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Indigenous peoples living in the American state of Alaska and Russia's Chukotka autonomous district
can now travel freely in both directions under a visa waiver scheme.

As relations between Moscow and Washington scrape lows unparalleled in the post-Cold War
era, the indigenous populations on either side of the Bering Strait are breaking down
bureaucratic barriers to ease travel and cooperation between Russia and the United States.

Indigenous peoples living in the American state of Alaska and Russia's Chukotka autonomous
district can now travel freely in both directions under a visa waiver scheme, the
administration of the northern Russian region said Thursday.

“A passport insert [acts as] proof that the citizen is a resident of the so-called 'established
area.' ... For the American side, this area is Alaska; for the Russian side, this area is Chukotka,”
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the regional government said in an online statement.

The move to introduce bilateral visa-free travel relates to an agreement that was signed in
1989 between the then-Soviet and United States' administrations.

The agreement sought to allow members of the respective indigenous communities to
reconnect with their relatives across the Bering Strait — a distance of less than 100 kilometers
— the U.S. government's Shared Beringian Heritage Program said on its website.

But while Chukotka's indigenous residents have been able to travel to Alaska under a visa-free
regime since 1992 — reaching a peak of 355 people in 1994 — the United States has only
recently taken up the opportunity to enact a similar program for Alaska's indigenous
population, the Chukotka administration said in its statement.

An agreement to this end was unveiled on July 17 by the Vera Metcalf, the U.S. representative
to the Bering Straits Regional Commission, and Russian counterpart Leonid Gorenshtein, the
statement added.

The visa waiver applies only to indigenous peoples of Alaska and Chukotka who have relatives
living on the other side of the Bering Strait, whereby “relative” is defined as a blood relative, a
member of the same tribe, or a member of an indigenous people with a shared linguistic or
cultural heritage, the regional government said.

Anyone wishing to travel across the border will need an invitation from a “relative” living on
the opposing territory and will have to notify that country’s authorities up to 10 days before
traveling, the statement said.

After traveling, residents will be allowed to remain on the foreign territory for a maximum of
90 days.
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