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Nadezda Petrova, Irina Okotetto and Galina Maxiova look at an exhibit at the Heritage Discovery Centre at Centre 2000. 
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Three women from remote northern Russian towns concluded a week-long visit to the Peace Country yesterday, where they were offered a window into local native culture and way of life. 

The goal of their visit was to learn ways to develop and market traditional aboriginal Russian crafts by studying how existing programs help Canadian aboriginal people produce and market their crafts. 

“We spent the morning talking about economic development, how we do economic development here, and the purpose of them being able to get some ideas that they relate to economic development in their own communities,” explained Bruce Rutley, Centre for Research and Innovation director. 

The CRI hosted the Russian guests at Centre 2000 on Monday where they, among other things, visited the museum and displayed their local crafts. 

“They, too, like us have native crafters, artisans, the individuals who want to move their ideas into the marketplace and turn their hobbies into small businesses, just like our inventors and our crafters as well,” Rutley said. 

The women are from the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug in northern Russia, a remote region bordering Siberia known for its nomadic reindeer herders and vast amount of natural gas reserves.

The trip is part of the Canada-Russia Northern Development Partnership Program (NORDEP) – a joint venture between the Canadian International Development Agency, the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, and the Kiwanis Enterprise Centre in Dawson Creek. 

Two of the women – Nadezda Petrova and Irina Okotetto – are from Salekhard, located within the Arctic Circle, and Galina Maxiova is from Muzhi – a remote village accessible only by helicopter. 

“What they’re doing is preserving their culture, and they’re doing that by cultural tourism through the production of crafts,” said Doris Brocke, the manager of the Kiwanis Enterprise Centre, a non-profit society and small business incubator. 

“And master crafters from those remote villages, the aboriginal villages, are still practicing their culture…. they’re building up their ability to share that culture with the rest of the world.” 

Their seven-day tour of the Peace Country started in Dawson Creek, then went on to Hudson Hope, Tumbler Ridge, Fort St. John, Chetwynd and finally Grande Prairie. They visited everything from local art galleries, to First Nation reserves and Métis settlements. 

Even though she expected it, Petrova said she was struck with how similar the lifestyles of the two people are. 

“We thought that it would very similar, but there’s a lot of differences, too,” she said through interpreter Jamila Samedov, who lives in Calgary and accompanied the group during the week. “The political and social systems are different.” 

Borke said she noticed the same thing when she and Anna Bridges, also of the Kiwanis Enterprise Centre, travelled to Salekhard and Muzhi from Feb. 23 to March 6. 

“They have an extraordinarily rich culture, beautiful people, a very well-preserved (culture),” she said. “So the similarities between our region and theirs intrigued us.” 

On display at Centre 2000, and everywhere along their seven-day tour, were traditional Yamalo-Nenets crafts – everything from dolls to slippers made of reindeer fur. 

“One of the purposes of our trip was to introduce Canadians to our crafts, to see what would be in high demand, what people would be interested in,” Petrova said, noting that purses proved to be the most popular. 

When asked to name any favourite memories of their Peace Country trip, without hesitation Okotetto spoke of visiting a bison farm run by a Russian family. 

“We’re really impressed with the people and how they love their job and how hard they work,” she said. 
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