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Hello and welcome to Regions Calling, your guide to developments from beyond the Russian
capital by The Moscow Times.

MT’s special correspondent Leyla Latypova traveled to Berlin last week for the Indigenous
Vision forum, which brought together some of the leading Indigenous voices from Russia and
allies from the U.S., Europe, Central Asia and Oceania.

For this week’s edition, Latypova spoke with conference organizers and attendees to
understand where Russia’s Indigenous rights movement sits on the global political stage.
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The Spotlight

BERLIN — Dozens of Indigenous activists from Russia and allies from around the world
gathered in Germany’s capital last week for the second annual Indigenous Vision Forum.

Organized by a consortium of NGOs led by exiled and diaspora activists from Russia’s ethnic
republics and Indigenous communities, the first forum was held in July 2025 under an
umbrella theme of “centering Indigenous voices, resilience and knowledge.” 

This year’s topic, “navigating the future,” reflects the transformation that Russia’s
Indigenous opposition has undergone since 2022. What began as a grassroots movement
united by anti-war sentiment at the start of the invasion of Ukraine has since evolved into a
political force aiming to shape global discourse and policies on Russia. 

“This was a natural transformation,” said Sargylana Kondakova of the Free Yakutia
Foundation, an exiled anti-war group from the republic of Sakha that co-organized the
event. 

“We understand that if we won’t speak on the international stage, if we won’t enlist the
support of our allies, then everything could end very tragically for our peoples,” she added.

Kondakova, who rose to prominence in 2022 with a video condemning the invasion of Ukraine
that she filmed on the streets of Melbourne, is reluctant to call herself a politician. Yet she
said she realizes that everything Indigenous campaigners from Russia do is political. 

“Our future also depends on who we are negotiating with, where we speak, what we say and
how we say it,” she said.

Since last year’s forum, Indigenous activists from Russia have appeared at the UN, the OSCE
and the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), where they gained five out
of 15 seats in the body’s Platform for Dialogue with Russian Democratic Forces. 

In a likely nod to these achievements, the forum’s inaugural panel tried to locate where the
West stands on the discourse surrounding the decolonization of Russia. 

Mariia Mezentseva-Fedorenko, a Ukrainian MP and chairwoman of Kyiv’s delegation to
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PACE, kicked off the event with a speech highlighting Ukraine’s efforts to codify the notions
of “decolonization” and “oppressed nations” of Russia in international law. 

Mezentseva-Fedorenko — who spoke via videoconference from Kharkiv, where air raid sirens
wailed as she spoke — is among a growing number of Ukrainian foreign policy figures who
believe Russia’s Indigenous communities could hold the key to ensuring Europe’s long-term
political security. 

“I'm here out of solidarity, both personal and Ukrainian,” said Tetiana Katrych from the
Ukrainian NGO Decolonization. “The same empire colonized us…We are just at different
stages of leaving it.”

Katrych believes that a Ukrainian victory in the war can’t guarantee that Russia won’t attack
its neighbor again, meaning “stable peace for both Ukraine and Europe can be achieved only
when the empire ceases to exist in its current form.” 

“We want to cooperate with the republics and Indigenous peoples to ensure stable peace,”
said Katrych. 

Related article: Regions Calling: Who Is Indigenous in Russia, Anyway?

Events in Germany, where the far-right Alternative für Deutschland party won a historic
victory in Sunday’s Saxony-Anhalt state election, hung over nearly every discussion at the
forum. 

Activists warned that the global rise of the far-right risks pushing the fight for Indigenous
rights to the margins of international policymaking and further threatens vulnerable groups
who fled Russia for the West but remained outspoken about their causes in exile.

Indigenous activists said they are also forced to face off with mainstream Russian opposition
movements and politicians, who they accuse of trying to “co-opt and hijack the decolonial
agenda.” 

“Seeking policy change and publicity for Indigenous people [of Russia] on international
platforms is about Indigenous people currently inside the country. This is a foundation for the
future, although the results of these efforts will not be immediately noticeable,” said Seseg
Jigjitova of Nomads Indigenous Collective, a German NGO that co-organized the forum. 

Jigjitova said every discussion at the forum — whether about Indigenous political prisoners in
Russia or the revitalization of the Indigenous Māori language in New Zealand — “appealed to
all Indigenous peoples, including those inside Russia.” 

As Russia is home to more than 180 ethnic groups, the country’s Indigenous rights movement
likewise boasts a rich ethnic and political diversity. 

While some prominent figures belong to nations numbering fewer than 2,000 people, others
number in the millions and have ethnic homelands in Russia’s republics that were once nearly
equal players in the federation or attempted to secede from it altogether.  
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Related article: Regions Calling: How Rare Wartime Protests Changed This Siberian Republic

As well as its diversity, the Indigenous rights movement’s growing visibility since the full-
scale invasion of Ukraine has also exposed its divisions. 

The sources of these divisions range from left-right political lines to differing understandings
of who should be considered Indigenous in Russia to varying degrees of support for economic
and political independence of the republics to backing cooperation with mainstream
opposition groups.

The Berlin forum further shed light on these cracks, with a handful of high-profile
Indigenous figures notably absent. Kondakova said this was because organizers were limited
to about 100 attendees.

“We couldn’t even invite some of our allies,” said Kondakova.

“There are [Indigenous] organizations whose political views we don’t share and have debates
or even conflicts with them, but that’s normal. We still have contact, we talk, we don’t label
anyone as enemies and don’t ban them from our platforms],” Kondakova told The Moscow
Times. “That’s already a good thing, since we are striving to build democracy [in Russia].”

Forum co-organizer Batlay Matenov, a member of the PACE Platform for Dialogue with
Russian Democratic Forces, saw it somewhat differently. 

He said he “actually did send out invitations” to his fellow PACE Platform members, none of
whom were present at the event. 

“Some people didn't reply, and there were others I decided not to invite,” he said.

Matenov, the only Indigenous activist at the event who currently holds public office,
described his time on the PACE Platform as “tough” and “difficult.”   

“If a politician promises you something, you 100% won’t see it followed through, or maybe
you will, but in three years or something like that,” he said. “I actually became a little
disillusioned with politics.”

More on this…

“As Russia Strips Rights from Exiled Regime Opponents, Many Don’t Know if They
Should Worry” by Brawley Benson 

“Even in Exile, Russia’s Political Opposition Struggles to Rise Above Its Divisions” by
Brawley Benson 

“Russia’s Exiled Anti-War Movements Are Learning to Play the Long Game” by Leyla
Latypova

“Russia’s Opposition Has Representation in PACE. Can They Achieve Anything?” by Ned
Garvey
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