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 Sustainable Development of the Russian Arctic: 
Legal Implications

Elena Gladun1

Sustainable development has increasingly entered into the Arctic context. For Rus-
sia, the Arctic means enormous natural resources and potential for the country’s 
social and economic well-being. Th e focus of this paper is the dynamics of envi-
ronmental and Arctic legislation in Russia; attention is also given to the rationale 
and justifi cation of legal implications of sustainable development in the Russian 
Arctic. Specifi cally, it discusses barriers in transitioning to sustainable development 
and estimates relevant legal tools used over the last three decades applicable to the 
Arctic territories. Th e general idea is that despite strong political will to promote 
sustainable development, Russia’s unstable economy has impeded the country’s 
sustainability development objectives. Consequently, resource-based development 
is prioritized over environmental concerns and puts environmentally fragile terri-
tories, like the Arctic, at great risk. Th e research methods include context analysis 
of the Russian federal and regional laws and contextual interviews at the federal 
and regional government levels. Th e results of the research are the identifi cation of 
achievements and defi ciencies in the rule of law related to sustainable development 
of the Russian Arctic as well as policy recommendations for public authorities. Th e 
paper outlines that as long as Russian legislation lacks specifi c rules addressing sus-
tainability in the Russian Arctic, it would be diffi  cult for the government to imple-
ment international principles of sustainable development across this territory.
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1. Introduction

Th e common concept of “sustainability”, which was identifi ed in the middle of the 
20th century (Tladi 2007), captures the idea of coordinating human behavior in 
the natural environment and regulating the consumption of natural resources on 
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which mankind depends. Th e classic defi nition of sustainable development was pre-
sented in the Bruntdland report: “development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(Bruntdland Report 1987).

In 1992, Russia signed a number of international agreements to ensure sus-
tainable development under the national jurisdiction and to contribute to the pres-
ervation of the Earth’s ecosystems. Th e existing literature suggests that the sustain-
ability concept in Russia is addressed with a variety of theoretical perspectives (An-
dreassen 2016). It is generally considered that sustainable development as a con-
cept fi rst appeared in Russia aft er the 1992 Rio Declaration (Koptyug et al. 2000). 
Notwithstanding, the concept of rational nature management was formulated in 
the country much earlier by the remarkable Soviet scientist David Armand, who 
was a physical geographer, a landscape specialist and a conservationist. In 1964, his 
book meaningfully entitled For Us and Our Grandchildren (Armand 1964) was fi rst 
issued and then published repeatedly for many years. Armand was the fi rst in the 
Russian science literature to detail a scientifi c approach to the utilization of natural 
resources as a priority and as one of the eternal values of the human race (Gough 
and Scott 2008). Th is idea, 23 years later, was refl ected as the main principle of the 
sustainable development concept in the UN report Our Common Future (Barlybaev 
2001; Bobylev 2004; Kasimov and Mazurov 2005). In addition, some of the ideas 
that shaped the view of sustainability came from the works of the Russian scientists 
Vladimir Vernadsky (Vernadsky 1998), Nikita Moiseev (Moiseev 1995) and their 
followers who advocated the “rational”, science-driven development that would in-
evitably lead to a sustainable future (Petrov et al. 2017).

At the end of the 1980s, Mikhail Gorbachev, the USSR leader, suggested a 
series of policy initiatives compatible with sustainable development considerations 
put forward by the Brundtland commission. In his Murmansk speech, Gorbachev 
urged the public to “applaud the activities of the authoritative World Commission 
on Environment and Development” (Gorbachev 1987). His call for collaboration 
paved the way for new policies fostering sustainable development in the most frag-
ile territories of Russia (Petrov et al. 2017).

In 1992, Russia joined 178 other states in establishing the agreed policy of 
the global community for sustainable development. Since the United Nations Con-
ference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro Russia has become a 
party to many multilateral agreements on the conservation of nature (conventions 
on climate change, biological diversity, protection of the ozone layer, etc.) based on 
the sustainable approach (Russian Federation 1992).

Th e basic regulatory documents addressing sustainable development enacted 
on the national level include the State Strategy on Environmental Protection and At-
tainment of Sustainable Development (Presidential Decree 1994); the Concept for 
Russia’s Transition to Sustainable Development (Presidential Decree 1996); the En-
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vironmental Doctrine of the Russian Federation (Order of the Government 2002); 
and the Federal Target Program of the Russian Federation, “Environment and Nat-
ural Resources 2002 – 2010” (Resolution of the Government 2001). In 1992, a core 
environmental act – the Law “Protection of the Natural Environment” (RSFSR Law 
1992) – was adopted and essentially amended in 2002 (Federal Law 2002), followed 
by a set of federal and regional laws and bylaws regulating specifi c environmental 
issues. Since 1992, a total of over 30 federal laws and approximately 200 bylaws 
concerning environmental protection and the use of natural resources have become 
eff ective in the country (Human Development Report 2005).

Th e politico-economic context has strongly infl uenced the development of the 
sustainability concept in Russia (Andreassen 2016, 78 – 79). Th e Russian economy 
is one of the most energy-intensive ones (Kostin 2010). Th e Soviet Union, whose 
tragic environmental legacy Russia inherited, was infamous for its environmental-
ly harmful activities (Udachin et al. 2003) and ecological disasters, including the 
desiccation of the Aral Sea (Edelstein et al. 2012), the Chernobyl accident (Plokhy 
2018), and widespread water and air quality problems arising from enlarging indus-
trialization (Verbitskaya et al. 2002; Abas et al. 2019). Other factors, such as citizen’s 
attitudes towards the economy and common goods (Gooch 1995; Crotty and Hall 
2014), a lack of trust in the state and elites (Crotty 2003; Shlapentokh 2006; Bru-
da 2017), little public environmental awareness (Riekkinen 2013; Crotty and Hall 
2014; Gladun and Zakharova 2017) have impacted Russia’s approach to sustainable 
development.

Certain regions of Russia are aff ected by growing industries and natural re-
source extraction, notably the Arctic region (Newell and Henry 2017). Th e dis-
course of sustainability in the Arctic has its own specifi cs: fragile ecosystems un-
dergoing rapid change (Forbes et al. 2009), world-wide attention to the utilization 
of land and sea, politically engaged indigenous groups (Petrov et al. 2017), and the 
major role of the region in the world economy (Laruelle 2014). Th e composition of 
the legislation relevant to the Arctic is rather complicated in Russia embracing four 
groups of documents:
1) environmental laws, including laws on the Northern indigenous peoples;
2) resource-related laws and regulations on mining and subsoil activities, land use, 

water, forest and related resources;
3) legal regulation of the transportation by the Northern Sea Route;
4) strategic documents contouring the Arctic development.

In general, the government prioritizes the utilization of the Arctic as a nation-
al strategic resource base in order to meet the socio-economic objectives associat-
ed with national growth along with the preservation and protection of the Arctic 
ecosystems (Order of the President of the Russian Federation 2008; Order of the 
Government of the Russian Federation 2008; Strategic Action Program 2009). Th e 
basic framework for the Russian Arctic is the Strategy for the Development of the 
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Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation and National Security up to 2020 (Strategy 
of the Arctic Zone 2013), which was enforced in response to the Fundamentals of 
Russian Federation Policy in the Arctic until 2020 (Order of the President of the 
Russian Federation 2008). Th e Strategy identifi es the priority areas for the Arctic: 
integrated socio-economic development; advancement of science and technology; 
improvement of infrastructure; environmental security; international cooperation; 
military security and protection of the state borders in the Arctic.

At the same time, new Arctic policy is not backed up by the national legisla-
tion, as it still lacks direct Arctic laws and regulations. Th e draft  law “Russian Arctic 
Zone Act”, debated more intensively in the recent years (Jensen and Hønneland 
2015), was introduced to the State Duma in spring 2017. If adopted, the law will 
provide a regulatory and legal environment for long-term sustainable development 
of the Russian Arctic. It will introduce a special regime of funding and manage-
ment in the Arctic within the economic, environmental and social dimensions. Still 
its enforcement has been adjourned, basically, by reason of the main Arctic law to 
be streamlined with the federal Strategy for Spatial Development which has been 
recently adopted in Russia (Order of the Government of the Russian Federation 
2019). Concurrently, the federal legislators are working on the law on “support 
zones” which are meant to be engines of the country’s economic growth. Since the 
Arctic support zones are considered one of the key elements of the spatial develop-
ment strategy, the “Russian Arctic Zone Act”, interlinked with other documents on 
spatial and regional development, is likely to be discussed for some longer period.

Th is paper critically examines the legal foundations adopted in the Russian 
Federation to govern the Arctic use and protection focusing on the sustainability 
concept. Th e purpose of this paper is to provide a basis for understanding the suc-
cess and failures of sustainable development transition in the Russian Arctic. Th e 
assumption was that the sustainability approach promulgated in the Concept for 
Russia’s Transition to Sustainable Development (Presidential Decree 1996) has not 
found its path in Russia’s Arctic circumstance due to ineff ective legal tools and a 
weak implication of sustainability in the Russian legal science. Th e research ques-
tion was: what are the achievements and barriers in Russia’s way to achieve sustain-
able development in the Arctic ? To give an answer to this question, two research 
methods were employed: context analysis of the Russian federal and regional Arc-
tic-related legislation and contextual interviews at the federal and regional govern-
ment levels. Th e analysis included about 50 legislative acts and bylaws in total. Th is 
method allowed identifying certain norms in the Russian legislation, which encour-
age the implementation of sustainability in the Russian Arctic, and defi ciencies of 
the Arctic-related regulations impeding the successful achievement of sustainability 
in this region. Interviews with representatives of the federal and regional govern-
ments made it possible to understand the rationale underlying political decisions in 
the Arctic and the reasons leading to a detour on the sustainability path. As a result, 
I suggest that legal tools enabling Arctic governance adhere to the sustainability 
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approach. Th e paper is structured as follows: Section 2 illustrates Russia’s transition 
to sustainable development since 1992, revealing challenges and dilemmas of this 
process. Section 3 presents the specifi cs of sustainable development in the territo-
ries legally defi ned as the “Russian Arctic zone”. Th e focus of Section 4 is on eff ec-
tive legal tools for approaching sustainability in the Russian Arctic. Furthermore, 
Section 5 analyzes the defi ciencies of the legislation in terms of the application of 
sustainability priorities in the Arctic. Finally, the conclusion in Section 6 suggests a 
roadmap for the future sustainable development in the Russian Arctic.

2. Russia’s transitioning to sustainable development

Since 1992, the transition to sustainable development in Russia can be compared 
with “swinging on a swing” between the objectives of the international agenda and 
the demands of the country’s economic growth, which usually dominate over soci-
ety needs and aspirations. Over the last three decades, Russia has taken two steps to-
wards approaching sustainability: fi rst, strategic directions for environmental pro-
tection were fi nalized; second, legal and regulatory foundations for environmental 
and social protection were laid. Much environmental legislation and strategic doc-
uments for sustainable development have been put into place since the 1990s (Hu-
man Development Report 2005). Compliance with environmental interests is seen 
in article 9 of the Russian Constitution, which stipulates that lands and other nat-
ural resources are used and protected in the Russian Federation as the basis of life 
and activities of its citizens. Environmental rights of Russians are fi xed in article 42 
of the Constitution (Constitution 1993). Th ese constitutional norms are fundamen-
tals for the legal regulation of natural resource use and environmental protection.

Since the Constitution of the country entered into force in 1993, the evolu-
tion of environmental legislation and management in Russia transitioning to sus-
tainable development has had several distinct phases. In the mid and late 1990s, 
regulatory and institutional frameworks rapidly expanded. In 1994, a Presidential 
Decree regarding the State Strategy on Environmental Protection and Attainment 
of Sustainable Development was issued (Presidential Decree 1994) and the Con-
cept for Russia’s Transition to Sustainable Development was introduced (Presiden-
tial Decree 1996). Th e transition to sustainable development was planned out in 
three steps: (1) to fi nd solutions for existing social and economic problems; (2) to 
conduct environmentally oriented structural transformations in economy and the 
social sphere; (3) to harmonize the society and the nature. Th e layout was rather 
ambitious and generalized, and, unfortunately, these strategic documents to date 
have not been backed up by relevant governmental decisions. However, the Con-
cept played a positive role, showing Russia’s adherence to the principles formulated 
at the Rio conference in 1992.
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Th e main barriers of the fi rst stage of transition towards sustainable develop-
ment appeared due to the ineffi  cient Russian economy during its period of reforms. 
Paradoxically, Russia’s deep socio-economic crisis in the 1990s had a favorable eff ect 
on the natural environment: the sharp recession in industry, agriculture, timber in-
dustry and other sectors reduced emissions and discharges of polluting substances 
into air and water; the rates of natural-resource depletion and degradation were 
reduced as well (Bobylev and Alexandrova 2005). However, this “respite” for the 
environment ended as the Russian economy began to grow in 1999. As the experts 
believe, unsustainable trends in Russian development are related in many respects 
to the underestimation of the environmental factor in the macroeconomic strategy, 
leading to a further degradation of the environment and a depletion of natural re-
sources (Bobylev and Perelet 2013). Th e rise of the economy based on high environ-
ment exploitation, raw materials and polluting industries in 2000s aggravated these 
processes (Bobylev and Alexandrova 2005).

However, there has been active promulgation of sustainable development 
principles in environmental legislation – the federal laws “Environmental Impact 
Assessment Act” (Federal Law 1995a), “Specially Protected Natural Areas Act” 
(Federal Law 1995b), “Wild Animals Act” (Federal Law 1995c), “Air Protection Act” 
(Federal Law 1999a). Th e social dimension of sustainable development was covered 
in documents regulating indigenous issues, among others. For example, the Federal 
Law “Guarantees of Rights of Indigenous Peoples in the Russian Federation” was 
adopted in 1999 as a basic law determining the status of indigenous peoples in Rus-
sia and protecting their rights and interests (Federal Law 1999b). During the same 
period, activism of the non-governmental sector was encouraged and NGOs were 
actively involved in environmental and social issues. At that time, the federal gov-
ernment recognized the importance of the principles of sustainable development. 
Environmental and social policies were largely guided by the international environ-
mental agenda (Environmental Policy and Regulation in Russia 2006).

However, in 2000 – 2004, the need for economic revival was considered more 
important than environmental goals. Experts and civil society were concerned about 
the disregard for environmental matters. Such concerns stemmed from the gov-
ernment’s focus on large-scale use of natural resources and the commodity-based 
character of the economy. During that period the State Committee for Ecology and 
its sub-national units were dissolved, radioactive wastes were imported in the coun-
try, and some other environmentally adverse activities took place (Environmental 
Policy and Regulation in Russia 2006). During that period, several controversial 
pieces of domestic legislation entered into force. For example, the Land Code was 
adopted in 2001 aft er 8 years of heated debate in the Russian society. Although its 
main task was to provide for sustainable use of lands, the Code, basically, regulated 
the land-privatization process and the allocation of land plots for the needs of the 
developing economy (Land Code 2001).
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In 2002, the Environmental Doctrine of the Russian Federation was approved 
prioritizing sustainable use of natural resources, biodiversity, reduction of environ-
mental pollution, environmental safety, quality of life and health of the population, 
prevention and mitigation of adverse impacts on the natural environment (Order of 
the Government 2002). Th e Doctrine was heavily criticized, as it remained declar-
ative and achieved little progress in terms of enforcement instruments. Th e lack of 
concrete and mandatory requirements diminished the eff ectiveness of both legal 
acts and target federal programs, such as the “Ecology and Natural Resources of 
Russia (2002 – 2010)”. Legislation enacted at that time performed poorly also due 
to inadequate fi nancing and weak coordination (Oldfi eld 2005; Tynkkynen 2014).

International social and environmental awareness prominently infl uenced 
economic activities and civil-society endeavor at the beginning of the 2000s. For 
example, the United Nations responded to the new challenges posed by the increas-
ing power of large transnational corporations and initiated the Global Compact 
(Th érien and Pouliot 2006). Th ough the Global Compact is defi ned as an essentially 
voluntary program and not a regulatory instrument, it has attracted over fi ve thou-
sand participants in its network today, including individual business companies, 
business associations, NGOs, universities, and others, in more than 120 countries. 
Th e initiative is seen as a way to establish trust and gain social capital, which are 
considered to be indispensable for the sustainability of economic development. 
Based on the search for “accountability, transparency, and the interests of corpo-
rations, labor and civil society,” the Global Compact aims to guide entrepreneurial 
activities according to its ten principles and to create a network which allows par-
ticipants and stakeholders to meet, to get involved and to share successful socially 
responsible corporate practices (Gomes et al. 2017). Th e ten principles of the Global 
Compact focus on human rights, labor rights, concern for the environment and 
corruption and are taken directly from commitments made by governments at the 
UN: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948); the Rio Declaration on En-
vironment and Development (1992); the International Labor Organization’s Fun-
damental Principles and Rights at Work (1998); and the UN Convention Against 
Corruption (2003) (Williams 2004).

In Russia, the principles of the Global Compact are promoted both by compa-
nies and by non-profi t organizations, including those that unite the business com-
munity. In 2004, at the initiative of the Russian Union of Industrialists and Entre-
preneurs (RUIE), the Social Charter of the Russian Business (Social Charter of the 
Russian Business 2004) was adopted as a set of fundamental principles of socially 
responsible business practices that are applicable to the daily activities of organi-
zations of any type. Th e Charter is a document open to access by any organization 
that is an employer or promotes its principles. Th is was a voluntary initiative of 
Russian business based on the understanding and recognition of the active role of 
business in social development by representatives of the business community. In 
2007, Russia adopted the WOC-CSR-2007 standard “Social Responsibility of the 
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Organization. Requirements” and approved the Concept for the Development of 
the National System of Standardization until 2020, taking into account the best in-
ternational quality management practices. According to the data published on the 
UN Global Compact offi  cial website, 48 companies have joined the Global Compact 
in the Russian Federation (United Nations Global Compact 2017).

In 2006 – 2010, there have been signifi cant changes in environmental and 
recourse legislation expanding its scope and integrating new compliance mech-
anisms. For example, enacted in 2006, the Forest Code (Forest Code 2006) and 
the Water Code (Water Code 2006) of the Russian Federation introduced a new 
system of natural-resource management of forests and water resources respective-
ly, largely based on sustainable development principles. Th e Climate Doctrine of 
the Russian Federation, approved in 2009 (Order of the President 2009), marked 
a crucial achievement in Russia’s recognition of sustainability principles and mea-
sures for reducing emissions. Although not legally binding, the Climate Doctrine 
became a strong statement of intent. It sets strategic guidelines and targets and 
serves as a foundation for developing and implementing climate policy, covering 
issues related to climate change and its consequences (Nachmany et al. 2015). 
Aft er the adoption of the Climate Doctrine, a series of amendments to environ-
mental legislation were introduced, aiming to achieve the commitment to reduce 
emissions (Federal Law 2013).

During the 2008 economic recession, rising infl ation resulted in economic dis-
satisfaction in many Russian regions (Economist 2014). Politico-economic reforms 
of that period aimed at modernizing key economic sectors; however, the applica-
tion of sustainability principles was rather selective (Andreassen 2016). Th e lack 
of sustainability-focused reforms was due to Russia’s industrial policy of pushing 
economic growth via raw materials’ extraction (Bobylev and Perelet 2013). Natural 
resources, including the rich resources of the Arctic region, were declared the foun-
dation of Russia’s “economic future”. Environmental and nature-resource priorities 
in the initial Concept for Russia’s Transition to Sustainable Development have been 
signifi cantly supplemented only in recent times. Interestingly enough in Russia’s 
case, sustainability began to be interpreted as “security and development”. On 12 
May 2009, the National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation until 2020 not-
ed: “Th e concept of national security is based on social and economic development 
of the Russian Federation” (Presidential Decree 2009). In this way, the National 
Security Strategy introduced a new important notion of sustainable development, 
prioritizing energy security and the development of energy resources which can 
stabilize the country’s economy and contribute to national security.

In that period, certain social groups were deprived of some rights which 
they had enjoyed before. Indigenous peoples aft er repealing a number of norms 
from the Federal Law “Guarantees of Rights of Indigenous Peoples in the Russian 
Federation” (Federal Law 2004) were not guaranteed any legal tools to express 
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their concern about the development, utilization or exploitation of mineral re-
sources; they became unable to participate through quotas in local legislative and 
executive bodies and, as a result, became less involved in the decision-making 
process on the matters which would aff ect their lands and resources (Gladun and 
Chebotarev 2015).

In 2012 – 2016, several new approaches to sustainable development were ad-
opted. Th e big step towards sustainable development was undertaken in the strategic 
document called “State Environmental Policy for the Period up to 2030”, approved 
by the President in 2012 (Order of the President 2012). Th e Policy objective was to 
rethink the state’s strategic goals in environmental protection and environmental 
security and, more importantly, to establish mechanisms for their implementation. 
To enforce the new Environmental Policy, changes were made in environmental leg-
islation. For example, a new system of environmental standards was introduced in 
the articles 19 – 28, 28.1 of the ‘Environmental Protection Act’ (Federal Law 2002).

Th e next attempt to mitigate climate change and take measures to reduce 
ozone-depleting substances was made. Th e Federal Law “Environmental Protec-
tion Act”, the Energy Strategy of Russia for the period up to 2030 (Order of the 
Government 2009) and the Climate Doctrine (Order of the President 2009) were 
harmonized with international standards by introducing climate monitoring and 
the adoption of more rigorous environmental standards and energy-effi  ciency and 
energy-saving measures. On 31 March 2015, the Russian Federation submitted to 
the United Nations its Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC), 
proposing to reduce its emissions of net GHG by 25 % to 30 % below the 1990 level 
by 2030.

However, the ambitious goals announced by the Russian Federation are not 
supported by the current federal legislation. Th e Climate Doctrine of 2009 and the 
Comprehensive Plan for the implementation of the Climate Doctrine for the period 
up to 2020 adopted in 2011 do not contain eff ective tools to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. Moreover, the Comprehensive Plan is fi nancially provided neither by 
the federal budget nor by regional budgets and extra budgetary sources (Larsen 
et al. 2012). State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Field of Environmental 
Development for the period until 2030 declared a number of global environmen-
tal problems associated with the loss of biodiversity, desertifi cation and other ad-
verse environmental processes alongside with the problem of climate change. Th is 
document, in analogy with the Climate Doctrine, lacks practical measures and the 
ways of targets’ achievement are not traced. A few provisions were supplemented to 
the Federal Law “On Environmental Protection”, defi ning the ozone-depleting sub-
stances in Article 1 and setting the goals of ozone-layer protection and the powers 
of federal authorities in this issue in Article 54 (Federal Law 2002). Th ese measures 
cannot be considered suffi  cient in terms of establishing a legal framework for cli-
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mate-change mitigation in the country. To put it short, environmental legislation in 
Russia has not changed to a big extent in the wording of climate change.

Concurrently, the international community realized the need to reconsider 
the basic approaches and specify the original sustainability principles on the rap-
idly changing globe. New political commitment to sustainable development and a 
common vision of most nations were presented at the 2012 Rio+20 United Nations 
Conference, which resulted in a focused political document containing precise and 
practical measures for implementing sustainable development – Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals. In 2015, the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda was adopted by 
the United Nations as an ambitious universal vision, setting 17 global priorities and 
169 associated targets attempting to address concerns including health, housing, 
food security, gender equality, environmental and economic development, access 
to justice, and equality within and between countries (United Nations Resolution 
70 / 1 2015). New goals are universal in scope and apply to all countries with the 
intention to be implemented at the national and local levels (Kaufman 2017). In 
2015, together with other countries, Russia revised its approaches to sustainability, 
accepting 17 Sustainable Development. Th e 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda 
does not focus on any specifi c region of the globe, for example the Arctic, but the 
goals it sets are compatible with the commonly stated commitments to promote 
sustainability in the North. Due to the fact that the Arctic is both fragile and rich in 
resources the unique Arctic environment requires special attention. Th is attention 
involves considerable domestic eff orts to ensure sustainable development through 
relevant national policies and legislation.

3. Sustainable development in the Russian Arctic zone

Sustainable development in the Arctic closely relates to both environmental protec-
tion and stewardship, and economic development. In the Arctic context, sustain-
ability is inextricably linked to resource exploitation, environmentally safe indus-
trial projects, and the socio-cultural well-being of indigenous peoples. Russia has 
specifi c conditions, which need to be taken into account when regulating the Arctic 
territories. Vast territories are still natural landscapes, and natural systems remain 
stable even in a period of active economic expansion (Antipov et al. 2006). At the 
same time, while in other Arctic countries concerns of conservation and improve-
ment of territories may prevail over those of socioeconomic development, under 
Russian conditions, the goals of raising the economy of the country and living stan-
dard of its population usually retain priority in the decision-making process.

Russia has always had signifi cant plans for the exploration and development 
of the Arctic. Since the 1930s, mining, metallurgy, forestry, woodworking, pulp-
and-paper production, and other industries as well as the transportation sector 
were introduced in the country’s Northern territories (Strategic Action Program 
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2009). State-run oil and gas corporations operating in the Arctic since the Soviet 
period continue to be the major source of environmental risk (Josephson 2016). 
Th e increasingly rapid development of the oil and gas sector in the Russian Arctic, 
including the plans to develop the continental shelf of the Barents and other Arctic 
seas, intensifi es the threat of environmental degradation not only in the region but 
on the global level, as well.

Aft er the 2000s, the state priorities in the Arctic were defi ned in two main 
documents: the Fundamentals of Russian Federation Policy in the Arctic until 
2020 (Order of the President 2008) and the Strategy of the Arctic Zone Devel-
opment and National Security of the Russian Federation and for the Period until 
2020 (Strategy of the Arctic Zone 2013). Th e approach to sustainability is not 
mentioned in these documents; otherwise, they determine that the region is in-
tended to play a stabilizing role in the economy by means of resource extraction. 
Th e 2013 Arctic Strategy is in compliance with sustainability ideas to a greater ex-
tent. It announces that the Arctic development is based on the interaction between 
government, business, NGOs, and civil society and involves implementation 
mechanisms such as private-public partnerships and state economic incentives. 
Unfortunately, both documents do not address many sustainability priorities, 
such as sustainable management of natural resources, prevention of accidents, 
waste management, healthy environment for the population in urban and rural 
areas, quality of life in indigenous communities, environmental education (An-
dreassen 2016). Interests of the government are focused on improving economic 
activity, ensuring energy and state-budget effi  ciency. Sustainable management of 
natural resources is mentioned just in light of technologic development to ensure 
the balance between energy production, consumption, and export.

In May 2014, the President of the Russian Federation signed the decree which 
defi ned the land territories of the “Arctic zone of Russia”. According to this docu-
ment, such territories are the Murmansk Region, Nenets, Chukotsky, Yamalo-Ne-
nets Autonomous Districts, as well as some municipal territories in the Krasnoyarsk 
Territory, Arkhangelsk Region, lands and islands located in the Arctic Ocean (Pres-
idential Decree 2014b). Th e objective is to identify regions which will become out-
posts for Arctic development. Nevertheless, to date, the “Arctic zone regions” have 
made little progress in creating specifi c legislation based on principles of sustain-
ability. Since 2014, no more than 15 regional laws and regulations have been enact-
ed in order to meet the goals of the Arctic Strategy and to ensure conditions of the 
Arctic zone sustainable development. Most regional laws are limited to the indige-
nous issues and economic stabilization.

Th e long-term goals of transitioning to sustainable development in the Rus-
sian Arctic are refl ected in the SAP-Arctic (Strategic Action Program 2009), includ-
ing measures for preventing, eliminating, and reducing the consequences of adverse 
environmental impacts. At the same time, the SAP-Arctic takes into account social 
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interests, i.e. indigenous peoples of the North. Th e objectives set in the Program can 
be grouped into three main blocks:
1) prevention of pollution in the coastal and marine areas of the Russian Arctic, in-

cluding the transboundary transport of pollutants with aquatic and atmospheric 
fl ows oil, chemical, and radiation contamination;

2) conservation and improvement of the environment quality, ensuring the North-
ern indigenous peoples’ well-being and conditions for traditional activities;

3) prevention and mitigation of negative consequences of natural disasters and hu-
man activities, as well as of global climate changes.

Since 2017 – 2018 Russian sustainability approach has been amplifi ed by new 
dimensions of regional policy. In 2017, the President approved the Fundamentals 
of Public Policy for Regional Development in the Russian Federation for the peri-
od until 2025, focusing on changing national priorities, the country’s new strategic 
goals and aspirations. Th us, the regional vector of state policy is changing towards 
economic, political and social guarantees of citizens’ rights, improving the quality 
of their lives and ensuring sustainable economic growth. Th e new policy is aimed 
at scientifi c and technological development of the regions, increasing their compet-
itiveness based on the capabilities and potential of each region and local commu-
nities. Th e new regional policy will have a signifi cant impact on the Arctic regions’ 
development, designating them the cornerstones of the Russian economy and social 
welfare.

Th e Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District has taken the lead in setting goals 
for steady social and economic development. Th e region’s policy is generally in 
line with the national plans for the Arctic zone development. A coherent system 
of legal norms is formed in the region, and eff ective measures are implemented 
to achieve sustainable social and economic situation (Resolution of the Yama-
lo-Nenets Parliament 2011). Th e basic regional regulations provide for energy 
effi  ciency and security (Resolution of the Governor 2019), investment strategy 
(Order of the Governor 2013), and other economic activities. Th e Yamalo-Nenets 
Autonomous District is also focusing on solving problems of socio-economic and 
cultural development of the Northern indigenous peoples, based on the provi-
sions of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, other norms of international 
law, the Constitution of the Russian Federation and federal laws (Resolution of 
the Yamalo-Nenets Parliament 2009).

Favorable legal conditions for social and economic development are arranged 
in the Murmansk Region. Th e enacted regulations and target programs encompass 
legal and economic tools strengthening coordination and ensuring coherent actions 
of public authorities, civil society, business and scientifi c community successfully 
implementing state policy in the Arctic zone (Resolution of the Governor of Mur-
mansk Region 2014).



41

Sustainable Development of the Russian Arctic: Legal Implications

Due to the coordinated eff orts of state authorities, local governments and 
non-governmental organizations in the Nenets Autonomous District (Order of the 
Government of Nenets Autonomous District 2013; Resolution of the Governor of 
Nenets Autonomous District 2016) sustainable development of indigenous peoples 
is assured through strengthening their social and economic potential, the preser-
vation of an aboriginal habitat, traditional way of life and cultural values. A sim-
ilar regulatory regime for indigenous population is created in the Yamalo-Nenets 
Autonomous District (Resolution of the Yamalo-Nenets Parliament 2009; Law of 
Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District 2016) and the Murmansk Region (Regional 
Agenda 2016).

Th e environmental dimension is scarcely applied by the regional laws. In 
particular, the Concept of Functioning and Development of the Network of Spe-
cially Protected Natural Areas of the Murmansk Region until 2038 (Order of the 
Murmansk Region Government 2011) and the State Program of the Yamalo-Ne-
nets Autonomous District “Environmental Protection for 2014 – 2020” (Order of 
Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District Government 2013) are the only examples of 
legal acts addressing environmental goals, rational management of nature and envi-
ronmental safety in the Arctic regions. Moreover, these documents are action plans, 
but not mandatory regulations and can be applicable only within the strict limits 
of the regional budgets. Th us, on the regional level, there is a gap in forming an 
integral system of legal, economic, and social measures to provide for sustainable 
development. All Arctic regions need strong and eff ective local agendas based on 
sustainable considerations, especially in the period of launching large-scale indus-
trial projects which have been recently approved.2

Recently new fi nancial mechanisms for implementing the Arctic policy have 
been introduced on the federal level: the governmental target program “Socioeco-
nomic Development of the Russian Arctic Zone up to 2020” (Resolution of the 
Government of the Russian Federation 2014) with signifi cant amendments added 
in 2017, other federal target programs, sectoral strategies, and programs of large 
companies with activities aimed at the comprehensive development of the Arctic 
zone of the Russian Federation. Th ese programs are in line with Russia’s national 
priorities and aimed at the economic support of the new objectives of regional de-
velopment (advancement of science and technology; improvement of infrastruc-
ture; environmental security; competitiveness of the Russian regions, international 
cooperation).

2 For more information see: Report of the Ministry of Economic Development of the Russian Fed-
eration of 19 May 2016, No 14605AZ / D29i. “The List of Priority Projects Implemented in the 
Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation” [Министерство экономического развития Российской 
Федерации ‘О перечне приоритетных проектов, реализуемых на территории Арктической зоны 
Российской Федерации’]. Available at https://www.arctic.gov.ru/FilePreview/9053275b-7821-
e611-80cc-e672fe4e8e4e?nodeId=89bd2a3e-dc56-e511-825f-10604b797c23 (last accessed 30 
June 2019).



42

The NISPAcee Journal of Public Administration and Policy, Vol. XII, No. 2, Winter 2019 /2020

4. Effective legal tools for approaching sustainability in the 
Russian Arctic

Despite numerous challenges, Russia has taken specifi c action to establish regu-
latory frameworks for sustainability in the Arctic. Russia’s recognition of the im-
portance and value of sustainability to legal regulations of activities in the Arctic 
is expressed in the set of policy and strategic documents, as well as in laws and 
regulations addressing various issues of Arctic use and protection – “Environmen-
tal Protection Act”, “Environmental Impact Assessment Act”, “Specially Protected 
Natural Areas Act”, State Environmental Policy, Energy Strategy, National Security 
Strategy, Climate Doctrine, the Strategy of the Arctic Zone. Generally, they create 
a legal framework and guidelines for activities in the Arctic. Starting from 2014, 
not only regulatory, but also fi nancial instruments (for example, the target program 
“Socioeconomic Development of the Russian Arctic Zone up to 2020”) are available 
for the implementation of the national interest in that region.

New Sustainable Development Goals can be interpreted in conjunction with 
various dimensions of the Arctic development embodied in the three pillars – eco-
nomic development, environmental protection, and social guarantees. Th ose foun-
dational dimensions are refl ected in the more particularized provisions of Russian 
strategies, programs and laws on the federal and regional levels. Th ough the dis-
course of sustainable development is not visible in Arctic-related documents, deep-
er analysis reveals stronger adherence of the Russian conceptual strategies and pol-
icies to the sustainable approach. Th e prime reason for this is a diff erent approach 
to the sustainable development discourse. Russian federal government, numerous 
regions and municipalities have adopted a rather generalized view on sustainability 
addressing Sustainable Development Goals in a broader sense. In obligating them-
selves to sustainability, major decision-makers seldom refer to the “three pillars” 
holistically, as suggested by the Brutland defi nition; instead, they address sepa-
rate development goals focusing on the dominant directions of the Russian policy. 
Nonetheless, their objectives are compatible with the foundations of sustainability 
highlighted in the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. In adjusting federal and 
regional laws and strategies to general political course, the federal center, regions 
and operating companies concentrate more on certain sustainability goals (educa-
tion, poverty, food security, clean water) and less on others (clean energy, sustain-
able cities, gender equality).

Th e new environmental legislation adopted in Russia in 2002 – 2016 is based 
on sustainable development principles: the presumption of potential environmental 
harm caused by any economic activities, the complexity of environmental impact 
assessment, polluter pays and others (Federal Law 2002, art. 3), and these principles 
are the basic guidelines for large-scale industrial projects, approved in the Arctic. 
Several legal mechanisms of implementation have been introduced: environmental 
protection standards (Federal Law 2002, art. 21 – 25); ecological surveillance (Fed-
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eral Law 2002, art. 64 – 69); monitoring (Federal Law 2002, ch. X); environmen-
tal responsibility (Federal Law 2002, art. 75; Administrative Off enses Code 2001; 
Criminal Code 1996).

One of positive steps toward sustainable development since 2000 is the new 
legal order to create national parks and natural reserves in the Arctic. Under the 
law “Specially Protected Natural Territories Act” many federal and regional marine 
and coastal protected areas have been established, including state nature reserves 
(Kandalaksha, Wrangel Island, Nenets, Gydansky, Big Arctic, Taimyr, Ust-Lensk), 
the national park (Russian Arctic), the state nature reserves (Franz Josef Land, Ne-
nets, Nizhneobsky, Severozemelsky, Polar Circle, Kuzova, Soroksky, the Yang Mam-
moths, the Chaunskaya Guba), and others (Khludeneva 2016).

Since the 1990s, legislation protecting the Northern indigenous peoples’ rights 
has been introduced both at the federal and regional levels. Th is is in line with 
the Constitution of the Russian Federation of 1993, international conventions3 and 
public action of the Northern indigenous peoples (Novikova 2016).

During the last decade the policies of oil and gas companies have also been 
gradually changing, as companies become more aware of their responsibilities for 
the safe development of the Arctic region. For example, a number of regulatory and 
legislative acts are adopted in the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District regarding 
relations with extracting companies – General Agreement on cooperation of Yama-
lo-Nenets Autonomous District administration and Gazprom; Agreement of Yama-
lo-Nenets Autonomous District administration with the NOVATEK, Rosneft , and 
Lukoil companies (Murashko 2009). Companies adopt compensatory measures 
and actively work together with local and indigenous communities.

Th e new Russian policy of decentralization introduced by the President in 
2017 – 2018 signifi cantly changes the dimensions of regional development, notably 
the Arctic regions (Presidential Decree 2017, 2018). Th e core idea is to vest the 
regions and municipalities of the Russian Federation with more powers, ensuring 
their self-reliance and self-suffi  ciency. For example, large-scale national projects in 
the sphere of education, housing, infrastructural development, health care and oth-
er areas will be implemented under the responsibility of the regional authorities. 
Th is means more obligations of the regions, on the one hand, and more fl exibility 
and concern for the sustainable development of the territories, on the other hand.

Th e 2017 edition of the target program “Socioeconomic Development of the 
Russian Arctic Zone up to 2020” (Resolution of the Government of the Russian 

3 The Russian Federation has not ratifi ed Convention No. 169 and has not signed the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Even non-ratifi ed international doc-
uments on indigenous peoples have much infl uence on Russian legislation and governmental 
authorities’ functions: the Russian Constitution guarantees the rights of indigenous peoples “in 
accordance with generally recognized principles and norms of international law” (Constitution 
of the Russian Federation 1993, art 69).
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Federation 2014) introduced a new approach to spatial and economic development 
of the Arctic zone. Th e main idea is the creation of so-called “support zones” which 
are based not on administrative-territorial division but on transport and energy 
zoning in the region. Eight support zones are identifi ed in the target program, each 
with a specifi c economic background and potential and various objectives for their 
development. Th is approach can give rise to a new system of allocation that people, 
industries and resources provide for comprehensive social and economic develop-
ment projects aimed at achieving strategic interests and ensuring national security 
in the Arctic regions.

5. Defi ciencies in achieving sustainability in the Russian 
Arctic

Still, a gap exists between Russia’s formal strategies of the Arctic development and 
the capacity of legislation to guarantee basic sustainability approaches in the Arctic 
(Newell and Henry 2017). Most enacted documents are applicable to all Russian 
territories, and they do not specifi cally address the Arctic. Enforced legislative acts 
are not fully integrated into a holistic and coherent system providing for environ-
mental protection, social security and rational natural resource management. Th e 
main problem of transitioning to sustainable development is the ineffi  ciency of en-
forcement mechanisms. For example, environmental protection norms and rules 
are dispersed among 800 documents; however, 80 percent of these are of recom-
mendatory character (Environmental Policy and Regulation in Russia 2006, 50). 
Activities in the Arctic are mostly regulated by general rules not focused on the 
specifi c Arctic conditions.

Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations Resolution 70 / 1 2015) have 
not increasingly entered into the contexts of the Russian Arctic development. Arc-
tic-related documents almost do not address the “sustainable development” in its 
classic meaning and lack eff ective legal mechanisms ensuring sustainability as pro-
mulgated in the Concept for Russia’s Transition to Sustainable Development. A gen-
eral overview shows that the majority of documents were worked out prior to 2015, 
and it seems that new Sustainable Development Goals have had no particular im-
pact on the Arctic legal framework. Th ere is not a single holistic document adopted 
in Russia since the 2000s which in its title refl ects the sustainable development in 
the Arctic.

Th e major failure of the Arctic-related and environmental legislation in Russia 
is that the term “sustainable development” is used in diff erent contexts: “sustain-
able development of indigenous peoples”, “sustainable development of related in-
dustries”. Just few provisions on sustainable development can be found in a number 
of legal norms regulating the Arctic use and protection. For example, in the target 
program on the Arctic Socioeconomic development, the word “sustainable” is used 
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16 times on 140 pages of the text. Analyzing the Arctic-related legislation on the 
federal and regional levels, it is noticeable that the industrial development and ex-
ploitation of Arctic resources is the cornerstone of Russia’s Arctic strategy. It has 
become apparent that Sustainable Development Goals are not integrated into the 
Arctic-related legal frameworks on the systemic level and not adapted specifi cally 
for the Arctic regions. However, the recent political activities of the federal gov-
ernment and some Arctic regions have demonstrated that they are striving for a 
sustainable approach towards the Arctic.

Besides, Russia’s seeming reluctance to explain what sustainable development 
is and a greater emphasis on the economy can be explained by the existing econom-
ic challenges under which the regions need to concentrate on short-term social and 
economic goals.

At present, the country’s economic development relies on the Arctic region 
more than on the resource base and ignores environmental factors. For example, 
the Energy Strategy (Order of the Government 2009) is focused on increasing the 
extraction of fossil fuels and energy capacity and devotes little attention to the de-
velopment of renewable sources and decentralization of energy supply. A sectoral 
approach to the land-management system established by the Land Code is criticized 
as curbing sustainable development in the Arctic (Griewald et al. 2017). Th e main 
feature of land-use regulations in the Russian Federation is that lands are catego-
rized by the purpose of their use. According to the Land Code of the Russian Feder-
ation, there are seven categories of lands: (1) agricultural lands; (2) settlement lands; 
(3) lands for industry, energy objects, transport, broadcasting, television, lands for 
space activity, military objects, and other special purposes; (4) lands of specially 
protected areas and sites; (5) forest lands; (6) water-covered areas; (7) reserved lands 
(Land Code 2001). Each federal authority administers its own land category and 
makes decisions only within the narrow limits of its own environmental, economic 
or social interests. Th is results in tremendous distortions between sectoral interests 
and sustainable needs of the fragile Arctic region (Verheye 2009). For example, if 
mineral deposits are discovered and subsoil use is considered economically feasible 
and cost-eff ective, the category of land can be changed by the decision of the ap-
propriate authority, oft en without the consideration or joint decision of the other 
federal bodies. Th e exploitation of lands in this case is mainly based on economic 
criteria without taking into account the impact on the environment or on specifi c 
elements of the Arctic ecosystem. As a result, the system becomes less sustainable.

Indigenous peoples’ territories are almost out of the regulatory scope. Th e 
lands used by indigenous peoples may at the same time be used by the oil and gas 
industry, agriculture industry and landowners (Indigenous Peoples 2011). Th e 
main federal law regulating aboriginal land rights is “Traditional Natural Resource 
Use of Indigenous Peoples in the North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian 
Federation” (Federal Law 2001). According to article 10 of this act, land plots and 
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waters are granted for indigenous peoples within special territories to be used for 
traditional occupations. Article 11 of the same act sets out the legal regime of tra-
ditional territories and refers to other federal laws that regulate the land rights and 
resource-related rights. However, the law does not set the conditions under which 
land rights are provided and protected, as this is within the scope of the land leg-
islation. Th us, in spite of the importance of lands and resources for the traditional 
occupations and lifestyle of indigenous peoples, in Russian legislation there are no 
norms granting them specifi c rights (Gladun 2015).

Today, the transition of the Russian Arctic to sustainable development is hin-
dered by a governance crisis, which is evident in the country. Th e key authorities 
responsible for formulating and implementing the Arctic policy at the federal level 
in Russia are environmental bodies, namely, the Ministry of Natural Resources4 and 
two subordinated authorities – the Federal Natural Resources Supervisory Service 
(Rosprirodnadzor)5 and the Federal Environmental, Industrial and Nuclear Super-
visory Service (Rostechnadzor)6. Th ey oversee industrial impact and natural re-
source use, respectively. No specialized public authority is responsible for the Arctic 
zone keeping its governance unsustainable for more than twenty years.

Th e State Committee for Northern Aff airs, which was the leading authority on 
Arctic issues since the 1990s ceased to exist in 2000. Since 2002, a permanent body 
– the Federation Council Committee on Northern Aff airs and Indigenous Peoples 
(Decree of the Federation Council 2002) continued some arctic management deal-
ing with issues of public policy; social and economic development; state support 
of the Northern indigenous peoples; management of traditional natural resources, 
craft s; and the use of natural resources in the Northern regions. Subsequently, in 
2004 the Government of the Russian Federation introduced the Ministry of Region-
al Development, which became the federal executive body responsible for develop-
ing state policy and regulatory frameworks in the sphere of social and economic de-
velopment, including the regions of the Far North and the Arctic. However, in 2014 
the Ministry was abolished (Presidential Decree 2014a). To date, the specialized 
authority is the State Commission for the Arctic Development (Presidential De-
cree 2015), which is a coordinating rather than a decision-making body. Th e Arctic 
Commission contributes to the interaction between federal and regional executive 
bodies, local governments and non-governmental organizations in addressing so-
cio-economic and other tasks related to the development of the Arctic zone of the 
Russian Federation and ensuring national security.

4 Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment of the Russian Federation. Offi cial website 
https://www.mnr.gov.ru/english/ (last accessed 30 June 2019).

5 Federal Natural Resources Supervisory Service. Offi cial website http://rpn.gov.ru/ (last accessed 
30 June 2019).

6 Federal Environmental, Industrial and Nuclear Supervisory Service. Offi cial website http://
en.gosnadzor.ru/ (last accessed 30 June 2019).



47

Sustainable Development of the Russian Arctic: Legal Implications

Recently, to improve the effi  ciency of public administration in the develop-
ment of the Arctic zone, the President made a decision on reforming the Ministry 
of the Russian Federation for the Development of the Far East, imposing it with 
additional functions for the formulation of state policy and legal regulation over 
the Arctic zone. Th e new authority was named the Ministry of the Russian Feder-
ation for the Development of the Far East and the Arctic of the Russian Federation 
(Presidential Decree 2019). However, the regulatory scope of the renewed Ministry 
is limited to economic and social dimensions leaving aside the environmental needs 
of the Arctic zone.

6. Conclusion: The roadmap to sustainable development of 
the Arctic

Th e economy of the Russian Federation depends on energy resources, and the Arc-
tic will play a crucial role in national economic development in the future. Sustain-
able development of the Arctic is seen through the prism of economic needs and 
the necessity to save its pristine territories for present and future generations. In 
Russia’s case, despite certain achievements, serious drawbacks and gaps are found in 
the environmental, land and resource legislation. Th ese barriers are preventing the 
government and industries from implementing sustainable development practices 
in the Arctic.

Some key recommendations can be suggested for changes in policy and legis-
lation, which, directly or indirectly, could contribute to sustainability in the Arctic.
1. Th e vital demands of the Russian society and the Arctic development require 

addressing expanding dimensions of sustainability, as stated in the 2030 Sus-
tainable Development Agenda, including welfare of the Northerners, health-
care in the remote arctic territories, housing, transportation and logistics in the 
communities and businesses, education in the North, etc. Similar dimensions 
are pronounced as strategic development goals by the international community. 
Sustainable Development Goals should be considered the basic elements of the 
Russian Arctic agenda and constitute a specifi c domestic roadmap according to 
the Arctic priorities for the next 15 years.

2. Th e two main documents – the Fundamentals of Russian Federation Policy in 
the Arctic until 2020 and the Arctic Strategy – have a descriptive character and 
selectively establish the priorities of sustainable development. Consequently, the 
main strategic documents emphasize the potential of the Arctic for the country’s 
economic development; however, they are not backed up by suffi  cient govern-
ment decisions. As a result, the existing Arctic-related legislation does not en-
compass many of the sustainable mechanisms it requires.

 Th us, a specifi c law holistically regulating Arctic issues should be enacted in the 
near future. Its prior task is to establish a legal system for the regions, public 
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authorities and industries, obligating all actors to environmentally and socially 
conscious activities. Rather than declarative principles and norms, the major 
mechanisms should be incorporated:
• requirements and restrictions for large-scale industrial projects in the Arctic,
• a new system of environmental standards applicable for the Arctic unique 

environment,
• knowledge-based innovations,
• companies’ responsibility enforcement measures,
• eff ective forms of participation enabling citizens, NGOs and businesses to 

protect the Arctic environment and ensure social justice for indigenous pop-
ulation.

3. Alongside the federal laws, legal regulations on the regional level become vital 
for the Arctic sustainable development. Vesting the Arctic regions with broader 
regulative powers can provide more fl exibility and compliance for dynamical-
ly developing Arctic territories. Regional laws and regulations are supposed to 
be applied promptly, locally, without strict adherence to bureaucratized proce-
dure of Russian legislation. Regional legislation tailored for specifi c projects and 
unique Arctic conditions can increase the investment attractiveness of the Arc-
tic zone of the Russian Federation for foreign and Russian investors, signifi cant-
ly dynamize the entire process of its development under conditions of limited 
fi nance, environment and social constraints.

4. A sectoral approach to land and resource legislation lacks coherence and sustain-
ability, creating many barriers in using Arctic territories. Sometimes category 
land planning ends up with the misuse of land, a contradiction between environ-
mental concerns, Northern indigenous peoples’ needs and economic demands. 
Th is approach needs to be changed in light of the federal Strategy for Spatial 
Development, which highlights updated priorities of the spatial development in 
Russia based on capabilities and potential of the territories. Th e best instrument 
for coordinating sectoral interests and sustainable needs is landscape planning, 
which should be prioritized in the Arctic region. Landscape planning is the only 
instrument aimed to provide regulations taking into account the natural, social 
and economic potential of the whole territory.

5. From 1990 to the present, the governance of the Arctic was unsteady and ineffi  -
cient due to a succession of various authorities lacking the necessary knowledge, 
experience and aspirations for managing this unique region. It has led to unsus-
tainable governance. Th e Russian Arctic needs a modernized system of gover-
nance based on newly introduced national priorities and taking into account the 
peculiarities of the region. In this realm, the Arctic governance should be shift ed 
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from the federal level to the regions’ authorities, which are able to demonstrate 
their leadership and responsibility.

6. Being a pillar of Arctic sustainable development, the Northern indigenous peo-
ples should be involved in the policy and decision-making process relevant to 
their territories and resources. To guarantee their participation in Arctic devel-
opment according to their traditional values and knowledge in the future, Russia 
needs to implement regulating mechanisms that existed prior to 2004. Specifi -
cally, the representation of indigenous peoples in political, legislative and execu-
tive systems; the rights to express their opinions and free and informed consent 
prior to the approval of projects aff ecting their territories should be guaranteed 
by the federal laws and implemented through effi  cient programs of action in the 
Arctic regions.

Th e unbalanced development of the Russian economy and society in the last 
twenty-fi ve years has created certain barriers for implementing sustainable priori-
ties. Th e utilization of Arctic territories and resources remains justifi ed as it meets 
the objectives of economic growth and social stability. Nevertheless, the Arctic re-
quires environmental stewardship and awareness, which can be ensured by gradual 
changes in national and regional legislation. Th e existing environmental, social and 
Arctic-related legislation has already created necessary frameworks and guidelines 
and, being in line with universally recognized concepts and an international sus-
tainable agenda, provide a good opportunity for a systemic attempt to adapt global 
goals of sustainability to Russian conditions. Th e next step is to supplement nation-
al laws with eff ective legal instruments, setting up the sustainable approach to the 
Russian Arctic.
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