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PrefaCe

 ■ The report is written by Naturvernforbundet, with inputs from Russian 

cooperation partners.  

 

The report presents the main laws and regulations changing the working 

climate for environmental NGOs, describes how Naturvernforbundet’s main 

partners have been affected so far, and gives and overview over different ad-

aptations to the new and worsened situation for the environmental NGOs.
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IntroduCtIon

 ■ The climate for civil society, human rights and press freedom have wors-

ened in today›s Russia after Vladimir Putin›s government adopted several 

new laws in 2012. Among these the laws is the controversial “Foreign agents 

law”, demanding non-governmental organisations (NGOs) that receive fund-

ing from abroad and at the same time engage in political activity, to register 

as foreign agents. 

For a long time human rights organisations 

have been more vulnerable to attack than the 

environmental organisations in Russia, but with 

the “foreign agent” law, the situation of the envi-

ronmental organisations changed for the worse.

From March to September 2013 all Russian 

non-governmental organisations were checked 

by the public prosecutor in their district. Several 

organisations were asked to register, including 

Naturvernforbundet’s partner Baikal Environ-

mental Wave. Others, like our partner Kola 

Environmental Centre, received warnings, or 

notifications, that they would need to register 
if they were to receive foreign funding and act 

politically. 

Several law suits have followed. Baikal En-

vironmental Wave is now (February 2013) in 

court to overturn the decision, but has lost in 

three rounds. They have to pay heavy fines if 
they lose. Others have won, while many lawsuits 

are in progress.

Naturvernforbundet notes large differences in 

how our partners are met by the authorities. Our 

partner in St. Petersburg Friends of Baltics ex-

perienced very good treatment. They had to fill 
out a questionnaire where the first question was 
whether they lobbied. When they explained their 

work for the local representative of the public 

prosecutor, where they also said that part of the 

work was to work for stronger environmental 

laws, the prosecutor kindly told that they could 

answer no to the question about lobby work. 

From examples like this we can point on a main 

challenge with the law, which is that it is vaguely 

formulated, and obviously can be used arbitrari-

ly if the local prosecutor and/or authorities want 

to create difficulties for their local organisations.

Our partner Green World who works in the 

closed nuclear city Sosnovy Bor outside St. 

Petersburg has experienced that the agent law 

also can be used by others than the government. 

After they were already checked by the prosecu-

tor in March 2013, they immediately got the 

message that they should be checked again - at 
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the request of the company Ecomet-S. Ecomet-S 

is engaged in melting of radioactive waste, and 

Green World has repeatedly attacked the compa-

ny for environmental violations. The same com-

pany also took Green World to court in 2013, 

complaining about information in Green World’s 

web site that Ecomet-S said were damaging their 

business reputation. Green World won 3 times 

in court, but to achieve this they have spent a 

tremendous amount of time and they have also 

needed professional juridical support. 

No environmental organisation has registered 

so far. Out partners have spent a lot of time 

on the controls, but are working more or less 

as before, and we transfer money and conduct 

joint work without problems. It appears that the 

authorities do not really know what to do next, 

and that they currently have this on hand if they 

want to get to an organization.

8 “foreign agents” or environmental heroes?  
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 ■ In the following section, we lean mainly on Human Rights Watch’s re-

port Laws of Attrition (HRW 2013). 

 

Already from 2006 a law imposed new reporting requirements on NGOs, 

especially relating to foreign funding. It also provided for planned, annual 

inspections as well as unannounced inspections. Following this, several 

NGOs were inspected in 2007-2008, but so far most environmental organ-

isations remained untouched. After a mild softening of NGO regulations 

under Medvedev’s presidency, the climate hardened again under Putin, 

with several new laws passed in 2012. 

chapter 1: 

Laws and reguLatIons

ThE “fOrEiGN aGENTs” Law 

The “Foreign Agents” law, law no. 121-FZ, 

was signed by president Putin on July 20, 

2012, and went into force November 21. The 

law amends five laws regulating NGOs, 1) the 
law on public associations, 2)the law on non-

commercial organisations, 3) the criminal 

code, 4) the code of criminal procedure and 

5) the law on money laundering and financial 
terrorism (HRW 2013:13). The law is publicly 

known as the “foreign agents” law, as it in-

troduces the concept of an NGO “performing 

the functions of a foreign agent”, to refer to 

NGOs that receive foreign funding and partici-

pate in “political activity” in Russia (ibid.).

The law demands that such NGOs, which 

receive foreign funding and participate in 

“political activity”, should register as for-

eign agents, by applying to be included in 

the special registry of “foreign agents” when 

they submit their registration documents. 

Naturvernforbundet’s Russian partners have 

refused to register as “foreign agents”, as they 

consider themselves working for Russian inter-

ests; for the Russian nature and the health and 

environmental safety of Russian citizens. At the 

same time, they depend on foreign funding. 
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The law states that an NGO is considered to be 

carrying out political activity if it “participates in 

organising and implementing political actions 

aimed at influencing decision-making by state 
bodies intended to change state policy pursued 

by them, as well as shaping of public opinion 

for the aforementioned purposes” (ibid:14). 

Broadly understood, this can be said to 

cover almost everything that Naturvernfor-

bundet’s partner organisations do. Discus-

sions on where the line goes take place in 

all partner organisations, and the answers 

differ. However, they all agree that one of 

the likely results is NGO self-censorship. 

 The law also imposes additional report-

ing requirements on NGOs that “perform the 

functions of foreign agents”, and additional 

governmental inspections and oversight. This 

includes both annual planned inspections, 

and increased grounds for unannounced in-

spections. According to partners, this forms 

an additional reason for not register. 

It is important to note that also before this 

law Russian authorities had necessary infor-

mation on how NGOs were funded through 

the then already existing reporting and in-

spection regime. Therefore, the demand to 

register as “foreign agent” is not based on an 

increased need for information, as claimed 

by the government. The goal is rather to con-

trol, and possibly also demoralize, NGOs and 

decrease popular support for their work. 

The law allows authorities to suspend the activi-

ties of an NGO that meets the requirements but 

fails to register as a foreign agent. Such suspen-

sion can be appealed. Also, the NGO will be 

given a deadline to apply to register as a foreign 

agents and can resume its activity once added 

to the registry (ibid:17). In addition, both failure 

to submit reports, failure to register as “foreign 

agent”, as well as failure to mark  materials with 

“foreign agent”, can result in fines  (ibid:17-18).  

The law also added new offenses to the Criminal 

Code relating to all NGOs. Firstly, it established 

criminal liability for establishing or manag-

ing NGOs that incite citizens to refuse to fulfil 
their civil duties or commit other unlawful 

acts. The law does not state what such activi-

ties are, nor whether the unlawful acts must 

in fact take place, but participation in such 

activities or “propaganda” for them can lead 

to fines up to 120 000 RUR or maximum two 
years of prison. Secondly, intentional failure 

to register as “foreign agent” is punishable by 

a fine of up to 300 000 RUR or a maximum 
two year prison sentence (HRW 2013:18).  

According to RIA Novosti, Russia’s highest 

court said in January 2014 that it would re-

view the constitutionality of the law in March 

2014 (RIA Novosti February 14, 2014).

ThE TrEasON Law

The law no. FZ-190 was adopted by the 

State Duma on October 23, 2012 and was 

endorsed by the Federation council on Octo-

ber 31. The law expands the Criminal Code’s 

definitions of treason and espionage. 

The definition of treason is broad-

ened by (HWR 2013:37):

•	 Adding	to	the	list	of	actions	that	can	
constitute	state	treason	the	provision	of	
“…	consultative	or	other	assistance	to	a	
foreign	state,	an	international	or	foreign	
organization,	or	their	representatives	in	ac-
tivities	against	the	security	of	the	Russian	
Federation”;	
•	 Adding	international	organisations	to	

the	list	of	subjects	to	whom	Russian	citizens	
can	transfer	“state	secret”	information	for	
their	actions	to	be	qualified	as	treason;
•	 Expanding	the	list	of	situations	in	

which	Russian	citizens	can	be	said	to	have	
obtained	information	that	constitutes	a	state	
secret	to	include	“study	or	other	cases”	(previ-
ously,	only	“service	and	work”	were	listed);
•	 Requiring	that	the	actions	constitut-

ing	state	treason	be	directed	against	“the	
security	of	the	Russian	Federation”	(previous	
wording	was	“external	safety	of	the	Russian	
Federation”).

If convicted for treason, one may face 
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a prison term of up to 20 years.

The definition of espionage is broadened by:
•	 It	includes	international	organisations	

among	the	list	of	subjects	that	can	be	recipi-
ents	of	state	secrets;An	explicit	order	from	
a	foreign	intelligence	service	is	no	longer	
required	in	order	for	the	transfer	of	“other”	
information	(that	is,	information	that	does	
not	constitute	a	state	secret)	for	use	against	
Russia’s	security	by	a	foreign	national	or	a	
stateless	person	to	be	considered	“espionage”;	
such	transfer	made	at	the	behest	of	an	indi-
vidual	“acting	in	the	interests”	of	a	foreign	
intelligence	service	can	now	also	be	qualified	
“espionage”	(ibid:	38).

These changes open for a very broad interpreta-

tion of treason and espionage. As Naturvernfor-

bundet sees it, using the broad provisions of the 

law Russian authorities could brand practically 

all our Russian partners as traitors or spies, only 

for addressing for instance the International 

Atomic Energy Agency, or for presenting their 

work and opinions to Norwegian authorities. 

The Presidential Council for Civil Society 

and Human Rights called the law “repres-

sive” and “unreasonably broad” found the 

law to contradict both domestic legislation 

and international obligations. Responding 

to these concerns, president Putin told that 

he would review the law himself, but signed 

the law on the same day. (ibid:37-38). 

So far there has not been treason charges 

brought under new amendments yet. But Hu-

man Rights Watch points out that the case of 

Ivan Moseev illustrates how the treason law can 

be used arbitrary to justify  intrusive surveil-

lance of individuals (ibid:39). First Moseev was 

accused of state treason and cooperation with 

Norwegian secret service (Barents Observer Nov 

09, 2012), but these charges were later dropped. 

Still, this allegation made it possible for FSB to 

tap Moseev’s phone, a warrant Moseev has been 

fighting  for a long time, before the Supreme 
court in January 17, 2013, affirmed the legality 
of the phone tap (HWR 2013:40). Moseev has 

been found guilty of extremism for allegedly 

writing “scum” about ethnic Russians on an 

internet forum, the previous charges of trea-

son where not mentioned at trial. According to 

Moseev, FSB has continued their surveillance 

over him (ibid:41). Moseev has now turned to 

the European Court of Human Rights, claiming 

that the Russian court violated the paragraph 

6 of the European Convention for Human 

Rights, which guarantees the right to a fair 

trial (Barents Observer November 26, 2013). 

Kola Environmental Centre explains that several 

NGOs appealed to the constitutional court and 

European Court on Human Rights. The hear-

ings in the Constitutional court are scheduled 

to start at March 6, 2014 (RAPSI 2014).

ThE “dima YakOvLEv Law”

The law no. 272-FZ was signed by President 

Putin on December 28, 2012. It is informally 

known as the Dima Yakovlev law, after the 

Russian toddler who was adopted by an Ameri-

can family and died in the US three months 
later. The bill was passed in return for the 

so-called Magnitsky Act, a US law which called 
for visa bans and asset freezes on Russian 

officials implicated in torture and killings of 
whistle-blowers in Russia (HRW 2013:42). 

In addition to defining sanctions against US 
officials implicated in violations of human 
rights of Russian citizens and introducing a 

ban on adoption of Russian children by US 
citizens, it also bans Russian NGOs that ei-

ther engage in “political” activities and receive 

funding emanating from the US or engage 
in activities that threaten Russia’s interests 

(ibid:42). The law provides for suspension of 

NGOs that either engage in “political activities” 

in Russia and are funded by US individuals 
or organisations, or are involved in activities 

that present a “threat to Russia’s interests.”

The law does not define “political activity”, 
neither what “Russia’s interests” are, not what 

constitutes “threats” to them. The law grants a 

designated agency the authority to determine 

12 “foreign agents” or environmental heroes?  



whether an NGO is involved in “political activ-

ity” or is involved in activities that present a 

“threat to Russia’s interests”, and to suspend 

such organisations without a court order. The 

law does not require a prior warning for the 

suspension, nor does it specify a limit on the 

duration of the suspension (ibid:42-43).

Although similar provisions as the “foreign 

agent” law, but by including a ban on NGOs that 

present a “threat to Russia’s interests”, the scope 

might seem even broader. Russian authorities 

generally regard the interest of the President and 

the ruling party as Russian interests, whereas 

Naturvernforbundet and our partners believes 

that there can and will be conflicting interests 
within one country, often the interests of certain 

industries will be different from the interests 

of nature and environment. Already before this 

law, our Russian partners were sometimes ac-

cused by officials or business to be acting against 
Russian interests, but they act for the interests 

of Russian nature and the environment and 

health of Russian citizens. With this law, along 

with the other laws described here, there is 

reason to believe such accusations will increase.

Exempt from the law are NGO activities in 

the areas of science, culture, the arts, health 

protection, protection of persons with dis-

abilities, protection of plant and animal life, 

and charity work (HRW 2013:43). It is not 

clear whether the law should be interpreted 

to include the work of Naturvernforbundet’s 

partners into “protection of plant and ani-

mal life”, and thereby exempt from the law. 

According to Human Rights Watch (ibid: 

45), Ministry of Justice told an NGO round-

table in February 2013 that the ministry 

had not been authorized to assess whether 

NGOs “threatened” Russia’s interest. 

rEsTricTiONs ON PuBLic assEm-
BLiEs

The law no. 65-FZ was put before the Duma 

shortly after Putin’s return as president, and 

was adopted and signed by the president during 

only 17 days, in June 2012. The law increases the 

fines for violating rules for holding public events. 
It also imposed various restrictions on both 

organisers and participants of public protests. 

Also several regions have adopted additional 

regulations on public assemblies, as a follow 

up of the law.  In Moscow even single-person 

protests were prohibited if they are “united by 

the same organiser and the same purpose”. 

Also, you are not allowed to decorate your car 

with white ribbons or other “protest symbols” 

when driving on the Garden Ring (ibid:46). 

Organisers of public events must apply the 

authorities and inform about the intended 

gathering, site and estimated number of par-

ticipants. If the authorities deny a permit, 

an alternative venue or time must be of-

fered by the authorities. Often, the authori-

ties refuse the organisers’ chosen location 

and a remote location is suggested instead. 

Russia is party to the European Conven-

tion on Human Rights and to the Inter-

national Covenant on Civil and Politi-

cal Rights, and thereby obliged to respect 

the right to free peaceful assembly.  

NEw Law ON iNsPEcTiONs Of 
NGOs

Now grounds of surprise inspections, which 

seemed quite large already, will now include 

“failure to rectify infringements by a dead-

line previously set by an authorized agency; 

complaints by individuals and legal entities; 

information provided by government agencies, 

local authorities and the media about alleged 

extremism in the operation of NGOs; and 

information about violations of legislation by 

NGOs from federal and local authorities” (ibid).

Also, the law permits heads of author-

ized agencies to order surprise inspections 

and gives powers to prosecutors and elec-

tion commissions to request them (ibid).
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chapter 2: 

ProbLems for the ngos

Naturvernforbundet supports the development 

and work of Russian Socio- Ecological Union 
(RSEU), which is the biggest network organisa-

tion of democratic environmental grass root 

organisations throughout Russia.  The new 

situation for NGO groups after the “foreign 

agents” law has been a concern for most RSEU 
groups in 2013. Within the network the RSEU 
organisations has spent a lot of time to ana-

lyse and discuss the agent law and other laws, 

and has organized meetings with professional 

juridical experts to advice the organisations 

on how to handle the situation. The situa-

tion and possible adaptations was a topic both 

at the large electoral conference in 2013, as 

well as in the board and online discussions. 

During 2013, Naturvernforbundet’s part-

ner organisations have suffered from the 

harder line of Russian authorities. All have 

endured investigations by the prosecutors, 

and all spend even more time than pre-

viously on reporting to authorities. 

In March 2013 practically all NGOs were in-

vestigated by the prosecutor on different 

levels. Naturvernforbundet‘s partner KEC, a 

regional organisation with its main office in 

Apatity, was investigated by the local depart-

ment of the prosecutor, whereas the youth 

organisation PiM was investigated by the 

prosecutor’s department of Murmansk dis-

trict. Our partner Green World with its main 

office in Sosnovy Bor was investigated by the 
regional department in Leningrad region. 

It is Naturvernforbundet’s perception that the 

outcome of the inspections largely depended on 

the local/regional prosecutor or judge per-

sonal attitude, and their intention to show high 

authorities their «loyalty». When the laws are 

so vague, it is difficult to understand how all 
prosecutors’ offices could have the possibility 
to handle the NGOs in a corresponding way. 

Several NGOs received a warning, a softer 

prosecutor decision with a wording in the 

direction of: In your general activity we see 

potential evidences of foreign agent actions, 

if you WILL do that, you MUST register your 
NGO as a foreign agent. The hard decision 

would be a prescription, YOU MUST REG-

ISTER because you act as a foreign agent. 
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There is no official data about the numbers of 
warnings, But Human Rights Watch (2014) 

offer a comprehensive list of how the “for-

eign agent” law has hit hundreds of NGOs 

through civil law suits (4 NGOs), suspension 

of activities (2 NGOs), administrative court 

cases (9 NGOs), official notices of violations 
(18 NGOs), and warnings not to violate the 

law (53 NGOs).  Also, ClosedSociety.org offers 

monitoring on “State pressure on NGO›s”.

Below follows a description of problems 

for Naturvernforbundet’s main partners in 

Russia, with focus on the inspections.

GrEEN wOrLd

The environmental NGO Green World (Zelenyj 

Mir) has its main office in Sosnovy Bor, 40 km 
west from St. Petersburg city boarder. Sosnovy 

Bor is home to the Leningrad Nuclear Power 

Plant, nuclear submarine research reactors and 

large amounts of spent nuclear fuel and radioac-

tive wastes. Sosnovy Bor was previously a closed 

nuclear area in which visitors needed special 

permission, but in 2013 it was opened for Rus-

sian Residents. Now only foreigners need such 

permission, and the control post is closed down.

Green World was inspected by the re-

gional prosecutor office in March, and re-

ceived no warnings. It took some time to 

get the final result from the investigation, 
as the Leningrad Regional Department of 

the Prosecutor had a small office and sev-

eral NGOs to control at the same time. 

In the middle of August 2013 the prosecutor 

demanded another inspection of Green World, 

and required the same documents as last inspec-

tions. This time the company Ecomet-S had 

requested the inspection. Ecomet-S accumulates 

radioactive metal from the European part of 

Russia, cleans and melts it to other metal prod-

ucts that are sold without any labelling. Ecomet-

S restarted this operation illegally in 2003, 

without the required Environmental Impact As-

sessment (EIA). Green World has several times 

criticized the company in Russian and interna-

tional mass-media for breaking environmental 

laws, and once managed to postpone the re-

opening of the factory. Needless to say, Ecomet-

S would be able to operate more freely without 

the environmental watchdog Green World. 

When the Green World chairman asked the 

prosecutor how many times the organisa-

tion would need to be inspected, the answer 

was “as many as will be requested by authori-

ties, business companies or Russian citizens”. 

Green World is now afraid that Ecomet-S has 

the potential to paralyze the work of their 

organisation. As Naturvernforbundet under-

stands the law, companies have the right to 

request inspections, but it is unclear whether 

there are limits to how often it can be done. 

In addition to problems coming from the new 

law, Green World has faced additional chal-

lenges in 2013 that binds up their valuable time 

and makes it more difficult to mobilize citizens 
to support the work of Green World or to join 

the organisation’s active environmental work. 

Firstly, in the autumn of 2013, Green World was 

taken to court by the same company Ecomet 

- S, charged of posting information that was 

damaging their business reputation. The is-

sue was a critical text written in Green World’s 

web site in 2009, proving that Ecomet-S did 

not follow environmental laws and standards. 

Ecomet - S demanded the text removed from 

Green World web site, and that Green World 

paid a fine. The parties met in court in Octo-

ber 2013, and subsequently the judge ruled in 

favour of Green World; that Ecoment - S had 

to accept internet text even if they felt it was 

offensive. The company appealed, but Green 
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World won another victory in January 2014.

Secondly, in August 2013 a local Sosnovy 

Bor newspaper called “Narodnye Vesti FM” 

(People’s news FM) printed allegations that 

Green World received money from the Nor-

wegian state budget via Naturvernforbundet, 

for promotion of Norwegian state interests 

in Russia and against Russian nuclear power 

plants and against the planned repository 

of the radioactive waste in Sosnovy Bor. 

Although these problems described above are 

not with the authorities directly, it is clear that 

the law on “foreign agents” has contributed to 

making a debate climate where it seems ok, even 

appropriate, to throw public accusations to-

wards environmental NGOs. It is a hard job for 

environmental organisations to achieve public 

support for their engagement, and  accusa-

tions like this in mass media makes it harder 

for people to show support to organisations like 

Green Word, and makes it more even more dif-

ficult to develop strong member organisations. 

kOLa ENvirONmENTaL cENTrE 
(kEc)

After the inspections in March, KEC received a 

warning that the organisation must register as a 

“foreign agent” before it could conduct “political 

activity” or receive funding from abroad. KEC 

appealed the warning together with another 

NGO that received the same message (Kola 

Biodiversity Conservation Centre) to the upper 

(regional) prosecutor. But the regional prosecu-

tor confirmed the legality of the warnings.

Earlier, in November 2012, KEC was contacted 

anonymously with the message that they were in 

authorities’ scrutiny regarding the new law, and 

would face problems with the law on “foreign 

agents” unless they withdrew from the coopera-

tion project with Naturvernforbundet on closure 

of old nuclear reactors in Northwest Russia. This 

project is supported by the Norwegian Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs over the Nuclear Action Plan.

Also in November 2012, KEC received a 

visitor in the office, presenting himself as 
“Mikhail” from the analytical department of 

the Border Service (pogranichaja sluzhba). 

According to “Mikhail” they were writing a 

report on trans-national cooperation, and 

KEC was asked to tell about their coopera-

tion with Norwegian organisations. KEC asked 

for a copy of the report, but “Mikhail” de-

nied the request, explaining it was secret.

In addition, a KEC member told that 

he received a phone call from FSB, for-

mer KGB, where he was asked to report 

the KEC chairman for law violations.

Following the pressure described above, Kola 

Environmental Centre decided in beginning of 

2013 to refrain from all foreign donations until 

further notice. After receiving the warning from 

the prosecutor after their inspections, the or-

ganisation was even more sceptical and uncer-

tain what to do. Eventually in July they decided 

to try accepting donations, in order to be able to 

continue their environmental work. So far KEC 

has had no trouble with receiving the donations. 

Vitaly Servetnik, a project manager with KEC 
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explains that the investigations in spring 2013 

under the “foreign agent” law took a lot of time 

that should have been used for environmental 

work: “It	is	difficult	to	count	how	many	hours,	
days	and	nights	we	spend	on	these	issues.	
It	takes	so	much	emotional	stress	when	you	
know	that	the	State	can	do	everything	that	
they	want	with	you	and	your	organisation.	
Firstly	you	are	waiting	for	the	inspection	and	
follow	processes	with	other	NGOs,	then	inspec-
tion	takes	time	as	you	need	to	arrange	quite	
big	amount	of	documentation	for	the	prosecu-
tors,	after	that	waiting	for	the	decision,	then	
you	appeal	the	prosecutor’s	warning...		All	
of	this	filled	the	agenda	of	our	board	meet-
ings	during	the	whole	year”, says Servetnik. 

In January and February 2014 both re-

gional and local office of KEC are in-

spected by the Ministry of Justice about 

their activity and documentation. 

friENds Of ThE BaLTic

Our partner Friends of the Baltic (FoB) in St. 

Petersburg was checked by Prosecutor Inspec-

tion of Leningrad oblast. The inspection was 

focused on the checking agreements and reports 

of the climate and energy projects funding by 

Naturvernforbundet, and other projects funded 

by foreign consulates and embassies. As men-

tioned in the introduction, they got very good 

treatment, and were told they did not have to 

register as “Foreign Agent”, even if they do 

lobby work to influence on national legislation.

The activity of FoB is directed towards educa-

tion, promotion of green energy solutions, cli-

mate friendly actions, sustainable solutions for 

the Baltic Sea, raising public awareness on green 

lifestyle. Even if they apply to politicians, it is to 

improve the policy and state actions into a more 

environmentally responsible way, to improve en-

vironmental protection. FoB considers it is their 

help for sustainable development of our country. 

FoB explains that even if they were not 

told to register or received any warnings, 

the suspicion itself, that they could be for-

eign agents, sufficiently complicates their 
work with schools and with state bodies.

BaikaL ENvirONmENTaL wavE
Naturvernforbundet cooperates with RSEU 

member Baikal Environmental Wave in Irkutsk 

on SPARE and energy/climate issues. The NGO 

was told to register as agents, but have argued 

this decision first to the prosecutor and later in 
the court system.  The NGO has lost three levels 

of the court - district, city, oblast - all three con-

firmed that they are foreign agent. The argument 
on the court’s decision is based on the argument 

that Baikal Environmental Wave does politi-

cal activities, for example appeal to the Russian 

president to close the Baikal Paper Mill because 

of huge negative impact from the paper mill to 

the Baikal Lake. 

After inspections in spring 2013, the pros-

ecutor’s office issued a notice dated April 23, 
saying the group’s statue provides for “active 

advocacy on environmental issues with state 

and municipal authorities,” which constitutes 

“political activity” within the meaning of the law 

(HWR 2014). Baikal Environmental Wave filed 
an objection to the regional level prosecutor’s of-

fice, but without success (HWR 2014). After this, 
they lodged a juridical appeal, but as mentioned 

above, the appeal was dismissed. 

Representatives of the organization expect to 

pay huge penalties. Every co-chair (member of 

the board) should pay 100 000 rubles and every 

members 500 rubles each. They didn’t pay in 

2013, and in 2014 after the third court they will 

receive a new penalty demand. The limit is up 

to 300 000 rub penalty to every co-chair (they 

have three co-chairs).

They are registering now a new NGO with a 

new name, Baikal Environmental Center.
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drONT  
Dront is another organization that works with 

Naturvernforbundet on SPARE and energy/

climate issues. It is a relatively strong environ-

mental NGO in Nizhniy Novgorod. It has a long 

and good relation to local and regional authori-

ties. The good relations are a result of personal 

relations and a relatively progressive leadership 

in the region.  Dront met with the prosecutor in 

April 2013 and have had no problem afterwards. 

The amount of foreign support is also limited.

OLYmPic rEPrEssiON

We note that environmental NGOs that deal 

with the Olympic Games have a harder time 

than our partners. Environmental Watch on 

North Caucasus EWNC has been inspected 

several times by different services and authori-

ties. One of their activists, Suren Gazaryen, is 

now a political refugee and another, Evgeny 

Vitishko, was recently sentenced to 2 years in a 

prison colony. Amnesty International said this 

about Vitishko in February 2014: “Vitishko’s 

name has now become synonymous with har-

assment of civil society activists in the run-up 

to Sochi Games. Vitishko and his friends have 

been trying to expose environmental violations 

during the preparation of the Sochi Olympics. 

For this they are being punished. By trying to 

lock him up as a ‘petty hooligan’ the authori-

ties are trying to gag him,” (Amnesty 2014). 

Environmental Watch of the North Caucasus 

received a warning from the prosecutor that the 

group’s statute “in fact declares its participa-

tion in political activity.” As evidence of this, 

the prosecutor’s office cited some of the group’s 
statutory goals: directly influencing government 
policies at all levels, including countering cor-

ruption among executive authorities, courts, en-

vironmental and law enforcement bodies, facili-

tating the improvement of legislation, and taking 

measures to preserve the existing standards in 

the sphere of environmental protection, as well 

as defence of citizens’ rights and freedoms. The 

warning also noted that Environmental Watch 

of the North Caucasus received grants from 

foreign foundations and is therefore required 

to register as a “foreign agent.” (HRW 2014). 

Just a few hours before the closing ceremony 

for the Sochi Olympic Games police grabbed 

EWNC activist Olga Noskovets and another 

Sochi activist David Khakim on the street and 

put them in jail. Both were detained at a bus 

stop in Matsesta, a neighborhood in Sochi far 

from the Olympic venues. Their phones were 

taken away, and the only reason their arrest was 

known is by accident - a Sochi journalist was 

nearby. At the police station they were accused 

of the standard violation of “disobeying police”. 
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 ■ Russian environmental non-governmental organisations are used to op-

erate under uncertain and difficult circumstances.  However, our partners 
regard the new laws of 2012 to represent a far tougher situation than before. 

Still, the situation is quite unclear. Almost a year after Kola Environmental 

Centre received the warning from the prosecutor it seems to have had no 

practical implications for their work, but still the environmentalists cannot re-

ally relax, and they feel they have to be prepared for any situation.

 ■ Adaptations have been discussed throughout 2013 and some of our part-

ners have already taken steps to adapt, whereas others continue to wait and 

see. 

 ■ In this chapter, we present an overview over different approaches that have 

been used and those that have been discussed.

chapter 3: 

adaPtatIons to the new 
sItuatIon

adaPTaTiON 1: rEGisTEr

One obvious adaptation is registering as a 

“foreign agent”.  This has not been an option 

for any of our partners or contact organisations. 

Even after careful discussions in their boards 

and at other relevant fora, have they still come 

to the conclusion that they will not register. 

They don’t consider themselves to be a “foreign 

agent”, and also consider that accepting such 

a label would make it even harder (than now) 

to mobilize citizens and promote improvement 

of the environmental situation. Additional 

reporting requirements demanded in the law, 

is another practical reason not to register.

According to RIA Novosti (February 14, 

2014), only one NGO has registered as a 

“foreign agent” so far.  RIA Novosti reports 

that the NGO “Supporting Competition in 

the CIS Countries” voluntarily registered 

as a foreign agent in June, according to the 

Ministry of Justice. The organisation is said 

to promote business interests in economic 

policymaking in former Soviet countries.

A regional human rights agency, Shield and 

Sword (Щит и меч), was the first organiza-

tion to voluntarily attempt to register, alleg-

edly to find out how the new law would af-
fect NGOs, but its application has twice been 
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denied. The likely reason for the denials is 

Shield and Sword’s close links with the Agora 

foundation, a large human rights watchdog. 

whY wE wiLL NOT rEGisTEr

By Vitaly Servetnik, Kola Environmental Centre

We will not register because we are not foreign agents.

Russia is our home, with beautiful untouched nature. 

The nature is stunning in its variety and irreplaceable 

as home for animals and humans. We are environ-

mentalists because we want to take care of our nature 

and the healthy environment for our co-citizens.

For best environmental results, and for a best 

functioning society, Non-Governmental Organisa-

tions (NGOs) and civil society are vital. We are 

proud to work for our nature and for our soci-

ety. We are agents for our planet and for the Rus-

sian nature in particular, not “foreign agents”.

Using words as “foreign agents” effectively drives 

people away from civil society organisations. 

But our nature needs active citizens engag-

ing in debate about what should be done.

Our environmental challenges are best solved by 

us living in Russia, because we know the nature, 

we are most deeply affected and we care the most. 

We will listen to science and experts from Rus-

sia and international, but decisions should be 

done democratically by people living here.

On cross-border issues we cooperate with envi-

ronmentalists in other countries, just as officials 

on different countries meet. We believe that it is 

possible for all parties to gain from cooperation, 

and that the zero-sum game of the Cold War does 

not apply to the environmental field. Simply be-

cause the best solutions are found together. 

In order for us to work effectively for the environ-

ment, we need financing. For local projects on natural 

values, we have some small-grant regional financing. 

For our larger projects, we find donors abroad. We 

are open about the donations, and we are careful to 

avoid changing any views because of donations.

Russian authorities seem to think that there is a 

Russian way and a foreign way; either you work for 

Russian interests or you work against them. And they 

seem to think that Kremlin dictates what Russian 

interests are. We know better. We know that there are 

several legitimate interests within our country. We 

work to promote the interests of Russian nature and 

environment, we promote what we believe is Russia’s 

best interests. We are agents for our planet and for the 

Russian nature in particular, not “foreign agents”.

adaPTaTiON 2: avOid fOrEiGN 
fuNdiNG

Several NGOs in Russia work with small 

budgets requiring only little funding. Offices are 
small, for instance at the premises of a Univer-

sity, and the NGO members work voluntarily or 

in the work time of understandable employers. 

Without funding from abroad, you can freely 

engage in political activity, of course keeping in 

mind that the authorities still have several ways 

to silence you if they consider it necessary.

However, the election watchdog Golos shows 

that avoiding foreign funding is not necessar-

ily enough. Golos received the 2012 Norwegian 

Helsinki Committee (NHC) Sakharov Freedom 

award. Golos accepted the award, but declined 

to receive the money. In court, the NHC testi-

fied that Golos in fact did not receive the money 
(HRW 2013). Still, the prize money is the basis 

for the case against Golos. “Golos has foreign 

financial support and is involved in a political 
activity, which means in functions as a foreign 

agent”, Ministry of Justice said according to 

Barents Observer, April 10, 2013. The Golos 

Association was fined 300,000 rubles for violat-
ing the foreign agent law. The leader Shibanova 

was fined 100,000 rubles as well (RAPSI 2013). 
Golos appealed, but the ruling stands. Some 

branches of Golos are suspended, while others 

still operate. 

adaPTaTiON 3: avOid POLiTics

A third option is to be cautious and avoid work-

ing with politics. But where do you draw the 

line? What is politics? Several of our partners 

and contacts use this option, at least partly. 

Green World does not directly lobby the legis-

lative assemblies anymore, but instead write 

position papers that in turn are used by political 

parties of the opposition. Using this strategy, 
Green World does not approach any politi-
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cians, but wait until someone calls and asks for 

advice, or simply put their positions on their 

web site for others to find. Such strategy is of 
course easier if you are already known and 

acknowledged in your area, as Green World is. 

Several projects can be slightly adjusted without 

damaging the goal. For instance, working with 

energy efficiency, RSEU points out that authori-
ties have good plans, the problem is implement-

ing them. Working to realize governmental 

plans, one could argue that the organisations 

should not be considered “foreign agents”. 

Siberian forest is a RSEU member that has 
been working on forest protection and il-

legal logging. They did not get any visit from 

the prosecutor’s office, but the leader (An-

drey Laletin) has stepped down from all his 

participation in a number of public commit-

tees. This is to make it clear that they do not 

work with policy anymore, only monitoring.

adaPTaTiON 4:  
TwiN OrGaNisaTiONs

A more advanced adaptation is the creation of 

“twin organisations”, of which one is a foun-

dation receiving foreign money and one is a 

member organisation working with politics. 

Legally the organisations can be separated, 

even with the same board. Green World has 

discussed this option as a possibility for the 

organisation, and intends to make a deci-

sion in their annual meeting in March 2014.  

The Chelyabinsk NGO Za Prirodu already 

made such a division during 2013, and 

now has registered a foundation for receiv-

ing foreign funds and a movement for policy 

work such as statements and opinions. 

adaPTaTiON 5: GOiNG  
iNTO BusiNEss

A similar option is using a business company 

that receives money and provides services such 

as organizing conferences or printing reports. 

Naturvernforbundet’s partner Friends of the 

Baltic uses this option. Friends of the Baltic cre-

ated a business organisation, EcoCentrum Ltd, 

in order to implement a number of services such 

as making exhibitions, publications and confer-

ences. By sending invoices direct to the foreign 

sponsor, Friends of the Baltic reduce the amount 

of support in their own books.  The idea of 

creating EcoCentrum is also connected with the 

exploration of providing services for payment 

from public and private organisation (that can-

not give grants to NGOs), but was not realized 

until the push from the new NGO legislation. 

Also WWF, SPb Center for NGO development, 

SPb Center for Independent Social researches 

and several others have registered a company.

According to information from our part-

ners, some NGOs with active lobby work 

closed their NGO, and work now as a non-

registered groups, or registered a new NGO 

or company, dividing activities between 

NGO, company and informal groups. 
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chapter 4:  

summary and ConCLusIons

Seen from the perspective of the Russian 

government, the work to control and intimidate 

Russian NGOs is already quite successful. Au-

thorities have more than enough tools to close 

down any NGO that creates too much problems, 

and at the same time the new vague laws makes 

NGO members and employees uncertain, careful 

and likely to impose self-censorship.  

The new laws add additional work burden 

for our partners, creates uncertainties to where 

the line of politics go, and what will be tolerated 

from the authorities. They also open for business 

and media to create an image of the NGOs as 

enemies of the good Russian state and people. 

On a longer term, we fear the new laws will 

contribute to silence and discredit our partners 

in their local communities, and make their 

important environmental work even harder. The 

possibility to recruit supporters and members 

will most likely decrease. We also fear that en-

vironmental NGOs will silence themselves and 

be afraid of the most controversial issues such 

as restrictions on business in nature protected 

areas or operating lifetime of nuclear reactors; 

issues that truly needs attention from environ-

mentalists.

However, so far it seems possible for our part-

ners to live with these laws and the added work 

and uncertainties it creates. 

As long as we accept that our project funding 

is not as effective as before, because the partners 

need to spend more time reporting and being 

controlled, as well as defending themselves in 

the media and in court, our cooperation seems 

to be able to continue.  
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