LETTER FROM MOSCOW

STUCK

The meaning of the city’s traffic nightmare.

BY KEITH GESSEN

oscow’s terrible traffic has been in-

famous for a while now, but in the
past year it has come to feel like an exis-
tential threat. The first snowfall of last
winter, in early December, paralyzed the
city. Andrey Kolesnikov, the Kremlin
correspondent for Kommersant and prob-
ably the best-known print journalist in
the country, was unable to reach the air-
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ally to own a good chunk of the city, re-
acted decisively: he blamed the meteorol-
ogists. They had underestimated the
snowfall. If they didn’t start forecasting
better, there would be trouble. In the fol-
lowing months, though, snow wreaked
havoc on the city whenever it fell. In
three separate instances, drivers of snow-
clearing vehicles were shot at when they

traffic. Especially infuriating was the
Mercedes itself, a black S-500 with a
siren: for years, these besirened black
Mercedeses had been running red lights,
using the emergency lane, and otherwise
tyrannizing other drivers. Some of them
technically had the right to do all this,
since they belonged to one of the federal
security agencies in Moscow, or to Duma
deputies, or to Putin; but a large number
simply belonged to wealthy and well-
connected individuals. Now they were
killing people. Within days of the acci-
dent, the young rapper Noize MC re-
corded a furious song, “Mercedes S-666,”
in which he ventriloquized the innocu-
ous-looking Lukoil vice-president as
Satan: “All those satanic costumes, that's
just tomfoolery. / Dressing up like that
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The cars that wait in endless lines on crovwded Moscow streets vecall the pegple who used to wait in endless lines outside Moscow stores.

port in time to leave with Prime Min-
ister Vladimir Putin for Nizhny Tagil.
Instead of detailing Putin’s manly ad-
ventures in the metallurgical capital of
the Urals, Kolesnikov's column the
next day described his own epic, failed
journey to the airport. The traffic-
analysis center at Yandex, the country’s
leading online search engine, reported a
record-breaking worst-possible rating of
10 for six straight hours. That night, a
popular anti-Kremlin blogger, making
his way along the river in the center of
town, encountered an ambulance driver
standing outside his vehicle throwing
snowballs lazily off the embankment;
he'd been in traffic so long, he explained,
that his patient was now dead.

Mayor Yuri Luzhkov, who takes ev-
erything that happens in the city very
personally, perhaps because over the
years he and his wife have come person-
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collided with other vehicles; one of the
drivers, shot by an off-duty police officer,
died. Even without snow, the movement
of cars through the circular maze of Mos-
cow was incredibly frustrating. During
rush hour on an overcast, slippery day in
late February, the luxury Mercedes of a
vice-president of Lukoil, the country’s
largest oil company, collided at high
speed with a small Citroén. The occu-
pants of the Mercedes escaped with
superficial injuries; the Citroén crumpled
like a paper bag, and the driver and her
daughter-in-law—both doctors—were
killed.

The accident exploded into scandal.
The police claimed that the Citroén was
at fault, but automobile activists quickly
found witnesses who said that the Mer-
cedes had crossed over into the central
emergency lane reserved for ambulances
and police cars, and then into oncoming

theyll never look like me. . . . Tm work-
ing here on a whole other level. / T've got
a suitcase full of cash to get me out of
trouble.” The song’s chorus expressed the
class conflict at the heart of the matter:
“Get out of my way, filthy peasants. /
There’s a patrician on the road.”

On a Monday morning a month later,
two young women from the Caucasus set
off bombs during rush hour in the center
of the city. The first blew herself up at
Lubyanka, the metro station just beneath
the headquarters of the Federal Security
Service, and the other did so at a nearby
stop, forty minutes later. Emergency
services reacted rapidly, and since there
could be no question of ambulances
making it through traffic from the site of
the bombings to the hospital, the badly &
wounded were helicoptered out. Given ©
the forty-minute gap between the explo- £
sions, however, the press began to won- E
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derwhy the metro hadn’t been evacuated
directly after the first bomb. The re-
sponse from a metro spokesman was im-
mediate. “You have no idea what would
have happened if we'd closed down an
entire branch of the system,” he said. The
city was so crowded, its functioning so
tenuous, that it was better to risk another
explosion than closing offan artery. “The
city is on the brink of transportational
collapse,” Mikhail Blinkin, a traffic ex-
pert, told me. “Moscow will simply cease
to function as a city. Youand Twill be liv-
ing in different citics. Some people will
live in one neighborhood, and others will
live in a different neighborhood, and that
will be fine, except they won't be able to
get from one neighborhood to the other.”

first noticed the extent of the Mos-

cow traffic problem in the spring of
2007, while drinking a coffee at the
Coffee Bean, on Sretenka, just up the
street from the Lubyanka and around the
corner from the Lukoil headquarters. Tt
used to be that you couldn’t get a coffee
in Moscow for love or money, so I didn’t
mind that it wasn't good coffee and that
it cost four dollars. That is to say, I
minded, but what could I do? So there
sat, sipping my four-dollar coffee and
looking out the window, when suddenly
my sister appeared in front of the coffee
shop and stopped, trapped in traffic. She
had recently bought a navy-blue Ionda
Element, which looks like a motorized
version of Fred Flintstone's car, with the
driver sitting curiously upright. Farther
ahead, Sretenka intersected the giant
Garden Ring Road, which runs around
the Kremlin at a radius of about a mile
and a half and marks the border of the
historic city center. For much of its
length, it is twelve lanes wide; at certain
points, it’s cighteen. Still, it is often
clogged. At the Sretenka-Garden Ring
intersection, a police officer hand-operates
the light to try to ease traffic, to no avail.
So there was my sister, just twenty feet
away from me, sitting down as I was, al-
most as if she were at another table. The
moment extended in time; I sipped my
coffee. When, eventually, the light
changed and my sister moved forward
a few car lengths, it was as if she had
merely moved to another table. If the
coffee were cheaper, T would have
brought her one.

Several generations, even several cen-

turies, had brought the city to this point.
Its early rulers built Moscow as a concen-
tric series of walled forts, with the Krem-
lin at the center. After the government
abandoned Moscow in favor of St. Pe-
tersburg, in the early eighteenth century,
the old capital developed haphazardly,
like an enormous bazaar. In the post-
revolutionary age, when the Bolsheviks
moved the government back to Moscow
to get farther away from the Germans,
various fantasies emerged to reverse all
this: avant-gardists imagined a socialist
Moscow of clean right angles; others pro-
posed simply abandoning the city. Many
believed that the Kremlin, a church-laden
symbol of medieval tyranny at the heart
of the city, should be deémphasized, or
worse. By the time the Soviets were ready
to do anything about it, Joseph Stalin was
in charge, and under him the medieval
character of Moscowwas not fundamen-
tally altered. Instead, the Stalinists built
gigantic avenues that ran in all directions
from the Kremlin like rays from the sun.
There were few cars around to fill these
avenues, but they provided a fine, broad
line of sight for Soviet leaders during mil-
itary parades.

Then came capitalism. The registra-
tion laws that had made it almost impos-
sible to move to Moscow during Soviet
times ceased to be enforced, and mean-
while chaos, de-industrialization, and
ethnic violence roamed the peripheries of
the empire. Very soon it became clear
that what Moscow had lost in political
authority it had gained, and then some,
in econormic authority. By the end of the
nineteen-nineties, there were more peo-
ple in Moscow from all over the former
Soviet Union than there had been when
the Soviet Union was a single state. Peo-
ple from rural Russia, the Central Asian
states, and Ukraine came to escape pov-
erty; people from the Caucasus came to
escape the war.

All of them wanted cars. The city's
plan with regard to this was not to have a
plan at all. Planning was for socialists;
under capitalism, the market would
figure things out. In the post-Soviet
years, Moscow filled up, first with kiosks,
and flimsy freestanding grocery stores,
and little old ladies selling socks. Eventu-
ally, these were replaced by office build-
ings and megastores and even luxury
condominiums; the spaces once reserved
for new roads or metro stations were

given over to construction. Blinkin recalls
a commission that he received from the
Soviet government, only months before
its collapse, to project the rate of automo-
bile growth over the next twenty-five
years. “We knew the trajectory of auto-
mobilization in many countries of the
world, and so we predicted exactly what
happened,” he says. What happened was
that the number of cars in Moscow went
from sixty per thousand residents in 1991
to three hundred and fifty in 2009. “And
we were very proud of ourselves for being
so smart. Then, awhile later, I met some
guys who sold foreign cars, who'd done a
marketing prognosis, and without any of
our international analogues or models
they just thought, Well, restrictions are
down, you can buy foreign cars as well as
Russian ones, and they predicted the
same rate of growth as we had! These car
dealers predicted it.” Blinkin was dismis-
sive of the car dealers, but in the carly
nineteen-nineties they included some of
the most brilliant minds in the country.
The first great post-Soviet fortune, after
all, was made not from oil or gas or
nickel: that came later. It was made when
Boris Berezovsky, a mathematician and
game theorist, started selling cars.

ast spring, Mayor Luzhkov fired the

head of the city’s transportation de-
partment. Wecks carlier, the deposed
chief had, like the three men who pre-
ceded him over the previous seven years,
been harshly criticized for his failure to
solve the traffic crisis. There are many
problems that Luzhkov pretends not to
know about, but traffic is not among
them. In fact, it sometimes seems as
if the Mayor thinks of nothing else.
Whenever he goes abroad, he returns
with a magical fix for the problem;
whenever he has money to spare, he
builds roads and digs tunnels. e has
waged a relentless war against traffic
lights—"“He has a childlike notion that
if he could just get rid of all the traffic
lights everything would be fine,” Blinkin
says—and on one central stretch running
from the Kremlin almost all the way, but
not quite, to Sheremetyevo Airport, out-
side town, he has just about eliminated
them. FHe has turned numerous two-way
streets into one-way streets and even
proposed that the monstrous Garden
Ring become one-way. Nothing helps.
Muscovites continue to buy (and steal,
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