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Russia and climate change before COP21
Russian emissions have fallen considerably, but as a result of economic transition rather than
sustainable policies. Climate change is not yet a domestic priority and at the Paris climate
conference Russia is unlikely to agree to ambitious targets for its future emissions reductions.
Russia – a major emitter of greenhouse gases
When it comes to emissions, Russia punches
above its weight. Though it has only the
world's ninth largest population and the tenth
largest economy, it is the fifth largest emitter.

Russia emits far more than the EU relative to
its population and GDP.
Why are Russian emissions so high?
Energy production generates the lion's share
(40%) of total Russian emissions. Measured in
terms of energy consumption per dollar of GDP, the Russian economy is seven times more energy-intensive
than Germany and four times more than the USA, meaning that it uses a far higher amount of energy for a
given amount of economic activity. This has partly to do with Russia's geographical situation, as a cold
climate and widely dispersed population require more energy for heating and transport, but also with poor
energy efficiency. Moreover, nearly all energy consumption (91% in 2012, compared to 75% for the EU-28) is
of fossil fuels. Fugitive emissions, essentially leaks from gas pipelines, account for a further 18% of emissions.
Russian emissions are far below their 1990 level
Compared to 1990, the benchmark year used by most parties to the Kyoto Protocol, the most recent figures
for Russian emissions (2012) are down by 50% (32% if land use and forestry emissions are excluded).
Russian emissions are on the increase again
After reaching their lowest point in 2002 (44% of 1990 levels), Russian emissions have started growing again
between 2008 and 2012, at an average annual rate of 0.6%, with three quarters of net growth coming from
rapidly rising road traffic, and most of the rest from energy.
Taking into account the current economic downturn, recent projections – mostly based on business-as-usual
scenarios – estimate that Russian emissions in 2020 will be 68-75% of 1990 levels. Net land use and forestry
emissions, currently negative, are predicted to increase, reaching zero by 2040.

Russia's domestic climate policy
Catastrophic post-Soviet economic decline and closure of some of the main polluters resulted in lower
industrial emissions. While Russian forestry is far from sustainable (huge swathes of forest are still
disappearing due to forest fires and clearing of virgin forests), the decline of commercial logging to just over
half its 1990 level turned the sector from a carbon emitter to a net sink. These two factors in combination
rather than climate-friendly policies enabled Russia to halve its greenhouse gas emissions in the 1990s.
Since economic growth resumed in 2000, emissions have risen slowly but steadily (6% between 2000 and
2012), whereas the US and EU saw theirs decline during the same period by 14% and 12% respectively.
Indeed, Russia has shown little interest in combating climate change, which, if anything, is perceived as
beneficial: in 2003 Vladimir Putin commented that global warming would enable Russians to spend less on
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fur coats and grow more crops, a view echoed in 2013 by then-Agriculture Minister, Nikolay Fyodorov.
Global warming is barely mentioned in Russian media or the school curriculum, nor is it a priority for Russian
businesses, particularly in the current difficult economic situation. Meanwhile, cheap and abundant fossil
fuel supplies reduce incentives to increase energy efficiency or use of renewable energies.
Nevertheless, attitudes are changing, not least due to increasingly frequent extreme weather events such as
devastating droughts in 2010 and 2012, which caused heatwaves and forest fires. Melting permafrost will
undermine the stability of many buildings in northern areas. Recently, Natural Resources Minister, Sergey
Donskoy acknowledged that global warming could cost Russia 1-2% of its GDP per year.
Accordingly, in April 2014 an action plan was adopted to achieve the 2020 target of total emissions at 75% of
1990 levels, set by a September 2013 presidential decree. While this is a positive development, the goal is
anything but ambitious as it actually represents a 50% increase on current levels. Moreover, implementation
of the action plan has been slow: a law introducing mandatory carbon reporting for businesses is unlikely to
be adopted this year, and funding for a regional pilot carbon-market scheme has been cut. Progress towards
energy efficiency is similarly lagging, with funding for energy efficiency projects slashed in the 2015 federal
budget, and businesses reluctant to invest, given long-term economic uncertainty.

Russia's international climate commitments
Unsurprisingly, given that Russia is one of the
world's largest consumers and producers of
fossil fuels, domestic inaction goes hand-in-hand
with a lack of enthusiasm for international
climate commitments.
2008-2012 – first Kyoto commitment period.
Russia did not ratify the Kyoto Protocol till 2004,
seven years after its adoption, even though it
was never in any danger of missing its target (0%
reduction in 2012 compared to 1990, double its
2004 emissions), and indeed stood to gain
considerably: under the Protocol's Joint
Implementation mechanism, between 2010 and
2012, Russia benefited from 182 green
investment projects by foreign companies (for
example, refurbishing gas pipelines to reduce
leakage) in exchange for surplus carbon credits
generated by the massive disparity between its
Kyoto target and actual emissions.
2013-2020 – second Kyoto commitment period. Russia had already announced at the 2010 Cancun climate
conference that it would not accept binding reductions for the post-2012 second Kyoto period, citing the
reluctance of other major emitters such as Japan and Canada to commit. Another reason for Russia's
withdrawal was that benefits from the sale of surplus credits had been much less than expected, despite the
above-mentioned investment projects.
Post-2020 targets. Russia has barely participated in pre-Paris climate conference negotiations. Though one
of the earliest submitted, its intended nationally determined contribution (proposed target) of 70-75% of
1990 emissions by 2030, including forestry and land use, i.e. 41-50% up on current emissions, is also one of
the least ambitious. Described as a 'long-term indicator' rather than a firm commitment, this level is easily
achievable even if Russian emissions continue growing and no additional measures are taken. In contrast,
the EU proposes to cut its emissions by 40% compared to 1990 (22% down on 2014 levels).
As Russia has the world's largest forests, it may push for inclusion in mechanisms promoting sustainable
forestry, currently limited to developing countries. It may also try to use climate change as a bargaining chip,
as in 2004, when the EU reportedly rewarded Russia's ratification of Kyoto by agreeing to back its
membership in the World Trade Organization (however, as Russia now has a much smaller share of global
emissions than before, its bargaining power in this respect is limited). Russia's final position will be
influenced by geopolitical considerations, such as the approach taken by fellow BRICS countries.

GHG emissions, % 1990 level (dotted lines:
excluding land use/forestry) and targets

Data: UNFCCC.

TARGET 2012 2020 post-2020
Russia 100% 75% (domestic target) 70-75% (for 2030)
EU 92% 80% (Kyoto II) 60% (for 2030)
US n/a 96% (Copenhagen pledge) 83-85% (for 2025)
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