ARTICLES

Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in Russian North: Main

Challenges and Prospects for Future Development
by Ruslan Garipov*

I. INTRODUCTION

Beginning with the Alaska colonization period by Rus-
sians (1732-1867) and the exploration of California
(Fort Ross in Northern California, 1812-1841), Ameri-
can Indian's culture became popular in Russia and was
re ected in Russian art and literature. In 1872, Duke
Alexey Alexandrovich Romanov visited America,
where he hunted bu alos in the West with well-known
General G. Custer and Bu alo Bill.[1] In Bu alo Bill’s
show “Wild West” alongside the American Indian's
part of show, were Russian Cossacks, whose part
proved very popular. North American Indian images
were very popular among well-known Russian artists
and painters such as: Nicolai Ivanovich Fechin (1881-
1955), who immigrated later to the USA, and Nikolai
Konstantinovich Rerikh (1874-1947), the author of
the Rerikh Pact, and others. American Indians were
popular among Russian writers and revolutionary
leaders: Pushkin, Chekhov, Lenin and many others
passed through that stage. Ivan Alekseyevich Bunin
(1870-1953) translated into Russian the well-known
poem * e Song of Hiawatha,” which was written by
American poet Henry Longfellow.

In East Germany,[2] “Red Westerns”, produced by
DEFA Studios as a part of anti-American propagan-
da, featured Native Americans as the heroes, rather
than white settlers as in John Ford’s Westerns in the
USA. Many people in the Soviet Union fell in love
with American Indian culture and history because
of German and American writers, such as: Karl May,
Liselotte Welskopf-Henrich, James Willard Schul-
tz, James Fenimore Cooper, omas Mayne Reid,
Henry Longfellow and others. An American Indians
Society was created in the USSR. With these Ims
and publications, the interest in Indians transformed
from a small group episodic phenomenon to one of
a larger scale at the beginning of the 1980s.[3] Soviet
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anti-American propaganda aggressively proclaimed
Native Americans as oppressed peoples whose cultures
had been destroyed by the unstoppable and ruthless
march of capitalism. Newspapers publicized the events
about American Indian uprising at Wounded Knee

in South Dakota in 1973. People collected signatures
for a petition in support of Leonard Peltier, an Indian
activist jailed for the killing of two FBI agents in 1977.
American Indians’ image for use in anti-American
propaganda was chosen not by accident, but as a result
of accurate and deeply laid policy.  is policy resulted
in an interesting phenomenon in the Soviet Union that
continues to persist in contemporary Russia.

At the same time, people in Russia are 0 en unaware
or indi erent to its own indigenous communities
that inhabit Russian Northern territories. As indig-
enous people possess non-typical Russian features
and have di erent ways of life became targets of racist
stereotyping and numerous jokes and anecdotes.[4]
Discrimination is still one of the major problems for
indigenous peoples in Russia that a ects their living
standards and re ects in the disparity of wages, unem-
ployment and death rates among indigenous peoples.
[5] In 1999, the UN Committee on the Rights of the
Child referred to the growing incidence of societal
discrimination against children belonging to ethnic
minorities, including indigenous peoples, and asked
the Russian Federation to take all appropriate mea-
sures to improve the situation.[6]

I1.WHO ARE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN RUSSIA?

Indigeneity is a very important and sensitive issue in
modern Russia with its multi-ethnic and multicultural
nature of the nation with almost two hundred di er-
ent ethnicities living within the Russian Federation.

e de nition of indigenous peoples in the Russian
Federation relies on several cumulative requirements,



outlined in the Law About Guaranties of the Rights of



their communities, while in Kamchatka Kray a Coun-
cil was created to deal with regional indigenous issues.
[20] Aboriginal law improvement in Russia is a crucial
and important task today to bring the rule of law and



Setting land ownership aside, indigenous rights to
traditional activities are also currently under severe
threat.[40] ere is a problem with indigenous peo-
ples’ right to priority licensing implementation and
therefore the licenses to sh and hunto en go to
commercial stakeholders rather than indigenous peo-
ples. Such a practice became the norm in Russia and
gave rise to a recent complaint from Sami, an indige-
nous people living in the North of Russia, to the UN
against the actions of the regional government about
the transfer of the pasturelands in a long-term lease
to a hunting club.[41] Traditional activities and access
to natural resources is a part of the right to a healthy
environment and an essential part of the right to life
for indigenous peoples.

Article 15 of the ILO Convention 169 xes indigenous
peoples’ rights to participate in the use, management
and conservation of the natural resources pertaining
to their lands.[42] Even though the 1999 “Guaranties”
law complies with the abovementioned standards,
there are no proper consultations with indigenous
peoples about exploration or exploitation of natural
resources in areas where they live, no compensation
for the lands utilized by the state or business entities,
and no environmental assessments take place.[43]

Indigenous peoples o en have no participation in the
bene ts of commercial activities on their territories as
the bene ts are usually divided between the federal,
regional, and local governments, to which indigenous
communities do not have access.[44]

e 1999 “Guaranties” law declares that indigenous
peoples have the right to protect their lands and
traditional way of life.[45] Ecological and ethnologi-
cal examination should be done before any resource
extraction is commenced on the lands of indigenous
peoples. Nevertheless, this provision is ine ective, for
the reason that the mechanism for such examinations
has not been de ned and developed on the federal
level.

In the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), one of the north-
ern territories of Russia, a regional law was adopted in
2010 on ethnological expertise[46] that is supposed to
be held prior any commercial projects on the territo-
ries of indigenous peoples to research the socio-cultur-
al context of the development on the particular ethnic
group.[47] However, many companies do not consider
it binding due to the fact that it is a regional law and,
therefore, not applicable to projects carried out on a
federal or supra-regional level.[48]

V. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Itisasigni cant challenge to nd away to combine
economic bene ts with the preservation of unique
ecosystems and indigenous communities in the North.
It is, therefore, important to emphasize indigenous
peoples’ connection to the land and subsistence o its
natural resources. eir lifestyle, which is rooted in
sustainable development, requires a di erent way of
thinking compared to most modern-day populations
which do not rely on subsistence.

While Russia may have positive intentions and solid
laws on the books, operationalization and implemen-
tation of these laws in terms of actual consultation and
participation outcomes for indigenous communities



rights”[50]






