Chernobyl Children in Need / Visit to Azarichi village in the Southern Gomel region of Belarus

By Christopher Sykes and Adrian Walker on behalf of C.C.I.N. charity of Westbury
The Republic of Belarus, part of the former Soviet Union, is still a Communist-ruled country, around the size of England and Wales combined. It is almost completely flat, comprising part of the southern Russian steppe grasslands with rich, dark Chernozim soils and, in the south, light sandy soils and undrained marshlands. Most of the country is either forested with firs, silver birches and oak trees predominating, or else has vast, cultivated plains with wheat, potatoes, and vegetables all grown in large quantities. Vistas are vast in places but elevated viewpoints are practically non-existent, so flat is the land everywhere. There are few substantial rivers but lots of long, straight drainage canals, somewhat resembling the Fens.

Minsk, the capital, is in the north central region and is the flagship and the only city approaching western standards, and then, only around its centre. The rest of this forested and agricultural plains country is sparsely populated with few cities or large towns, but hundreds of remote small, almost medieval villages and hamlets. The population is around 10million, but is falling, largely due to the Chernobyl factor influencing the birth rate since the mid 1980’s, as well as an unknown but huge number of deaths caused directly or indirectly by this calamitous peacetime nuclear accident.The collapse of the Soviet empire and the falling value of the rouble, has plunged this country into a crisis of great poverty as well as pathetic ill-health over the past 15 years.

Russian is still the main national language and underpins its recent history and culture, though it has its own regional folk-art . Belarus has had a tragic history of invasion and mass genocide, most recently by the Nazis and also tough times under Stalin’s ruthless iron grip. War cemeteries abound, as this was a European heartland of the Jewish peoples in former times. Surprisingly, Babruisk, a large centrally placed city south of Minsk, still has a 70% Jewish population today. However, one quarter of the nation was cruelly exterminated by the Nazis in the last world war – and now Chernobyl has brought the country to its knees yet again!





__________

Our village, Azarichi (sometimes called Ozarichi) lies in the south, on the way to the twin cities of Kalinkovichi and  Mozar (the only settlement on the top of any appreciable hill!),and the vast steppe lands of the Ukraine, where the former nuclear plant of Chernobyl and its nearby deserted town of Prypiat stand on the banks of the large Prypiat river, on the border with Belarus, some 55 miles north of Kiev, the capitol. Azarichi is just 78 miles north of Chernobyl, as the wind blows. It was Belarus’ great misfortune that the winds on that fateful 26th April day in 1986 were blowing north off the Black Sea. Radiation rained down on the bread and potato basket of the Russias, covering its lands with deadly radiation, which remains there to this day and into the far-distant future. 9 million Belarusian peoples are affected, especially young children and babies due to immature body immune systems, and now genetic factors causes considerable infant mortality, and disabilities on an unimaginable scale.

 Azarichi and its nearby hamlets has a population of only 2,500, yet it will be a huge task for C.C.I.N. to more than scratch the surface of assistance for the hundreds of sick, but warm and welcoming families locally who are hugely appreciative of the help we offer them. There are today many nations (mostly western European) deeply involved in the charity field within Belarus, yet we are sadly all there under sufferance from the Communist government, who basically want our moneys (in U.S. dollars, preferably), but not really our freebee charity goods, which they tax, or confiscate, or delay in processing on so many occasions. Medical aid, horrifyingly, they deny unless it is brand new. Yet the country’s peoples cry out for help.

Our stay there was greatly honoured and we had a very full agenda of meetings, inspections, deliveries of aid in various forms, and making future plans in conjunction with the Directors of the four main establishments: the hospital (pathetically under-equipped), the Orphanage/Kindergarten, the Special Needs School (boarding), and the main High School for 7 – 16 year olds, where our Toilets building project is almost finished. We have now 38 (soon over 40) children under U.K. sponsorship – much of it from the Wiltshire area, and in the last year we have sent a lorry of aid valued at well over £25,000 to Azerichi for distribution and have raised in all over £25,500 through appeals and fund-raising efforts, all (absolutely ALL) of which will reach those in greatest need in the Azerichi district.

Finally, on a lighter note, I was struck by many delightful impressions of the lovely countryside and rustic settlements, including the traditional domestic houses (sadly, inside, many are shockingly sparse and dilapidated, and the families large, sick and impoverished), the smallholding way of life with old-style haystacks and rustic transport (ponies and carts); also, farm animals wandering everywhere –cows, chickens, ducks and sheep, plus dogs, cats, puppies and kittens. Pigs and calves, sadly, must be fattened and slaughtered for meat, and nothing is wasted. Life seems wonderfully slow in the summer heat waves (26 – 27 degrees while we were there), but the unseen deadly radiation levels jump up in the dry dust of their short, hot summers. The apple orchards, field strip cultivation, and large garden vegetable plots are all worked on from sunrise to sunset by both old and young to get all the vital harvest in before the onset of winter snows and sub zero temperatures which last for months on end. 

Sadly, alcoholism and suicides are both common, especially amongst men in this relentless subsistence way of life. The Chernobyl factor and deteriorating work prospects and appallingly low and uncertain wages are all big influences. Few foreigners are seen, as tourism was virtually destroyed by Chernobyl and the slide into poverty following the separation from Moscow, and so the country has a very difficult future to face for countless generations to come.




____________

If you would like to know more about C.C.I.N. and its programme and/or would like to help, in whatever way, we would be most pleased to hear from you. Contact Chris on 830727 or Adrian on 01373 858584, which is also our office number. We are a fully Registered Charity since November 2000, answerable to our Trustees, Patrons and the Charity Commission, and also to our Solicitor and Auditors. The interest and support shown by our 4 villages this year has been greatly appreciated. Thankyou.

