LIFE IN THE DEAD ZONE – for information, email Irene Zabytko at irenezabytko@yahoo.com 

We are currently in the midst of producing LIFE IN THE DEAD ZONE, a documentary about the elderly survivors currently living in the Chornobyl exclusion zone. The documentary is based on my novel, The Sky Unwashed, and will feature the real life people who returned to live in their irradiated villages within the “dead zone” area surrounding the nuclear power plant that exploded on April 26, 1986.

Peter Mychalcewycz, the director, and myself will travel to the “dead zone” near Chornobyl and to one of those evacuated Ukrainian villages to film the people who are still inhabiting their homes despite the radiation. We will witness how they are living their lives in the most contaminated place on the planet. In addition, our film will also be including dramatic reenactments taken from my book. When you scroll down, you'll see the Synopsis for our film which explains our project in more detail.

Once we get on the road to Chornobyl, I will share the adventures and progress via my new blog which will be posted on our website (currently under construction).

The hard part is getting on that road. We are soliciting funds for this film project which will be in three categories: 

•
 Our first goal for LIFE IN THE DEAD ZONE will be traveling to Kyiv and Chornobyl for a research trip (for location shots, meeting the people who will interviewed, going through the archival footage to use in our film etc.). We have received some donations including a State of Florida Artists Grant, but we are still a long way from reaching our financial target of $9,000+. 

•
 Our second goal is to begin formal shooting in Chornobyl hopefully in spring, 2007.

•
 The third goal is to travel to Canada and shoot the dramatic reenactments taken directly from my novel and segue these scenes with the non-fiction ones of the actual Chornobyl inhabitants. 

•
 Our last goals will be post-production (film-editing) and distribution.

HELP US GET ON THE ROAD TO CHORNOBYL!!

Movies, even low-budget documentaries are expensive. Besides travel and accommodations (and these are not at all luxurious!), film production costs tend to run high. Camera, lighting and sound equipment, personnel, post-production costs, insurance (imperative--otherwise we can't shoot anywhere) and many other related costs are all a necessary part of the budget before, during and after shooting. We are continuously fundraising and generous contributors including the State of Florida “Artist's Enhancement Grant” (for a pre-production research travel trip to Kyiv) are flowing in. But we are only at at the beginning...

Will you help us get us on the road to Chornobyl? Will you help us bring the stories of the real life survivors of one of the worst environmental disasters in the world? The Chornobyl disaster still devastates and impacts not only the villagers who returned, but our entire planet. By watching their lives unfold on film, we will see not only their survival and strength and spirit, but also how such horrific catastrophes must be avoided. Film is the best way to remind the world that we cannot allow another Chornobyl to ever occur again, and we believe that Life in the Dead Zone will educate, enlighten and impact millions of viewers in movie theaters and in classrooms throughout the world.

  

All donations are welcome and with your help, we will get this important project underway and completed. We are a non-profit 501(c)3 tax-exempt organization and your donations will be tax-deductible with the added benefit that our thanks to you will be eternal and you will receive good karma, blessings, and the knowledge that you are participating in a landmark and important film project. Plus, we'll put your name on the film credits!

Please make out your checks to:

THE UKRAINIAN ARTISTIC CENTER

2657 W. Iowa Street, First Floor

Chicago, IL 60622-4755

Please earmark it as: “CHORNOBYL FILM” 

THANK YOU!! DIAKUYU!!!

If you need more information, have questions, concerns, ideas and of course cheering on, drop me an e-mail. 

Meanwhile, all very best wishes for the holidays and beyond.

Peace out and within, 

Irene Zabytko

Producer, Writer

LIFE IN THE DEAD ZONE

P.S. If you have made a contribution, THANK YOU again! If you pledged but haven't done the deed yet, could you take a moment and send on your donation while it's on your mind? Much appreciated!

 

*********************************************************

 

 

SYNOPSIS OF THE FILM DOCUMENTARY

“LIFE IN THE DEAD ZONE : A Writer Visits Chornobyl”

By Irene Zabytko

In 2000, I published a novel called The Sky Unwashed (Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill) which is about a group of elderly women who returned to their deserted and highly contaminated village in the “dead zone,” the areas surrounding the Chornobyl (Ukrainian transliteration of “Chernobyl”) nuclear power plant, the site of the world’s worst nuclear accident. Those surrounding, mostly rural areas were highly irradiated after the core of reactor number four exploded on April 26, 1986 at 1:23 a.m. causing fires, a nuclear meltdown, and sending out a radioactive cloud that blanketed Ukraine, Belarus, Scandinavia and Western Europe. The official Soviet death toll was 31 people; however it is assumed that the more truthful toll is around 25,000. The Ukrainian Health Ministry now estimates that 2.4 million Ukrainians suffer various health problems from exposure that is most probably linked to this disaster. 

My novel is based on a newspaper article that I came across in the August 5, 1990 issue of “The Ukrainian Weekly” a few years after the explosion. The article documented and featured how several elderly people chose to return to Opachichi, a village near Chornobyl, to reclaim and live in their ancestral abandoned homes despite a government ban of anyone living in the “dead zone” the 30 kilometer radius surrounding Chornobyl which is made up of several abandoned villages. Since the article’s publication in 1990, more elderly have since returned and are still living there on their pensions despite the fact that Chornobyl is among the most radioactive area on the planet—the fallout damage being roughly the equivalent of 400 Hiroshima nuclear bombs (The Guardian, April 26, 2006).

In 1992, a year after Ukraine declared its independence from the Soviet Union, I was teaching English in Kyiv, Ukraine’s capitol, and situated about 60 miles from Chornobyl. All of my students were affected since someone they knew exhibited unusual illnesses such as lymphoma, thyroid disorders, and birth defects. Many of the people I came to know in my daily life there were also touched by this catastrophe--from my host family (who were nuclear physicists, ironically enough, and who tried to warn people in Kyiv about the catastrophe), to the old babusi i.e., the old women in the open air bazaars I witnessed who sold their prized mushrooms and flowers without openly admitting that they were once residents from Chornobyl and insisted that their merchandise was “clean.”

I was eager to visit Opachichi in particular and to see for myself if there were any inhabitants and survivors since I was writing my novel at the time. Some of my students offered to help, and we rented a cab. The driver was reluctant to take us to the dead zone unless we paid him a substantial bribe. I gave him my Swatch-watch, and we almost made it to the zone’s interior before a policeman stopped us and told us to leave “before we got cancer.”

Soon after, I returned home to the States where I completed my novel, The Sky Unwashed which features the elderly Chornobyl survivors returning to a fictional village modeled after Opachichi. Like the real life survivors, my characters were determined to return to their homes because they had no where else to go, and they desired to die on their land despite the contamination. 

On February 17, 2005, on the National Public Radio program, “Morning Edition,” the reporter 

Lawrence Sheets visited Opachichi and discovered that many people continued living there 14 years after the accident (as was foreshadowed in my novel). Over the years, I have also read several press accounts about these people nicknamed samosels, who had returned to their homes. According to Volodymyr Kholosha, Ukraine's Vice Minister of Emergencies in his address on April 28, 2006 at the United Nations commemorative assembly marking the 20th anniversary of Chornobyl, three million people were affected, ten per cent of Ukraine's land was irradiated, and 164,000 people were relocated following the accident (The Ukrainian Weekly, May 7, 3006). 

In this documentary, I will--at last--visit the elderly in their homes preferably in the village of Opachichi which is a small community of these survivors. My purpose is to meet with two, or at the most three households, and film their daily lives, to hear their stories of what happened to them during and after the nuclear reactor exploded at Chornobyl hear why they chose to return, and to see how they are surviving. I am especially interested to learn about their health concerns, how they get their supplies, what do they do to stave off boredom, what food do they consume and where does it come from, how are they connected to the outside world (is there electricity at least for a television or radio), what rituals do they celebrate, what chores or jobs do they do all day, what community-related activities do they have? 

Interspersed with the documentary footage, dramatic reenactments from my novel The Sky Unwashed will be featured that parallels the lives of the real inhabitants. Throughout, I will provide personal narratives comparing my book to the real life people of Opachichi. 

In my novel my fictional characters do not fare well. I want to see whether the real life people do.

