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Mette Skak: On Climate Change in the Arctic with respect to Russia. On geoengineering.  

Contribution for the Roundtable on Danish-Russian Interfaces: The Arctic and the Baltic Sea 
Region, by The Danish Foreign Policy Society & Russian International Affairs Council held in  
Copenhagen at Nordatlantens Brygge on 6th of February 2020 (paper finalised Nov 1st 2019) 

On September 23rd 2019, at the United Nations Climate Action Summit in New York, the 

Russian presidential climate envoy, Ruslan Edelgeriev, announced that his native country is at 

long last ratifying the Paris Climate Agreement (hence PCA). Russia is the world’s number 

four CO2 emitter and is notorious for pursuing an odd climate crisis policy – one of denial and 

free-riding as will be shown below. Joining the PCA will be no game changer stresses one of 

Russia’s most respected climate experts, Dr Alexey Kokorin (Pedersen, 2019). Nevertheless, 

beneath the surface change for the better is discernible. According to Kokorin, the above-

mentioned Edelgeriev who became Russian President Vladimir Putin’s climate advisor in mid-

2018 has proven willing to listen to the increasingly stern warnings about the dangers facing 

Russia as a result of the planetary climate crisis, e.g. the IPCC’s Special Report on the Ocean 

and the Cryosphere in a Changing Climate. What more is, he and other politicians from the 

younger generation may have persuaded Putin to take the climate agenda more seriously. 

This reflects the fact that climate inaction jeopardizes the oil- and gas infrastructure located in 

Russia’s Arctic along with other devastating effects (ibid.). In the summer of 2019, Siberia was 

hit by an inferno of tundra and forests on fire destroying permafrost and releasing soot or 

black carbon which – when landing on the nearby Arctic sea ice – will speed up the rapid 

melting of ice (Ice and fire, 2019). In other words, there is climate crisis interdependence 

between the entire Arctic and the Russian Federation and thus a vital climate nexus between 

Denmark aka the Unity of the Realm - Denmark proper, the Faroe Isles and Greenland – and 

Russia. In itself this is not bad news. Rather, it should be looked upon as a potential platform 

for climate dialogue between the two parties about best practices for climate crisis mitigation, 

maybe even joint action. This is one key finding serving as point of departure.  

Accordingly, this contribution to the publication Danish-Russian Interfaces: The Arctic and the 

Baltic Sea Region focuses on the Arctic by making a stock-taking of climate change in Russia 

and Russian climate crisis mitigation policy as topics suffering from neglect in both Denmark 

and Russia. Another finding which will be explored and discussed below is that in terms of 

solutions to the escalating climate crisis, there are no quick fixes. Only a determined, long-

term political effort of climate change mitigation will do as Russia’s contribution to 

safeguarding life on the planet for future generations. This view is shared by Western and 

Russian analysts alike (Closson, 2019; Pedersen, 2019). In order to illuminate their argument, 

the analysis contains an excursus into the security intricacies of so-called geoengineering as 

the implicit, but elusive quick fix envisioned by not just climate change sceptics but also the 

opposing camp of dystopians.  What is offered here as policy advice for Denmark and Russia 

represents the golden mean of guarded optimism and climate action based on piecemeal 

social engineering in the vein of the philosopher Karl Popper.  
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As for the climate crisis security architecture in the Arctic and its fora for climate crisis 

governance, the region displays fairly pragmatic cooperation among all the parties including 

the United States and Russia amidst renewed Cold War-like tension. To quote the finding of a 

two-volume in-depth analysis of Arctic governance, the team of scholars discovered ”a rather 

orderly ’Arctic Race’” (Soltvedt et al., 2017). The interstate forum for Arctic governance is the 

Arctic Council uniting Russia with the four NATO members Canada, Denmark, Norway and the 

United States along with other members and observers. The Arctic Council cannot take on 

hard military security issues, only softer ones pertaining to the environment, indigenous 

nations and the climate. In these respects, however, the Arctic Council serves as a powerful 

think tank inspiring government policy and action (Rottem, 2017). It’s specialized scientific 

expertise turns it into a climate intelligence service of sorts. Day-to-day cooperation among 

Arctic governments on fishery and other low politics issues has not been paralyzed by the 

alarm over Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014. Despite some concern over Russia’s claim 

to dominate the Northern Sea Route, private actors such as the Danish shipping giant Maersk 

quietly relied on the chaperoning by a Russian icebreaker during it’s ”one-off trial” sailing in 

August 2018 along Russia’s north coast. Similarly, Putin’s possibly overblown vision of 

quadrupling the amount of cargo transported on the North Sea Route by 2025 compared to 

the 20 mio. tonnes in 2017 nudges Russia towards pragmatic, not confrontational geo-

economics (Baker, 2019; on geo-economics, see Skak, 2018).  

On the other hand, and from the perspective of great power geopolitics, the hard military 

security architecture of the Arctic consists of one militarizing nuclear superpower, Russia 

(Golts, 2016; Closson, 2019; Rogoway, 2019); a rising China that declared itself a ’near-Arctic 

state’ in January 2018 and, lastly, the other nuclear superpower, the United States whose 

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo asserted the equally keen U.S. strategic interest in Arctic 

affairs in May 2019.  Yet, Russia is highly dependent on cooperation with other powers in the 

Arctic region whereas elsewhere it can allow itself zero sum-behaviour (Baker, 2019). Equally 

noteworthy is the fact that climate change as such has not been ’securitised’ by the Russian 

government into another zero sum-game (Closson, 2019). Arctic Russia represents half of the 

world’s Arctic coastline and is home to two thirds of the world’s Arctic population. As for the 

drama of melting permafrost-driven climate change, the astonishing fact is that some two 

thirds of Russian Federation territory consist of permafrost. These geographical factors turn 

Russia into the truly strategic actor in Arctic affairs. Indeed, Russia is a great power having 

strong and legitimate Arctic interests. 

 

On Russian climate change policy and actual climate change disruption in Russia.  

The problem with Russia is that its weak economy and continued dependence on export 

earnings from fossil fuels create perverse incentives for not acting against climate change. 

This logic is powerfully articulated by the Russian military analyst Alexander Golts (2016): 
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”Over the last decade, the Russian leadership has become obsessed with the notion that 

climate change will result in the imminent melting of the polar ice cap in the Arctic 

Ocean. At this point, these politicians argue, Russia will be able to tap a wealth of 

heretofore inaccessible natural resources, such as oil and natural gas from the seabed. In 

addition, the role of the Northern Sea Route (which hugs Russia’s Arctic coast) will 

increase dramatically, providing huge revenues to Moscow from cargo ships allowed to 

pass through this transit corridor connecting Europe, Asia and North America.”  

So, on the one hand, we are having to do ”… with a political climate in Russia that more often 

denies the impact of climate change and therefore delays adaptation and mitigation 

measures” and, on the other, a syndrome of ”competing Russian stakeholders with different 

priorities locked in a competition for limited resources” (Closson, 2019, p. 299). The losers in 

the latter game are the Russian environmentalists desperately seeking to put climate change 

and the acute need for climate mitigation on the political agenda (ibid., p. 304). Thus, one in-

depth study of the coverage by various Russian newspapers of climate change issues such as 

the Copenhagen COP15 Conference in 2009 and the domestic Russian heatwave of 2010 

concluded that they practice ’media obedience’ by not criticizing the weak official Russian 

climate policy or – what’s even worse – by not covering climate change at all (Poberezhskaya, 

2015). The Russian climate doctrine of 2009 did recognize climate change as man-made. But 

the problem remains that the Kremlin pursues an odd mixture of climate crisis silence and 

obscurantism. One such climax was reached in 2019, when Putin amidst the inferno of the 

wildfires throughout Siberia - devastating an area the size of Belgium - mocked solar panels 

and windmills claiming the latter to shake worms out of the ground and hitting birds in large 

numbers (Hill, 2019; Rapoza, 2019).  

At this juncture, a conceptual clarification is warranted. Earlier, I mentioned as good news 

that climate change has not been ’securitised’ by the Russian government - an exception 

proving the rule of the Kremlin’s securitisation of everything including the Arctic (Meister, 

2019; Closson, 2019). According to the Copenhagen school theory of securitisation, once a 

given problem on the political agenda has been securitised as representing an acute threat to 

a valued referent object, it turns into emergency politics resulting in a closing of further 

debate and the resort to extraordinary, draconian measures. Hereby, securitization becomes 

the antithesis to Popper’s principle of piecemeal social engineering based on enlightenment, 

evidence and public debate. In order to fully comprehend the political challenge of climate 

change, it is necessary to distinguish between such politics of panics and the necessary 

climate politics of precaution. In order to capture the latter, the Danish political scientist Olaf 

Corry proposes a new category between the two extremes of securitisation and normal 

politics, a golden mean which he terms riskification (Corry, 2012). Climate change does not 

represent an external threat in the sense of a tangible ’other’ and hence implies not defence, 

but a plan of action to govern the conditions of possibility for harm (ibid.: 247).  
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So the way to bring Russian climate change policy on a sound footing is neither by securitising 

nor de-securitising the issue into normal politics, but by riskifying it for the sake of furthering 

a Kremlin policy of longer-term societal engineering to quote Corry’s apt Popperian phrase 

(ibid.: 245). The point is to uphold governance, transparency, precautionary measures and 

increased cooperation (ibid.: 248). Corry further cites Al Gore’s warning against draconian 

measures the target being to bolster social resilience instead. Similarly, Dr Pachauri of the 

IPCC stresses the need for learning, research and honest debate on what is to be done. 

Conversely, Corry considers Bjørn Lomborg’s approach to climate change politics as just 

normal politics misguided as Lomborg misses the need for focused precautionary action – for 

deliberate long-term re-engineering of global society in order not to create further climate 

vulnerability (ibid.: 255).  

As for actual climate change disruption in Russia, the formerly dominant perception – popular 

with the Kremlin – that Russian agriculture and energy exports benefit from global warming 

must now be dismissed as wrong. Russian environmental and natural resource economists 

have calculated annual losses for the country’s grain production sector amounting to $3.5 bn 

in 2019 climbing to $4 bn by 2050 (Safonov and Safonova, 2013). They conclude that even the 

fertile Voronezh region is becoming a victim of aridisation and cite the high and growing 

number of extreme weather episodes throughout Russia in recent years (ibid.). Back in 2000, 

Russia’s meteorological authority Roshydromet observed 141 “severe weather phenomena” 

threatening human safety or economic losses; a number that grew to 469 in 2012 and reached 

580 in 2018 (ibid.; Why Russia is ambivalent, 2019). Roshydromet’s most recent annual 

report concluded that Russia is warming at up to 2.5 times faster than the global average 

(Weir, 2019). In the spirit of riskification, already Safonov and Safonova (2013: 40 ff.) called 

for a systematic, long-term approach policy of adapting Russian agriculture to climate change.  

Remarkably, in 2018 Russia’s Ministry for Natural Resources and Environment (hence 

Minprirody) published a 900-page report warning about nothing short of an environmental 

Apocalypse brought about by climate change (Russian Ministry Warns …, 2018; Smerchi i 

navodneniya …, 2018; Golod, mor, smert i …, 2018). The Ministry cited epidemics, drought, 

mass flooding and hunger as likely future scenarios. Its dire forecast is based on e.g. the recent 

11-fold rise in the number of deaths from environmental disasters. Minprirody calculated 

Russia to be the number four emitter of greenhouse gases contributing 4.5 per cent of global 

emissions just behind China, the United States and India (Russian Ministry Warns …, 2018). 

Furthermore, Moscow and other Russian cities will be exposed to even more heat and 

pollution, leading to water supply emergencies. Another imminent danger is railway accidents 

due to deformed rails brought about by the destabilization of the ground (Smerchi i 

navodneniya …, 2018; Golod, mor, smert …, 2018). Melting permafrost in the Russian Arctic 

could lead to dangerous chemical, biological and radioactive substances entering the human 

habitat. Russia’s Far East bordering Asia will be prone to flash floods and monsoons. Last but 

not least, Minprirody prophetically warned about forest wildfires in Siberia causing more 

emissions and threatening lives (Russian Ministry Warns …, 2018).  
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A Russian government insider placed the Ministry’s stern warning in the context of competing 

Russian stakeholders with different priorities locked in a competition for limited resources 

cited above from Stacy Closson (2019). Four ministries used to share the climate portfolio – 

the Ministries for Economic Development, Energy, Industry and Trade and Natural Resources 

and Environment, respectively (Russian Ministry Warns …, 2018). The latter’s push for 

ownership of the climate agenda based on its insight into the climate drama was thus the first 

sign of change inside Russia suggesting a possible embrace of climate change riskification. The 

aforementioned climate expert Kokorin acknowledges power struggles in and around the 

Kremlin as driver, but adds the generational factor as an equally powerful push factor 

furthering Russia’s awakening to domestic and global warming. He stresses the role of the 

37year-old Minister of Economics Maxim Orekshin whose ministry is thinking in terms of 

green taxes as incentives pushing Russian firms in the green direction (Pedersen, 2019). 

Concerning the symbolic act of letting Russia join the PCA, this may stimulate much-needed 

public service media coverage of climate change and hence further public debate of climate 

issues throughout Russia’s regions (ibid.). Reportedly, young Greta Thunberg’s dramatic 

speech in the United Nations in September 2019 electrified and polarized Russians. At long 

last, Russia may be abandoning its climate crisis ignorance and indifference.  

The melting of permafrost is one trend of immense danger for Russia and the entire Arctic. 

Permafrost binds organic carbon materials into the ground, but if it melts, microorganisms 

will degrade these materials accumulated over millennia which will release greenhouse gases 

and metane and thus hasten global warming – the process that brought the permafrost to 

melt in the first place. Worse still, according to a Canadian expert, Professor Merritt R. 

Turetsky of Guelph University, the permafrost plays another, absolutely vital, but neglected 

role of turning loose earth into rock solid ice as long as the earth remains frozen. If the hard 

permafrost core then melts and turns into water it will turn the earth into an uncontrollable 

collapsing mass that may disrupt large areas (Turetsky et al., 2019). One recent finding tends 

to vindicate Turetsky’s theory of an earthquake-like scenario of permafrost melting. Scientists 

onboard the Akademik Keldysh research vessel discovered a huge gas fountain in the oceanic 

underground of the East Siberian Sea causing a methane concentration nine times higher than 

elsewhere on the planet (TASS, October 8, 2019).   

Such turbulent permafrost melting poses enormous problems for communities around the 

Arctic. Roads buckle, houses become unstable and the supply of food is endangered when 

hunters cannot access their game traps write Turetsky et al. (2019). The phenomenon is 

hitting one fifth of the permafrost areas of the Northern hemisphere and may itself double the 

emission of carbon dioxides until 2300, conclude Turetsky and her co-authors (2019). All in 

all, we may be facing a much less controllable scenario of climate change worldwide than 

earlier calculated by scientists. One illustrative case of turbulent permafrost melting is the 

crater of Batagaika in the Sakha Republic (Siberia) known by local Yakuts as the entry into the 

underworld. The crater is one kilometer long and 100 meter deep and was borne by 

deforestation in the 1960s. The sudden disappearance of shade from surrounding trees 
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during summers warmed the surface of the earth and made the ice disappear and caused a 

collapse that created this huge thermokarst depression that still grows. The policy implication 

cited by Turetsky (2019) and her colleagues is that mankind must take determined steps to 

keep permafrost frozen and the carbon materials frozen with it through reduced carbon 

dioxide emissions – in short through a determined effort of climate crisis mitigation.  

Last summer’s wildfires in the Siberian tundra forests may dramatically worsen permafrost 

melting (Liesowska, 2019). A state of emergency had to be declared throughout four vast 

regions. Only after almost one million citizens had signed two petitions protesting against the 

laissez faire policy of not extinguishing the fire pursued by regional authorities did things 

change (Foy and Astrasheuskaya, 2019). The laissez faire policy, in turn, is rooted in the 

meagre funds allocated by Moscow for Russian regional authorities combined with a 

counterproductive law of 2015 giving governors the right not to extinguish fires if the cost of 

doing so exceeds the damage done (Ruvinsky, 2019). The devil in the detail here is the sloppy 

principles guiding the Russian calculation of the cost of damage done by blazes meaning that 

the 2015 law marks a return to the disastrous Soviet environmental practices (ibid.). The 

good news is that the Moscow centre may finally be awakening to the need for taking action 

against the climate crisis. According to Russian news reports, the Kremlin is planning to set up 

an officially approved Green Party to accommodate to the newfound public concern about 

environmental issues (Weir, 2019). The dilemma for foreign partners like Denmark is that, if 

launched, such a Kremlin construction may prove to lack both clout and legitimacy. But in 

theory, it opens avenues for constructive dialogue. To the extent that there is a civil society-

based Russian lobby for climate action, it is one of broader environmentalism, e.g. protest 

against dump sites polluting the air with toxic fumes. One among many vocal Russian 

environmentalists is Evgenia Chirikova (2019) who argues the damaging effects from Nord 

Stream 2 upon the nomadic lifestyle of the indigenous peoples on the Yamal Peninsula.   

In the following brief, penultimate section on geoengineering it will be explained why there is 

really no alternative to an enlightened, determined long-term Russian effort of climate change 

mitigation – one based on less sanguine, more sobre visions for the Northern Sea Route as 

also held by Closson (2019), Turetsky et al. (2019), Kokorin (Pedersen, 2019; Weir, 2019) and 

other representatives from the Russian scholarly climate change expertise.   

 

On geoengineering 

Geoengineering refers to technologies that aim to make large-scale interventions in the 

climate system possible, a case in point being solar geoengineering such as solar radiation 

management, planetary albedo modification or stratospheric aerosol injection (Corry, 2017). 

So once again I draw on the specialized climate policy research of Olaf Corry as source below 

when no other source is cited. First, it is important to stress that geoengineering to some 

extent remains a fantasy rather than an operational technological option for states. Corry calls 



 7 

it a sociotechnical imaginary as it has gained prominence as the discoursive ’plan B’ among 

climate experts and some decision-makers growing impatient with global passivity towards 

the climate crisis, plan A representing the alternative of long-term, determined climate change 

mitigation along the lines of the PCA of December 2015. The purpose in Corry’s analysis is to 

demonstrate the fatal ’security hazard’ built into the logic of geoengineering even in situations 

when no geoengineering takes place at all. The root problem is the structural anarchy among 

sovereign states as key actors in a world of climate crisis and hence the uncertainty about the 

intentions of other states that it brings; something that serves to create what political science 

security experts call the security dilemma among states. Because of their presumably 

powerful effect upon the causes behind climate change, such new technologies can create 

security problems that compromise the original aim of preventing risk (Corry, 2017: 301). He 

elaborates on three types of security hazards at the level of interstate politics and limits his 

analysis to when states embark on just ’reluctant geoengineering’ – investing mainly in 

research for the sake of developing an operational stratospheric aerosol injection capacity for 

taking short-term action against warming. To mention but one challenge built into such 

geoengineering R & D efforts by states, China’s climatic interests might conflict with India’s 

concerning their dependency upon the monsoon. This may create pitfalls of perception as 

readily acknowledged by one proponent of research into this option, namely David Keith 

(Corry, 2017: 302).  

In order not to bring about great power war or just endanger vulnerable states with no 

reciprocal geoengineering capacity it is imperative, says Keith, to first establish a system of 

international governance for geoengineering. Otherwise the technology or just the suspicion 

that ”our neighboring state has it and uses it against us” may turn geoengineering into 

another nuclear option. Geoengineering technology is so cheap that ”… almost any nation 

could afford to alter the earth’s climate, a fact that may accelerate the shifting balance of global 

power, raising security concerns that could, in the worst case, lead to war” (Keith as quoted by 

Corry, loc. cit.). It is a huge, but neglected problem inherent in this kind of geoengineering that 

it puts a premium on unilateral action just like cyber and hacking technologies do. Hereby, 

geoengineering brings temptations of free-driving (as opposed to free-riding) – in short of 

rogue climate engineering as pointed out by Corry (ibid.: 303). Furthermore, geo- or climate 

engineering may foster the securitisation of climate policy to the detriment of precaution and 

climate change governance. Once (fears of) geoengineering schemes are out of Pandora’s 

box ”[t]he weather would suddenly be attributable to somebody” (ibid.: 306) and result in 

politics of panics, for instance, between India and Pakistan; in or around Israel. As for free-

riding, the ”unbearable lightness of geoengineering” if I may say so, could be what led the 

Trump administration to jump ship on the PCA (cfr. Corry, 2017, pp. 303-4).  

In other words, geoengineering is no quick fix but a dramatically complicating factor that at 

minimum draws attention away from enlightened and steady climate change mitigation. It 

holds a false promise of turning climate policy into a kind of normal politics, but will very 

likely end up securitising everything. In a recent interview, Corry urges us ”… to realise that 
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geoengineering is no reverse bringing us back to the old climate. It will take us forward to a 

third climate neither like the preindustrial climate nor the currently unfolding scenario of a 

changing climate that is to some extent familiar to scientists. Systems of precipitation may 

change in unknown ways, the acidification of seas will continue to complicate things etc.” 

(Malmbak, 2019). Corry is not alone when arguing such disruptive security dynamics from 

geoengineering. The British weekly The Economist constructed an ”If geoengineering goes 

rogue” scenario (Reaching for the sunshade, 2019). Similarly, the U.S. National Intelligence 

Council (2017: 23-4) stresses the danger of geoengineering unilateralism (free-driving) by 

technologically savvy states. For these reasons, geoengineering is not a feasible plan B for 

Russia, nor Denmark or any other Arctic victim of the climate crisis.  

Summing up the findings  

This contribution to the publication Danish-Russian Interfaces: The Arctic and the Baltic Sea 

Region (2020) examined the Arctic climate crisis with respect to Russia and offered a 

stocktaking of Russian climate policy against the background of Russia’s accession to the Paris 

Climate Agreement on September 23rd 2019. Core findings are: 

• The climate crisis interdependence between the entire Arctic region and the Russian 

Federation may be utilized as platform for climate dialogue between the two parties 

about best practices within climate change mitigation.  

• Global warming hits Russia stronger than other parts of the planet. The Russian level 

of rising temperatures is up to 2.5 times higher than the world average according to 

the meteorological office Roshydromet. Fertile agricultural regions will become arid; 

disasters, epidemic diseases etc. will be more frequent bringing huge economic losses.  

• International research has established that the ongoing melting of the permafrost – 

now covering two thirds of the territory of the Russian Federation – will not be a slow 

process giving ample warning time. On the contrary, it will cause sudden earthquake-

like breakdowns creating huge thermokarst depressions damaging oil, gas, railway and 

housing infrastructures as well as nomadic life styles of locals living in Russia’s north.  

• Conceptually and as for policy implications, the analysis pointed to the golden mean of 

riskification invented by Olaf Corry as the way to proceed. The alternative of relying on 

future geoengineering is uniquely dangerous because – like cyber warfare and digital 

hacking technologies – geoengineering puts a premium on offensive action and will 

escalate security dilemmas and fatal misperceptions. Should geoengineering ever 

become a reality it will not turn the climate clock backwards, but forward to a “brave 

new world” of climate turbulence – one of  “unknown unknowns” for climate science.   

• The decidedly good news is the Kremlin’s emerging embrace of an activist climate 

change mitigation policy including the possible formation a legal Green Party. In 

theory, this new trend could further genuine dialogue between Denmark and Russia on 

best practices on climate crisis management. Outreach to Russian environmentalists 

and Arctic indigenous peoples would be an equally important step.  
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