


In Russia’s northern arctic tundra on the Yamal 
Peninsula, the Nenet people have lived their 
traditional nomadic way of life for over 2,000 years. 
Their lives revolve around herding reindeer, with an 
unwavering belief that their land, and nature, should 
be respected and preserved for future generations. 
But the newest generation has had to deal with 
challenges like no other, and it’s reached a crisis point 
where their way of life could disappear forever. With 
the number of reindeer in the tundra decreasing by 
the day, more and more nenets are moving to the 
city - those that choose to remain could be the last 
nomadic reindeer herders to walk the Earth.



With unprecedented access filming with the Salander family across 10 years, 
we follow 2 brother’s, Goria (7) and Grisha (6), as they grow up and learn the skills 
they need to survive in the tundra’s icy extremes. From learning to lasso reindeer, 
to constructing a ‘chum’ tent built to withstand -30°C, this uniquely intimate film 
will closely chart the lives of two indigenous children as they grow from boys 
into young men.



Sadly, the world around them is also rapidly changing. Whilst 
already feeling the devastating effects of climate change 
on the land and its reindeer, the region also holds Russia’s 
most important source of natural gas - around a third of 
Europe’s gas supply comes from here. So as the years 
have passed, the nenets have seen industrial development 
quickly move in. With the melting permafrost releasing toxic 
gasses and ancient diseases into the outside world, and 
train tracks and pipelines disrupting the reindeers migratory 
routes, life in the Yamal is becoming too much for many 
Nenet people to handle. Will Goria and Grisha follow 
their generation into the city? Or will they face these 
challenges head on, together, and save the future of 
their people for generations to come?



Since first filming with the children over 11 years ago, the film not only visually charts the growth in the Salander children, but also the change 
in the landscape of the Yamal Peninsula. With high-end coverage of the Nenets daily activities and way of life, as well as intimate behind-
the-scenes access inside the family’s home and local schools, The Last Reindeer Herders portrays life in the Arctic Tundra through the 
eyes of the Nenet people in detail never captured before.

Stunning drone shots of the Yamal’s vast wilderness and spectacular reindeer herds brings this remote part of the world to life on the big 
screen, while extraordinary footage of sinkholes, disease outbreaks, permafrost melting and extreme weather events gives real-time, 
visual examples of the effects climate change is already having on people across the globe. And powerful aerials of pipelines and 
factories reveal that all this is taking place in a landscape scarred by the very root cause of the problem - the extraction of fossil fuels.

FILMMAKING STYLE



Nenet life and culture revolves around reindeer. They use their meat for food, their fur for 
clothing, their hide for tents, their antlers for tools. They must move the herds every day in 
search of new mosses to feed on, and this often means the nomadic herders can move 
up to 35 km in a single day. In order to become a true Nenet reindeer herder, Goria and 
Grisha must master a series of key skills needed for life in the Arctic tundra. As the eldest at just 
7 years old, Goria is trying his hand at lassoing some reindeer, but even practice on a much 
smaller calf is proving a challenge. Throw after throw, he slowly starts to get the hang of it 
as his brother Grisha watches on. From lassoing reindeer, fishing for food, trimming reindeer 
horns and freezing food in the permafrost for winter, life in the Yamal seems a million miles 
from civilization.

GROWING UP NENETS



The brothers are now old enough to go to school, so must attend boarding school in the 
small town of Yar-Sale. At just 6, Grisha is extremely upset on his first day. Even life in a small 
town feels like a whole new world and he misses the comfort of his family chum. Fortunately, 
his older brother Goria is there to cheer him up, and he comes to console Grisha and remind 
him that this won’t be forever. The close brotherly bond the two have, and the bond their 
family has with one another in general, is perhaps what keeps this Nenets family together 
in such an otherwise harsh environment.

FIRST DAY AT SCHOOL



10 years later, Goria is now 17 and approaching the end of his studies. He and his brothers and sisters are leaving school in Yar-Sale 
to visit the rest of their family in the tundra - but getting there is no easy feat. With Goria driving a snowmobile with his siblings in tow, 
he must navigate the vast plains of the Yamal. To an outside eye, these featureless icy expanses are impossible to navigate - but 
for Nenet children, this is their home. After several hours riding deeper into the wilderness, the weather is beginning to turn and the 
snowmobile becomes stuck in the snow. After hours of battling to get back on track, the children finally get moving again - but the snow 
has now become a storm. With visibility now terrible and night setting in, the children must find shelter fast. Arctic nights in the tundra can 
reach unforgiving lows of -30°C. Just as nightfall hits, they come across a Nenets chum and are invited inside by their host.

THE SNOW STORM



To this nenet couple, Goria and his siblings are strangers. But, in Nenet 
culture every chum is open to travelers. It is customary for the hosts to 
feed and accommodate any guests for 3 days for absolutely nothing in 
return. It becomes very clear that the reason Nenets have survived for so 
long in the Arctic tundra is that they support one another, and their sense of 
community gets them through difficult times. After a night of sharing food and 
conversation, the children rest for the night, ready to complete the remainder 
of their journey home.

ARCTIC HOSPITALITY



Finally at home with their parents, Goria and 
Grisha are greeted by a much larger family 
than they left. With several younger brothers 
and sisters, the two begin their daily chores 
herding the reindeer. This time, we see that 
Goria has grown up to be quite the master of 
lassoing, and he shows his brothers and sisters 
how it’s done. After a long day collecting food 
and herding reindeer, the children gather 
in the warmth of the chum for some family 
time. Despite choosing to live a traditional 
subsistence lifestyle, Nenets are very much 
still in touch with the outside world and the 
kids regularly spend their evenings playing 
games on their phones, sharing photos from 
their travels on tablets and watching TV. But 
as soon as their mother calls for dinner, the 
family gathers around the table every meal 
and shares stories from their day. They may 
be a hundred miles away from the outside 
world, but this is a family just like any other.

LIFE IN THE CHUM



The following morning is particularly cold, so Goria and 
Grisha set out to bring their family a warm morning drink 
- the Nenet way. With the help of their dog, they herd 
the reindeer and lasso an old female together. Only this 
time they do not remove the lasso, but instead pull it 
tighter until she is no longer breathing. They choose to 
kill their reindeer this way over the use of weapons to 
not to spill valuable blood, which is rich in vitamins they 
are not able to get elsewhere in this seemingly barren 
landscape. The family gather around the reindeer 
and take turns to drink the warm blood. When they 
have finished and taken all the meat, they place her 
head on a branch pointing towards the skies, allowing 
her spirit to peacefully leave. This intimate relationship 
with the reindeer as both a way of life and as a food 
source is something many around the world are now 
disconnected with - but for the Nenet people, these 
traditions will always be their way of life.

KEEPING TRADITIONS



Life in the Yamal moves with the seasons. Each 
year, this vast landscape alters from snowy 
plateaus into green plains, and back again. 
But one thing always remains constant - 
the frozen, permafrost ground. As a result of 
climate change, warmer temperatures are 
causing the permafrost to melt - and this is 
having devastating consequences both for 
the Nenet people, and the rest of the world. 
For the Nenets, the frozen ground acts as a 
natural freezer in which to store food like fresh 
fish and reindeer meat - this ground is now 
turning to liquid in the warmest months.

A MELTING HOME



The frozen permafrost of the Arctic tundra also holds 
ancient viruses that have been laying dormant for 
millennia, locked in the ice. As the ice melts, these viruses 
are being awoken again and scientists worry this could 
be the source of the next major pandemic. After all, the 
diseases that drove mammoths and dinosaurs to extinction 
could be lying in wait. In 2016, the temperature in Yamal 
rose to 35°C, releasing a deadly anthrax outbreak, killing 
thousands of reindeer and a local child. As a result, 250,000 
reindeer had to be culled.



Natural gasses also collect under the 
permafrost layer - many of which, like 
methane, are greenhouse gasses which 
accelerate the effects of global warming. 
Increasingly, sinkholes are emerging as these 
gasses escape into the atmosphere. Goria 
and his family are caught in the middle of 
all of this, and have witnessed how this land 
has transformed over the last decade. Goria 
may be fighting for the future of the nenet 
people, but what is happening in the Arctic 
Tundra is affecting us all.



Not only is the Yamal changing because of climate 
breakdown, but also because of industrialisation. Goria 
visits a fellow Nenet herding his reindeer on the fringes 
of the Yamal, and is shocked to witness the change in 
this part of the tundra. It’s completely different to his 
home, with train tracks and a 1,200 km gas pipeline 
cutting through the peninsula. After helping the man 
get his reindeer safely across the tracks, the two sit down 
together and talk about the future of the Nenets. The 
elderly man shares stories of a life in the cold, and tells 
Goria that he must keep their way of life alive, no matter 
the challenges the outside world throws at him. He 
must continue to herd the reindeer and teach the next 
generation of Nenets.

LESSONS FROM AN ELDER



“Reindeer are our food, our clothes, 
our past and our future” - Nenet Elder



Following his graduation from high school, the time has 
come for Goria to make his final decision. For years, he 
has dreamed of moving to Moscow to study to become 
a firefighter, but his recent trips around the tundra have 
made him grapple with an alternative - to stay in the 
Yamal and continue the Nenet’s nomadic way of life. Most 
of his generation have found the growing challenges in 
the tundra too much and have chosen to move to the city 
to make a living, but Goria was raised by this beautiful 
corner of the world.

GORIA’S DECISION



On a frosty morning in the town of Yalekhard, Goria is 
waiting to board a helicopter. His mother and brother 
watch on with tears in their eyes as they say their final 
goodbyes. But this is not what it seems - he is not bound 
for Moscow. Goria has chosen to not go to university, 
but instead to continue his life in the tundra to fight for 
the future of the Nenet people. But, in doing so he must 
complete a year’s military service. In December 2021, 
Goria left the Yamal for his military training, ready to 
embark on an unknown year ahead. What 2022 holds 
is unbeknown to him, but he was sure that when it was 
all over he would return to his chum in a far corner of 
the Arctic and herd the reindeer for as long as he can. In 
spite of everything, he chose life in the tundra.

“I want to live in the tundra as my ancestors did. I 
want to protect our traditions and family” - Goria




