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	Russians seek ideas from local leadership

By Camie Young
camie.young@gwinnettdailypost.com 

LAWRENCEVILLE — As much as environmental groups here cry foul when the government only gives half of their request, Boris Melnikov craves an idea of how to get that much attention.
The history professor from Omsk State University in Russia is one of 10 Russians visiting Gwinnett County to try to figure out how to make a difference in a homeland still suffering under the stigma of communism.
Smoking a cigarette outside the Flying Machine restaurant Friday night, Melnikov and translator Petr Grishin talked about the past and the future in a country where 75 percent of the surface water is polluted and only 15 percent of the urban population breathes air that isn’t harmful.
While others chatted with hosts, sipped beer and wine, snapped photos outside the Lawrenceville airport, Melnikov’s eyes were serious behind dark-framed glasses.
Melnikov discovered dinosaur bones two years ago and is interested in how history and geography merge in the soil.
He’s part of a foundation to set aside parks and reveal culture and history in the land, possibly something like Georgia’s greenspace program, but neither Melnikov nor Grishin are familiar with the idea.
In Russia, it’s revolutionary — and nearly impossible.
“They want to get to know how the businesses and NGOs and others work together,” Grishin explained Melnikov’s answer. 
NGOs, which came up several times in the conversation, stands for non-governmental organization and is similar to nonprofits or local activist groups. Grishin said it is something like the Sierra Club.
“The biggest problem is the role of these NGOs. Their status in Russia is very weak,” the Moscow man continued. “People from the government would not listen to public organizations.”
Melnikov, speaking Russian, is obviously frustrated, “Why on earth don’t businesses and government listen to what people say?”
But he knows the answer.
“Because during communism times, we had three or four NGOs that were effectively run by government,” Grishin said. 
In Atlanta since Wednesday, the group have plans to visit the Chattahoochee national park, tour the Environmental Protection Agency’s emergency response center and the Gwinnett wastewater plant to learn about environmental solutions and, as Melnikov described, helping the government and the people working together.
Rose Tatro, who is helping host the delegation, did a lot of research before the men and women arrived. She talked about the problems but wondered more about how this vast, beautiful country with so many resources doesn’t take advantage of those resources.
“You are asking me? I don’t know,” Grishin said with a laugh.
And while Melnikov may not express himself in English, he understands it. He starts speaking quickly in Russian.
“Boris thinks that’s the legacy of communism,” Grishin said.
Then he explained life before the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991.
“We used to have everything in common property, which really means in no one’s property. Everything was wasted,” he said.
Now, finally, after more than 10 years, people like Melnikov and the other six men and three women who traveled thousands of miles to America to learn a different way of doing things, there is an impetus among the people.
If only they could get the powers-that-be to listen. 
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