Russian Environmental Affairs in the Transition: Can the government coordinate its response in time to avert environmental catastrophes? by D.J. Peterson 

Over the past seven years, the processes of glasnost and democratization have brought to light revelations of widespread environmental destruction in the Russian Federation. A short list of pressing problems includes collapsing fisheries; substandard drinking water; food products tainted by agrochemicals; urban smog; widespread blight from dear-cut logging; devastation of the Arctic tundra from oil, gas, and minerals development; illegal ocean dumping of radioactive wastes from Russia's Navy; stockpiles of untreated hazardous waste; and extensive contamination at nuclear and chemical weapons facilities. Each new discovery adds to the long list of challenging social problems now facing the Russian Federation as it struggles to reform itself in the post-Soviet era.

While much effort by Western scholars has been put into documenting environmental problems in the Russian Federation, little attention has been focused on their political and economic implications. Therefore, in addition to a brief overview of the state of environmental conditions in he Russian Federation, this article addresses the public response to news of environmental degradation and government efforts to confront environmental problems in the late Soviet era and during me first years of the post-Soviet transition.

In light of important political and economic reforms of the past few years, this article also addresses the impact of these processes on environmental issues, including the role of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) dedicated to environmental issues.

This study concludes with some observations on Russia's tasks for enhancing public policy in the future.

The Environmental Legacies of Communism

Despite their flaws, official Russian data can provide some basic indicators of environmental quality in the early 1990s. In 1992, 83 cities across the Russian Federation experienced episodes when pollutants exceeded air quality standards by a factor of ten. By contrast, air pollution levels in Los Angeles, the city with the worst overall air quality in the United States, rarely exceed standards by a factor of three. Cities with large metallurgical smelters and chemical plants rank as having the most hazardous air pollution problems. These locations include: Norilsk, Nikel, Novotroitsk, Angarsk, and Monchegorsk. Other major cities high on the hazardous list include: Magnitogorsk, Kemerovo, Volgograd, Chelyabinsk, Khabarovsk, and Krasnoyarsk.

Water pollution is just as severe as air pollution. Lakes and rivers alike have been polluted with biological contaminants, petroleum products, phenols, and heavy metals, largely as a result of inadequate and poorly maintained municipal and industrial wastewater treatment systems. In 1992, only 9 percent of discharges were treated to standard. Soil erosion and agricultural runoff have had a strong impact on smaller rivers and streams, particularly in Russia's southern regions. Extensive civil engineering projects-dams, dredging, channeling, diversions, and irrigation systems-have exacerbated environmental conditions and present a legacy of the Soviet era that will last for the foreseeable future. To take one noteworthy example, severe water pollution, extensive dam-building, and aggressive over-fishing have decimated stocks of caviar-producing sturgeon and other fish species in the Volga River, the " Mississippi of Russia." 

Cities in Russia are largely dependent on surface water resources for their drinking water supplies, and this raises the potential public health impact of water pollution. In 1992, over one-fifth of drinking water samples failed to comply with standards for chemical factors. Municipalities find themselves in a difficult predicament. They have been forced to rely on larger doses of chlorine to combat rising biological contamination, yet this treatment strategy also generates carcinogenic by-products. In many regions, including large cities such as St. Petersburg, Kemerovo, and Tomsk, residents routinely are advised to boil their tap water.

To boost food supplies and compensate for the shortcomings of collective agriculture, the Soviet regime promoted the extensive mechanization of agriculture and pushed farming into fragile and arid pasture lands. The government also supplied farmers with ample stocks of agrochemicals at virtually no cost and with minimal guidance in their proper use. The result has been widespread soil degradation as well as groundwater and produce contamination. High levels of nitrates have been observed in up to 10 percent of food samples in Russia, for example.

The cost of environmental degradation in terms of human health has been high, and this expense has contributed to a public health crisis the region's underfunded medical infrastructure has been ill-equipped to handle. According to estimates cited by a government commission chaired by Aleksei Yablokov, one of Russia's leading environmental experts, 20 percent of illnesses in Russia can be directly linked to environmental factors. Other epidemiological data indicate that the incidence of chronic pediatric illnesses doubled in the 1980s, presently affecting one in every five children. Increasing environmental degradation also has been tied to a drop in life expectancy recorded since 1986-a trend Yablokov has labeled " one of the most fundamental threats to national security." 1 While such epidemiological data have pointed to alarming trends over the past few decades, this information remains inadequate for setting the public policy agenda: The number of studies remains small, data often is not comparable, and confounding factors such as workplace hazards and behavior (smoking, alcohol consumption, diet, stress) remain to be controlled for.

Environmentalism and the Public Response

The 1980s saw the rapid development of environmental awareness among the Soviet population as revelations in the media, public arenas, and government forums of widespread environmental degradation pushed the envelope of glasnost. Public concern about the environment figured prominently in the growing number of public opinion surveys conducted in the late 1980s. In a 1989 poll, 1 in 10 people surveyed said the environment was the country's most serious problem. Of 12 major problems enumerated, cleaning up the environment was listed fourth, behind food supply problems, poor housing conditions, and inflation, but surpassing more pressing and visible issues such as ethnic tensions, social injustice, poor health care, and crime.2 Environmental issues also figured prominently in local, regional, and national elections and at the first meetings of the USSR Congress of People's Deputies and Supreme Soviet in 1989 and 1990.

The explosion of public interest fueled the rapid growth across the Russian Federation of hundreds of local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) dedicated to environmental issues. Like the first phases of environmentalism in the United States, the thrust of the first environmental action groups in Russia was to effect a rapid change in local conditions. During this phase of mass protest and activism, newly appointed environmental officials shrewdly sought to capitalize on public sentiment and work closely with environmental NGOs in pursuing broad policy objectives aimed at controlling pollution. The most significant outcome of this alliance was an aggressive campaign to shut down grossly polluting operations and halt the construction of new plants: In 1989, over 1,000 production units either were closed or had their output scaled back for environmental violations.

By 1991, however, the popularity of the NGOs as grassroots movements largely peaked as environmental issues lost their novelty and shock value and as citizen-activists realized they were unlikely to achieve rapid progress. Economic reform and democratization also brought with them a host of other pressing issues such as job security, inflation, ethnic tensions, and crime, which quickly eclipsed environmental issues. Within a couple of years, mass support for NGOs in most regions sharply diminished. As the initial emotional and popular appeal of the country's environmentalism receded, it left behind a smaller number of more professional, experienced, focused, and committed environmental activists and organizations. As a result, NGOs continue to play an important role in shaping the direction of public policy regarding the environment and natural resources as it leads the development of civil society in the post-Soviet era.

Although each environmental NGO had its own particular agenda, most of them share similar principles and objectives. Monitoring environmental quality is one area of particular interest and activity, since environmental advocates consider the limited amount of official information unreliable. The Let's Help the Volga organization has conducted periodic expeditions to test water quality along the Volga River to corroborate official data and to fill in crucial gaps. Activists often describe the general public as " ecologically illiterate" and often allocate much of their modest income to publishing environmental newsletters, such as the Krasnoyarsk Environmental Bulletin and Vladivostok's Call of the Taiga. Many environmental groups place a strong emphasis on formal education and have developed curriculums for their local school systems.

Many of Russia's environmentalists now realize that opposition tactics of dosing factories and thwarting new development was not enough to guarantee an improvement in ecological conditions. Rather, like the change in tactics witnessed in the United States, many environmentalists now take a longer-term perspective and actively participate in the policy-making process. Nongovernmental organizations and individuals often take the initiative to analyze existing environmental information and issue reports, develop long-range planning documents, and conduct environmental impact assessments. Government officials often turn to environmental groups for such input and expertise. Officials in the city of Dzerzhinsk were so impressed with the data collected by the Let's Help the Volga expedition, that they used it to substantiate their successful appeal to Moscow to be declared an official " environmental disaster zone." Many officials frequently stress the positive role of NGOs in raising consciousness and setting the agenda for citizens' environmental action. At an environmental summit meeting with local NGOs in 1993, the head of the Yaroslavl regional committee urged activists to exercise their legal rights as citizens and initiate lawsuits against polluters.3
Though significant progress has been achieved, Russia's new environmental movement still faces obstacles. Problems exist between environmentalists, government officials, and the public at large. Citizens often express a deep-seated pessimism about trying to achieve environmental change. The public's low esteem of government bureaucrats has historical roots in Russian culture, where citizens have always perceived a vast distance from their government. This chasm has persisted in the post-Soviet era as reports proliferate of widespread corruption, political intrigues, and undemocratic behavior by public servants. Despite their awareness of environmental problems, many Russian conservatives have negative attitudes toward environmental advocates (indeed, toward the democratic movement as a whole). In a period of increasing economic troubles, many conservatives accuse environmentalists of blocking or slowing economic recovery and growth.

Like their counterparts in the West, Russia's environmental advocates frequently decry their exclusion from the policy process. Bureaucrats often do not accept the idea that citizens groups can make substantive contributions to the formulation and implementation of sound environmental policy, relying on the commonly expressed argument that their own agencies possess the requisite technical expertise and information to achieve their objectives and therefore need not obtain outside assistance. While welcoming the public's support in principle, many of Russia's environmental officials (like those elsewhere in the world) do not want NGOs monitoring their every move, criticizing them, or offering unsolicited advice. The same officials sometimes opportunistically elect to collaborate with NGOs only when the latter have gained the attention or support of Western organizations.

Many of the key actors in Russia's environmental movement are members of the intelligentsia who were marginalized or alienated by the Soviet regime. Suspicion of government officials and their bureaucracies among environmentalists, therefore, continues to run high. Although many environmental officials have made overtures toward environmental activists and their NGOs, the latter often consider any cooperation with government or industry tantamount to violating their principles or sacrificing their independence. Much like the outlook of Greens in the West, Russia's environmentalists tend to view government institutions and programs as unnecessarily bureaucratic, undemocratic, reactionary, and protective of their expertise and information. " We play by different rules. . . . Our role is to provide information so people can make informed decisions," explained Nikolai Shelemov, coordinator of the Moscow Ecological Federation. Speaking of environmental officials, Shelemov continued: 'Their role is to hide information in order to carry out their own interests and the interests of executive authority." 

The environmental movement in the Russian Federation is ideologically disparate and has attracted people from all points on the political and social spectrum. Unfortunately, one of the striking features of the environmental movement is its divisiveness-groups ostensibly allied in a common cause seem to trust each other as little as they trust industry and government officials. Environmentalists frequently deride their colleagues and express little interest in their experiences, and lack toleration for their perspectives and opinions-a reflection of the political polarization, anomie, and disaffection characteristic of Russian society as a whole.

In the post-Soviet era, environmental, ethnic, and nationalist sentiments frequently coincide and reinforce each other. In many regions of the federation heavily populated by non-Russians, environmentalism has frequently taken on anti-Moscow overtones as activists have attempted to break the grip of the center's " environmental colonialism." Among the Russian population, " reactionary environmentalism" has fueled opposition to market-oriented economic reforms, democratization, and more extensive ties with the West. Vladimir Zhirinovsky's Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has managed to draw many of the country's environmentalists to its nationalist positions with reports of Western efforts to dump toxic wastes and " dirty" technologies in Russia and to plunder the country's natural resources. After its strong showing in the December 1993 elections, the LDP placed several of its adherents in prominent positions in the new Russian parliament's environment committee.

Institutions for Environmental Protection

Glasnost's revelations about the USSR's environmental crisis, combined with increasing public concern, moved the Soviet regime to reorganize and restructure its approach to environmental and natural resources management. Following the lead of the Soviet government in 1988, the Russian Federation created its first agency dedicated solely to environmental protection, which was ultimately named the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Natural Resources (MEPNR, or its Russian acronym, Minpriroda).

Minpriroda is the Russian Federation's leading organization for environmental protection. The federal office is responsible for the development of long-range environmental plans, the elaboration of federation-wide rules and regulations, the administration of international programs, and the management of nature reserves. The federal agency oversees a network of affiliated committees located in the capital of each of the federation's 89 oblasts, krais, and republics. These regional committees are the most important unit in Russia's environmental protection system in terms of the implementation and oversight of federal environmental policy. The regional bureaus, together with subordinate local (city and rural district) environmental committees, are responsible for regulating polluting operations, monitoring emissions, and enforcing federal regulations.

To date, the ministry's accomplishments in the field of environmental protection have been modest. In its short six-year history, Minpriroda has been preoccupied with constant reorganization (the agency has had four ministers). A shortage of material and human resources (employment at the headquarters numbers about 630 employees) and the absence of sufficient legislation have confined the ministry to setting national environmental policy only in the broadest terms. To this point, regional and local administrators frequently complain about the lack of institutional and material support from Moscow. Regional and local agencies themselves suffer from a heavy workload: In Kemerovo Oblast, for example, 64 inspectors are responsible for overseeing the activities of 1,200 enterprises. Regional regulators must also labor without adequate monitoring and laboratory equipment, transport, and office equipment. As a result, Minpriroda's regional inspectors must rely on the good will and cooperation of those they are seeking to regulate.

Despite a lack of material and technical support, the environmental protection bureaucracy in Russia is rather proficient in the area of air and water pollution control, as well as soil, forest, and wildlife conservation. On the other hand, Russia suffers from a lack of expertise in environmental policy-making, regulation, and management. This bias is partly a reflection of the missions and expertise of organizations the environment ministry absorbed when it was created in the late 1980s. It also reflects a cultural preference in Russia for narrow technical/engineering over broader managerial/institutional solutions to environmental problems. As a result, while Russia's environmental protection bureaucracy is relatively proficient at tackling " hard" technical issues such as sewage treatment and air pollution control, it lacks expertise in the " soft" fields of environmental economics, law, regulation, policy analysis, and program assessment.

In addition to Minpriroda, there are numerous other agencies in Russia involved in natural resource development and environmental protection. Minpriroda was created to supersede these government departments, but it often finds itself doing battle with them. While charged with protecting the environment, these agencies had earned a reputation for inactivity and malfeasance, and critics argued that a reorientation of government policy required their subordination to the environment ministry. Yet, since the late 1980s, several attempts to consolidate these agencies in a "superministry" have failed. Following the August 1991 putsch, the Yeltsin administration attempted such a radical restructuring as part of a larger reorganization of the Russian government. All natural resources agencies were subordinated as committees in a " bloc" under Minpriroda.

The reorganization, however, only resulted in the near paralysis of the environmental ministry, as the newly subordinated departments fought to regain their autonomy. To the chagrin of the new environment minister, Viktor Danilov-Danilya, most of the committees quickly managed to reassert their bureaucratic independence from his superministry. In the end, the experiment only served to poison relations between Minpriroda and these other agencies. Subsequent policy debates have been dominated more by bureaucratic bickering and personal attacks rather than resolution of substantive and pressing environmental problems.

Currently, the significant regulatory actors in Russia's environmental affairs include: the State Water Committee, the State Committee for Hunting Affairs, the State Fisheries Committee, the State Forestry Committee, the State Committee for Hydrometeorology and Environmental Monitoring, and the State Committee for Land Reform. Although their official status and mission may have changed somewhat, these agencies continue to behave as they did in the Soviet period: They remain narrowly focused, bureaucratically isolated from one another, and protective of their institutional interests and jurisdictional turf. The creation of Minpriroda, in many cases, has only added another layer of bureaucratic conflict and confusion. The water committee (previously the infamous Ministry of Reclamation and Water Resources), for example, is perhaps Minpriroda's biggest institutional challenger. It has claimed responsibility for water resources engineering and development (e.g. construction of dams, canals, sewage-treatment plants), management of watershed basins, and water quality monitoring. Minpriroda, in contrast, claims responsibility for overall water resources policy and enforcement of wastewater discharge regulations. While the outright acrimony once displayed between these two agencies appeared to have eased by 1994, they have not committed themselves to the necessary cooperation required for such a complex division of responsibility.

Recent Regulatory Efforts

In addition to institutional changes, the sweeping processes of democratization, decentralization, and marketization have required an overhaul of the entire legal regime of Russian society. Accordingly, the Russian government and parliament (first the Supreme Soviet, now the Federal Assembly) have been adopting a spate of fundamental and far-reaching laws, decrees, and regulations concerning everything from local self-government and taxation to foreign investment and property rights-all of which affect the environment and natural resource management.

Reflecting official concern about the potential impact of environmental disasters, a new Law on Security was adopted in 1992, which named the Ministry of the Environment as one of the government agencies responsible for protecting national security. The law also designated the position of environmental security advisor within the President's National Security Council. In May 1992, a new federal Law on Mineral Resources went into effect and overhauled government regulation of exploration, extraction, and use of the country's vast and diverse wealth of mineral resources. The government also has adopted numerous laws, decrees and resolutions in its attempts to reform property rights and land-use practices governing, among other aspects, the collection of land-use fees, conservation efforts, and survey studies. In addition to nationwide efforts, the government has turned its legislative attention to specific regional issues, such as areas contaminated by the Chernobyl disaster, the Caspian and Black Seas, and nature reserves.

One of the most important new statutes is the comprehensive Russian law, " On Environmental Protection," which came into force in March 1992. The statute codifies the jurisdiction of the various governmental agencies, outlines responsibilities of the various levels of government, and stipulates a more positive role in environmental action for individuals and NGOs. Of particular note is the law's extension of all regulations to include all military operations on Russian territory. Signaling a dramatic departure from the past, the law endorses market-based mechanisms for environmental protection and mandates criminal and material liability for " environmental damage" as well as " obligation for full compensation" for polluters' damage to the environment and to public health.

Unfortunately, this legislation will not go a long way towards ameliorating present conditions. Rather than set out explicit goals and mandating specific programs, the law merely makes broad and idealistic declarative statements. The statute still provides for overlapping and unclear jurisdictions between federal, regional, and local regulators. If not clarified, this situation could perpetuate counterproductive conflicts over bureaucratic encroachment or a tendency to shirk responsibility. While some of the law's provisions are ambitious, it barely addresses the requisite reform of an role for the judiciary in environmental reclamation. Lawsuits demanding clean-up or material compensation for injury to public health could tie up the courts in endless litigation. If decisions against enterprises are upheld, there could be countless bankruptcies. Finally, the environmental law is an ambitious attempt to regulate everything from electromagnetic radiation to the maintenance of health resorts. As adopted, the law represented an effort by the country's legislators to respond to the desires of the public by covering as many areas of environmental protection as possible, and as soon as possible, rather than taking time to pass detailed and thorough legislation for specific issues, such as air or water pollution, while leaving other vast areas essentially unregulated.

The demise of central planning and the need for fiscal austerity in light of huge federal budget deficits has robbed federal, regional, and local governments of their principal sources of revenue, even as the demands for expenditures have multiplied. Recent federal budgets have provided funds for little more than staff salaries at the Moscow headquarters of the environment ministry and its regional agencies. While politicians have been unwilling or unable to allocate adequate governmental funding for environmental remediation and protection, they have formulated an innovative " polluter-pays" plan to fund such activities, to recover the costs of natural resource consumption, and to encourage environmental protection.

This system, implemented federation-wide in 1991, supports a special off-budget fund devoted to environmental remediation. Contributions to the fund come from several sources, the most important of which are " end-of-the-pipe" emissions charges. Each year, regional and local environment committees set pollution norms for every enterprise in their jurisdictions. If the enterprise violates these norms, they are fined at five times the base rate. The fund's resources are disbursed in the following manner: 10 percent is used to support the regional and local environmental protection bureaucracy, 54 percent is allocated to financing local environmental programs, 27 percent for regional programs, and 9 percent for federal initiatives. If regulators feel that an enterprise has made a good faith effort to meet its norm or to reduce the impact of its pollution, these fees and fines may be rebated.

After three years of operation, the revenues of the environment fund remain meager: fees and fines are small and are rapidly depreciated by inflation. Companies often delay or refuse payment, or negotiate smaller remittances. Politicians are reluctant to raise permit fees or let economic sanctions take their toll, since this would force companies out of business and exacerbate unemployment. As a result, enforcers still rely on traditional criminal sanctions. Administratively, this approach is simpler to implement than the complicated polluter-pays schemes; but criminal sanctions are an ineffective way of deterring polluting firms' practices. More important, though, is that the criminal approach appears to have created a climate of selective enforcement and an increased potential for government abuse-a particular concern given the widespread corruption in Russia. Over the long term, only painful economic and administrative sanctions will deter irresponsible environmental behavior.

The Benefits of Economic Reform

Regardless of the impact of official regulatory efforts, economic reform in Russia presents the potential to improve many types of environmental problems. The country's current economic downturn, resulting from reforms and structural adjustment, has provided a brief respite from the assault on the environment-modest compensation for painful social upheaval. The brunt of the downturn has fallen on Russia's industrial sector-a trend precipitated in part by a sharp drop in military procurement. According to the head of the state armaments committee, output of military hardware declined by 78 percent between 1991 and April 1994.4 This trend is important, given the fact that defense production is the most environmentally hazardous in most cases.

Overall, emissions from stationary sources fell by 21 percent between 1989 and 1992. An improvement in air quality has been registered in major industrial centers such as Kemerovo, Chelyabinsk, and Krasnoyarsk. Overall energy consumption in Russia has fallen, stabilizing global carbon dioxide emission levels. In the same period, logging of Russian forests fell by 28 percent. Idle factories have eased the pressure on the region's overworked, outdated, and inadequately maintained utilities and infrastructure.

Eventually the region's industrial economy will rebound, but many industrial enterprises-despite the expectations and hopes of managers, politicians, and workers-will never recover. The technology and processes employed in many factories date back to World War II and before; it will simply be too expensive for these factories to modernize. The output of many other enterprises has been rendered superfluous for lack of customers-the military in particular. The end of the arms race means that Russia no longer requires vast quantities of domestically produced steel, aluminum, petroleum, and plutonium. Many enterprises are so inefficient and unable to compete in the world marketplace without massive state subsidies. Just as America's " Rust Belt" saw its aged steel mills put out of business in the 1970s by competition from abroad, many of the open-hearth steel mills of the Urals and Kuznetsk region have been rendered redundant or unprofitable.

The introduction of market prices for goods and the reduction of state subsidies also has curbed enterprises' profligate use of inputs like steel, cement, and, most important, energy. In an economy where inefficiency attained astounding proportions, the value of reducing waste and inefficiency and preventing pollution cannot be underestimated. In 1987, the CIA estimated that the Soviet economy produced $253 of gross national product (GNP) for every barrel of crude-oil equivalent consumed; the corresponding figures for the United States, West Germany, and Japan were $341, $420, and $604, respectively.5 This gap will close as inefficient enterprises shut down and competitive ones modernize. A reduction of energy subsidies will change the energy balance of the Russian economy. According to the World Bank, Russia's energy consumption is likely to experience a significant shift away from relatively expensive and heavily polluting coal in favor of cheaper and cleaner Siberian natural gas. An increase in the price for raw materials has increased demand for recycled and recovered resources. Dredges now scour the bottom of the Volga River for marketable logs once haphazardly lost on the way to downstream mills. Scrap metal dealers are also mining industrial landfills and exporting the goods.

As the economy deindustrializes and demilitarizes, we will likely witness the development of more lower-polluting high-technology and service industries. Structural adjustment is beginning to produce a resurgence of the agricultural sector, as higher food prices and the privatization of land create incentives for increased investment and production in the countryside. Scarcity-based prices have helped to reduce the massive waste that claimed up to 40 percent of agricultural output in the Soviet period. Farmers are now using significantly less agrochemicals, thereby reducing the pesticide content of foods and contamination of ground water and soil. With time, Russia once again could become a major food exporter, while using less land and fewer toxic inputs.

New Threats

Many regions of the Russian Federation remain environmentally troubled; these include the Kola Peninsula, the lower Volga region, the southern Urals, and the Kuznetsk Basin. Yet, a cross-country excursion will reveal that many areas remain relatively undisturbed compared to Western Europe or the United States, for example. First, the vast size of the Russian Federation helps to dilute the impact of environmental distress. Second, while the concentration of industrial development in a relatively small number of complexes has created hot spots of intense environmental degradation, such a pattern of development also has left large corridors of territory relatively ecologically intact. Despite their poorly managed development, cities remain ringed by greenbelts; and bioindicators like bears, moose, and storks continue to be common sights, even near urban centers. 

The postponement of mass consumerism and Western lifestyles has also minimized environmental damage in Russia. The Soviet economy produced few consumer goods and, therefore, generated little domestic waste. On a per capita basis, U.S. citizens generated three times as much trash as their Russian counterparts in the 1980s. The environmental impact of the private automobile cannot be underestimated: In 1987, there was only 1 car for every 22 Soviet citizens compared with 1 car for every 1.8 persons in the United States. Russia's urban landscapes remain uncluttered by ribbons of freeways and acres of paved parking lots, and city dwellers have benefitted from the most extensive public transportation system in the world.

However, if Russia's ongoing pursuit of economic reform is left unmediated by effective environmental controls, it could very well spell a second onslaught against nature. Like developing nations in Latin America and Africa, Russia is witnessing an explosion in the generation of solid waste, a concern which was not adequately managed in the past. A proliferation of cars, mostly imported, is beginning to choke the existing system of roads and highways and boost levels of urban smog in more prosperous cities. Despite the recession, the number of vehicles in Moscow has increased by an estimated 40 percent in the past two years. Rising automotive emissions have partially offset the decline in industrial pollution.

Increasing demands for more autonomy from more and more of Russia's regions have sparked new conflicts among regional officials, as well as between central government officials in Moscow and the regions as a whole. Local officials have taken advantage of political uncertainty in Moscow to usurp executive authority for themselves. Many regional leaders have moved to assert local control over natural resources either through poorly defined laws and property rights or under the pretense of ending Moscow's neocolonial relationship with their regions. But rather than conserve their resource wealth, many regional and local leaders have been cutting quick deals to exploit it. Oblast administrators in the Russia's Far East have sold logging and mining rights to international firms in order to make a quick ruble. Officials in the Tuva Republic and elsewhere have opened sections of nature preserves for development. In the international arena, conflicts over tracts of natural resources that straddle new political boundaries only add to the list of disputes arising on the Eurasian continent. Political and economic uncertainty has accelerated the over-fishing of sturgeon for lucrative caviar exports by the Caspian Sea's littoral states.

Questions for Future Environmental Policy

The great challenge for Russia in the coming years is to move onto a track of sustainable economic development that minimizes new burdens on the country's already troubled environment while providing enough resources to propel the country from its Soviet past. To be sure, Russia's government is committed to achieving an improvement in environmental quality; and in the coming years it will be spending substantial sums to this end, some of it in loans and grants from international sources. Given the nature of present policy debates and institutional arrangements, it is not at all certain that these precious resources will be spent very effectively.

To move towards a model of economically and environmentally sound development in Russia requires a radical restructuring of public policy. Yet, Russia's current discourse on public policy often does not lead to the identification of practical solutions. Commentators unanimously characterize the environmental situation in their country as in a state of serious degradation and continuing decline. They liberally use catch-phrases such as " environmental catastrophe" and " ecological disaster area." But such phrases tend to make environmental challenges appear overwhelming and insolvable (most of which are not) and add little analytical content to the public policy debate. Russian environmental officials and advocates frequently make references to more ideal environmental conditions of the past, but such nostalgic allusions are largely unsubstantiated by clear and concrete indicators or tasks that could serve as goals for future planning.

When policy options are advanced, they tend to be overambitious, vague, and process-oriented. Environmental policy makers and advocates have put together numerous action programs to extract Russia from its environmental " crisis," yet these exercises tend to emphasize preparatory planning and data-gathering activities rather then actual project implementation and evaluation. Such programs also often lack clear and practical objectives; without such goals, it is impossible to determine whether such projects are technically, economically, and politically feasible. The engineering mentality dominant in Russia's environmental protection bureaucracy means solutions to problems usually are often conceived of in technological terms and are assessed on the basis of the technical capability rather than their economic feasibility.

While government officials at all levels recognize the need for better environmental regulation, few recognize the need for a coherent regulatory and institutional apparatus to achieve this end. While significant effort has been directed to writing and rewriting federal and regional codes, contradictions and ambiguities persist, reflecting the fact that lawmakers seem to be unwilling to make hard decisions that may adversely affect vested interests. Yet hard decisions will have to be made to create change, and the place to begin is in eliminating the overlapping, fragmented, and ambiguous jurisdictions of the natural resource agencies themselves.

The experience of other countries around the world demonstrates that adopting the best legislation will not solve environmental problems unless such statutes can be effectively implemented in a timely and consistent manner. For instance, the polluter pays system, while interesting in theory, is too ambitious and cumbersome for an underfunded and ill-equipped environmental bureaucracy to implement. The system may have to be simplified. In general, the application of existing regulations, many of which are serviceable, is ad hoc, uneven, and subject to the vagaries of local politics. Therefore, the bureaucratic capacity of Russia's regulatory apparatus needs to be enhanced with training and material support, particularly at the regional level.

Finally, as environmental officials lack concrete direction and material support in defining or carrying out their assigned tasks, they must actively define their agendas, find creative alternative solutions, and mobilize support to these ends. As during the Soviet era, however, most officials continue to define their mandates very narrowly and continue to look placidly for direction from above. Thus, Russia needs to identify and promote more entrepreneurial and creative environmental managers who are able to avoid routinized ways of thinking and to ask the right questions to get the country out of its environmental morass.
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