Ambassador Ivan I. Sergeev: Custodian of Russian Hospitality Traditions

By Gladys Abankwa-Meier-Klodt

In the magnificent, newly reconstructed Moorish Room of the Yermolev Mansion, a seat of GlavUpDK, Director General Ivan Ivanovich Sergeev spoke his mind on a number of issues in an unhurried conversation that revealed the extent of the dedication that the company puts into the execution of its duties. 
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Hospitality towards foreign emissaries and guests, whether of the merchant, creative or diplomatic variety, has a centuries-long tradition in Russia. As far back as 1549, Ivan the Terrible created the Ambassadorial Board, to provide foreign visitors and residents fitting accommodations. Shortly thereafter, Aglitskoye Podvorye (The English Court), was established as the first diplomatic premises in the Russian capital and in the course of time, several others have followed its lead.
Almost five centuries have come to pass since then, and the time-honoured practice of welcoming foreigners has been maintained throughout, evolving with the changing times. In the early 20th century, the duties of the former Royal Ambassadorial Board fell to BUROBIN, which was succeeded in 1947 by UpDK. In 1988 the restructured, self-financing and independent GlavUpDK, as the Main Administration for Services to the Diplomatic Corps under the Foreign Ministry is popularly known, came into being. The scale of responsibilities has expanded from 38 mansions and a grocery store in 1921, to 84 historic mansions, over 7,500 apartments, and 1.2 million square metres of office space in 2004. The number of diplomatic missions accredited here has likewise grown – from twenty in 1921 to 138 at present. 
Following quickly on the heels of Perestroika and the fall of the Soviet Union came an exponential increase in the expatriate population of Moscow, with several thousand more businesspeople, scholars and journalists joining the ranks of GlavUpDK’s client base. Projects like Park Place and Donskoy Posad, Moscow’s first ‘intelligent buildings’, have both met accommodation demands and proved lucrative investments, supplying the funds to finance the company’s new and ongoing developments. At the helm of GlavUpDK operations is congenial, committed and forward-thinking Ambassador Ivan I. Sergeev, meeting the challenge of this new era in bi- and multilateral relations head on.
A native of Electrostal in the Moscow Region, Mr Sergeev is married, with two grown children and three grandchildren. He began his career as a mechanical engineer in regional construction. A doctorate in economics followed, and by dint of hard work, keen managerial skills and acute perspicuity, Mr Sergeev quickly climbed the rungs of the professional ladder, gaining recognition first on the local, and then on the federal level.
Mr Sergeev assumed his present position in 2001, after several years spent developing and implementing the plan that would transform GlavUpDK from a government funded institution into the profitable, self-supporting outfit it is today. As Director General of GlavUpDK, he oversees and liaises with several bodies that provide various services to the foreign community: preservation of the stately historic mansions housing foreign missions; construction, renovation and maintenance of modern residential and office buildings; medical assistance; personnel recruitment, supply and servicing of vehicles; the monthly Diplomat magazine and last but not least recreational facilities, among them the complexes at Zavidovo and Nakhabino, and the Cultural Centre on Olof Palme Street.
It is in the latter that Mr Sergeev sees one of his proudest professional achievements: Moscow’s first 18-hole golf course and Golf Academy. An avid sportsman himself, who jogs no less than 15km every day and leads a task force at the Presidential Council for Physical Education and Sports, Mr Sergeev oversaw the development of the course from a plan first hatched in 1974 by US magnate Armand Hammer. After several false starts, approval was granted at the time of the Reagan-Gorbachev summit in 1988, and the course finally opened in 1994. “The academy has already produced many promising ambassadors of Russian golf who are in high demand internationally,” Mr Sergeev stated proudly, while admitting that he is not himself a player. Since its inauguration, GlavUpDK’s Moscow Country Club, of which he is the Honorary President, has hosted several international golf events, and nine President’s Cup charity golf tournaments, invariably played on the 31st of May, the eve of World Children’s Day. He noted with interest that many IWC family members have taken part in or witnessed the competition, as traditionally, each team is made up of a diplomat, a business person and a golf academy student. The $1.5 million raised over nine years has funded IT and educational equipment as well as surgical intervention at schools and children’s homes locally and across Russia. 

To judge from the scope of his responsibilities, it is not difficult to see why there is little time in Mr Sergeev’s schedule for leisure activities. His preference is for Russian historical literature. “I have read extensively on three pivotal characters in our history – Peter I, Nikolai II, and Stalin. Although they lived during considerably different eras, many similarities can be drawn between them,” he contends. 
It is perhaps this interest in history that makes Mr Sergeev so passionate about another focal point of GlavUpDK’s work: the upkeep and restoration of national heritage sites and monuments. GlavUpDK has received recognition for its work in the form of 17 awards and Mr Sergeev is encouraged by the new attitude towards the preservation of historical buildings that has emerged in the capital. Many foreign missions have expressed the wish to purchase their historic premises, but Mr Sergeev is adamant that they remain the property of the Russian people. “History cannot be sold, even if it can be rewritten,” he insists.
Far from resting on its laurels, GlavUpDK has many new projects on the horizon –among them, a diplomatic club for Moscow. “The number of foreign delegations working here makes it a pressing issue. There is a definite need for such a facility and attention is being given to making it a reality in the near future,” Mr Sergeev revealed.

Mr Sergeev’s job goes beyond the bounds of simple building management, combining insight with foresight to predict the needs of the foreign community before they themselves anticipate them. He greatly admires the work of the IWC , seeing the commitment and dedication shown by women of diverse countries for each others’ cultures and the support rendered to the international community as truly commendable. The philanthropic work conducted by IWC members has not gone unnoticed, either. In his words, “We look forward to strengthening and reinforcing the long-standing ties between our two organisations. Charity has not been given a monetary value, but it is  priceless.” The IWC couldn’t agree more!
*Special thanks to Larissa Boldyreva for interpretation of the interview.

