Despite Cold War’s End, Russia
Keeps Building a Secret Complex

By MICHAEL R. GORDON

MOSCOW, April 15 — In a secret
project reminiscent of the chilliest
days of the cold war, Russia is build-
ing a mammoth underground mili-
tary complex in the Ural Mountains,
Western officials and Russian wit-
nesses say.

Hidden inside Yamantau moun-
tain in the Beloretsk area of the
southern Urals, the project involves
the construction of a huge complex
' served by a railroad, a highway and
thousands of workers.

The project, some Russian offi-
cials say, was begun during the era
of Leonid I. Brezhnev, when the Sovi-
et Union was locked in an arms race
with the United States, the Commu-
nist Party ruled the country and the
military budget seemingly knew no
bounds.

Russia’s decision to proceed with
the costly venture underscores the
continuing influence of the military
at a time when the Governmernt is
struggling to pay its workers back
wages and to cope with a growing

budget deficit. The construction of
the project, which has been observed
by United States spy satellites, mys-
tifies American specialists, who

.speculate that it may be anything

from an underground nuclear com-
mand post to a secret weapons pro-
duction plant.

But while there is uncertainty
over its purpose, it has already be-
come a politically delicate issue for
the Clinton Administration.

The United States is spending hun-
dreds of millions of dollars to help
the cash-starved Russian Govern-
ment dismantle old nuclear weap-
ons. To win Congressional approval
for the money, the Clinton Adminis-
tration has had to certify that the
Russians are not undertaking new
military projects that go beyond
their defensive needs.

The project is also being carried
out despite complaints from mem-
bers of Russia’s Parliament that the
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Government does not have the mon-
ey to comply with new treaties that
slash strategic arms and mandate
the destruction of chemical weapons.

“We can't say with confidence
what the purpose is, and. the Rus-
sians are not very interested in hav-
ing us go in there,” a senior Ameri-
can official said in Washington. “It is
being built on a huge scale and in-
volves a major ‘investment of re-
sources. The investments are being
made at a time when the

can spy satellites.

“It is a possible commard and
control center,” a senior Administra-
tion official sald. “It is a possible
project to maintain the capabllity to
carry out wartime production after a
nuclear strike. It Is a possiblz stor-
age area for weapons they do not
want us to know about. If it is only
command and control, why aren’t
they more transparent about it? It
would help to know more.”

A further complication is Ameri-
can legislation authérizing money
for dismantling Russian mclear

are complaining they do not have the
resources to do things pertalning to
arms control.”

The Russian Defense Ministry re-
fuses  to say anything about the
project, which is proceeding with vir.
tually no public debate.

Asked to respond to written ques-
tions, the Defense Ministry replied
that, “The practice does not exist in
the Defense Ministry of Russia of
informing foreign mass media about
facilities, whatever they are, that are
urder construction in the interests of
strengthening the security of Rus-
sia."”

The Defense Ministry also de-
clined to say whether Parliament
has been Informed about the details
of thé project, like jts purpose and
cost, saying only that it receives nec-
essary military information.

For- all the secrecy surrounding
the Yamantau project, it is too vast
to escape notice by the local press,
through the nature of the installation
has generally remained unclear.

The project has been variously de-
scribed by present and former Rus-
slan officlals as a mining site, &
repository for Russian treasures, a
food storage area, a dump for nucle-
ar materials and a bunker for Rus-
sia’s leaders in case of nuclear war.

A report in Sovetskaya Rossiya
sald the project involves construc-
tion of a railroad, a modern highway
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Russia is building a huge military
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and towns for tens of thousands of
workers and their families.

“The complex is as big as the
Washington area inside the Belt-
way,. said an American official fa-
millar with intelligence reports.

Whether the project is worrisome
from a military perspective is a
question that divides American spe-
cialipts.

Senior Pentagon officlals say they
believe that it will serve as a com-
mand and control center for nuclear
weapons and a bunker for military
leaders.

According to that view, the project
appears to be defensive in nature.
During the cold war, the United
States also developed a system of
underground and airborne command
posts, though the Government is no
longer undertaking major new
projects in this area.

Some officials say the project
may.even make the military balance
more-stable by reducing the Russian
military’s worries about a surprise
attagk.

But other top Clinton Administra-
tion officlals are more worried, as-
serting that the Russians have re-
fused to provide a full accounting of
the project.

Recalling the underground sites
that North Korea has built, those
offictals say they fear that the Rus-
sian project may encompass weap-
ons production sites as well as other
military programs that the Russian
military wants to keep from Ameri-

Pullout From Chechnya

MOSCOW, April 15 (Reuters) —
Rusgia pulled out two battalions
from the mutinous republic of Chech-
ny:,today as a part of President
Boris N. Yeltsin's latest peace plan,
but fighting continued and the rebels
shot .down a helicopter, killing four
Russian soldiers.

Kusslan television said the units
withdrew from bases in the Shol-
Kovskol district, about 100 miles
noruheast of the regional capital of
Grozny, and were heading back to
barsacks in Siberia.

Kussia’s military commander in
Chechnya, Lieut. Gen. Vyacheslav
Tikhomirov, said on Saturday that
troops would start pulling out on
Monday from some quieter parts of
the North Caucasus region unless the
separatist forces provoked serious
clashes.
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which is sps by two

politically powerful lawmakers: Sen-
ators Sam Nunn, Democrat of Geor-
gla, and Richard G.Lugar, Republi-
can of Indiana.

To prevent the Russians from tak-
ing advantage of millions of dollars
in American assistance (0 subsidize
their military programs, the law re-

The Administration recently re-
newed the certification, but the Rus-
sian secrecy surrounding the project
worrles American advocates of the
aid.

';The toughest question we can get
from the Congress when we ask
them for funds to help disarm and

the Russlan ar-

quires that the A certi-
fy that the Russians are ‘‘forgoing
any military modernization program
that exceeds legitimate defense re-
quirements,” “forgoing the replace-
ment of destroyed weapons of mass
destruction,” and complying with
arms control treaties.

senal is why are they using their
meager rubles to build such a thing
as Yamantau mountain,” a Penta-
gon officlal said.

The project was also a concern for
the Bush Administration and was
raised in diplomatic channels by

Only

James A. Baker 3d, who was then
Secretary of State.

Some enterprising Russlan jour-
nalists have sought to puncmre the
officlal secrecy.

The local press reported that Gen.
L. Tsirkunov, the director of the
project, said In 1992 that he was
building an enterprise named the
Ural Mining and Ore Dressing Com-

Thnt set off fears that it was a
nuclear waste site, pmmpung nn

nuclear var.

And in 1994, a journalist from a
local newspaper described how he
climbed through the splendor of
birch forests and carpet of green
moss only to stumble across a huge
hole in the ground and a vast con-
struction site, including barracks
and a helcopter landing

car wheds,” the journalist, N. Star-
kov, wrcte in the local newspaper
“‘Good

open letter from local
glous ng'l;‘res &nd politicians. How didit get there? The scale wns
While the Russian military wasnot  enormous.”
a former Ci to the by

its

omclal in the nglan insisted that the
project was an underground shelter
for Russia’s, leadership in case of

nickname, he added, “It sounds cra-
zy, of course, but we visited the junk-
yard that today crowns Yaman."
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Russia is building a huge military

complex in Yamantau mountain.
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