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I
n a large fashion store in central Kyiv, a
mother and her young daughter flick
through T-shirts depicting a cartoon dog

in a flak jacket and sunglasses. “We have
several like this,” says Tatiana, adding that
they may pick up something new.

“We love clothes like this so we shop
here often.” The T-shirts by Kyiv-based
label J.Cook depict Patron, a Jack Russell
dog skilled at finding landmines, who was
awarded a medal by President Volodymyr
Zelensky in May.

“I like little Patron,” Tatianaʼs daughter
Valeriya says, as her mother nods. A trend
for patriotic clothing in Ukraine sees T-shirt
designs and slogans swiftly pick up on the
latest weaponry and war developments.

J.Cookʼs founder, Serhii Fiut, says the
Patron T-shirt is “currently the most popu-
lar” for the brand, named after British
explorer James Cook, which sews gar-
ments in western Ukraine. “In 90 percent
of cases, people choose military-themed
T-shirts,” the 34-year-old businessman
says, sitting in a Georgian cafe in Kyiv.

“Itʼs like a means of expression. People
want to show that ʻthis is close to meʼ”.
Sales of T-shirts are growing, Fiut said. “I
have a niche where people are ready to
buy.” Many who buy online are women
getting T-shirts for partners and relatives
fighting in the war, he adds.

At the large store Vsi Svoi (All Ours) on
Kyivʼs main shopping street-which show-

cases Ukraine designers-there is a wide
choice of war-themed clothing. A man-
nequin near the entrance wears a T-shirt
showing a US Javelin anti-tank missile on
a background of stylised flowers, designed
by another Kyiv-based label, SILʼ wear.

Mariya Iakniunas, 31, the brandʼs co-
owner says the design, known as
“Talisman”, is one of the brandʼs most pop-
ular. It is inspired by the Ukrainian peasant
tradition of hanging up towels embroi-
dered with bright flowers to ward off bad
luck, she said.

“Today, the Javelin in the hands of our
warriors is the talisman of every

Ukrainian,” she says, hence the idea to
surround it with flowers. She insists that
the popularity of such designs “is not a
trend, itʼs our voice... This is our unity. To
be Ukrainians and to win this war.”

While SILʼ wear saw its sales drop in
the first month of the war, they are now
“recovering powerfully,” she says. Both J.
Cook and SILʼwear donate part of their
proceeds to the armed forces.

ʻPeople get itʼ 
Several T-shirt designs mock Russiaʼs

wilder propaganda claims-such as reports
of genetically modified geese and pigeons
being used as biological weapons. One by
J.Cook shows aggressive-looking pigeons
wearing tank helmets and a cartridge belt,
while a gaggle of geese tout rifles and
peer through binoculars in another design
from the label.

“They (Russians) themselves give us
ideas for drawings,” says Fiut. “Where are
these pigeons and biological laboratories?
What are they talking about? We are try-
ing to show this irony, to mock it. People
get it.”

Customers are eager to wear their sup-
port for the war on their chests. “Thereʼs a
lot of beautiful T-shirts,” says 14-year-old
Mykola, shopping at Vsi Svoi, saying he
and his friends wear them. They send “a
certain message and thatʼs why itʼs impor-
tant to wear them”, he says. 

ʻSo patrioticʼ 
At a pop-up event at a trendy Kyiv

showroom called Kapsula, or capsule, T-
shirts, sweaters, hoodies and jewellery by
Ukrainian designers feature the national
flag colours, blue and yellow. “Everything
is so patriotic now,” says administrator
Anna Perebynos, 22.

“We hold such events so people know
more about our Ukrainian designers who
are working now, who are putting out new
collections despite what is happening now
in our country.” On display is a soft hoodie
by MY x MY featuring an embroidered
map of Ukraine with the slogan: “Places
for happy people”.

A T-shirt by Balcony Garment shows a
Russian rocket with nuclear symbols jux-
taposed on doves and flowers with the
slogan: “Here and now.” Perebynos shows
clothes to be shipped online including folk-
embroidered blouses and linen items in
blue and yellow.

“We get a lot of international orders: itʼs
people who may have been born here in
Ukraine and itʼs their home but for some
reason, theyʼve gone abroad.” Patriotism
in Kyiv even extends to makeup, with
some women wearing yellow and blue
flicks of eyeliner, she says, laughing. “Now
itʼs a very large global trend. It shows that
people are really supporting us.” — AFP

In eastern Ukraine, 
frontline cobbler fixes 
soldiers’ boots for free

S
itting at his old sewing machine,
Ukrainian cobbler Sergiy Kurchigin
waits for customers in one of just a

few businesses still open this close to the
frontline. After Russia invaded Ukraine on
February 24, many shops shut down as
thousands of residents fled the eastern
city of Kramatorsk, including his wife and
daughter who now live in Germany.

But even as the sound of shelling
grows nearer and Russian forces creep
deeper into the Donbas region, the shoe-
maker in his sixties says he will not leave.
Kurchigin says he cannot imagine life with-
out his trade, which he learnt back in the
1970s from Armenians in his home city.

“No work, no play, no satisfaction,” says
the repairman who refuses to give his
exact age, as he operates his 19th-century

foot-powered sewing machine. “A man
has to earn money to support his family,”
he adds.

By staying behind to work in his neon-lit
workshop, he can also do his bit to help
the war effort. “When soldiers or volun-
teers drop by to get their shoes repaired, I
donʼt charge them anything,” he says, as a
few members of the defence forces chat
on the opposite pavement.

ʻUntil I dieʼ 
A war between two countries as cultur-

ally close as Ukraine and Russia is
“absurd”, says the cobbler, standing in
front of his “shoe repair” sign in blue and
yellow, the colours of the Ukrainian flag.
Kurchigin opened his first shoe-making
business back in 1976, when Ukraine was
part of the Soviet Union.

It was so successful that he decided to
open a second shop in the same city. But
because of the war, “thereʼs no one left
there now,” he says of the second venture.
Business is by no means as good as it
used to be in his first workshop either.

But “as everyone knows me here, I
always have one or two people a day”, he
says. Even without new orders, thereʼs
always something to do, he says, picking
up an old pair of trainers from a shelf. For
the time being, he only repairs shoes as
war has made new leather unaffordable.
Between customers, he works out.

He picks up a small weight from the
floor and lifts it a few times, then grabs his
wooden-handled chest expander for some
more exercises. When asked when he
plans to retires, Kurchigin says he has no
idea. “Iʼll continue to work until I die
because without work itʼs very hard to
live,” he says. — AFP

Russia’s plastic 
surgery sector
feels pinch from
sanctions
W

hen it comes to looking good,
Russian women are happy to
splash out, even on a bit of nip-

and-tuck plastic surgery. But Western
sanctions in the wake of Russiaʼs mili-
tary intervention in Ukraine mean that
supplies of products such as botox and
breast implants-largely imported from
countries such as the United States and
Germany-could become increasingly
hard to get hold of. Anastasia
Yermakova, 37, is worried: She had her
last injection of botox (botulinum toxin)
in February to reduce facial wrinkles.
“My beautician assures us that she still
has stocks of botox,” she told AFP. “But I
worry,” she said, arguing that local botox
replacements are of inferior quality.

Russia ranks ninth globally in the
number of aesthetic procedures carried
out annually — 621,600 in 2020,
according to the International Society of
Aesthetic Plastic Surgery. And the
Russian aesthetic medicines sector was
worth $969 million in 2021, up two per-
cent from the year before, according to
the Russian consultancy Amiko.

Soon after President Vladimir Putin
sent troops into Ukraine on February
24, US drugmaker AbbVie, which is
behind the wrinkle treatment Botox,
withdrew from the flourishing Russian
market over what it called “tragic events”
in Ukraine. As a result, Botox stocks are
“melting”, Yuliya Frangulova, co-founder
of the National Association of Aesthetic
Medicine Clinics, told AFP. Frangulova
said it is “causing concern of clinic man-
agers accustomed to using this refer-
ence product”.

ʻSay goodbye to fillersʼ 
“In March, we saw a panic among

patients, doctors and suppliers,” said
Oksana Vlasova, director of develop-
ment at the Grandmed beauty clinic in
Russiaʼs second city Saint Petersburg.
“The demand exploded, the stocks of
botox were emptying.”

In April and May, there were no botox
imports at all, said Nikolay Bespalov of
RNC Pharma which analyses the
Russian pharmaceutical market. He
hopes supplies could resume “towards
the end of the summer.”

Russians are also running out of
some Western-made face fillers, in par-
ticular injections of hyaluronic acid to
plump up lips-a very popular procedure
in the country. “We are also forced to
say goodbye” to fillers from AbbVie,
Vlasova said, hoping that European pro-
ducers can fill in the gap. It is also get-
ting harder to get breast implants-due to
a lack of Russian producers. All breast
implants in Russia are imported, with 60
percent coming from the United States
and 13 percent from Germany, accord-
ing to industry estimates.

The sanctions do not target the sup-
ply of implants, but the disrupted logis-
tics and other factors affected both
breast reconstruction and aesthetic
operations. In March, prices of implants
rose threefold, before stabilising at a lev-
el 20 percent higher than before the
start of Moscowʼs military intervention in
Ukraine, plastic surgeon Evgeny
Dobreikin told AFP.

Patriotic breasts 
Alexander Saversky, president of the

League of Patient Advocates, fears that
cheap but potentially dangerous prod-
ucts could soon start arriving in clinics,
recalling the scandal of the French firm
PIPʼs poor quality breast implants.
Saversky predicted that the problems
will soon apply to the rest of the health
industry. “In a few months, the short-
ages of medical equipment in Russia,
80 percent of which is imported from
abroad, will be critical,” he said. Soaring
inflation and uncertain future also create
problems for beauty professionals, as
Russians have begun to tighten their
belts. In Saint Petersburg, Vlasova has
already seen a drop in her clientele.
“The populationʼs income has gone
down,” she said. “People are reducing
their expenses.” But in the midst of dark
times, plastic surgeon Dobreikin sees
an opportunity. He wants to win new
clients with patriotic themes.

In late May, he floated the idea of
“RosGrud” (Russian Breasts) implants,
which instead of being translucent are in
the colours of the Russian flag or mili-
tary fatigues. One of his clients, Nastella
Sokolova, a 28-year-old designer, is
enthusiastic.

“Itʼs my way of defending my home-
land,” she said. The surgeon is now
looking to find a supplier abroad who is
willing to create such implants for him.
Dobreikin warns wits against mocking
his project, alluding to harsh penalties
introduced in the country for anyone crit-
icising the army. “Perhaps those who
are against our patriotic implants are
also against our country?” — AFP

Indigenous Australian 
activists fight for 
ancient rock art

T
wo Indigenous Australian activists
are fighting to save 40,000-year-
old sacred rock art in Western

Australia from pollution and plans for a
major gas project. Destruction in 2020
of Aboriginal rock shelters at Juukan
Gorge by mining company Rio Tinto
shocked the world, sparking condemna-
tion, resignations, inquiries and prom-
ised reforms.

Now, First Nations women Raelene
Cooper and Josie Alec warn the same
could happen “in slow motion” at
Murujuga, which lies about 1,300 kilome-
tres north of Perth. Alec and Cooper hope
to garner global support by travelling this
week from Australiaʼs remote Pilbara
region to Geneva to address the United
Nations about their concerns-particularly
if gas giant Woodsideʼs Scarborough proj-
ect goes ahead.

Cooper told AFP that decay was
already visible in the Murujuga rock art,
which is sacred to the Indigenous custodi-
ans of the land and contains their tradi-
tional lore. Alec said that due to industrial
pollution “the rock art will disappear. We
will have no rock art to show the world.”

Woodsideʼs Aus$16 billion (US$11 bil-
lion) Scarborough gas project would see
13 wells drilled off the coast of Western
Australia to tap into a huge underwater
reserve. The company predicts that at full
capacity, Scarborough will produce eight
million tonnes of liquefied natural gas
annually-prompting a backlash from
green groups over its carbon emissions
potential.

Last month the Australian
Conservation Fund launched a legal chal-
lenge against the Scarborough project,
claiming it would create emissions exten-
sive enough to harm the World Heritage-
listed Great Barrier Reef.

Cooper and Alec point out that
Murujuga has also been nominated for a
World Heritage listing, in part because of
the cultural value of its estimated one mil-
lion petroglyphs, or rock carvings.
Destruction of the rock art, Alec said, “will
kill our stories. And it kills a very part of
who we are.”

“We already visibly see the decay...
the patina on the rock art itself flaking
away, and the images are starting to
wear,” Cooper said. Save Our Songlines,
a campaign launched by both women,
links the degradation of the art to pollution
from industrial production on the
resource-rich Burrup Peninsula.

ʻRun out of timeʼ 
Chemicals such as nitrous oxide settle

on the art, the campaign says, rendering
it vulnerable to degradation when rain
falls. Woodside said in a statement that
“peer-reviewed research has not demon-
strated any impacts on Burrup rock art
from emissions associated with
Woodsideʼs operations”.

But Save Our Songlines points to a
2021 study from the University of
Western Australia, which concluded that
“with the currently recorded acidity levels,
the rock patina and associated art will
degrade and disappear over time”.

Woodside dismissed that study as not
including “any original research and con-
sequently (it) does not enhance or
expand the existing science”. But Alec
and Cooper say they can see Murujuga,
the land they have sworn to protect and
care for, changing before their eyes-from
the rock art to the disappearance of
plants and animals.

“Thereʼs something critically wrong,”
Alec said. “And thereʼs only one explana-
tion for that, and that is the chemicals, the
mining, the gas, the oil... they are creating
destruction.” The pair hope that speaking
to the UNʼs Expert Mechanism on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which pro-
vides expertise to the Human Rights
Council, will see industry and government
in Australia held to account.

They want First Nations custodians to
be better consulted about new industry on
their land-noting that women have been
sidelined in the approvals process. They
have also called for Murujuga to receive
World Heritage listing next year, an
acknowledgement that would grant more
leverage to argue for the regionʼs protec-
tion. “The time is now, weʼve already run
out of time,” Alec said. — AFP
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Ukrainian shoe repairer Sergiy Kurchigin (also written Serguio Kourtchiguine) speaks on
the phone outside his workshop in the town of Kramatorsk. — AFP photos

Ukrainian couple Anna Perebynos (L) and Vladyslav Khyzhyk, both 22, wear Kolosova brand
sweaters with the colors of the ukrainian flag and reading “Place of Happy People”, in Kyiv. 

— AFP photos

Ukrainian shoe repairer Sergiy Kurchigin
poses at his workshop.

Raelene Cooper, First Nations advocate, pos-
es for a picture in Karratha, Western
Australia. Two Indigenous Australian activists
are fighting to save 40,000-year-old sacred
rock art in Western Australia from pollution
and plans for a major gas project. — AFP 


