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Russian Climate Politics in 2019: Concessions and Trade Offs
Climate change has gripped the thoughts of many nations. Particularly, a paradigm of
thought vastly supported by scientific arguments, has opened up an awareness of the impacts of
human action on the environment. From here, there are ways to precede: adapt with climate
change and/or change the way we affect the climate: adaptation and or mitigation. In the face of
these choices, Russia is a particularly dynamic case where the society is moving more towards an
adaptive strategy. The country’s vast oil reserves have made adaptive strategies more
economically appealing. However, the economic models upon which decisions are being made
do not consider the economic benefits to cutting emissions, especially over the long term. Such
ecological economics is overshadowed by traditional economic models which are overvalued
due to a lack of incorporated externalities.
Putin’s most recent official view on climate change is that it does not pose a future threat
to Russia, however, he does agree that we must “but, of course... look into it to make sure
[threats] don’t emerge in future" (Tass). This is a departure from his 2015 statements which
argued climate change is one of the greatest threats humanity faces (The New York Times, “A
Change in Tone…”). What are we to make of this flip-flop in opinion? It is likely that Putin and
Russia are tossing and turning over what do about climate change. On the one hand, fortunes are
being made by politically important figures and the Russian economy is growing from the
country’s reserves of oil, gas and coal. On the other hand, prominent Russian industrialists fear
losing market share in the new sectors of renewable energy, and a new tone, influenced by
China’s changing economy is sweeping Russian business. As of the current moment, the

economy continues to invest in oil and gas, on a path that could devastate the climate according
to experts at the IPCC. Ultimately, Russia may benefit from climate change, as some think, or it
may suffer greatly, but it appears certain that it will not change until it is proven that the costs of
natural disasters will outweigh the profit made on industries such as gas and coal.
As of the current moment, for economic reasons, Russia is not staying on pace with the
world’s leaders on climate change goals. IPCC has declared a 2 °C budget, or in other words a
limit of 2 °C rise in temperature above pre-industrial levels (Sharmina). This rise, “currently
represents a commonly accepted threshold for ‘dangerous climate change’”. Russia’s trajectory
is far removed from the 2 °C target (Sharmina). Scholar Sharmina writes: “For a reasonable
chance of staying within the 2 °C carbon budget constraint, [Russia] would need to undertake
immediate, all-embracing and sustained reductions in its carbon emissions.” Scholars Henry and
Sundstrom iterate: “ Russia’s progress in reducing greenhouse gas emissions and continued
participation in international agreements is likely to last only as long as these measures
simultaneously serve the goals of economic modernisation” (“Russia’s Climate Policy...”) We
must hope that Russia’s economic and environmental goals coincide before we reach our limit of
2°C of warming.
Russia is not changing because it is not beneficial to change. As of 2008, expert in the
field of Russian Climate policy, Anna Korppoo reports: ”Climate change is not regarded as an
acute environmental problem in Russia. Many Russian scientists believe that Russia could
actually gain from climate change, and the IPCC is also predicting initial positive effects”
(Korppoo “Russia and the Post…”). In fact, Russia will likely see a large portion of arable land
become available. A study by University of Illinois researchers has predicted that arable land in
Russia could increase from 37 to 67 percent in Russia (Zhang and Cai, “Climate Change

Impacts…”). In addition, the Arctic trade routes are becoming more navigable, and new
opportunities for extraction of hydrocarbons are becoming available as polar sea ice shrinks. Not
to mention, the Arctic opens up new opportunities for mining Arctic gold, silver, nickel, copper,
titanium, iron, lead, coal, diamond, uranium and rare earth metals, which miners have long
sought (Roston). Continued melting of this region would allow this “Polar Silk Road” to be
freely navigable (Gehrke). These opportunities offer a glimpse into how Russia may be coming
to terms with the effects of climate change.
It is argued by scholar Laura Henry that, in the case of Russia, “institutional change
appears most likely when environmental and economic goals coincide” (Henry 756). Though,
Russia does not wish to be a “rogue state” in the international debates about climate change
(“Russia and the Post-2012…”), it has been shown by studies that the Russian government will
lose GDP growth rates by 0.2—0.3 percentage points if the Paris climate accord were to be
signed (Makarov et al.). Although climate accords are meant to be international endeavors,
individual countries Russia can lose economically. By not signing the Paris agreement, Russia’s
international reputation may be at stake, however, Russia could gain from not ratifying the Paris
accord.
Yet, GDP is a system of valuation that has not evolved to consider ecological costs, and
therefore Makarov et al.’s estimates do not properly estimate the true weight of signing the Paris
Accord. Gross Domestic Product is a system of valuation, that as it stands finds it value in four
components: 1. Private Consumption Expenditure (C) 2. Investment Expenditure (I) 3.
Government Purchases of Goods and Services (G) 4. Net Exports (X – M)! These four
components, with their corresponding variables are input into the equation GDP = C + I + G +
(X – M) and compose the system of valuation we know as GDP. This equation, upon which an

economy is decidedly growing or receding, does not consider the values associated with
environmental services. For example, boreal forests, of which those in Russian make up one-fifth
of the worlds cover, provide services estimated at $250 billion per year. Such valuation can be
attributed to services and benefits of not emitting carbon dioxide and setting emission standards
corresponding to the Paris Accord.
Consider the costs of accelerated forest fires, which are argued to be a result of climate
change. The calculations of the costs of forest management are not part of the GDP equation.
Therefore, there are large parts of economic wealth and value, not incorporated in the GDP
model. The GDP model of valuation is incomplete, and arguments such as Makarov’s do not
present the full picture of what the costs and benefits of signing the Paris Accord are.
We have a system of valuation that is misleading the Russian economy and the world’s
economy. Currently, fossil fuel companies, and fossil fuel economies are overvalued as their
assets do not take into account the true costs of continuing to emit carbon and of climate change
(Harvey). This phenomenon is referred to as the ‘carbon bubble’. Since many companies’ values
are built on the assumption that all oil in the ground will be extracted and sold, author Bill
Mckiben explains: “in ecological terms it would be extremely prudent to write off $20 trillion
worth of those reserves. In economic terms, of course, it would be a disaster, first and foremost
for shareholders and executives of companies like ExxonMobil (and people in places like
Venezuela)” (“Tomgram: Bill Mickiben…”). It is possible that Russia’s wealth, if true costs are
considered, would be greatly devalued. Without a proper economic model Russia will continue
on the path that it is on, as the current figures make it economically beneficial to continue
emitting.

A new economic model poses a threat to the Russian economy as it exists today. Russia’s
energy assets could become “stranded” if true ecological costs were considered. Russian oil and
gas, under certain climate policies could be deemed “stranded assets” or “investments which are
made but which, at some time prior to the end of their economic life.... are no longer able to earn
an economic return, as a result of changes in the market and regulatory environment”
(“Redrawing the Energy…”).1 In the case of Russia, emission caps and fines could make its
reserves of oil and gas uneconomical. If environmental concerns that scientists are posing in
terms of the threat of climate change are headed, as author Bill Mckibben argues, 20 trillion
dollars worth of oil reserves will become “stranded.” A significant economic shift would occur
in Russia if externalities were included in GDP and like models of valuation.
In a climate where the economic power largely rests on the use of natural resources such
as oil, gas and coal, expert opinions protect the interests of the current economy. The opinions of
Russian experts largely denies the ability of humans to affect the climate, negating anthropogenic
climate change as a possibility, thus negating the potential consequences of continuing to emit
carbon. These opinions protect the current economy’s reliance on fossil fuels and also protects
fossil fuels from becoming “stranded.” In a study of the opinions of prominent, well-published
Russian scientists, some who had published on environmental problems, and others who had
involvement in the official climate policy of the Russian Federation, it was found that all denied
any anthropogenic influence on the reduction of stratospheric ozone (Dronin and Bychkova
2101). This is the first sign of a scientific paradigm that denies major scientific research that
supports how anthropogenic activity can affect the earth’s atmosphere. Moreover, scholars
Dronin and Bychkova report: “None of the experts believes[sic] that anthropogenic GHG
1

“This might, for example, include power plants that are retired early because of new emissions
regulations, or oil and gas fields that, though discovered, are not developed because climate
policies serve to suppress demand” (“Redrawing the Energy…”).

emissions could cause a steady increase of CO2 concentration in the atmosphere. The GHG
anthropogenic emissions are too small (less than 4%) as compared with natural annual flow of
GHGs” (2101). This is the second serious claim which marks that Russian scientists largely deny
the possibility of anthropogenic effects on global systems. We will see a change when the
economic benefits of climate change mitigation outweigh the current benefits of business as
usual or when it is undeniably necessary to incorporate ecological costs into the economic
model.
There are pockets of Russian scientists who do believe that anthropogenic activity can
affect earth systems; not surprisingly they live in areas where climate change is an undeniable
reality. For example, a recent article surveying the future of St. Petersburg’s flood gates reports
the opinion of Vladimir Kattsov, the head of St. Petersburg’s Voiekov Main Geophysical
laboratory, to be that of a climate change believer. St. Petersburg is a city where increased
flooding attributed to climate change has made the issue an undeniable concern. In predicting the
future of St. Petersburg’s flooding, the scientist cited the IPCC’s prediction of sea level rises.
Other experts located in St. Petersburg fear the effects of climate change on their city, such as
“Drugachek” the official spokesperson for the St. Petersburg dam (Kozin). In an interview with
the Moscow Times Drugachek stated: “The complex was built to last 100 years because,
theoretically, nothing would change in that time… But if the climate changes, it is possible that
the complex will have to be rebuilt.” For St. Petersburg, the economic realities of potential
destruction of its priceless art and architecture instigated action. It is when economic incentives
arise that we can expect voices, and opinions about climate change to change.
Other experts in St. Petersburg are also in agreement upon the state of a changing
climate. A Minister of Regional Development, Oleg Panchuk, clearly conveys an acceptance of

climate change. In an interview with contractor CH2M Hill, he cites two-fold increases in
flooding in St. Petersburg since the 1970s, and attributes it to climate change (“St. Petersburg
Flood Barrier” 2:07-2:12). Of course, it could be that Oleg’s view of climate change are rooted in
the thoughts of the majority of his country’s scientists who deny anthropogenic influence as a
main causation. Yet, the issue of global warming is less important when the environment is
undeniably changing. Therefore, one does not have to believe in global warming for economic
and environmental concerns to coincide.
The Russian population itself is composed of people, who, despite their vulnerability to
climate change, may protect Russia’s assets from becoming stranded. An ethnographic research
project conducted on peoples of the environmentally vulnerable Northern regions of Russia
revealed that attitudes towards climate change are largely those of non-belief and denial. In her
article, “Imagining resilience: situating perceptions and emotions about climate change on
Kamchatka, Russia” Jessica K. Graybill explains that: “Local narratives about climate change
largely reflect climate skepticism, and anthropogenic climate change is rejected as explaining
environmental changes.” She gives four reasons for this: “(1) climate is considered as naturally
and cyclically changing, (2) humans are not considered a large enough force to alter natural
climate cycles, (3) environmental problems are solvable with technology and (4) there is a lack
of knowledge about climate change science.” We may see this change when the economies of
these people are hurt by climate change.
In contrast, a more general opinion poll of Russia’s people reveals that a great many are
aware of climate change and do fear its consequences. As of March 2007:

The Russian Public Opinion Research Centre conducted a poll on global warming in

March 2007, asking 1,600 Russians around the country to express their views. 62% of
Russians believe that global warming is a real threat. 45% believe that global warming is
already taking place, while 17% think that it is imminent. Only 6% argue that global
warming will not occur at all. 59% believe that the impacts of climate change are
negative, as opposed to 18% who believe that they are positive. 23% have no opinion.
45% of the public opposes spending tax payers’ money on emission reduction.

It is a fact that near a majority of Russians, therefore, are not in support, for economic reasons, of
climate change mitigation. Even within the Russian people, a tipping point has not occured
where economic arguments for climate change mitigation have become great enough to become
a pressure on the state. This will change when climate change becomes an economic necessity to
deal with.
The Russian government is a body that does not deny climate change, but largely
prioritizes economic growth over environmental protection. “The official line adopted by the
Russian government in interviews was that the administration supports the findings of the IPCC”
[See for instance Submission from the Russian Federation, 24 August 2007, the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change, Dialogue on long-term cooperative action to address
climate change by enhancing implementation of the Convention.] However, despite these
remarks, the 2000s saw Russia prioritize economic growth over environmental governance
(Henry 763).2 Russia does invest in the environment currently, yet the level of investment is
superficial compared to the GDP.

2

See also, "Russia:

Environmental Issues." Energy Information Administration, 26 May 2007,
www.lehman.edu/faculty/rwhittaker/Day02-Research/
Russia_%20Environmental%20Issues.pdf. Accessed 28 Apr. 2019.

Although Russia is investing in the environment, these offsets are an example of Russia’s
adaptive approach. Instead of divesting from fossil fuels Russia is investing in the environment
by reducing pollution, boosting recycling and reforestation. In 2018 the country allocated 1.55
trillion rubles (22 billion) to an environmental program which created the mentioned
environmental investments. Compare this to a 1,577 billion dollar economy in 2019, in GDP
(“Russia GDP”). Such investment, met with continued use of oil and gas shows that the country
is working within a profit margin, where the economic gains of oil and gas are greater than the
costs of mitigating environmental concerns which they cause. However, it is likely that the
country is not operating on an economic system that incorporates true costs, and is therefore
entrenched in the carbon bubble.
The media is a strong component of maintaining a paradigm that protects Russia’s ability
to avoid addressing climate change. Though the media is officially censorship free, and is
“formally free” (Poberezhskaya 98), journalist and scholar Nadezhda Azhgikina argues that the
media, with the introduction of the free-market in Russia during the 90s, “lost its real
independence and quite quickly became a convenient tool for elite power and structure’
(Azhgikhina 1248). Additionally, Poberezhskaya argues that the state has a strong influence on
the media. She explains: “Mickiewicz (2008: 27) supports this idea by stating that the majority of
influential media organs are to a great extent controlled by the state or ‘clients of the
government’” (99). She continues: “If the argument of the state’s influence over media coverage
of climate change is correct, then media policy will follow state policy” (101). Therefore, we can
expect that when the state’s views on climate change occur, this will be reflected in the media.
The media in Russia has been argued by scholar Marianna Poberezhskaya, to be a tool of
state power that has operated to keep climate change out of the public discourse. This serves to

protect the current economic system. She points to scholars that bring attention to how bias in the
media can be reflected not only in what is covered and how, but by what is omitted, arguing that
Russia’s state has had such an influence on the media and has curbed coverage of the potentially
controversial issue of climate change. In comparing the number of articles covering climate
change in different countries, the number in Russia is far below countries such as the UK. For
example, in Russia, 127 articles was never exceeded during coverage of climate change events
such as the Kyoto Protocol, whereas in the UK, as many as 1778 articles were published (107).
Additionally, The Moscow heat wave, and forest fires of 2010, brought climate-related news to
the center of public discourse (Poberezhskaya, 102). However, scholar Poberezhskaya explains
that, “in many cases articles did not refer to the direct correlation between abnormal weather
patterns and climate change” (103). The media in Russia will not change until it is economically
beneficial to advertise and discuss climate change.
Although environmental costs could prove that Russia actually has to gain from signing
the Paris Accord, GDP damage could prove that it has to gain less than with concessions that
account for this loss. It seems that the rest of the world, which is in more perilous and imminent
danger due to climate change must be able to offer Russia economic incentives to sign the Paris
Accord. Wealthy countries such as the US, Germany and France must make sure that the Paris
Accord is a fair agreement, working to counterbalance the loss of GDP to Russia with trade
deals, investment opportunities and other concessions.
As we see in the Paris Accord, it may be profitable for Russia to continue emissions that
push our world out of a safe zone of warming. It is therefore necessary for international
negotiations to account for this. As in the Kyoto protocol, successful climate agreements must
offer Russia economic incentive to ratify. The Kyoto protocol was supported by Russian

businesses as it offered them investment opportunities (Henry 1300). Though the Paris accord is
gaining traction in the industrialist community, full ratification may not occur if it possible to
argue that Russian GDP will be damaged.
Smart climate policy can work to mitigate problems. Russia’s powerful position during
the Kyoto protocol was beneficial to the country, showing that climate policy can in fact bring
benefits under the right conditions. “...over those years the government used its key position to
acquire international diplomatic concessions on other issues such as conditions of entry into the
World Trade Organisation” (Henry & Sundstrom 2010, pp. 105–37). If countries that will lose
from climate change are able to ally with powerful countries that can provide Russia with the
right concessions, climate policy can work to mitigate the holes in our current system.
Some forces have already aligned and are bringing a tide of change. Business and
environmental concerns have begun to overlap and are leading to the Paris Climate Accord
coming closer to being ratified by the Russian Federation. In January of 2019, the Russian Union
of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs, a powerful lobby group, said its members support ratification
of the Paris Climate Accord, “citing concerns over economic restrictions and competitiveness”
(Ayres). Journalist Sabra Ayres also states that Russian businesses recognize that “future trade
deals with the European Union could be in jeopardy without ratification.” Perhaps the climate
accord just needed time for its benefits to become known, or perhaps it still needs to be amended
to become truly appealing to Russia.
A new wave of thinking about energy could prove to shift some of the economy towards
renewables, as incentives to be more “green” are becoming economically feasible in Russia. As
Russia looks to China “as a role model for developing its economy”, reports Sabra Ayres, it is
beginning to realize that there is a future in renewable energy (Los Angeles Times). Angelina

Davydova, director of the Office of Environmental Information, a nongovernmental
environmental policy group in Russia, in an interview with the Los Angeles Times, states:
“Russia sees itself as an energy superpower, but more people are seeing that energy is not just
oil, gas and coal… More and more people in the government and in state industries now have the
understanding that there is a future in renewables.”
Russia wants to trade internationally, but wants to be more or less on their own regarding
climate. They are climate-isolationist but economically expansionist. How does this model fit
into the Paris Accord? It seems that being isolationist on climate runs against signing an
international agreement. However, here we see once again Russia has more to lose economically
due to the Paris Accord than they have to gain by isolating. In other words, their economic
expansionism wins out against their climate isolationism. This is just one more example of
Russia being more concerned with economics than with climate itself.
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