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A brown bear. Anna Kapustina / pexels

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

For centuries, the brown bear has been an integral part of Russia’s political and cultural
identity.

While Russia’s adversaries first used the bear in cartoons to mock its large size and
clumsiness, Moscow later reappropriated the mascot as a symbol of strength and raw power,
even using it as an emblem for the ruling, Kremlin-backed United Russia party.

It is hard not to see a dash of irony in the fact that Russia’s famed bears are now becoming a
real threat to thousands of its citizens, terrorizing hundreds of communities across the Far
North, Siberia and the Far East.
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This week, we look at the causes and possible remedies that could have prevented dozens of
fatal bear attacks recorded across the regions in recent months.

But first, a look at the latest news from the regions:

The Headlines

* Political activists in the Perm region and St. Petersburg, as well as the republics of
Tatarstan, Udmurtia, Komi and Buryatia, have asked regional authorities to greenlight
protests against election fraud at last week’s State Duma and local elections.

Requests have been filed by independent activists, as well as members of the liberal
Yabloko party, the Communist Party and supporters of exiled opposition politician Boris
Nadezhdin.

Authorities in Tatarstan’s capital Kazan declined the protest application on Wednesday,
saying that the purpose of the protest "does not meet legal requirements.”

e Marred by widespread irregularities, last weekend’s vote delivered a historical victory
for the ruling United Russia, which is set to clinch a record 355 seats in the 450-seat
State Duma, according to preliminary results.

Yet the opposition might still have a few reasons to celebrate when the final results are
announced Friday.

For one, in Udmurtia, prominent environmental activist Eduard Glukhov came ahead of
two United Russia hopefuls in a municipal council race in the republic’s southern
Kambarsky district.

Glukhov, known for campaigning against a hazardous waste disposal plant in the
district, was previously stripped of the mandate by fellow deputies for failing to disclose
his minor child's income in tax return documents.

 This year’s harvest season, overshadowed by record-breaking diesel prices and
shortages, is coming to an end.

Farmers across the agricultural heartlands of southern Russia and Siberia are reportedly
scaling back harvests and cutting back on preparations for next year’s planting season
amid growing economic difficulties.

Meanwhile, in the republic of Bashkortostan, a state of emergency was introduced last
week across seven districts after crops were partially destroyed by prolonged summer
rains and hail.

And in the southern Krasnodar region, Governor Veniamin Kondratyev ordered a state of
emergency on Wednesday, citing inability to sell significant volumes of agricultural
produce. The announcement follows weeks of intense Ukrainian strikes against Black
Sea ports and shipping infrastructure.
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The Spotlight

Motygino, a large village of more than 4,000 inhabitants in the Krasnoyarsk region, is a site of
exceptional natural beauty.

To the south, the village faces the Angara River, the fast-flowing and ice-cold outlet of Lake
Baikal. Everywhere else, it is surrounded by the taiga — the dense, dark, evergreen but
uninviting forest stretching as far as the eye can see. With the closest city, Lesosibirsk, some
128 kilometers (80 miles) to the west, locals here are seemingly used to a solitary coexistence
with nature.

Yet even they were hardly prepared for the growing number of bears that have wandered into
their village this year.

“The situation is extremely tense. Bears are coming from various directions — several of
them every day — and show absolutely no fear of people,” local resident Daria told news
outlet 360.ru.

“The game warden and the police, of course, try to drive away the bears, but after some time,
sometimes after 40 minutes, the bears come back,” she added.

Reports of often-fatal encounters between humans and bears have been appearing almost
daily in Russian media ahead of the hibernation season, with authorities in at least five
regions declaring high alert over the rise in attacks.

At least 19 people have been killed in brown bear attacks across regions of the Far North,
Siberia and the Far East since April, according to a tally by The Moscow Times.

In the highest-profile incident, Alexander Kuzmenko, the father of NHL player Andrei
Kuzmenko, was killed Tuesday while on a fishing trip in the southern Siberian republic of

Tyva.

Elsewhere, people have been killed by bears while berry picking, herding livestock, camping
or fishing. The majority of attacks have taken place in Siberia’s Krasnoyarsk region.
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Russia’s Natural Resources and Environment Ministry has dismissed reports of a possible
uptick in bear attacks, saying that it’s normal to see around 30 attacks a year.

“Encounters between brown bears and humans have always been recorded — for as long as
people have lived near forests and the taiga,” said the ministry’s press service.

Related article: Krasnovarsk Woman Killed by Bear Amid Rise in Attacks

But an independent Russian expert on conservation and study of the brown bear described the
situation with bear encounters in Russia as ‘“catastrophic.”

The expert, who requested anonymity for safety reasons, told The Moscow Times that the
numerous media reports likely represent just a fraction of the true number, meaning the
problem “is extremely pressing.”

“Several factors are at play here, as is usually the case with such a complex problem. But
overall, the number of bears is growing and their fear of humans is decreasing,” the expert
said.

Russia’s brown bear population is growing as a result of climate change, with milder and
shorter winters allowing for more cubs to survive.

By 2026, the population of brown bears in the country surpassed 307,000 — a more than 2.3-
fold increase from 1990, according to Natural Resources and Environment Ministry statistics.

As territorial animals, young bears are forced to search for new feeding grounds around them,
including in areas where humans live.

Some bears are driven towards human settlements by wildfires — a likely case in the
Krasnoyarsk region, where forests in its Arctic north were ablaze this year while its southern
districts remained largely unaffected.

“On top of that, this year saw a poor harvest of key forage resources, primarily pine nuts,” the
expert explained.

The decreasing popularity of hunting is also aiding brown bear population growth and
reducing bears’ fear of humans, according to the expert.

“When bear hunting was widespread...the most cautious bears survived, while the least
cautious and most aggressive ones perished during the hunt,” he told The Moscow Times.

“This is true not only in the modern world, where hunters are equipped with firearms. These
same mechanisms operated just as they do today 100, 200 or even 500 years ago, when Stone
Age humans hunted bears with primitive weapons.”

A resident of a small town in eastern Siberia told The Moscow Times that bears have been
frequenting his settlement not just this year, but more often over the past decade.

“In the last 10 years, I encountered five bears in my own yard alone, and two of them had to be
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killed,” he said on condition of anonymity.

In the first such incident in 2015, a bear entered the man’s yard by climbing over his fence and
ate honey from a beehive before falling asleep next to it.

‘“He woke up and started eating the honey again. He kept coming back for two days until I
called the police and hunters arrived,” the man recalled. “I feel sorry for the animals, of
course, but it’s also dangerous — about three years ago, a mother bear and two cubs were
wandering right through the city.”

At least 200 bears were killed across Siberia in August in an attempt to curb the number of
attacks, according to the Forestry Ministry of Tyva, where a high alert was declared in 11 of its
17 districts over bear encounters.

Wildlife management in Russia has been delegated to regional authorities, many of whom
have found themselves ill-prepared to address the growing bear threat.

In an attempt to manage the situation, regional governments have introduced nighttime
curfews and limited access to national parks and other natural attractions where bears have
been spotted, while also trying to cull as many potentially dangerous animals as resources
allow.

Yet a lack of preemptive official action has prompted residents of some remote localities to
hunt bears themselves — despite the practice being illegal without a permit — or turn to less
traditional methods of protection like store-bought sound repellents.

“If a bear came to a settlement once, then no one is safe. He will have to be found by hunters,”
the environmental expert told The Moscow Times.

Because bears enter human settlements in search of food and turn to attacking animals and
humans after all other sustenance is exhausted, measures like installing specially designed
trash cans have proven effective in reducing conflicts with bears in parts of the U.S. and
Canada, the expert said.

Yet for Russia, this measure might be too little, too late.

“In this particular year, if you suddenly remove all food from every place where bears can get
to it, it will not solve the problem in any way,” he said. “There is currently no alternative to
shooting the bears.”

Photo of the Week

Beauty salon workers in Mezhdurechensk, Kemerovo region, turned their city’s urban decay
into the setting for a promotional campaign called “Beauty Amid Chaos.”

Working with photographer and blogger Dmitry Kochergin, they posed beside broken
sidewalks, utility excavations and neglected public spaces, with the campaign’s videos
drawing hundreds of thousands of views.
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