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Chapter s

WESTERN AND RUSSIAN ENVIRONMENTAL NGOS:
A GREENER RUSSIA?Y

Leslie Powell

Since the mid-198os foreign governments, multilateral institutions, and foreign
and international foundations have committed well over a billion dollars to ad-
dress environmental issues in the Russian Federation.! By and large, foreign
and international funders have viewed these efforts as either democracy assis-
tance or technical assistance, quite distinct from the even larger sums involved
in economic assistance packages. While a billion dollars for environmental as-
sistance may sound impressive, its effect on environmental protection and nat-
ural resource management in Russia has been quite limited, even marginal.
However, its effect on the development of citizens” environmental advocacy
groups in Russia is notable.

In this chapter I consider the assistance programs of foreign and interna-
tional foundations (nongovernmental organizations or private donor founda-
tions) that are actively providing environmental aid to Russia. I find that the
success of these assistance programs cannot be measured in environmentally
progressive change or in heightened concern among national or local decision
makers for environmental issues. Indeed, using those criteria to gauge the influ-
ence of these programs would lead to only one verdict: that they have been a
failure. However, these programs have succeeded in substantially assisting the
establishment and development of third-sector organizations in Russia. "To some
degree they have helped to forge democratic channels between civil society and

e



Mendelson 126 151 ch5 6/13/02 12:35 PM Page$7

Western and Russian Environmental NGOs 127

political society that previously did not exist and that allow Russians to express
interest and participate in environmental policy making.

Foreign and international foundations have granted nearly all their environ-
mental aid to the so-called third sector in Russia, as opposed to the state or com-
mercial sectors. This aid has empowered social actors, created communication
networks both horizontally and vertically, raised the level of public awareness of
both environmental and democratic issues, and helped to make civil society
groups more professional, organized, and strategic. This success has come by
way of imported Western ideas of communication, coalition building, strategy,
and professionalism that have taken hold firmly among many civic advocacy
groups in Russia. However, despite these successes, no significant alteration has
occurred in the state-society balance of power.?

Aid from foreign and international foundations has, as yet, had conspicu-
ously little effect on the environment or on the implementation of environ-
mental policy. The major reasons for this failure are the weakness of the post-
Soviet state, and of channels for societal participation, and the connection
between environmental and economic or industrial issues.

First, the Russian state not only has little control over industrial and com-
mercial interests but it has a difficult time policing itself: The state bureaucracy
has been a major violator of environmental law in Russia. Meager budgetary re-
sources and nearly continuous administrative and organizational flux—the con-
stant instability of elites and institutions— contribute to the state’s weak and in-
effectual nature vis-d-vis environmental protection and natural resource
management. Since his accession on New Year’s Eve 1999, President Vladimir
Putin has worked successfully to strengthen the state and now presides over the
first federal budget surplus; however, the state overall remains bloated and inef-
fectual in a number of areas.

Second, channels for societal participation are still weak. The state enjoys a
high level of autonomy: It lacks accountability, and democratic processes are
absent or malfunctioning. In addition, the party system is weak in a representa-
tional sense, both generally and with respect to environmental interests. Al-
though the larger parties pay lip service to environmental issues, even the
“green” parties (KEDR and the Green Party) are either green in name only or
politically powerless.

A third cause of failure is the inextricable link—as well as the undeniable ten-
sion—between environmental and economic or industrial issues. The sheer
magnitude of both problems and their connection to each other means that re-
solving environmental issues by addressing only one and not the other is impos-
sible. Industrial pollution, for example, is a problem that cannot be fully ad-
dressed without simultaneously tackling the health and reconstitution of the
economy as well as the industrial infrastructure of the country. Yet most Western
nongovernmental organizations that fund environmental aid programs do not
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address the economic or industrial sources of environmental problems. Eco-
nomic assistance is usually considered an issue area separate and distinct from
democracy or technical assistance. There are exceptions. For example, the Euro-
pean Union’s program of Technical Assistance to the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States attempts to combine environmental and industrial or commer-
cial issues in many of its assistance programs. However, such issue linkage is
absent from the strategies of most foreign nongovernmental assistance programs.

The Western nongovernmental funders that do use holistic programs and
build coalitions among environmental, economic, social, and state actors have
had a more substantive effect on both the development of third-sector groups
and the political-environmental process in Russia. Thus those Western founda-
tions whose sole goal is to assist in the development of the third sector, making
it in effect the third leg of the democratic stool, have achieved some level of suc-
cess. If the goals, however, are to improve Russia’s environment as well as its en-
vironmental policies and practices, assistance programs would be much more
effective if the grantors paid attention to building coalitions among the various
sectors rather than giving money only to third-sector groups.

The arguments that I make in this chapter draw primarily on interviews that
I conducted from June to August 1998 with representatives of most of the key
Western groups providing environmental assistance to Russia as well as with
those of many important Russian recipient groups. I conducted most in Russia
and many in the Russian language; a few took place in the United States. This
chapter is also informed by a nearly yearlong trip in 1999 during which I re-
searched environmental politics in Russia. Most of the assistance programs con-
sidered here commenced only in 1992-1993, after the breakup of the Soviet
Union, and thus had been active for less than ten years, making evaluation a
challenging task. Several foundations were involved with Soviet citizens’ groups
in the perestroika period but had been able to send money into the country and
cooperate in a substantive way only after the collapse of the Soviet system. Thus
while their involvement may predate the 199os, their funding programs and un-
fettered collaboration do not.

The Western organizations that I chose for this study have a high profile in
the sphere of environmental assistance to Russia. Russian funding recipients
mentioned them repeatedly in conversation, and their names appear frequently
in the literature on Western interaction with the environmental movement in
Russia. In addition, I selected a relatively diverse set, ranging from those that
mainly work on advocacy (such as Greenpeace) to those that function mainly as
donors to local groups (such as the Initiative for Social Action and Renewal in
Eurasia [ISAR] and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation) to
those that engage at the highest political level as well as in worldwide scientific
movements (such as the World Wide Fund for Nature and the Green Cross).
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In this chapter I first trace the history of environmental politics in the Soviet
Union and Russia. I then go on to analyze the primary strategies used by West-
ern NGOs engaged in environmental assistance to Russian third-sector groups,
and I provide examples of each. Next I address the effects and limitations of
these assistance strategies, as well as several theoretical explanations for the
weakness of third-sector environmentalism in the post-Soviet context. I identify
the double-headed strategy of interactive cooperation and multisectoral coali-
tion building as having the greatest influence. Then I assess how Western
NGOs evaluate their own assistance programs, make some suggestions for en-
hancing this process, and consider several lessons learned. Finally, I bring read-
ers up to date on relevant political developments since I researched and wrote
this chapter.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT:
TRANSITIONS AND ENVIRONMENTALISM

The case of environmental politics in Russia under conditions of democratiza-
tion presents compelling issues. First, the poor state of the environment in Rus-
sia, as well as in the entire former communist bloc, has become an international
cause célebre.’ Environmental issues are, by their very nature, transboundary
and even planetary in consequence. Given the size of the territory involved in
the case of Russia, which spans a sixth of the earth’s landmass, environmental is-
sues are of concern to diplomats, scientists, activists, and the public everywhere.

Second, the environmental movement during perestroika was a powerful ve-
hicle for citizen protest and the promotion of sweeping political change. It of-
fered an entry point for Western foundations secking to assist the development
of the third sector in the Soviet Union. Given the relative strength, reach, and
organization of the Soviet environmental movement in the late 1980s, Western
NGOs that wanted to work with citizen advocacy groups in the Soviet Union
were able to get started quickly with environmental groups, even when those
same Western groups had no experience in working on environmental issues.”

Third, the subsequent weakness of the environmental movement, as well as
of the third sector in general, in the post-Soviet context presents challenges for
scholars as well as practitioners. Given the vivacity and evident influence of the
Soviet environmental movement in the late 1980s and early 1990s, what ac-
counts for its dramatic decline?

Russians who are environmentally active often claim a long history for envi-
ronmentalism in their country, dating to tsarist times.” Because of the controlling
and repressive nature of the Soviet political system, environmentalism in the So-
viet Union was for the most part either an outright fiction or a result of efforts by
the Communist Party leadership to turn what could have been an autonomous
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social organization into a state-sponsored and thus highly controlled activity.
Fcological groups in the Soviet period were allowed to address only nature con-
servation and uncontroversial scientific issues.® Organizations such as the All-
Russian Society for the Protection of Nature (VOOP) were top-down constructs
that channeled citizens’ concerns for the environment away from overtly politi-
cal issues and toward a sort of benign, uncritical, nature-loving exercise.”

The Stalin-era rush to industrialize contained the seeds of the Soviet approach
to the environment, namely, that humans could and should be the master of na-
ture. Official Soviet ideology claimed that the socialist command economy—cen-
trally organized and rational —was incapable of disturbing the environment in
any significant way; disorganized capitalism disrupted nature with its polluting
and destructive environmental externalities. Under Stalin it became the norm for
Soviet industrial enterprises to be formally responsible for policing their own en-
vironmental impact and conformity with environmental regulations. Thus pol-
luter and police were one, and because the imperatives of industrial growth were
far stronger than environmental concerns, the environmental impact depart-
ments of industrial enterprises were exceedingly weak or highly corrupt.

Under Mikhail Gorbachev citizens were allowed to engage in autonomous,
self-organized activity free of state control. After Soviet authorities finally ac-
knowledged the extent of the 1986 explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear power
plant, and when Soviet citizens learned that their government had made a con-
certed effort to suppress information about what had happened, citizen protests
against nuclear power and other state-sponsored, environmentally questionable
activities (such as the infamous river diversion project in Siberia) burst vigor-
ously into the open.

In 1988 the state took its first step toward responding. The Central Committee
of the Communist Party and the USSR Council of Ministers adopted a resolution
called On the Radical Reconstruction [Perestroika] of Environmental Protection
Activities in the Country. As a result, the State Committee on Nature Protection
(Goskompriroda) was formed. Important in at least a symbolic way, its creation
was “a significant change from the traditional Soviet view of environmental prob-
lems as discrete technological issues .. .. The structure of Goskompriroda re-
flected a progressive, systemic approach to environmental protection in recogni-
tion of the fact that environmental degradation had grown in size and complexity
to become a regional, national, and international concern.”® The Goskompriroda
created a public council that sponsored unprecedented open hearings on envi-
ronmental issues. During the first years of its existence, however, Goskompriroda
operated in a virtual vacuum with respect to environmental legislation, policy,
and practices.” Only several years later, after the complete dissolution of the state,
would a more solid legal and regulatory environment be established.!”

Since 1992 Russia’s environmental efforts have been chaotic. Frequent
changes in state environmental institutions, unclear relationships among these
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institutions, their often overlapping responsibilities, and the shifting content of
environmental laws have produced a highly unstable and often perplexing set-
ting in which environmentally concerned citizens, advocacy groups, and deci-
sion makers must operate.

A telling example of such institutional instability is the history of Goskom-
priroda itself. Since its inception in 1988 this agency has undergone three major
face-lifts. Even before the breakup of the Soviet Union, it had already been trans-
formed from a state committee into the USSR Ministry of Ecology. In 1992 it be-
came the Ministry of Protection of the Environment and Natural Resources of
the Russian Federation. This transformation entailed the abolishment of seven
USSR ministries and four republican ministries and the partial merging of sev-
eral state committees.!! In 1992-1993 the new Russian Federation’s environment
ministry and the partially merged state committees engaged in a power struggle.
The result was a weak new ministry after the various state committees were able
to reclaim most of their former responsibilities. After Yeltsin’s reelection in the
summer of 1996, the ministry was demoted once again to the status of a state
committee and renamed Goskomekologia. In May 2000 Putin abolished the
state committee altogether and relegated its primary function—that of environ-
mental monitoring—to the Ministry of Natural Resources. Environmentalists
considered this move absurd, given that the Ministry of Natural Resources is, at
core, in the business of resource usage, not protection. The comments of an ob-
server speaking of an earlier time remained true: “The structure of executive
power is in a permanent state of reorganization, enlargement, disenlargement,
and even liquidation of some bodies, which have to be restored again later.”!?

In addition, the overall political turmoil of Russia’s transition from authori-
tarian centralism adds to the confusion on the environmental front. As power
shifted from the center to the regions under the numerous and varying power-
sharing agreements that Moscow signed with the majority of the eighty-nine
“subjects of the federation” (including oblasts, krais, and republics), the locus of
power and responsibility for environmental issues became ever blurrier. Begin-
ning in the early 199os, individual “subjects” began establishing their own re-
gional ecological departments, while the Russian Federation Ministry of the
Environment (later Goskomekologia) simultaneously created its own branch of-
fices in the regions. The relationships between these regional authorities were
not always clear and differed from region to region. By and large, Goskomekolo-
gia’s branch offices performed an evaluative, regulatory, and monitoring (kon-
trol'nyi) role, tracking polluters and payments of fines. Regional ecological de-
partments, on the other hand, tended to take a more active, executive
(ispolnitel’nyi) role, by disbursing funds for environmental projects and helping
to set regional environmental policy. In a few regions only one or the other
agency existed, in which case it wore both hats, further obscuring the lines of
authority. In Moscow in 1999 the head of the city’s environmental protection
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department and the head of the city’s Goskomekologia branch division were
one and the same man.

Many observers of and participants in Russian environmental politics agree
that power over environmental issues now resides in the regions, not the center.
Thus as a Russian sociologist of social movements noted, Goskomekologia’s
branch offices in many regions were no more influential than NGOs in the
sense of having little actual power in the regions and no funding to speak of.!®
But given the varying power of regions vis-a-vis the center, as well as the varying
configurations of power and personalities within each region, such statements,
while generally true, were not universally so. Goskomekologia’s funding was cut
so drastically after 1998 that many regional and local branch offices had to lay
off a significant percentage of their staffs before dissolving them altogether.
Funding for the regional ecology departments, however, is more secure, as re-
gional administrations have direct control of these budgets.

Environmental legislation in post-Soviet Russia has also been in flux. Envi-
ronmentalists consider the 1991 Soviet Russian republic (RSFSR) law, On Pro-
tection of the Natural Environment, to be the most progressive piece of envi-
ronmental legislation produced by Russian lawmaking bodies to date. Many
consider it to be even more progressive than the Environment for Europe con-
vention adopted at the European Ministerial Conference in Aarhus, Denmark,
in June 1998 in the extent of its provisions for public participation in environ-
mental decision making. The 1991 Russian law provides for a significant role for
both individuals and NGOs to assist with monitoring and enforcement activities
and guarantees the rights to free association and access to information, to seek
legal redress for environmental degradation, and to make public demands for
and participate in environmental impact assessments (FIAs).!*

Unfortunately, many laws that Russia has passed since 1991 have been less
forward looking in both ecological and participatory terms.”> A 1995 EIA law
does not provide for public participation in state EIAs and sets up procedures
and restrictions so complex that citizens’ groups usually cannot comply.!® One
long-time observer has called the 1996 Russian Federation law on public envi-
ronmental review “terrible, but better than nothing”; it requires state organs to
provide environmental materials associated with industrial projects to the pub-
lic for review but only “at the eleventh hour and fifty-ninth minute.”!” In addi-
tion, “a veil of secrecy surrounds the activities of the ministries and agencies as
they issue numerous regulations that often contradict laws and violate citizens’
rights”; even the most progressive laws are poorly enforced.!®

STRATEGIES OF WESTERN NGOS

The programs of most foreign and international NGOs typically encompass a
wide range of activities and strategies, many of which have evolved over time
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and have been greatly influenced by the indigenous Russian groups with which
they work. Thus categorizing each foundation is nearly impossible. Nonethe-
less, we may compare the various strategies in play in several ways. Table 5.1 il-
lustrates one way. The foundations listed represent general types, not a hard-
and-fast match, and are meant as examples only.

The NGOs under consideration devote the overwhelming majority of their
assistance to third-sector actors, that is, nonstate, noncommercial actors. The di-
vide between grassroots and elite recipients is therefore in some ways a spurious
one. Elite in this context does not necessarily refer to state actors; instead, it may
refer to nongovernmental actors who are not focused on the masses. Whereas
the British donor Charities Aid Foundation provides assistance to community-
based initiatives, the MacArthur Foundation is committed to supporting intel-
lectual and academic efforts, especially when the projects proposed are policy
relevant. I call the latter focus elite.

Where assistance is provided to state actors (a small percentage of the total),
the more traditional conception of elite applies. The MacArthur Foundation
has on several occasions granted funds to the Russian Federation Ministry of the
Environment and to individual state-run nature preserves (zapovedniki). The
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWVF) assists regional and national parliaments
with the drafting of environmental legislation and has provided money, equip-
ment, and training to zapovedniki around the country. While zapovednik per-
sonnel may not enjoy a high level of decision-making authority, they are
nonetheless State Forest Service employees and are therefore more elite than
grassroots.

The divide between support for the third sector generally and support for en-
vironmental groups is much clearer (see table 5.1). Western NGOs have mission
statements or charters that set forth their overarching goals and thus determine
their strategies. Of the groups under consideration here, about half aid environ-
mental groups as a way to support the development of the third sector more
generally, and the others support environmental groups because they them-
selves are environmentally active. Thus, for example, the Pennsylvania-based,
nonprofit group Ecologia works exclusively with Russian environmental NGOs

TABLE 5.1 Strategies of Western Environmental NGOs
by Goal Orientation and Type of Recipient

Goal Orientation

Civil Society Environment

o Grassroots  Charities Aid Foundation ~ Ecologia
Recipient

Elite MacArthur Foundation World Wide Fund for Nature
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TABLE 5.2 Strategies of Western Environmental NGOs
by Idea Source and Type of Involvement

Idea Source

Indigenous Imported
Type of Project Financing A B
[nvolvement  Interactive Assistance C D

to promote high-quality monitoring of waterways, whereas the Charities Aid
Foundation supports environmental groups as part of its effort to support the de-
velopment of Russian nonprofit groups in general.

Table 5.2 illustrates another way to categorize strategies that the Western NGOs
use. Nearly all the NGOs use a combination of these strategies, and examples of
each (A, B, C, and D) are discussed below. An interactive strategy entails some
level of substantive, programmatic cooperation or collaboration between donor
and recipient, whereas project financing is limited to donations of money or equip-
ment without substantive participation by the donor organization in the project it-
self. Alternatively, the difference may be thought of as that between process-driven
and product-driven strategies, respectively, though the line between these concepts
often is blurred. Simply put, a process-driven strategy is one in which the funder is
engaged at some or all points between the start and end of a project, whereas a
product-driven strategy tends to be limited to only the start and end points.

A: PROJECT FINANCING FOR INDIGENOUS IDEAS

Perhaps the clearest example of a strategy of project financing for indigenous
ideas was the massive funding program called Seeds of Democracy that was ad-
ministered by the U.S. nonprofit organization ISAR under a cooperative agree-
ment with the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) from 1993
to 1997. Seeds of Democracy awarded approximately five hundred small grants
(up to $5,000, for a total of about $1 million) to environmental NGOs through-
out Russia. The competition process required indigenous groups to submit
project proposals. All proposals that secured grants were indigenous ideas and
subject to minimal guidelines from ISAR (no commercial ventures, no purely
scientific projects, preference to projects that benefit the community at large or
have a policy angle). Over time, groups seeking funding through the Seeds of
Democracy project, having become aware of ISAR’s preferences, tended to tai-
lor their project proposals to include community-at-large or policy elements.
Thus indigenous and imported ideas eventually were mixed. ISAR itself did not
become substantively involved in any of the funded projects; it merely acted as
a funnel (albeit an interested party) for grant money.
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B:PROJECT FINANCING FOR IMPORTED IDEAS

In 1991-1992 Battelle Memorial Institute in Washington, D.C., established the
Center for Energy Efficiency (CENEF) in Moscow. Several U.S. government
agencies and U.S.-based foundations, including the World Wildlife Fund and
the MacArthur Foundation, provided seed money. The basic concepts underly-
ing CENEF —energy conservation by both industrial and household con-
sumers and promoting collaboration on energy issues among regional adminis-
trations, industrial energy consumers, the media, and the public—originated
primarily with CENEF’s U.S.-based founders. By the late 1990s CENEF had
become a self-sustaining nonprofit organization. CENEF spent most of its seed
money in the first few years of operation and developed a client-based, contrac-
tual approach to its subsequent financing. With several subcontracted projects
from Battelle (most of which originated with the U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency) and many new contracts with the World Bank, the United Na-
tions” Environment Program, and —most important—various Russian regional
administrations and municipalities, CENEF has become a highly skilled non-
profit consulting group dedicated to energy and environmental issues.!” As
such, it stands as a positive example of a self-sustaining project that was origi-
nally created and financed with grants from Western sources.

C: INTERACTIVE ASSISTANCE FOR
INDIGENOUS IDEAS

In the late 19gos the U.S.-based nonprofit group Sacred Earth Network and its
Russian partner, Ekotok, responded to indigenous requests for assistance by de-
veloping a regional organization for the environmental movement all over
Eurasia. Until then, Sacred Earth-Ekotok had been in the business of giving
computers and communications equipment to more than four hundred envi-
ronmental NGOs in the former Soviet Union and running training seminars on
electronic communications. In regions such as the North Caucasus, Kam-
chatka, and southern Siberia, Sacred FEarth-Ekotok trains regional environ-
mental NGOs that wish to cooperate and become better coordinated among
themselves. The goal is to create coalitions among NGOs, regional authorities,
and the public to better address environmental issues that cannot be solved by a
single organization.

D:INTERACTIVE ASSISTANCE FOR IMPORTED IDEAS

There are many good examples of interactive assistance for imported ideas. The
most obvious is the professional training performed by many NGOs, such as ISAR
and a Russian-American nonprofit organization called Golubka that specializes
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in NGO training. Such training consists of lessons in strategic planning, tactics,
and the identification and use of human, informational, and financial re-
sources. One indicator of the wholly imported nature of these ideas is that in a
popular handbook for Russian environmental groups, the terms strategic plan-
ning, fund-raising, and press releases are translated (transliterated) as strategich-
eskoe planirovanie, fandraizing, and press-relizy.?’ Training of this kind has been
so widespread that some Russian activists, previously trainees, now specialize in
training others.

Another example of the strategy of interactive assistance for imported ideas is
the way in which Green Cross Russia (a chapter of the worldwide environmen-
tal advocacy organization Green Cross International [GCI| founded by Mikhail
Gorbachev at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit) has achieved a promising level of co-
operation with the Russian army and other state organs in Russia. One of GCI’s
global programs addresses the environmental legacy of wars, especially the cold
war. To this end GCI seeks to mitigate the social, environmental, and economic
consequences of chemical and nuclear contamination from military buildup.
Green Cross Russia, responsible for implementing this program in Russia, has
forged an official agreement of cooperation with the army, which subsequently
initiated its first public outreach program on environmental issues. Green Cross
Russia has also successfully concluded a cooperative agreement with the Min-
istry of Atomic Energy, which has, as a result, granted much greater public ac-
cess to information about Russia’s nuclear power and weapons industry. Other
NGOs and the public have thus all benefited from greater access to environ-
mentally sensitive information.

INFLUENCE AND LIMITATIONS

Citizen advocacy groups committed to environmental issues in Russia played
an uneven role in the transition to democracy during the 19gos. Before the mid-
1980s such groups did not exist in the Soviet Union. Gorbachev’s liberalization
policies allowed the first mass-mobilized, antistate protest movements to
emerge. Because of the confluence of the interests of environmentalists, na-
tionalists, prodemocracy activists, and others, Soviet citizens in the mid- to late
1980s came together, formed autonomous organizations, and helped bring
about transformative political and economic changes. Given environmentalists’
scientific bent, state authorities often viewed environmental groups as the least
overtly “political” and therefore the safest, of all protest groups. Nationalists,
human rights proponents, and others often joined environmental protest move-
ments partially out of shared interests but also partially as a cover for more
overtly political activities.”!

Since the breakup of the Soviet Union, however, environmental advocacy
groups in Russia have dramatically weakened and are far less populist. Although
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thousands of environmental NGOs may now be active in Russia, most are local,
small, often short lived, and frequently oriented around only a single issue.??
The environmental movement in Russia has tended to be fragmented, weak,
and strapped for cash.

Since Putin’s ascendance, environmental NGOs in Russia have come under
increasing pressure from the federal authorities. Many groups have reported
being harassed by the Prosecutor General’s Office and by police and security
forces, taking their cue from Russia’s KGB-reared leader. In the summer of
1999, for instance, Putin made public statements charging, without evidence,
that Russian environmental NGOs were engaged in espionage.?’

However ominous these developments are for the third sector and democ-
racy overall in Russia, the rise and rapid fall in influence of environmental
NGOs well predates most of the harassment of environmentalists by the federal
authorities.”* While this harassment has no doubt contributed to the weakness
of the environmental movement, the stark contrast between the vigor of the
movement in the late Soviet period and its decline in the post-Soviet period is
primarily attributable to numerous, mutually reinforcing factors, all of which
bear on the ability of Western NGOs to assist in the development of the move-
ment. These factors include a weak state, the economic crisis, “movement sur-
rogacy,” and the loss of many of the movement’s early leaders.

First, the state’s weakness has tended to stunt most third-sector groups in Rus-
sia. If the third sector is to develop into a robust network of institutions mediating
between state and society, it needs solidly institutionalized procedures for gover-
nance and advocacy. Citizens’ groups also need a coherent target audience
within the state to cooperate with or confront. If third-sector groups are to be able
to articulate their interests through established channels and acquire real influ-
ence over legislative and policy decisions, the state must be effective and institu-
tionalize procedures for governance. The weakness of the state therefore has
weakened many segments of would-be civil society in their efforts to participate
in government. Although not in anyway the goal, Putin’s efforts at strengthening
the state, including the empowerment of Federal Security Service (one of the
successors to the KGB) and the promotion of many individuals from the security
services, may inadvertently force environmentalists to be more organized.

Second, the economic crisis in Russia has undermined the environmental
movement’s public support. Most ordinary citizens who, a dozen or so years
ago, might have taken to the streets to protest the construction of a nuclear
power plant in Gorky (now Nizhni Novgorod) or a biochemical factory in
Kazan, have since become far more concerned with sustaining themselves and
their families through an economic depression. The crisis especially affects
towns in which a single (often polluting) factory employs the entire population.

Third, the early contributing factor of “movement surrogacy” has vanished.
When the environmental cause was considered relatively safe in the late Soviet
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period, nationalists, democracy and human rights advocates, and others often
folded their antistate activities into the environmental protest movement. Since
1992, however, with the breakup of the Soviet Union, nationalists and democ-
racy advocates either achieved their goals or no longer need the cover of the en-
vironmental movement.”” Thus the environmental movement in Russia today
has been greatly weakened by abandonment.

Fourth, the movement has suffered what has been called both “decapitation
through success” or “the green lift.”2® Many leaders of the environmental move-
ment who rose to prominence in the 198os left to run for office or were ap-
pointed to executive positions in regional or national administrations. A notable
example is Boris Nemtsov, who was an environmental activist and later became
the governor of Nizhni Novgorod oblast, then a deputy prime minister under
Boris Yeltsin, and now is a Duma deputy and party leader. The loss of such ac-
tivists deprived the movement of some of its most charismatic organizers.

These factors affect not only indigenous environmental advocacy groups in
Russia but Western assistance efforts as well. While external actors cannot read-
ily address movement surrogacy and decapitation by success, they can address,
if not solve, the weak state and the economic crisis. Some Western groups seek-
ing to assist the development of Russian environmental advocacy groups do
take such broad-based issues into consideration, but many do not. Assistance
programs that do not explicitly consider these overarching political and eco-
nomic factors may be helping third-sector groups, but their influence, and that
of the third-sector groups they assist, is inherently limited.

INFLUENCE

All the Western NGOs under consideration, no matter which strategies they
used, helped to develop environmental NGOs in Russia. Whether they funded
projects, built capacity, provided training, dropped equipment, or engaged in a
cooperative activity, foreign donors greatly aided Russian environmental NGOs
to become more strategic, professional, and embedded in a network, both na-
tional and transnational. Without computers and communications equipment
from the West, for example, Russian environmental NGOs would continue to
work in isolation. Given that the vast territory of Russia stretches over eleven
time zones, the transportation and communications infrastructures are of poor
quality, and money for equipment is simply nonexistent, Russian environmen-
tal groups would still be working in a virtual vacuum were it not for foreign as-
sistance.”” While NGOs in other postcommunist countries also lack a good
communications system, the sheer magnitude of the Russian landmass, as well
as the historical emphasis on vertical communication between center and re-
gion at the expense of horizontal communication among regions, considerably
magnifies the problem.
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In the post-Soviet period interactive strategies have had the most influence
on both third-sector development and the environment by emphasizing strategy
and professionalism, coalition building among all sectors, and an overt environ-
mental agenda. Less important is whether the recipient groups are grassroots or
(nonstate) elite. An interactive, explicitly environmental strategy with imported
ideas affects both the development of third-sector groups and multisectoral en-
vironmental coalitions and environmental policies more directly than does a
general strategy of funding the projects of third-sector groups, including envi-
ronmental ones.

When asked to consider the counterfactual —what would be the shape of the
Russian environmental NGO community today without foreign assistance? —
representatives of several different Russian groups said that while the number of
indigenous NGOs would be much smaller, and their range of activity much
narrower, the absence of foreign aid would also eliminate the so-called grant
junkies or fictitious organizations.”® Such groups exist for the sole purpose of re-
ceiving foreign grants in order to carry out some minimal level of work that ap-
pears to justify their continued survival. The problem of the grant junkies is one
encountered mainly by foreign foundations engaged in project funding rather
than interactive cooperation. Western groups that team up with Russian NGOs
obviously have a much closer relationship with the indigenous groups and can
evaluate their utility and level of effort more critically and accurately.

Interactive cooperation also provides a more direct mechanism for transfer-
ring Western ideas, specifically the key concepts of strategic professionalism and
multisectoral coalition building. While funding noninteractive projects may
also encourage the transfer of such ideas into practice, a group that receives
money may give only lip service to such ideas in order to receive the grant. In an
interactive environment, on the other hand, the Western group is working
alongside and influencing the practices and ideas of the recipient group.

When Ecologia, for example, first introduced to its Russian recipient groups
the concept of building coalitions—among NGOs, local or regional govern-
ment organs, industrial enterprises, and others—the groups treated it as an alien
idea, preferring instead to work almost exclusively either with other NGOs or
with like-minded intellectuals and scientists. After several years of cooperative
activity, however, plus Ecologia’s practice of having its Moscow office work only
with NGOs willing to engage in such coalition building, the recipient NGOs
now treat regional coalition building as standard operating procedure. In con-
trast, large-scale noninteractive grant programs, while typically able to distribute
aid to many more organizations, have less direct influence over the recipient
groups’ ideas and operations.

Coalition building begins to address some problems associated with the po-
litical and economic transformations occurring in post-Soviet Russia. Of the
four factors that limit the influence of Western NGOs on the environment in
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Russia, coalition building addresses three: the weakness of the state with respect
to industrial and commercial interests, the autonomy of the state with respect to
its citizenry, and the link between economic and environmental problems. To
some degree each Western NGO engaged in a specifically environmental
agenda espoused a coalition-building approach, with the exception of protest-
oriented groups such as Greenpeace or the Rainbow Keepers. Foreign funders
with agendas oriented toward the third sector in general tended not to stress the
importance of coalition building to the same degree as those with environmen-
tal agendas. This may be a result of the less targeted, more diffuse goal orienta-
tion of organizations assisting third-sector development versus the more tar-
geted and specific orientation of organizations assisting the environment.

A representative of the World Wide Fund for Nature, for instance, explained
that the WWF is trying to change the overall attitude toward environmental
protection in Russia. Instead of treating the environment as a set of discrete is-
sues solvable on a technical level by a single responsible actor (such as a pollut-
ing factory or a regional environment department), the WWF is promoting
“ecoregion-based conservation,” a more holistic approach in which all sectors—
state, industry, media, the public—cooperatively engage in environmental
strategizing and problem solving. Thus WWEF strongly encourages the local
NGOs with which it works, usually in an interactive way, to adopt such a holis-
tic, coalition-building approach.

Similarly, the Green Cross promotes the idea of “cooperation, not con-
frontation.” The executive director of Green Cross Russia noted that this is an
international idea. Originating at Green Cross International headquarters in
Switzerland, the concept has filtered into Green Cross Russia through interac-
tive cooperation and even out into the hinterland of Russia to affect the behav-
ior of other Russian environmental NGOs.?? Green Cross Russia thinks of itself
as an intermediary between public and state and thus as a spearhead of the so-
called pale green movement in Russia. Its cooperation with the authorities does
not go uncriticized, however. Some environmental groups that prefer protest
to forming multisectoral alliances have branded the Green Cross and other
coalition-building groups “collaborators.”

Coalition building is being promoted at the local, regional, and national
level. Regionally, for example, Ecologia’s Volga River monitoring network links
six or seven areas along the Volga. In each area Ecologia has given NGOs
portable water-monitoring equipment that provides immediate in-field results.
It has required the recipient NGOs to work collaboratively with local munici-
palities, local enterprises, and each other. The Green Cross and the WWF also
engage in coalition building at the national level. For example, representatives
of the Green Cross and WWF are key participants in a series of regular round-
table meetings in Moscow on environmental and political issues. High-level
state decision makers, such as the head of the former Goskomekologia, Viktor

e



Mendelson 126 151 ch5 6/13/02 12:35 PM Page$1

Western and Russian Environmental NGOs 141

Danilov-Danilyan, and members of the Duma ecology committee, frequently
attend these meetings. Such participation involves the Green Cross and the
WWEF in the national and even international policy-making process.

The concept of strategic professionalism is another key imported idea and one
that practically every training program sows in the third sector. Because this con-
cept affects the operation of indigenous NGOs at the most minute as well as the
broadest level, its successful adoption requires specific training. Western groups
involved exclusively in project financing have little or no influence on the strate-
gic thinking or professionalism of recipient groups, beyond perhaps favoring pro-
posals from organizations that appear to be more strategic or professional. While
such a preference may, over time, make itself known to the grantseeking NGO
community and may therefore encourage NGOs to become more strategic and
professional, a more direct and influential way to foster strategic professionalism is
through interactive training programs or internships at the foreign funders.

LIMITATIONS AND
UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES

The most important limitations on the success of Western NGOs with respect
to environmental issues in Russia derive from the weakness of the state, citizen
participation channels that remain unstable and unestablished, and economic
and environmental problems that are bound together. If assistance to indige-
nous environmental NGOs is understood to comprise two separate but related
goals—the development of postcommunist third-sector groups and the progres-
sive resolution of environmental issues—it is manifestly clear that greater
progress has been achieved on the first front than on the second.

Western assistance has had many unintended consequences, some of which
are unique to the environmental community (or even unique to the environ-
mental community in Russia) and some of which all advocacy communities
presumably share.

Among the unintended consequences that most assistance programs share,
regardless of issue orientation, is that of resentment of recipient groups when
aid programs do not consider local realities. This reflects the shortcomings of
importing a single blueprint from abroad. An example of such a blueprint was
the Regional Environment Center (REC), established in Budapest in the early
1990s with money from the European Union, foreign governments, and private
foundations. The REC is an information clearinghouse and central organizing
point for environmental advocacy groups and citizens’ initiatives throughout
Central and Eastern Europe. While not without its critics, the REC has be-
come a key actor in regional environmental politics.

In 1995-1996 Western donors, led by the European Union, began to talk
about establishing a REC-like organization in Moscow that would coordinate
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nonstate environmental activities in the former Soviet Union. The idea of a
Russian REC provoked considerable resistance from the Russian environmen-
tal NGO community. Several well-known representatives of the Russian envi-
ronmental NGO community explained that simply importing an idea that
worked in Budapest in the early 19g9os to Russia in the late 1990s would not
work. The two settings, they argued, were different; whereas the Central and
Eastern European societies of the early 1990s embraced the organizing ability of
the REC (as well as that of the international community in general), the Rus-
sian environmental community of the late 19gos was already quite established
and organized and did not feel the need for a centrally controlled external or-
ganizer. For instance, it already had the Socio-Ecological Union, an indige-
nously established umbrella group for citizens’ environmental initiatives
throughout the former Soviet Union. In addition, Russian environmentalists
strongly opposed the design proposed for the Russian REC: It was to be partially
administered by Goskomekologia, which many Russian NGOs thought was not
NGO friendly and was far from being a neutral arbiter. The former chairman of
the board of the nongovernmental Biodiversity Conservation Center in
Moscow noted, “The REC was a good idea ten years ago in Eastern Europe, be-
cause the third sector there was still in the early stages of development, but this
is no longer the case in Russia. Establishment of a Russian REC is a matter of
contention, fiefdoms, and overlapping activities now . . . . It would be better to
use already existing organizations rather than to create a new semi-governmental
bureaucracy.”*

Another common unintended consequence arises from a paradox associated
with using indigenous expertise. Representatives of nearly every Western NGO
as well as government aid programs spoke of the necessity, often learned the
hard way, of using local experts in their in-country activities. Russian NGO rep-
resentatives too noted that all too often well-paid Western consultants, flown in
to administer programs in regions they knew little or nothing about, spent the
vast majority of their time learning the local realities, writing reports, and send-
ing information back to the home office, meanwhile contributing nothing of
significance to the actual project or the region.

Given the necessity of using indigenous expertise, it was therefore striking
that many indigenous NGO representatives also sounded bells of caution when
asked about the way in which Western groups used local expertise. Sometimes
this vitiates the local experts’ intellectual independence: Local experts may be
so happy to be paid for their labor that they may say precisely what their foreign
funders want to hear. Even the possibility of this may lead local state or indus-
trial organizations to distrust Western-funded indigenous experts, thereby de-
priving them of the very influence that they seek to develop.

More frequent is a problem encountered by Western groups that use local
experts on their grant-making boards. Local experts who are called upon to
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make decisions on grants and awards are generally well connected to the local
advocacy community and may be biased. Such partisanship may lead to resent-
ment and splits within the grantseeking NGO community. Foreign funders en-
countering this problem of peer review have had to find ways of stemming par-
tisanship while still drawing on local expertise. For example, ISAR has five to
eleven local members on the boards of each of its regional offices but rotates
board membership regularly to avoid cliques and bias.

Among the unintended consequences unique to the environmental commu-
nity is the problem of science-oriented environmentalists who are opposed to
using the approach of strategic professionalism. In the perestroika era many en-
vironmentalists were affiliated with Academy of Sciences institutes, industrial
branch ministry institutes, or universities that stressed scientific, not political,
orientations to environmental problem solving. In the 199os, however, when
many Western NGOs were training Russian environmental NGOs to become
more professional, politically strategic, and organized, a subset of the environ-
mental movement opposed what it perceived as the abandonment of traditional
scientific approaches to environmental protection. Because the Western groups
were the most visible and active trainers in Western management techniques,
this subset of the environmental movement began to view much of the contact
and assistance from the West as superficial and ill spent. The rift in these two
sets of groups has, however, more recently diminished, as communications have
expanded and those on both sides have learned from each other.

Another common unintended consequence arises where regional or territo-
rial systems of administering assistance inhibit environmental effectiveness.
Many environmental issues are by their very nature transboundary. Thus many
NGO representatives noted that establishing horizontal communications net-
works is critical and that NGOs in different locales must work together. Western
NGOs, as part of a transnational network, have been successful at fostering hor-
izontal communications networks by donating computers and communications
equipment to groups all over Eurasia. However, indigenous NGOs feel that the
administration of foreign aid programs by region or territory may inhibit interre-
gional and even international cooperation. For example, USAID gave ISAR two
separate grants for its Seeds of Democracy program, one for the Moscow office
and one for the Vladivostok office. Each office administered its own grant pro-
gram in its own region and received its own funding. Though both offices have
since become legally independent not only from ISAR headquarters in Wash-
ington, D.C., but from each other, some grant recipients expressed concern
that the territorial divisions of the grant administration system encourages
groups to be active and collaborative only within their own region.

The same logic holds for funding programs that are administered according
to country borders. To skirt this problem an active transboundary environmen-
tal association has formed in the Leningrad and Karelia regions of the Russian
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northwest, incorporating participant groups from Scandinavia, the Baltic coun-
tries, and neighboring regions within Russia. Transboundary associations can
compete for funds from a growing number of sources, pool their resources, and
work more effectively on environmental problems that ignore borders.

HOW WESTERN NGOS EVALUATE
THEIR OWN ACTIVITIES

Asked how Western NGOs evaluate their own assistance programs, nearly every
respondent noted the extreme difficulty of evaluation. It tends to be performed
along two axes: according to the terms of the original project proposal itself and
according to the broader criteria set by the funding organization. The first sort of
evaluation is more straightforward. Western groups engaged in noninteractive
project financing have required funding recipients to submit reports upon com-
pletion of their projects or at the end of the funding cycle, for instance.

What is more difficult is taking account of the broader concerns of each or-
ganization. For example, Charities Aid Foundation tries to analyze each proj-
ect’s influence on its region. ISAR looks for indications of information sharing
across groups and the creation of linkages among groups. Ecologia analyzes the
level of influence on public participation and decision making in the regions in
which it works. While all the organizations also evaluate projects strictly ac-
cording to the terms of the original project proposal, these broader concerns
reach closer to the core of the Western groups’ raison d’étre. Yet they are often
too intangible to evaluate at such close range, and several respondents argued
that even a decade in the field is not enough time for evaluation.

Evaluation of noninteractive project-inancing programs by their funders
tends to be more formal than evaluation of interactive projects. Recipients gen-
erally submit reports, and the Western group’s board or staff meets regularly to
review the reports and discuss evaluation criteria. Interactive activity tends to be
evaluated more informally and irregularly. The head of an NGO using interac-
tive strategies (Ecologia) noted that, since concrete results often appear well
after submission of the final project report, evaluation has to be flexible and
long term. Any evaluation in search of tangible short-term results is an exercise
in futility. This is partly a result of the nature of the activity being funded (envi-
ronmental advocacy), partly a result of the transitional political and economic
context in which Russian NGOs work, and partly because of the short amount
of time that these assistance programs have been running.

Shortterm evaluation in search of concrete tangible results was not com-
mon; | did not find a single pure example of such thinking among the organiza-
tions that I researched. All the Western groups that I considered sought some ev-
idence of concrete results and incorporated their own broader social or political
concerns into assessment. Donors” self-evaluations could be more useful if they
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factored in considerations of more holistic, coalition-building strategies of ben-
efit to both environmental and sociopolitical objectives. In other words, current
self-evaluation systems work as well as possible, given current strategies. How-
ever, were strategies changed to incorporate the suggestions made in this chap-
ter, evaluation systems would benefit from criteria for measuring successtul
coalition building and the influence of such coalition building on both envi-
ronmental and sociopolitical issues.

LESSONS

One of the clearest lessons from the environmental movement in Russia is that
citizen initiatives that promote the onset of democratization do not necessarily
promote the consolidation of democracy. A common pair of objectives of West-
ern NGOs (excluding those organizations that are purely protest groups) is, first,
to help indigenous NGOs to develop into well-managed organizations in their
own right and, second, to help them forge new, stable channels for citizen par-
ticipation in the political system, thereby helping to consolidate the new Rus-
sian democracy.

These intertwined objectives, especially the first, have met with some degree
of success in Russia. Russian environmental groups in the first years of the
twenty-first century are far more strategic, professional, networked, and sophisti-
cated than they were just a few years earlier, and foreign aid in multiple forms
and from multiple sources is partly responsible for the transformation.’! Ob-
servers interested in the future of the Russian environmental NGO community
will have to wait and watch, however, given the relatively more repressive atmo-
sphere of the early Putin era. Notwithstanding the recent acquittal of military-
officer-turned-environmentalist Alexander Nikitin, who was charged with espi-
onage for publicizing the environmental hazards associated with Russia’s
decommissioned nuclear submarines around the Kola Peninsula, an apparently
increasing suspicion of environmentalists may be the wave of the future in Rus-
sia. An inauspicious sign may be the rule announced in May 2001 by the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences that Russian scientists must report to academy offi-
cials all contact with foreigners.

It remains unclear whether Russians really have established new stable chan-
nels of citizen participation and to what degree foreign aid is responsible. Because
most Western NGOs have been active in a substantial way in Russia only since
1993, evaluation of their influence on the political process is difficult because it is
better measured in decades or even generations. The future of Russian democ-
racy is by no means a given. Despite Putin’s high popularity ratings, the ordinary
Russian citizen still greatly mistrusts the government regardless of who is in power
and has suffered harsh economic consequences as a result of the quasi transition
to market capitalism that is associated with the quasi transition to democracy.
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Despite these inhibiting factors, citizen participation channels are being
forged at both regional and national levels. Western groups have been at least
partly responsible, particularly those engaged in interactive programs of coali-
tion building and working to achieve their goals within the political system it-
self, rather than resorting to protest from outside. One of the most promising cit-
izen initiatives is a Russian nonprofit environmental law group called Ecojuris,
which in 1998 celebrated the first-ever supreme court victory for public ecologi-
cal interests over an organ of the Russian state that was violating its own laws
(the Federal Forest Service). The success of such legitimate means for citizens
to express their interest demonstrates that channels for participation are taking
root. However, the process of establishing such channels is still in the early
stages.

The obvious objective of helping to improve Russia’s environment has met
with far less success. The weakness and corruption of the state with respect to
powerful industrial and commercial lobbies, the continual instability and flux
of state institutions and elites, and the link between environmental and eco-
nomic issues all constrain the influence of Western groups seeking to affect en-
vironmental conditions in Russia. Aid programs that explicitly factor these is-
sues into program design are more likely, in the long term, to have a direct effect
on improving the environment in Russia.

EPILOGUE

The evolving realities of the Putin era serve to underscore precisely why the
strategies identified here as the most effective—in particular, multisectoral
coalition building, especially at the regional level —will continue to be so; in-
deed, they are perhaps even more crucial now than during the Yeltsin era.
Many observers note that Putin has presided over an increasingly illiberal
regime. Indeed, in a recent survey two-thirds of all Russians interviewed had dif-
ficulty labeling their society democratic.’? Crackdowns on NGOs of all types, as
well as the independent media, are increasingly common.

Since Putin’s ascendance, many advocacy groups have reported being ha-
rassed by police, security, and tax agents, some of whom have been known to
barge unannounced into NGO offices and confiscate files while dressed in ski
masks and bearing assault weapons. In late 1999 authorities detained several en-
vironmentalists for questioning in connection with the bombings of Moscow
apartment buildings; these people reported being “interrogated for hours and
urged to ‘confess’ links to terrorists.”* Though environmental activists had been
a target of systematic, but usually low-level, harassment for several years before
the Putin era, the pattern has become clearer and more common since he took
office. Most observers, both inside and outside the country, believe that this is
occurring not because Russian officials necessarily think that environmental ad-
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vocates are terrorist bombers or foreign spies but because they “see the strength-
ening of civil society as a security threat” more generally.**

Bureaucratic obstacles have also increased for Russian NGOs. According to
Russian law, all NGOs, charities, religious organizations, and other societal as-
sociations must register with the Ministry of Justice, and they must re-register
periodically. In the late 1990s, during a phase of re-registration representatives of
these civil society organizations lodged numerous complaints with the Ministry
of Justice and in the media regarding the near impossibility or even the outright
impossibility of complying with the onerous re-registration requirements. By
some estimates fewer than half of all national organizations were able to re-
register with federal authorities, and the widespread perception is that the pro-
cess is designed to weed out groups critical of the government.*

If this pattern of harassment continues for the foreseeable future, or gets
worse, the future of Russia’s third sector may be in jeopardy, but the authorities
would have to significantly step up the harassment to squelch the third sector as
thoroughly as in Soviet times. It is worth noting that the number of third-sector
organizations has continued to grow, their international and domestic con-
nections have continued to thrive, and the many cases of groups unable to re-
register with the Ministry of Justice do not seem to have seriously repressed the
functioning of the sector as a whole. In other words, while government harass-
ment of the third sector has probably slowed the growth of the sector or mini-
mally curtailed its activities, it does not seem to have arrested its growth alto-
gether or put a stop to its activities. So despite the obstacles, and in the absence
of a complete reversal of the laws allowing Russian citizens to engage freely in
societal associations, the third sector indeed seems to be holding its own. Per-
haps it would be stronger and more effective were the state supportive and mo-
bilizing, but even in the face of adversity it has not vanished.

Parts of the third sector have perhaps grown even more determined. In the
fall of 2000 Russian environmental NGOs, assisted by several Western NGOs,
organized the largest, most widespread, and most visible action since the anti-
nuclear protests of a decade earlier. In response both to Putin’s abolishment in
May 2000 of the State Committee on the Environment and to the Ministry of
Atomic Energy (MinAtom) plan to import as many as twenty tons of nuclear
waste from around the world in order to finance the construction of new nu-
clear power stations, environmental and public health advocates, along with
Yabloko Party activists and numerous schoolteachers from across Russia col-
lected 2.5 million signatures in more than sixty regions to force the Russian gov-
ernment to hold a referendum. Importing nuclear waste required a change in
Russian law by the Duma. The activists concerned about the poor safety record
of and history of obfuscation by the Russian nuclear energy sector believed they
had collected more than enough signatures to comply with the 1995 Law on
Referendum, which requires at least two million. Numerous regional and
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Central Election Commission officials, however, upon reviewing the petition
and signatures in November 2000, invalidated more than 600,000 of them,
thereby reducing the number of valid signatures to 1.9 million, just short of the
number required to get a referendum on the ballot.

As of mid-2o01 there were no indications that Putin would reinstate the State
Committee on the Environment, and the Duma had approved MinAtom’s plan
to import nuclear waste, which Putin ultimately supported. However, approval
by the Duma was difficult—its second reading was postponed twice —in part be-
cause of the public’s evident and vocal objections. In addition, Putin sacked his
minister of atomic energy, Yevgeny Adamov, who was under a cloud of corrup-
tion allegations.

Did the activists win? From a policy perspective, clearly not. But from a
longer-term perspective, one could argue that the Russian people are more
aware of the proximate environmental issues; that environmental NGOs all
over Russia joined forces for a common cause, thereby enhancing their levels of
communication and cooperation; that a news story that the domestic and for-
eign press might once have largely overlooked received more coverage than it
would have otherwise; and that the public sent a message to decision makers in
Moscow, whether they chose to heed it or not. Indeed, by postponing the sec-
ond reading of the bill, the Duma unexpectedly acknowledged that it had heard
the message, even if it eventually ignored it. Several Western NGOs con-
tributed to this effort, and while the outcome was surely not the one desired,
Western assistance nonetheless contributed to the long-term factors just men-
tioned. While the realities of the Putin era clearly make successful assistance by
Western NGOs more difficult, those that engage in multisectoral coalition
building and that emphasize strategic professionalism are less likely than others
to see their efforts marginalized.
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