30 YEARS

Is Russian Negligence More of a Threat
Than Terrorism?

In the wake of another tragedy, it's worth asking what Russians
themselves can do to prevent the next one.
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The Russian public has shown little interest in blaming terrorism for the Dec. 31 explosion in
Magnitogorsk that destroyed an entire section of an apartment building and claimed the lives
of 39 residents. And that is despite the fact that rumors of foul play were laced with references
to the politically toxic word “hexogen.”

Unlike in 1999, it is easier now for people to attribute the blast to the banal negligence and
carelessness of local inhabitants than to the politically-tinged motive of ruthless terrorism. In
fact, the FSB announced within 24 hours that nothing other than an ordinary gas explosion
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had taken place. And although the Investigative Committee said it was considering all possible
causes, preliminary results indicate that investigators have found no traces of explosive
materials on the fragments of the collapsed building.

The situation itself and subsequent official statements were not unusual: what made this case
different were the rumors on social networks and reinforced by several media outlets in the
Urals that investigators had found traces of the hexogen explosive in the rubble. Russians are
familiar with hexogen as the substance supposedly behind a series of explosions in apartment
buildings in a handful of cities that claimed the lives of more than 300 people in 1999.

Related article: Nearly 9ok Sign Petition to Not Return to Magnitogorsk Apartment Block

Interestingly, the uproar over the Magnitogorsk explosion died down on its own in just a few
days — the authorities didn't have to exert any special effort to stifle it. This might be because
President Vladimir Putin flew to the scene quickly, without the delay that had attended the
government’s response to a similar tragedy — the shopping mall fire in Kemerovo last year.
Or it might be because the whole country descends into a sort of suspended animation over
the holidays.

In fact, reports of household gas explosions have become almost routine in Russia. In 2018,
prior to the tragedy in Magnitogorsk, the country had experienced 12 deadly household gas
explosions that took the lives of 20 people, including seven children. The explosions occurred
in a wide-array of places including a military camp in the Vladimir region, St. Petersburg and
the Moscow region. Those explosions occurred both in smaller private homes and high-rise
apartment buildings.

Sadly, this has become a fact of life in a country where approximately 70 percent of all
housing is equipped with gas stoves. Homeowners and tenants are themselves responsible for
using gas appliances safely, but judging from the number of explosions, government
oversight falls short of the danger posed by their failure to do so.

It is not necessary to be a terrorist to kill several people with a gas explosion: one need only
ignore standard safety precautions. In the end, negligence and carelessness kill with greater
regularity than terrorists do.
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