The Nikolayev paradox

I am a U.S. Peace Corps volunteer.  I came to Nikolayev in June of 2008.  When I learned I would be posted here, I researched the city on-line and found that during Soviet times, Nikolayev was “closed.”  Because it was a center for Soviet naval shipbuilding, the government prohibited free movement by its citizens.  The city opened at independence, of course, but I assumed that the heritage of closure would make Nikolayev an insular, provincial, community. 

That is not what I found.  Indeed, the reality is stunningly different from my mistaken expectation.  Yes, the city was “closed” and free movement was prohibited.  But the city’s function meant that technical specialists were brought from all over the Soviet Union.  “They sent me here, but my family is still in…” is a regular part of conversation. My Ukrainian acquaintances have family connections, re-established after independence, across the former Soviet Union.  
Even during the Soviet era, some people traveled.  Since its founding after WWII, Zarya-Mashproekt (known locally as “the turbine factory”), has produced turbines for customers worldwide.  Today, as in Soviet times, “Turbiny” employees travel extensively to support the firm’s products or to collaborate on multi-national projects.  I am aware of a current project at the turbine factory that involves a prime contractor in Western Europe, sub-contractors in Eastern Europe and North America, turbines designed and built here, and a final installation in the Middle East.  Zarya-Mashproekt is an international, multi-lingual, business.
Shipbuilding has globalized and much of the heavy labor moved east. But deep knowledge of the craft and technology of shipbuilding remains here.  After working with emerging shipyards in Asia, particularly on systems integration, Nikolayev specialists return home with new ideas and new experiences.  The city’s port opens to the world.  The Nibulon company’s facility is the second largest grain terminal in Europe.

Even the cultural features of Nikolayev look outward.  The city’s zoo is the best in Ukraine and is actively engaged with other zoos worldwide.  Despite sharply diminished funding, the former naval observatory remains involved in collaborative international research projects.

I teach part-time at Chernomorsky State University and I think it symbolizes Nikolayev’s world view.  The university has hosted more Fulbright scholars than any other institution in Ukraine.  Its administrators are deeply involved in such European, and world, cooperative efforts as the Bologna Compact.  Chernomorsky State University is leading the development and ratification of a groundbreaking declaration on academic freedom in Ukraine.  The student population includes people from neighbor countries (Georgia and Armenia, for example), but also from Western Europe (Germany) and even South America (Columbia).
My primary assignment is with Central Library and the group of NGOs, known collectively as the Center for Social Responsibility, that share an office there.  Two aspects of Central Library’s operations are distinctive.  The first: public access.  Nominally, all libraries provide public access to information, but there is wide variation and Central Library’s work in this area is truly exemplary.  From the basic level (handicapped access, which is rare in Ukraine) to the most sophisticated (free-use internet workstations and Wi-Fi), Central Library makes “information access” real and practical.  And the second distinctive aspect: community leadership.  Years ago, Central Library recognized a vacuum in Nikolayev and stepped in as a community convener.  It opened its facilities to community-based organizations, provided administrative support, shared its own community connections and nurtured those of others.  As a result of this work, Central Library now provides Nikolayev citizens not only with access to a world of information, but with access to each other.  The horizontal communication nurtured by Central Library is the bedrock on which real community is built.
The collaboration of Central Library and The Center for Social Responsibility is powerful. The library provides continuity and The Center provides flexibility.  Each brings special strength and by working together they advance the community as no single member of the collaboration could.  
I especially enjoy watching the Library and The Center move information about the community, across the community.  It seems to me that they are “re-wiring” community information networks that, for eighty years, moved information only vertically, up and down a hierarchy.  Vibrant horizontal communication is the mark of civil society, and Central Library and The Center are building that communication in Nikolayev. 
The Nikolayev paradox is that a once-closed city is now remarkably open, fully connected to and integrated with, the wider world; and increasingly connected to itself.
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