
Rise of Nature

Renaissance of Soviet projects
An interesting trend is emerging: a number of  Soviet 
projects are being revived. In the last 3-5 years new 
attention has been given to the Soviet nature project. 
Driven by different methods and reasons (dealing 
with consequences, renovation of infrastructure) the 
projects have became relevant again.
The invasion and transformation of nature, which 
happened in majority of cases, is a phenomenon 
which is irreversible, and is becoming an endemic 
trend for the country. After the era of disasters in 
the 1980s and stagnation of the 1990s, the conse-
quences of Soviet projects are evident. The differ-
ent urgencies and models of dealing with the Soviet 
natural legacy which can be defined as:
 - maintenance (means both care and refurbish-

ment and dealing with consequences)
 - continuing the construction of unfinished projects
 - an unrealized project, to be realized today.

Rebuilding Swamps
Draining swamp fields was a big project for a long 
period in the 1920’s, in which turf was used as an 
energy source. It was active until the 1970s  when oil 
and gas fields were developed in Siberia. The conse-
quences of fast abandonment and lack of ecological 
foresight became evident in the form of wildfires all 
across European part of Russia. In July 2011, the 
document  “Restoration of peat bogs in Russia in or-
der to prevent fires and mitigation of climate change” 
was signed by Dmitry Medvedev and Angela Merkel. 
Nowadays in order to deal with the consequences of 
massive nature transformation, Russia requires inter-
national cooperation. The process of turning Russia 
into swamps again may now begin.

Renaissance of Soviet projects 
- transformations become 
irreversible. Soviet natural legacy 
becomes relevant today.
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Renaissance of  Soviet projects scheme.

Forest Revisited
In 2006, the forest belts were taken off the federal 
budget and became a municipal responsibility. Most 
of the belts are in poor shape, due to the decline of 
agriculture and shortages for regional budgets. As a 
result, many sections of the forest belts in the south 
are not maintained today. 
Stopping winds and erosion is becoming more and 
more urgent, and initiatives to restore the belts are 
emerging at all levels. From 2010 onwards, confer-
ences and bottom up maintenance projects are be-
coming active. The Belgorod region has established 
its own program.

Luzhkov’s Dream
Former mayor Luzhkov in his 2008 book “Water 
and World”, proposed the revival of a never realised 
river reversal project, which is strongly supported by 
Kazakhstan as a solution to saving Aral Sea but did 
not find a lot of support. Still, it shows a readiness 
to return to Soviet ideas, even if they have been 
discredited by even the Soviet regime.

Boguchanskaya case
A great example of this trend is the Boguchans-
kaya  hydro electro plant on Angara. This part of the 
cascade was planned and started in 1970 but then 
gradually abandoned by the middle of 1990s. But un-
der new political conditions, the construction site was 
revived in an initiative led by business (oligarchs) 
with government support in 2007. This positive trend 
of business participation needs to be enhanced by 
coherent interaction between different structures 
(uklads).
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The great project of natural climate transformation 
by Soviet authorities covered the whole country for 
3 years (1949-1953) and was instantly abandoned. 
Today the project is being revived in different parts 
of Russia through bottom-up initiatives and federal 
support.

History
“We decided to do everything possible to secure the 
future of the country from drought” - Stalin, 1924

After the 1947 famine that killed about 1 million peo-
ple, Stalin decided to ‘conquer’ the climate in south-
ern USSR. Stalin’s plan to transform nature in 1948 
was developed for this purpose. Transformations 
covered not only the south but much of the country. 
The basis of the idea was to conquer nature and to 
design nature to meet the needs of the country.
The basis of this plan was the work of geologist 
Vasily Dokuchaev. Dokuchaev’s idea was to create 
a new consciously man-made landscape structure, 
which would improve the overall fertility of the ter-
ritory and ensure sustainable agricultural crops. In 
1892, Dokuchaev published a book “Our steppe 
before and now” on this topic.

Stalin’s plan to transform nature

1. Book published by Dokuchaev “Our steppe before 
and now”, 1892 // 2. Representation of nature control - 
“Conquer the drought!” 1949

Implementation of the plan took on a truly megalo-
manic scale: from 1948 to 1953, 2,3 millions ha of 
forest were planted across the country. This is equal 
to almost half of the territory of the European Un-
ion and 5% of all the Russian forests. The program 
started to work, and schoolchildren and kolkhozniks 
participated in the planting.
The 15-year plan intended to change the climate on 
the territory of 120 ha and, as a result, enrich the 
flora and fauna of the region, increase yields and 
increase Soviet Union self-sufficiency in grain. 
According to the official statistics, yields had dou-
bled during the first 3 years of the plan. But following 
Stalin’s death (April 1953), a resolution was issued to 
stop all work on forestation.

This project was canceled along with the Salekhard-
Igarka and the Baikal-Amur railways, the Yenisey-
Krasnoyarsk tunnel, Main Turkmen Canal and the 
Volga-Baltic waterway projects.
In all cases, the plan turned out to be unprofitable 
to the state and led to economic collapse. However, 
the project was not totally abandoned, after foresta-
tion ended, the focus of the plan was shifted toward 
canal construction.

Nature
The project represents a unique case of conscious 
human influence on nature on such scale. The totally 
artificial nature also included the relocation of birds 
in order to design a whole new ecosystem in the 
region. 
The forest belts are a very important agricultural 
element, planted to protect the fields from the hot 
winds of the south. Since the project was quickly 
abandoned, belts were partially cut and partially 
neglected, which meant loss and unpredictability of 
agriculture output in the southeastern regions.

Ambitions meets reflections
”Forest belts in many areas will change the climate 
regime ... ”
1949, “Stalin plan of nature transformation”, V. 
Gnilovsky
The forest belts have not changed the climate, at 
most they affected the ecosystems.
“Of course, the climate can’t be changed with forest 
belts construction. No one believed in it!”
2008, “60th Anniversary of forest belts”, Novaya 
Gazeta

2012: an example of revival
Last fall, local workers from the 
‘Horizon’ farm (Mikhailovsky 
region, Altai kray) began to 
restore the forest belt, clearing 
and  planting almost two thou-
sand seedlings of larch and 
pine trees. 

After this initiative, the team 
received regional support and 
a special program “Fertility” 
was established. 

RUB48 million from the federal 
and RUB10 million from the 
regional budget were allocated 
for the implementation of the 

program’s “Fertility”.
Other examples of restoration 
of the forest belts include:  Vol-
gograd and Belgorod regions, 
where local programs to recon-
struct the forest belts were es-
tablished. Or the project “Green 
Corridors of Future” which was 
started in the early 2000s (The 
focus of this last project was 
primarily to restore forest belts 
as corridors for animals).
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Ideology: effects on the ground

“We cannot wait for 
the mercy of nature, 
take them is our 
task!” I. Michurin 1934

1951. Lenin and Stalin 
designing nature to meet the 
country’s needs.

“We can not wait for 
the mercy of nature, 
after all we have 
done.” - popular  anecdote 
of the 1980s

Ideology Finds Ground
The Soviet regime was in need of a tool for development of its territory, and took 
on a pro-active position of nature conquerors. The idea of conquering nature did 
not originate in Soviet Union, but it found fertile ground during this period: great 
plans for nature transformation, ambitions aimed at climate change, space explo-
ration, these large scale attempts to control and manage nature took place.

1920-1940: 
Although the early Soviet “Lenin” policy for nature management and develop-
ment proposed reasonable use of natural resources, defined by different codes 
and standards for the treatment of nature.
At the same time, the massive establishment started developing natural re-
serves, which were completely different from their contemporaries in Europe or 
America. These were used for observation and research activities, but closed to 
visitors. Nature was kept closed to external influences and used for strictly scien-
tific purposes of research.

Big ideas - big projects
Nature gained the status of enemy and almost military operations were de-
ployed. Construction of the Belomorcannal in 1933 that stretched 227 miles in 
less than two years was a quick victory over nature.
“Quick victory over the enemy-nature, the perfect friendly pressure of thousands 
of heterogeneous units of different races is amazing, but even more amaz-
ing was the victory over a people themselves” wrote Maxim Gorky in the book 
“Belomorcannal” in 1934. Nature here was also a tool to transform criminals into 
regular Soviet Man
Following World War II, the country faced drought and famine in 1946-47. The 
fear of famine was strong enough to start the reformation of nature: soon Stalin’s 
nature transformation plan started. The scientific basis for plan was the work 
of Vasily Dokuchaev from 1892. This was the theory of physical change of land 
while the Soviet regime provided for the ideology of conquest. Soviet authori-
ties were insisting on military symbols: Stalin in uniform on the “battle” plan and 
promises of triumph to “defeat drought!”
The relation to nature was reflected not only in plans to change and adapt it to 
suit humankind’s needs, but also in the development of conservation. In 1951, 
Stalin abolished 51 natural reserves, leaving more than 30,000 hectares of land 
open to man’s influence.

Flight into space in 1961 not only expanded the notion of human capabilities, but 
also the understanding of nature, from 1960 the official definition of nature was 
expanded with new categories - “air, atmosphere”. 
In the 1960’s and the following decade, the era of superhuman and the conquest 
of space continued. It is hard to say whether these projects followed a direct idea 
of conquest and whether they were unfounded in science. Ideology previously 
created by the bureaucratic machine continued to move on, even if the idea was 
not clear or if it was not clear whether the project was needed. 
But change came quickly: the catastrophe at Chernobyl and the disappearance 
of the Aral Sea provoked a shift in focus to nature preservation. From 1990 to 
2000, 29 nature reserves were established. In the 2000s, ideology seems to be 
back and emerge in new grand projects. In addition, the abandoned Soviet natu-
ral legacy becomes relevant today. 

”The development 
and construction of 
huge Hydroelectric 
Pants in Siberia 
or River diversity 
projects were forced 
by the bureaucratic 
power of institutions 
created by Stalin. 
Khrushev was 
against such 
projects.” Mikhail 
Rozhanskiy (Siberian 
sociologist)

The logic of grand projects still 
aims at controlling the forces 
of nature. 2011,Vladimir Putin 
in Tomsk. Source: vesti.ru 
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Expanding the definition of nature

The way people define “nature” has changed multiple times, 
reflecting ongoing ideologies and projects involving nature explora-
tion. Officially documented, the rules of engagement have been 
exponentially expanding the definition of “nature”, subjecting more 
and more components for human usage. Logically, from a strong 
human-centric viewpoint, each step of expansion brought more to 
develop, and at the same time - more to protect.

Evolution of definition of “nature” can be described in three stages:

2002
Contemporary Nature
In the current federal law on the 
environment (2002), nature is 
defined as a “natural environ-
ment”, or a set of components 
of the environment, natural and 
anthropogenic natural objects”. 
It shows the division of cultivated 
nature, interfered by man, and 
wild nature.
New elements were also added to 
the term: minerals, surface, ozone 
layer and even near-Earth space. 
The definition of nature has thus 
been radically expanded.

1960
The Growing Needs
 “Law on the Nature protection 
RSFSR“ expands the definition 
of nature to “natural wealth, both 
already involved in the economy, 
and unexploited”. Forest protec-
tive belts and “greening of urban 
areas” were added as a separate 
part of the forests category. The 
space race triggered imagination 
and in 1960 air was added as a 
component of nature.
As if the Soviet regime needed 
to claim it prior to managing it in 
the future. These developments 
can be treated as a reflection 
of Stalin’s plan of nature trans-
formation and a prerequisite for 
“anthropogenic natural objects” 
that would soon emerge.

1920s
The Beginning of Nature
Classification of nature for the first 
time was introduced in Russia in 
the 1920s, following the establish-
ment of the Soviet regime. Vari-
ous codes regulated approaches 
to land, forests, subsoil, animals, 
plants, rocks, water.
This disintegrated view of nature 
reflects the lack of a complex 
approach, but demonstrates the 
main fields of economic interests 
and activity of that time.
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Inventory of nature

1.1% of anthropogenic nature is created 
and changed during implemeation of the 
biggest Soviet “natural“ projects. Source: 
google earth

Agricultural lands cover 23.5% of territory. 
Source: http://www.grafamania.net/
uploads/posts/2009-06/1244568541_1.jpg

Nature is still a “natural” condition of most 
of the Russian hinterland - 95.9%

23.5% is agricultural lands. Cultivated by man, this is type of 
nature is defined as being natural-anthropogenic.

The second group that is related to natural anthropogenic is 
nature changed natural landscapes as a result of big Soviet 
projects for drained swamps (0.3%), forest belts (0.08%), water 
reservoirs (0.4%), drained area of Aral sea (0.3%), irrigation 
canals (0.02%) - this area totals18,4 mln ha (1.1% of Russia)

4.1% vs. 95.9% 23.5% + 1.1%

State of nature. According to the current definition and structure 
of federal territory - 95.9% of land is occupied by nature. The 
remaining 4.1% is urbanised and industrialised territory. Source: 
Rosreestr. www.rosreestr.ru

Amount of urbanised territory versus nature Amount of anthropogenic nature: agricultural + transformed

Under the current legal regulation, “Federal law on 
the Nature protection” (2002), there is a distinct defi-
nition of “natural Russia” that is split into two catego-
ries. The natural environment, or nature, is called in 
Russian prirodnaya sreda (priroda). The term is used 
to describe both natural objects (nature 1), as well as 
natural anthropogenic objects (nature 2). 

Calculating nature: Nature 1
Natural objects are flora and fauna, soil, minerals, 
the surface, water (including groundwater), air and 
near-Earth space environment. The documented 
structure of federal lands helps to calculate the 
amount of “nature” in Russia. The following parts 
were excluded from the count: settlements (1.1%), 
industrial zones, special protected zones and facili-
ties (courtesy of the Defence Ministry, 2%). Based 
on this framework, 95.9% of the country falls into 
category of “nature”.

Calculating nature: Nature 2 (Antropogenic)
As for the second part of the definition - natural 
anthropogenic objects - these are the natural ob-
jects modified by the economic or other activities of 
people. These might be objects created by man for 
protective or recreational functions. 23% of agricul-
tural land is also a natural antropogenic object, as it 
was “changed as a consequence of economic activ-
ity”. Other examples are canals, reservoirs, forest 
belts and drained swamps. Thus, the great Soviet 
ambition to transform nature had its impact on 18.4 
mln hectares. This equals the territory of Luxemburg, 
for example, making up only 1.1% of the total area of 
Russia.
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Management: shrinking inefficiency

The Russian word ‘economy’ 
(khozyaistvo) - is translated into 
English in a number of ways 
depending on the context. It 
can mean economy, farm or 
household. The Russian term thus 
appears to be more capacious, 
combining different meanings. 
Etymologically it derives from 
the word “khozyain”, or “master”, 
which adds extra value of care and 
maintenance to the word.

Most of the ministries in the Soviet 
Union operating with control of 
nature were called ministries 
of “household”. Although after 
a series of reforms the term 
disappeared and was replaced by 
the resources-focused approach.

Today, it is urgent that nature 
is not defined and treated as a 
resource, but rather a household. 
Agriculture, or rural areas, on the 
contrary should be perceived as 
an additional resource of public 
wealth.

USSR, 1980 RF, 2010

After the Soviet Union collapsed and a total restructuring of administrative structure, 
the horizontal structure was replaced by a vertical but more complicated structure. 
The Soviet “territorial-branch“ (khozyaistvenno-otraslevoy)  was abandoned. And a 
tendency to enlarge institutions emerged, leading to a smaller but over-complicated 
internal structure with weak connections between ministries. Source: http://guides.
rusarchives.ru/browse/guidebook.html?bid=202&sid=686568
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Between Ideology and Practice
The management structure might be the strongest reflection of state ideology, 
position and rhetorics with regards to nature. Different entities exist in order to 
guide practical activities. Thorough the examination of institutes mandated to 
manage natural resources, the government line can be examined. 

“Territorial branch”
The Soviet Union was based on the “territorial branch” (territorialno-otraslevaya) 
system of government: every ministry existing on the Soviet Union level was 
duplicated on republican and regional levels. This system provided both control 
and flexibility. The modern Russian system has lost the advantages of the “ter-
ritorial branch” structure as it follows another administrative model: consolida-
tion. 47 ministries of the USSR were transformed into 17 federal ministries of the 
Russian Federation, each one of them with an extended mandate. Management 
of nature today is mainly concentrated in two ministries: Ministry of Agriculture 
and Ministry of Natural Resources. This is two instead of the six existing in the 
USSR.
Compared to the Soviet system, the new management system has lost flexibility 
and, partly its authority. This eventually led to disconnection from the realities on 
the ground. Certain responsibilities, shared by different federal government enti-
ties, are addressed less effectively. 
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Management: Growing forest freedom

The last decade was marked by a radical changes in the system of forestry. 
This sector was also affected by a countrywide trend to increase the number of 
responsible organisations and complications in interdepartmental relations. The 
result was a number of reforms that have left the forest without a single organiza-
tion responsible for its protection and a dramatic reduction of forest rangers.

Changes in the system of forest management.
Under the Forest Code (1997 until 2004), almost all forests in Russia were man-
aged centrally through a federal organisation with executive power. The Forest 
Code was amended at the end of 2004, initiating a process of decentralization of 
forest management. The authority to manage the forests, which were previously 
administered by the Ministry of Agriculture (as in Soviet times, at the disposal of 
state and collective farms), were now given to regional governments.
Although the forests were owned at the federal level, maintenance was assigned 
to the regions without justification.
Another step toward decentralisation was taken in 2006 when the forest belts 
were taken off the list of “forests” and placed on the municipal level list. This 
change resulted in no one actually caring for these important agricultural ele-
ments, and they began to decline due to lack of local budget resources.
Following the reform of the forest in 2007 (the New Forest code), financial posi-
tion of the state forestry authorities worsened, and there was a loss of a signifi-
cant proportion of skilled workers up to 40-60%. Today the forest is managed by 
three ministries (Agriculture, Regional Development and Natural Resouces and 
Ecology).

FOREST

FEDERAL
FORESTRY AGENCY

Department of State policy 
and environment and eco-
logical security regulation

MINISTRY
OF AGRICULTURE

MINISTRY OF NATURAL 
RESOURSES AND

ECOLOGY
MINISTRY OF REGIONAL

DEVELOPMENT

Three main ministries taking care of forest today, but no one ministry protects the forest. 

Forest rangers taken off duty. 
Official statistics (Rosstat) do 
not provide clear numbers of 
employment in forest (care), 
the data was combined with 
agricultural workers and hunt-
ers, but media reporting shows 
that there are 40-60% fewer 
forest rangers. (2010)

Source: http://www.green-
peace.org/russia/ru/news/3-7/

Sometimes, published of-
ficial numbers on the Inter-
net show that the number 
of forest workers for the 
duration of the new Forest 
Code has not changed. 
An attempt to obtain any 
information on this subject 
in the Federal Agency of 
Forestry was not success-
ful - just turned out that 
the leadership of Federal 
Forest Service does not 
track how many people 
and where it goes from the 
forest management “, — 
Alexey Yaroshenko, head of 
Greenpeace forest program. 
(2011)

Census foresters: 3 years from the 
number decreased by two thirds”
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Comparing forest areas of 
1983 and 2004 with official 
statistics, it appears that 
despite crisis of 1990s 
(massive illegal logging due 
to lack of state control) forest 
area has increased. Source: 
Atlas of Russia 1983, Atlas of 
Russia 2004.

Growing forest

1983 2004
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Rise of nature: wilderness

Nature vs man. But in fact all inhabited locality is only 4% of the territory and it 
decreases because of strong migration from rural areas. Left settlements and  
abandoned agricultural lands (18%) are welcomed by nature. 

Nature vs man. But in fact all inhabited locality is only 4% of the territory and it 
decreases because of strong migration from rural areas. Left settlements and  
abandoned agricultural lands (18%) are welcomed by nature. Source: Rosreestr / 
Rosstat (census 1989, 2008).

Neglect 
area: 13 000 
abandoned 
villages + 
38 000 with 
population 
less than 10 
people.

Nature is on the rise. After decades of trying to conquer nature, nature now 
seems to overwhelm, suggesting a reverse paradigm. The population in rural 
areas is decreasing. These factors leave more room for nature to expand. 
While the natural environment widens, Russian bureaucracy becomes less and 
less able to control this process. In the face of global climate change, lack of 
infrastructure to prevent and regulate natural disasters proves to be urgent. This 
is a harsh reality of Russian hinterland.

-18%

3-4 years of abandonment is 
needed for agricultural land to 
be covered with the first trees. 
Source: http://www.vryazan.ru/

Current wilderness of Russia, 
faces lack of attention and 
maintenance, has a lot of 
potential to increase especially 
due to climate change.

Abandonment and wilderness 
results in significant losses of 
infrastructure that is critical to 
Russia as a whole. Source: 
http://railworks2.ru/

Nature takes over the places 
left by humans. (Village 
in the Kirovsk region, 
Source: www.metallizer.
ru/?m=travels&n=10051 )

k

Rate of growing wilderness 
reflects not only an increase 
in forest but also a strong 
increase in the numbers of wild 
animals and mosquitos that 
threaten the population with 
disease, attacks, and affect the 
economy. Source: Rosstat
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Amount of unused agricultural land and abandoned settlements, comes back to wilderness

Increasing of aggressive wilderness

The expansion of civilization has resulted in human civilizations covering nearly 
40% of Russia’s total area. But the population in rural areas is rapidly decreas-
ing. Nearly 20,000 villages have been abandoned, and around 38,000 villages 
are populated with less than 10 people. Nature takes over the places left by 
humans, which also results in abandonment and loss of infrastructure as well as 
loss of cultural, social and economic diversity. 
Agricultural lands are slowly being overtaken by nature as well: about 77% of the 
agricultural territory is not cultivated, which means that in 3-4 years time it will be-
come forested. This is also the result of the government’s agricultural policy that 
has ceded importance to industries based on extraction of raw materials.
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Warming Russia
There is no bigger change of Russia than the one 
brought by climate change.
Russia contains 11.5 % of the world’s total land 
mass, and country will determine the speed of future 
climate change globally. There are millions of tons of 
methane gas, 2 to 3 times stronger than CO2 that is 
stored in the frozen land, the permafrost layer. The 
release of this gas in the coming years will signifi-
cantly influence the acceleration and the process of 
warming. 
Along with the coming warming, in Russia’s hinter-
land one notices that a never-fulfilled fantasy for 
climate change existed before. This time around, 
global warming is a welcomed consequence. Which 
makes Russia the frontline of climate change. But 
the time to follow through on political promises about 
warming is running out. 

Past Wishes
Russia’s long withstanding relationship with nature is 
rooted in the existing natural conditions. Uninhabita-
ble areas take up 60% of the country, which is home 
to 7% of the total population of Russia. The reason 
for the confrontation with nature emerges primar-
ily due to Russia’s current political and economical 
strategy which is very focused on natural resources.

Warming Russia

People and warming
Changes following and induced by global warming 
vary from losing permafrost in the north to experienc-
ing drought in the south. In total 34 million people will 
experience the severe consequences of this warm-
ing. Change on this scale is unprecedented and it is 
starting to shows signs of urgency in Russia espe-
cially. 
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Enemies of the State
The Transformation of Nature was proclaimed by 
Stalin’s regime in 1948 and implemented by a re-
gime which wanted to triumph over nature. The am-
bition was there and the science was used to support 
it. The ability of the Soviet regime to adapt through 
science proved immense. For example, agronomist 
Trofim Lysenko advocated that the acquired charac-

Broken link
The connection of science and policy-making is a 
vital question for climate change today, and Russia 
is no exception to this. The difference is that science 
no longer has the direct link to politics it once did 
and it remains almost unheard. But ideas do exist: 
Budyko’s geoengineering idea of sulphur injections 
into the stratosphere to stabilize the climate from 
the mid-1970s is still being developed and pursued 
academically.

Nature of Error
In Soviet times droughts, frozen land and small river 
flows were seen as “Oшибки природы” (errors of 
nature) that needed to be fixed. Whether it was 5.7 
million hectares of forest in the Russian south or to 
make the Volga basin 25% bigger, one thing was 
central, namely change. Disobedience by nature was 
not to be tolerated. 

teristics of plants can be inherited - and that if you 
grew the plants incrementally further and further 
North each year, the plants would gradually adapt to 
the climate to the point where you can grow anything 
in the Arctic. Ideology-based science pushed the 
thinking about the environment in strictly physical 
terms to the extremes. 
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Hinterland in the Making

The New Hinterland. Estimation of possible changes on Russia’ territory through the lens of climate 
change.  Expansion to the north, increase of arable land, droughts in the south.

The Scale of Change
It is hard to measure the change in the hinterland of Russia caused by warming 
in such big proportions. The scale of natural disasters and opportunity attain a 
more realistic dimension when compared to European countries.
The productive south of Russia is the size of Spain, while areas that might be-
come arable are the size of Sweden. Russia needs to understand it cannot afford 
to take no action. 

3.3 germany

~spain

505 000 km2

sweden 449 964km2

357 021 km2

~sweden

~germany

-3.4 % 
(58 million ha)

+2.7 % 
(44 million ha)

+5.7 % 
(98 million ha)

total
~expansion of Russia

+5 % 
(84 million ha)

North Pole Addition

Melting

Southern Woes
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Development of Arctic oil fields started with the Prirazlomnoye oil rig. There were several fields discovered in the late 1980s in the 
Arctic can now finally be exploited.           
Source: http://en.rian.ru/images/16737/14/167371473.jpg; http://www.marineinsight.com/marine/marine-news/featured/akademik-lomon-
osov-the-worlds-first-floating-nuclear-plant/

LNG terminal in 2012

Dudinka

first floating nuclear power station

Prirazlomnoye 2012
Sevemash Shipbuilding

Ludloskoye (1990) Ledovoye (1992) 
Stokmanovskoye (1988)Severo-Kildinskoye (1985) 

Murmanskoye (1983) 
Leningradskoye (1990) 
Rusanovskoye (1989) 

Severo-Gulyaevskoye (1986) Pomorskoye (1985) 

North Pole

The Prirazlomnoye Rig
The assembly of the New Hinterland has begun. 
With frozen waters melting away in the far north, 
the government’s interest in oil there becomes ever 
more real. This case follows the strongest trace of 
optimism for warming in the north of Russia.

Hinterland’s Priority 
The first ice-free oil rig Prirazlomnoye has finally be-
come a reality in the beginning of March 2012. The 
news was flashed to prove Russia’s resilience and to 
reaffirm the dedication to the state’s main source of 
income, but this project tells us more. Global warm-
ing is being welcomed and actively incorporated in 
strategies when it comes to resources.
The Prirazlomnoye oil rig was developed locally, and 
is a Russian product that merges military technology 
and corporate interests, while pragmatically embrac-
ing the change ahead.  
The rig was designed by the Sevemash shipbuilding 
company which built around 80% of submarines in 
Soviet times and is based in the White Sea. 
In the late 1990s when climate change had not yet 
manifested itself in a convincing way as it has in the 
past few years, even the boldest thoughts about drill-
ing in the Arctic included one main premise: it could 
not have happened without foreign technology. Now, 
the development and building of the Prirazlomnoye 
oil rig marks a new beginning for Russia’s mono-cen-
tric economic development strategy. 

Hauling the New Hinterland - From a shipbuilding yard in the 
White Sea. The Prirazlomnoye rig on the way to the oil field.   
Source: http:/sdelanounas.ru/images/img/www.sevmash.ru/rus_
images_stories_7372.jpg; (2012) 
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Bringing Down the House
Permafrost, the permanently frozen land that covers 60% of Russia, is endan-
gered by global warming. The depth of ice has increased to the north but in the 
last decades the line of permafrost in the south has moved around 40 to 80 kilo-
metres to the north-east. As a result numerous cities and infrastructure, namely 
pipelines, have already been damaged and are in need of a strategy to maintain 
operational conditions.

The Speed of Change
The softening of solid ground is not the only problem that is emerging with global 
warming. The release of methane gas with the melting of the ice will not only 
contribute to accelerating climate change, but will potentially be hazardous, due 
to the high flammability of the gas. The changing landscape that comes with 
release of methane is unprecedented: the creation of methane lakes, coastal 
erosion, ground collapsing... The surface of the earth has never changed so 
fast, on such a large scale. Satellite images show that the total area of methane 
lakes expanded by some 12 percent from 1973 to 1998 in Siberia. By 2100, an 
estimated 300 billion tonnes of carbon from carbon dioxide and methane are ex-
pected to be emitted into the atmosphere. Stopping the melting of the permafrost 
is only possible by stopping the rise of average global temperatures.

Adaptability
The places of interest in this frozen land are in most cases linked to rich subsoil 
resources. The key interest and voice is generally formulated by corporations 
such as Gazprom and other companies of a similar magnitude. “For Russia, the 
biggest threat as a result of the melting permafrost is to oil and gas infrastruc-
ture,” said Vladimir Chuprov, who heads Greenpeace’s energy program in Rus-
sia.  At this point, corporations are the first to respond to the distress call, while 
people wait for action.

State of permafrost on “planet Russia”. The fall of cities seems imminent, but no strategy exists. 
Sources: Anisimov, Oleg and Reneva, Svetlana; Permafrost and Changing Climate, The Russian 
Perspective, June 2006 ,Ambio Vol. 35, No. 4; http://en.rian.ru/infographics/20120205/171095224.
html via http://02varvara.wordpress.com/tag/permafrost/, (2011)

Russian Deputy Minister for 
Emergencies Ruslan Tsalikov 
said in a statement in June 
2008

“By 2030, the 
damage from 
global warming 
may become 
catastrophic. 
Up to a fourth of 
the dwellings in 
the North of the 
country is at risk of 
destruction”

The State of Permafrost: How to Deal with the Loss of 
Solid Ground?

Source: Journal Nature, Sept. 
6, 2006 via http://thewe.cc/
weplanet/news/arctic/perma-
frost_melting.htm

“Methane, 
greenhouse gas 23 
times more powerful 
than carbon dioxide 
trapped in a special 
type of permafrost is 
bubbling up at a rate 
five times faster than 
originally measured”

Methane gas trapped in a 
lake in Autumn, Siberia.  
Waiting for spring to break 
free.                      
Source: http://thewe.cc/we-
planet/news/arctic/permafrost_
melting.htm (2006)

Burning planes of methane: 
The speed of warming will 
be determined by areas of 
Russia that are not managed.                               
Source: http://www.re-
alclimate.org/index.php/
archives/2012/01/much-ado-
about-methane/(2012)
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Warming Permafrost

County’s interest goes down the drain: Pipelines lose founda-
tions.      
Source: http://assets.knowledge.allianz.com/img/russia_pipeline_
permafrost__1_12416.jpg  (2010)

The first phase in permafrost change is already 
noticeable in the countries situated within the 
Arctic Circle. Energy giants such as Gazprom are 
addressing the issue of  warming by investing in 
equipment, while the rest of Russia has no strategy 
and the predominant trend is abandonment.

Beginning of Change
Greenpeace estimated in 2000 that 15 million tons of 
crude oil leak out of Russia’s pipeline system every 
year. It is hard to determine how much more leakage 
will happen due to the permafrost and how much is 
occurring to bad maintenance. Looking at the exam-
ple of oil companies one tendency emerges - their 
readiness to respond to warming.
There are other ideas as well on how to deal with 
permafrost. The United States is looking into local-
ised freezing of the ground near pipelines, to support 
the existing foundations. 
In the near future, plans on how to deal with perma-
frost are most likely to come from the most invested 
party, the fossil fuel giants. 

Refreezing permafrost. An idea developed for Alaska pipeline 
shows selective artificial maintenance of permafrost.                    
Source: http:/yellowairplane.com/Global_Warming/4-Trans_Alas-
ka_Oil_Pipeline_Problems.html; (2006)

Permafrost demonstrates power on a building in Vorkuta. 
Splitting structures in half.     
Source: http:/permafrost.su/results_R-E_project; (2006)

Sinking railway on permafrost. Destruction of communication in 
hinterland.                                                    
Source: http://www.themoscowtimes.com/business/article/count-
ing-the-cost-of-russias-melting-permafrost/444890.html (2010)

Cities want permafrost
The permafrost is home to about 10 million people, 
but they currently do not receive the urgency and at-
tention allocated to the pipeline system. 
According to the climatologist Vladimir Klimenko, 
80% of buildings in Vorkuta are in dangeros condi-
tion. There are no quick fixes when in comes to 
stopping the melting of the permafrost. It demands 
a strategy, investments and readiness to deal with 
dangers that exist now and those that methane will 
bring - far more than destruction of oil and gas infra-
structure. 
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Exposure to Climate Change
Russia is first on the list of post-communist countries 
exposed to climate change on such a scale, but overall 
is low on the level of adaptability. Potential benefits may 
exist, but Russia’s vast territory and sluggish governing 
response make its score on adaptability very low.  
Russia needs to be persuaded adopt a sense of ur-
gency in addressing climate change, both for its own 
national territories and beyond.

Source of Vulnerability
Today in Russia there is an optimism about global 
warming, but the rest of the world might not share the 
same positive outlook. From the top ten importers into 
Russia, four (Japan, Germany, France and China) have 
advanced domestic strategies for dealing with climate 
change, while three are lingering in a post-Kyoto lack of 
definition (Poland, Ukraine and Belarus) and three have 
no strategies (South Korea, United States and Italy). 
This diversity makes it urgent for Russia to develop 
its future potential reducing dependency and thinking 
ahead. 

Warming Risks
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Global Initiatives Dealing with Climate
The post-Kyoto period has changed objectives: na-
tional approaches to combat climate change started to 
be more and more varied with strategies varying from 
reducing CO2 emissions to geoengineering. 
Russia’s participation in Kyoto seems opportunistic: 
there is wealth to be gained in the annex of the Kyoto 
Protocol from emissions surplus in the carbon market. 
The commitment to tackle climate change is unclear.

Russia and Climate Talks
When comparing rhetoric between the dialogue in 
Russia and global climate change discourse one 
thing becomes apparent. During Soviet times, Rus-
sia developed a pragmatic, hands-on approach with 
geoengineering as a tool to deal with the harsh climate. 
The option to apply changes was open but it started to 
disappear as the Soviet Union weakened. 
Today Russia doesn’t seem to be interested in the 
same ideas it once was, and has taken on a new role. 
Contemporary Russia behaves towards the climate 
similarly to how the Western countries did 40 years 
ago, in a profit-driven way. 
Russian authorities accept the benefits and acknowl-
edge some of the dangers, such as extreme weather 
occurrences. And this warming is, in a way, something 
they wanted all along.
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The Rise of Nature

The rise of nature we witness today is a prelude to the coming years. After trying 
to transform nature and change it to be better suited for easier use, the open 
rebellion has started. The side-effects of plans made throughout the 20th century 
provoked the system which has reacted in a number of disasters. The frequency 
of these occurrences cause us concern and raise awareness about the delicacy 
and intertwining of all natural elements. An attempt was made to protect nature, 
through preservation laws that were defined to secure the wilderness and to 
prevent further damage. But, the damage, in a way, gave nature the opportunity 
to gain momentum and grow. 
Today we observe man’s delusion that it is still nature that should be protected, 
when it is man who retreats away from the unpredictability and runs to the se-
curity of a built environment. Nature is on rise and we need a new set of laws/
principles.
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