Siberian Economic Miracle: The Next Political Disaster?

The Economist.  September 25.  Yakutsk.  These days, you can’t threaten Russians with a one-way ticket to Siberia.  In the past five years, it has become by far the richest region of the nation, all thanks to wave after wave of remarkable genetically modified crops.  Agricultural experts call it “the White Revolution,” echoing the “Green Revolution” which transformed Third World agriculture in the 60’s and 70’s.  

In 2001, the previously unknown Russian-based Kropotkin Corporation unveiled its first miracle crop, Kamchatka Wheat #1, which rapidly turned the steppes of Siberia into the breadbasket of Russia.   Since then, the Kropotkin Corporation has introduced an array of high-yield crops ideally suited for extremely cold environments, including rice, barley, corn, apples, and now oranges and even bananas.  The unemployed and under-employed populations of Siberia quickly embraced this unprecedented opportunity, and thanks to friendly regional governments were able to stake claims to land across Siberia – land which was soon transformed into some of the largest and most productive farms in the world.

But this economic progress brings with it grave political dangers.  Siberian secessionist sentiment is already running high.  The once heavily-subsidized region has come to resent the financial demands of the national government.  Relations are particularly strained because Moscow has been unable to convince the EU to admit the new genetically modified crops.  As Kropotkin Corporation CEO Grigoriev Witte told The Economist, “If the Russian government cannot secure us access to the European market, we’ve got no use for it whatsoever.”  In Europe, however, environmentalists insist that the Kropotkin Corporation’s products remain untested, and farmers add that the influx of Siberian foodstuffs would drive most of European agriculture into bankruptcy.

Russia’s President Putin has publicly stated that “The ‘Siberian secessionist’ movement does not represent Siberians, but the traitorous Kropotkin Corporation.  Its executives need to remember what happens to Russian businessmen who forget that they are Russian.”  Unlike other dissident industrialists who challenged Putin’s authority, however, experts say that the leaders of the Kropotkin Corporation have the loyalty of regional politicians.  If Putin moves to arrest its Board of Directors, the consequence could be civil war – and economic collapse.
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