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ANALYSIS

COVID-19 in Russia’s Arctic

By Leah Silinsky, George Washington University
DOI: 10.3929/ethz-b-000440622

Abstract:

This article lays out the broad dimensions of Russia’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic and then shows
how these policies affected developments in the Arctic. The Kremlin initially denied that the disease would
be a problem and then, when such denials were no longer tenable, has sought to minimize reports of its
impact through pressure on doctors and journalists. Several doctors have died in mysterious circumstances.
The Arctic has not been immune from the disease, with outbreaks coming from migrant workers building

new energy infrastructure.

COVID Comes to Russia

A pandemic reminiscent of the Spanish Influenza, the
novel coronavirus has wreaked havoc and destruction.
What began as a small outbreak in the little-known city
of Wuhan, China, soon grew to be a world-wide pan-
demic. As hospital beds grew overcrowded and med-
ical supplies ran short, countries across the globe have
responded in different ways to counter the effects of this
disease. Some have been more successful than others.
Russia has been one of the worst performers.

The Kremlin has been actively involved in censor-
ing coverage of Russian healthcare and the status of the
coronavirus within its borders. This unwillingness to
provide objective information has resulted in the death
of many citizens, arrest of doctors and journalists, and
propaganda campaigns initially denying the severity of
the disease.

Russia’s policy regarding COVID-19 began with ini-
tial denial and censorship. Underdeveloped and under-
funded healthcare exacerbated the problem. The Krem-
lin has targeted and attacked doctors and activists who
have exposed gaps in Russia’s healthcare, and its inabil-
ity to cope with the strains brought on by the pandemic.
Ineffective policies have exacerbated the spread of the dis-
ease as well. Finally, the Kremlin has engaged in hacking
and corrupt behavior to make it appear as if the Russian

government has been handling the pandemic effectively
and responsibly. Russia’s difficulties with the pandemic
unfolded as Russian president Vladimir Putin sought
public approval of his decision to rewrite the Russian
constitution with the goal of formally extending his rule
from 2024 to 2036.!

Initial Denial and Censorship

The Kremlin has actively denied the severity of COVID-
19. As the world began to recognize the seriousness of
the problem in March, various Russian-backed sources
argued that the coronavirus was a lie spread by American
“Big Pharma.” The Pentagon has since published reports
exposing China and Russia as having been engaged
in disinformation campaigns regarding COVID-19.?
RT, formerly known as Russia Today, and Sputnik
Radio spread various conspiracy theories, while insist-
ing that Russia and China were acting as “responsible
powers.” In early March, pro-Kremlin Russian news
sources argued that the coronavirus itself was part of
a foreign disinformation campaign.* An EU watchdog
organization which tracks disinformation campaigns
reported on 1 April that various pro-Kremlin social
media accounts were saying that the EU was on the verge
of collapsing and therefore unable to deal with the coro-
navirus.’> While downplaying the severity of the virus
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inside Russia’s borders, the Kremlin also seized the pan-
demic as an opportunity to undermine the European
Union. From the outbreak of the disease the Kremlin
has sought to propagate the narrative that the corona-
virus was part of a Western disinformation campaign
created to sow panic and discord. At the same time, the
Kremlin has actively suppressed statistics and informa-
tion related to the pandemic to promote this narrative.

In addition to statements made by pro-Kremlin jour-
nalists and politicians, the Russian government has also
taken concrete legislative action limiting discussion
around the pandemic. In March, The Russian Federal
Security Service took down a viral post which stated
that the true number of COVID-19 cases had reached
over 20,000.° By 1 April, the Russian Supreme Court
declared spreading “false information” about COVID
illegal, stating that the punishment for doing so would
be five years in prison.” Since this ruling, over 20 web-
sites and 80 watchdog groups were blocked for publish-
ing “fake news.”®

The Russian government has actively hidden the true
number of patients infected with coronavirus, casting
doubt on the statistics published by Russian organiza-
tions. By June 2020, there was considerable controversy
over how the Russian government was reporting on the
coronavirus. Both the Financial Times and the New York
Times accused the Kremlin of purposefully underreport-
ing cases of COVID, to make it appear as if the govern-
ment had everything under control. Among the decep-
tions was reporting coronavirus cases as “pneumonia.”
The Russian Foreign Ministry stated that these allega-
tions were themselves “disinformation.”

Hiding the Ineffectiveness of Russia’s
Healthcare System

Much of the Kremlin’s propaganda functions not only
to hide the severity of the coronavirus, but also mask

widespread problems with the Russian healthcare system.
This pandemic has exposed problems created by a lack of
reforms, as well as failures to provide sufficient medicines,
medical equipment, and funding. There have even been
instances in which outdated ventilators burst into flames,
killing patients.'® According to data from the Russian
Ministry of Health, as of May, Russian doctors were nine
times more likely to die from COVID-19 than doctors
from Spain, Germany, the United Kingdom, the United
States, Italy, and Iran." Failures in Russia’s healthcare
have negatively affected doctors and patients alike. There
have been various firsthand accounts by journalists and
doctors complaining about the lack of medical supplies,
face masks, and protective equipment.

The death of Russian journalist Anastasia Petrova

marks the devastating consequences of negligence and
medical malpractice.!? Petrova died from the coronavi-
rus in March and documented her experience of seeking
medical help on Facebook. When Petrova was experi-
encing symptoms, she went to the hospital and was told
she was fine. The doctors refused to see her, and after
Petrova left, the hospital refused to take her calls or test
her for the coronavirus. On Facebook, Petrova wrote,
““They have no instructions about where to take people
or how...No one has a clear idea about anything.”” She
later went to a second hospital and died while on a ven-
tilator on March 31. While having tested positive for the
virus at the second hospital, authorities declared Petrova
to have died of pneumonia."

As time progressed and the Kremlin could no longer
deny the presence of the virus, the Russian government
targeted and censored its online critics, limiting inde-
pendent press reporting on COVID. Sergey Kovalch-
enko and Galina Artemenko are journalists who work
for the St. Petersburg publication, “Mr7.” On May 27,
Kovalchenko stated that Facebook blocked his articles
related to COVID." Artemenko took to Facebook say-
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ing that their articles were labeled as “spam” when, in

reality, they were exposes describing overcrowded hospi-
tals in St. Petersburg.” These articles explained how doc-
tors in St. Petersburg were underpaid, had little access to

PPE, and were becoming sick on the job.' Doctors and

journalists who have exposed gaps in Russia’s healthcare

system have also been the target of abuse, arrest, and

harassment by the government.

Attacks on Doctors and Journalists

On April 2, 2020, Russian doctor Anastasia Vasilieiva
was arrested for challenging official COVID-19 figures
reported by the government.” Vasilieiva is the head of
a medical union called the Alliance of Doctors, which
exposes the conditions of Russia’s hospitals and health-
care system. She has routinely accused Putin and the
Russian government of lying about the state of COVID
in the country and has used social media and the union’s
website to deliver her message.

Deemed a liar by Russian state media, Vasilieiva and
her union posted videos on their website of doctors pro-
viding testimonials saying that they were ill equipped
with protective gear, and that Russian hospitals were
not prepared to deal with this crisis. These statements
contradicted the Kremlins narrative. Vasilievia’s work
exposed that the Kremlin did not have the situation
under control.

Vasilieiva was arrested on 2 April, after driving to
a small town in Novgorod Oblast to deliver medical
equipment. Police detained her on charges of violating

“self-isolation rules” despite having all necessary doc-
uments required for travel.' This arrest occurred one day
after Putin signed an amendment to the Russian Crim-
inal Code against spreading “fake news” about the virus."”

A few days later, Russian authorities arrested
St. Petersburg activist Anna Shushpanova for document-

ing the state of COVID in the Russian Federation. Inves-
tigators searched Shushpanova’s apartment on 3 April
and took her computer and phone. These actions came
immediately after Shushpanova posted on VKontakte
concerns of inadequate quarantine measures in a hos-
pital and clinic in Sestroretsk.? The investigation was
considered the Kremlin’s first application of the crim-
inal code in reporting on the virus.?!

As time progressed, censorship policies grew more
severe. In May, Doctor Alexander Shulepov fell from
a third story window after making a video about the
lack of hospital supplies in treating COVID. Shulepov
stated that despite being diagnosed with COVID, he
was forced to keep working, and that he and colleagues
were warning others about shortages of PPE in Voro-
nezh. Shulepov was the third doctor who mysteriously
fell out a window after exposing the lack of hospital
supplies and inadequate treatment.?

COVID in Russia’s Arctic Cities
Within the context of the abdication of national leader-
ship and a campaign of misinformation, regional leaders,
such as those in the Arctic, have been forced to act on
their own. Norilsk Mayor Rinat Akhmetchin accused
local authorities of underreporting coronavirus cases in
the region by at least 200% on July 16.% While only 293
cases have been reported, Akhmetchin stated that, in
fact, there were at least 832 cases. Despite Akhmetchin’s
attempts to notify regional authorities, Krasnoyarsk
health officials ignored his statements, saying that there
was no need for intervention. After declining in Mos-
cow, coronavirus spread through other regions, posing
a threat for Russia’s Arctic cities.?*

Many of the cases of COVID in the Russian Arctic
have been brought in from mainland Russia and have
been spread by various oil and gas companies.” The city
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of Belokamenka in Murmansk Oblast is home to the
Kola Yard liquefied natural gas project. Beginning in
2017, Novatek employs about 9,000 to 10,000 employ-
ees on the project, many of whom are migrant workers
from Turkey and the Central Asian states.? Since April,
there have been over 2,000 cases of COVID in Belo-
kamenka. This remote region has only limited access
to necessary medical equipment and other resources.?’”
Family members of infected workers stated that not
only did Kola Yard fail to provide workers with hand
sanitizers and gloves, but the migrant workers were
forced to live in cramped dormitories, unable to main-
tain appropriate social distancing.?® Despite extensive
publicity on social media from workers and residents
about these conditions, Novatek declined to comment
on the matter.

Federal authorities began paying more attention to
this Arctic city thanks to the social media attention it
generated. The federal watchdog organization “Rospo-
trebnadzor” came to the site and gave workers masks
and gloves.?” By mid-April, hundreds were infected, and
a field hospital was built. Patients were also dispatched
to hospitals in the larger cities of Novy Urengoy and
Salekhard.*® Despite the infections, by mid-June, the
governor of Murmansk, Andrei Chibis, reduced many
of the restrictions.”!

About the Author

While the case in Belokamenka is among the most
dire, other Russian Arctic cities in Yakutia and Siberia
have also been hit by the pandemic. In late April, sev-
eral workers at the Chayanda natural-gas field in Yaku-
tia were diagnosed with the coronavirus.** The Sabetta
Port of the Kara Sea, which transfers and receives lique-
fied natural gas from the Yamal Peninsula, has also
seen various COVID-19 cases.?? By May, Severodvinsk,
a city in the Arkhangelsk Oblast, saw a drastic increase
in COVID cases.* As of June, the Murmansk region
remains the most heavily-hit region in the Russian Arc-
tic. By 21 June, there were 188 cases in Apatity, 291 cases
in Monchegorsk, and 114 cases in Kirovsk. Many trace
these cases to the Kola Yard project in Belokamenka.”

Indigenous people make up a prominent part of the
Arctic population. According to reports from the Arc-
tic Council, the Indigenous populations of the Russian
Arctic are considered an especially vulnerable group to
the COVID-19 pandemic. Those in the Yamal Nenets
Okrug are at especially high risk.*® The Indigenous elders
have strong memories of the 1918 pandemic and have
largely avoided contact with towns, relying on tradi-
tional ways to feed themselves.’” However, even with
these precautions, the trade restrictions associated with
the pandemic have negatively affected the Indigenous
economy as well.?®

Leah Silinsky is a graduate student at George Washington University.
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