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Dear Friends!

Sanctions are considered one effective mechanism for countering Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine. Environmental organizations around the world support a ban on Russia’s fossil fuel 
exports and also view it as a means to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Recently, Razom We 
Stand drafted an open manifesto calling for strengthened sanctions on fossil fuel exports from 
Russia, which was signed, among others, by UWEC Work Group. How effective are these 
sanctions? Can they be implemented without adopting more ambitious energy transition plans 
in Ukraine’s partner countries? Read our article:

• An environmental perspective: Are sanctions against Russia working, and if 
not, why not?

The “grey zones” that Russian and Western companies use to circumvent sanctions are 
vast and affect various regions. Some examples of circumvention of sanctions mechanisms are 
easily observed, while others require a more in-depth investigation. UWEC Work Group expert 
Eugene Simonov describes how an Australian coal company not only exploited the traditional 
lands of the indigenous population of Chukotka in Russia, but also tried to circumvent sanctions 
mechanisms. Ultimately, the company was forced to sell its Russian assets. Despite that, the 
sale of the Australian company to Russian oligarchs did not make things any easier for either 
Chukotka’s indigenous communities or Chukotka’s nature.

• Sanctions against Russia: the Australian mining connection

June 6 marked the anniversary of the Kakhovka Hydropower Plant dam explosion. The 
subsequent environmental disaster once again raised the issue of ecocide at the international 
level, and the incredibly fast-growing Velyky Luh forest on the bed of the former Kakhovka 
Reservoir demonstrated the capacity of ecosystems for self-restoration in the post-war period. 
Oleksiy Vasyliuk and Eugene Simonov examined what is known today about the consequences 
of this disaster a year on and what we can prepare for in the future.

• After the deluge: One year on, can the ecosystems disrupted by the destruction 
of the Kakhovka Dam recover?

https://razomwestand.org/en
https://razomwestand.org/en
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You can explore other stories and news related to the consequences of Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine on our website, as well as on Twitter (X), Facebook  
and on Telegram. 

We wish you strength and peace!
Alexej Ovchinnikov

Editor, UWEC Work Group

The war has already destroyed entire populations of animals and plants and has put some 
species at risk of extinction. Moreover, while the death of domestic livestock and pets is well-
known, many people are unaware of the ecocide of wild reptiles and amphibians. Ukrainian 
Candidate of Sciences herpetologist Oleksii Marushchak explains how the war is destroying 
Ukraine’s “silent” inhabitants.

• Beyond the fog of war: deaths of the silent

Ukraine’s “green recovery” remains a key focus for UWEC Working Group. In June 2023, 
this topic was discussed at a conference in Berlin, but work on promoting the topic of “green” and 
sustainable recovery is ongoing. Meetings are held, strategies are formed, plans are approved. 
Read our May review about the latest research and trends related to the country’s “green 
recovery”.

• Environmental consequences of the war in Ukraine: May review

https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=4486b40d9c&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=14ed214b1d&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=7848e03b8f&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=ac214f0184&e=687698d482
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An environmental perspective: 
Are sanctions against 
Russia working, and if not, 
why not?

Sanctions on the export of Russian fossil fuels 
can be effective only if they are enforced 

alongside energy transition policy. As long as 
the demand for hydrocarbons remains steady, 
then “gray areas” allowing countries to continue 
importing fuel from Russia will always be found. 
Ten years of sanctions against Russia for its 
aggression in Ukraine show this very clearly.

The Beyond Fossil Fuel initiative 
has launched a project to estimate the 
amount sum European Union (EU) 
countries have spent on the purchase of 
Russian fossil fuels since the beginning 
of the full-scale invasion. In the two 
and a half years of full-scale war since 
February 24, 2022, this sum has reached 

Alexei Ovchinnikov

https://beyondfossilfuels.org/russian-fossil-fuel-tracker/
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astronomical volumes. By 1 June 2024 
it stood at almost 195.5 billion euros – 
enough money to fit 2.5 million homes 
with solar panels, build more than 6,000 
land-based wind turbines and almost 
1,000 sea-based ones, and supply more 
than 3 million homes with heat pumps. 
The aim of the project is to show that 
all of this money could have been used 
toward achieving carbon-neutrality and 
energy security instead of wasted on 
fossil fuel and filling the coffers of the 
aggressor. What’s more, that concerns 
only official imports – parallel imports 
via non-sanctioned countries and 

companies increase Russia’s earnings 
from the sale of carbon fuel several 
times over.

A brief overview  
of sanctions against Russia

The sanctions date to late 2013, when 
demonstrators took to Kyiv’s central 
Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence 
Square) after Ukraine’s then-president 
Yanukovich abruptly changed political 
course, backtracking on promises to 
develop closer economic ties with the 
European Union and moving towards 
closer integration with Russia. After 
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peaceful protests were violently broken 
up by riot police on 30 December 
2013, the unrest grew in intensity. 
eventually leading to a series of bloody 
confrontations between protesters and 
police, resulting in the deaths of over 
100 protesters. The uprising quickly 
became referred to as Euromaidan or the 
Revolution of Dignity. 

From 18-20 February 2014, the 
escalating violence peaked, with armed 
encounters regularly taking place between 
protesters and police, and unknown 
snipers firing on those assembled on the 
Maidan. As a result, the police and interior 
ministry troops were forced to retreat. On 
21 February 2014, Yanukovich fled Kyiv, 
and the day after the Ukraine’s Verkhovna 
Rada (parliament) passed a motion 
stripping him of his post as president. It 
was during these days that Russia began 
to transfer troops to Crimea (officially 
approved by Putin on 1 March 1) to 
“support” those calling for the peninsula 
to secede from Ukraine. Essentially this 
represented the beginning of Russia’s 
military invasion of Ukraine. From April 
2014 to February 2015, fighting raged 
across the Donbas, and in February 2022 
the whole of Ukraine became a combat 
zone. Putin repeatedly declared that he 
did not recognize several regions of the 
country as part of Ukraine, including 
Odesa, Kharkiv, Kherson, Donetsk 
and Luhansk, labeling them as part of 
Novorossiya, the name historically used 
in Russia for imperial territory captured 

from the Ottomans and Cossacks in the 
18th century.

The first EU and United States 
sanctions appeared in summer 2014. In 
general they were rather restrained, and 
were aimed at limiting Russia’s economic 
growth and mainly concerned specific 
companies and officials. A number of 
sanctions also targeted the export of 
fossil fuels from Russia, primarily oil. 
Yet these measures had no substantial 
effect on markets. In fact, right up until 
2023 Russia remained the chief exporter 
of fossil fuels to the EU. 

The full-scale invasion of February 
2022 prompted a new reaction from 
Ukraine’s EU allies, the US, Japan, and 
other countries such as Canada and 
Australia, who not only offered support 
to Ukraine in its struggle to preserve 
its independence, but also ramped up 
Russia’s economic isolation, imposing 
sanctions not only on particular 
companies and individuals, but on entire 
sectors of the aggressor’s industry. One 
of the key areas was restrictions on the 
sale of carbon fuel.

On 8 March 2022 the US imposed a 
ban on the import of Russian oil, gas, 
and other energy resources. A month 
later, on 6 April, Britain announced 
plans to end any dependence on Russian 
coal and oil by the end of the year, as 
well as stopping the import of Russian 
gas as soon as possible. And on 3 June 
the EU adopted a package of sanctions 
that imposed a ban on the import of 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/feb/20/maidan-kyiv-protests-10-years-ukraine
https://ppr.lse.ac.uk/articles/10.31389/lseppr.86
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32014R0833
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32014R0833
https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/latest-news-headlines/sanctions-against-russia-8211-a-timeline-69602559
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crude oil and several other oil-based 
products. In an attempt to make trade in 
fossil resources unprofitable for Moscow 
in November 2022, G7 nations agreed 
to cap the price of Russian oil at $60 a 
barrel. In January 2023 the EU tightened 
its sanctions against Russian carbon fuels 
while concurrently making efforts to 
ramp up development of the RePowerEU 
program, aimed at achieving greater 
energy independence and sustainability 
by 2024. On 5 February 2023 an EU ban on 
the purchase of Russian gasoline, diesel, 
and other oil-based products came into 
force. 

Yet a full ban on Ukraine’s allies 
trading fossil fuels with Russia was 
not actually introduced, and Moscow 
relatively quickly reoriented its exports 
to other potential markets, betting on 
countries with rapidly developing 
economies, such as China, India, South 
Africa, and Brazil. 

How effective have 
sanctions against Russia 
been?

One reason that sanctions have turned 
out to be ineffective is the “soft” position 
of some countries in the coalition against 
Russia, as well as their lack of consistency. 
Dr. Ulrich Schetter, a senior assistant 
professor from the University of Pavia 
in northern Italy, underscored this in 
May 2024 at a seminar discussing the 
effectiveness of sanctions, organized by the 
NGO Freundshaft kennt keine Grenze.

The European Union has chosen a 
strategy for its sanctions policy that 
inflicts maximum damage with minimal 
losses. In its summary of the sanctions, 
the European Council describes the 
list of banned products as “...designed 
to maximize the negative impact of the 
sanctions on the Russian economy while 
limiting the consequences for EU businesses 
and citizens.”

As this graph of Russian fossil fuel exports illustrates, after an expected drop in 2023, overall 
exports stabilized and some fuel types are even showing growth. Source: CREA 

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/repowereu-affordable-secure-and-sustainable-energy-europe_en
https://www.youtube.com/live/4-Lurl3ynWA
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions-against-russia/sanctions-against-russia-explained/
https://energyandcleanair.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/image-16-1024x615.png
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This position means that sanctions 
should not run counter to the interests 
of EU members, which provides plenty 
of room for speculation as to which 
consequences of sanctions are acceptable, 
and which are not. For example, the 
Hungarian government vetoed new 
sanctions on Russian gas imports, 
claiming that such measures would 
have possible negative consequences. 
Moreover, the sanctions were deliberately 
delayed in order to “minimize the 

consequences.” This soft position, given 
the rise in prices for fossil fuels, allowed 
Russia to increase its export revenues and 
recalibrate its markets in the first year of 
the full-scale war as a direct result of the 
sanctions themselves.

Another concerning aspect of 
Western sanctions is the lack of a united 
front among coalition participants. As 
Schetter noted in his talk, referring to 
data from Global Trade Alert, most 
imports from Russia (total import 

Dynamics of exports of forest products to the European Union from Belarus and Kazakhstan. 
Source: Belarusian Investigative Center 

Imports of forest products from Kazakhstan to the EU from 2019 to 2023, with imports to 
Poland increasing fivefold. Source: Belarusian Investigative Center

https://www.politico.eu/article/hungary-veto-eu-russia-gas-sanctions/
https://www.youtube.com/live/4-Lurl3ynWA
https://investigatebel.org/en/investigations/fake-documents-belarus-timber-smuggling-eu
https://investigatebel.org/en/investigations/fake-documents-belarus-timber-smuggling-eu
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volumes) are not subject to sanctions, 
while the ban on imports to both the EU 
and the US affects only 0.2% of Russian 
exports. Other cases concern either a 
ban for EU countries, but not for the US, 
or controlled exports.

It is worth noting that such 
inconsistency and a complex 
bureaucratic structure create space 
for gray zones when companies from 
non-sanctioned countries are used to 
sell Russian products and resources to 
European countries and the US.

Beating sanctions: how 
Belarusian timber reached 
Europe via Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan

How such gray areas work has been 
shown, for instance, in an investigation 
conducted by the Belarusian 
Investigation Center. Belarus came 
under EU and US sanctions back in 
2020-2021, when the Lukashenko 
regime brutally suppressed large-scale 
pro-democracy protests and cemented 
its friendly relationship with the 
Putin regime, essentially turning the 
country into little more than a Russian 
satellite. It bears recalling that when 
Russia launched its full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine in February 2022, Russian 
troops also attacked from Belarusian 
territory.

The investigation concerns the sale 
of forest products, primarily timber, 
through front companies registered in 

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Following 
the introduction of the expanded 
package of sanctions and the departure 
of international certifiers (such as the 
Forest Stewardship Council) from 
Belarus and Russia, timber exports 
from Kazakhstan reached record levels. 
Timber exports from Kazakhstan, which 
is not rich in forests, were previously 
negligible, while Belarus annually 
supplied Europe with 1 billion euros’ 
worth of timber. 

Moreover, as the investigation 
reveals, in order for the timber to 
reach Poland, which has significantly 
increased imports of forest products, 
it was simply registered in Belarus as 
“Kazakh” or “Kyrgyz” and dispatched 
for sale. The scheme turned out to be 
so perfect that it continues to operate to 
this day.

This is not the first example of the 
Belarusian regime circumventing 
export restrictions on its timber. In 2022 
Earthsight published an investigation 
showing how the EU had bought 
products manufactured in Belarus by 
political prisoners, with the proceeds 
used to support Lukashenko’s regime.

Similar “gray zones” also exist in the 
fossil resources trade. The complexity of 
the bureaucratic mechanism involved 
in applying sanctions, coupled with 
a reluctance to reduce resource 
consumption, creates opportunities for 
exports that circumvent those sanctions, 
taking resource exports into the 

https://investigatebel.org/en/investigations/fake-documents-belarus-timber-smuggling-eu
https://earthsight.org.uk/rubberstampingrepression
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Azm4yKKIlqE
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shadows. In the context of the shuttering 
of environmental organizations, the 
extraction and trade of resources loses 
transparency. This all has negative 
consequences for nature.

This issue concerns not only Belarus 
and Russia, but also the countries 
where the Putin regime is trying to 
extend its geopolitical influence, such 
as Kyrgyzstan and Georgia. Both 
nations passed  controversial laws on 
“foreign agents” and environmental 
organizations are coming under 
increasing pressure, and Kyrgyzstan 
has already announced its intention to 
lift restrictions on uranium production 
and plans to build a nuclear power plant 
under the auspices of Rosatom, the 
Russian state nuclear agency.

Environmental organizations 
against Russian fossil fuels
ing the fires in Ukraine’s 
forests caused by the war

One of the first initiatives was an open 
appeal titled “Stand with Ukraine. End 
global fossil fuel addiction that feeds 
Putin’s war machine”. It was signed by 
more than 870 organizations from 57 
countries, including two environmental 
organizations from Belarus that were 
closed down in the country and whose 
staff are now working in exile, as well 
as one organization from Russia. The 
purpose of the appeal was to draw 
the attention of world governments 
to the problem of importing carbon 

fuel from an aggressor, which is in 
contradiction not only with climate, but 
also humanitarian principles. Oil has 
become a symbol of the innocent blood 
spilled in Ukraine.

The most active work in developing 
sanctions on fossil fuels from Russia 
was and continues to be done by the 
Ukrainian initiative Razom We Stand. 
Also observing the connection between 
Ukraine’s partner-countries’ dependence 
on fossil fuels and the ineffectiveness of 
sanctions, the initiative’s participants 
published the “Manifesto for a New 
Ukraine and a New World” in the first 
half of 2024. Razom We Stand’s goal is to 
draw the attention of countries around 
the world, the European Union, G7, and 
G20 to the need for more radical changes. 
The manifesto demands five actions:

•	 Introduce a full package of energy 
sanctions against Russia;

•	 Invest in the development of a 
European continental energy 
network that would include 
Ukraine;

•	 End financing of the fossil fuel 
industry;

•	 Democratize (make more 
accessible) a just green transition;

•	 Reduce global dependence on oil 
and gas.

Not only NGOs, but anyone who is 
in solidarity with this position can sign 
the manifesto, which reflects both the 

https://www.rferl.org/a/kyrgyzstan-uranium-mining-rosatom-russia-nuclear-plant/32845058.html
https://www.with-ukraine.org/
https://www.with-ukraine.org/
https://razomwestand.org/en
https://razomwestand.org/en#petition
https://razomwestand.org/en
https://razomwestand.org/en
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interests of Ukraine and the entire world 
in the face of climate change threats and 
the growing influence of authoritarian 
“resource” states.

Environmental organizations are 
also calling for strengthened sanctions 
against Russian state-owned companies, 
such as Rosatom. Russia’s nuclear 
monopoly, which is directly involved 
in the occupation of Zaporizhzhya 
Nuclear Power Plant, continues to avoid 
direct sanctions pressure, a fact experts 
use to explain European Union and 
United States’ dependence on uranium 
supplies. It was not until December 
2023 that the US Congress passed a law 
restricting the import of low-enriched 
uranium from Russia. Direct sanctions 
against Rosatom began to be discussed 
only in May 2024, when the United 
States prepared an equivalent bill. As 
for the EU, Europe cannot impose full-
fledged sanctions, given that 15 of the 
102 nuclear reactors in EU countries use 
Soviet systems to manage Soviet reactors 
that are specifically serviced by Rosatom. 
The solution, as Ihor Moshenets notes in 
Energy Post, is to replace these reactors 
in the near future with those operating 

on Western nuclear fuel and to increase 
autonomous fuel supplies from other 
countries. However, a number of 
environmental organizations believe 
that this plan is not only unsafe but also 
will not lead to energy independence. 
Kazakhstan, a suggested supplier of 
unenriched uranium, is also located in 
Russia’s geopolitical zone of influence.

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine has 
exposed Western nations’ dependence 
on resource-rich authoritarian regimes 
that continue to rely on the sale of fossil 
fuels and forest products to round out 
their budgets. The means to exit this 
system is to switch to more autonomous 
energy resources and achieve energy 
independence. In April 2024, carbon 
fuels accounted for less than a quarter 
of the EU’s energy mix for the first time, 
giving hope that such dependence can 
be overcome. However, achieving this 
will require not only and not so much 
development of a sanctions mechanism, 
but a reboot of the entire energy 
consumption system. Ukraine’s “green” 
recovery should be an important stage in 
this process. •

Translated by Alastair Gill

https://www.savednipro.org/sanctions_against_rosatom/#pll_switcher
https://energypost.eu/can-the-eu-and-us-end-its-dependence-on-russias-nuclear-energy-industry/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/1042
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/8046
https://energypost.eu/can-the-eu-and-us-end-its-dependence-on-russias-nuclear-energy-industry/
https://www.euronews.com/green/2024/05/10/fossil-fuels-are-on-the-way-out-in-the-eu-as-they-dropped-to-record-low-in-april
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Sanctions against Russia:  
the Australian mining connection

Eugene Simonov

The economic sanctions imposed against 
Russia for its war in Ukraine are likely 

to have broad consequences, including 
social and economic repercussions. Whether 
these sanctions have some kind of useful 
environmental “side-effect” depends not 
only upon their scale, but also on the detailed 
preparation of sanctions legislation and, 
most importantly, on the political will and 
administrative abilities of the government 
bureaucracies implementing them. Here 
we look at the controversy surrounding the 
Australian company Tigers Realm Coal Ltd. 
(TIG), which owns “Beringpromugol” and 
several other coal companies in Russia’s 
Arctic territory of Chukotka in the north 

Pacific and which recently announced the 
sale of its Russian assets.

Environmentalists place their 
hopes in sanctions

When the West imposed sanctions 
and other measures intended to wean 
Europe off its dependency on Russian 
carbon and oil, environmentalists were 
mildly euphoric. Many thought that 
the harmful supplies of Russian carbon 
fuel would be replaced by green energy. 
This is partly what happened, though 
progress turned out to be substantially 
more modest than anticipated, and the 
environmental concerns still need to 

https://www.tigersrealmcoal.com/
https://www.tigersrealmcoal.com/
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be addressed. The European Union’s 
foreign economic efforts contributed 
more to renewed development of gas 
fields than to the growth of renewable 
energy sources in developing countries. 
At the same time, some supposedly green 
EU investments designed to weaken 
former Soviet states’ ties to Russia, 
such as support for giant hydroelectric 
power plants, have proven to be clearly 
harmful.

•	 Read more: “А la guerre comme 
à la guerre”: Military geopolitics 
see return of controversial 
megaprojects

As for the other side of the sanctions, 
progressives also had rosy expectations 

that a catastrophic decline in Russian 
exports, and therefore production, of 
coal, oil, and gas, would reduce Russia’s 
carbon footprint. As we now know, this 
has so far happened only with gas – 
essentially the least environmentally 
harmful of all Russia’s fuel exports. 
Russian oil is still king in markets in the 
developing world, and even the much-
maligned coal is holding its ground. 
India has found itself a new supplier, 
while China has substantially increased 
its coal imports, creating greater 
opportunities for Russian exports.

Coal miners vs. Indigenous 
communities

On September 20, 2011, Stanislav 
Taranenko, the head of Altar, an 

An Indigenous resident of Chukotka holds a fish. Source: www.hraniteliarktiki.ru

https://uwecworkgroup.info/distributed-electricity-generation-in-ukraine-the-risks-and-opportunities/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/%d0%b0-la-guerre-comme-a-la-guerre-military-geopolitics-see-return-of-controversial-megaprojects/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/%d0%b0-la-guerre-comme-a-la-guerre-military-geopolitics-see-return-of-controversial-megaprojects/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/%d0%b0-la-guerre-comme-a-la-guerre-military-geopolitics-see-return-of-controversial-megaprojects/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/%d0%b0-la-guerre-comme-a-la-guerre-military-geopolitics-see-return-of-controversial-megaprojects/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/siberian-coal-through-the-lens-of-war/
http://www.hraniteliarktiki.ru/


UWEC ISSUE 22

14

indigenous family community 
association in Chukotka, woke up in his 
trailer on the edge of the breathtaking 
Amaam lagoon near Ushakov Bay on 
the peninsula’s southern coast. He had 
been awakened by the noise of heavy 
machinery. Running out of the house, 
Taranenko saw a ship, which had just 
unloaded a tractor onto his section of 
the shoreline. The vehicle was rumbling 
into the tundra across the community’s 
lands, cutting up the fragile turf of the 
reindeer pastures with its caterpillar 
tracks. Taranenko drove his all-terrain 
vehicle out to the place where the ship 
was moored and did not allow it to 
unload the rest of its cargo. Members 
of the community blocked unloading 
of the vessel for four days, an action 
for which the Northern Pacific Coal 
Company (“STUK”) later took them to 
court, seeking to recover half a million 
rubles (approximately $17,000 at the 
time).

For the Altar community, this 
marked the beginning of many years 
of confrontation with Tigers Realm 
Coal, a coal company sponsored by the 
administration of Chukotka Autonomous 
Okrug (ChAO), which had acquired a 
license to mine the giant Amaam coal 
deposit, located amid the indigenous 
Chukchi people’s ancestral lands. 
The administration of the Chukotka 
Autonomous Okrug gave the company 
a slap on the wrist, ordered it to ensure 
that equipment was transported by 

air instead of by land, and… promptly 
announced to the Altar community that 
it had no legal rights to 7,000 hectares of 
ancestral lands, since “the documents 
were drawn up incorrectly.”

Over the next few years, the 
community, with the support of 
Indigenous peoples’ associations, 
human rights foundations, 
environmentalists and independent 
media, managed to defend its 
case and win a series of lawsuits 
against the company and the district 
administration. However, Altar was 
ultimately unable to survive pressure 
from the hostile authorities and in 2021 
the group was forced to dissolve itself.

For Tigers Realm Coal (TIG), this 
marked the beginning of an extremely 
successful business operation in 
Chukotka. In the 2010s, it had become 
obvious that the bottleneck created 
by Siberia’s limited rail network – the 
Trans-Siberian and BAM (Baikal-Amur 
Mainline) – made it difficult to export 
coal from the huge coal mines of the 
Kuzbass region, located in the center of 
Siberia. The Kuzbass could not compete 
with coal-mining enterprises based on 
the very edge of the Pacific, which face no 
obstacles in exporting their goods to Asian 
markets, since the coal is loaded directly 
onto ships. Realizing these advantages, 
TIG stepped up its operations, purchasing 
STUK and exploration licenses for two 
large coalfields, Amaam and Severny 
Amaam (also known as Alkatvaam 

https://bellona.ru/2013/05/22/polumillionnyj-shtraf-za-zashhitu-priro/
http://www.csipn.ru/korennye-narody-i-promyshlennye-kompanii/1847-chukotskaya-obshchina-otstoyala-svoi-prava-v-sude
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and Fandyushkino Polye), capable of 
providing over 5 million metric tons 
of coking coal and coal for export 
annually. To facilitate these exports 
they commissioned the construction of a 
deepwater port in the Arinai lagoon and 
awaited the arrival of the big investors.

Sanctions no obstacle  
to growth: the ‘Russification’ 
of Tigers Realm Coal

But at this point Russia annexed 
Crimea and came under the first Western 

sanctions. Foreign investors – even 
the Chinese – suddenly lost interest in 
the project. Undeterred, TIG curbed 
its appetite and fell back on its chief 
supporter – the Russian state. Moscow 
bestowed the preferential status of 
“Advanced Development Zone” 
upon the company’s coal mines and 
even bought a stake in the Australian 
company through its Russian Direct 
Investment Fund (RDIF). 

“We are a de facto Russian company. 
We need a listing in Australia because 

Map of the Bering coalfields and planned infrastructure for their mining and transportation. 
Source: Presentation at the Tigers Realm Coal annual shareholders’ meeting, 2015
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there is traditionally a lot of investor 
interest in the coal industry there,” 
the Australian company’s then-chief 
operating officer Peter Balka unabashedly 
declared in an interview with a Russian 
media outlet in 2016. TIG managers 
gushed praise to the administration 
of the Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, 
which was supporting them in every 
possible way, including by “working 
with the local Indigenous population.”

The change in the company’s plans 
necessitated by sanctions on Crimea did 
have one good consequence for nature 
– the construction of a seaport was 
postponed indefinitely, saving the remote 
lagoons of Amaam and Arinai from 

environmental disaster. The introduction 
of sanctions rendered the development of 
the Amaam deposit no more than a vague 
prospect, and TIG focused on the more 
accessible Fandyushkino Polye deposit 
and the export of coal through the existing 
port in the village of Beringovsky.

Unfortunately, the company still 
inflicted great harm: local communities 
regularly complained that there were no 
fish in the river in the watershed where 
the deposit was being developed, the 
coal mine itself and the roads leading to 
it deprived people of access to the nearest 
berry fields and hunting grounds, the 
expansion of mining activity threatens 
reindeer pastures, etc.

The barge Arinai, built for TIG by the Liao Yu Group Co. in Dalian, China. Source: Tigers 
Realm Coal 2019

https://www.sbs.com.au/language/russian/en/article/asx-listed-company-in-breach-of-russia-regime-sanctions-continues-to-mine-and-export-coal/lkn2lgq4d
https://www.eastrussia.ru/material/tigers-ne-zagnannye-v-ugol/
https://www.eastrussia.ru/material/tigers-ne-zagnannye-v-ugol/
https://www.tigersrealmcoal.com/
https://www.tigersrealmcoal.com/
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A processing plant at the Fandyushkino Polye deposit. Source: Tigers Realm Coal Annual 
Report for 2023

Growth in the company’s coal sales (coal is shown in pink, coking coal in gray). Presentation 
at the annual shareholders’ meeting. Source: Tigers Realm Coal August 15, 2023
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But the district authorities always 
took the company’s side whenever 
they could, stepping in to help defuse 
conflicts. Almost every year, villagers 
complain about coal dust resulting 
from violations during loading, but it 
continues to circulate.

In this remote corner of Russia, TIG 
also became a monopoly, when the 
local Nagornaya coal mine, which 
had operated for 30 years before TIG’s 
arrival, closed down. It is noteworthy 
that, prior to shutting down, Nagornaya 
reduced its skilled labor shortage by 
bringing in Ukrainian shift workers 
from Donetsk. In a strange coincidence, 
it was exactly in the same year that, 
when TIG needed the use of the old 
Beringovsky port in its entirety, that 
the ChAO administration terminated 
Nagornaya’s 50-year contract and 
stopped purchasing coal from the mine, 
citing its “unprofitability.” Since then, 
TIG has been supplying coal for local 
settlements, sponsoring a kindergarten 
festival and helping Indigenous 
communities preserve their culture. 
Essentially, the local administration has 
no one to turn to for support except TIG.

TIG takes on the courts – 
and loses

By 2022, TIG was growing at a rapid 
pace, with exports exceeding 1 million 
tons per year. The company was now 
making profits, had renovated the port, 
and was investing in factories to improve 

the quality of its coal on site. But then 
Australia, following the example of 
other Western countries, announced the 
introduction of its own “autonomous 
sanctions,” which included a ban on the 
transportation of Russian coal – though 
the government did almost nothing to 
identify or pursue violators. In 2023 TIG 
itself asked the Australian government 
whether the company was violating the 
sanctions regime, and was informed 
that it probably was. 

Australian civil society has now 
realized that in violating sanctions for 
a year already, the company is helping 
Russia to grow the economic potential 
necessary to fund its war and has gone 
on the attack. The Australian Centre 
for International Justice, Transparency 
International Australia and the 
Ukrainian NGO Razom We Stand have 
made an open appeal to officials about 
the necessity of upholding sanctions and 
not turning a blind eye to violations.

TIG then decided to strike first and 
filed a lawsuit against the Australian 
government, challenging the legality 
of the sanctions. With this tactic it was 
killing two birds with one stone – not 
only did the legal action delay for a year 
the decision to punish the company for 
violating sanctions, but it also silenced 
public opposition, since attempting to 
influence a court’s decision-making 
process is strictly regulated by law, and 
accordingly limits any possible activism 
against the company. At the same 

http://vybor-naroda.org/stovyborah/135564-onf-predlagaet-ustanovit-v-morskom-portu-beringovskiy-na-chukotke-zaschitnye-ekrany-ot-ugolnoy-pyli.html
https://basov-chukotka.livejournal.com/85215.html
https://nazaccent.ru/content/37863-avstralijskaya-firma-vydelila-sredstva-na-pomosh-zhitelyam-chukotskogo-sela.html
https://acij.org.au/joint-media-release-granting-sanctions-permit-to-aussie-coal-company-in-russia-could-enrich-putin/
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time, representatives of TIG played 
the company’s opponents for fools, 
declaring that in the sanctions legislation 
the concept of “coal transportation” did 
not apply to its transportation across 
Russian territory.

In her comprehensive reports on this 
saga for Australia’s Special Broadcasting 
Service (SBS), correspondent Lera Shvets 
described how this discussion unfolded 
in the courtroom: “The court heard 
that DFAT’s interpretation of ‘transport’ 
was too broad, and that ‘an Australian 
citizen using coal produced in Russia to 
heat his apartment in Moscow’ would also 
then be captured by the same regulations. 
Representing the Commonwealth, Perry 
Herzfeld, SC, responded by saying that 
instead of this “terrifying” example, the 
court should consider another one: an 
Australian company mining Russian coal 
and selling it abroad, and paying taxes to the 
Russian government from that.

Only in April 2024 did the court 
finally rule on what constitutes “coal 

transportation”, opening the way for 
TIG to be recognized as in violation of 
sanctions. In response, the well-prepared 
TIG announced that it would sell its 
Russian assets to Russian businessman 
Mark Buzuk, a longstanding associate of 
all Russia’s oligarchs, for $45 million (a 
sum commensurate with the company’s 
profit in 2023). The company is allegedly 
worried that if it falls under sanctions its 
assets will be forcibly confiscated by the 
Russian government. In either scenario, 
however, the demise of TIG will be 
welcomed by certain oligarchs with 
close Kremlin ties, who will acquire a 
ready-made coal mining and regional 
export chain essentially for peanuts. 
Meanwhile, the Russian budget will 
continue to receive taxes from the 
company.

According to TIG, the proceeds from 
the sale of its assets will be distributed 
among shareholders “in strict 
accordance with sanctions legislation.” 
Activists are now asking how such a 

Eastern Chukotka. Source: Chukotka-Tour

https://neftegaz.ru/news/coal/829668-avstraliyskaya-tig-prodaet-kompanii-apm-invest-ugolnye-aktivy-na-chukotke/
https://neftegaz.ru/news/coal/829668-avstraliyskaya-tig-prodaet-kompanii-apm-invest-ugolnye-aktivy-na-chukotke/
https://transparency.org.au/aussie-coal-company-must-be-held-accountable-for-likely-breaching-russian-sanctions-laws/
http://chukotka-tour.ru/vostochnaya-chukotka
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deal can be approved at all if the RDIF 
(itself under sanctions) is one of the 
legal shareholders. A decision on the 
sale is due to be made on 28 May by the 
company’s board of shareholders.

Will sanctions have any 
environmental benefits?

At the same time, neither the court 
nor the Australian government ever 
considered the harm potentially caused 
to the environment and local residents 
by TIG’s main activities. In fact, nature 
and Chukotka’s Indigenous population 
probably gain nothing from this 
method for “application of sanctions.” 
Beringpromugol’s main coal asset 
will be just as harmful in the hands of 
Buzuk (or someone he represents) as it 

was under TIG. The hope is that Buzuk 
(and the Russian state) do not have the 
funds to build a new port in the Amaam 
and Arinai lagoons. But TIG had no 
funds for that either. The company’s 
transparency, which was previously 
extremely unsatisfactory, will now drop 
to zero; we will no longer see its reports 
on the Australian stock exchange.

As for adding coal to the fire of 
climate change, the company’s mining 
operation will have lost none of its 
advantages, and exports to Asia from 
the shores of Chukotka have a clear 
logistical advantage over coal from the 
Kuzbass. 

In her article about the results of 
the case, Lera Shvets cites Christopher 
Michaelsen, an associate professor in 

Map of the location of Amaam deposits relative to TIG competitors. Source: Tigers Realm Coal 
Annual Report for 2023
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the law faculty at University of New 
South Wales, who proposes extending 
Australian sanctions to Chinese 
companies importing coal, oil, and gas 
from Russia. Against the backdrop of 
the gradual warming of Sino-Australian 
relations, of which Australian coal 
exporters are the main beneficiary, this is 
a highly unlikely scenario. And if such a 
decision is taken, then it will appear that 
the Australian government is using the 
war in Ukraine to maintain its position as 
a leading exporter in global coal markets, 
where Australia is one of the top three 
exporters of coal, particularly to Asian 
countries. Ironically, however, it is quite 
likely that the high-quality Australian 
coal (which is not subject to sanctions) that 
is once again flooding Chinese markets 
will edge out Russian coal, the import 
of which is objectively a much greater 
headache for China. However, it is the 
Kuzbass rather than Beringpromugol 

that is likely to be the first casualty in this 
competitive struggle.

Whatever the outcome of the Tigers 
Realm Coal saga, at least two lessons are 
clear:

•	 Having introduced a sanctions 
regime, a state must consistently 
and proactively apply it, otherwise 
it will make a complete mockery of 
the very idea of sanctions (which 
in any case is very dubious in 
some places);

•	 When introducing sanctions in 
environmentally and socially 
sensitive areas, governments 
must think about how to 
optimize the desired result, not 
only from the point of view of 
punishing the aggressor, but also 
in terms of achieving important 
environmental, climate, and other 
foreign policy goals.•

Translated by Alastair Gill

https://www.tradeimex.in/blogs/coal-exports-statistics
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After the deluge: One year on, 
can the ecosystems disrupted 
by the destruction  
of the Kakhovka Dam recover?

Oleksiy Vasyliuk and Eugene Simonov
A year has passed since Russian troops sabotaged the Kakhovka hydropower dam, draining 
Kakhovka Reservoir and unleashing a catastrophic flood on the Lower Dnipro. Throughout 

this time UWEC experts have actively participated in discussions by scientists, environmental 
organizations, government agencies, and international partners about the future of the Lower 

Dnipro and the prospects for restoring and managing its ecosystems in the context of the ongoing 
war and European integration. We take a look back at some consequences of the Kakhovka disaster 

analyzed by UWEC experts over the past year and reflect on what might come next. 

The biggest environmental 
shock of the war

Hydropower dams, often unsafe 
even in peacetime, become a weapon of 
mass destruction in times of war. The 
sabotage of the Kakhovka hydropower 

plant on Ukraine’s Dnipro River has 
become the most visible example of this 
phenomenon. In fact, environmentalists 
have argued that the simultaneous 
destruction of hundreds of millions of 
living organisms caused by the dam’s 

https://uwecworkgroup.info/hydroelectric-dams-as-weapons-virtual-and-actual/
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destruction should be considered as 
a basis for initiating a case of ecocide 
under a new article in international law 
(mass destruction of all living things).

The concept of ecocide has acquired 
global currency during the Russo-
Ukrainian war. After the June 2023 
destruction of Kakhovka Dam, in 
February 2024 the European Parliament 
passed a law making large-scale and 
intentional environmental damage 
“comparable to ecocide” a crime 
punishable by up to ten years in prison. 
All European Union (EU) members 
must introduce this ruling into their 
national legislation within two years. 
As of early 2024, there are growing 
calls for ecocide to be recognized as an 
international crime. The Russian attack 
on the Kakhovka hydropower plant 
has catalyzed global recognition of the 
concept of ecocide and itself clearly fits 
the definition.

•	 Read more: On the path to 
international recognition of 
ecocide 

Immediately after the dam’s 
destruction, it was clear that the land 
newly freed from the artificial reservoir 
has enormous potential for restoration 
of natural floodplain ecosystems. Work 
done by scientists and community 
organizations following the catastrophe 
was an attempt to get a feel for the 
right approach to take when it came to 

making decisions about the ecosystem 
restoration and the environmental 
management of local communities in 
the context of an ongoing war. After 
the disaster, 24 public environmental 
organizations from Ukraine and many 
other countries promptly called on the 
participants of an intergovernmental 
conference on the recovery of Ukraine to 
review development alternatives for the 
areas drained after the Kakhovka dam’s 
destruction in order to “start thinking 
outside the box” and develop “more 
sustainable solutions.” 

•	 Read more: Blasting of Kakhovka 
Dam: a “green choice” test in 
Ukraine’s revival efforts 

First, it was important to assess 
the scale and consequences of the 
environmental changes associated with 
the hydropower plant’s destruction. 
UWEC experts identified two areas 
with very different impacts. The first 
zone begins just downstream from the 
dam in the village of Nova Kakhovka 
and extends across the entire Dnipro 
valley and the Dnipro-Bug estuary to 
the Black Sea. Here the main negative 
impact was a huge anthropogenic flood, 
which took more than 100 human lives, 
striking many inhabited settlements and 
developed sites, as well as more than 
40 protected natural areas. The second 
zone is upstream of the former dam and 
spans the entire area formerly covered 

https://voxukraine.org/en/ecocide-the-catastrophic-consequences-of-kakhovka-dam-demolition
https://www.euronews.com/green/2024/02/27/revolutionary-eu-criminalises-the-most-serious-cases-of-ecosystem-destruction
https://grist.org/international/israel-gaza-demands-ecocide-international-law/
https://grist.org/international/israel-gaza-demands-ecocide-international-law/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/on-the-path-to-international-recognition-of-ecocide/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/on-the-path-to-international-recognition-of-ecocide/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/on-the-path-to-international-recognition-of-ecocide/
https://www.internationalrivers.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/86/2023/06/Kakhovka-statement-Russian.pdf
https://uwecworkgroup.info/blasting-of-kakhovka-dam-a-green-choice-test-in-ukraines-revival-efforts/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/blasting-of-kakhovka-dam-a-green-choice-test-in-ukraines-revival-efforts/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/blasting-of-kakhovka-dam-a-green-choice-test-in-ukraines-revival-efforts/
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by Kakhovka Reservoir, the emptying 
of which irrevocably destroyed the 
artificial ecosystem of the reservoir itself, 
along with millions of its inhabitants. 

Immediately after the catastrophe, 
the UWEC team carried out an analysis 
and forecast of harmful consequences 
and grouped mitigation options in the 
two impact areas. The majority of our 
forecasts turned out to be accurate, 
while some, fortunately, did not come to 
pass. For example, despite the concerns 
of UWEC experts, the drying bed of the 
reservoir did not become a source of 
dust storms.

•	 Read more: Explosion of the 
Kakhovka hydropower plant: 
what are the environmental 
consequences?

•	 Watch: Environmental consequences 
of the Kakhovka Dam explosion

Biodiversity, natural 
resources and land use in 
the past

At the same time, the newly exposed 
territory retained the features of riparian 
ecosystems lost in the Soviet era when 
the reservoir filled during construction 
of the Dnipro cascade of dams. 
Environmentalists have been overjoyed 
to see the rapid reappearance of Velykyi 
Luh (“Great Meadow”), a wooded, 
swampy floodplain meadowland and 
culturo-historical landscape tracing 
to the Zaporizhzhya Sich – the first 
Ukrainian state entity – alongside a 
multitude of other architectural heritage 
monuments.

Dead Danube newts, washed into the sea from the Lower Dnipro by floodwaters from the 
reservoir. Source: Ministry of Environmental Protection and Natural Resources of Ukraine

https://uncg.org.ua/en/the-consequences-of-the-russian-terrorist-attack-on-the-kakhovka-hydroelectric-power-station-hps-for-wildlife/
https://apnews.com/article/ukraine-dam-environment-disaster-753d1e03810e6bd2e4a26cf2dd3aa97b
https://texty.org.ua/fragments/109906/ekolohy-rozvinchaly-strashylky-pro-ekocyd-cherez-pidryv-kges-adekvatna-ocinka-naslidkiv-dlya-dovkillya/
https://texty.org.ua/fragments/109906/ekolohy-rozvinchaly-strashylky-pro-ekocyd-cherez-pidryv-kges-adekvatna-ocinka-naslidkiv-dlya-dovkillya/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/explosion-of-the-kakhovka-hydropower-plant-what-are-the-environmental-consequences/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/explosion-of-the-kakhovka-hydropower-plant-what-are-the-environmental-consequences/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/explosion-of-the-kakhovka-hydropower-plant-what-are-the-environmental-consequences/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/explosion-of-the-kakhovka-hydropower-plant-what-are-the-environmental-consequences/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/webinar-3/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/webinar-3/
https://texty.org.ua/projects/111631/velykyi-luh-map-great-meadow/
https://www.facebook.com/EnvironmentalofUkraine/posts/599100335659081?ref=embed_post
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Satellite image showing the exposed reservoir bed. 20 June 2023. Source: Sentinel Scientific 
Data Hub

Before construction of the hydropower 
plant began, this zone was home to 
hundreds of bird species. Schools of fish 
came here from the Black Sea to spawn, 
and the area contained no fewer than 90 
historic settlements, which were wiped 
from the face of the earth when reservoir 
waters inundated them in the 1950s. Prior 
to that, humans and wildlife prospered 
in the wide Dnipro floodplain thanks 
to the region’s undisturbed ecological 
processes. The river regularly flooded, 
revitalizing its branches, channels, and 
lakes, bringing fertile silt to thousands 
of square kilometers of land, and giving 
rhythm to the life cycles of all the area’s 

animal and plant species. This was all 
destroyed when the gigantic shallow 
reservoir was filled; no less an act of 
ecocide than the catastrophic sabotage 
of the dam in 2023.

The ecosystems began to recover 
just a few weeks after the reservoir 
emptied. Satellite photos of the exposed 
bed indicate that the earlier network of 
channels, lakes and islands remained. 
Expeditions in 2023 and 2024 to different 
sectors of the former Kakhovka reservoir 
showed that native vegetation began 
to actively recover in some parts of the 
exposed bed barely a month after the 
draining of the reservoir. Willows and 

https://lb.ua/society/2023/10/25/580982_verbove_more_abo_shcho_zaraz.html
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poplars already taller than humans have 
taken root. The abundant spring floods 
of 2024 demonstrated the fundamental 
importance of periodic flooding in order 
for these ecosystems to maintain their 
biological productivity and diversity. 
Specialists from Ukrainian Nature 
Conservation Group are currently 
researching older studies that describe 
the state of Velykyi Luh’s ecosystems 
before the area was submerged under 
the Kakhovka Reservoir. Such records 
will provide scientists an idea of ​​the 
original natural complexes that were 
present and that could be restored.

•	 Read more: Is it time to restore 
Velykyi Luh?

What practical steps can be 
taken now to restore the 
ecosystem?

At present the entire Lower Dnipro 
ecosystem lies on the frontline and 
within the warzone, substantially 
reducing opportunities for ecosystem 
monitoring and restoration activities.

With the exception of bays at the 
mouths of the river’s right-bank 
tributaries and the surroundings of 
the city of Zaporizhzhya, the former 
Kakhovka Reservoir and low-lying 
Dnipro valley are under fire from Russian 
artillery and snipers, limiting civilian 
activity and complicating monitoring of 
ecosystem dynamics. Additionally, the 
vast downstream Dnipro floodplains 

Botanist Yakov Didukh, member of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, stands 
near a young willow forest on the bed of the Kakhovka Reservoir (fall 2023). Source: Ivan 
Moisienko, Ukrainian Nature Conservation Group

https://rubryka.com/2024/03/16/upershe-za-pivstolittya-pryrodnim-sposobom-u-kahovske-vodoshovyshhe-povertayetsya-voda/
https://rubryka.com/2024/03/16/upershe-za-pivstolittya-pryrodnim-sposobom-u-kahovske-vodoshovyshhe-povertayetsya-voda/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/is-it-time-to-restore-velykyi-luh/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/is-it-time-to-restore-velykyi-luh/
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(Lower Dnipro National Park), severely 
damaged by the 2023 Kakhovka flood, 
are completely inaccessible for research.

For now, monitoring and recovery 
forecasting for vegetation on the site 
of the former reservoir rely mainly on 
satellite imagery analysis and surveying 
expeditions in areas formerly under 
water in Kamenska Sich National Park 
and Khortytsia Historical and Cultural 
Reserve. Specific conditions on the 
Dnipro floodplain make it most likely 
that native vegetation will recover. 
At the same time, the restoration of a 
number of typical plant communities, 
for example, floodplain oak forests, 
may be hindered by a lack of seed 
sources.

Expeditions in 2024 have shown that 
it is not only floodplain vegetation that 
is recovering, but also steppe vegetation, 
where plants grow on the exposed slopes 
of the banks of the former reservoir.

Further ecosystem restoration at 
the former Kakhovka Reservoir site 
will become possible as soon as the 
frontline retreats from the left bank of 
the Dnipro; national parks will also then 
be able to serve as a base for biodiversity 
monitoring. That work includes studying 
changes in the species composition of 
birds and mammals, as well as finding 
evidence of fish migration from the 
lower Dnipro to the Zaporizhzhya 
region. Before the hydropower plant 
was built, the Dnipro’s ichthyofauna 
included 70 species of fish, many of 
which made significant migrations.

It is no less important (though 
seriously complicated by the war) 
to monitor ecological changes in the 
Dnipro-Bug estuary and in the nearby 
waters of the Black Sea that ensue from 
rising waters along the Lower Dnipro 
following the sabotage of the Kakhovka 
Dam.

The current frontline follows the course of the Lower Dnipro. Source: DeepState

https://lb.ua/society/2024/05/09/612217_verbove_more2_des_napolovinu_dno.html
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/black-sea-heals-its-wounds-4-months-after-the-kakhovka-catastrophe/
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Today, restoration of the Dnipro 
floodplain complex depends on the 
pulsing flow of the river, a process 
that dams further upstream disrupt. 
Environmental flow releases (controlled 
discharges of water to support 
ecosystems) from upstream reservoirs 
must be permitted in order to maintain 
Lower Dnipro floodplain ecosystems. 
At present this is the primary focus 
of discussions between, on the one 
hand, environmental organizations 
and scientists, and, on the other, 
water departments, power engineers, 
and international banks financing 
modernization and restoration of the 
hydropower plant.

•	 Read more: International banking 
projects and restoring the Lower 
Dnipro’s ecosystems

Emergency assistance for 
protected areas

More than 50 protected areas along 
the Lower Dnipro ended up either in 
an active combat zone or under Russian 
occupation, including Lower Dnipro 
National Park, Black Sea Biosphere 
Reserve, Biloberezhzhia Sviatoslava 
National Park, and Velykyi Luh National 
Park. Some protected areas were initially 
occupied but subsequently liberated, for 
example, Kamenska Sich National Park 
on the banks of the former reservoir.

Russian fortifications in Kamenska Sich National Park, 2022. The feathergrass used to 
camouflage it is a protected species. Source: Ivan Moisienko

https://uwecworkgroup.info/international-banking-projects-and-restoring-the-lower-dniepers-ecosystems/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/international-banking-projects-and-restoring-the-lower-dniepers-ecosystems/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/international-banking-projects-and-restoring-the-lower-dniepers-ecosystems/
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Even after liberation, such areas still 
face problems such as active shelling and 
built fortifications, particularly those 
that found themselves on the frontline. 
Liberated protected areas prioritized for 
state-funded restoration, but have been 
used by government agencies to record 
crimes against the environment and 
calculate losses. As for fulfilling direct 
environmental responsibilities, parks 
and reserves lost supplies, personnel, 
and equipment during their occupation, 
and that, combined with land mines 
and military fortifications inside their 
boundaries and constant shelling, 
render them impossible to fulfill in most 
cases.

Ukrainian community organizations 
are working with international donors 
to develop effective assistance programs 
for protected areas, predominantly in 
territories liberated from occupation. 
Maintaining and developing the 
capacity of conservation institutions 
is a critical aspect of efforts to restore 
ecosystems and create conditions for 
long-term conservation management in 
key biodiversity areas.

•	 Read more: Protected areas and 
war: 2 years of humanitarian aid

Lower Dnipro ‘green 
recovery’ haunted by the 
specter of a new dam

On 18 July 2023, the Cabinet of 
Ministers of Ukraine hastily issued a 

resolution prepared by hydropower 
engineers, proclaiming the intention to 
rebuild the Kakhovka dam and plant. 
The resolution is not at all founded 
on comparisons with any alternative 
options for restoring the country’s 
economy and environmental well-being 
in the context of the ongoing war, and 
includes no justification of why the 
option to rebuild the dam is better than 
possible alternatives. Incidentally, the 
Russian occupation authorities have also 
trumpeted their own plans to rebuild 
the Kakhovka hydropower plant. 

The original 1950s gigantic facility had 
several purposes: generating electricity, 
increasing the depth of shipping routes, 
supplying water to cities and villages, 
and irrigating fields. There is not a 
single country in Europe that would 
today build a giant shallow reservoir 
with an area of ​​2,150 square kilometers 
to achieve such aims. The management 
system itself, based on wasteful use of 
water, is hopelessly outdated, not least 
when climate change is considered. 
Almost two cubic kilometers of water 
are lost from the reservoir each year due 
to evaporation. Half of the Dnipro’s flow 
is used for irrigation, but most of the 
water evaporates in the canals without 
ever reaching crops. This, in turn, drives 
soil salinization and degradation in 
steppe grasslands previously converted 
for agricultural use.

Recreating a 20th-century power 
plant is not only expensive, but 

https://t.me/khersonskaODA/16094
https://uwecworkgroup.info/protected-areas-and-war-two-years-of-humanitarian-aid/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/protected-areas-and-war-two-years-of-humanitarian-aid/
https://www.kmu.gov.ua/news/uriad-zatverdyv-postanovu-pro-eksperymentalnyi-proekt-z-pochatku-vidbudovy-kakhovskoi-hes-premier-ministr
https://news.ru/regions/saldo-zayavil-o-nachale-proektnyh-rabot-po-vosstanovleniyu-kahovskoj-ges/
https://texty.org.ua/fragments/110143/chomu-ne-slid-vidnovlyuvaty-kahovske-vodoshovyshe-i-v-chomu-koryst-zemel-sho-zyavylysya/
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also outdated compared to modern 
agricultural practices and technologies, 
as well as today’s completely different 
needs and opportunities, not to mention 
the imperatives of climate adaptation. 
For example, a maximum of 25 square 
kilometers of solar power arrays are 
required to generate comparable 
volumes of energy relative to the rebuilt 
hydropower plant’s production (500 
MW), i.e. an area 100 times smaller than 
land occupied by the reservoir. Unlike 
hydropower plants, solar generation can 
now be dispersed, making solar power 
plant sites radically less vulnerable to 
enemy shelling.

•	 Read more: Risks and opportunities 
of distributed electricity generation 
in Ukrainе

The difference between hydropower 
plants and solar power plants partially 
illustrates that any restoration of the 
pre-sabotage status quo reservoir will 
become possible only in 10-15 years, after 
the end of the war, when the majority of 
local communities that once depended 
on the supply of water and electricity 
from the Kakhovka hydropower plant 
will already be supplied with both water 
and energy from alternative sources.

To ensure that the area around 
Velykyi Luh is developed sustainably, 
it is imperative that planners explore 
alternative approaches to meet the 
socio-economic needs previously 

served by the reservoir including 
considering the war’s impacts, climate 
change, and advances in land and water 
management. Local communities cannot 
wait decades for “the conditions to be 
ripe” to recreate a questionable past; 
Ukraine’s green recovery must begin 
here and now, and it must be based on 
modern realities and new opportunities.

•	 Read more: Rebuilding the 
Kakhovka Dam is a mistake, but 
what should be done instead?

Kakhovka: recruiting 
support for green recovery

When it comes to planning for 
the lands that replaced the former 
Kakhovka Reservoir, environmental 
NGOs’ main role is related to advocating 
for public opinion to encourage direct 
and indirect support for restoration 
of the Lower Dnipro and Velykyi 
Luh ecosystems. Fourteen Ukrainian 
community organizations have united 
into a coalition they named Kakhovka 
Platform. The coalition aims to develop 
comprehensive solutions for restoring 
the areas around the Kakhovka 
hydropower plant. They have appealed 
to Ukraine’s prime minister to consider 
alternatives to rebuilding the giant 
reservoir.

Environmentalists must also prioritize 
supporting influential advocates for 
ecosystem restoration, particularly 
those able to engage in dialogue with 

https://uwecworkgroup.info/distributed-electricity-generation-in-ukraine-the-risks-and-opportunities/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/distributed-electricity-generation-in-ukraine-the-risks-and-opportunities/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/distributed-electricity-generation-in-ukraine-the-risks-and-opportunities/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/rebuilding-the-kakhovka-dam-is-a-mistake-but-what-should-be-done-instead/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/rebuilding-the-kakhovka-dam-is-a-mistake-but-what-should-be-done-instead/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/rebuilding-the-kakhovka-dam-is-a-mistake-but-what-should-be-done-instead/
https://ecoaction.org.ua/shchodo-proiektu-kakhovskoi-hes.html
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the industrial lobby and its government 
backers on an equal footing. The good 
news is that over the past year there have 
been increasing numbers of stakeholders 
demanding that alternatives to 
rebuilding the Kakhovka Dam and 
hydropower plant be considered. It 
is particularly encouraging that these 
alternatives represent a wide variety 
of positions: from the modernization 
of energy and agriculture to protection 
of this large ecosystem as a climate 
adaptation measure.

The Environmental Compact for 
Ukraine, proposed on 31 January 2024 
by the High-Level Working Group on 
the Environmental Consequences of 
War, a Ukrainian presidential initiative, 
is an important indication that the value 
of considering alternatives is recognized 
in the highest echelons of government. 
It states:

“The future of the Kakhovka Dam is one of 
the examples which continues to be discussed 
in mass media by scientists and civil 
society experts. The government previously 
announced its intentions to restore the 
dam. At the same time, some interesting 
compromise solutions were developed 
which are deserving of attention – the 
construction of a smaller dam, for example. 
It is recommended to involve independent 
experts for careful analysis of the options and 
the environmental consequences associated 
with them, given the significant scale of this 
project and its long-term and multifaceted 
ramifications.” 

However, this has not stopped 
attempts by the authorities to shut 
down public discussion of hydropower 
plant restoration projects as part of the 
environmental impact assessment and to 
ban the use of the reservoir bed by local 
communities for 15 years, including for 
grazing and haymaking.

In order to effectively promote plans 
to restore Lower Dnipro ecosystems, 
there is also a need to identify allies to 
implement the most beneficial economic 
restoration scenarios for nature and 
local communities. This strategy 
is impossible to employ without 
maintaining and developing democratic 
decision-making procedures, especially 
public discussions of the social and 
environmental consequences of 
economic projects.

•	 Read more: Ukrainian 
environmentalists unite against 
reconstruction of Kakhovka Dam

European dimension of 
restoring the Lower Dnipro

European and global programs and 
plans are rapidly recognizing and 
incorporating the need to generally 
restore rivers and natural ecosystems. 
The starting point was the 2015 signing 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development by all 193 members of 
the United Nations. In Ukraine, the 
agreement’s Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) were formally enshrined 

https://thepage.ua/ua/news/perspektivi-i-riziki-vidnovlennya-kahovskoyi-ges-argumenti-za-ta-proti
https://www.president.gov.ua/storage/j-files-storage/01/24/69/cc0dab040b3207268e5c8fb5275b22e4_1707492952.pdf
https://www.president.gov.ua/storage/j-files-storage/01/24/69/cc0dab040b3207268e5c8fb5275b22e4_1707492952.pdf
https://mepr.gov.ua/proyekt-kontseptualnoyi-zapysky-shho-vyznachaye-sferu-vidstupiv-vid-pravylotsinky-vplyvu-na-dovkillya-ovd-ta-strategichnoyi-ekologichnoyi-otsinky-seo/
https://mepr.gov.ua/proyekt-kontseptualnoyi-zapysky-shho-vyznachaye-sferu-vidstupiv-vid-pravylotsinky-vplyvu-na-dovkillya-ovd-ta-strategichnoyi-ekologichnoyi-otsinky-seo/
https://ips.ligazakon.net/document/JI10102I
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ukrainian-environmentalists-unite-against-reconstruction-of-kakhovka-dam/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ukrainian-environmentalists-unite-against-reconstruction-of-kakhovka-dam/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ukrainian-environmentalists-unite-against-reconstruction-of-kakhovka-dam/
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://sdgs.un.org/
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by a presidential decree signed by 
Volodymyr Zelensky in 2019 and are now 
mandatory policy. In particular, Goals 
14.2, 15.1, 15.2, and 15.3 concern the need 
to ensure the conservation, restoration, 
and sustainable use of terrestrial and 
inland freshwater ecosystems and their 
services.

Similarly, the Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework 
identified 23 global tasks to achieve by 
2030 (Kunming-Montreal 2030 Global 
Targets), including to “ensure that 
by 2030 at least 30 percent of areas of 
degraded terrestrial, inland water, and 
marine and coastal ecosystems are under 
effective restoration, in order to enhance 

biodiversity and ecosystem functions 
and services, ecological integrity, and 
connectivity.”

The Bern Convention on the 
Conservation of European Wildlife and 
Natural Habitats stipulates that the total 
area of ​​(natural) ecosystems be increased 
to 30 percent of all land on the continent by 
2030. In Europe, the practical achievement 
of these objectives was to be facilitated by 
the EU Nature Restoration Law, agreed 
upon on 27 February 2024. According to 
the law, EU member states will introduce 
effective measures for nature restoration 
with the goal of jointly at least 20 percent 
of land areas and at least 20 percent of sea 
areas by 2030, as well as restoring 25,000 

Panoramas of Velykyi Luh, Zaporizhzhya Oblast, showing the recovery of the vast 
meadowland. Source: Eva Mironova, @61_Elelna

https://www.fao.org/biodiversity/kunming-montreal-global-biodiversity-framework/en
https://www.fao.org/biodiversity/kunming-montreal-global-biodiversity-framework/en
https://www.coe.int/en/web/bern-convention
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kilometers of European rivers previously 
fragmented by dams.

In the context of European integration, 
the use of new EU legislation and 
programs for the restoration of natural 
ecosystems is particularly promising, 
and this can, in turn, support efforts 
in planning and legal support for 
the restoration of the Lower Dnipro 
ecosystem, from the Dnipro hydropower 
power plant at Zaporizhzhia to the Black 
Sea. Success in restoring the great river’s 
ecosystems largely depends on leading 
European environmental organizations 
and the European Commission’s 
environmental bodies participating in 
this process.

•	 Read more: Spontaneous recovery 
in wartime: How Ukraine can 

become a testing ground for 
unique environmental projects

Restoring natural freshwater 
ecosystems along a 250-kilometer 
stretch of the Lower Dnipro could be the 
largest project of its kind in Europe and 
has the potential to become Ukraine’s 
decisive contribution to meeting EU 
commitments to restore rivers to their 
natural state by 2030.

Rebuilding the hydropower plant, 
on the other hand, will mark a return to 
the past and a missed opportunity for a 
green renaissance. •

Translated by Alastair Gill
Main image: Panoramas of Velykyi Luh, 

Zaporizhzhya Oblast, showing the recovery 
of the vast meadowland Source: Eva 

Mironova, @61_Elelna

https://uwecworkgroup.info/spontaneous-recovery-in-wartime-how-ukraine-can-become-a-testing-ground-for-unique-environmental-projects/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/spontaneous-recovery-in-wartime-how-ukraine-can-become-a-testing-ground-for-unique-environmental-projects/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/spontaneous-recovery-in-wartime-how-ukraine-can-become-a-testing-ground-for-unique-environmental-projects/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/spontaneous-recovery-in-wartime-how-ukraine-can-become-a-testing-ground-for-unique-environmental-projects/
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Beyond the fog of war: 
deaths of the silent

Oleksii Marushchak
Wars and military conflicts at all levels of intensity are unfortunately not listed as global threats 

to biodiversity. Undoubtedly the most awful of humanity’s inventions, war affects most of the 
components of biodiversity, be it localized damage or widespread catastrophic events wiping out 

small endemic populations and even entire species. In this article, I. I. Schmalhausen Institute of 
Zoology NAS of Ukraine herpetologist Oleksii Marushchak highlights the consequences of Russia’s 

full-scale invasion of Ukraine for the country’s amphibians and reptiles.

The full-scale invasion by Russian 
armed forces in Ukraine started on 

24 February 2022. In reality, however, 
the war actually began in 2014 with 
Russia’s annexation of the Crimean 
Peninsula and occupation of the Donbas 
region. Areas and habitats under 
Russian occupation since 2014 include 
the only known Ukrainian locations 
of Mediterranean herpetofauna, such 
as the European ratsnake (Zamenis 

situla Linnaeus, 1758), Lindholm`s rock 
lizard (Darevskia lindholmi Lantz et 
Cyren, 1936), and Pallas’s glass lizard 
‘zheltopuzik’ (Pseudopus apodus 
Pallas, 1775), as well as a considerable 
share of high density populations of 
Steppe viper (Vipera renardi Christoph, 
1861), Steppe ratsnake (Elaphe 
dione Pallas, 1773), and the Caspian 
whipsnake (Dolichophis caspius 
(Gmelin, 1789). Enormous territories 
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of Europe’s most endangered biome—
steppe grasslands—located within 
Ukraine’s protected areas system are 
also occupied. According to Ukrainian 
Nature Conservation Group, 44% of 
national parks and nature and biosphere 
reserves have been or are currently 
located in the war zone, under the 
temporary control of Russian invaders, 
or are inaccessible to Ukraine.

In the article “Herpetofauna 
at the frontline: so many ways to 
die…” published in March 2024 the 
“Responsible Herpetoculture Journal”, 
the authors present initial evidence of 
how the war in Ukraine has affected 
herpetofauna. Their findings were 
derived from data collected by the 
authors (scientists, environmental 
activists, land managers) during 
fieldwork and frontline interviews. 

The article is not a final, ground-
breaking result of a complicated study 
or an innovative product, but it is the 
first in Ukraine to assemble and present 
known and confirmed data relating to 
the negative effects of current military 
operations on a group of animals. Of 
course, quantitative assessments of 
biodiversity losses are still a long way 
off, possible only when access to the 
affected areas is safe and unhindered 
for scientists and when Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity is fully restored. 
While amphibians and reptiles are far 
from the only organisms suffering the 
war’s consequences, these animals often 

serve as model groups for assessing 
environmental impacts, as they are 
among the first species to respond to 
environmental changes.

In addition, the authors have, for the 
first time, collected and listed the range 
of impacts on these animals, information 
that is useful when developing future 
conservation management practices in 
post-war countries, military training 
grounds, and other similar locations. It 
is especially important to consider these 
impacts for the future development of 
compensatory and preventive measures 
for the protection and reproduction of 
wild populations of amphibians and 
reptiles living in and out of combat 
zones.

Lastly, a clear understanding of 
causal relationships is an important 
aspect of this study. The authors note 
that, “Although some of the examples 
below may apply to both sides of a 
military conflict, the authors emphasize 
that such things would never have 
happened in Ukraine if Russia had not 
launched a full-scale war against an 
independent sovereign country in the 
heart of Europe in the 21st century, and 
it is Russia that bears the responsibility 
for the destruction of wildlife while 
waging this aggressive war”.

Following are some of the leading 
harmful impacts of military actions 
that result in the death of Ukrainian 
herpetofauna in locations and ways that 
should not be possible.

https://uncg.org.ua/en/most-valuable-natural-areas-of-ukraine-covered-by-war/
https://uncg.org.ua/en/most-valuable-natural-areas-of-ukraine-covered-by-war/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Oleksii-Marushchak/publication/379892816_Herpetofauna_at_the_frontline_so_many_ways_to_die/links/662009de66ba7e2359e5ff31/Herpetofauna-at-the-frontline-so-many-ways-to-die.pdf
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Critical habitat 
transformation and 
destruction 

Often reliant on the characteristics 
of specific habitats and with distinct 
nutrition and environmental needs, 
amphibians and reptiles face significant 
survival challenges amidst the turmoil 
of war. The destruction or pollution of 
their essential habitats, such as spawning 
ponds, thermoregulatory basking places, 
nesting areas (especially for turtles and 
snakes), and hiding places is immensely 
stressful and causes populations to 
decline. Animals unable to satisfy their 
natural needs spend more energy and 
resources on forced migration in search 

of more suitable ones. Such activity is 
quite costly in energy efficiency terms 
and directly increases the probability of 
being killed by a predator, dehydration, 
or other harms, increasing species 
mortality. 

In some cases, an entire habitat may 
be destroyed, and animals must flee 
in search of another suitable habitat 
and mortality can reach 100%. For 
example, when the spawning areas used 
each breeding season by amphibians 
returning instinctually to the place of 
their metamorphosis are destroyed, 
everything is even worse. Such places are 
very often polluted by chemicals found 
in fuel and lubricants that enter the 

Preserved skeleton of a juvenile snake (Colubridae family, listed in Ukraine’s Red Data Book) 
discovered in a munition crater in Kamyanska Sich National Park (now de-occupied) in 
Kherson region. Photo credit: O. Khodosovtsev and A. Kuzemko
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environment from damaged or destroyed 
military machinery, various chemical 
compounds (e.g. paints, lubricants, 
explosives, and their derivatives) used 
by armed forces, or chemicals that drain 
into reservoirs from bombed industrial 
sites and civil infrastructure facilities. 
For example, a single T-80 tank holds 
1,110—2,210 liters of fuel; it is easy to 
anticipate its consequences for a small 
water body adjacent to a destroyed piece 
of machinery. If any amount of this fuel 
reaches a small lake or channel, it will 
render the area completely unsuitable for 
amphibian spawning for several years.

Spontaneous disturbances
When the animals are disturbed 

during key moments in their behavior, 
seasonal rhythms, and conditions, it 
may result in their death. For example, 
when wintering sites are destroyed and 
animals in torpor at a stable temperature 
emerge in wintertime at much lower 
temperatures, they die of thermal shock. 
For herpetofauna, winter disturbances 
may also result in lower fertility in the 
next breeding season, as sperm and eggs 
require periods at cooler temperatures 
for proper development. When that 
period is too short or does not occur at all, 
affected animals can’t participate fully 
in the production of the next generation. 
The situation is similar for frogs during 
mating: disturbances caused by bombs, 
vibrations, and sounds related to shelling 
make it a struggle to find a mate.

Shelling and munitions 
explosions

One of the most apparent and 
indisputable factors negatively 
impacting amphibian and reptile 
populations in conflict zones is their 
direct physical destruction. Relatively 
immobile vertebrates, amphibians and 
reptiles perish in significant numbers in 
the large-scale fires that frequently occur 
in war zones. The rapid occurrence 
of new fires, such as intense shelling 
with incendiary munitions, multiple 
launch rocket systems, and heavy 
flame-throwing systems like the TOS-
1A “Solntsepyok,” often stops animals 
from taking refuge in burrows. These 
fires can engulf vast areas within just 
seconds, inflicting lethal wounds and 
causing mass fatalities among reptiles 
and amphibians.

Road kills
Amphibian and reptile mortality 

on highways also contributes to 
declining abundance, altering the 
spatial distribution of populations, 
hindering their ability to disperse; this is 
a pressing issue even in times of peace. 
Military operations, often characterized 
by the continuous movement of military 
convoys and heavy equipment on both 
highways and dirt roads, exacerbate 
this problem. This increased traffic load 
can lead to substantial declines and 
even extinction of specific populations, 
a particular issue for rare species. This 
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problem becomes more acute with the 
movement of vast numbers of military 
vehicles on roadways or even in areas 
never before exposed to machinery, 
moving across steppe grasslands and 
other affected areas in Ukraine.

Intentional killings by 
soldiers

Low ecological awareness among 
soldiers contributes significantly to 
amphibian and reptile mortality. It is 
widely recognized that a substantial 

Snakes listed in Ukraine’s Red Data Book, including common grass snakes (Natrix natrix), 
dice snakes (Natrix tessellata), and Caspian whipsnakes (Dolichophis caspius) found 
slaughtered near trenches in Kherson region in 2023. Photo: author unknown
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portion of troops are drafted personnel 
lacking military training, let alone 
any minimal inclusion of ecological 
education in their training curriculum. 
Consequently, common stereotypes 
of amphibians and reptiles persist 
unchecked. Despite reality suggesting 
otherwise, the prevailing belief among 
many soldiers is that snakes are 
inherently dangerous and venomous. 
Given the constant dangers soldiers face 
in military environments, eliminating 
any perceived threat, no matter how 
misguided, seems logical. As a result, 
encounters with snakes often result in 
their killing by soldiers. 

Sometimes soldiers come across 
snakes during spring mating season 
or hibernation. At these times, snakes 
can gather in large groups: many 
males trying to mate with a single 
female or animals of different sexes 
forming clusters in wintering places. 
The photograph below shows a such 
a tangle of snakes, and such sights can 
prompt horror and disgust in most in 
the military and, unfortunately, also 
often result in a violent reaction.

Unintentional killing by 
soldiers

Trenches and dugouts designed 
according to military engineering 
standards, offer limited escape routes 
for herpetofauna that may occasionally 
be trapped inside. Consequently, such 
animals perish either during active 

combat or during periods of intense 
human movement. Few seem to be 
concerned about the creatures under 
their boots. Soldiers interviewed by 
the authors often noted that numerous 
snakes, turtles, lizards, and toads 
appeared in their trenches every night 
and that only particular people spot 
them and know how to behave and 
where to release the captives.

Invasive predators and 
abandoned domestic 
animals

War, unfortunately, leads to the 
absolutely uncontrolled spread of 
invasive species of animals that 
move freely on their own or with the 
help of military equipment. This is 
especially noticeable near abandoned 
human settlements. Thus, the spread 
of invasive predatory fish species 
(Chinese sleeper (Perccottus glenii), 
Pumpkinseed (Lepomis gibbosus), 
etc.) reduce herpetofauna reproductive 
success during spawning, when these 
invasive species eat amphibian eggs and 
juveniles (Pupina et al., 2018; Pupins et 
al., 2023). The release of captive animals 
from private terrariums into nature may 
also pose a threat in the form of zoonotic 
infectious agents and temporary 
competition with local species for 
resources, even if most of the “aliens” 
will not survive the upcoming winter. 
The single most negative impact is the 
appearance of a large number of stray 

https://erem.ktu.lt/index.php/erem/article/view/21093
https://www.mdpi.com/1424-2818/15/2/201
https://www.mdpi.com/1424-2818/15/2/201
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dogs and cats, which, even in peacetime, 
are one of the biggest (especially cats) 
destroyers of native herpetofauna. These 
impacts increase when feral domestic 
animals no longer have the support of 
humans and are forced to forage for 
sustenance.

Large-scale disasters
The wartime destruction of Kakhovka 

Hydropower Plant (HPP) dam and 
the subsequent surge of water into the 
Black Sea caused a major environmental 
disaster in 2023. This release of freshwater 
into the sea disrupted its salinity, leading 
to significant harm to marine life. The 

floodwaters also affected herpetofauna 
species such as European pond turtles 
and various amphibians and reptiles, 
many of which struggled to survive in 
these catastrophically but temporarily 
altered conditions. Unique populations 
of Danube newt (Triturus dobrogicus 
Kiritzescu, 1903) suffered the most after 
the dam was destroyed. Unfortunately, 
this unique population, resident in the 
protective environment of the Dnipro 
River’s floodplains, mostly perished in 
the rapid floodwaters, alongside many 
other animals borne out to the Black 
Sea. Their corpses washed up on Odesa 
region beaches and were recorded for the 

Luckily, a soldier with a background in biology came to the rescue this time. They managed to 
save a European pond turtle (Emys orbicularis) trapped in a trench and released it to safety far 
from the danger zone near Adamivka in the Donetsk region. Photo credit: Kuzmenko Yu.
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next two weeks, stretching from the city 
itself almost to the Romanian border.

Looking ahead
Unfortunately, these types of impacts 

are the largest and most catastrophic. The 
fact is that, even after active hostilities 
come to an end, pollution, lack of 
infrastructure, the unprecedented density 
of minefields, and other post-war horrors 
mean that almost 30% of Ukraine’s 
agricultural land will not be suitable for 
use. This in turn will require that Ukraine 
identify land and resources that could be 
used to compensate for these losses in 
the form of building materials and other 
demand for natural resource use. And 
in the conditions of post-war economic 
reconstruction, the demand for such 
valuable resources will be much higher 
than before the war. This will make 
nature conservation even more difficult. 

There will be powerful and entirely 
understandable incentives for Ukraine’s 
government to prioritize using its natural 
resources to rebuild after surviving the 
largest military conflict since World War 
II. Nevertheless, the interests of living 
nature must also be considered and 
defended at the same time. For example, 
some are promoting the creation of 
protected areas with limited human 
access (like the Chornobyl Exclusion 
Zone) in affected areas in order to 
compensate for the losses of wild nature 
in areas used in future for agricultural 
purposes. This could be a potential 

mechanism for nature restoration. But 
just one, when many more are needed… 
Nevertheless, preventing environmental 
destruction in areas that, fortunately, 
were not affected by direct military 
actions, remains a key strategy.

It is worth noting that, were 
Ukraine not to win and fall under 
occupation, Russia in its aggressor role 
will not even consider the concept of 
identifying conservation priorities. 
Nature protection and all natural assets 
accumulated in decades past will be 
lost, and the country will be used by the 
aggressor as a raw resource appendage 
for its cannibalistic empire.

Supporting Ukraine in its fight against 
the aggressor, including through the lens 
of wildlife conservation (and not only for 
amphibians and reptiles), is critical. Such 
support facilitates a reduction in potential 
losses for nature in the future and can 
preserve past environmental achievements, 
something for which our descendents in 
future generations may thank us.

Oleskiy Marushchak is a PhD 
junior researcher at I. I. Schmalhausen 
Institute of Zoology NAS of Ukraine, 
Deputy Director for Science at BION 
Terrarium Center and Co-Founder of 
Ukrainian Nature Conservation Group. 
He has studied herpetofauna biology, 
distribution, and conservation in situ 
and ex situ since 2017. •
Main image: Lindholm`s rock lizard 
from occupied Crimea Source: Ukrainian 
Biodiversity Information Network

https://ukrbin.com/show_image.php?imageid=68833&big=1
https://ukrbin.com/show_image.php?imageid=68833&big=1
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Environmental consequences  
of the war in Ukraine:  
May review

Alexei Ovchinnikov
Each month, the UWEC editorial team shares highlights of recent media coverage and analysis 

of the Ukraine war’s environmental consequences with our readers. As always, we welcome reader 
feedback, which you can leave by commenting on texts, writing to us (editor@uwecworkgroup.info)

б or contacting us via social networks.

Ukraine’s green recovery: 
the discussion moves to 
Germany

On 11-12 June, Berlin will host an 
international conference on issues 
connected with the reconstruction of 
Ukraine. The goal of the summit is 
to attract the attention of companies, 
foundations, and initiatives for 
rehabilitating the country, both in the 

near future and after the end of the war.
The organizers have announced 

four main themes for the conference, 
covering business and humanitarian 
aspects as well as issues relating to local 
and regional recovery and Ukraine-
European Union (EU) relations: 1) 
Mobilizing the Private Sector for 
Reconstruction and Economic Growth; 
2) Social Recovery and Human Capital 

https://www.urc-international.com/#urcgoal
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for the Future of Ukraine; 3) Recovery of 
Municipalities and Regions; and 4) EU 
Accession and Related Reforms.

The topic of green recovery features 
prominently in two of these areas: 
business and the EU. Organizers are 
urging companies to focus specifically 
on ensuring that their efforts to rebuild 
Ukraine meet green and digital goals. 
At the same time, EU accession for the 
country will be impossible without 
the adoption of plans to achieve 
climate neutrality, develop adaptation 
programs, and reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions.

Several events at the conference will 
have a clear emphasis on the green 
agenda. One of them has already been 
announced by Dixi Group, a Ukrainian 
think tank active in the energy field 
since 2008. The event will be devoted 
to the modernization of Ukraine’s 
energy network and how to make it 
more resilient and autonomous, and 
also consistent with the principles of 
achieving climate neutrality. These aims, 
however, clash with the necessity of 
rebuilding the power system damaged 
by the war. A National Energy and 
Climate Plan (NECP) was developed in 
2024 to address precisely this issue. 

This is the third international 
conference devoted to Ukraine’s 
recovery, following previous summits 
in Lugano in 2022 and London in 2023. 
The plans put forward and adopted in 
Lugano drew criticism from Ukrainian 

environmental organizations, which 
questioned their lack of transparency 
and citizen involvement.

•	 Read more: Environmentalists 
critique Ukraine’s reconstruction 
plan

The conference in London was also 
underwhelming in terms of active 
lobbying for the environmental agenda 
and plans for green recovery, though 
Ukrainian environmental experts hailed 
it as more successful than the meeting 
in Switzerland. The creation of a 
$60-billion fund was also announced in 
London, though the details are still not 
fully clear.

•	 Read more: URC23 Review: 
Ukraine offers investment 
opportunities

UWEC Work Group will continue to 
monitor the conference and will prepare 
a special report about the event for our 
readers.

Ukraine’s green recovery 
needs an integrated 
approach 

On the eve of the conference, a series 
of events were held with the support of 
the European Union. These were aimed, 
among other things, at popularizing the 
green recovery agenda for Ukraine. One 
of these was held in Leipzig, Germany 

https://dixigroup.org/en/announcement/side-event-to-the-urc-2024-a-green-recovery-for-resilience-and-prosperity-in-a-european-ukraine/
https://www.me.gov.ua/Documents/Detail?lang=uk-UA&id=f7088035-142e-4912-9aa0-6fe2def80c1b&title=ProektNatsionalnogoPlanuZEnergetikiTaKlimatuUkraini2025-2030
https://uwecworkgroup.info/environmentalists-critique-ukraines-reconstruction-plan/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/environmentalists-critique-ukraines-reconstruction-plan/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/environmentalists-critique-ukraines-reconstruction-plan/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/urc23-review-ukraine-offers-investment-opportunities/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/urc23-review-ukraine-offers-investment-opportunities/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/urc23-review-ukraine-offers-investment-opportunities/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/delegations/ukraine/eu-hosts-side-event-planning-green-recovery-and-reconstruction-ukraine-international-transport-forum_en#:~:text=On%2022%20May%202024%2C%20as,Recovery%20and%20Reconstruction%20of%20Ukraine
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on 22 May as part of the International 
Transport Forum.

Its participants noted that rebuilding 
Ukraine after the war represents a 
unique opportunity for transforming 
both infrastructure and society itself. 
Naturally, this will require securing 
significant funding, but effectiveness of 
these investments will only be achieved 
if proper planning is done, including in 
the modernization of transportation.

According to the Ukrainian 
environmental organization Ecodiya 
(Ecoaction), the transport sector 
accounts for around 12% of Ukraine’s 
greenhouse gas emissions. Solutions 
could include allocating separate lanes 
for public transport, synchronizing 
the operation of city and international 
lines, digitalizing public transport and 
optimizing its operation using data 
analysis, introduction of integrated 
electronic ticketing, and much more. All 
of this can be tested and introduced today, 
with no need to wait for the end of the 
war. Proven technologies and solutions 
can be used in the reconstruction and 
development of cities most affected by 
the war.

New policy paper on 
Ukraine’s green recovery 
reports on public access to 
decision-making

Lviv-based resource and analysis 
center Society and Environment recently 
published a document on its website 

titled “Post-War Green Recovery of 
Ukraine: Processes, Parties’ Interests, 
Citizen Participation.” The purpose 
of the study is to analyze public access 
to decision-making mechanisms for 
Ukraine’s green recovery and climate 
change adaptation/reduction of 
emissions.

The study was carried out by 
Ukrainian experts, with financial 
support from the Heinrich Böll 
Foundation and the German 
government. The aim was to analyze 
recently announced or already active 
projects for the green recovery of 
Ukraine based on their openness 
to citizen participation in decision-
making. The main criteria for the 
analysis were: 1) accessibility for 
citizens to participate in green recovery 
and climate adaptation/mitigation 
projects; 2) the level of compliance of 
recovery projects with environmental 
and climate goals, and the extent to 
which the restoration actually plans to 
be green.

The study can be downloaded in 
Ukrainian and English. 

This is not the only study of green 
recovery projects in Ukraine published 
this year. For example, in February 2024 
a proposal was released by Green Deal 
Ukraїna (GDU), a project engaged in 
setting up a Kyiv-based think tank to 
support Ukraine’s alignment with the 
EU initiative. In this study, the GDU 

https://ecoaction.org.ua/iak-mistam-skorochuvaty-vykydy.html
https://rac.org.ua/en/war-and-post-war-reconstruction/post-war-green-reconstruction-of-ukraine-processes-stakeholders-public-participation/
https://rac.org.ua/en/
https://rac.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/racse-post-war-green-reconstruction-of-ukraine-ukr.pdf
https://rac.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/racse-post-war-green-reconstruction-of-ukraine-eng.pdf
https://greendealukraina.org/products/analytical-reports/proposals-for-a-green-recovery-in-ukraine
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working group examines the rebuilding 
of Ukraine from six key perspectives: 
adaptation of Ukrainian industry 
to Green Deal norms (strategies for 
achieving carbon neutrality in the EU) 
and its entry into European markets; 
development of carbon management 
and support for bioenergy for Ukrainian 
farmers; energy efficiency and 
environmental sustainability issues in 
new and renovated buildings in Ukraine; 
development of more sustainable energy 
systems; low-carbon solutions for 
transport; and government guarantees 
for the green recovery of Ukraine.

Studies like this one create an 
important conceptual basis for the 
development of Ukraine’s green 
recovery, although it still remains 
unclear when it will begin, how it will 
unfold, and where exactly the money 
will come from. Perhaps answers to 
some of these questions will be given at 
the upcoming conference. 

Citizens’ role in the analysis 
of the war’s environmental 
consequences and in 
Ukraine’s green recovery

The recovery of the country 
is impossible without the active 
participation of its citizens. Their 
choice in favor of green and sustainable 
development will simplify the adoption 
and public justification of decisions. 
Awareness will also make it possible to 
assess the environmental consequences 

of Russia’s full-scale invasion, collect 
data on crimes against nature, and 
identify solutions for society.

The Ukrainian project Hromada has 
produced a series of webinar lectures, 
which not only touched upon the 
environmental consequences of Russia’s 
full-scale invasion, but also considered 
the possibility of involving citizens in 
documenting crimes against nature, 
biodiversity monitoring, and other 
environmental initiatives.

The first lecture was devoted to 
the gathering of data on military 
environmental crimes since 2014, as 
well as their consideration within the 
framework of international law. This 
topic was also the focus of the second 
lecture, which narrowed in on the 
question of ecocide. Concrete examples 
of environmental crimes were examined 
in the third lecture, whose speakers 
were representatives of the Conflict and 
Environment Observatory (CEOBS), an 
international research center specializing 
in analysis of war crimes against nature. 
The fourth lecture was devoted to the 
experience of working with limited data. 
This is a problem that many experts 
conducting analysis of the environmental 
consequences of the war have remarked 
upon. The fifth lecture talks about the 
work that has been done to save animals 
that have suffered during the war, from 
zoos and nature reserves to pets. The 
sixth lecture focuses on the difficulties 
of running protected areas during an 

https://gromada-erasmus.eu/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-1/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-2/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-2/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-3/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-4-results/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-5/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-6/
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invasion. The seventh lecture raises the 
important question of citizens’ rights to 
a healthy environment — rights which 
should be upheld even during military 
conflicts. The eighth lecture explores 
how citizens and society can participate 
in monitoring biodiversity, helping to 
collect data that is of value to science.

The Hromada project is continuing to 
run webinar lectures. One of the most recent 
took place on 28 May and was devoted to 
civil advocacy for environmental justice 

issues. In late August and early September, 
a summer school will be organized in 
Hamburg for participants, where they can 
discuss the knowledge they have acquired 
and propose their own projects for civil 
society environmental participation in 
Ukraine. You can follow the project news 
both on the project’s website and on social 
media. •

Translated by Alastair Gill
Main image source: Angela Christofilou 

/ Greenpeace

https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-7/
https://gromada-erasmus.eu/recordings/gromada-webinar-series-lecture-8/
https://x.com/Gromada_Ukraine
https://x.com/Gromada_Ukraine
https://www.greenreconstruction.com/news/a-statement-on-the-2nd-anniversary-of-russias-full-scale-invasion-in-ukraine
https://www.greenreconstruction.com/news/a-statement-on-the-2nd-anniversary-of-russias-full-scale-invasion-in-ukraine

