9
Climate Obstruction in Russia

Surviving a Resource-Dependent Economy, an

Authoritarian Regime, and a Disappearing Civil Society

MARIANNA POBEREZHSKAYA AND ELLIE MARTUS

INTRODUCTION: THE FOUNDATIONS OF CLIMATE
OBSTRUCTION IN RUSSIA

Russia is one of the world’s largest producers and exporters of fossil fuels,
including coal, oil, and gas, and the fourth-largest global emitter of green-
house gases (GHGs).! Russia is also a recognized laggard in global climate
politics. In 1990, the country emitted 3,170 million metric tonnes of
carbon dioxide equivalents (MMT CO,e) (Figure 9.1). However, due to the
subsequent major economic and social crises following the fall of the Soviet
Union, by 1992, emissions had involuntarily dropped to 2,530 MMT CO,e.
In 1998, they reached their lowest level yet, at 1,870 MMT CO,e. Hence, to
comply with its international commitments under the Kyoto Protocol not
to exceed 1990 emissions levels, Russia did not need to do anything, yet
could still access potential climate-related investments.? Later, as part of
its nationally determined contributions (NDC) under the Paris Agreement,
Russia committed to a 70% reduction in GHG emissions by 2030, again
relative to 1990 levels, and has also proposed a target of net zero emis-
sions by 2060. However, the NDC commitment has been rated ‘critically
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insufficient’ by the Climate Action Tracker because it requires little effort
to achieve® and still leaves Russia one of the major global emitters.
Russia’s domestic policy commitments also fall short.? It has produced sev-
eral policy documents addressing climate, from the 2009 Climate Doctrine,
which first introduced the need to address the issue, to a range of emis-
sions reductions laws and decrees. However, as Korppoo and Alisson note,
domestic policy measures ‘tend to be vague and “ghosted” after adoption,
remaining unimplemented without further development or measures’.
Further, despite a long tradition of climate research dating back to the
Soviet era,’ policy action has faced strong opposition in Russia from a range
of actors who have sought to obstruct or delay climate action. The current
political and economic isolation of Russia since its invasion of Ukraine in
2022 could worsen the situation as the country finds itself excluded from
global climate policy negotiations, under serious economic pressure from
sanctions, and in search of new markets for its fossil fuels.

Compared with other major polluters and fossil fuel exporters, Russia
is critically understudied in the literature on climate politics and in many
ways represents a stark contrast to the other countries explored in this
volume. While private actors certainly play a role in opposing climate ac-
tion, climate obstruction is built into the nation’s authoritarian political
system. Fossil fuels are central to the Russian economy, and the distribu-
tion of profits from among political and economic elites is central to the
regime’s stability.” The boundaries between the state and the economy are
therefore blurred, with heavy state intervention in the economy and pow-
erful state-owned oil and gas majors, in a system that has been described as
authoritarian capitalism.® This mutually dependent relationship between
the state and the fossil fuel industry is so close that scholars disagree over
who is capturing whom: some describe the state takeover of the energy
sector as part of the reconsolidation of the state following privatization
in the 1990s,° while others speak of business capture of the state and the
takeover of state property by private interests.!” In Russia, therefore, we
see strong resistance to action on climate change because it represents a
direct challenge to the sources of regime stability and to the wealth of po-
litical and economic elites.

HISTORICAL EXAMPLES OF CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

In 1997, the Kyoto Protocol, which set binding emission reduction
targets for thirty-seven industrialized countries and economies in
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transition as well as the European Union, was announced at COP 3. Its
conditions required ratification by countries that were collectively re-
sponsible for at least 55% of global GHG emissions. In 2001, the United
States withdrew from the treaty, leading the international community to
turn to Russia as one of the world’s highest-emitting countries.” Russia
ratified Kyoto in 2004, after years of deliberations and open climate
obstruction at the national level.?? Indeed, there were vocal opponents
of Russia’s involvement despite the Kyoto Protocol’s very favourable
conditions, stipulating that Russia needed to keep its emissions below
the levels of the 1990 baseline year, a goal that, as noted earlier, it had
already achieved.

Among the opponents of the Kyoto Protocol, two stood out: Yuri
Izrael, a world-leading physicist who made a substantial impact in global
climate science, and the economist Andrei [llarionov, a presidential ec-
onomic adviser between 2000 and 2005. Izrael insisted that the Kyoto
Protocol lacked ‘a scientific base’, and was just a ‘political step’® which
could undermine Russia’s economic development. Illarionov doubted
the anthropogenic nature of climate change and, on various occasions,
called the Protocol ‘an assault on economic growth, the environment,
public safety, science, and human civilization, an ‘undeclared war
against Russia’,’® and ‘an international Auschwitz’.!® According to him,
Russia would exceed its GHG emissions quota and, therefore, would be
forced to slow down or compensate for the overshoot.!” It is believed
that Illarionov played a key role in delaying the Protocol ratification by
two years.™®

Anti-Kyoto sentiment was also shared by some of the largest companies,
including mining giant Norilsk Nickel, oil and gas major Yukos, and a few
important governmental institutions including the Ministry of Energy
(which became the Ministry of Industry and Energy in 2004), though other
key bodies such as the Ministry of Natural Resources and to some extent
the Ministry of Economic Development and Trade were more hesitant in
their position.”” Notably, after the Protocol’s ratification, the opposing
voices at the national level dissipated.

The convoluted Kyoto negotiations corresponded with an overall trend in
Russia’s environmental policies of the late 1990s—early 2000s, when the en-
vironment was ‘frequently sacrificed to . . . resource exploitation, the chance
to earn foreign revenue, and demand for cheap energy . . . [which was] fur-
ther exacerbated by financial shortages, administrative inefficiencies, and
public indifference’.?® As discussed later, in the twenty years that followed,
the situation has barely changed.
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THE ROLE OF THE MAJOR ACTORS AND INSTITUTIONS
INVOLVED IN CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

We now turn to the four major actors and institutions involved in climate
obstruction in Russia, examining the role of science, the media, govern-
ment, and industry.

Science obstruction

The majority of the Russian scientific community has been clear in their
support for the theory of anthropogenic climate change (ACC)* and ac-
tively contributed to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) reports, while the sceptical voices that do exist remain a minority.
However, we argue that these minor sceptical views among scientists have
been disproportionately used by other interested actors, including industry
and the government, as a tool of obstruction.

As noted, both Soviet and Russian climatologists have made a substan-
tial impact in advancing climate science.?? Against this backdrop, climate
scepticism?® within the scientific community presents an interesting case.
For example, atmospheric physicist Kirill Kondratyev questioned the meth-
odological value of climate modelling, which then allowed him to challenge
ACC.?* Prominent astrophysicist Khabibullo Abdusamatov insisted that
the planet was not warming but would soon enter another ice age.® And,
as mentioned, even one of the most established, world-famous Soviet and
then Russian climatologists, Yuri Izrael, while not denying climate change
per se, doubted how much humans had to do with it.%

The more recent appearance of climate denialism in the public sphere
comes from the so-called science popularizers.?” For example, Aleksandr
Gorodnitskiy, a world-renowned geologist/oceanographer with a lim-
ited background in climatology, called ACC a ‘myth’ started by Al Gore,
arguing that both Kyoto and the Paris Agreement are merely political
manipulations.?® As Wilson Rowe highlights, scepticism among Russian
scientists was noticeable during the Kyoto deliberations® but became less
vocal during Dmitry Medvedev’s presidential term (2008-2012). During
this period there was political acceptance of ACC, as demonstrated by, for
example, the publication of the Climate Doctrine. While not holding the
legal power of a law or presidential decree, this was an important step in
setting guidance for future climate policy. During this time, we also saw the
emergence of an economy-oriented narrative of climate mitigation policy
co-benefits.
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The Soviet climatologist Mikhail Budyko was one of the first scientists
who, while making an undeniable contribution to the understanding of
ACC, also ‘determined that if science suggested ice removal was feasible,
having limited consequences for broader natural systems, then potential
socio-economic benefits were in the offing’.?’ The alleged benefits that cli-
mate change could bring Russia include the expansion of arable land in the
North (as a warmer climate would make larger territories suitable for agri-
culture and prolong the harvesting season) and a shortening of the heating
season, thus cutting energy expenses.*

One of the most powerful arguments in Russia was that ACC would pro-
vide easier access to natural resources in the north and the development of
the Northern Sea Route (NSR). The point has ‘travelled’ to official political
discourse, presenting climate change effects in the Arctic as an economic
opportunity rather than a threat.?? For example, at an international forum
in 2017, President Vladimir Putin commented on Arctic warming, stating
that ‘climate change provides more favourable conditions for economic ac-
tivity in this region’ and cited the anticipated growth of shipping along
the NSR from 1.4 million tonnes of goods in 2017 to 30 million tonnes
by 2035.3% It is also embedded within policy, with the ‘Energy Strategy to
2035, for example, noting the significant potential benefits of the devel-
opment of the NSR for the oil and gas sectors, giving year-round access to
growing markets in the Asia Pacific.®*

In addition to Yuri Izrael, other scientists also highlighted the poten-
tially damaging nature of the Kyoto Protocol for the Russian economy, its
supposed meaninglessness after the United States’ withdrawal, and its
‘unfairness’ in calculating Russia’s contribution to global emissions (e.g.
disregarding its forests’ carbon-absorbing capacity).* Within this approach
of undermining the policy rather than ACC,*® we also see the reappearance
of the climate geoengineering debate. It initially entered scientific discourse
in the early 1960s, while in the 2000s, the proponents of geoengineering
restarted the discussion, exploring the benefits of spreading sulphate aer-
osol in the lower stratosphere.?” This, according to Izrael, would create ‘a
kind of umbrella from the sun’ dealing with climate change regardless of its
origins and would be ‘safe for health and many times cheaper than “Kyoto
developments”’.%®

The existence of scepticism and denialism among scientists and their
contribution to climate obstruction can be explained by several factors,
starting with the practical limitations of Soviet climatology, which was
affected by ‘the relative backwardness of Soviet computing technology’®
and different approaches to environmental science?’ as well as the nega-
tive impacts of ideologies. Historically, in the Soviet Union ‘climatology
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was largely shaped by Cold War conditions and Soviet science policy,
which prioritized military research and neglected many other fields, in-
cluding climatology’.*! In turn, the fall of the Soviet Union resulted in an
economic and political collapse provoking a ‘brain drain’ as well as the
slowdown or cancellation of various research projects due to financial
limitations. This said, on average and similar to global trends,* Russian
scientists promoting sceptical or denialist narratives belong to older gen-
erations (those who were not able to switch to newer methods in climate
research) and/or have a different disciplinary background, with limited
climate-related experience.*?

While some of these problems slowly became less relevant (e.g. there is
a new generation of highly skilled Russian climatologists), others are re-
emerging. For example, a new wave of ‘brain drain’ was triggered by the
Russian invasion of Ukraine.** At the same time, researchers who have
remained in Russia find themselves cut off from the international scien-
tific community, external funding, and access to the most advanced equip-
ment.* This situation will once again make climate scientific discourse
more vulnerable to scepticism and denialism and/or desynchronization
with global progress in climate knowledge.

Media obstruction

As Russia’s political regime has become progressively more authoritarian
over the past two decades, national media have been undergoing a cor-
responding process of showing less diversity, slowly becoming more in
sync with the state agenda.*® The country has several laws restricting the
media industry, including Federal Law N-31, ‘the fake news law’; Federal
Law N-139, ‘the internet blacklist law’; and Federal Law N-121, ‘the foreign
agent law’. The tightening of control has intensified since February 2022,
forcing remaining independent media and individual journalists to flee the
country or face a series of fines and restrictions, while Russia’s regulatory
bodies cut off access to major international media websites (including all
Meta social media platforms).*’

In Russia, there is no national media outlet with a clear sceptic posi-
tion or consistent involvement in climate obstruction. However, the nature
of Russia’s political regime means that climate coverage is highly suscep-
tible to variations in the state’s attitude toward the problem. A study of
climate coverage by the national newspaper Izvestiya from 1992 to 2012,
for example, showed that, in the 1990s, there were very few mentions of
climate change, but what did get published confirmed its anthropogenic
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nature and the problem’s urgency. But between 2009 and 2012, 30% of all
publications questioned ACC.*®

Furthermore, Russia’s media system represents an interesting case
whereby the government-owned gas giant Gazprom controls a substan-
tial number of media outlets, including forty-one TV channels, nine radio
stations, six digital platforms, and eight print and online media outlets.*
This portfolio included (until March 2022) one of the most independent
radio stations, Ekho Moskvy (Echo of Moscow), which, despite being an
example of high-quality liberal journalism, also transmitted climate deni-
alism popularized by Yulia Latynina, a prominent journalist with a strong
anti-regime stance and famous for her climate denialism.>

The sceptical narratives in both new and traditional Russian media go
hand in hand with the conspiratorial thinking and/or antagonistic narra-
tive of Cold War sentiment.” As demonstrated in the Kyoto example, this
narrative has always been present in Russian public discourse but became
more noticeable in the 2010s. For example, a major heat wave in central
Russiain 2010 was explained as being a result of a ‘climate weapon’ deployed
by the West, while international appeals to move away from fossil fuel de-
pendency have been met with the argument that ACC is a myth created by
profit-driven Western businesses (e.g. renewable energy companies).

A paucity of climate-related publications is another persistent trend in
the Russian media. As Boussalis et al. illustrated in their 2016 study,>? be-
tween 2000 and 2014, The New York Times alone published more articles
on climate change than twenty-three major Russian national newspapers
combined. Such modest media attention can also be seen as climate ob-
struction. With climate change consistently de-emphasized, the climate
sceptic lobby has no need to be proactive to influence media coverage®;
instead, it can simply continue to reenforce a ‘climate “spiral of silence”
that leads people who do not hear about the topic in daily life to avoid
discussing it themselves’.>

Among other factors affecting climate coverage in Russia are the
country’s geographical characteristics (a diverse range of climatic
zones from east to west and north to south), regional politics, and
sociodemographic variations throughout the country®® whereby climate
change discourse can be affected by people’s economic instability, the
presence and position of the local climatologic community, and interfer-
ence from federal and international stakeholders.

Like that of other authoritarian states,”® Russian media climate dis-
course is substantially affected by the main ‘newsmaker’ in the country;
hence, when President Putin casts doubts over ACC, the media reproduce
this message without challenge. For example, in 2019, during the end of
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the year press conference, Putin, while highlighting Russia’s commitments
to GHG emissions reduction, stated that ‘no one knows the reasons behind
global warming’, after which he alluded to natural processes that could be
responsible.”” Conversely, when Putin confirms ACC and claims ‘we need
to do everything we can to minimise our input’, the media do not men-
tion Russia’s lukewarm climate policy but instead repeat the president’s
message that, in the past three decades, due ‘to a radical restructuring of
industry and energy, it was possible to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
more than in other countries’.”®

The sentiment fits into the narrative of Russia being ‘a great ecological
power’,>® which peaked during 2020-2021, when climate change for the
first time became prominent on the state’s agenda. As Head of the State
Duma Committee on Ecology and Environmental Protection Vladimir
Burmatov stated, ‘Today the Russian Federation is one of the leaders on
the climate agenda and it has something to show the world’.*° Indeed,
from 2020 until the invasion in February 2022, official rhetoric became
much more in sync with a stronger climate policy, with Putin consistently
reconfirming Russia’s intentions to reach carbon neutrality by 2060.5

However, as a 2016 longitudinal study of the news media found,®? chal-
lenging economic conditions have negatively affected climate coverage
in Russia, with journalists either paying even less attention to the topic
than usual or covering it only within the context of the international
negotiations. In 2022, Russia managed to avoid the worst-case economic
scenario despite the imposition of sanctions and the demands of the mil-
itary campaign, yet the economic decline has been felt throughout the
country, with the situation expected to deteriorate further.%® For this and
other reasons, the state public relations establishment has been focussed
on justifying the invasion, monopolizing the media agenda, with climate
coverage marginalized once again.®*

Government obstruction

Tynkkynen and Tynkkynen, in their 2018 study of climate denial under
Putin, highlight ‘the specific interests of the energy sector in maintaining
the status quo in domestic energy policy and in the general interests of
Putin’s regime in reducing the likelihood of criticism by the Russian people
toward the hydrocarbon-based political and economic system’.% Indeed, as
noted, the state depends on the fossil fuel industry for regime stability,
and climate obstruction is therefore woven into the activities of govern-
ment elites. We see this manifest in three core ways: through the position
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and public statements of Putin; via the restrictions imposed on nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs), which limit meaningful participation of
civil society in policy debates; and in the role of the powerful Ministry of
Energy (MinEnergo).

The authoritarian nature of the political system means that Putin
plays a leading role in setting broad strategic goals and framing the policy
agenda. As noted, the president has made controversial statements in the
past that have demonstrably slowed the development of Russia’s climate
policy. His remark, for example, that ‘we shall save on fur coats and other
warm things’ sent mixed signals during an international climate change
conference in Moscow in 2003, given that his overall message was about
Russia’s commitment to ‘addressing climate change’.® Tynkkynen and
Tynkkynen®” argue that, around the start of Putin’s third presidential
term, we see a re-emergence of climate denialism at the highest level, with
climate policies regarded as another potential threat to regime stability. As
noted, Putin’s discourse has also emphasized Russia’s role as an ‘ecological
donor’ or ‘great ecological power’ due to its existing contributions to global
efforts to address climate change. This discourse has become part of the
country’s climate obstruction efforts because it is used to justify Russia’s
limited climate policy commitments and express doubts about interna-
tional policy responses.

NGOs are generally regarded as playing a minimal role in shaping
Russian climate politics.®® However, prominent groups such as World
Wildlife Fund (WWF) Russia, Greenpeace Russia, and Ecodefence have
maintained climate programmes aimed at providing information to the
public (e.g. Greenpeace’s Green Deal of Russia, a proposed emissions
reductions programme), participated in drafting policy (e.g. WWF was in-
volved in the National Climate Adaptation Plan, aimed at mitigating the im-
pact of climate change for Russia), and in some cases, held protests against
coal mining (e.g. Ecodefence picketed in Novokuznetsk® and Germany
to protest the importing of Russian coal”). Ecodefence is also among the
plaintiffs in Russia’s first climate lawsuit, which demands Russia reduce its
GHG emissions.”

Thus, in recent decades, NGOs have increasingly been viewed as a
threat to the regime, and efforts to restrict their operation have become
a key element in the government’s climate obstruction enterprise. This
has manifested in a series of repressive laws, increased state scrutiny of
civil society activities, and heavy administrative burdens for groups.” In
2012, the ‘foreign agent law’ was introduced, targeting groups receiving
international funding and engaged in ‘political activities’ broadly defined;
it carries the negative connotation that such people are spies or traitors.

RUSSIA [223]



New laws since 2012 have tightened the space for NGO activity even
further.

While not specifically focused on the issue of climate change, but rather
targeting the NGO community more broadly, these changes have ensnared
individuals and groups campaigning on climate action. For example,
Ecodefence was listed as a foreign agent in 2014, with individual members
forced to leave the country.” Similarly, the Indigenous Peoples’ Centre was
put on the register of foreign agents in 2015 for ‘organising discussions on
climate change, its impact on indigenous peoples’,”* and prominent youth
climate activist Arshak Makichyan was stripped of his Russian citizen-
ship.” Finally, WWF Russia, one of the most prominent NGOs, was listed
as a foreign agent in March 2023, and in June its parent organization,
WWE, was declared an ‘undesirable organisation’. That designation meant
it could no longer operate in Russia, forcing WWEF Russia to disassociate
itself from the global network.”” This trend can be considered as part of
climate obstruction in Russia because it limits civil society participation in
public life and the ability of NGOs to provide input into policy decisions,
including those individuals and groups actively campaigning for Russia to
adopt a more ambitious climate agenda. This challenge is exacerbated by
the framing used by Putin and others, who describe the IPCC and interna-
tional climate cooperation as a form of ‘Western dominance’: something
foreign and hostile to Russia’s interests.

MinEnergo, the key bureaucratic stakeholder, is responsible for high-
level energy strategy as well as policy development and implementation
for specific power sectors including coal, electricity, oil, gas, renewables,
and nuclear. This mandate has brought the ministry into conflict with the
climate policy ambitions of other agencies within the government, in-
cluding the Ministry of Economic Development (MED), which has been a
central actor in driving domestic climate policy and shaping Russia’s partic-
ipation in the international climate discussions. However, MinEnergo has
tempered some of the more ambitious forecasts and production plans put
forward by the coal sector, for example.”

In terms of shaping policy debates, MinEnergo largely acts as an advo-
cate for sectoral interests, particularly those of the fossil fuel industry. This
is apparent from the key energy strategies and policy documents the min-
istry has produced, which emphasize the need to support Russia’s fossil
fuel industries and discuss climate change primarily as a national economic
threat. As Romanova”™ notes, both the ‘Energy Strategy’ and the ‘Energy
Security Doctrine’ (ESD) signal a recognition of the need to diversify ex-
port markets toward Asia to limit the impact of the European Union’s
‘political motivations’ in shifting away from Russian oil and gas exports,
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while the 2019 ESD and most officials treat renewables and clean energy as
(unfair) competition and, in some cases, as external political challenges’.®°
Previous documents such as the ‘Economic Security Strategy to 2030’ also
recognize the economic threat of green technology and energy efficiency®
but without calling for corresponding policy development around cutting
Russia’s own emissions.

MinEnergo has also successfully limited the climate policy ambitions of
other ministries within government. In one prominent example, a draft law
aimed at limiting GHG emissions from industry, developed by the MED,
was met with strong opposition from industry, led by the Russian Union
of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RUIE), a powerful industry associa-
tion discussed later in this chapter. MinEnergo sided with these actors and
was able to limit the obligations proposed in early drafts of the law, which
included emissions quotas for industry, penalties for exceeding them, and
the introduction of a market for trading carbon.®? After sustained lobbying
from MinEnergo and the RUIE, all these elements were removed from
the final bill. In 2021, the Law on GHG Emissions was passed by the State
Duma, the lower chamber of the Russian parliament, including only the
mandatory disclosure of emissions by the largest companies and making
all targets voluntary, without penalties for exceeding them.® In short, the
combination of bureaucratic and elite-driven obstruction in Russia limits
the space available for other actors to promote a pro-climate policy agenda.
The situation is made even more challenging by the mutually dependent
relationship between the state and the fossil fuel industry, discussed next.

Industry obstruction

Some of the strongest opposition to action on climate change comes from
Russia’s powerful industry actors, including private and state-owned
companies and business associations. Russia is one of the world’s largest
oil- and gas-producing and export countries, with the oil and gas sectors
dominated by large companies, including state-owned gas giant Gazprom
and oil company Rosneft, as well as privately owned oil company Lukoil
and gas producer Novatek. In addition to the government’s involvement in
state-owned energy companies, there are close connections between Putin’s
inner circle and independent (on paper) gas produces such as Novatek.®
Russia is also the world’s largest exporter of coal, although, unlike the oil
and gas sectors, the industry is mostly privately owned.® It is concentrated
in a number of major coal-mining regions, including Kemerovo Oblast
(Siberia), where it is an important source of employment and electricity.
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While coal-fired power stations supply approximately 15% of Russia’s do-
mestic electricity overall,®® in the major coal regions the percentage of coal
in the electricity balance increases dramatically. For example, in 2021, in
the city of Kemerovo, coal supplied 80% of the region’s electricity.?” The
significant contribution to GHG emissions from burning coal means that
the coal industry is seriously threatened by climate action, even in com-
parison with oil and gas, and has thus actively lobbied the government
and sought to frame coal as essential for the Russian and global energy fu-
ture.®® Similar practices are found in other major coal-producing countries,
which have been among the slowest to implement comprehensive climate
policies.® Strategies and tactics adopted by industry take two primary
forms: lobbying and other forms of interference in the policy process, and
the use of discursive framings.

Lobbying

As we might expect, there is strong resistance from the fossil fuel sector
to any suggestion of strengthening the climate policy agenda. Their resist-
ance has been largely effective, as demonstrated in the example of the Law
on GHG Emissions. These actors are motivated by a desire to promote the
interests of their industry, including its expansion; to acquire increased
government financial support; and to resist any form of regulation they
perceive as burdensome. These priorities mean fossil fuel companies often
come into conflict with government attempts to introduce stronger climate
policies, such as curbing industry emissions.®® Lobbying also extends be-
yond domestic politics, with Russia sending the second-largest number of
‘fossil-fuel linked delegates’ to COP 27.9!

Another notable example of industry’s climate obstruction concerns the
RUIE, a powerful business association representing some of Russia’s largest
companies and regarded as the designated intermediary between business
and government in Russia.”? While it represents a range of companies,”
many are connected to fossil fuels, and, as a result, it has been an active de-
fender of fuel and energy interests. The RUIE has not always held a united
or consistent position on climate change®; however, its executive has gen-
erally been sceptical of proposed government measures that might create
additional regulations for business. Furthermore, the RUIE has direct ac-
cess to policymakers, with representation on, for example, the high-level
Interdepartmental Working Group on Climate Change.® This group was
established in 2012 to coordinate policy implementation and provides a
formal channel for industry to voice concerns over the direction of climate
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policy. The group had previously lobbied against Russia’s participation
in the Paris Agreement, though dropped its opposition when it became
clear that Russia’s commitments would be very limited and the economic
consequences of failing to ratify Paris would be more severe.’

Importantly, industry lobbying aimed at climate obstruction involves
not only attempts to curb the obligations imposed on industry through
climate policy per se but also to increase government support in the form
of subsidies, financial support, and access to preferable transport options.
When it comes to coal, for example, serious rail bottlenecks create problems
for exports,”” and the industry has sought government help to find a so-
lution. Companies have also lobbied for the expansion of coal production
forecasts in policy documents, such as the ‘Strategy for the Development
of the Coal Industry (2020). Finally, in addition to its involvement in
policymaking, the fossil fuel industry has successfully resisted the im-
plementation of laws on several occasions. Work by Korppoo® on gas
flaring, for example, points to a case whereby policy was undermined by
oil company noncompliance with associated petroleum gas regulations and
weak oversight by government bodies. Furthermore, in the months after
the invasion of Ukraine began, companies have lobbied to have climate
regulations, including the new Law on GHG Emissions and other environ-
mental laws and forms of reporting, delayed or reduced in hopes of limiting
the effects of international sanctions.”

Discursive framings

Beyond lobbying, industry actors engage in other forms of climate obstruc-
tion through their use of discursive framing strategies. The most prominent
example comes from the coal industry, which has questioned the economic
rationality of climate policy and emphasizes the importance of coal as a
source of employment and heating in major coal mining and export regions
of the country.’® This narrative is part of the broader discursive framing of
climate as a ‘second-order’ problem, discussed further on.

Communication with the public and shareholders through their on-
line presence and corporate reporting is illustrative of this approach. As
Martus and Fortescue'® discuss, they make no blanket denial of climate
change but rather attempt to shift the narrative around coal and its fu-
ture in the context of climate change, with an emphasis on the social and
economic importance of coal at a regional level. As with the creation of as-

102

troturf organizations in other contexts,’® in the past, Russian companies

have provided financial support to ‘grassroots’ groups whose campaigns
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advocated the continued operation of the coal industry, such as the ‘Right
4 Coal’ campaign run by the Siberian Generating Company (a coal-fired
power generating company).’®® In the context of war, we would expect
these narratives around employment and energy security of the regions to
intensify. As we discuss later, we are also seeing a new emphasis on anti-
Western rhetoric, including by key fossil fuel actors cheering the end of the
Western-led ‘green agenda’.

OVERARCHING DISCURSIVE FRAMINGS EMPOWERING
CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

As demonstrated earlier, while tools and approaches might differ depending
on the stakeholder, their contribution to climate obstruction in Russia is
underpinned by four overarching narratives: (1) Russia as ‘a great ecolog-
ical power’, (2) ‘climate policy as a Western tool of dominance’, (3) ‘cli-
mate change as an opportunity’, and (4) ‘climate change as a second-order
problem’. The way each of the actors contributes to these discourses is
summarized in Table 9.1 and explored in more detail further on.

Russia as a great ecological power

The narrative of Russia as a ‘great ecological power’ first became evident
during the Kyoto negotiations, where Russia’s key role in bringing the
agreement into force was framed as saving global climate governance.’*
The country’s unintentional GHG emissions drop in the early 1990s pro-
vided a foundation for state leaders for the next three decades to continue
referring to Russia as an environmental leader or donor.’® Another issue
driving this narrative is Russia’s vast boreal forests, with stakeholders
presenting the country as a giant carbon sink that has already done enough
for the world. This narrative has fuelled debates within the scientific com-
munity over the method for calculating forests’ GHG absorption. While
significant uncertainty remains over the accuracy of the data,'% the sci-
entific debate has been leveraged politically using the most ambitious
estimates.!”” Both the Paris Agreement NDC and updated targets within
the ‘Strategy for the Socio-Economic Development of Russia with a Low
Level of Greenhouse Gases to 2050’ link emissions reductions to the ‘max-
imum possible absorption capacity of forests and other ecosystems’.1%®
The narrative of Russia being an ‘ecological donor’ is used by the gov-
ernment and industry actors as an excuse not to act and has become an
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integral part of Russian policy documents, strategies, and corporate
statements on climate. For example, the founder of the major coal com-
pany SUEK, Andrey Melnichenko, stated: ‘We are an environmental donor
to the planet, including because of the large number of forests rather than
a source of emissions. . . . I think we will not need to make global efforts
in this direction’.® As Nina Tynkkynen'? observed, the ‘Great Ecological
Power’ approach serves to mask the weaknesses of Russia’s climate policy
and deflect attention from the country’s overdependence on the fossil fuel
sector. We see no signs of this changing anytime soon.

Climate policy as a Western tool of dominance

The narrative of climate being a ‘Western tool of dominance’ feeds off the
conspiratorial thinking discussed earlier, as well as the re-emergence of
Cold War rhetoric, introducing an antagonistic approach of ‘us versus them’
to climate politics. During Kyoto deliberations, its antagonist Illarionov
stated that climate governance is ‘a war, war against the whole world but in
this case the first one who got in the way, is our country. . .. Itis a total war
against our country’.!! The narrative has remained persistent throughout
the past two decades, though has been amplified since Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. For example, the pro-government state news agency RIA Novosti
published an article in March 2023 on the ‘climate weapon’: ‘This is how
the United States wants to fight “Russia’s emerging dominance in agricul-
ture”’ 2 This narrative, once again, advances the false assumption that
climate change is beneficial for Russia and suggests that it is the United
States that has been pushing geoengineering all along (ignoring the early
Soviet/Russian role in the field, as discussed earlier).

Within this discursive framework, ‘international climate policy is in-
creasingly seen as a Western-led hegemonic project aiming to bypass or
overrule the sovereignty of Russia’,'* while Russia’s resistance to global
climate governance is presented as a sensible and even essential way to de-
fend itself against the West. After February 2022, this theme became even
more prominent, with the public agenda monopolized by the ‘special mil-
itary operation’s’ concerns. Unsurprisingly, after a brief splash of climate-
related interest in 2020-2021, the problem has almost disappeared from
national discourse. As Doose and Vorbrugg™ have stated, ‘it is undeni-
able that the economic crisis, sanctions and strengthened anti-Western
rhetoric brought on by the war have made it more difficult to pursue
decarbonisation plans’ as actors that were already trying to obstruct na-
tional climate commitments now receive more opportunities to be heard.
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For example, the head of the Just Russia’ party, Sergey Mironov, claimed
that ‘Russia after Western sanctions must leave the Paris Agreement’.'
Simultaneously, Igor Sechin, the chair of oil giant Rosneft, claimed that
sanctions have ended the green transition as countries try to find alter-
native sources of hydrocarbons to replace Russian ones, with Europe
committing ‘energy suicide’ in doing so."® Ironically, Oreskes and Conway,
in their provocative book Merchants of Doubt (2011),"' explain how, in
the United States, obstruction narratives tried to frame climate change
as something invented by socialists/communists and that, therefore,

threatens the prosperity of the capitalist world.

Climate change as an opportunity

Since Medvedev’s move during his presidency to give more political prom-
inence to the climate change agenda, he and various other government
and business actors have highlighted the potential economic benefits for
Russia that are said to emanate from both a changing climate and climate-
related policy. For example, the ‘National Climate Adaptation Plan to
2022’ (signed December 2019) lists the potential negative consequences
(for public health, industry, etc.) but also the anticipated positive effects
of climate change, including a reduction of energy consumption in winter,
greater access for shipping in the Arctic, an expansion of arable land, and
the increased productivity of boreal forests.!®

At the same time, it has been emphasized that Russia meets GHG emis-
sion reduction targets without any effort. Indeed, even after the economic
recovery from the 2000s onward, and despite the country’s remaining one
of the most carbon-intensive economies in the world, Russia’s emissions did
not exceed 2,160 MMT CO e—this highest level yet was reached in 2021—
and are therefore still well below 1990 levels. However, Russia could still
benefit from energy-efficiency plans (to save more fossil fuel for export and
reduce national energy expenses). Furthermore, recent documents such as
the ‘Strategy for the Socio-Economic Development of Russia with a Low
Level of Greenhouse Gases to 2050’ have placed a stronger emphasis on
the opportunities for Russia. These opportunities include the expansion of
Russia’s nuclear export programme as a core element of its climate agenda,
with Russia already being the world’s largest exporter of nuclear reactors.
Other perceived emerging prospects around hydrogen and renewables have
also been emphasized, at least prior to February 2022.

The discourse of ‘opportunity’ is a complicated one. It can be argued that
this ‘win-win approach’ is a way to overcome climate obstruction because
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it allows climate advocates to attract the attention of key stakeholders
without antagonizing them, something especially valuable in an au-
thoritarian society. At the same time, this positive narrative prevents
policymakers from seeing climate change as an environmental problem or
threat to the country’s wellbeing, thus slowing or limiting the scope of cli-
mate policymaking and implementation. Kokorin and Korppoo argue that
Russia’s leaders follow the ‘ostrich approach’, persistently delaying climate-
related policies. For example, by 2017, despite renewables becoming eco-
nomically viable in some parts of Russia, Deputy Prime Minister Arkady
Dvorkovich suggested waiting until they ‘become cost-effective in Russia
as a whole’.""” Furthermore, if climate change is not seen as an existential
threat, then it naturally fits into the next narrative of climate as a ‘second-
order problem’: a problem that can be postponed (indefinitely).

Climate change as a ‘second-order’ problem

The marginalization of the climate change problem in favour of addressing
other, seemingly more important difficulties is not unique to Russia, but in
fact one of the persistent features of developing societies.'® As Inglehart
argued in his 1995 study,'® a higher concern for environmental issues is
normally accompanied by a ‘postmaterialist shift’ that goes hand in hand
with economic prosperity. While there is evidence suggesting applicability
of this argument to Russia,'” there are also other explanations for the low
level of public and state attention to the problem. As discussed earlier, the
media overall do not ‘see environmental concerns as important compared
to political concerns’,'® often resulting in an avoidance of climate change
as a topic.

Due to Russia’s economic dependency on extractive industries, those
with a vested interest (e.g. industry groups, government elites) are more
likely to focus on strategies that are not public-facing and seek to influence
policy- and decision-makers directly, hence minimizing the public discus-
sion of climate change. Interestingly, in Western countries, especially the
United States, a range of stakeholders have contributed to the powerful
countermovement that challenged ‘the environmental community’s defi-
nition of global warming as a social problem and blocked the passage of
any significant climate policy’.'** However, Ashe and Poberezhskaya sug-
gest that, in Russia, the need for a countermovement has been negligible
because a fully fledged environmental movement never had a chance to
flourish due to increased state repression of NGOs. Hence, as we discussed
in the media section, there is no need to deny or censor climate-related
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discussions. Instead, it is much easier to relegate climate to a ‘second-order’
problem. Because the latest migration wave has forced several top climate
correspondents and activists to leave the country, the situation is likely to
worsen.'?

Interested parties also tend to highlight more ‘acute’ economic and so-
cial issues that may affect either a specific region or the country overall.
For example, coal companies have been active in leveraging this tactic in
corporate communications, arguing that a shift away from coal would have
significant implications for employment, energy security, and social sta-
bility in major coal regions such as the Kuzbass.”® The strategy of regarding
climate change as something that can be postponed or dealt with superfi-
cially became even more fruitful after February 2022. This narrative may be
one of the most difficult to overcome in an authoritarian political regime
that dominates the public agenda.

CONCLUSION

In their observations on climate obstruction in the Global South, Milani

et al.'?’

suggested paying greater attention to whether different economies
produce ‘different types of climate obstruction strategies, discourses, and
organizational structures’. We echo these sentiments but add that we also
need to understand whether different political systems create different
forms of obstruction. The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that
climate obstruction in Russia, an authoritarian state dependent on fossil
fuels, differs in many ways when compared with other Western countries.
For example, according to Brulle,'?® in the United States, ‘key opponents to
climate action are motivated by private interest in the continuation of the
fossil fuel-based economy’. In Russia, there is a less clear-cut distinction
between the state and the private sector, which means that some of the
more well-known tools and agents of climate obstruction, such as conser-
vative think tanks, do not exist.

Climate is seen as a risk by the Russian state due to its perceived link with
foreign influence and, presumably, the challenge that civil society represents
to the political system, itself grounded in the fossil fuel economy. Plantan'®
argues that authoritarian governments divide civil society into ‘wanted and
unwanted elements’ to maximize the benefits and minimize risks posed to
the regime. For example, Russia’s use of labels such as ‘foreign agent’ and
‘undesirable organization’ shapes public perception of NGOs and media,
thus delegitimizing their work.’® Indeed, studies have shown limited public
demand for climate policy action in Russia.’® Interestingly, the existing
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work on climate obstruction beyond Russia emphasizes public opinion as
a key focus for actors engaged in climate obstruction, yet in Russia it is ir-
relevant. Moreover, we argue that public climate disinterest turns into a
‘passive’ form of climate obstruction, whereas the ‘active forms’ take place
among networks of influential industry groups and state elites.

Regarding possible solutions for these trends, prior research on Russia’s
climate policy has suggested that support be given to the small but impor-
tant coalition of national climate change experts and advocates (who have
been slowly but surely shaping the country’s climate-related agenda).'*?
More recent studies have pointed to the potential emergence of influen-
tial policy actors within specific areas of the renewable energy industry,
including solar photovoltaic manufacturing.'® Prior to February 2022, it
had also been suggested that external actors (including, for example, the
European Union, one of Russia’s major trading partners) could play an
important role in stimulating the development of climate initiatives and
projects, leveraging Russia’s desire to increase trade and be better inte-
grated within the global community.'*

Under the ongoing regime of sanctions and Russia’s economic, political,
and cultural isolation, these strategies have become obsolete, at least for
the time being. Since the start of the invasion of Ukraine, the already chal-
lenging environment for proactive climate policy has taken another turn
for the worse: climate sceptic messages have resurfaced in the major media
outlets,’ business and political actors are capitalizing on hostile relations
with the West, and the importance of Russia’s international image and en-
gagement in global dialogue has become irrelevant. Hence, national and
international stakeholders and researchers need to find new ways to over-
come climate obstruction in Russia.

Potential solutions might include a certain degree of depoliticization
of climate change by international actors to limit Russia’s anti-Western
motivated withdrawal from international dialogues and to elevate scien-
tific engagement on climate-related policies. Yet continuing international
scientific dialogue with Russia-based climatologists remains a highly con-
troversial topic.’® Within Russia, climate obstruction could be addressed
if there were greater realization among political elites and policymakers
that climate-related risks and losses at the national level would surpass any
perceived benefits and that assistance for mitigation and adaptation will
most likely come only from within Russia itself.

Ultimately, though, given that Russian relations with former Western
partners are at their lowest point since the end of the Cold War, a more
realistic solution might be to encourage other, non-European/American
international partners (e.g. BRICS countries) to take the lead in engaging
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with Russia on climate for the foreseeable future to ensure it remains on

the country’s agenda. As we have sought to highlight, climate obstruc-

tion is not homogenous globally. We believe there is considerable value in

exploring frequently overlooked cases such as Russia to understand how

climate obstruction can be overcome in the most difficult political, eco-

nomic, and social contexts.
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