Blogging about climate change in Russia: activism, scepticism and conspiracies

Introduction

The internet can be seen as a useful tool in fighting elite-imposed traditional media discourse.
Thus in the case of climate change communication in Russia, new media can be a platform
for an alternative discussion by challenging state climate policy. Russia is one of the key
players in international climate change policy as it is among the world’s largest GHG emitters
and often presents obstacles during key moments of the climate change negotiation process
(Andonova 2008). It is, therefore, very important to understand how climate change risks are
presented and communicated in Russia. However, as the latest analysis of the literature on
climate change communication (Schafer and Schlichting 2014) has demonstrated, Russia
remains significantly understudied. Despite the development of climate change
communication studies, the new media sector is still underrepresented within the body of
academic enquiries (Schafer 2012). This article contributes to the literature gap in both areas
by concentrating on climate change communication in Russian new media, and in particular,
in one of Russia’s most popular blogging platforms LiveJournal (Zhivoi Zhurnal) (Koltsova
et al. 2016, Koltsova and Scherbak 2014).

Here, new media is understood as ‘the combination of material artefacts, people’s
practices, and the social and organisational arrangements involved in the process of human
communication’ (Lievrouw 2011: 15), whilst blogging is not seen as a proxy for all new
media, but as one of its variations. Flew (2011: 96) defines blogs as ‘user-generated websites
where entries are made either by individuals or by groups, in an informal journal style [...]
they are typically interactive in their nature, and networked in their form’., To distinguish
blogs from other forms of social media, it is important to consider that in this case ‘the
maintenance of a diary prevails over the establishment of social contacts’ (Koltsova and
Scherbak 2014: 2). Arguably, new media allow us to bring the climate change discussion to
the next level by openly debating the problem (Freelon 2013) and breaking the traditional
one-way communication process. By studying how climate change is covered online we can
explore how climate change discourse is formed, how the public perceives and reacts to it,
the links people create and what kind of responses they make (Chay and Sasaki 2011).

This research article aims 1) to define the dominant themes (‘discursive categories’)
within the studied body of data; 2) to analyse how these themes contribute to the construction
of climate change discourse in Russia; and 3) to investigate whether Russian blogs act as an
alternative channel to the elite-dominated climate change discourse created in the traditional
media. This is achieved through the discourse analysis of 374 blog entries published on
LiveJournal in 2014 around three climate change-related events: summer flooding in Siberia,
the People’s Climate March, and the UN Climate Change Conference in Lima. The article
argues that whilst the studied blog entries present an array of topics which certainly contribute
to and diversify the public discourse, they fail to challenge the existing official position on
the state’s climate policy.

The article, firstly, looks at the existing academic debates on the role of new media in
communicating climate change, and examines the internet’s place in Russia. After providing
context on Russia’s climate policy and outlining methodological considerations, the findings
are presented and discussed.



Climate change and new media

It is argued that that new media are able to challenge the scientific monopoly on climate
change knowledge through the unrestricted flow of information (O’Neill and Boykoff 2011),
intensify the process of global integration (Rantanen 2001) and contribute to the application
of new research ideas in climate change science (Newell and Dale 2015). Looking specifically
at the role of blogs in climate change communication in Norway, Ytterstad (2008: 78) notes
that ‘through blogs we can nevertheless observe how meaning and perspectives are given to
the public without journalistic intermediaries’, therefore, making the whole process more
democratic and accessible. Katz-Kimchi and Manosevitch (2015) in their analysis of
environmental NGOs observe that social media (as a variation of new media) contribute to
online mobilisation and the overall success of climate change related campaigns. Similarly,
Takahashi et al. (2015) state that ‘the internet presents a paradox since it does not allow
physical social interactions, but at the same time can create and reinforce social unity’.
Furthermore, due to ‘the social and participatory aspects of social media ‘and fast growing
popularity, their importance will continue to rise and in this regard social media can surpass

traditional media in their role ‘in shaping public engagement with this important global
challenge [climate change]” (Williams et al. 2015: 137).

Despite the outlined positive tendencies, some scholars are cautious in evaluating new
media’s contribution. For example, O’Neill and Boykoff (2011: 248) warn their readers that
all of the attributed positive effects of new media have a flip side: the spread of ‘dis-
information’ (along with information), instead of unifying various social groups, new media
can ‘increase fragmentation’ or only reach people who are already committed. In some cases,
new media fail to act as an alternative platform for climate change discussions, and instead
reproduce the discourse of traditional media (Bosch 2012). Lockwood (2008: 2) brings our
attention to ‘the force of new media in promulgating sceptical positions’ where they make it
even easier to question climate change science. Martin and Rice (2014: 347) echo these
concerns by stating that a large proportion of comments overly concentrate on questioning
the ‘climate science consensus, dissent and uncertainty’ by making climate science even more
vulnerable (see also Ladle et al. 2005). Furthermore, Newell and Dale (2015: 225) state that
due to the abundance of information shared online, climate change knowledge can become
invisible or overshadowed by unrelated “noise’”. In addition, new media, praised for their
communication freedom, are not completely free of censorship, as Uldam and Askanius
(2013) suggest: climate change activists do feel certain restrictions imposed onto them by the
new media structure, which in some instances exposes them to insecurity from the users’
hostility.

Elgesem et al. (2015) proclaim blogging platforms to be a great source of data for the
study of public perception and relations between different groups of climate change sceptics
and accepters. However, such study has to be approached with caution as the same blog entry
can have very different effects on various groups of people (Matthews 2015: 165). The new
media role in climate change communication in general, and the role of blogging in particular,
can also vary depending on the specific social, economic, political or cultural context, which
is why it is important to look specifically at its development and specification in Russia — the
case study of this research inquiry.



New media in Russia
Since 2000 we have observed a rapid increase in internet penetration and usage in Russia. At
the time of data collection for this study, 62 percent of Russians were accessing the internet
monthly and 51 percent were going online on a daily basis (FOM 2014). In 2016 these figures
increased respectively to 70 percent and 57 percent (FOM 2016a). These data should be
treated with some caution, in order not to make unjustifiable extrapolations (Alexanyan 2009).
Russia follows the world’s trends with its internet users having better education, income or
being younger than people who are still left on the other side of the digital divide (FOM 2014).

When the internet was introduced to the wider public in Russia, some saw it as a future
cornerstone for the national development of freedom of speech (Vinogradov 2006). This
‘cyber-optimism’ (Oates 2013) reflected on people’s belief in the internet’s intrinsic
capacities to allow for a wide range of ideas whilst avoiding the state’s (or anyone else’s)
control. Arguably, new media are more important in authoritarian regimes than democratic
ones. Since the traditional media are highly centralised, the internet assists ‘collective
mobilisation’ (Koltsova and Scherbak 2014: 2). Over time, ‘cyber-optimism’ in Russia has
been confronted by ‘cyber-scepticism’, which underlines the internet’s failure to challenge
the ‘well-established patterns of power’ (Fossato et al 2008: 53). Since the early 2010s
Russian officials have paid greater attention to the internet. They started to use it in their work
(similarly to their Western colleagues) (Renz and Sullivan 2013) and became more proactive
in controlling online activities that undermine the regime’s establishments. For instance, in
summer 2016 the lower house of Russia’s parliament adopted an anti-terrorism ‘Yarovaya
bill” which is feared to be another tool to censor internet activity. The damaging repercussions
of this piece of legislature have been highlighted by Reporters Without Borders (2016), ‘as
the security services interpret the charges of “terrorism” and “extremism” very broadly, an
enhanced crackdown on social network users can be expected’. Schmidt and Teubener (2009
cited in Panchenko 2011: 113) argue that RuNet! has acquired the status of a successful tool
of political manipulation, and, as a result, it has lost public trust in new media as a potential
platform for democratic discussion.

As the section below demonstrates, the strong presence of the Russian state also defines
the country’s climate affairs.

Russia and climate change: media and state policy

Russia’s carbon intensive economy (due to its northern location and excessive reliance on
fossil fuel exports) makes it the fifth largest GHG emitter in the world (World Bank 2012).
This also makes Russia a significant player in global climate change politics (Buchner and
Dall’Olio 2005). Following the economic collapse that proceeded the Soviet Union’s
disintegration, Russia’s GHG emissions fell well below the permitted levels as stipulated in
the Kyoto Protocol?. Yet Russia took its time (over six years) to agree to sign and ratify the

1 Russian language internet.
2 1n 1990 (the base year) Russia’s total GHG emissions without LULUCF constituted 3 941 300 (kt CO2
equivalent), by 2000 it fell to 2 430 552 and in 2013 increased to 2 799 434 (UNFCCC 2015).
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Protocol®. Whilst this contribution to the global climate change regime has been praised by
the Russian authorities and national media, as it finally brought the Protocol in force (e.g.
Izvestiya 1997; see also Andonova 2008), Russia was also widely criticised for this
extensively prolonged negotiation process (Korppoo 2008; Poberezhskaya 2016).
Traditionally, Russia’s climate change policy has been influenced by the prioritisation of
economic development (Henry 2010), the close connection between the state and the energy
sector (Buchner and Dall’Olio 2005), the downgrading of the environmental ministry
(Oldfield 2001), and the low level of awareness and concern among the public (World Bank
2010).

In 2009, Russian climate change policy started to become more proactive and coherent
(beginning with the acceptance of the Climate Doctrine and culminating with the signing of
the Presidential Decree (N 752, 2013) ‘On the Reduction of GHG Emissions’). It actively
takes part in the negotiation process and insists on the ‘common but differentiated
responsibilities’ approach to the new climate agreement (Bedritsky 2014). The positive
tendencies in Russia’s climate policy can be explained, through the realisation of its growing
climate vulnerability (Roshydromet 2014) and understanding of the potential economic
benefits due to energy efficiency policies (Poberezhskaya 2016).

Studies of the role of traditional media in climate change communication in Russia have
demonstrated a correlation between the media’s coverage and the state’s move towards better
climate change policies: where media attention grew substantially after the political changes
outlined above (Poberezhskaya 2016; Tynkkynen 2010; Wilson Rowe 2009). The influence
of the political discourse on media representations of climate change has also been
demonstrated by the media’s tolerant coverage of national political agendas and the
prioritisation of state sources of information as key journalistic sources. Therefore, it is
important to explore whether the Russian online discourse on climate change issues exhibits
the same characteristics as the traditional media: a tendency to be prompted by state activity
and to be dependent on official state sources.

Methodology and data
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is widely used in studies of climate change media
coverage (e.g. Carvalho 2008; Olausson 2009) which helps scholars to determine power
relations surrounding the topic (van Dijk 2001). The framework for the media analysis has
been borrowed and adapted from Carvalho (2008: 167) who suggests that these analytical
steps can be applied to any types of news texts (including online news). The textual analysis
includes:

- Layout (headlines, lead paragraph, conclusion, any visual elements);

- Actors (Who are the sources of information? How do they construct the problem?);

- Language (the choice of emotive words, verbs, syntaxes, metaphors);

- Objects (similar to the frames, shows how the main topic is presented in the article).

3Whilst the Kyoto Protocol was adopted on 11 December 1997 and Russia signed it on 11 March 1999, it was
not approved at the national level until 18 November 2004 and was then enforced on 16 February 2005
(UNFCCC n.d.).



A single blog entry is seen as a representation of a certain ‘episode’ within the overall
‘narrative structure’ of the blog created by its author (Rettberg 2008: 111) which intends to
correspond with certain goals or ideas the blogger wants to communicate to his/her audience.
This approach allows us to explore a range of the existing frames within the analysed data
which is then compared to the official discourse on climate change in Russia which will assist
in testing the hypothesis on blogs serving as a tool in creating an alternative climate change
discussion.

Compared to other social media platforms (e.g. to the microblogging platform Twitter),
the types of blogs studied here are allegedly less dependent on reproducing traditional media
content (Koltsova and Shcherbak 2014), therefore, they allow us to look beyond the
mainstream climate change discourse and get a sense of personal understanding of the
problem (Koteyko et al. 2013). In Russia, blogging platforms such as LiveJournal also have
features of social media combining ‘personal diary entries, blog posts, comments,
communities, and friendship networks’ (Alexanyan 2009: 4) and represent a very useful
research object full of rich qualitative data.

CDA suggests looking at the text within a ‘wider social context’ (Carvalho 2008: 171)
for the ‘comparative-synchronic’ and ‘historical-diachronic’ analysis. Whilst the former
proposes looking at how the same event/topic has been addressed by various authors or media
outlets, the latter looks at the evolution of the discourse over certain periods (ibid). However,
in the case of blogging, the pure numbers have to be considered with caution, since they can
be affected by the bloggers’ desire to remove their posts or hide them from a public search.
As more time passes after the event it becomes more likely that some of the entries will
disappear. Therefore, the suggested discourse analysis will not concentrate on the ‘historical-
diachronic’ aspect of the research study, but on the range of existing frames and themes.

In order to conduct an intensive qualitative text analysis, the data collection was
restricted to texts published in 2014 within a month of three major climate change related
events (‘critical discursive moments’ Carvalho (ibid: 166)). These events are: summer
flooding in Siberia (20 May — 20 June 2014), the People’s Climate March (5 September — 5
October 2014) and the UN Climate Change Conference in Lima (20 November — 20
December 2014). The texts were collected through the online Russian-language search engine
Yandex.ru,* with the keywords: climate change, global warming and greenhouse effects
(izmenenie klimata, global’ noe poteplenie, parnikovyi effekt - with all their possible
grammatical variations). The initial search resulted in 557, 525 and 502° blog entries per
event, respectively. During the preliminary reading of the data, relevance sampling was
applied to eliminate duplicated texts or entries which mention climate change in an unrelated
context.® The final body of data consisted of 374 blog entries with 77 of them published during

% The search was restricted to livejournal.com and Russia for the registered location of the
bloggers.

5 These results have to be taken cautiously due to the limitations of the online search engines
used, which slightly vary in the number of blog entries found on different days. The search
was conducted multiple times to diminish this error.

® For example, the greenhouse gas effect can be mentioned in relation to gardening.
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the flooding events, 142 during the People’s Climate March and 155 blog entries published
around the Climate Change conference in Lima.

Analysis

The diversity of the analysed blog entries constituted one of the most striking characteristics
of the online discourse. Due to the lack of restrictions on the structure, grammar and
composition of the entries, the texts can include combinations of text, video and photographs
with each element contributing to the overall argument and ‘producing meaning’ (Carvalho
2007: 227). The entries can also either contain the re-posted traditional media publication, the
author’s personal account of the event, or a combination of both. The diversity was also
manifested in the extremes present in the vocabulary and grammatical structures of the blogs:
from the academic formal discussion of climate change to colloquial, highly emotive
expression of bloggers’ opinions on the subject matter. Interestingly, despite a preconception,
that it is usually climate deniers or sceptics who are quite aggressive or emotive in expressing
their views, these linguistic choices were pursued by various bloggers regardless of their
views on anthropogenic climate change. For instance, the blogger dirty as_dj (2014) shares
his personal account of changes in weather patterns:

| remember, in February | was drinking with some friends, and there was one

funny guy. He was telling us, that there is no global warming and that some

f***ing idiots made it up and other idiots believe in it. | wanted to crash his
f***ing face on the table. Just because | was so angry.

Whilst another blogger (kungurov 2014), in his blog entry ‘Zombie-liberals will turn
green’ (‘zombo-liberasty pozeleneiut’), is similarly expressive in discrediting the
anthropogenic climate change theory and the environmentalists — whom he refers as ‘eco-
fascists’ that create ‘eco-hysteria’ in the world:

With regard to the so-called anthropogenic impact, as a main factor of global

warming, this is such ridiculous b*1l sh*t, | feel embarrassed even to talk seriously

about it.

The imperative nature of the created discourse around climate change makes both
examples quite similar, even though they represent polar opposite views of the problem.

The comprehensive application of the above mentioned methodological tools has
allowed for the identification of the following discursive categories, or frames within the
analysed body of text which have persistently reappeared throughout all three events:
‘conspiracies of climate change’; ‘climate change impact’; ‘political games of climate change’
and ‘online (anti-)environmentalism’. Table 1 demonstrates how, based on the applied
methodological steps, these categories were formed, whilst Figure 1 shows how they were
distributed across the studied periods.

Table 1. Discursive categories with examples

Discursive
category Layout Obijects Actors Language

Use of ‘hard Politicians | ‘Western plot’;
Conspiracies of | evidence' Climate change (West vs. ‘oil plot’;
climate change (photographs, is not happening; | Russia); ‘climate




‘secret’ we are being scientists, | weapon’, ‘myth’,
documents, fooled journalists, | ‘lie’, ‘deception’
graphs) bloggers
‘Capitalism as a
Climate change main problem’;
problem requires ‘Russia has been
the attention of presented with
An explanatory | the world. dignity’; ‘global
Political games | description of Climate change | Politicians, | warming will
of climate political is a political journalists, | give a great
change negotiations game NGOs advantage’
The screenshots ‘destruction’;
Climate change fr_om the _ _ o ‘unavoidable
impact disaster movies; Qllmate change Scientists; | end’; '
photographs of | is a real threat; Hollywood | ‘catastrophic’,
climate change | apocalypse is ; bloggers; | ‘danger’,
consequences unavoidable journalists | extremes’
Environmentalist ‘Save the ocean’,
s cannot be ‘join the action’,
trusted; ‘the only
Environmental | Environmentalist | Activists; chance’;
Online (anti-) appeal to s should unite in | bloggers, ‘eco-fascist’,
environmentalis | join/not to join | a climate change | politicians, | ‘environmental
m the campaign; fight journalists | Taliban’.

Figure 1. Number of the discursive categories over the selected events.
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Conspiracies of climate change: ‘they all lie to us’
The category ‘conspiracies of climate change’, whilst seemingly the most colourful and
argumentative, was also the least popular (n=45, 12%) (see Figure 1). In the blog entries



aiming to unravel various conspiracy theories in some ways concerning climate change, the
authors act as the discoverers of the ‘truth’ who aim to warn people, making themselves the
main ‘actors’ and ‘sources of information’ on the subject matter. The objects of these
conspiracy theories vary from climate change being a complete myth (a Western plot created
to undermine the economies of developing states, n=9, 20%) to theories which deny its
anthropogenic character (n=28, 62%). The latter category varied with bloggers insisting that
the ‘real reasons’ behind the climate apocalypse are the changes in the Earth’s axis,
modifications in the planet’s natural movements, a swapping of the magnetic poles, or a
climate weapon.

Regardless of the articles’ explanation of why anthropogenic climate change should be
regarded as a hoax, most followed a very similar style and structure — with the arguments
presented in the form of an investigation and pseudo-scientific language used to add authority.
Whilst the environmentalists’ scientific authority is disregarded and activists are seen as part
of the ‘elite groups’ who fool people. An example of this type of storyline could be seen in
the blog entry titled ‘Summer snow — oscillations of the Earth become more obvious’ (Eroshin
2014). The list of the diary-like entries of abnormal weather events that took place throughout
the world in the preceding year is aimed at convincing the reader of an extra-terrestrial cause
of climate change. The author offers a discussion on the evidence of Planet X’s impact on
Earth’s axis shift (all supported by graphs, photos and maps). The blogger also invites his
readers to conduct their own experiment in observing changes in the positions of the Sun and
Moon towards Earth. This direct engagement with his audience continues in the comments
section where readers and the blogger supply further evidence and exchange observations —
re-enforcing their already existing beliefs. In terms of the lexical and syntaxes choices, the
text is full of very strong vocabulary and grammatical structures: ‘it is obvious’, ‘the best
evidence’, ‘this is your evidence!’, ‘the change is so clear!” In conclusion the author identifies
who is to blame for deceiving us (‘NASA and other elites”).

The conspiratorial blog entries’ categorical nature refutes any possibilities of engaging
with other arguments in support of anthropogenic climate change. As Lewandowsky (2014)
argues, ‘one known element of conspiratorial thinking is its “self-sealing” quality, whereby
evidence against a conspiratorial belief is re-interpreted as evidence for that belief’. This
notion of the impossibility to engage in any contrastive discussion makes this discursive
category very powerful despite its small numbers. Interestingly, the conspiracies of climate
change are not only promoted by climate deniers or sceptics but also by people on the other
side of the debate (e.g. environmental activists suggesting that industries heavily invest in
changing public opinion). Arguably, both sides of the argument are damaging to the scientific
discourse of climate change as they ‘create a climate of uncertainty and mutual distrust’
(Douglas & Sutton 2015: 102). It was also shown that compared to the discourse in traditional
media and general public interest, the blogosphere tends to linger on the sceptical arguments,
conspiratorial explanations and any negativity associated with climate change’s scientific
discussion (Lewandowsky 2014), therefore, making a false impression of the problem and its
public perception. As demonstrated below, conspiratorial ‘seeds’ could be seen in all other
groups of texts, making this category even more prominent.

Climate change impact: ‘doomsday is approaching’
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Discussions of climate change consequences constituted the most popular category (n=182,
48%). As research studies conducted in other geographical areas claim, people who
experience extreme weather events (including flooding) are more likely to see climate change
as a real threat to them and their surroundings (e.g. Spence et al. 2011), therefore, it has been
suggested that the discussion of climate change’s impact should have prevailed during the
flooding in Russia. Interestingly, despite the obvious demonstration of the abnormal weather,
only six entries were identified which connected the floods with global warming. This finding
requires further investigation on whether flooding, indeed, does not imply a strong connection
with climate change for the Russian public.

Overall, the category of ‘climate change impact’ provided the most information on
causes and consequences of climate change with a wide range of specific examples of how it
affects us, appealing to scientists or environmentalists as the main sources of information. At
the same time, the substantial number (n=36, 20%) of entries within this category has taken
the discussion to the extremes with the re-telling of alarmist and even ‘apocalyptic’ messages.
In some instances, bloggers referred to climate change as a main reason for the disappearance
of ancient civilisations. Even though these specific entries do not talk about anthropogenic
climate change, they do contribute to the construction of climate change as a major threat to
human existence. Whilst the impact of modern climate change is presented within two
categories: as a threat to eco-systems (for instance, penguins that ‘need our help’ or ‘extinct’
polar bears (e.g. Drobyshev 2014) are popular examples of charismatic megafauna, n=45,
25%) or as a threat to the state (n=33, 18%). In these examples, highly emotive vocabulary
(e.g. ‘fatal’, ‘last chance’, ‘real threat’) is accompanied by the striking visuals of catastrophes
which we experience or will experience due to climate change. In some cases, the layout of
the blog entry is inspired by Hollywood blockbusters with fantastic images of sinking
landmarks and scenes of destruction.

The ‘alarmist’ approach to climate change is not unique to the online discussion, in fact,
the dramatization of this environmental problem has been one of the questionable sides of the
traditional media coverage. Whilst the nature and scale of climate change, of course, involves
a certain degree of ‘drama’, the extreme of apocalyptic discourse has been associated with
‘uneven and sporadic reporting’ which leads to a ‘counterproductive’ public response (Hulme
2007: 127). Thus making people more fatalist in their perceptions of climate change which
takes away from their desire to be ‘motivated to devise sustainability strategies’ as ‘life [is
seen] as a lottery, with outcomes decided by chance’ (Seyfang 2004: 328).

Political games of climate change: ‘who shall win?’

The framing of climate change as a political problem prevailed during the UN conference in
Lima, where bloggers relying on traditional media articles explained the predicaments of the
subject matter (e.g. Fedorov 2014). The category included almost one third of all entries
(n=100, 27%) but as in other cases, the political nature of the discussion did not result in a
homogeneous perception of climate change — it was presented by some bloggers ‘as an
important international problem’ (n=55, 55%) and by others as ‘a political game’ (n=15,
15%). The latter is reminiscent of conspiratorial thinking, and re-introduced the Cold War
rhetoric where even environmental problems are either caused by ‘enemies’ from the West or



that the whole concept of climate change was created only to make Russia lose economically
and politically.

CDA suggests the meaning of text is not restricted by what is written in the particular
blog entry, but light is shed through additional discursive elements. For example, one blogger
whilst acknowledging the existence of anthropogenic climate change bluntly states that all
evil comes from America’ (swet400 2014). In her/his profile description it is stated that ‘I
don’t like fascism including the American one. [ want Russia to be free’, making it ambiguous
whether s/he genuinely believes in the US’ detrimental contribution to the world’s climate or
whether s/he is using the climate change topic to reproduce practiced narratives of Russian-
US antagonism. In some blog entries the existence and seriousness of anthropogenic climate
change is ignored and attention is only paid to Russia, that suffers from the ‘oil plot’ created
by the Western world. The idea of climate change political games is then taken to the extreme
by the supporters of the conspiracy theories where the ‘climate change myth’ is described as
a shield to gain certain political goals (e.g. dmitri_obi 2014).

One of the most surprising findings within this category has become the absence of open
criticism of Russian climate change policy with only one (out of 100) blog entry openly
challenging the government’s ‘resource oriented” economy. An entry written by a Moscow
environmental organisation, ‘Eco defence’, is dedicated to environmentalists’ protests and its
vision of problems in the Russian economy (ecmoru 2014):

Russia's economy is moving in a vicious circle, when money, earned by the

exploitation of natural resources, is partly stolen, and partly re-invested into the

development of new resources. [...] their development brings less revenue, but it
brings more and more damage to ordinary citizens, the environment and Earth’s
climate.
It should be noted that overall the text is written not in a confrontational way, but as an appeal
to the state to find a solution, which will benefit the economy, people and climate. The entry
did not provoke any comments from readers.

Politics is considered to be one of the key factors shaping the climate change coverage
in the traditional media and public discourse on that matter (Poberezhskaya 2016). As the
analysis demonstrates, the Russian blogosphere follows similar patterns — whilst politics do
play a prominent role in climate change discussions, bloggers seem to fail to initiate any
critical assessment of what Russia as a state has done to contribute to climate change and what
it can do differently. Furthermore, the entries do not exhibit any sense of a collective or
personal responsibility (with a few exceptions) for this environmental degradation and as in
the case of conspiratorial discussion the problem acquires an intangible nature, where guilt is
allocated to an abstract global community which needs to deal with it urgently or it is
disregarded altogether as just a product of political games.

Online (anti-)environmentalism: ‘marching together?’

In the Russian blogosphere, environmental activism is one of the least popular categories with
only 47 entries discussing it (13%). The blogs were used to advertise future protests or to
appeal to readers to support the ‘good cause’ and take part ‘in the biggest climate mobilisation
in history’ (People’s Climate March) (Shakhova 2014). However, even articles that were
ostensibly about something as pertinent to climate change as the climate march, were often
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found to be using climate change to address an unrelated or tenuously related agenda. Some
bloggers reported on the climate marches with little indication of their own personal
conviction that the issue of climate change was important. Antizoomby (2014), for example,
re-publishes photographs of the protest in New York and thus draws attention to the climate
change activism taking place there. However, his/her brief comments instead offer a
compelling narration of how peaceful environmental action resulted in cruel police arrests.
The entry, therefore, invites us to make up our own minds about policing in the USA, whilst
leaving the significance of the issue protested against ambiguous. This shows that not all
mentions of climate change related topics are focussed directly on consciously addressing
climate change as an issue, but it also demonstrates that climate change discourse is partly
constituted by very loosely related issues like the appropriate way to express and police
political discontent.

Environmental movements have also become the object of climate sceptic criticism in
text that often, in highly emotive and even extreme vocabulary, attempts to disregard either
the ‘aim’ of environmental action (mitigating anthropogenic climate change) or the ‘means’
the activists advocate (environmental campaign strategies or policy action). In fact, almost
one third of the entries in this category (n=14, 29%) discussed environmentalism from a
negative perspective. For example, Zlatasoul (2014), opening with a very strong headline
(‘B****rds calling to join the march under ‘deceitful’ slogans. Be careful!”), warns people to
stay away from any climate marches, because:

They will gather a crowd for some innocent cause, will make it drink some

magic tea like in Kiev and here goes a battle for Euro-integration. Russians,

attention!!!! Crowds of thousands of people only benefit the enemies of our

state!!!!

The publicity stunt organised by Greenpeace during the climate conference in Lima
(which involved displays next to the unique Nazca images) provoked another negative outcry
among the selected online texts with such titles as ‘Greenpeace is a gathering of retards’
(Matveychev 2014), ‘That’s right, they are called the environmental Taliban’ (irlandetsO1
2014) or ‘The idiots from Greenpeace’ (viatcheslav 2014). The negative perception of the
environmental movements and activists subsequently discredits the actual problem of climate
change, which becomes just a ‘plot’ of ‘eco-fascism’.

A small number of texts actively promoting environmental messages can be divided
into two groups: personal blogs of people who share these ideas (e.g. ecostrat, ecology _ru,
arctic_blog), and blogs supported by environmental organisations (e.g. Oxfam-Russia, ‘Eco
defense”). Overall, there were 20 (43%) blog entries of this kind and it can be concluded
(based on the descriptions written in the profiles of the blogs’ authors) that these people and
organisations are actively pursuing voiced ideas not only in the online environment but also
in the real world.

Interestingly, the environmental orientation of the blog does not assume its
unconditional support of the idea that anthropogenic climate change exists and it is bad for
people. For example, the blog produced by the ‘educational’ project Ecoleaks, whose authors
identify themselves as ‘environmental sceptics’ (Ecoleaks 2015), propagates the ideas of
diminishing anthropogenic influence on the environment but through the ‘real measures’, not
some ‘idle talk and speculations’ (the latter includes the anthropogenic character of climate
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change, over-population of the planet and so on). The fact that these people position
themselves as environmentalists, gives them greater authority in diminishing the ‘idea’ of
anthropogenic climate change. Arguably, the internet contributes to the new understanding of
the ‘expert’ where the authority of the sources is not proven by existing professional
credentials, but by the popularity of the author and the affirmative nature of the blogs’
rhetoric.

Discussion

The analysis showed a palette of climate change discourses, with some blog entries
contributing to the “incivility’ (Collins and Nerlich 2015) of the online climate discussion and
others either raising the alarm about the deadly nature of climate change or championing a
conspiratorial understanding of the problem. This observation to some degree correlates with
a finding made by Wood and Douglas (2013) who argue that a hostile tone of communication
is more likely to be found among online comments which support more conventional
explanations of the event or phenomenon (rather than among ‘conspiracists’). Therefore,
whilst the use of obscene language on its own does not add to the creation of a particular
vision of climate change with both sceptics and ‘acceptors’ occasionally using it, arguably,
the alarmist messages and conspiracies contribute to the readers’ attitude of hopelessness
towards the problem. Conspiratorial thinking is more likely to thrive in a situation where
people are in ‘powerless social positions’ (Douglas & Sutton 2011) which could be explained
by Russia’s political and economic situations where people often find themselves either being
too preoccupied with financial problems or not risking confrontation with the somewhat
authoritarian government. At the same time, the exposure to climate change conspiracies
diminishes people’s desire to cut their carbon footprint, making them content with their
established way of life since the blame is allocated somewhere else (Douglas and Sutton
2015), or more apolitical overall as the solution is not in their hands (Jolley and Douglas
2014).

A relatively limited number of entries act as a platform for environmental activism and
even within this sample, a large proportion aims to discredit the environmental movement:
this fact does not fit with the proposition that the internet is extensively used by activists to
communicate their agenda (Jun 2011). These findings make sense within the Russian context
where, for decades, environmental movements have been experiencing a number of barriers
including a lack of funding, restrictive state policies and the public’s suspicious attitude,
especially towards international organisations (e.g. Greenpeace or WWF) (Henry 2010). The
limited or sceptical nature of online climate activism also fits with another international trend:
where the internet is used to express doubts about the legitimacy of the climate change
problem or its mitigation or adaptation policies (e.g. Gavin and Marshall 2011, Lockwood
2010).

The conducted analysis also reinforces the argument that people who express certain
opinions online, already actively propagate these ideas in the off-line world (Athique 2013).
Thus, the blogs behave as ‘echo-chambers’ which have limited effect on people who are
indifferent to the topic, and often fail to change people’s minds, but instead re-inforce existing
beliefs and values (Garrett 2009). It is not unique to the Russian context and has been
supported by a number of studies which reveal that ‘most individuals engaged in online
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discussions are embedded within communities of like-minded users’ (Williams et al. 2015:
136; see also Itkonen 2015).

Despite the limited capacity of the internet to engage broader groups of people, Hestres
(2014: 237) argues that it still plays an important role in ‘a full-blown social movement to
tackle climate change’ and turn people into ‘long-term activists’. Of course, this is also
relevant for people who are prone to doubt climate change’s existence; a number of online
investigations that ‘uncover the truth’ is likely to cement their sceptical views. Indeed, it
seems that the Russian blogosphere still contains a great number of climate sceptical
discussions that call into question the existence, origins and/or consequences of climate
change (with 52 blog entries completely denying climate change’s existence and another 39
openly refuting its anthropogenic nature). This makes it different to the content of the
traditional media outlets, which have mostly moved beyond these basic questions
(Poberezhskaya 2016).” As Taddicken (2013: 46) observes, for the climate sceptics and
deniers, the ‘internet may serve as an “escape” from these pro-anthropogenic and normative
positions’, therefore turning the internet’s praised freedom against climate science.

As stated in the introduction, along with the identification and analysis of the existing
themes in the researched data, the article also aimed to examine if blogs can act as an
alternative to the traditional media in Russia. The analysis demonstrated that the studied blog
entries tend to repeat, arguably, one of the most important trends in traditional media
concerning their coverage of climate change. With only one entry openly challenging Russian
state policy on climate change, and with a small number of entries dedicated to the critique of
people’s environmentally damaging lifestyle, there is an evident absence of sound assessment
of Russia’s questionable climate policy. Furthermore, the corpus lacks originality with 144
(39%) entries being either reposts of other blog entries (n=61) or ‘copy-pastes’ of articles
from the traditional media (n=83). This finding has come about as a surprise, as over the last
few years, Russian bloggers have proved to be quite instrumental in expressing and
encouraging oppositional views in the country (Etling et al. 2010). It seems to be that climate
change has not reached that critical point yet at which the online community questions not
only the role of the mysterious ‘Planet X’ but also their own state leaders.

New media in the Russian case of climate change communication represents a
fascinating object of study and as this research study has quite a narrow focus (looking at
coverage of three events in one blogging platform), it only touches the surface of the range of
issues that can be investigated. In sum, the findings show that the studied online discourse is
dominated by the discussion of climate change’s negative consequences and the political
aspects of the problem. This can be seen as a positive trend, which provides more channels
for the public to learn about the problem. However, the online discussion also contains more
references to sceptical or conspiratorial messages taking the development of climate change
discourse back in time. Ytterstad (2008) highlights the important role of politicians who use
the platform to offer solutions to climate change problems, and more importantly how blogs
allow these ideas to be democratically-debated. Unfortunately, in the studied case, the blogs
failed to act as an alternative platform for an active pro-environmental discussion and did not

" The argument would benefit from a substantial comparison between online and offline
media scepticism.
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demonstrate their capacity to develop a critical analysis of state involvement in climate
degradation. Therefore, even though it could be stated that climate change online discourse
does exist in Russia, the trajectory of its development is uncertain. This will require further
investigation of how various online platforms have been utilised, how the public and the state
react to climate change related messages and whether online discussion of climate change in
Russia facilitates more democratic environmental politics.
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