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Introduction ï No where in Arctic Russia have levels of Persistent Toxic Substances (PTS) been found at 

higher levels then in the Chukotka Autonomous Region, and no where in Russia are the health effects from 

exposure to contaminants of greater concern. In this remote and restricted province where there are few 

roads and only a population of 50,000, 15% of the people are indigenous Chukotka natives who rely on 

traditional foods including whale, walrus, seal, salmon, reindeer, and polar bear for subsistence.  

 

The demilitarization of Chukotka region has resulted in abandoned military sites where huge amounts of 

toxic waste are leaking from drums and storage tanks. In the villages, years without bulk fuel storage 

infrastructure have also resulted in the accumulation of hundreds and sometimes thousands of metal drums 

which contain waste products including PTS and in particular, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs).  

 

There has been no comprehensive inventory of the drum sites in Chukotka and there is little understanding 

of their broader local or regional environmental impact.  However, there is a growing concern among 

United States Arctic representatives that local drums sites in Russia present a broader threat to the 

environment, to wildlife and to those people who depend on and utilize Arctic wild food resources.  This 

report documents the 2008 work outcomes for an international collaboration in the village of Lorino, 

Chukotka Autonomous Region, Russian Federation. The purpose of this work is to provide a model for 

addressing the village abandoned drum problem in the Russian Arctic.  The work has involved partners 

from both the United States and Russia, including: 

 

U.S. Partners 

¶ Unga Tribal Council (2007-2008) 

¶ Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium (2008) 

¶ Aleutian Pribilof Islands Association (2007) 

¶ State of Alaska, Department of Environmental Conservation, Division of Spill Prevention and 

Response  (2007-2008) 

¶ United States EPA, Office of International Affairs (2007-2008) 

¶ United States EPA, Alaska Tribal Operations (2007-2008) 
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Russia Partners 

¶ City of Lorino (2007-2008) 

¶ Chukotka Red Cross (2007-2008) 

¶ Russian Association of Indigenous People of the North ï RAIPON (2007 ï 2008) 

¶ Northwest Public Health Research Center (2007-2008) 

 

Background  

This project is a response to the strong desire expressed by many residents of the Russian Arctic to cleanup 

pollution, so that Arctic people can enjoy a clean environment, safe food and a good health.  The scale of 

the problem is daunting, but the Russian partners listed above have responded by reaching out to local 

residents, villages, regional and national government, and other nations for partners in this important effort. 

RAIPON has been leading Arctic efforts nationally by hosting meetings and educating local residents about 

the problem and the health and environmental implications.  Regionally organizations such as the Chukotka 

Red Cross have broadened the partnerships and provided the organizational capacity to implement work on 

the village level.  The Northwest Public Health Research center has provided the scientific expertise to 

assess and describe the problem and to interpret the health consequences of contaminant exposure both on 

an individual and a community or regional scale.  The United States involvement in this work began with 

the EPA Office of International Assistance, when they co-funded the Arctic Monitoring Assessment 

Program (AMAP) study of the contaminants in the breast milk and cord blood of the indigenous peoples of 

the Arctic Region. This data was included in AMAP's monograph ñPersistent Toxic Substances, Food 

Security and Indigenous Peoples of the Russian North." Based on this report, the Arctic Council Action 

Plan (ACAP) has proceeded with efforts for ñEliminating Pollution in the Arctic.ò 

  

In order to implement the program to manage (with a view to eventual elimination of) these contaminants, 

the then ACAP Chairman, Bob Dyer (EPA), along with Dr. Valery Chashchin of the North West Public 

Health Research Center (NWPHRC), Ida Ruchina of the Chukotka Red Cross, Larissa Abryutina of 

Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON) and Ella Barnes of EPAôs Office of 

International Assistance visited Chukotka in 2006.  Meetings were held with local elders and the Chukotka 

Regional Administration, and a Memorandum of Agreement was signed with the goal of addressing local 

sources of contamination in the Chukotka Autonomous District.   

 

Two villages Lavrentiya and Lorino were identified in which the first training sessions could be held, and 

funding was acquired through the participation of the Northwest Public Health Research Center, RAIPON, 

and the Chukotka Red Cross. The approach: train 20-30 residents in the principles and safe practices for 

identifying, sampling, handling, labelling and storing drums of discarded hazardous materials in 

preparation for shipment to a recycling and treatment facility.   
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In February of 2007, Ida Ruchina, of Chukotka of Red Cross, attended the Alaska Forum for the 

Environment in Anchorage to learn about community-based environmental cleanup and other educational 

and technical processes developed in Alaska.  In addition to training local people in cleanup methods, she 

wanted to raise awareness about the environment and dietary safety.  Here she learned of community based 

cleanup performed by the Nikolski IRA, in the Aleut Region of Southwestern Alaska.  In meetings with 

Santina Gay of EPAôs Tribal Office in Anchorage she also learned about on-going cleanup work being 

performed by three tribes in the village of Sand Point. With help from Heather Thompson of the Unga 

Tribal Council, they began to develop a plan for Alaska ï Chukotka training collaboration, to be performed 

during the summer and fall of 2007 and 2008. Experts in worker safety, environmental and community 

based clean up would visit Lavrentiya and Lorino and train local residents.  The training would be designed 

to compliment training provided by the Russian partners.  For this effort, EPA Indian General Assistance 

Program funding was provided as an outreach effort of the Unga Tribal Council.  Other partners include the 

State of Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation (ADEC), the University of Washington, 

School for Occupational Safety and Health, the Aleutian Pribilof Islands Association (APIA) and the 

Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium (ANTHC).   An environmental survey and on-site training was 

performed by Chukotka Red Cross, NWPHRC and APIA in July of 2007 in the villages of Lavrentiya and 

Lorino. In September of 2008, an additional training was performed in the village of Kanchalan, Chukotka 

with the assistance of EPA and the Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation.  

 

 

ADEC & EPA meeting with Russian Partners in Chukotka (S. Gay 2007). 
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The training focused on worker safety and methods for drum site cleanup.  In June of 2008, Unga Tribal 

Council, EPA, ADEC, ANTHC, and the University of Washingtonôs School of Occupation Safety and 

Health sponsored the Alaska Statewide Abandoned Drum Cleanup Workshop.    This training included 

participants from Russia and Canada, as well as community representatives from throughout Alaska.   

 

 

Alaska Statewide Abandoned Drum Cleanup Training, (M. Brubaker 2008) 

 

The final two days of the training took place in the village of Sand Point Alaska, with a focus on the 

cleanup work that was performed there by the tribes, the city of Sand Point and ADEC.  Eric Henry of 

ADEC was the primary on-site trainer.  The topic of this report is work activities in August of 2008 in the 

village of Lorino, where implementation of cleanup activities began.   

 

Project Activi ties 

In the Russian Arctic metal drums have been used for decades to deliver a variety of liquid products to 

remote villages including kerosene, gasoline, fuel oil, motor oil, grease and lubricants.  Historically, bulk 

fuel storage was not available and drums were used for transport and storage. Backhauling of drums was 

uncommon and the vast majority was either reused or discarded.  Consequently, abandoned drums have 
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become a common feature of the Russia Arctic, littering the shorelines and tundra for miles around 

villages. 

 

Just such a village is Lorino, in the Chukotka Autonomous Region of the far Northeastern Russian Arctic.  

In this traditional Chukchi and Eskimo whaling village, metal drums can be seen for miles in every 

direction.  Drums located distant from the village, are mostly empty, their contents having been already 

used or released into the environment. In the village however, many drums are still in use, storing 

hazardous materials or waste.  As they rust and fail the contents are released into the soil, surface water, 

and groundwater and ultimately reach the Chukchi Sea.  In the village, thousands of drums are in use 

storing everything from waste petroleum products to processed whale oil, water, home alcohol and 

traditional foods.  Use of drums for storage of products for human consumption poses a known health risk.  

Releases into the environment pose a risk locally and regionally. 

 

Lorino Beach (MYB 2007) 

In the ocean environment, contaminants transported by the Anadyr Current are mixed with waters from 

other currents in the Bering Sea,  Ultimately  85% of the sea water will flow north through the Bering Strait 

and east towards Alaska and Canada.  Persistent chemicals such as PCBs are absorbed into the food chain 

and as such begin a migration which can ultimately deliver these chemicals to the end of a fork in Russia, 

Alaska, Canada or beyond.  As such the problem developing in small villages like Lorino is not limited to 
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Chukotka or even Russia, but is rather inherited by Alaska Natives and others that consume wild foods 

from these Arctic waters.  The extent of the human exposure from Russian sources is not clearly 

understood in Alaska.  On-going monitoring of contaminant blood levels in the human population and 

wildlife offers promise for better understanding the extent of the Russian problem. However, the premise 

for a trans-boundary environmental and health problem is already understood: 

 

1. Accumulated drums present a vast reservoir of pollutants, upstream from the Chukchi Sea;   

2. Contaminants from Chukotka concentrate in the marine food chain; 

3. Wild foods are ingested by consumers in the United States,  Canada and beyond; 

4. Thawing of permafrost increasingly mobilizes liquid contaminants, previously in a frozen state. 

 

It is known that contaminants in villages such as Lorino are one important contributing factor to localized 

negative health effects. Russian scientists including doctors from the North West Public Health Research 

Center have reported that that levels of persistent toxic substances in blood samples collected from 

residents in these villages were considerable higher then in most other places in the Russian Arctic.  So 

high in fact that the medical doctors from the Northwest Public Health Research Center are attributing 

serious local health effects to contaminant exposure.  In August of 2008, the field work, which is the topic 

of this report, was performed in proximity of two villages, Lorino and Lavrentiya.  The work included the 

assessment and removal of abandoned drums from the beach in Lorino, and also a 600 meter wide corridor 

along the 50 kilometer gravel road linking the two villages. 
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Dr. Maxim Chashchin showing oil contamination in Lavrentiya (MYB 2007) 

The Chukotka Red Cross recovered and relocated approximately 1500 abandoned drums and transported 

them to a storage facility in Lorino village.  Of these, approximately 20 drums were found to contain 

hazardous substances, and these were marked and set aside for later recovery.  Within the Lorino village 

itself, priority clean-up areas were identified, and drum conditions assessed.  Approximately 40% of the 

drums within the priority clean-up area contained liquid wastes.  
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Harvesting grey whale ï Lorino (MYB 2007) 

Funding and Partners 

The funding for this project was provided by EPA's Office of International Affairs and the Unga Tribal 

Council, a tribal government located in southwest Alaska with experience in community based drum 

cleanup.  Technical support was provided by Dr. Evgeny Zibarev and Dr. Sophia Nikanova from the 

NWPHRC, and Mike Brubaker from the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium. The indigenous people 

coordination and communication was provided Larisa Abrutina from RAIPON. The Russian director of 

project was Maxim Chashchin, the Russian principal investigator was Valery Chashchin both with the both 

with the NWPHRC, the project manager was Ida Ruchina, the project supervision was Vladimir Koba, and 
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the field manager was Vladimir Devyatkin both with the Chukotka Red Cross. 

 

Vladimir Devyatkin, Sophia Nikanova, Evgeny Zibarev (MYB 2008) 

Findings 

During field work, full drums were identified and their location marked. Other priority drum storage areas 

in the village of Lorino were identified and assessed.  In areas outside of the village approximately 1% of 

drums were found to contain hazardous contents.  
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Removing drums along Larvrentiya-Lorino Road (MYB 2008) 

 

In the priority site within the village, 40-50% of the abandoned drums were found to contain waste oil or 

lubricants, contaminated rain water or kerosene.  There were also a large number of drums which had been 

recycled for storage of whale oil.   
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Whale Oil Stored Near Processing Plant - Lorino 

 

A total of six samples were collected for analysis using Dexsil CHLOR-D-TECT 1000 Test Kits.  The 

sample sources included waste petroleum oil, recycled transformer oil and whale oil.  Hands-on training 

was provided by ANTHC to the project supervisor and the medical team in the collection and analysis of 

samples.  

 


