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A mass fish death in Tyumen's Ozero Krugloye. SOTAvision / Telegram

Tyumen, one of Siberia’s largest cities, made national headlines in July when flooding along
the local Tura River began to resemble scenes of a biblical plague. 

Unusually heavy rain fell nearly every day in June and July, pushing the river to 8.96 meters
(29.4 feet) by early August, just below the 9.15-meter record set in 1979. As the water rose,
local residents complained of an unbearable stench coming from the river and reported seeing
scores of dead fish washed ashore. 

“I suffocate every night and have to shut the windows,” Tyumen resident Svetlana told the
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty news agency. 

“[Once] I ran out to the street at 1 a.m. looking for a place to breathe. I live across the river and
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the smell here is worse than anywhere else [in the city],” she told the outlet in July, when
daytime temperatures in Tyumen soared to a record-breaking 30 degrees Celsius. “I found
some air downtown, away from the river, where I sat on a bench and walked to catch my
breath.”

At the same time, record heat and wildfires have gripped the Tyumen region’s Arctic north,
illustrating what one environmental expert described as increasingly severe and sharply
contrasting weather extremes driven by climate change.

Tap water in the city of more than 800,000 people, much of which is sourced from the Tura,
also began to smell of sewage and rotten eggs. Some residents reported developing rashes and
symptoms of food poisoning after using it for cooking and basic hygiene. 

Regional authorities declared a state of emergency in Tyumen and the surrounding district on
July 28, nearly two weeks after the complaints about water quality first appeared in local
media. 

Though state consumer protection watchdog Rospotrebnadzor said that the smell and taste of
Tyumen’s tap water complied with all safety requirements, it nevertheless advised residents
to boil the water before drinking it or switch to bottled water.  

Embed:

Last week, authorities said that utility services collected nearly 1 metric ton of dead fish in just
two days of an ongoing cleanup along the Tura’s banks. 

“The main reason for this disaster was the low concentration of oxygen in the water,” a
Russian environmental analyst told The Moscow Times, speaking on condition of anonymity
for safety reasons.

Though spring floods are common in the Tyumen region, prolonged summer flooding of vast
vegetated areas has “never happened in the historical record of meteorological observations,”
the expert said.

“This vegetation ... was underwater for a long time, for almost two months. As a result,
oxidation processes began and the oxygen in the water disappeared due to the rotting of this
organic matter. ... The fish had nothing to breathe,” they said, adding that waste from local
factories may have further degraded the floodwater.

Tyumen lies on the West Siberian Plain in a region that has one of the most complex
administrative divisions in Russia, with two vast, resource-rich indigenous federal subjects,
the Yamalo-Nenets and Khanty-Mansi autonomous districts, incorporated into the wider
Tyumen region. 

Together, the three areas have a population of nearly 4 million spread across a territory
roughly the size of Mongolia. 

While residents of the Tyumen region capital and surrounding areas in the south battled the
summer floods that displaced dozens of people, more than 600 people joined efforts to
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contain record-breaking wildfires in the northern Yamalo-Nenets district.
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Governor Dmitry Artyukhov imposed a district-wide state of emergency on July 30, when the
area destroyed by fires already exceeded 12,000 hectares.

Fueled by record temperatures and dry thunderstorms, the fires had engulfed more than
37,000 hectares of virgin taiga forest in the southern part of the district as of Wednesday,
according to Russia’s Aerial Forest Protection Service. 

“We're set to break recent records for the number of fires and the size of the area affected,” 
Artyukhov said earlier this month. “Fortunately, so far they're all far from populated areas
and economic facilities. However, we're still receiving smoke complaints from a number of
our cities and towns." 

The two contrasting weather extremes that struck the same Russian region this summer were
both consequences of climate change, the environmental expert said.

While a weather system brought moist air and unusually heavy rainfall to the region’s south,
warm air from Central Asia pushed deep into the Arctic, affecting the northern Yamalo-
Nenets autonomous district.

“The penetration of such air masses into the Arctic is an anomaly and also an indicator of the
imbalance of our climate system and a restructuring of the entire climatic order to which we
are accustomed,” the expert said.

Russia experienced its hottest July since records began in 1891, a result that meteorologists
attributed to very high temperatures in the eastern Volga region, the Urals and Siberia as
western regions remained“ generally cool.” 

Dozens of other regions across Russia have also experienced extreme weather events this
year. 

The Sverdlovsk and Chelyabinsk regions are battling prolonged extreme floods, while
powerful storms and rare tornadoes swept across dozens of cities and villages in western
Russia and the Urals.  

Wildfires have destroyed more than 4 million hectares of forest so far this year, with the
republic of Sakha and Krasnoyarsk region sustaining the worst destruction by area, according
to the Aerial Forest Protection Service.

But as extreme weather events are becoming more prolonged and severe, affecting growing
numbers of populated areas, Russia’s urban centers are increasingly being tested by
conditions their infrastructure was not designed to withstand.

The anonymous environmental expert said Tyumen could avert similar water crises by
drawing its tap water from the West Siberian Artesian Basin, one of the world’s largest,
instead of the Tura River.
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“Of course, it is necessary to switch the city to underground water supply sources or create
resources to allow combining water supply through surface and underground water intake,”
the expert said. “We are already living in a different reality, and current urban infrastructures
are not designed to cope with such extreme natural and climatic phenomena.”
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