Albany-Tula Alliance 

Guide for US visitors to Russia V1.0

Official Documents

Passport. US citizens must make sure their passport is up to date as soon as possible! (At least six months or more before expiration). You will have to send your passport away to obtain the Visa, which can take up to 6 weeks, so you have to leave plenty of time for this. 
Obtain an official Letter of Invitation. Before you can apply for the required visa from the Russian Consulate, you must obtain an official letter of invitation from the sponsoring or host organization in Russia (or your hotel if you are going as tourist). For travelers connected with an Albany Tula Alliance (ATA) program, the ATA can assist you. For travelers going independently as tourists, Zierer Vista Services (see below) or your hotel can assist you.
 Visa application. Once you have the letter of invitation and a current passport, contact Zierer Visa Services to expedite the visa application process http://www.zvs.com    (866) 788-1100.  Visa Application forms can be downloaded from their web site. Zierer can answer your questions, and they will direct you to mail documents to office that can process your application the fastest. 

Needed for your Visa Application



Passport



Letter of Invitation



2 copies of Visa Application with passport photo and signature

ZVS Fees. The following prices are for ZVS’s professional services foas quoted on their Website on 6/28/211. Their the services you have requested. ZVS fees are charged per item. The final cost is determined by the number of business days allowed for processing and the services required to complete your order. 
Standard Service (8 or more days)   $89.00    Rush Surcharge (4 - 7 days)   $75.00   

Consular Fees. In addition to ZVS's service fees, consular processing fees are included in the cost of your visa application. ZVS submits payment for your application to the appropriate consulate on your behalf. A 3.5% processing fee is assessed on consular fees when they are paid by ZVS. The fees for consular processing services are as follows: 
6 Business Days $250.00 16 Business Days $140.00
 Airlines and connections; Communications; Finances

Airlines:  best routes based on experience...


Domodedovo is closer to Tula than Sheremetyevo or Vnukovo Airports 


Delta is good - they fly to and from Sheremetyevo

Medical, repatriation, and trip cancellation insurance Easiest : AAA insurance.  Covers health needs, return travel if ill, fare reimbursement if cancellation, etc.

Suggested amount of personal funds to take, how to obtain, etc.Use bank debit cards in ATM machines to get cash in rubles; be sure to get some at airport on arrival as you may need cash for public toilet at rest stop en route to Tula, etc.   Don't withdraw too much cash, however, because of very high commission fee . Use of credit card recommended for purchases and meals


 - Most major shops and supermarkets accept Visa, Master Card and other widely-used types


- Don’t expect to use only one credit card; sometimes one Master Card will work fine in one establishment, only to be rejected by your Master Card company the next time you go to use it.

 
      -Some restaurants/merchants accept Visa and some American Express.  




- USA traveler should notify bank and credit card companies of dates of travel so They can access their funds and not be refused


    Tip:  do so just a few days before departure so this information is "High on their screen"!

 Phone and electronic communications

Do a Google Search for latest information on cell phones that will work in the host country, how and where to obtain them, what technology to be aware of:


- Roaming charges on your "home account" are very high,


- Arrange in advance for a phone with a Russian SIM-card, incoming calls are free of charge, international outgoing calls are expensive.


 - Use Skype to call home; have it on your laptop and/or smart phone.
   
  - How to make calls within Russia or from USA to Russia or from Russian to USA


  
For landlines within Russia: Just dial the number (e.g. 20-55-16) when calling from inside the area
 
- To call the same number from the States: dial 7 4872 20 55 16


 - For cell phones within Russia:  8 910 674 84 92 – when calling from another cell phone or 



landline in Tula; to call  from the USA:    7 910……


    - To call the  USA:   dial 8 10 1 518…..the number in the Albany area

Useful websites. To Come. 




Wifi, web connections for labtop, smart phones:  where/how to find. To Come. 


A questionnaire for guests to complete to help the hosts offering homestays.

Use the form prepared by the Education and Culture Committee


BARBARA WEBSTER CAN ATTACH IT TO THE DOCUMENT

Useful background information about the host country

- Tipping customs 


10-15% tips in Russian restaurants, no tips for taxi drivers. Iin hotels, as you choose

- Transportation. Buses, trolleys and trams in Tula very efficient, but some information needed about routes and cost
Buses and other public transportation may be hard to use if you do not know the area or Russian – the stop are not always announced and if they are, they are announced in Russian; there are so-called minibuses too, the same cost (currently 11 rubles) but they stop on demand

-  Taxi in Tula – no problem, rates vary approx. $3-6 depending on the route

Information for hosts to help them entertain visitor

- Tourist sites (to come) 

- Shopping!!! (Best prices, best selections, most interesting for visitors). Most consumer goods in Russia will be more expensive, there are more European clothes (France, Italy) – again expensive, generally Tula is not the best place for shopping for clothes, even Moscow shops offer lower prices and more sales, small gifts can be bought in museum shops or from Elena Palevskaya ‘s company -   http://palevskay-tm.ru/index.html - excellent handmade gifts, 

Medical facilities. Excellent clinic (one visit is about 550 rubles (USD 20), good doctors) Konsultant – 70 -13 – 91, Kominterna ulitsa, 18 -  http://www.medk-tula.ru/
Tourism outside of host city – To come. 
"Creature comforts" the visitor might need or want:
 

-  Bottled water (avoids "travelers' disease" experienced by foreigner in new setting)


(Hosts will probably provide during homestay)

-  Tissues when traveling in Russia, and 10R. coins  for occasional use in pubic restrooms
- If you typically catch colds, have headaches, etc. bring your OTC and prescription medication

Social customs of host country

- Gift giving practices; suggestions for gifts to take with you (One resource:  the Albany Visitors Center)

- Flowers (in Russia offer an uneven number in a bouquet you offer your dinner host)

What to pack



- TRY TO PACK LIGHT, REDUCE NO.and SIZE of BAGS  in view of airline and train limits.,[Problem:  US travelers to Russia receive so many gifts, luggage must be able to accommodate them!]

Be aware that Russians dress well and like to look "put together" when in public or visiting....  
If any formal meetings are planned, take appropriate clothing.

Women:  If  you are likely to visit to a religious site, church, monastery, etc., take something to cover your head and also to cover your arms.

Take footwear for a variety of experiences (a walk in the country, in the rain or snow; slippers or "house only" footwear to take to people's apartments. Russians never enter a home without taking off their shoes and replacing them with slippers. 

Plan on dressing in layers.  Weather can vary!  Be sure to plan on rain/snow/heat/cold!

Keep to basic colors:  black, brown, beige and white and then bring accessories to dress-up such as jewelry, scarves, etc.

For electric appliances, plug adaptors are necessary. 
Some people have reported problems with heat generating appliances (curling irons, blow dryers) in three European countries…including Russia.  They do not always work well with 220 v. current even with adapters.  Suggestion:  purchase battery operated or one that can work with 220)


We welcome your additions and suggestions for this Travel Guide. 

Please send any new information or comments to contact@albanytula.org.

