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ANALYSIS

Russia and Global Governance in the Post-Western World
By Andrei P. Tsygankov, San Francisco 

Abstract
Russia has historically strived to bridge principles of multilateral decision making with those of multipolar 
balance of power. Not infrequently, Russia’s efforts to maximize power have been a response to failed attempts 
of entering Western-centered international arrangements, such as NATO and the European Union. Inde-
pendently of those efforts, Russia also has sought to preserve the capabilities of a regional great power essen-
tial for securing its border and meeting other security challenges. In the world that is no longer ordered by 
the West, Russia will continue to emphasize the institutional primacy of the United Nations, while seeking 
to strengthen relations with both Western-centered and non-Western international organizations. 

Russia’s Perspective on Global Governance: 
Multipolar Multilateralism
Russia has historically emerged as a regional great power 
with strong transcontinental ties and sustained influ-
ence in global affairs. Russian leaders have always been 
preoccupied with defending the country’s long borders 
and cultural allies—Orthodox Christians in the 19th 
century, communists in the 20th century and ethnic 
Russians after the Soviet Union’s disintegration. Meet-
ing these challenges required that Russia develop power 
capabilities and be recognized as an influential player in 
both regional and global settings. Russia has therefore 
viewed a regional power status as a prerequisite for a sus-
tained multilateral engagement and a concert of great 
powers as a basis for establishing a successful interna-
tional organization. 

Such combination of power and international 
engagement has assisted Russia in surviving in a region 
historically populated by some of the most powerful 
states on earth. Principles of multilateralism were in 
focus for Russian rulers since at least Alexander I in 19th 
century. Having defeated Napoleon, Alexander liberated 
the European continent and briefly seized Paris, but then 
withdrew his forces in an organized fashion and initiated 
the Holy Alliance as a way to preserve order and justice 
in the post-Napoleonic Europe. Instead of attempting 
to establish Russia’s own hegemony, Alexander sought 
to create a multilateral security arrangement based on 
principles of autocracy. He therefore embraced anti-rev-
olutionary Germany and Austria, rather than progres-
sive France, as his role models. Soon, however, Russian 
rulers had to decide between the old monarchy-cen-
tered vision of the world and the new balance of power 
commitments. In the second half of the 19th century, 
fearful of the rising Germany, Russia chose to cultivate 
relationships with France and Britain and ultimately 
entered World War I on the side of the Triple Entente. 
By entering the First World War, Nicholas II sought to 
comply with his alliance commitments and a vision of 
a just, Europe-based world order. 

Even the Bolsheviks, with their radically different 
principles of world order, eventually came to accept that 
only multilateral institutions could prevent the rise of a 
future hegemonic power and provide a basis for inter-
national justice. Not only did they abandon the early 
efforts to overthrow the “bourgeois” governments in 
Europe replacing them with rapprochement and prag-
matic cooperation with the West, but they also joined 
the League of Nations and championed a collective 
security system in Europe in order to prevent the rise 
of Fascism. Later, Soviet leaders participated in creat-
ing the United Nations, but they also expected a big-
ger role in shaping European security partly because 
the Soviet Union single-handedly won the most impor-
tant battles against Nazi Germany, including the bat-
tles for Moscow, Kursk and Stalingrad, and contributed 
a much greater share of resources to the overall victory 
in the war. The other part of the reason had to do with 
Russia’s belief in securing its position of regional influ-
ence. Although the Cold War and the communist ide-
ology prompted Bolsheviks to develop global ambitions, 
they remained true to Russia’s traditional aspiration to 
dominate the Eurasian landmass from the Far East to 
the Balkans and Eastern Europe.

Each time Russia failed in its multilateral diplomacy, 
it resorted to politics of multipolarity, balance of power, 
and alternative institutional arrangements. When col-
lective security failed to contain Hitler, Russia signed a 
defense pact with Hitler hoping to isolate Russia from 
World War II or at least to buy enough time to prepare 
for it. In the Cold War era, Josef Stalin responded to the 
U.S.-proposed Marshall Plan by establishing the Com-
munist Information Agency (Cominform) and brush-
ing aside the Polish and Czech hopes to join the Plan. 
The Soviets then embraced the global “correlation of 
forces” strategy, which included the establishment of 
alternative institutions, such as the Warsaw Pact, and 
reflected their interest in balancing perceived danger-
ous influences from the Western powers and preserve 
Russia’s independence in world affairs.
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After the Cold War
After the Cold War, Russia briefly experimented with 
the idea of joining Western-centered institutions, while 
abandoning its traditional regional ambitions and great 
power aspirations. Unlike Mikhail Gorbachev, who 
envisaged a global concert of different politico-economic 
systems, his successor Boris Yelstin embraced the vision 
of gaining a full-scale status in transatlantic economic 
and security institutions, such as the European Union, 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, International 
Monetary Fund, and G-7, and separating the new Rus-
sia from the former Soviet republics economically, polit-
ically, and culturally. This Western-centric vision proved 
unsustainable however because it both lacked domes-
tic support and the Western nations were not eager to 
welcome Russia as an equal participant in their insti-
tutions. The decision by NATO to expand eastward in 
1994 and to use force against Serbia outside the UN 
Security Council’s jurisdiction in March 1999 signalled 
the power of the Western-centric world.

A dissatisfied Russia then revived the traditional 
course of advocating multipolarity, multilateralism and 
regional great power status. With Yevgeni Primakov as 
foreign minister, Russia pursued “multi-vector” policies, 
which meant that it would no longer unequivocally side 
with Europe or the United States at the expense of its 
relationships with key participants from the Eurasian 
continent, such as China, India, and the Islamic world. 
Russia was also proclaimed to be a distinctly Eurasian 
great power. 

However, multilateralism did not fully yield to mul-
tipolarity, as Moscow continued to emphasize the cen-
trality of the UN and work on strengthening Russia’s 
role in traditional global governance structures. In July 
1992, for example, it managed to join the G-7, despite 
the opposition from Britain and Germany. Russia also 
pursued an ambitious agenda of developing an eco-
nomic union and a collective security pact with the 
former Soviet republics. Despite growing resentment 
toward NATO, it did not break its ties with the alliance 
and in May 1997 negotiated the establishment of Rus-
sia–NATO Council on a permanent basis. Russia also 
became a founding member of the Shanghai Cooper-
ation Organization (SCO) that emerged out of a 1997 
Russia–China treaty on border-troop reduction and 
included China, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyz-
stan. The organization became prominent after Septem-
ber 11 by emphasising the need to address terrorism and 
security problems in Central Asia.

A similar pattern of failed attempts at multilateralism 
followed by a renewed emphasis on multipolarity took 
place under President Putin in the 2000s. Immediately 
after the September 11 terrorist attacks on the United 

States, Putin sought to engage the Western nations into 
common international projects and security arrange-
ments, but changed his approach as soon as he sensed 
that the West wanted to preserve Western-centric insti-
tutions and principles across the globe. As with Prima-
kov, Putin’s response did not really amount to replac-
ing multilateralism with multipolarity. Rather, it was an 
attempt to assert Russia’s right to participate in Western 
institutional arrangements. In particular, the Kremlin 
wanted to build joint security institutions with the West 
to replace the abandoned ABM treaty, join the WTO, 
and establish greater cooperation between NATO and 
the Moscow-initiated Collective Security Treaty Orga-
nization (CSTO) in securing Central Asia from terror-
ism. This was at the heart of Putin’s speech at the Munich 
Conference on Security Policy, in which he accused the 
U.S. of “unilateralism” and “disdain for the basic prin-
ciples of international law.”

After not receiving the sought-after recognition of 
his ideas, Putin moved towards strengthening Russia’s 
cooperation with non-Western nations and institutions. 
For example, Russia stepped up its economic and mil-
itary cooperation with China and the SCO. In June 
2009, Russia also hosted the first summit of the leaders 
of the BRIC countries in Yekaterinburg, which resulted 
in a joint declaration on the establishment of an equi-
table, democratic and multipolar world order. For the 
first time, Russia’s insistence on multipolar multilater-
alism was recognized prominently, albeit by non-West-
ern powers. In addition—true to its desire to remain 
a regional power—Russia also sought to strengthen 
its control over the post-Soviet region, building pipe-
lines in all geographic directions, raising energy prices 
for its oil and gas-dependent neighbours and working 
to develop Russia-friendly political and military rela-
tions in the region.

In the Post-Western World 
The 2008/9 financial crisis revealed that the world was 
now entering a radically new stage of development. 
Structurally, the world is still dominated by the US, 
with the Western powers (especially America) retaining 
their military dominance around the world, supported 
by their global superiority in political, economic and 
cultural terms. However, in terms of its dynamic trajec-
tory, the world is becoming increasingly less Western-
centric, even if the exact direction and end-result remain 
unclear. While the global economic crisis has severely 
undermined the Western-centered model of global eco-
nomic expansion, the Russia–Georgia war also ended 
the West’s monopoly on the unilateral use of force pre-
viously demonstrated by NATO’s military attacks on 
Yugoslavia and the United States’ invasion of Iraq. The 
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fact that Russia chose to use force in the Caucasus in 
defiance of the West has shown a de-centralization of 
the use of hard power and highlighted the difficulties 
facing the West as a result of the continuous expansion 
of NATO’s geopolitical responsibilities at the expense 
of its political arrangements, such as in the case of the 
SCO and CSTO.

However, it is unclear whether this change will trans-
late into the sort of multipolar multilateralism as cur-
rently favoured by Russia. Despite its relative decline, the 
West remains powerful enough to challenge this form 
of multipolar multilateralism. Russia is also faced with 
the rise of China and that of the other BRICS members. 
Multipolarity assumes Russia’s ability to consolidate and 
project its power abroad, yet the country is faced with 
formidable domestic problems and is unlikely to emerge 
as an independent pole, or center of power any time 
soon. Russia does not have the global economic reach of 
China or India. Although it has recovered from its sus-
tained economic depression of the 1990s, much of Rus-
sia’s recovery has been due to the high oil prices, which 
complicated the government’s attempts to reduce the 
country’s over-reliance on its energy exports. In addition, 
the Russian state suffers from a wide-range of problems 
such as corruption and a failing demographic situation.

Under these conditions, the Kremlin is trying to 
cooperate with both Western and non-Western orga-
nizations, as well as its significant partners in Eurasia, 
whilst remaining critical of the unilateral use of force. 
This pragmatic foreign policy is facilitated further by the 
fact that Russia is a member of a wide-range of interna-
tional and regional forums. As noted by the Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei Lavrov, solutions for Russia should 
come from “network diplomacy rather than entangl-
ing military-political alliances with their burdensome 
rigid commitments”. Unable on its own to effectively 
respond to security challenges from NATO, Russia con-
tinues to develop coalitions with selected European and 
non-Western countries. For instance, acting jointly with 

China, Russia vetoed the United States and Europe-
sponsored UNSC resolutions regarding Syria. Fearful 
that such resolutions would lead to a military interven-
tion and regime change in Syria, as happened in Libya, 
the Kremlin instead pushed for negotiations between 
Bashar al-Assad and the military opposition. The BRICS 
summit held in April 2012 in India further supported 
these negotiations over Syria. 

On the other hand, Russia continues to value its par-
ticipation in Western institutions and seeks to expand 
such participation. Following its military conflict with 
Georgia, President Dmitri Medvedev proposed a pan-
European treaty to establish a new security architecture, 
in which Russia would become a fully-fledged partic-
ipant. According to him, the fact that neither NATO, 
nor the OSCE were able to prevent the military conflict 
indicated the need for an improved security framework 
in Europe. In the economic arena, Russia’s main focus 
remains greater integration with the EU’s economy and 
the WTO. In late 2011, Russia finally completed its 
negotiations over its membership in the WTO. In East 
Asia, the Kremlin is also keenly interested in developing 
economic and security ties with South Korea and Japan 
in order to address the issue of a rising China.

Finally, Russia is taking advantage of a relatively 
favourable geopolitical environment to strengthen its 
institutional presence in Eurasia. In October 2011, most 
members of the CIS signed a free-trade agreement that 
would increase the intra-regional trade by removing var-
ious import and export duties. In addition, Putin pro-
posed to build a new Eurasian Union between the CIS 
states. The Kremlin has also worked to consolidate its 
military presence in the region by constructing a new 
anti-terrorism center under the CSTO’s auspices in Kyr-
gyzstan. In an apparent response to Arab-like upris-
ings, the CSTO also amended its mission by pledging 
to defend its members from internal “unconstitutional 
disturbances”. 

About the Author
Andrei P. Tsygankov is a Professor at San Francisco State University. He is the author of a forthcoming book entitled 

“Russia and the West from Alexander to Putin: Honor in International Relations” (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 
and has previously published numerous books including “Russophobia: Anti-Russian Lobby and American Foreign 
Policy (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009)” and “Russia’s Foreign Policy: Change and Continuity in National 
Identity (New York: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2nd edition, 2010)”.
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ANALYSIS

Russia’s Security Council Diplomacy and the Middle East
By Mark N. Katz, Washington

Abstract
Moscow values Russia’s permanent membership on the UN Security Council for the ability that the veto-
power this status gives it to project influence, as well as to deny Security Council approval to actions sought 
by others—especially the United States. But as Russia’s Security Council diplomacy with regard to Iran, 
Libya, and Syria has shown, the Security Council can be a highly problematic arena for Russia. Moscow can-
not prevent the U.S. and its allies from acting without Security Council authorization. Yet even when Mos-
cow does allow a resolution authorizing the use of force to pass, Russia cannot control how the U.S. and its 
allies implement it. Finally, blocking passage of a resolution can serve to undermine Russia’s influence and 
prestige instead of enhancing them. 

Moscow values its permanent membership on the 
United Nations Security Council for the oppor-

tunity it provides Russia to pursue three aims that are 
highly important to it. First, it allows Russia to play an 
important role in shaping the international environment 
to its liking. Second, the veto power that Security Coun-
cil permanent membership entails means that Russia 
can block any resolution of which it disapproves, thus 
necessitating that all other countries seeking the passage 
of a resolution obtain Moscow’s cooperation in order to 
do so. Third, and most importantly, it represents inter-
national affirmation of Russia’s status as a great power.

Despite this, Moscow has sometimes been unable to 
pursue these three aims successfully. Russia has not always 
been able to shape the international environment to its lik-
ing through the Security Council (indeed, the Security 
Council as a whole is often unable to do so). In addition, 
Russia’s veto power has been obviated when certain gov-
ernments—especially the United States—have acted out-
side the auspices of the Security Council. And when either 
of these things happens, Russia has not appeared to be the 
great power that it claims and wants to be seen by others as.

Moscow’s Security Council diplomacy vis-à-vis Iran, 
Libya, and Syria has had mixed results. This article will 
discuss Russia’s Security Council diplomacy in each of 
these three cases in order to elucidate the dilemmas and 
difficulties they have posed for Moscow’s pursuit of its 
broader goals of shaping the international environment, 
leveraging its veto-power to obtain cooperation from 
others, and affirming Russia’s status as a great power. 
As argued below, in each case, Russian diplomacy has 
succeeded in some areas, and yet failed in others. First, 
though, something needs to be said about the histori-
cal context in which Moscow conducts its contempo-
rary Security Council diplomacy.

Historical Context
In designing the UN Security Council, U.S. President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt envisioned that the principal 

Allies that had fought against the Axis powers in World 
War II would use it as a cooperative forum for manag-
ing the problems of the post-war world. With the emer-
gence of the Cold War, however, this expectation was 
soon dashed. Instead, the U.S. and the USSR often 
acted to block each other’s Security Council initia-
tives through the exercise of their veto power. But since 
this veto power also allowed each permanent member 
to block any resolution aimed against it, the U.S. and 
the USSR both used force on several occasions with-
out seeking Security Council approval, justifying their 
actions instead on another basis. During the Cold War 
era, then, the lack of Security Council approval did 
not prevent the U.S. from intervening in Vietnam and 
several other countries, nor did it prevent the Soviet 
Union from intervening in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, 
and Afghanistan.

Despite their ability to act outside of it with impunity, 
the Security Council was still important for both Amer-
ican and Soviet diplomacy. Each could use it to dele-
gitimize the other through proposing Security Council 
resolutions that were popular internationally, but which 
the other superpower was expected to veto. For exam-
ple, Moscow would frequently push for Security Coun-
cil resolutions condemning Israel knowing that Amer-
ica would veto them, but also knowing that doing so 
would result in widespread condemnation of the U.S. 
in the Muslim world and beyond.

The low point in the USSR’s Security Council diplo-
macy came in 1950 when Moscow was boycotting it over 
the refusal of the U.S. and its allies to allow the new 
Communist government in Beijing to take the place of 
the defeated Nationalist government at the UN when 
North Korea invaded South Korea. The U.S. and its 
allies took advantage of the USSR’s absence to pass a 
Security Council resolution authorizing the use of force 
in response to this, thus increasing the legitimacy of the 
U.S.-led military response. Not surprisingly, Moscow 
has never allowed such a situation to arise again.
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Even during the Cold War, however, the U.S. and 
the USSR sometimes acted cooperatively to pass Secu-
rity Council resolutions aimed at resolving conflict. Two 
such instances were the passage of Security Council Res-
olution 242 aimed at resolving the 1967 Arab–Israeli 
War and Resolution 338 which sought to resolve the 
1973 one. Nevertheless, the U.S. was able to exclude the 
USSR from playing any meaningful role in subsequent 
American-led Arab–Israeli peace efforts.

The high point of Soviet–American cooperation in 
the Security Council occurred in the wake of the August 
1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait when Washington and 
Moscow worked together to pass numerous resolutions 
against Iraq—including one authorizing the use of force 
against it. In the 1990s, though, Moscow came to regret 
its decision to approve Security Council economic sanc-
tions against Iraq because it could not persuade the US 
to either lift or reduce them (thus impeding Russia’s abil-
ity to openly trade with and invest in Iraq—though it 
did do so more or less clandestinely).

More recently, Russia’s attempts to prevent the U.S.-
led intervention in Iraq in 2003 through the UN Secu-
rity Council also furnished mixed results. Although Rus-
sia—and many other countries—were unable to prevent 
the U.S. from intervening, their blockage of Security 
Council approval for this action did serve to delegitimize 
its actions thus succeeding in isolating the U.S. diplo-
matically. Wishing to avoid a re-run of the Iraq deba-
cle, the U.S. (under President Bush as well as President 
Obama) has more recently placed greater emphasis on 
working within, rather than outside the Security Coun-
cil in order to achieve its aims.

With this background in mind, we can now proceed 
to explain Moscow’s recent Security Council diplomacy 
with regard to Iran, Libya, and Syria.

Iran
Russia’s Security Council diplomacy with regard to Iran 
has been highly conflicted. On the one hand, Moscow 
does not want Iran to acquire nuclear weapons. On the 
other, it also does not want force to be used against Iran 
either for fear of how this could negatively impact Rus-
sian interests. If Tehran believed that Moscow supported 
an attack against it, it might retaliate against Russia in 
several ways: supporting Muslim rebels in the North 
Caucasus, backing Azerbaijan instead of Moscow’s ally 
Armenia, and ending economic cooperation with Rus-
sia. Moscow, then, has no intention of supporting a 
UN Security Council resolution authorizing the use of 
force against Iran.

Increasingly, though, political leaders in Israel, the 
U.S., and elsewhere have been calling for Iran to be force-
fully prevented from acquiring nuclear weapons even 

without Security Council approval. Moscow opposes 
this as it could lead to harmful consequences for Rus-
sia. At worst, such an attack could lead to the downfall 
of the current Iranian regime followed by the rise either 
of a pro-Western one or of a virulently Islamist one hos-
tile to both Russia and the West. Moscow does not want 
to see either of these developments.

Russia’s approach to the Iranian nuclear issue in 
the Security Council, then, has been to delay, but then 
approve the passage of watered-down (from the West-
ern perspective) resolutions imposing increasing eco-
nomic sanctions on Iran. Tehran has complained bit-
terly about Russian betrayal whenever Moscow has done 
this. Moscow, though, may see supporting successive 
economic sanctions resolutions against Iran as useful 
not in obtaining Iranian compliance over the nuclear 
issue (which, so far, has not occurred), but in persuad-
ing the U.S. in particular to continue the multilateral 
diplomatic approach and not abandon it in favour of 
the use of force against Iran outside the auspices of the 
Security Council.

If this is indeed the Russian strategy, it has worked 
fairly well up to now. It has not succeeded, however, in 
actually resolving the Iranian nuclear crisis. The risk for 
Moscow is that the more that America, Israel, Europe, 
and the Arab World feel threatened by the prospect of 
a nuclear Iran, the more support there will be among 
them for a forceful approach to Iran that bypasses both 
the Security Council and Russia.

Libya
At the outset of the Arab Spring in 2011, internal secu-
rity forces acquiesced to opposition demands for the 
removal from office of authoritarian rulers who had 
been in power for decades both in Tunisia and Egypt. 
In Libya, however, security forces loyal to Qaddafi vio-
lently beat back the widespread opposition to him that 
had sprung up, and appeared to be about to crush it alto-
gether. It was at this point that demands arose both in 
the West and the Arab World for UN Security Council 
action to prevent this. Moscow’s initial reaction to these 
ideas was extremely negative. However, when the Arab 
League formally called for a Security Council resolution 
to impose a no-fly zone in Libya to protect the opposition 
there from annihilation, Russia (and China) abstained 
on the vote for the measure—thus allowing it to pass.

Almost immediately, though, Moscow began to com-
plain that the U.S. and its NATO and Arab allies were 
exceeding the provisions of the resolution and actively 
aiding Libyan oppositionists in their efforts to defeat 
Qaddafi’s forces, topple his regime, and establish their 
own government. Much to Moscow’s consternation, 
America and its allies ignored Russian complaints and 
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helped the Libyan opposition accomplish each of these 
tasks. The lesson that the Kremlin learned from this 
experience is that once a Security Council resolution 
authorizing the use of force has been passed, Moscow 
cannot do much to control or affect the actions of the 
U.S. and its allies when they take the lead in implement-
ing such a resolution.

Syria
An Arab Spring-style revolt also erupted in Syria in 2011. 
Although the opposition there has been unable to top-
ple the Assad regime, the regime has (so far) also been 
unable to completely crush the opposition. As with Libya, 
there have been calls—most notably from Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar—for the UN Security Council to take action 
to stop the crackdown in Syria. Determined to avoid a 
repeat of what happened in Libya, however, Russia (in 
conjunction with China) has this time refused to allow 
even economic sanctions against Damascus to be autho-
rized by the Security Council.

In one sense, Moscow’s Security Council diplomacy 
vis-à-vis Syria has been a success: Russia has blocked 
the U.S. and others from taking any meaningful action 
against the Assad regime with the imprimatur of the 
Security Council. But unlike in 2003 when the block-
age by Russia and others of a Security Council resolu-
tion authorizing the use of force against Iraq served to 
delegitimize the subsequent American-led intervention 
of that country, Moscow’s blockage of Security Council 
measures against the Assad regime has in fact resulted in 
Russia being seen as responsible for what is happening in 

Syria both in the Arab World and the West. (Although 
China has also blocked Security Council action against 
the Assad regime, it has not incurred the international 
opprobrium that Russia has for doing so). The danger 
for Moscow in taking such an unpopular action is that 
governments as well as public opinion in other countries 
will be willing to see the U.S. and others take action 
in Syria outside the auspices of the Security Council. 
Should this happen, Russia would not be in a strong 
position to prevent it.

Conclusion
As the recent Iranian, Libyan, and Syrian cases have 
shown, Moscow’s Security Council diplomacy can face 
a difficult trade-off. On the one hand, if Russia coop-
erates with the West and its allies in passing Security 
Council resolutions that impose sanctions or autho-
rize the use of force, Moscow cannot prevent Amer-
ica and its allies from exceeding what Russia regards as 
the limits of these resolutions—as occurred with regard 
to Libya. On the other hand, if Russia blocks Security 
Council resolutions sought by the West and its allies, it 
risks bringing down international opprobrium on itself 
(as occurred with Syria), as well as encouraging others 
to support action outside Security Council auspices by 
an American-led “coalition of the willing” (as may yet 
occur with regard to Syria and Iran). When this is the 
trade-off Moscow faces, the Security Council is less an 
arena where Russia can demonstrate that it is still a great 
power and more one in which its inability to act as one 
is displayed instead.

About the Author
Mark N. Katz is Professor of Government and Politics at George Mason University, and is the author of “Leaving with-
out Losing: The War on Terror after Iraq and Afghanistan” (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012).
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ANALYSIS

Fostering FSC Forest Certification in Russia:  
Interplay of State and Non-State Actors 
By Maria Tysiachniouk, St. Petersburg

Abstract
Since the early 1990s, the Russian forest sector has been undergoing profound change determined both by 
national reforms and patterns of internationalization. Although the newly emerged market economy in Rus-
sia has brought challenges to Russian forests, the cross-border influence of market forces has also encouraged 
the introduction of responsible forestry practices into Russia. Due to the efforts of NGOs, Forest Steward-
ship Council (FSC) certification has become part of Russian regulatory processes. 

Although in Russia non-governmental actors are engaged in international networks and operate inde-
pendently, they have to take into account governmental policies because Russia is a country with a strongly 
centralized state and all land, including forests, is federal property. All certification initiatives must to a cer-
tain extent involve the Russian government as a landowner and stakeholder. This article shows how NGOs 
have engaged the Russian government, as well as industry and the public, in FSC certification. 

The FSC appears to represent a way of bringing the Russian forest industry into European markets and 
simultaneously of bringing the global practices of sustainable forest management into Russia. It is a mech-
anism for developing relevant trade policies, supporting environmentally responsible business, and institut-
ing investment safeguards.

Introduction: FSC Operation
FSC is a new mode of private governance, encouraging 
sustainability through market incentives. It is assumed 
to be powerful in promoting responsible forest utili-
zation, fostering preservation of biodiversity, protect-
ing rights of local communities and indigenous people.

FSC represents a voluntary certification system based 
on the principles of tripartite sustainable development, 
which presumes a balance of economic, environmen-
tal and social aspects in forest management. Compa-
nies that operate with FSC certification gain a certain 
premium and, most importantly, access to socially and 
environmentally sensitive markets. The FSC has devel-
oped several types of standards and has delivered two 
major types of certificates: the certificate of forest man-
agement (FSC-FM) and chain of custody (FSC-COC). 
The FM certificate guarantees that logging and other 
forest operations are carried out in compliance with the 
Principles and Criteria of the FSC Standard, taking into 
account economic, ecological and social components of 
sustainable forest utilization. The FCS-COC guaran-
tees timber legality and shows that the path of the wood 
along the chain of custody has been monitored from the 
moment of logging through all the stages that lead it to 
the customer, including transportation, processing, and 
the manufacturing of goods using this wood. 

The FSC includes national and regional offices. 
National offices have been opened in countries with 
large forest territories, such as Russia, Canada, USA, 
Mexico and China. Other countries are coordinated by 
FSC regional offices. The National Initiatives (national 

FSC offices since 2010) are organized in the same way 
as FSC International and consist of social, environmen-
tal and economic chambers with equal representation. 
Their main purpose is to develop national standards, 
and together with the national FSC office, to govern 
the FSC process within nation-states. Principles and 
criteria are global, but indicators and verifiers are devel-
oped nationally. Indicators help to adjust the standard 
to national contexts. 

FSC standards are not prescriptive and straightfor-
ward; there is a lot of space for negotiation and interpre-
tation. The flexibility allows interpretations and negoti-
ations on all levels, which helps to adjust the standard 
to local social, political and ecological environments. 
It also allows for the creation of a feedback loop to the 
transnational level and enables changes in the standard 
in cases where it does not fit the environment.

FSC in Russia
The first FSC certifications in Russia came via mar-
ket relationships. Three enterprises—Kosikhinski For-
est, Altai Region with their processing enterprise Tim-
ber Production Pricebatch Ltd.; Koverninskiy Leskhoz, 
Nizniy Novgorod oblast; and Holz Dammers GmbH in 
Arghangelsk oblast—received their certificates without 
any help from the WWF or forest certification centers. 
Kozikhinsky Leshoz started preparing for FSC certifi-
cation in 1997 and received the certificate in 2000. The 
Paper Mill Volga started working on FSC certification 
of Koverninski Leskhoz in 1996 and received it in 2002. 
All three enterprises were certified privately in response 
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to requests for FSC certification from their western co-
owners and partners. 

In 1998, environmental organizations—WWF, 
Greenpeace, Social SEU, and the Biodiversity Conser-
vation Center (BCC)—began to promote FSC certifica-
tion in Russia through a series of initiatives. The WWF 
started the Association of Ecologically Responsible For-
est Companies in 2000, as a “producer group”; at that 
time such groups were formed only in Russia and Brazil. 
Promotion of FSC certification continued through the 
WWF—World Bank Alliance project and later through 
WWF partnerships with IKEA and cooperation with 
regional forest business associations. The WWF-Model 
demonstration projects served as educational sites upon 
which to show how intensive and/or sustainable forest 
management schemes can work. In Russia, as in the 
case of other countries, development of the National 
Standard represents a forum of negotiations, in which 
actors interpret the general international standard and 
adjust it to specific Russian circumstances. 

The National Initiative in Russia, composed of envi-
ronmental, economic and social chambers, for a long 
time existed in the form of a Working Group on for-
est certification, which was created in May 1998 and 
was accredited by FSC-International in 2006. In par-
allel with the National group, four regional FSC certi-
fication working groups were organized over different 
time periods: in the Komi Republic, Arkhangelsk, Kras-
noyarsk and the Far East. All these groups worked on 
FSC national and regional standards.

The process of creating and accrediting FSC National 
standards was a very long process and took more than 
10 years. National standard developers had problems in 
keeping a balance between these two processes: chang-
ing the standard to adapt it to the conditions of the coun-
try, and keeping it within the framework of the global 
standard. In 2008, the 6th version was at last accredited 
with some corrective action requests. 

The national FSC office in Russia was established in 
February, 2005, with initial funding provided by the 
European Union grant program. The FSC office in Rus-
sia is mainly engaged in the coordination of the FSC’s 
activities in Russia and Commonwealth Independent 
States (CIS) countries, yet most of its work is related to 
Russia and work in the CIS became apparent only in 
2009–2010. Their responsibilities include coordination 
of all work related to FSC certification within Russia, 
namely: the interplay between the National Initiative, 
the FSC-Russia Board of Directors, certification bodies, 
and stakeholders. The office conducts major informa-
tional work, it creates the database of certified companies, 
and spreads news from the FSC International Coordi-
nation Center among all interested parties in Russia. In 

the office, all stakeholders can get information concern-
ing new certification guidelines and methodology man-
uals on various certification aspects, information about 
training and other organized events. With its reorgani-
zation in 2010, the FSC office and the National Initia-
tive became one organization, managed by the FSC-Rus-
sia Board of Directors with funding provided by FSC 
International and membership dues.

Current State of FSC Certification 
Russia is in second place globally to Canada in terms 
of the amount of FSC certified territories—of 10 major 
holdings, 9 are certified—and many smaller compa-
nies are in the process of certification. For the most 
part, FSC certification has been achieved by companies 
already operating in the European market. 117 Forest 
Management certificates (as of 02.05.2012) have been 
issued, and around 30 million hectares are certified. 
To date, support for certification varies by region. It is 
greatest in the European part of Russia, it is currently 
booming in Siberia and has only recently started in the 
Far East, largely owing to European buyers’ demands 
for certified wood, who themselves came under pres-
sure from nongovernmental organizations to meet cer-
tification demands. The high demand for non-certified 
wood from Asian markets, especially those in China, as 
well as the corrupted networks and illegal operations in 
both Russia and China, have prevented the fast devel-
opment of certification in the Russian Far East. Of the 
30 million certified ha, 70% of the certificates are issued 
in North Western Russia, 22% in Siberia and only 8% 
in the Russian Far East. A total of 215 chain of custody 
and 130 controlled wood certificates are issued (as of 
02.05.2012). With the rapid growth of forest certifica-
tion in Russia in the 2000s, the quality of the certifi-
cates became an issue. The FSC increased surveillance, 
and in the territories of approximately 1.9 million ha 
certificates were temporarily suspended in 2008–2012 
until forest management practices improved.

Interplay of State and Non-State Actors in 
the Process of FSC Certification
Certification is being advanced by non-governmental 
actors, i.e., environmentally responsible businesses and 
NGOs, that operate in the sphere of non-state gover-
nance of forest resources. Their relationship with state 
institutions has developed with some difficulties. 

In Russia, there are inconsistencies between the Rus-
sian legislation and the FSC requirements. The new 
Forest Code adopted in December, 2006, disregarded 
innovations developed in the process of certification; 
that is why the discrepancy between certification and 
the Russian laws continues. In 1995, Russia ratified the 
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Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) whose reg-
ulations are consistent with the FSC standard. Article 
1 of the Forest Code of 2006 declares a commitment 
to the CBD requirements. However, the state has not 
developed adequate regulatory documents, which would 
ensure implementation. It is necessary to remark that 
since Soviet times, Russia has constituently taken mea-
sures for maintaining biodiversity in wildlife and con-
servation. These measures, however, did not concern 
the sphere of commercial forest exploitation, while cer-
tification envisages regulation within this very sphere. 
This has led to contradictions with Russian legislation. 
For example, the concept of key biotopes, a requirement 
of the FSC, is not even mentioned in Russian Forest 
laws. Another example is that Russian legislation out-
lines that old growth forests should be preserved only 
when they belong to the first category of forests (those 
that are close to waterways, contain valuable species or 
are in specially protected areas). When forest compa-
nies lease territories for commercial forestry, these ter-
ritories often contain old growth forests, forming rel-
atively large intact forest landscapes, especially in the 
Arghangelsk, Komi, Karelia, Siberia and the Russian 
Far East. According to the FSC certification, these old 
growth forest landscapes belong to high conservation 
value forests and have to be preserved.

Another challenge for the FSC in Russia is the issue 
related to indigenous people. The reason for this is again 
a different understanding of key terms between Russian 
legislation and the FSC National Standard, in this case 
the term “indigenous people”. Russian legislation recog-
nizes as indigenous only “Low-Numbered Populations 
of the North” (less than 50,000 people). The Russian 
FSC National Standard recognizes any community con-
sisting of one or more ethnic groups as indigenous peo-
ple, if they are engaged in traditional forest utilization. 

Several forested regions of Russia are populated by 
indigenous peoples. Indigenous cultures throughout 
Russia — the Komi, Koryak, Itelmen, Udegeis, Chukchi 
in the north, and many others — have suffered greatly 
since the advent of Russia. In Tsarist times, the Rus-
sian Empire’s eastward expansion brought Christianity, 
as well as marauding Cossacks demanding tributes in 
fur from the native peoples. 

Later, the Soviet policy toward indigenous peoples 
brought even more far reaching changes to their cultures 
and ways of life. The State Committee for Numerically-
Small Peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far East 
oversaw this policy, operating with the primary goal of 
turning the native people from aboriginal semi-nomads 
into fully place-tied citizens of a modern Soviet society. 
The policy of “centralization” moved subsistence-based 
community clans into more centralized villages. This 

allowed the state to more efficiently deliver subsidies, 
which included bread, coffee, tea, sugar, and the other 
basics. After perestroika, subsidies halted abruptly, rural 
economies soured, and indigenous people became even 
more disempowered. 

FSC certification has the potential to clarify and pro-
tect the rights of these people. However, the issue contin-
ues to be very complicated. Tensions and conflicts con-
cerning indigenous peoples rights occur within almost 
all of the certified territories where these groups live. 
Some ethnic groups are not interested in being “quali-
fied” as indigenous, while others, on the contrary, strive 
for recognition. 

FSC–State Relationships 
FSC-Russia pays great attention to fence-mending with 
state bodies and strives to reach several goals as part of 
this interplay. It tries to lobby for necessary changes in 
national legislation, in order to eliminate tensions with 
FSC rules. For this purpose a working group was cre-
ated to resolve the contradictions between requirements 
of FSC certification and the new Russian forest code, 
especially the issues concerning biodiversity, because this 
issue was the stumbling block for the companies dur-
ing the process of certification. Having achieved some 
results, the working group, however, has not managed 
to resolve the problem once and for all.

A breakthrough in state–non-state actor’s mutual 
understanding took place at the Parliamentary hear-
ings on “The legal basis of forest certification to ensure 
the legality of exports and imports of timber and pro-
cessed wood,” which took place on 20th May, 2010. Par-
liamentarians, representatives of Rosleskhoz, the Minis-
try of Agriculture, the WWF, the FSC, and large holding 
companies used a participatory approach for the devel-
opment of policy recommendations. Issues relating to 
the contradictions between the FSC requirements and 
Russian legislation were addressed. The Committee of 
Natural Resources, Nature Use and Ecology agreed to 
become a platform for negotiations between the differ-
ent interest groups. 

Shortly after the Parliamentary hearings, the work-
ing group on the harmonization of forest legislation 
with FSC standards was formed and had its first meet-
ing. The FSC again received an opportunity to negoti-
ate contested issues with the state authorities. However, 
since September 2010, the negotiations have been fro-
zen due to a new reorganization of state agencies. The 
Public Forest Council convened under the jurisdiction 
of Rosleskhoz in April, 2011. The participants acknowl-
edged the need to modernize forest legislation. Govern-
mental officials and NGOs once again discussed contra-
dictions between FSC requirements and the Forest Code 
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of 2006. They analyzed the conflicts that arise due to 
these contradictions and decided to intensify work on 
harmonizing Russian legislation with FSC standards. 

Fostering FSC Demand on the Domestic 
Market
Currently there is a very low demand for FSC products 
on the Russian market. Both the WWF and FSC aim to 
facilitate domestic demand for certified products through 
state policy. In 2008, the FSC national office, together 
with the WWF, started a campaign of promoting FSC 
certification in the internal Russian market. They orga-
nized an information-campaign with businesses and rep-
resentatives of governmental structures to explain the 
advantages of certification. The most recent roundta-
bles in 2010–2012 were organized with the aim of fos-
tering green purchasing programs and policies in Russia.

Governmental agencies in Russia are generally 
responsive to the demands of large businesses; there-
fore, TNCs operating in Russia can significantly impact 
national policy. There are several companies in Russia 
that are driving FSC certification on the internal mar-
ket and fostering visibility and recognition of the FSC 
trademark. Mondi Business paper Siktivkar Pulp and 
Paper Mill is producing office and printing paper called 
Snegurochka (Snow Girl). Three printers certified their 
chain of custody. The holding company Investlesprom 
produces paper packaging and one of its subsidiaries is 
involved in green building, based on FSC certified wood.

As has been the case with other countries hosting 
the Olympics, the Sochi Olympic Games in Russia are 
one of the major drivers of the internal FSC market, as 
the Olympic Committee requires the games to be green. 
In 2008, Rosleskhoz and the President of the Russian 
Federation approved an agreement with the FSC that 
only certified wood will be used in construction proj-
ects in the 2014 Olympic Games in Sochi. In April 2011, 
the state agency Olympstroy (Olympic Construction) 

switched to FSC certified office paper and furniture. 
Unfortunately in practice not all points of the agree-
ment are fully implemented.

The national FSC office is continuing negotiations 
on converting all public purchases to FSC certified prod-
ucts. In May 2010, the State Council of the Russian 
Federation made a decision to make the state purchas-
ing program more ecology minded, that if implemented 
will help foster demand for FSC products on the inter-
nal market. 2011–2012 is the second phase of the FSC 
campaign, in which major target groups are state bod-
ies, retail stores and consumers, so there is hope that 
buying FSC products will be implemented in practice 
by state agencies.

Concluding Remarks
Generally, FSC certification appears to have great poten-
tial as an economic instrument for the management 
of forests allocated to concession or rent. It can help 
strengthen forest governance structures, because it inte-
grates the interests of producers, consumers, nature pro-
tection and effective participation of civil society. Inter-
nationalization of forestry and foreign investments may 
also help the Russian processing industry, which may 
in turn help address the problems of extensive forestry. 

Certification in Russia occurred simultaneously with 
a period of general post-perestroika economic reforms. 
In the course of these reforms, infrastructure in forest 
settlements, which were traditionally supported by the 
forest enterprises in Soviet times, was transferred to gov-
ernmental responsibility. Thus, local people’s expecta-
tions about support from the companies turned out to 
be much higher than the businesses were able to provide, 
even under the conditions required by certification. The 
article shows that despite the resistance of state author-
ities, step by step the pressure of private authority on 
governance of Russian forests is increasing and making 
its way through the state regulatory system.

About the Author
Dr. Maria Tysiachniouk is currently chairing the Environmental Sociology group at the Center for Independent Social 
Research, St. Petersburg, Russia and doing intense field research on global governance of natural resources, including 
forests and oil. She holds a Master of Science in Environmental Studies from Bard College, NY, a PhD in Biology from 
the Russian Academy of Sciences and a Certificate in Nonprofit Studies from Johns Hopkins University. She has written 
more than 150 publications on topics related to transnational environmental governance and has had fieldwork expe-
rience in several countries, and regions, including the Barents. She has studied the role of transnational environmen-
tal organizations in promoting forest certification in Russia, Belarus, Brazil, South Africa, Western Europe and China. 

Recommended Reading: 
• Official Website of the Forest Stewardship Council, Russia, www.fsc.ru

• Tysiachniouk, M. (2012) “Fostering Transparency in the Transnational Supply Chain: From Russian Forest Produc-
ers to Consumers in Europe and the USA”, Forest Policy and Economics, available on line at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
forpol.2012.02.011 

http://www.fsc.ru
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2012.02.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2012.02.011


Any opinions expressed in Russian Analytical Digest are exclusively those of the authors. 
Reprint possible with permission by the editors.

Editors: Stephen Aris, Matthias Neumann, Robert Orttung, Jeronim Perović, Heiko Pleines, Hans-Henning Schröder,, Aglaya Snetkov
Layout: Cengiz Kibaroglu, Matthias Neumann, Michael Clemens

ISSN 1863-0421 © 2012 by Forschungsstelle Osteuropa, Bremen and Center for Security Studies, Zürich
Research Centre for East European Studies • Publications Department • Klagenfurter Str. 3 • 28359 Bremen •Germany

Phone: +49 421-218-69600 • Telefax: +49 421-218-69607 • e-mail: fsopr@uni-bremen.de • Internet: www.res.ethz.ch/analysis/rad

Editors: Stephen Aris, Matthias Neumann, Robert Orttung, Jeronim Perović, Heiko Pleines, Hans-Henning Schröder, Aglaya Snetkov

The Russian Analytical Digest is a bi-weekly internet publication jointly produced by the Research Centre for East European Studies [Forschun-
gsstelle Osteuropa] at the University of Bremen (www.forschungsstelle.uni-bremen.de), the Center for Security Studies (CSS) at the Swiss Federal 
Institute of Technology Zurich (ETH Zurich), the Resource Security Institute, the Institute of History at the University of Zurich (http://www.
hist.uzh.ch/) and the Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies at The George Washington University. It is supported by the German 
Association for East European Studies (DGO). The Digest draws on contributions to the German-language Russland-Analysen (www.laender-
analysen.de/russland), the CSS analytical network on Russia and Eurasia (www.res.ethz.ch), and the Russian Regional Report. The Russian Ana-
lytical Digest covers political, economic, and social developments in Russia and its regions, and looks at Russia’s role in international relations. 

To subscribe or unsubscribe to the Russian Analytical Digest, please visit our web page at www.res.ethz.ch/analysis/rad

Research Centre for East European Studies at the University of Bremen
Founded in 1982, the Research Centre for East European Studies (Forschungsstelle Osteuropa) at the University of Bremen is dedicated to the 
interdisciplinary analysis of socialist and post-socialist developments in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. The major focus is on the 
role of dissent, opposition and civil society in their historic, political, sociological and cultural dimensions.
With a unique archive on dissident culture under socialism and with an extensive collection of publications on Central and Eastern Europe, the 
Research Centre regularly hosts visiting scholars from all over the world.
One of the core missions of the institute is the dissemination of academic knowledge to the interested public. This includes regular e-mail news-
letters covering current developments in Central and Eastern Europe.

The Center for Security Studies (CSS) at ETH Zurich
The Center for Security Studies (CSS) at ETH Zurich is a Swiss academic center of competence that specializes in research, teaching, and infor-
mation services in the fields of international and Swiss security studies. The CSS also acts as a consultant to various political bodies and the gener-
al public. The CSS is engaged in research projects with a number of Swiss and international partners. The Center‘s research focus is on new risks, 
European and transatlantic security, strategy and doctrine, area studies, state failure and state building, and Swiss foreign and security policy.
In its teaching capacity, the CSS contributes to the ETH Zurich-based Bachelor of Arts (BA) in public policy degree course for prospective 
professional military officers in the Swiss army and the ETH and University of Zurich-based MA program in Comparative and International 
Studies (MACIS); offers and develops specialized courses and study programs to all ETH Zurich and University of Zurich students; and has the 
lead in the Executive Masters degree program in Security Policy and Crisis Management (MAS ETH SPCM), which is offered by ETH Zurich. 
The program is tailored to the needs of experienced senior executives and managers from the private and public sectors, the policy community, 
and the armed forces.
The CSS runs the International Relations and Security Network (ISN), and in cooperation with partner institutes manages the Crisis and Risk 
Network (CRN), the Parallel History Project on Cooperative Security (PHP), the Swiss Foreign and Security Policy Network (SSN), and the 
Russian and Eurasian Security (RES) Network.

The Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies, The Elliott School of International Affairs, The George Washington University
The Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies is home to a Master‘s program in European and Eurasian Studies, faculty members 
from political science, history, economics, sociology, anthropology, language and literature, and other fields, visiting scholars from around the 
world, research associates, graduate student fellows, and a rich assortment of brown bag lunches, seminars, public lectures, and conferences.

The Institute of History at the University of Zurich
The University of Zurich, founded in 1833, is one of the leading research universities in Europe and offers the widest range of study courses in 
Switzerland. With some 24,000 students and 1,900 graduates every year, Zurich is also Switzerland’s largest university. Within the Faculty of 
Arts, the Institute of History consists of currently 17 professors and employs around a 100 researchers, teaching assistants and administrative 
staff. Research and teaching relate to the period from late antiquity to contemporary history. The Institute offers its 2,600 students a Bachelor’s 
and Master’s Degree in general history and various specialized subjects, including a comprehensive Master’s Program in Eastern European His-
tory. Since 2009, the Institute also offers a structured PhD-program. For further information, visit at http://www.hist.uzh.ch/ 

Resource Security Institute
The Resource Security Institute (RSI) is a non-profit organization devoted to improving understanding about global energy security, particularly 
as it relates to Eurasia. We do this through collaborating on the publication of electronic newsletters, articles, books and public presentations. 

RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 114, 4 June 2012 12

ABOUT THE RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST

http://www.hist.uzh.ch/
http://www.hist.uzh.ch/
www.laender-analysen.de/russland
www.laender-analysen.de/russland
http://www.hist.uzh.ch/

