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Firefighters in the Russian Far East have declared a hunger strike to protest poor working
conditions, including leaky roofs, moldy offices and a dire lack of equipment.

Russia’s fire service has been paralyzed by a deep internal crisis after 278,000 staff members
became part of the Emergency Situations Ministry in 2002, The Moscow Times has detailed
last year. Leadership changes affected almost every operational process – from training to
dealing with major accidents and making tactical decisions.

Related article: Going Down in Flames

Khangalassky district firefighters in the Far East Sakha republic last went on a hunger strike
in April to protest low wages and a lack of equipment, staff and overtime pay. Their union
leader accused the authorities of failing to comply with more than 40 lawsuits that the local
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fire department had won over workplace violations.

Last week, the firemen announced plans to resume the hunger strike over what they said was
the refusal of local authorities to address their demands. According to Russia’s Dozhd TV
news channel, a total of 14 Khangalassky firefighters had joined the hunger strike by Monday
night.

“Nobody will be pushed around by the protesters,” the head of Sakha’s public security
committee, Yury Zaytsev, said during a briefing on Friday, in which he said that most of the
firefighters’ April demands had been met.

Sakha needs an additional 700 million rubles ($10.7 million) to renovate the decrepit fire
stations and buy badly needed equipment, Zaytsev added.

A statement on the fire service’s website says the authorities and the union are at odds over
proposed pay raises, vacation days and major repairs. A Sakha firemen’s union representative
said at the briefing that negotiations on a collective bargaining agreement were scheduled to
finish on Nov. 1.

Russia’s ex-minister of emergency situations Vladimir Puchkov criticized the workers who
staged the April hunger strike as “pseudo-firefighters.”

“I wouldn’t give a bread crust to those slackers,” he had said.
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