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By Ilya Guk, Astana.

Victor Skormin, a respectable American professor, found himself in a terrible situation in Astana. The person who has been helping Kazakhstan to prepare Ph.D. graduates and Bolashak scholars was accused of smuggling foreign currency and could not leave the capital since last week. 
“It feels like the movie Borat-2!” said Victor Skormin resentfully. He is indeed in an absurd situation, with only one difference: even the most unpretentious viewer would not find it funny. As the law enforcement officials in Kazakhstan are trying to decide professor’s fate, he is running out of medication. “Just take a look,” says Victor Skormin as he demonstrates a medication dispenser, “there is only a one day supply left.”
The professor has diabetes and only one kidney. He has to take medication precisely as prescribed by his American doctor. Substituting even one medication with a different brand could lead to serious consequences. 
This was not the first visit to Kazakhstan for Victor Skormin. For example, last year he was invited by two most prestigious universities: Gumilev Eurasian National University in Astana and Al-Farabi Kazakh National University in Almaty.
“I came to help creating a Ph.D. program,” tells Victor Skormin, “because in the course of my career in America I graduated 24 Ph.D.s and have a lot of experience in this. Last time, everything went excellent.” 

This year the professor arrived with a similar mission. Victor Skormin advises Ph.D. students in both universities. Moreover, our former countryman was elected an Honored Professor of the Satpaev Kazakh National Technical University, where he also gave a series of lectures. A few years ago he donated many popular American textbooks to the university library. In the USA he worked with two Bolashak scholars from Kazakhstan. 

In October, his textbook on automatic control is scheduled to be published in our republic in three languages: Kazakh, Russian, and English. “I think this is the most valuable thing I did for Kazakhstan,” said Victor Skormin. “The country is integrating into the international community, and it is very important that people know not just conversational, but also professional language.”

The current visit to Kazakhstan started smoothly for the professor. However, he received his payment including hotel reimbursement, and per diem just before the departure. Hence, all his expenses in the country Victor charged to a credit card. As a result, he ended up with an amount of cash slightly exceeding 14 thousand U.S. dollars, including one thousand that he brought with him. 
“I could just wire transfer the money to my bank account,” he agrees, “and this is what I was going to do. However, I received the money on Thursday and exchanged it at 5 pm, I have a receipt to prove this. I could not transfer the money the same night, and on the following day I had lectures and was involved in a number of other things until it was too late.”
At the airport, as Victor Skormin says, he got confused. A late flight at 2 am was a contributing factor. He thought that he was proceeding to passport control, but stepped into the customs area instead. He was approached by a person who asked if he had foreign currency. 
“I said yes,” tells the professor. “I was not planning to give him detailed explanation because I was not aware that I was talking to a customs officer. I cannot tell their uniforms apart. He asked how much, and I answered that I had three thousand dollars in my wallet. Then he suggested to step aside and count the money. At this point, I realized that they were going to give me a hard time. Of course, I showed them all the money. Then they started accusing me of currency smuggling. I immediately responded that I had all required documentation for the entire amount. Only a crazy person would try to smuggle the money that was obtained legally.”
After that the customs officers counted the bills, wrote down there serial numbers, and re-checked them again. Skormin’s luggage was taken away from the plane, and attestants were invited.
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Victor Skormin, director of the Center for Advanced Information Technologies, Distinguished Professor, faculty of the School of Engineering at Binghamton University, State University of New York. He was born in Almaty in 1962. Graduated from Almaty Polytechnic Institute, where he later worked as an Associate Professor. In 1979 he emigrated with his mother to the USA. He worked as research engineer in industry, then as professor and collaborated with a number of companies. Since 1986 he lives and works in Binghamton. In addition, he consults U.S. Air Force on a number of “unclassified research projects” and has his own company working on laser technologies. 

“Why couldn’t they say: man, you need to fill out a declaration form,” our guest wonders. “Nobody told me that. My friends in Almaty said “Victor, why didn’t you offer them 500 dollars?” I answered that it would be a bribe! Never in my life did I bribe anyone. I am not used to this aspect of life.” First, tells Victor, they talked to him rudely and treated him like a criminal. After discovering that he was a respectable person and not a smuggler, the customs officers started acting like they were “the friends of childhood.” Moreover, several people told him openly: “We would be happy to let you go, but others will say that we got paid for this.” What a paradox!
By a mere chance Victor Skormin was not transported to jail. President of the Eurasian university personally vouched that he would not try to escape. The officials took our guest’s passport and now he awaits their decision in a hotel. His son is trying to resolve the issue with medications and have them delivered to the father. At the same time, Skormin is taking financial losses: he pays for the hotel, attorney fees, and it is very unlikely that his own university will reimburse him for his unexpected extension of the business trip. At the same time the professor tries to manage the business of his own company from Astana. It is expected that the court will make a ruling on this “smuggling” case in a matter of weeks. We will keep an eye on the development. 

