moscow had insisted the "British imperialists"
would never allow.
Ideology and Strategy in Africa
Mr. Dzhirkvelov believes that Soviet strategy in Africa has failed, largely due
to Moscow's inability to comprehend African conditions and the African cast of
mind. In the 1960s and 1970s Soviet strategy, according to Dzhirkvelov, was to
take advantage of anti-colonial sentiment in Africa and gain political influence
over African countries by tying them to the Soviet Union economically.
Zanzibar was regarded as the "gateway to Africa" because of the openly procommunist regime which took power there after the Zanzibar revolution of
1964. Under its President, Abaid Karume, Zanzibar was hostile to the West,
while receiving vast amounts of aid from the Soviet Union, East Germany and
China.

It was partly to moderate this Marxist radicalism on his doorstep that President Nyerere in neighbouring Tanganyika proposed the united state of
Tanzania. But Zanzibar continued to pursue pro-communist policies semiindependently. President Karume told Mr. Dzhirkvelov when he arrived that
Zanzibar was to be an "island of freedom" on an analogy with Cuba in the
Caribbean. The number of Soviet advisers in Zanzibar rose during Dzhirkvelov's time from under 300 when he first arrived to well over 400 by the time he
left.
Mr. Dzhirkvelov soon became aware that Soviet control over Zanzibar was
not increasing in proportion to the economic contribution. This was partly
because the Zanzibar leaders capitalized on the Sino-Soviet split by playing the
Chinese off against the Russians. Of the two models of communism on offer,
says Mr. Dzhirkvelov, President Karume preferred the Chinese, on the grounds
that Chinese technicians and workers were happy to live in hostels and receive
low pay. The Russians began to "lose their position". Soviet difficulties,
Dzhirkvelov discloses, were compounded by errors in economic planning. As an
example he cites what he now thinks of as The Great Tuna Fish Disaster.
The Russians advised President Karume to diversify the Zanzibar economy,
which depends on the export of cloves. Since Zanzibar is an island, the Soviet
advisers proposed the construction of a tuna processing plant. It became known,
however, that the fishing vessels supplied by the Russians were slower than the
tuna fish, and the necessary equipment would have to bought from Japan, since
Russia did not produce it. The cost of building the new port complex was in any
case prohibitive. Existing port facilities were being used for loading spices. "The
only result", says Dzhirkvelov, "would have been that the fish would have ended
up smelling of cloves and the cloves smelling of fish".
He has other examples of what he calls "economic adventurism" by the
Russians in East Africa. In 1969 he learnt from the Soviet ambassador in
Mogadishu that the Russians were building a huge dairy complex in Somalia
because there were cows feeding near the proposed site. The dairy was
completed, at considerable cost, but by then there were no cows left to be
milked, since Somali farmers are nomadic and the herds had moved elsewhere.
But the principal Soviet mistake in Africa, says Dzhirkvelov, is serious. The
Russians, he argues, have very little understanding of African agrarian and
tribal societies, and assume that socialism on the Soviet model is suitable and
inevitable. In Tanzania the Russians were encouraged by President Nyerere's
espousal of a socialist philosophy, but failed to grasp that he was an "educated
man in the Western mould", and his socialism was unique to Tanzania. Mr.
Dzhirkvelov denies that miscalculations of this kind arise from a condescending
or even racialist attitude on the part of Soviet officials in Africa, although such
attitudes undoubtedly exist, he says, within the Soviet Union. But in Africa, he
believes, Soviet blunders are attributable rather to the rigidly ideological Soviet
approach. The Kremlin, he says, often backs the wrong horse in African politics.
In 1970, for example, a number of Tanzanians were put on trial in Dar es
Salaam, charged with having conspired to overthrow the Government. The
accused included (in absentia) Oscar Kambona, the former Foreign Minister.
There was speculation, unconfirmed at the time, that the Soviet Union had
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