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Dear Friends!

2026 is fast approaching, but despite the “peace talks”, the war is far from over. The real end to the 
war, one which has been ongoing in Ukraine since 2014, will be the creation of conditions to prevent 
its resumption. Today, however, we see that the conflict is spreading beyond just Ukraine and Russia.

This trend is also evident in the field of environmental protection. The recent arrest of Ukrainian 
scientist Leonid Pshenychnov in Crimea showed that Russia continues to use the war to pursue its 
geopolitical ambitions around the world. Read our latest Review column to learn more about how 
Russia is using the war in Ukraine to add to its influence in the Arctic, the consequences of February’s 
drone attack on the protective sarcophagus at the Chornobyl nuclear power plant and Ukrainian 
demands for compensation for climate damage resulting from the full-scale invasion:

• Environmental consequences of the war in Ukraine. October-November 2025

Withdrawals by Russia and Belarus from international conventions highlights the use of international 
environmental and ecological institutions by authoritarian regimes for their own political purposes. 
When the standing committees of the Berne, Ramsar, and other conventions have condemned full-
scale invasion or Russian repression, their frameworks automatically become “undesirable”. Eugene 
Simonov and Angelina Davydova explore the ways in which Belarus and Russia are abandoning 
international environmental standards:

• Between war and nature conservation: Who wins when aggressor countries 
withdraw from environmental agreements?

Meanwhile, the Russian occupiers are also engaged outright in nature trafficking. Such activities 
were clearly revealed thanks to an investigation by Ukraine’s URSA.Media. Their team contacted 
representatives of the Askania-Nova occupation administration and was able to negotiate the 
purchase of rare Chapman’s zebras for 1 million Russian rubles (about US$13,000). Investigator 
Olha Tkach reveals how rare animals from Askania-Nova Nature Reserve are being sold and other 
challenges facing the reserve under occupation:

• Russia selling off rare animals from Ukraine’s Askania-Nova nature reserve 

The geopolitical consequences of the war are visible throughout the region and are often manifested 
by increasingly authoritarian regimes. This is being seen in Georgia, a country facing a power 
monopoly by the ruling party after parliamentary elections in 2024. Read about how that country 
is abandoning its course to Europe and how environmental organizations and initiatives are trying 
to continue their work during that political crisis, the third article in our “Environmental Activists 
and War” series:

• Environmental and Climate Activism in the time of invasion: Georgia
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The confrontation between Ukraine and Russia continues at international meetings as well, 
including those devoted to environmental issues. At the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature’s (IUCN) recent Congress, Russia made another attempt to block a resolution condemning 
the invasion of Ukraine. However, the Ukrainian organizations Ukrainian Nature Conservation 
Group and Environment People Law were able to defend the IUCN’s decision. UWEC expert Oleksiy 
Vasilyuk reports on how the congress went for Ukraine:

• Ukraine scores decisive victory at World Conservation Congress

Against the backdrop of the ongoing war in Ukraine, people are contemplating its consequences. 
October saw the release of three films reflecting on the war and its impact on nature: “No Shade in the 
Forest”, “Animals in War” and “Natural Border”. They tell the stories of how nature is changing in 
the war zone, the lives of animals (and people) during the war, and how wetlands are used as natural 
fortifications. UWEC contributor Inha Pavliy reviews the movies:

• Nature through the lens: Three films about the environmental impacts of the 
war in Ukraine

Let me wish us all a Happy New Year with our families, enveloped by the support, attention, 
respect, and love that we all need in these difficult times. As one wise man said, we are not given 
trials that we cannot overcome. While it is always darkest before dawn, let us believe that dawn 

is near.
Lastly, we need your support to continue our high-quality work. Please consider a one-time or 

recurring donation to UWEC Work Group.

Support UWEC Work Group

 You can read more about the environmental consequences of Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine on our website, Twitter (X),Facebook, Telegram and Bluesky.

We wish you strength, peace and good news!
Alexej Ovchinnikov, editor in chief, UWEC Work Group

https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=a1eac6488e&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=f26826eead&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=5688a7f7c0&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=7b4d53b71f&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=e626a5b55c&e=687698d482
https://uwecworkgroup.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=528f414adac434c7d7ea5dde0&id=c04832920b&e=687698d482
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Environmental consequences 
of the war in Ukraine.  
October-November 2025

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 articles, 
writing to us (editor@uwecworkgroup.info) 
or contacting us via social networks.

Russia continues to use repressive and 
military methods to expand its influence in 
the world. Scientist Leonid Pshenychnov 
was prevented from attending a recent 

conference on Antarctic biodiversity in 
Hobart, Australia following his arrest by 
Russia, and at that same conference Russia 
and China refused to take any steps to save 
the Antarctic’s ecosystems. Meanwhile, 
Ukraine continues to collect data on the 
war’s environmental and climate impacts. 
In particular, Ukraine took advantage of 
the COP 30 climate conference in Brazil to 
again demand compensation for climate 
losses caused by the aggressor country. 
Read more in our review.

Alexej Ovchinnikov
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“Antarctica’s first political 
prisoner”: Russia arrests 
researcher, accusing him of 
treason and collaborating 
with Ukraine

A well-known researcher, Leonid 
Pshenychnov was arrested in September 
2025 in Kerch. He stands accused of 
“treason” for his collaboration with 
Ukrainian scientific institutes and 
advocating for the development of 
marine protected areas in Antarctica, 
which Russia calls a “threat to security”.

The arrest took place immediately 
before the start of a Commission for 
the Conservation of Antarctic Marine 
Living Resources (CCAMLR) meeting 
at which Leonid Pshenychnov was not 
only supposed to represent Ukraine, 
but planned to actively participate in 
the discussion of issues related to nature 
conservation.

Ukrainian ambassador to Australia 
Viktor Miroshnychenko said that 
Russian authorities informed his 
lawyers of the charges, accusing him 
of being a “Russian citizen-defector to 
Ukraine” for his participation in the 
work of CCAMLR on behalf of Ukraine. 
Pshenychnov is also accused of using 
his research to undermine Russia’s krill 
fishing in Arctic waters, characterized 
as a “threat to national security”. 
CCAMLR did indeed promote a 
position on tightening krill fishing 
requirements, but it was blocked by 
Russia and China.

Leonid Pshenychnov is a Ukrainian 
scientist who has been researching 
Antarctica for over 40 years. His first 
expedition to Antarctica on the Sea of 
Cosmonauts took place in 1983. In total, he 
has gone on 21 expeditions to Antarctica, 
working on Soviet, Ukrainian, Australian 
and German research vessels, including 
the famous Polarstern. From 1996-2025, 
he served as technical coordinator of a 
Ukrainian scientific observation program 
under the CCAMLR. His work was 
recognized in official materials marking 
the CCAMLR’s 40th anniversary in 2021. 
Pshenychnov lived in Crimea and did not 
leave after Russia occupied the peninsula 
in 2014. Like many other Ukrainian 
citizens who decided to remain in the 
occupied territories, he was forced to 
obtain Russian citizenship.

The scientist’s arrest is politically 
motivated, as confirmed by the charges 
brought by the Russian prosecutor’s 
office. In particular, they note that his 
activities in support of the creation of 
nature reserves in Antarctica “promoted 
the interests of the Anglo-Saxon bloc” 
and thus in opposition to Russia’s 
interests in developing industrial fishing 
and the hydrocarbon resource extraction 
on the Arctic shelf. By this logic any 
environmental initiative could be seen 
as contrary to the interests of the Russian 
state.

The emergence of Antarctica’s “first 
political prisoner” clearly demonstrates 
the politicization of environment, nature 

https://rsa.mfa.gov.ua/en/news/russia-detains-veteran-antarcttica-researcher-leonid-pschenychnow
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-10-20/ukraine-accuses-russia-of-detaining-scientist-antarctic-hobart/105912586
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-10-20/ukraine-accuses-russia-of-detaining-scientist-antarctic-hobart/105912586
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/russia-s-arrest-ukrainian-scientist-brings-chill-geopolitics-antarctic
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conservation and climate activities. Any 
independent position that prioritizes the 
interests of nature and the environment 
can be misinterpreted and portrayed 
as “treason” or “collaboration with the 
enemy”. This makes the work of scientists 
and activists even more dangerous.

Russia exploitation of polar 
resources in the context of its 
war in Ukraine

ABC News (Australia) and other media 
outlets have reported that one reason 
for Leonid Pshenychnov’s arrest may 
be Russia’s desire to seize hydrocarbon 
deposits in the Antarctic and Arctic. A 
document revealing the possible reasons 
for the arrest mentions that the creation of 
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) proposed 
by CCAMLR “will result in Russia losing 
the opportunity to develop hydrocarbon 
resources on the Antarctic continental 
shelf”. According to the article, the 
Russian Embassy in Australia declined to 
comment, but Australian officials noted 
that all countries must comply with the 
requirements of the 1998 Madrid Protocol. 
Paragraph 7 of the protocol states 
that “Any activity relating to mineral 
resources, other than scientific research, 
shall be prohibited [in Australia].”

At the CCAMLR conference in Hobart, 
Russia and China blocked all proposals 
to preserve marine life in Antarctica, 
underscoring their desire to exploit 
Antarctica. As a result, the conference 
ended in failure and was even seen by 

participants as a step backward in efforts 
to preserve biodiversity and ecosystems at 
the South Pole. Russia and China vetoed 
all proposals. Executive director of the 
Coalition for the Antarctic and Southern 
Ocean Claire Christian noted, “Not only did 
they fail to adopt any new fishery management 
measures or new marine protected areas, but 
they couldn’t reach consensus to renew a key 
krill fisheries management measure that has 
been in place for many years.”

The Commission for the Conservation 
of Antarctic Marine Living Resources 
(CCAMLR) was established in 1982 and 
comprises 26 countries, each of which has 
veto power. Russia and China exercised 
this power at the recent conference, 
continuing to view Antarctica as their 
resource base.

Ukraine is also a member of the 
commission thanks to its Vernadsky 
Research Station on Galindez Island in the 
Argentine archipelago near the Antarctic 
Peninsula. The Ukrainian Academy of 
Sciences research center was established 
there in 1996, when the British Antarctic 
Survey transferred its Faraday station to 
Ukraine for a symbolic sum of £1. Work at 
the station continues even during Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

In the north, Russia also considers a 
significant part of the Arctic as its territory 
and is seeking permission from the UN 
(primarily from member states Canada 
and Denmark) to extend its “continental 
shelf” northward in order to gain exclusive 
rights to access resources. With glaciers 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-10-28/antarctic-marine-protection-areas-impact-russia-hydrocarbon/105938976
https://www.ats.aq/e/protocol.html#
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-10-28/russia-china-block-proposals-antarctic-marine-life-conservation/104523490
https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/frozen-assets-russias-ambitions-to-exploit-the-arctic-ocean-seabed/
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melting due to climate change, the Arctic 
Ocean is becoming more accessible and is 
now seen by Russia as an “internal sea” to 
be used as a trade route and resource base. 
This can be not only seen to “strengthen” 
Russia, but also poses a danger to all of 
humanity. Uncontrolled extraction of 
resources in the Arctic and Antarctic 
only accelerates climate change, polar ice 
melt, and sea level rise, and will lead to 
catastrophic consequences.

Greenpeace’s third 
expedition to the Chornobyl 
zone since the start of 
Russia’s full-scale invasion

The Chornobyl nuclear power plant and 
the surrounding radiation contamination 
zone were initially occupied at the start 
of Russia’s full-scale invasion. In 2023, 
the territory was liberated by Ukrainian 
troops, but military impacts on the 
radiation safety facility did not stop there. 
The sarcophagus covering the damaged 
reactor caught fire as a result of a drone 
attack in February 2025.

The goal of Greenpeace’s third 
expedition (since February 2022) was to 
support Ukrainian scientists studying 
radioactive contamination and to assess 
the damage caused by the February 
attack by Russian drones on the New Safe 
Confinement structure.

Today, scientists are primarily focused 
on studying the radioactive materials 
remaining after the 1986 Chornobyl 
accident. For example, there is ongoing 

research on the cooling pond built in 
the 1970s to cool the four reactors at the 
power plant. It still contains particles 
of radioactive fuel left over from the 
disaster. Understanding how these 
particles behave in water and sediment 
is important for predicting long-term 
radiation and environmental safety.

The expedition also monitored the 
consequences of the drone strike on the 
roof of the new sarcophagus, built for the 
containment of radioactive particles. The 
drone attack caused serious damage to the 
building’s structure—breaking through 
the roof and causing a fire that lasted three 
weeks and disabled key safety systems. 
Temporary repairs have been carried 
out, but restoring the protective shell will 
require more time and resources, with 
costs potentially running into hundreds 
of millions of dollars.

Greenpeace will continue to investigate 
Russia’s war crimes against Ukraine’s 
nuclear infrastructure. It should be noted 
that the Zaporyzhzhia Nuclear Power 
Plant is also under Russian occupation. 
An IAEA report dated November 19 noted 
that currently operating nuclear power 
plants—the South Ukraine, Khmelnitsky, 
and Rivne stations—are also facing 
disruptions due to power outages. This 
not only poses a threat to nuclear safety 
but reduces electricity generation.

“Ukraine’s nuclear sites must stop being 
targets in Russia’s war. The international 
community must act to protect them—and 
to hold Russia accountable for its deliberate 

https://www.greenpeace.org/ukraine/en/news/3380/condemns-russian-explosive-drone-strike-on-chornobyl-shelter/
https://www.greenpeace.org/ukraine/en/news/3380/condemns-russian-explosive-drone-strike-on-chornobyl-shelter/
https://www.greenpeace.org/ukraine/en/news/4616/greenpeace-completed-mission-to-chornobyl-npp/
https://www.greenpeace.org/ukraine/en/news/4616/greenpeace-completed-mission-to-chornobyl-npp/
https://www.chnpp.gov.ua/en/activity/shelter-object-transformation/project-nsc-construction
https://www.chnpp.gov.ua/en/activity/shelter-object-transformation/project-nsc-construction
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nuclear threats,” says Shaun Burnie, senior 
nuclear specialist at Greenpeace Ukraine.

In a statement issued on December 
5 following an International Atomic 
Energy Agency monitoring mission, 
the IAEA announced their finding that 
the Chornobyl reactor’s sarcophagus 
could no longer perform its protective 
isolation functions, which could lead to 
future radiation leaks. For this reason, 
independent monitoring in the Chornobyl 
zone is becoming ever more relevant.

Ukraine demands 
compensation from Russia at 
COP 30 climate summit

This demand was announced on 
November 18 at the COP summit in 
Brazil by Ukrainian Minister of Economy, 
Environment, and Agricultural Policy 
Pavel Kartashov. Compensation funds 
will be spent on the country’s ecological 
restoration after the war ends. In the 
near future, Ukraine plans to submit an 
application for climate compensation to 
the Register of Damage for Ukraine.

“In many ways, Russia is waging a dirty 
war, and the climate has also fallen victim 
to that war. Huge amounts of fuel burned, 
forests scorched, buildings destroyed—all 
this is a carbon footprint caused by the 
war, and it has a significant climate price to 
pay,” said Pavel Kartashov. “The climatic 
consequences of this aggression are being 
felt far beyond the borders of our state 
and will continue to be felt for decades 
to come.” Ukrainian environmental 

organization Ekodiya reported on 
Kartashov’s comments during the COP 
30 summit.

Today, in an updated assessment based 
on the War Greenhouse Gas Accounting 
Initiative prepared with the support of 
Ecodiya and in partnership with the 
Ministry of Economy, Environment, 
and Agriculture of Ukraine, the report 
estimates the climate damage caused 
by three years of full-scale invasion at 
$43 million. Emissions caused by the 
fighting during this period are estimated 
at 237 million tons of CO2. This is equal 
to the total annual emissions of Austria, 
Hungary, the Czech Republic, and 
Slovakia combined.

“Careful documentation of emissions 
from the Russian invasion will form 
the basis of Ukraine’s compensation 
claim. The mechanism for submitting 
it is provided for by international law. 
Ukraine may become the first country to 
seek compensation for climate emissions 
caused by war,” said Lennard de Klerk, 
lead author of the Initiative.

Climate compensation could also 
become a mechanism for Ukraine to 
achieve climate neutrality by 2050. 
The plan is to use the funds to create 
low-carbon infrastructure, restore soil 
productivity and forests destroyed by 
the war, and finance national projects for 
climate change adaptation.

Note: On November 14, 2022, the UN 
General Assembly adopted Resolution A/
RES/ES-11/5 “Furtherance of remedy and 

https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/pressreleases/update-331-iaea-director-general-statement-on-situation-in-ukraine
https://ecoaction.org.ua/ukraine-seeks-reparations-clim-damage-russian-invasion.html?amp
https://ecoaction.org.ua/ukraine-seeks-reparations-clim-damage-russian-invasion.html?amp
https://docs.un.org/A/RES/ES-11/5
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reparation for aggression against Ukraine,” 
which stipulates the need to hold Russia 
accountable for violating international law 
in Ukraine and to create abovementioned 
international damage registry that was 
subsequently developed under the auspices of 
the Council of Europe. •

Translated by Jennifer Castner
Main image: On the Day of Dignity and 
Freedom, members of the 30th Ukrainian 
Antarctic Expedition remind the world – 

Crimea, Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia, and 
Kherson regions are Ukraine Source: National 

Antarctic Scientific Center of Ukraine
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Between war and nature 
conservation: Who wins 
when aggressor countries 
withdraw from environmental 
agreements?

Eugene Simonov, Angelina Davydova

In the first year of the war, the Ukrainian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and civil society 

organizations persistently proposed to expel 
countries that had launched military invasions 
from any (multilateral) international treaties, 
including environmental and climate 
agreements. UWEC authors have repeatedly 
attempted to analyze the consequences of 
possible expulsions. Now, as the number of 
precedents for countries withdrawing from 

conventions continues to grow (including 
on the initiative of the aggressor countries 
themselves), it is time to analyze the causes 
and consequences of such steps, including 
for the environment and international 
cooperation as a whole.

As of the beginning of 2022, both 
the Russian Federation and the 
Republic Belarus were parties to most 
international environmental agreements 

https://epl.org.ua/announces/zvernennya-shhodo-vyklyuchennya-rosijskoyi-federatsiyi-z-mizhnarodnogo-soyuzu-ohorony-pryrody/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/what-does-russias-war-in-ukraine-mean-for-global-biodiversity-conservation-efforts/
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and mechanisms, both regional and 
global. In addition to obvious benefits 
for participating governments, these 
mechanisms often provided civil 
society organizations with additional 
opportunities for nature conservation 
under Russia’s and Belarus’s repressive 
political conditions, as well as important 
channels for international cooperation.

Starting in 2022, the participation of 
Belarus and Russia in certain international 
environmental agreements and 
mechanisms was restricted or suspended 
by the other parties to these treaties due 
to the Russian Federation’s invasion of 
Ukraine. However, Belarus and Russia 
withdrew from most of the denounced 
conventions and agreements on their 
own initiative, demonstrating their 
“resentment” toward the international 
community.

Precedent in Belarus
It was precisely because of the war in 

Ukraine that Belarus withdrew from the 
1979 Council of Europe Convention on 
the Conservation of European Wildlife 
and Natural Habitats (further, Bern 
Convention). In early March 2022, the 
Council of Europe condemned Belarus’ 
active participation in Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine and called on the 
Secretary General to take measures. The 
Committee of Ministers of the Council of 
Europe appealed to the bodies established 
on the basis of the conventions in which 
Belarus participates, proposing to review 

the modalities of Belarus’ engagement 
therein. In November 2022, at the 42nd 
session of the Standing Committee of 
the Bern Convention, it was decided by 
a majority vote to restrict the rights of 
Belarusian representatives to be elected to 
a Convention Bureau, to serve as chair of 
any Group of Experts, or otherwise act on 
behalf of the Standing Committee.

In response, official representatives of 
the country stated that such a decision 
contradicted both the Bern Convention 
itself and the Committee’s rules of 
procedure, but the Committee was 
unmoved. The next step was Belarus’ 
denunciation of the convention in August 
2023. This move is similar to Belarus’ earlier 
withdrawal in July 2022 from the Aarhus 
Convention on Access to Information, 
Public Participation in Decision-Making 
and Access to Justice in Environmental 
Matters.

Read more: 
•	 Belarus eliminates independent 

environmental organizations and 
exits the Aarhus Convention

According to Irina Sukhy, the co-
founder of the Belarusian environmental 
organization Ecohome, the difference 
between the two withdrawal precedents 
is that the decision to withdraw from the 
Aarhus Convention was made by the 
country in response to measures intended 
to compel Belarus to comply with that 
Convention’s provisions. However, the 

https://rm.coe.int/tpvs31e-2022-42nd-standing-committee-meeting-report/1680aa187e
https://rm.coe.int/tpvs31e-2022-42nd-standing-committee-meeting-report/1680aa187e
https://www.minpriroda.gov.by/ru/news-ru/view/bernskaja-konventsija-evropejskaja-politika-gubit-prirodnoe-nasledie-4548/
https://pravo.by/document/?guid=12551&p0=P32300262
https://unece.org/DAM/env/pp/documents/cep43e.pdf
https://unece.org/DAM/env/pp/documents/cep43e.pdf
https://uwecworkgroup.info/belarus-eliminates-independent-environmental-organizations-and-exits-the-aarhus-convention-an-interview-with-ecodoms-marina-dubina/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/belarus-eliminates-independent-environmental-organizations-and-exits-the-aarhus-convention-an-interview-with-ecodoms-marina-dubina/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/belarus-eliminates-independent-environmental-organizations-and-exits-the-aarhus-convention-an-interview-with-ecodoms-marina-dubina/
https://ecohome.ngo/english/
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country chose to denounce the convention 
in order to avoid fulfilling its obligations. 
In contrast, the withdrawal from the Bern 
Convention was a consequence of the 
Council of Europe restricting the rights of 
aggressor countries within the framework 
of all conventions and mechanisms that 
it coordinates. “The Bern Convention 
Committee has only taken general, symbolic 
steps, declaring the unacceptability of actions 
that unleash war and limiting the aggressor 
country’s ability to act on behalf of all countries 
within the convention,” Sukhy stated.

Environmentalists surveyed by 
Ecohome fear that withdrawal from the 
convention could see the resurrection 
of cruel methods in animal hunting 
and the resumption of hunting large 
predators that are protected in Europe. 
It could also put an end to the Emerald 
Network’s development. Indeed, 
hunting for bears and lynxes has recently 
been permitted in Belarus. The most 
significant consequence of Belarus’s 
withdrawal from the agreement is that 
it deprives civil society of the ability to 
file complaints about anti-environmental 
actions taken by the authorities with the 
Convention’s bodies.

Agreements abandoned by 
Russia

After its full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022, Russia found its ability 
to cooperate under many agreements 
restricted and also unilaterally chose to 
denounce some of them.

In May 2022, Russia announced its 
withdrawal from the Council of the Baltic 
Sea States (CBSS), accusing its members 
of “politicizing its activities” after the 
Council suspended Russia’s membership 
(as well as Belarus’ observer status) in 
the organization on March 3, 2022, due 
to the attack on Ukraine. The Council 
was formed in 1992 by all countries in the 
Baltic Sea region to establish cooperation 
after the end of the Cold War.

Daria Akhutina, Director General 
of the Nordic Center for Sustainable 
Development, stated in a review of the 
Baltic regional policy published by the 
Russian pro-government think tank 
RIAC (Russian International Affairs 
Council) in June 2025 that “until recently, 
Russia’s membership in the Council was 
considered its strength and competitive 
advantage over other regional cooperation 
formats, such as the Nordic Council of 
Ministers…. Currently, the consolidating 
factor for the CBSS member states remains 
their confrontation with Russia and their 
comprehensive support for Ukraine.”

Russia’s participation in the Joint 
Maritime Agenda for the Black Sea 
established by the governments of 
Bulgaria, Georgia, Moldova, Russia, 
Romania, Turkey, and Ukraine in 2019 
was also suspended by a decision of 
partner members in response to the full-
scale invasion.

The Russian Federation withdrew from 
the Barents/Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC) 
on September 18, 2023, due to other 

https://ecohome.ngo/minus-bernskaya-konventsiya-chto-dumayut-ekologi/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/emerald-network-in-ukraine/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/emerald-network-in-ukraine/
https://greenbelarus.info/articles/16-09-2025/plany-izyatiya-krasnoknizhnykh-medvedey-v-belarusi-uvelichilis-bolee-chem-v-dva
https://people.onliner.by/2025/09/24/v-belarusi-startuet-oxota-na-rys#:~:text=%D0%9A%D0%BE%D0%B3%D0%B4%D0%B0%20%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%8F%D0%BB%D0%B8%20%D1%80%D0%B5%D1%88%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B5%20%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B7%D1%80%D0%B5%D1%88%D0%B8%D1%82%D1%8C%20%D0%BE%D1%85%D0%BE%D1%82%D1%83,1%20%D0%BE%D0%BA%D1%82%D1%8F%D0%B1%D1%80%D1%8F%20%D0%BF%D0%BE%2031%20%D1%8F%D0%BD%D0%B2%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%8F.
https://cbss.org/about-us/history/
https://russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/analytics/transformatsiya-baltiyskogo-regiona-ot-prostranstva-sotrudnichestva-k-zone-riska/
https://www.mid.ru/upload/archive/c0c5bea0e852030de29646498970e6ae.pdf
https://www.mid.ru/upload/archive/c0c5bea0e852030de29646498970e6ae.pdf
https://black-sea-maritime-agenda.ec.europa.eu/about/our-mission
https://b-port.com/news/284479
https://barents-council.org/
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partners’ refusal to cooperate with it. The 
current members of this organization 
are Denmark, Iceland, Norway, Finland, 
and Sweden. In April 2025, Russia also 
withdrew from a 2008 agreement among 
BEAC countries on cooperation in the field 
of emergency prevention, preparedness 
and response.

On March 30, 2022, the participation of 
Russian representatives in the activities 
of the Convention on the International 
Council for the Exploration of the Sea 
(ICES) was suspended by the Council. 
In March 2024, Russia announced it had 
begun a procedure for withdrawing 
from the convention. On October 29, 
2024, Russian President Vladimir Putin 
signed a law denouncing the convention, 
an agreement which had been in force 
since 1964.

In June 2024, Russia withdrew from the 
1979 Protocol to the Convention on Long-
Range Transboundary Air Pollution, 
administered by the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe. The 
protocol was signed in Geneva in 1984. 
Its purpose is to finance the Cooperative 
Programme for Monitoring and Evaluation 
of the Long-range Transmission of Air 
Pollutants in Europe (EMEP). Three 
international scientific centers were 
established with the Convention’s 
financial support. In December 2023, on 
the initiative of Ukraine and with the 
support of all European delegations, the 
parties to the Agreement decided to close 
the Vostok Meteorological Synthesis 

Center in Moscow and relocate it to 
Slovenia.

On December 28, 2024, the President 
of Russia signed a law denouncing the 
Framework Agreement on a Multilateral 
Nuclear Environmental Program in the 
Russian Federation and the Protocol 
on Claims, Legal Proceedings, and 
Indemnification from Financial Liability 
to that agreement (signed in 2003). This 
agreement with European governments 
and banks provided financing and technical 
assistance for projects to eliminate sources 
of radioactive contamination, such as old 
nuclear submarines in the northern seas 
of the Russian Federation. 

In an interview with Vazhnye Istorii 
(“Important Stories”), Bellona expert 
Alexander Nikitin commented: “If the 
Russian Federation does not complete projects 
already underway—in Andreeva Guba, 
Gremikha or on the seafloor in Arctic waters 
to raise sunken and submerged nuclear and 
radiation-hazardous objects—radiation risks 
in the Arctic will increase for fishermen and 
ships on the Northern Sea Route… If the 
Russian Federation resumes accumulating 
radioactive and nuclear waste, as it did in the 
Soviet era, then “things will return to square 
one—before international projects to clean up 
the Soviet Union’s nuclear legacy began.”

In July 2025, Russia denounced the 
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of 
International Importance especially as 
Waterfowl Habitat, adopted in 1971. In 
August, the Russian president issued 
instructions to fulfill this convention’s 

https://portnews.ru/news/376151/
https://www.ices.dk/news-and-events/news-archive/news/Pages/TemporarySuspension.aspx
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-1-d&chapter=27&clang=_en
https://www.oecd-nea.org/jcms/pl_21321/framework-agreement-and-protocol-on-a-multilateral-nuclear-environmental-programme-in-the-russian-federation-mnepr
https://istories.media/news/2024/12/28/rf-denonsirovala-soglashenie-o-mnogostoronnei-yaderno-ekologicheskoi-programme/?tztc=1
https://uwecworkgroup.info/russia-exits-ramsar-convention-on-wetlands/
https://www.ramsar.org/
http://en.kremlin.ru/acts/assignments/orders/77878
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objectives on the territory of Russia, 
providing for the creation of its own 
wetlands protection legislation and a 
system of bilateral agreements on the 
protection of migratory birds.

Read more: 
•	 The Ramsar split—was it inevitable, 

and what should be done next?

On September 1, 2025, Russian Prime 
Minister Mikhail Mishustin signed an 
order to canceling payment of Russia’s 
membership fees to the Nuclear Energy 
Agency of the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (NEA 
OECD). Three and a half years ago, the 
OECD suspended Russia’s membership 
in the Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA) 
effective May 11, 2022. Russia became a 
member of the Agency—created in 1958 
and currently with 34 member countries—
in 2013. The Agency’s main task is to assist 
member countries in maintaining and 
developing the scientific, technological 
and legal foundations for the safe, 
environmentally sound and economically 
efficient use of nuclear energy for peaceful 
purposes.

Russia chooses where to 
leave and where to stay

Despite restrictions imposed on its 
participation due to the war, it is important 
to note that Russia has not definitively 
left a number of other international 
environmental agreements that it 

considers important. These agreements 
are mainly key regional mechanisms that 
support international efforts to protect 
transboundary seas and their coastlines.

The Commission on the Protection 
of the Black Sea Against Pollution 
implements the Convention on the 
Protection of the Black Sea from Pollution 
(Bucharest Convention), its protocols, 
and the Strategic Action Plan for the 
Restoration and Protection of the Black 
Sea. The convention was signed in 1992 
by representatives of Bulgaria, Georgia, 
Russia, Turkey, Romania and Ukraine. In 
October 2024, Ukraine blocked the transfer 
of the chairmanship of the convention’s 
secretariat to the Russian Federation. 
In January 2025, Russia successfully 
thwarted attempts by Ukraine to urge the 
Commission to take effective measures 
in connection with an unprecedented oil 
spill in the Kerch Strait.

Read more: 
•	 International reaction to the Kerch 

Strait oil spill

Russia’s participation in the Helsinki 
Commission for the Protection of the 
Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea 
(HELCOM) was also de facto suspended 
on March 4, 2022 following a unanimous 
decision by all other members to suspend 
official HELCOM meetings and working 
group activities involving Russia. This 
“strategic pause” did not prevent the 
other members from cooperating with 

https://uwecworkgroup.info/the-ramsar-split-was-it-inevitable-and-what-should-be-done-next/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/the-ramsar-split-was-it-inevitable-and-what-should-be-done-next/
https://dzen.ru/a/aLk2syFfsxwV5l6Q
https://dzen.ru/a/aLk2syFfsxwV5l6Q
https://dfnc.ru/c106-technika/chlenstvo-rossii-v-agentstve-po-yadernoj-energii-pri-oesr-priostanovleno/
https://blackseacommission.org/
https://blackseacommission.org/
https://blackseacommission.org/Official%20Documents/The%20Convention/Overview/
https://blackseacommission.org/Official%20Documents/The%20Convention/Overview/
https://mepr.gov.ua/ukrayina-zablokuvala-golovuvannya-rosiyi-u-komisiyi-iz-zahystu-chornogo-morya-vid-zabrudnennya/
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/sgrynchuk_ukraine-called-an-extraordinary-meeting-of-activity-7292197970639220736-dU9W/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/international-reaction-to-the-kerch-strait-oil-spill/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/international-reaction-to-the-kerch-strait-oil-spill/
https://helcom.fi/
https://helcom.fi/
https://helcom.fi/
https://helcom.fi/faq-helcom-and-the-strategic-pause-what-has-been-going-on/
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each other in the “X-9” format. Russia 
has not yet denounced the 1974 Helsinki 
Convention, signed by the USSR, for the 
implementation of which HELCOM was 
created.

Similar to HELCOM, the Arctic Council 
suspended political-level meetings in 
2022 in order to freeze contacts with 
Russia during its chairmanship. In May 
2023, the Russian representative to the 
Arctic Council announced the possible 
withdrawal of the Russian Federation 
from the organization if it was not 
invited to events, and in February 2024, 
Russia suspended its payment of annual 
contributions until the resumption of 
practical work with the participation of 
all member countries. In 2025, a Russian 

diplomat participated in the 14th session 
of the Council via videoconference, but the 
work of the Arctic Council Senior Officials 
Committee remains frozen. On the same 
day, Russia participated in joint virtual 
exercises to prevent oil spills off the coast 
of Norway. Formally, the country also 
continues to chair the Council’s working 
group on migratory birds. 

In a May 2025 public statement, 
outgoing chair of the Arctic Council, 
Espen Barth Eide—Minister of Foreign 
Affairs for Norway—noted the 
significance that the Arctic Council 
“remains united,” and added that “it is 
particularly important to maintain a forum 
for all Arctic States and the Indigenous 
Peoples in the region.” 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov is welcomed to the Arctic Council meeting in 
Iceland in 2021. Source: Arctic Council Archive

https://environment.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-commemorates-50-years-cooperation-protecting-baltic-sea-2024-04-25_en#:~:text=Due%20to%20Russia%27s%20war%20of%20aggression%20on%20Ukraine%2C%20HELCOM%20is%20currently%20on&text=involvement%20under%20HELCOM%20were%20suspended%2C%20as%20Russia%20is
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-commemorates-50-years-cooperation-protecting-baltic-sea-2024-04-25_en#:~:text=Due%20to%20Russia%27s%20war%20of%20aggression%20on%20Ukraine%2C%20HELCOM%20is%20currently%20on&text=involvement%20under%20HELCOM%20were%20suspended%2C%20as%20Russia%20is
https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/rso/arkticeskij-sovet/2016971/
https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/rso/arkticeskij-sovet/2029129/
https://www.reuters.com/world/west-russia-manage-limited-cooperation-arctic-despite-chill-ties-2024-05-14/
https://arctic-council.org/news/press-release-14th-meeting-arctic-council-joint-romssa-tromso-statement/
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Given that approximately half of the 
Arctic belongs to Russia, international 
Arctic agreements and projects often 
lack meaning without that nation’s 
participation. Arctic countries also 
fear that Russia, China and other 
“non-Western” countries will create 
alternative mechanisms for Arctic 
cooperation. In response, other Arctic 
countries are searching for a politically-
acceptable format for cooperation, 
primarily on environmental and 
climate issues.

Margaret Williams, Senior Fellow, 
Arctic Initiative, Belfer Center for 
Science and International Affairs 
at the Harvard Kennedy School of 
Government, noted that many advances 
in Arctic wildlife research over the 
last 30 years have been achieved as a 
result of cooperation between Western 
and Russian scientists. For example, 
population estimates and seasonal 
distributions of the Pacific walrus 
population and the Alaska Chukotka 
polar bear population were possible 
only because American and Russian 
scientists worked together on both 
sides of the Bering Strait. Since 2022, 
virtually all of this joint field work has 
ceased. 

Although the Arctic Council’s 
effectiveness has been weakened by 
interruptions stemming from the 
“double whammy” of the pandemic 
and then Russia’s war on Ukraine, 
Russia’s continuing engagement in the 

Arctic Council makes it an important 
and unique forum.

Read more: 
•	 What does Russia’s war in Ukraine 

mean for global biodiversity 
conservation efforts?

The Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries 
Agreement (CAOFA) is an interesting 
example of a regional environmental 
convention that has not been “frozen” 
due to the war in Ukraine. This 
agreement, which came into force in 
2021, introduced a 16-year ban on 
commercial fishing in the CAO, giving 
participating countries time to better 
study the region’s biodiversity and 
fishery potential in order to avoid 
future depletion of marine biological 
resources. The parties to the agreement 
are the EU, Denmark (as representative 
of Greenland), the US, Russia, Japan, 
Korea, Canada, China, Norway and 
Iceland. All four annual meetings of 
the parties have been held since the 
start of the war, with representatives 
from Russia participating in all of 
them, while also continuing to work in 
the coordinating scientific committee 
and other working bodies under the 
convention. Despite the fact that the 
parties to the agreement are divided by 
the war in Ukraine, trade wars and a 
host of other conflicts, they continue to 
try to work together on the development 
of a new environmental convention.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X24000587
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X24000587
https://uwecworkgroup.info/what-does-russias-war-in-ukraine-mean-for-global-biodiversity-conservation-efforts/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/what-does-russias-war-in-ukraine-mean-for-global-biodiversity-conservation-efforts/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/what-does-russias-war-in-ukraine-mean-for-global-biodiversity-conservation-efforts/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000449233.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000449233.pdf
https://vlab.noaa.gov/web/caofa/conference-of-parties-documents/-/document_library/TOZKad0XmEVJ/view_file/46600147?_com_liferay_document_library_web_portlet_DLPortlet_INSTANCE_TOZKad0XmEVJ_redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fvlab.noaa.gov%3A443%2Fweb%2Fcaofa%2Fconference-of-parties-documents%2F-%2Fdocument_library%2FTOZKad0XmEVJ%2Fview%2F46600122
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Is the policy of isolation 
working?

Political scientist Alexei Uvarov, 
in an interview with Riddle, says 
that excluding a country from the 
international mechanism often serves 
a symbolic function: it reflects already 
established international isolation 
rather than being its cause. He notes 
that “exclusion can play a significant 
reputational role, and in certain areas—
such as technological exchange, science, 
or economic cooperation—these measures 
can have tangible effects. However, their 
impact remains limited and rarely becomes 
a decisive factor in altering a state’s foreign 
policy strategy. This raises questions 
about the effectiveness of such measures 
as tools for preventing wars and ensuring 
international security.”

The examples of Russia and Belarus 
withdrawing from conventions show 
that there can be varying reasons for such 
decisions. The most common scenario 
is when the participation of aggressor 
countries in cooperation mechanisms 
has been severely restricted by partners, 
allowing these countries to justify their 
withdrawal by arguing that further 
nominal participation without the 
possibility of actual cooperation was 
useless. In the context of international 
conventions, it was not participation per 
se that was restricted, but the right to 
hold leadership positions or represent 
all members of the convention bodies, 
which allowed Russia and Belarus, in 

particular, to claim “discrimination”. It 
is worth noting that official delegations 
from the Russian Federation often act 
very selectively. For example, despite 
suspending funding for projects on its 
territory, Russia did not withdraw from 
membership on the boards of directors 
at international development banks.

Experts UWEC spoke with have 
not yet identified a single case where 
restricting Russia’s participation 
in an international environmental 
mechanism was dictated by real 
security threats in wartime or 
that such restrictions reduced the 
likelihood of aggressive actions 
in the future. Excluding a country 
from environmental agreements or 
restricting its participation in them 
often reduces that nation’s compliance 
with international environmental 
obligations. In other words, ultimately, 
this is more detrimental to the 
international community than to 
the aggressor state. However, it is 
important to note that mechanisms such 
as the Arctic Council, CBSS and BEAC 
involve a wide range of interactions 
that go far beyond environmental and 
climate issues.

UNESCO offers an alternative 
approach to “educating the aggressor”. 
Although international condemnation 
of the aggression and sanctions led 
to the cancellation of the 2022 World 
Heritage Committee session in Kazan 
and to Russia’s refusal to chair the 

https://ridl.io/ostracism-in-the-21st-century-russia-and-the-limits-of-international-isolation/
https://www.dw.com/ru/cto-budet-esli-rossia-vyjdet-iz-unesko/a-66827100


UWEC ISSUE 32

18

Committee, no one has “put Russia’s 
membership in the organization on 
strategic hold.” Nevertheless, the 
governing bodies of conventions and 
mechanisms coordinated by UNESCO 
regularly attempt to take measures 
to counter Russian aggression. At 
the same time, representatives of the 
Russian Foreign Ministry are, in a sense, 
“forced” to participate in the meetings, 
which, according to experts, has a 
greater moral impact on the Russian 
delegation than if the discussions were 
held without the Russian delegation (in 
the event that the country withdrew 
from UNESCO).

Read more: 
•	 Ukraine’s UNESCO World 

Heritage sites at risk as war goes 
on

Whether it is useful to restrict the 
participation of aggressor countries 
in international environmental and 
climate agreements is a complex ethical 
and political question. Even while such 
a measure is inevitable in the course of 
political confrontation, ultimately its 
utility is not clear and the costs are very 
high.

The withdrawal of countries 
from international environmental 
agreements generally weakens the 
international system of environmental 
and climate governance/regulation as 
well as significantly complicating the 

work of environmental organizations 
and civil society activists within 
these countries. The withdrawal of 
an aggressor-country from regional 
agreements is the most painful for 
potential environmental protection and 
monitoring in a particular region, be it 
the Arctic, Europe, or the Black Sea.

Oleksii Vasyliuk, chair of the 
Ukrainian Nature Conservation 
Group (UNCG), is convinced that 
when aggressor countries withdraw 
from conventions, the mechanisms 
that hold them accountable to the 
international community and civil 
society are destroyed. “Contrary to 
initial impressions, denunciation is not 
a ‘victory over the aggressor’. 

On the contrary,” he continues, “it 
means withdrawal from international 
obligations. Not being a participant in 
an agreement means not being a violator. 
Mechanisms for public participation in the 
work of conventions made it possible to 
share information about problems outside 
the aggressor countries and to facilitate 
external influence on them. Now, NGOs 
(including activists from countries that 
have initiated military conflicts) are losing 
important channels through which they 
can monitor performance and influence the 
environmental policies of these countries. 
This means that NGOs can no longer 
help the international community to 
compel authoritarian regimes to comply 
with international law.” Earlier, UNCG 
published a statement calling to expel 

https://pragmatika.media/en/news/iunesko-ukhvalyla-popravku-iaka-posylyt-zakhyst-kulturnoi-spadshchyny-pid-chas-vijny/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ukraines-unesco-world-heritage-sites-at-risk-as-war-goes-on/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ukraines-unesco-world-heritage-sites-at-risk-as-war-goes-on/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/ukraines-unesco-world-heritage-sites-at-risk-as-war-goes-on/
https://uncg.org.ua/en/
https://uncg.org.ua/en/
https://uncg.org.ua/vykliuchyty-zi-skladu-kerivnykh-orhaniv-ne-zi-skladu-uchasnykiv-chomu-rosiia-ta-bilorus-maiut-lyshytysia-v-skladi-mizhnarodnykh-ekolohichnykh-uhod/
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Russia from the governing bodies 
of conventions but not from their 
membership in those conventions.

Conversely, the world’s attention 
is now focused on the dismantling 
of international environmental 
agreements initiated by the new US 
administration, which was, until 2025, 
the largest financial contributor to many 
agreements and conventions. Against 
this backdrop, turmoil in international 
environmental cooperation caused by 
the war in Ukraine is gradually becoming 
less visible and less significant for the 
international community. Ultimately, 
however, it will also contribute to 
the collapse of modern international 
environmental law.

The evolution of the international 
environmental law system and 
the mechanisms that ensure its 
implementation is inevitable. 
Moreover, such changes will be very 
painful in a world already torn by 
contradictions. Therefore, the challenge 
of interaction with aggressor countries 
within the framework of international 
environmental agreements requires 
joint discussion and analysis, balanced 
collective decisions and consistent 
implementation in the practical 
mechanisms of international politics. •

Main image: Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov assumes Arctic Council 

Chairmanship in 2021, Reykjavik, Iceland.  
Source: Arctic Council Archive

https://www.flickr.com/photos/arctic_council/albums/72157719277253281/
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Russia selling off rare 
animals from Ukraine’s 
Askania-Nova nature reserve

Olha Tkach

A new investigation shows that Russian-
installed authorities in southeastern 

Ukraine have been illegally removing 
animals from one of the country’s oldest 
and most important steppeland reserves, 
including rare species such as Chapman’s 
zebra.

An investigation by a Ukrainian 
environmental media outlet has revealed 
that Russia is using Ukraine’s Askania-
Nova Biosphere Reserve, Europe’s 

largest steppeland conservation area, as 
a hub for illegal transfers and sales of 
animals, including rare and protected 
species. 

One of the most important centers 
of the European steppe ecosystem, 
Askania-Nova is located in the south of 
the Kherson region, an area which was 
swiftly overrun by invading Russian 
troops in early 2022 and has been under 
occupation ever since.

https://ursamedia.com.ua/history/zebra-na-miljon-yak-zhurnalisty-ursa-media-domovlyalysya-z-okupantamy-pro-kupivlyu-tvaryny-iz-askaniyi-nova/
https://wownature.in.ua/en/parks-and-reserves/falz-fein-biosphere-reserve-askania-nova/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/askania-nova-biosphere-reserve-captured-by-invaders/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/askania-nova-biosphere-reserve-captured-by-invaders/
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URSA.MEDIA’s investigation team 
corresponded (via Telegram and email) 
with the reserve’s Russian-installed 
management and discussed the sale of 
animals with potential buyers, including 
rare Chapman’s zebras. In one particular 
exchange, the occupation administration 
asked for about one million Russian 
rubles (around $12,000) per animal.

“Askania-Nova has lost ten Chapman’s 
zebras—nearly one-third of the entire herd 
once kept at the reserve,” Viktor Shapoval, 
the reserve’s director, told URSA.
MEDIA. “What actually interests those who 
are removing the animals? They’re rare and 
exotic species. So it’s not surprising that 
zebras are in demand.”

As he explained, the removal of 
animals from the reserve took several 
forms, ranging from public events to 

covert operations. The first documented 
cases of illegal animal transfers date to 
late 2023; at least 20 such incidents have 
been recorded to date.

“Sometimes the removals were carried out 
with great publicity, as in the case involving 
Oleg Zubkov, the director of the Yalta Zoo,” 
said Shapoval. “But that wasn’t always the 
case. Very often, transfers were arranged 
quietly, especially when animals were being 
moved into the territory of the Russian 
Federation.”

One such incident involved the 
transfer of Przewalski’s horses to 
Russia’s Rostov region. This species is 
listed in the Red Book of Ukraine and 
also included in the appendices of the 
Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (CITES).

Source: URSA.MEDIA

https://zoopark.rv.ua/index.php/ua/2015-06-18-06-41-13/dobri-spravy/89-statti/travoidni-sumchasti-hryzuny-parno-neparnokopytni/137-zebra-chapmana
https://ursamedia.com.ua/history/zebra-na-miljon-yak-zhurnalisty-ursa-media-domovlyalysya-z-okupantamy-pro-kupivlyu-tvaryny-iz-askaniyi-nova/
https://www.ukrinform.ua/rubric-regions/3796153-z-askaniinovoi-zagarbniki-vivezli-do-rosii-kilka-cervonokniznih-zebr-ta-konej-przevalskogo.html
https://ursamedia.com.ua/history/zebra-na-miljon-yak-zhurnalisty-ursa-media-domovlyalysya-z-okupantamy-pro-kupivlyu-tvaryny-iz-askaniyi-nova/
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The convention—also ratified by 
Russia—establishes strict regulations on 
the movement of such species and requires 
official authorization from competent 
authorities. These requirements have 
been completely disregarded by the 
occupation administration.

Journalists have also discovered listings 
on the Russian classifieds website Avito 
advertising animals from Askania-Nova 
for sale. According to the investigation, 
private zoo and park owners in Crimea 
and Krasnodar Territory were involved 
in these illegal transfers.

Over 125 years of 
conservation history

Spanning more than 33,000 hectares 
of virgin steppe, the Askania-Nova 
Biosphere Reserve dates back to 1898, 
making it Ukraine’s first nature reserve. 
It was established on the privately held 
lands of Friedrich Falz-Fein, a descendant 
of German colonists. 

Askania-Nova is home to more than 
2,500 plant species and around 2,200 
animal species, over 300 of which are 
protected species listed in Ukraine’s 
Red Data Book. The reserve lies on 
a major migratory corridor, with up 
to 800,000 birds crossing its territory 
annually.

Officially designated a biosphere 
reserve in 1919, today Askania-Nova 
is a significant research center and a 
member of UNESCO’s Man and the 
Biosphere program. It plays a vital role 

in the preservation and restoration of 
rare wild species.

“Askania’s animal population is 
unique. Its history spans not decades 
but centuries. A distinct genotype has 
evolved within this reserve—animals 
adapted to the steppe environment of 
Ukraine, and therefore clearly different 
from their counterparts in natural 
ranges,” said Viktor Shapoval.

After Russian-installed authorities 
took control of Askania-Nova in spring 
2023, its Ukrainian management 
effectively lost access to the reserve, 
meaning they are now reliant primarily 
upon Russian media and social platforms 
for information about conditions inside 
Askania‑Nova. 

Headlines such as “Animals 
from Askania Transferred as Part of 
Exchanges to Krasnodar Territory, 
Crimea, Rostov‑on‑Don, Ryazan” or 
“Askania Steppes on Fire” provide only 
fragmented glimpses of the devastation 
unfolding within the reserve.

Covering their tracks
According to Shapoval, much of 

the information about these incidents 
was deliberately suppressed. Public 
statements from the occupation 
administration often mentioned only 
the “arrival” of new animals, while the 
details of their illegal removal were 
omitted.

“It doesn’t matter what exactly is being 
removed—even if it’s ordinary livestock. 
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The issue is that all of this is being done in 
violation of both national legislation and 
international law,” he said.

“There were cases where such criminal 
actions were carried out entirely behind the 
scenes, and no mention of them appeared at 
all on occupation-controlled platforms.”

Shapoval added that, as a result of 
neglect under occupation, the reserve’s 
collection of African Cape buffalo 
(Syncerus caffer caffer) has been virtually 
wiped out.

“It’s obvious that a buffalo native to Africa 
cannot tolerate open steppe conditions in 
December—these are warm-climate animals, 
not adapted to low temperatures,” he 
lamented, adding that four buffalo had died 

as a result of negligence by the occupation 
authorities. “Three died of hypothermia,” he 
explained, “and another broke its neck after 
striking a tractor during forced herding.”

Too much fire, not enough 
water

According to Shapoval, the situation in 
the reserve has been further aggravated 
by large-scale fires that have destroyed 
thousands of hectares of steppe. These fires 
are not always of natural origin: since 2023 
Russian military units within Askania-
Nova have triggered a number of blazes.

The most recent major fire, which began 
on July 1, 2025 and burned for several days, 
was directly linked to military activity—

Source: URSA.MEDIA

https://www.facebook.com/100063663067251/posts/970628361735924/?rdid=OrVcKFaWMgX8R5a5
https://uwecworkgroup.info/fires-in-askania-nova-consequences-of-military-occupation-of-a-reserve/
https://ursamedia.com.ua/history/zebra-na-miljon-yak-zhurnalisty-ursa-media-domovlyalysya-z-okupantamy-pro-kupivlyu-tvaryny-iz-askaniyi-nova/
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including the operation of Russian air-
defense systems. Shapoval warns that 
the occupiers’ military presence poses an 
acute threat to both the reserve’s natural 
ecosystems and its collections, which are 
of global significance.

A tragic example of this is the fate of 
Askania-Nova’s saiga antelopes (Saiga 
tatarica). At the beginning of 2023, the 
reserve’s saiga population numbered 
564 individuals, but after a fire triggered 
by the operation of Russian air-defense 
systems, more than 200 animals 
perished—nearly one-third of the total 
population. “After the August 2023 fire, 
we found hundreds of burned saiga 
carcasses,” said Shapoval. This has been 
one of the most devastating consequences 
of the Russian occupation for the reserve.

The water supply situation at Askania-
Nova remains extremely precarious. 
As Shapoval explains, the reserve’s 
artificial collections—the zoo and the 
dendrological park—depend entirely on 
water drawn from artesian wells powered 
by electric pumps. When electricity is cut 
off, the pumps stop, irrigation ceases, and 
the dendrological park faces collapse. 
Stagnant water exposed to summer 
heat promotes bacterial growth, further 
threatening the health of the collections.

Shapoval also described a severe 
shortage of feed, which endangers 
the survival of the reserve’s animals. 
Russian delegations periodically stage 
photographs at the zoo gates, cynically 
posing with crates of cabbages and apples 

that are supposedly “humanitarian aid.” 
In reality, these gestures bear no relation 
to the reserve’s actual needs.

According to Shapoval, the ungulate 
collection at Askania-Nova numbers over 
1,500 individuals and requires up to 10 
metric tons of grain feed per month during 
peak seasons. In this context, symbolic 
vegetable parcels amount to little more 
than propaganda theater, creating an 
illusion of care while the animals continue 
to suffer from hunger and neglect.

Occupation or not, work 
goes on

The Ukrainian prosecutor general’s 
office estimates that losses from the illegal 
removal of animals run into hundreds of 
thousands of dollars. Several Ukrainian 
citizens are under investigation for 
collaboration in the scheme.

Shapoval complained that while 
international conservation treaties set 
procedures prohibiting the export of 
protected species, they lack effective 
enforcement when a state itself becomes 
the aggressor and violates the agreements.

“These documents were developed 
under entirely different circumstances,” 
he said. “No one could have imagined that 
a state party to international conventions 
might act as a terrorist and endanger the 
survival of protected natural areas.”

Despite the extremely difficult 
conditions, the Ukrainian Askania-Nova 
team continues to work and collect material 
documenting the crimes committed by 

https://dpss-ks.gov.ua/novini/na-xersonshhini-zajmayutsya-rozvedennyam-rovesnikiv-mamontiv
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the Russian occupiers. This evidence, 
intended to form the basis for future 
legal proceedings, is being submitted to 
the State Environmental Inspectorate, the 
Specialized Environmental Prosecutor’s 
Office and the Kherson Regional Military 
Administration’s Commission for 
Assessing Environmental Damage. 

Shapoval was at pains to point out 
that even under current conditions, 
the reserve continues to function as a 
research institution.

“We must understand that Askania-Nova 
remains a scientific center,” he said. “Even 
if we have temporarily lost direct access to 
the site, our staff continue their work. We’re 
conducting research in related biotopes and 
carrying out field expeditions”.

He added that his team continues to 
publish the scientific journal Askania-
Nova Biosphere Reserve Reports, first 
established in 1921. The publication 
features research articles on the reserve’s 
flora and fauna.

Askania-Nova needs 
Ukrainian victory

Today, Askania-Nova stands not 
only as a symbol of resilience but also 

as a tragic example of how the Russian 
occupation is devastating natural 
ecosystems and unique collections of 
international significance.

Animal theft, steppe fires, the loss 
of species and the destruction of 
infrastructure are all direct consequences 
of the occupiers’ actions. Russia must 
be held accountable for violating 
international norms and committing war 
crimes on the reserve’s territory.

Restoring Askania-Nova will require 
long-term, interdisciplinary work and 
substantial support—both from the 
Ukrainian state and from international 
partners committed to preserving its 
unique genetic heritage. Meanwhile, 
the reserve’s team must continue their 
scientific activities and systematically 
document every environmental crime 
committed by the occupation authorities.

Ultimately, all these efforts will have 
practical meaning only in the event of 
Ukrainian victory and the liberation of 
Askania-Nova from Russian occupation. 
Only then will it be possible to begin 
restoring Europe’s largest steppe 
reserve.•

Translated by Alastair Gill

https://askania-nova-zapovidnik.gov.ua/2021/12/16/zhurnal-visti-fahovij/
https://askania-nova-zapovidnik.gov.ua/2021/12/16/zhurnal-visti-fahovij/
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Environmental and Climate 
Activism in the time  
of invasion: Georgia

Alexej Ovchinnikov

In the first part of this series we reported 
on the persecution and pressure that 

environmental activists have faced in Belarus 
since 2020 and which have only increased since 
the full-scale invasion. In part two, we look at 
the situation in Georgia, a country that is also 
currently mired in political crisis. 

.
With the world distracted by the full-

scale invasion of Ukraine and Israel’s 
bombardment of Gaza, media have paid 
only sporadic attention to the ongoing 

political crisis in Georgia, which began 
when the opposition accused the ruling 
party Georgian Dream of electoral fraud 
during parliamentary elections in 2024 
in which it tightened its 12-year grip on 
power. 

Meanwhile, the country is suffering 
significantly from climate and 
environmental problems—issues that are 
only intensifying. The year 2025 has been 
marked by both abnormal drought and 
abnormal precipitation, and Georgia’s 
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glaciers continue to melt, which could 
lead to a repeat of the tragedy in the 
mountain resort of Shovi in 2023, where 
a landslide killed at least 32. 

Political crisis in Georgia. 
A page out of the Russian 
playbook

In April 2024, large-scale street protests 
broke out in Georgia after the government 
pushed through a bill to introduce a 
“foreign agent” law similar to that in force 
in Russia, despite widespread criticism 
from the Georgian public, NGOs and 
representatives of Western democracies. 
Protesters and civil society groups had 
previously forced the government to back 
down in 2023 when it first attempted to 
pass the legislation.

Under the law, any legal entity or 
individual in Georgia receiving funding 

from abroad can be designated a “foreign 
agent.” The legislation mandates that 
all non-governmental organizations 
and initiatives undergo a complex 
registration process, during which 
they are not only required to disclose 
information about their work (especially 
dangerous when it involves working 
with vulnerable and sensitive groups of 
people who would prefer information 
about them not be made public), but also 
be stigmatized with the label of “foreign 
agent.”

After the parliamentary elections of 
October 2024 sparked further protests, 
Georgian Dream, now enjoying a 
practical monopoly on power, turned 
to the use of strongarm tactics, using  
security forces to brutally suppress 
dissent. The opposition, along with 
President Salome Zurabishvili, decided 

A Georgian Dream propaganda poster juxtaposes a photograph of a destroyed Ukrainian city 
with an image of Tbilisi. Source: Info 9

https://www.ips-journal.eu/topics/economy-and-ecology/a-tragic-lesson-6975/
https://www.ips-journal.eu/topics/economy-and-ecology/a-tragic-lesson-6975/
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to boycott parliament, labeling it 
illegitimate. However, this attempt to 
change the government failed. On the 
contrary, as the only party represented 
in parliament, Georgian Dream now had 
the ability to pass the laws it wanted. 
One such example was a law banning 
so-called “LGBT+ propaganda,” making 
life dangerous for the country’s LGBT+ 
activists. Pressure continued to build 
on organizations that refused to register 
as “foreign agents.” There is now talk 
of criminal prosecution for failing to 
register. Some activists have decided to 
leave Georgia.

The “foreign agents” bill was later 
revised and amended, supposedly to 
bring it into alignment with the Foreign 
Agents Registration Act (FARA) in the 
U.S., which is intended to counter foreign 
organizations that engage in political 
activity. It’s worth noting, however, 
that most public programs in Georgia 
run on international aid. Virtually every 
school, organization and village receives 
support from “foreign agents.” For 
example, the country’s oldest national 
park, Lagodekhi, was largely financed by 
foreign funds. The same applies to most 
environmental projects in Georgia, from 
recycling to environmental protection.

This situation is having a direct 
impact on the work of both NGOs and 
environmental activists. Georgian Dream 
has consistently resorted to conspiracy 
theories in an attempt to tarnish the 
image of protesters and members of 

the opposition, claiming civil society 
activists are agents of a “deep state” and 
a “shadow government.” 

Many of Georgia’s environmental 
organizations refused to register as 
“foreign agents,” which resulted in their 
activities being frozen. A good example 
is the largest Georgian environmental 
organization, Green Alternative, which 
appears to have ceased operations—at 
least, its website and social media have 
not been updated since February-March 
2025.

Georgia Dream turns its 
back on Ukraine

Georgian Dream justifies its 
increasingly repressive measures, among 
other things, by citing its reluctance to 
be drawn into a war with Russia. In the 
lead-up to both the 2024 parliamentary 
elections and the 2025 municipal 
elections, the party’s campaign posters 
featured photographs of devastated 
Ukrainian cities, which were set 
alongside pictures of “prosperous” 
Georgia. Critics questioned the morality 
of such a propagandistic approach.

It was all a stark contrast to the staunch 
support shown for Ukraine during the 
first months of the full-scale invasion, 
when every Georgian city was adorned 
with Ukrainian flags. This is hardly 
surprising—parts of Georgian territory 
(South Ossetia and Abkhazia) are still 
considered to be under indirect Russian 
occupation. The governments of these 

A Georgian Dream propaganda poster juxtaposes a photograph of a destroyed Ukrainian city with an image of Tbilisi. Source: Info 9

https://civil.ge/archives/626224
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self-proclaimed breakaway republics are 
backed by Moscow, and Georgia fought a 
brief war with Russia over South Ossetia 
in 2008.

It is clear that the repression and 
rollback of democracy in Georgia, as 
well as the reversal of Tbilisi’s trajectory 
toward European integration, are having 
a direct impact upon environmental 
activists in the country. A lack of financial 
support (following the adoption of 
the “foreign agent” law, foundations 
are unable to work with Georgian 
organizations on a full basis), the drawn-
out political crisis, the stigmatization 
of activism and the polarization of 
society—all of this is hampering the 
work of organizations and projects, and 
they are facing challenges they had not 
encountered prior to 2024.

Creating safe spaces for 
activists

Nini Khuroshvili is one of the co-
founders of Ecovillage Georgia, a project 
that is not only an experiment in creating 
an environmentally friendly, sustainable 
settlement in the country, but also aims 
to serve as a “safe space” for activists.

An environmental and climate activist 
whose background is originally in the 
arts, Khuroshvili first became inspired by 
the idea of creating ​​an environmentally 
friendly, egalitarian form of human 
coexistence after volunteering in an 
ecovillage in Western Europe eight or 
nine years ago.

“I lived in different places and learned 
more about sustainable living, not just 
in theory but also in practice, as part of 
everyday life. I learned about how to self-
organize as a community, about teamwork, 
how to develop permaculture and sustainable 
farming, environmental infrastructure and 
much more,” Khuroshvili told UWEC 
Work Group.

As a result, she was inspired to ​​create 
an ecovillage in Georgia, an idea which 
she developed with friends and other 
activists. The long process of forming the 
community began. This would become 
the core and foundation of the ecovillage, 
which they envisioned as a settlement 
where people united by a common idea 
would build homes and live permanently. 
It took about five years to organize the 
community structure, develop a decision-
making methodology and search for a 
suitable plot. In December 2023, they 
finally purchased a piece of land in the 
Lagodekhi district, and the project began 
to take shape.

“I work in activism, not just environmental 
activism but also queer activism, feminism, 
and ecofeminism in Georgia. So when we 
created the Ecovillage project, the plan from 
the start was to organize it so that it could 
accommodate people. For example, if they 
needed time to recharge their batteries, we’d 
be able to organize retreats for different 
groups. Because we have a lot of land and 
ample benefits to share. We have a stream 
and a small forest. People can relax here, feel 
safe, and discuss important topics in a safe 

https://ecovillagegeorgia.ge/
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environment, which is especially important 
in the current political situation.”

The country’s lurch into political crisis 
in 2024 brought challenges to Ecovillage 
Georgia, as it did to other environmental 
initiatives. It proved virtually impossible 
to obtain new grants, having a serious 
impact on planning and financial 
support for the project. It also affected 
the participants themselves, who 
experienced—and continue to experience 
psychological pressure. Many plans 
for 2024-2025 had to be postponed and 
adapted to the current circumstances. 
However, the project has increasingly 
become able to play the role of a “safe 
space.”

Khuroshvili explains that another 
side-effect of the country’s ongoing 
political crisis is that environmental 
and climate change issues, which have 
become increasingly common in Georgia 
in recent years, have vanished from the 
agenda. Not that the problems have gone 
away, of course; they are clearly visible 
and are the subject of frequent discussion 
by those living in rural areas, who are 
more exposed to the consequences of 
climate change than city dwellers. 

A good example of this is the extreme 
snowfalls in the Guria and Adjara regions 
in February 2025, which left settlements 
completely cut off. With no government 
response, volunteers stepped in to help 
stranded residents in the worst-hit areas, 
though they were unable to prevent a 
number of fatalities.

Snow is not the only problem. Every 
June, Georgia suffers from severe hail 
and rain, which destroy crops. On August 
3, 2023, a mudflow caused by melting 
glaciers in the Racha region killed 18 
people, with another 18 never found. 
August 2025, however, was unusually 
hot, resulting in water shortages in some 
regions. In the eastern region of Kakheti, 
one of Georgia’s largest agricultural 
regions, entire rivers dried up.

Climate issues slip out of 
sight

Neither the government in Tbilisi 
nor the country’s municipal authorities, 
however, appear to have any desire 
to openly address the consequences 
of climate-induced extreme weather 
events, which are becoming increasingly 
common in Georgia.

“There’s no climate adaptation and 
mitigation plan, which Georgia should have 
implemented long ago. And while three years 
ago the government at least declared its 
intention to work in this area as part of its 
European integration plans, it’s all changed 
recently. Today, I have the feeling that the 
climate agenda is no longer being discussed,” 
says Khuroshvili.

One relatively positive development is 
that some villages have begun to revive 
since the COVID-19 pandemic—many 
city dwellers took the decision to move 
out to the countryside, even if only for the 
summer. After the protests petered out, 
the desire to escape the stress of city life 
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only intensified. In view of the ongoing 
outflow of rural populations to cities, this 
was a welcome sign. Furthermore, these 
newcomers bring with them a modern 
approach to agriculture, green practices 
and an interest in organic produce.

But with civil society initiatives 
closing down and disappearing, this is 
clearly not enough. More worryingly, 
the suspension of activist work primarily 
affects small groups, remote regions, and 
those spaces and communities that were 
already deprived of government support 
and relied on NGOs. Now that they have 
been designated “foreign agents,” these 
NGOs are facing not only difficulties in 
finding funding but also coming under 
political pressure.

“We don’t need government support; we 
can handle this ourselves,” says Khuroshvili. 
“But don’t put pressure on us. Don’t arrest our 
friends. Don’t make us experience additional 
stress or force us to navigate the complexities 
of new laws. As a group, we can cope with this, 
but leave us alone,” she explains, adding 
that even given the war in Ukraine and the 
economic and political crisis in Georgia, 
Ecovillage can become a sustainable 
project and a safe space for others. 

“Maybe we can find solutions to 
environmental and climate problems for 
the local population. But if we want to 
achieve this, we shouldn’t create additional 
difficulties. Yes, we need financial support 
and additional resources, but I think we can 
find these if the situation around us becomes 
more stable.”

“It’s also crucial today for environmental 
and climate initiatives—not only in Georgia 
but throughout the Caucasus—to set up 
cooperation, form networks and share their 
experiences, energy and resources. This will 
not only preserve projects but also gives them 
a chance of developing.”

When asked what keeps her 
focused and motivated to work during 
challenging times, when environmental 
and climate activism is under pressure 
not only in the Eastern Europe, Caucasus 
and Central Asia (EECCA) region but 
also globally, Khuroshvili says that above 
all she is driven by people’s faith in what 
she and her colleagues are doing.

“It’s also important to understand that 
whatever you do, it has meaning,” she 
explains. “As I continue working on the 
project, I hope that it will be beneficial and 
that it’s important. And these feelings are 
reinforced when I see the reactions of those 
who come to Ecovillage Georgia, work the 
land, cook for each other, prune trees and 
bring their ideas to life.”

“I see how diverse the people who come to 
us are, and yet we manage to create harmony 
through relationships with each other and 
with nature. Both we and they are grateful 
for this opportunity and this experience. And 
this is what drives me. It’s very important 
to me. Through this gratitude, you feel a 
connection with the land.” 

Eco-communities and ecovillages are 
increasingly being presented as both 
a gathering place for activists and a 
networking space. This not only goes for 
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Georgia but is also the case in Ukraine, 
where ecovillages like Tepla Hora have 
played a key role in hosting migrants and 
rehabilitating soldiers and other affected 
people affected by the all-out Russian 
invasion. In the next and final article in this 
series, we will look at how environmental 
organizations and initiatives in Ukraine 
have coped with this immense challenge 
in the last few years. •

Translated by Alastair Gill
This series was produced as part of the 

Thematic Networks of PULSE, a European 
initiative that supports transnational journalistic 

collaborations. You can read the first article in 
this series here.

Main image source: AP Photo/Pavel 
Bednyakov

https://n-ost.org/projects/pulse
https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Projects2/PULSE-Europe-beyond-the-beat
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Ukraine scores decisive 
victory at World 
Conservation Congress

Oleksii Vasyliuk, Viktoriya Hubareva

In October 2025, as the full-scale war 
raged on, for the first time Ukraine 

joined the world’s most important nature 
conservation body, the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature. This year’s 
World Conservation Congress was a test 
of the global conservation community’s 
readiness to speak about the war in terms of 
a threat to biodiversity. And the efforts of the 
Kyiv delegation showed that Ukraine is now 
a global player on the conservation scene.  

The 2025 IUCN (International 
Union for Conservation of Nature) 
World Conservation Congress was 

a real breakthrough for Ukrainian 
environmental organizations. The 
delegation from Kyiv managed to 
push through a resolution on the 
mechanisms for working with IUCN 
members involved in armed conflicts, 
blocked an attempt by Russia to use 
the forum to ease sanctions, brought 
home international awards for its parks 
and partners, and also opened the path 
toward the creation of an IUCN Green 
List in Ukraine. 

Held from October 9-15, 2025 in Abu 
Dhabi (United Arab Emirates), the 

https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%9C%D1%96%D0%B6%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B9_%D1%81%D0%BE%D1%8E%D0%B7_%D0%BE%D1%85%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B8_%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B8
https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%9C%D1%96%D0%B6%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B9_%D1%81%D0%BE%D1%8E%D0%B7_%D0%BE%D1%85%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B8_%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B8


UWEC ISSUE 32

34

congress was attended by around 10,000 
participants, with many more joining 
remotely using a virtual platform 
provided by the organizers.

The world’s largest forum for 
environmental issues, the IUCN World 
Conservation Congress is a key global 
event for defenders of nature, scientists, 
government officials, civil society 
and business. It is a platform where 
the biggest questions concerning the 
protection of species and ecosystems are 
discussed.

At state level, Ukraine is not 
yet a member of the IUCN. It was 
represented at the congress by two 
public organizations: the Ukrainian 
Nature Conservation Group (a IUCN 
member since 2023) and Environment 
People Law (a IUCN member since 
2005). At this year’s congress, the two 
member organizations were joined by 
representatives of the Nature Fund of 

Ukraine, the Tuzly Estuaries National 
Park and the Frankfurt Zoological 
Society in Ukraine (FZS Ukraine).

Founded in 1948, the IUCN is one of 
the world’s largest conservation unions, 
with over 1,400 members from more than 
170 countries. These include government 
agencies, scientific institutes, public 
organizations and representatives 
of indigenous peoples. The union 
coordinates global efforts aimed at 
preserving biodiversity, developing a 
network of nature conservation areas, 
counteracting climate change and 
developing international environmental 
policies. The IUCN is the founder of the 
Red List of Threatened Species.

IUCN and the war in 
Ukraine: No more easy 
rides for aggressors

Before every IUCN World Congress, 
its members have the right to put 

The auditorium at the 2025 IUCN World Congress in Abu Dhabi. Source: Ukrainian Nature 
Conservation Group

https://iucn.org/our-union/members/iucn-members/ukrainian-nature-conservation-group
https://iucn.org/our-union/members/iucn-members/ukrainian-nature-conservation-group
https://wownature.in.ua/natsionalnyy-pryrodnyy-park-tuzlovski-lymany/
https://wownature.in.ua/natsionalnyy-pryrodnyy-park-tuzlovski-lymany/
https://ukraine.fzs.org/
https://ukraine.fzs.org/
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forward official motions, which form 
the union’s global nature protection 
policy. After adoption, they become 
IUCN resolutions or recommendations, 
which determine the organization’s 
work agenda for the next four years and 
beyond.

This year was the first time that the 
issue of the environmental consequences 
of the war in Ukraine was raised at the 
IUCN World Congress. Backed by the 
Nature Fund of Ukraine, the Ukrainian 
Nature Conservation Group initiated 
Motion 065, “Establishing Mechanisms 
for Interaction with IUCN Members 
Involved in Armed Conflicts”, which 
was adopted in an electronic vote and 
became an IUCN resolution. It was 
joined by Environment People Law, 
Georgia’s Caucasus Environmental 
NGO Network and three US groups: 

the Center for Large Landscape 
Conservation, the Earth Law Center and 
the Center for Environmental Ethics and 
Law. 

What does this resolution provide? 
From now on, the IUCN is obligated to 
develop special conditions that place 
limits on participation for aggressor 
nations and organizations registered in 
these countries. It will also introduce 
other potential resolutions on armed 
conflicts, wars and nature protection.

Russia fails in attempt to 
avoid sanctions

The Russian participants of the 
congress—including at state level—
tried to use the event for their political 
goals. One of the goals of the Russian 
delegation was to convince the congress 
to adopt a resolution that would amend 

Presentation of motions at the 2025 IUCN World Congress. Source: Ukrainian Nature 
Conservation Group

https://iucn-2025.s3.eu-west-3.amazonaws.com/motions/en/065-EVOTE-Establishing%20mechanisms%20for%20engagement%20with%20IUCN%20Members-EN.pdf
https://iucn-2025.s3.eu-west-3.amazonaws.com/motions/en/065-EVOTE-Establishing%20mechanisms%20for%20engagement%20with%20IUCN%20Members-EN.pdf
https://iucn-2025.s3.eu-west-3.amazonaws.com/motions/en/065-EVOTE-Establishing%20mechanisms%20for%20engagement%20with%20IUCN%20Members-EN.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/union/sites/union/files/doc/1._Results_to_publish_-_electronic_vote_on_motions_graphs.pdf
https://www.cenn.org/
https://www.cenn.org/
https://largelandscapes.org/
https://largelandscapes.org/
https://www.earthlawcenter.org/
https://www.environmentalethicsandlaw.org/
https://www.environmentalethicsandlaw.org/
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the wording of the IUCN Charter—
the organization’s main document. If 
adopted, this resolution would have 
meant that the member countries and 
organizations of the IUCN consider the 
international sanctions against Russia 
unjust discrimination. Additionally, 
they sought to cancel membership fees 
for Russian organizations that had 
“suffered” as a result of the introduction 
of international sanctions against the 
Russian Federation. These lobbying 
efforts were financially supported by the 
Russian state nuclear agency Rosatom.

Despite the fact that Russia was 
represented by a rather large delegation 
headed by a representative of the 
corresponding ministry, the Ukrainian 
team was able to convince the 
international community not to vote for 
the adoption of this resolution.

By speaking out and taking a tough 
position during the negotiation process, 
they consigned the overtly pro-Russian 
resolution to oblivion. Excerpts from the 
two-day struggle (the presentations by 
the Ukrainian and Russian sides) can be 
viewed here.

Ukrainian representative 
elected to IUCN executive 
role

Ukrainian citizen Diana Garlytska 
was elected IUCN Regional Councillor 
for Eastern Europe, North and Central 
Asia.

This is in recognition of her 
longstanding activity in climate and 
environmental youth diplomacy, as 
well as her work in the education 
sphere, aimed at strengthening the 
region’s role in the global processes 

Notice of the appointment of Diana Garlytska to the post of IUCN Regional Councillor. 
Source: Ukrainian Nature Conservation Group

https://youtu.be/pkZf4jXANW4
https://iucncongress2025.org/speakers/diana-garlytska
https://youtu.be/tbTjzQrFflI
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of environmental protection and 
sustainable development. 

Diana Garlytska is the founder of 
the Vilnius-based public organization 
Sustainability Narrative Institute, which 
works on advocacy and communication 
issues in the sustainable development 
field. She is also conducting research 
into green finance as part of her PhD. 
Her election to the IUCN Council opens 
up new opportunities to represent the 
interests of Ukraine and the countries of 
Eastern Europe, North Asia, and Central 
Asia at the international level and will 
contribute to strengthening cooperation 
on conservation.

Awards for Ukrainian 
national park staff and 
conservation leaders

The IUCN World Congress also saw a 
number of the Ukrainian representatives 
receive awards recognizing their 
contributions to conservation. The IUCN 
presented its World Commission on 
Protected Areas (WCPA) International 
Ranger Award to the team from 
Ukraine’s Tuzly Estuaries National 
Nature Park for its effective protection 
of the Black Sea’s coastal ecosystems, 
its fight against poaching and its 
organization of educational activities. 

This distinction, which highlights 
the global importance of rangers in 
preserving biodiversity, is annually 
awarded by the IUCN WCPA for 
exceptional dedication to the cause 

of nature conservation. The team was 
nominated prior to the congress by the 
Ukrainian Nature Conservation Group, 
with the support of the Nature Fund of 
Ukraine. Iryna Vikhrystiuk, director 
of the Tuzly Estuaries National Nature 
Park, was on hand to receive the award. 

The 2025 award was given to 13 rangers 
and teams (six teams and seven personal 
distinctions) from different countries for 
their courage, perseverance and hard 
work on the frontlines of environmental 
protection. Award winners receive 
financial support of $5,000-$25,000 for 
continuing their conservation work.

There was also an award for Michael 
Brombacher, director of FZS Ukraine. 
The IUCN World Commission on 
Protected Areas (IUCN WCPA) 
presented him with its Fred Packard 
Award—one of the most prestigious 
international nature conservation 
honors. This award recognizes his 
longstanding dedication and personal 
contribution to the development and 
protection of nature conservation 
territories around the world. 

During the ceremony, Brombacher 
talked about the role of Ukrainian 
national parks during the war. He 
underlined that the war has given the 
parks a new significance—they have 
become a space of solidarity and support. 
“This award is for all the brave people who 
are protecting Ukraine’s nature in spite 
of the war,” he said in his acceptance 
speech.

https://linktr.ee/sninstitute?utm_source=ig&utm_medium=social&utm_content=link_in_bio&fbclid=PAZXh0bgNhZW0CMTEAc3J0YwZhcHBfaWQMMjU2MjgxMDQwNTU4AAGnrSi6fEBJYMZDeEU6MfcCfrzr9M9pCE3GrKe8sBKKoGp4VV2DlJDGPxPM4YI_aem_dgMxh2-4pwBdIB2g-kOQ0A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vm78RRCgRYI
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/iucn_iucncongress-30x30-iucncongress-ugcPost-7383010968299139072-hNaX/?utm_source=social_share_send&utm_medium=android_app&rcm=ACoAADg_J6cBN_1_TwyXOi4MlW6LGA4pjSNP-uY&utm_campaign=copy_link
https://www.facebook.com/FZS.Ukraine/posts/pfbid02orMc3y1LyBywG5zW9tFeLbi8iP5oWDeWopc3kmMfyBwNTd55E6M3gTLN1R3xgUkEl?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZUyZf6xnrMgKd1oomtZ53puUU2u9rU99BZn99InGYXqWezM2i9go8cLajGJChHA8ay__Z6QPgRAfzH9iLmxPn1TDJJudxmtWiPxdQkL_u1fR-7s3hQc_H1-7kKYEzodyPuRqnxEFLI52AfAleK-g8K47ocZlr3vdGLGg1StleEqBYjxAL2DHBjy-tWXZwCo5M8&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLtuiyrxsFo
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Ukrainian conservation 
groups step up to shape 
dialogue

Away from the awards, a team from 
the Ukrainian Nature Conservation 
Group and the Nature Fund of Ukraine 
organized a number of events at the 
congress, including a session dedicated 
to the “Role of Youth Engagement 
and Intergenerational Dialogue in 
Conservation in Conflict and Post-
Conflict Situations.” 

This event was aimed at discussing the 
role of youth in conservation activities 
during and after the war, as well as 
finding a way to establish effective 
intergenerational dialogue between 
young leaders, scientists, human rights 
activists and administrators of protected 
areas. The session was held in the form 
of a reflective dialogue, which allowed 

the participants to share their personal 
experience and views on the subject of the 
importance of intergenerational dialogue 
and youth leadership, especially in the 
context of the war and post-war recovery. 
The session was moderated by Anna 
Kovbasniuk, Anastasiia Drapaliuk and 
Hryhoriy Kolomitsev

Elsewhere, the session “Scaling 
Conflict-Sensitive Conservation 
for Nature, People, and Peace: 
Understanding the Challenges” was 
devoted to how wars affect nature 
conservation, and how conservation 
activity can facilitate peace. The 
participants discussed legal and 
political instruments for protecting the 
environment during armed conflicts, 
as well as ways of scaling “conflict-
sensitive protection of nature”—an 
approach taking into account the risks of 

Michael Brombacher (right) accepts the Fred Packer Award. Source: Ukrainian Nature 
Conservation Group
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violence, instability and social tension.
Representing Ukraine in this session 

were Hryhoriy Kolomitsev and 
Anastasiia Drapaliuk. Kolomitsev 
spoke about the scale of destruction of 
Ukraine’s protected areas as a result of 
Russian aggression, while Drapaliuk—
the wartime realities of life for Ukrainian 
conservation bodies and the necessity 
of expelling Russia from international 
conservation organizations. 

The question of the consequences 
of Russian aggression for nature was 
echoed in other sessions. During the 
session “Protecting Nature in Times 
of Conflict: Ensuring Environmental 
Justice and Sustainability,” the speaker, 
Dr. Matrah Al-Mutairi (Kuwait Institute 
for Scientific Research), noted that the 
war in Ukraine is one of the three most 

destructive armed conflicts for the 
environment of the 21st century. In her 
talk she looked at the environmental 
consequences of wars in the context of 
international humanitarian law and 
environmental justice, citing examples 
from the Persian Gulf, Vietnam and 
Ukraine.

Ukrainian national parks 
and reserves to get camera 
traps 

The congress also produced some 
immediate practical benefits for 
Ukraine’s conservation areas. The 
Nature Fund of Ukraine signed an 
agreement with the US organization 
Wildlife Protection Solutions to supply 
camera traps for the study of nature 
in national parks and reserves in 

Participants in discussion during the ‘Role of Youth Engagement and Intergenerational 
Dialogue in Conservation in Conflict and Post-Conflict Situations’ session. Source: Ukrainian 
Nature Conservation Group

https://youtu.be/doA39GXA3L0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CT7CbiiiPeY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.wildlifeprotectionsolutions.org/
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Ukraine. A trial shipment of camera 
traps has already been sent. Apart from 
equipment, the American partners have 
also undertaken to organize training for 
the state security service for protected 
areas.

Piloting a standard for the 
IUCN Green List

Finally, the Nature Fund of Ukraine 
has held talks on the introduction of 
a IUCN Green List pilot standard. 

This is an instrument that gives the 
opportunity to evaluate the quality of 
the management of a conservation zone 
in accordance with IUCN standards and 
give recommendations on improvements 
that can be made in order to reach these 
standards. As of today, these standards 
have already been introduced in over 
600 conservation areas in 60 countries.•

Translated by Alastair Gill
Main image source: IUCN

Participants in the “Scaling Conflict-Sensitive Conservation for Nature, People, and Peace: 
Understanding the Challenges” session. Source: Ukrainian Nature Conservation Group

https://iucn.org/resources/conservation-tool/iucn-green-list-protected-and-conserved-areas
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Nature through the lens: 
Three films about the 
environmental impacts  
of the war in Ukraine

Inha Pavlyi

Several films were released in October 
in Ukraine. They show how Russia’s 

full-scale invasion has affected the 
environment. The films “No Shade in 
the Forest” and “Animals in War” were 
screened at the Odesa International Film 
Festival at Oscar Cinema in Kyiv. A pre-
premiere screening of the film “Natural 
Border” by Public Broadcasting took 
place at the House of Cinema.

“No shade in the forest”
A series of premiere documentaries 

about war and nature began with the 
film “No Shade in the Forest”, directed 
by Volodymyr Tykhyy and produced by 
Bella Terzi. The film stars eco-journalist 
Viktoriya Hubareva, who embarks on a 
journey through Ukraine’s national parks 
and nature reserves to document the 
impacts of Russia’s full-scale invasion.

https://new.oiff.com.ua/post/%D0%BD%D0%B5%D0%BC%D0%B0%D1%94-%D1%82%D1%96%D0%BD%D1%96-%D1%83-%D0%BB%D1%96%D1%81%D1%96-no-shade-in-the-forest
https://uwecworkgroup.info/viktoriya-hubareva/
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The film crew visited the Chornobyl 
Radiation and Ecological Biosphere 
Reserve (Kyiv region), the Danube 
Biosphere Reserve (Odesa region), 
the Carpathian Biosphere Reserve 
(Zakarpattia region), the Tuzlovski 
Limany National Park (Odesa region), 
the Podilski Tovtry National Park 
(Khmelnytskyi region), the Holy 
Mountains National Park (Donetsk 
region), and the shores of the former 
Kakhovka Reservoir (Kherson region).

“In Ukraine, the focus is currently on 
people and cities. And it’s understandable 
why. Every day, our people experience grief. 
But there are topics that people neglect. I’m 
talking about our environment. I want to 

focus attention on it because few people talk 
about it. After the disaster at the Kakhovka 
Reservoir, the impact of the war on the 
environment was a hot topic, like other high-
profile media topics. But no one talks about 
bats and the impact explosions have on 
them, no one talks about war-damaged chalk 
pines, no one talks about the extensive mine 
fields in our national parks. When I talked 
to foreigners and started telling them about 
it, they said they hadn’t even thought about 
it. Nature remains in the background. And 
that’s why we wanted to show how the war 
has affected our nature, what it is like now,” 
Terzi said.

One of the film’s highlights is that 
Hubareva and her team record the 

Participants in the “Scaling Conflict-Sensitive Conservation for Nature, People, and Peace: 
Understanding the Challenges” session. Source: Ukrainian Nature Conservation Group
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audio ambience of national parks using 
professional equipment. Thanks to this, 
viewers not only see nature, but also 
hear it, allowing the filmmakers to better 
illustrate the harsh reality. In parks just 
beyond the front line, you can hear the 
rustling of leaves on trees, birds singing, 
wings fluttering and water splashing. 
But in the areas that have been burned 
by shelling and fighting, there is no 
sound—only complete silence. Here, the 
trees are charred leafless trunks with no 
sign of life around them. There is not 
even shade in such forests.

“The idea of incorporating sound emerged 
as the story progressed. There are certain 
moments that can be conveyed not only 
through images but also through sound. 
Take, for example, the Chornobyl Reserve. 

When you walk through the area where the 
fire occurred, the temperature and air are 
different. Everything weighs on you, and 
you feel the heat more intensely. Walk 50 
meters to the side where no fire burned, and 
there is shade, coolness and a breeze. We 
wanted to show this difference,” says the 
film’s director Volodymyr Tykhyy.

Hubareva met Tykhyy in Holosiivskyi 
Park in Kyiv at an annual bat release 
event organized by the Ukrainian Center 
for Bat Rehabilitation. Later, Tykhyy 
told her of his idea to make a film about 
the impact of war on the environment. 
She immediately agreed.

The first day of filming took place 
in 2024, across the planet in Chile. 
Hubareva had been invited to World 
Freedom Press Day 2024 in Santiago, 

During the premiere. Photo source: PSB films

https://batsukraine.org/
https://batsukraine.org/
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where she spoke on two panels about 
the challenges Ukrainian journalists face 
when covering environmental issues 
and biosphere reserves during wartime. 
Filming then continued in Ukraine.

“I am glad that more people are learning 
about the impact of war on the environment. 
As it turns out, few people outside my 
‘bubble’ think about this,” said Hubareva. 
“On the other hand, not everyone understood 
the idea of soundscapes. For me, for example, 
the difference between how burned forest 
and living forest “sound” is enormous. In a 
living forest, you can hear birds and insects, 
and if you watch patiently and carefully, 
you can even see wild animals. In a forest 
that has recently been burned or destroyed 
by another force (for example, logging), it is 
much quieter.”

Hubareva asked those who had seen 
the film whether this idea was clear to 
them. “For many it was not as obvious as 
it was to me, which was upsetting. I would 
like people to be more aware of nature. 
I am talking not only about conscious 
consumption and use of resources, but also 
about the realization that there is much more 
life around us than we usually notice. As 
Irina Vykhrystyuk, director of the Tuzlovski 
Limany National Park and also a character 
in this film, said during the first screening: 
‘The forest is never empty’,” Hubareva 
concluded.

The eco-journalist notes that fires, 
mining, soil and water pollution and 
loss of biodiversity are among the 
most common consequences of war in 
nature. Of course, each case is unique 

Viktoriya Hubareva. Photo source: PSB films
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and depends on the area. In the Black 
Sea, dolphins are dying from marine 
mines and acoustic trauma and oil 
is spilling, while in eastern Ukraine, 
forests are being cut down and burned. 
In the Chornobyl exclusion zone, 
radiation levels are increasing due to 
disturbance caused by the construction 
of fortifications. Shelling cities generates 
tremendous waste that is then sent 
to already overflowing landfills. The 
number of invasive flora and fauna 
species is increasing where local species 
have been destroyed.

“Everywhere we went, our experts told 
us: there are consequences, but nature will 
recover. Yes, it will take many years, and 
in some places, things will never be the 
same again. Some unique places have been 
destroyed forever. But nature adapts. It’s 
like with the Kakhovka Reservoir—at first, 
as soon as the water receded, we expected 
the worst—a huge desert poisoned by the 
reservoir’s sediments. But now there is a 
willow forest there, known as the “Green 
Sea”. Nature always finds its way, and if 
we don’t interfere or, in some cases, if we 
can help in a scientifically sound way, it 
will recover. Of course, this assumes that 
there is proper institutional management. 
This adds a little optimism,” notes 
Hubareva.

The film premiered on October 4 at 
the Oscar Cinema in Kyiv as part of the 
Odesa International Film Festival. The 
film will be shown at various Ukrainian 
and international festivals, and next 

fall it is scheduled to be released in 
Ukrainian theaters and on streaming 
platforms. “No Shade in the Forest” will 
be available for all to watch.

The film resonated with viewers 
who attended the premiere. After the 
screening, visitor Vladislav shared his 
impressions:

“It’s a very impressive film that 
demonstrates the impact of Russia’s war on 
Ukraine, on the Ukrainian environment, and 
on nature. The cinematography and imagery 
are stunning. I liked the comparison of the 
soundtracks before and after the full-scale 
invasion,” Vladislav noted. “How quiet and 
empty, how crippled our land is now. I really 
remember those sound effects, as well as the 
shots with flamingos and the fact that the 
war has caused the flamingos to leave their 
longtime homes.”

Viewer Andriy says that he liked 
the footage of the bat rescue the most. 
“My colleagues from Bats Ukraine made 
it. I also remember footage from the Holy 
Mountains National Park in the Donetsk 
region—a unique place that has now 
been virtually destroyed. After watching 
it, I realized that it would be difficult 
to overcome these consequences.” He 
continued, “But I am glad that scientists 
and environmentalists are already trying 
to act, documenting the consequences and 
telling their foreign colleagues so that the 
whole world knows about our tragedy. I will 
definitely recommend the film to my friends, 
colleagues and acquaintances. As many 
people as possible need to see it.”

https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/explosion-of-the-kakhovka-hydropower-plant-what-are-the-environmental-consequences/
https://uwecworkgroup.info/one-year-after-the-terrorist-attack-at-kakhovka-hydropower-plant-1b-trees-instead-of-desert-and-willow-forests-unique-to-the-continent/
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“Animals in War”
A pre-premiere screening of the 

film “Animals in War” also took place 
during the Odesa International Film 
Festival. This is not simply a movie, 
but a feature film anthology of seven 
short stories based on real events. Oleh 
Kokhan was the creator and producer. 
Film project partners include the US 
Agency for International Development 
(USAID), the European Solidarity Fund 
for Ukrainian Films (ESFUF), and the 
Save Pets of Ukraine initiative.

The main goal of the film anthology 
was to draw attention to the war in 
Ukraine and how animals are suffering 
as a result. In an interview, Oleh Kokhan 
shared his horror upon learning about 
the number of animals that had died 
since the start of Russia’s full-scale 
invasion, “It’s at least 400,000 cows and 
millions of birds. For me, the film was an 
opportunity to draw the world’s attention 
to both the fate of animals and the war in 
Ukraine.”

The anthology consists of seven short 
stories, each of which centers on the 
story of an animal and the people around 
it. In the short story “The Eagle”, sound 
engineers (one of whom, incidentally, is 
played by the actor Sean Penn) record 
the voices of rare birds, including an 
eagle, in the Chornobyl Reserve. The 
viewer is transported to the night of 
February 23-24, 2022. Gradually, a 
young Ukrainian sound engineer begins 
to hear the sounds of heavy machinery 

rather than animals. At first, he does 
not understand what it is. But the first 
sounds of explosions force him to face a 
new, cruel reality.

“Sonny” highlights the weight of a 
mother’s grief. A young woman has lost 
her son in the war. But during a forced 
stop in the forest, she finds him, her “little 
boy”—frightened and wounded. The 
woman takes her “boy” to a children’s 
hospital, begging for them to help him. 
But the doctor asks her to accept reality: 
her “son” is a young wolf cub. The cub 
needed veterinary care and protection, 
and the woman was looking for a place 
to direct her maternal feelings. Thus, 
two souls, victims of war, meet.

“Cow in the Fog” tells the story of 
a 12-year-old boy whose village was 
bombed at the start of the full-scale 
invasion. Fleeing the explosions and 
military occupation alone, he encounters 
a cow lost in the fog. Together, they 
search for a way out.

The short story “The White Rabbit, or 
There and Back Again” reveals the story 
of a rabbit and its owner and how they 
experienced the first day of Russia’s 
full-scale invasion. In “Underwater 
Incident”, the viewer sees how the 
silence and tranquility of a fish tank is 
interrupted by a series of explosions and 
shelling. “Everything Is Fine” tells the 
story of a Kyiv man who wants to move 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XSCcYjRzju4
https://hromadske.radio/podcasts/my-ie-buly-y-budem-informatsiynyy-maraton/koly-ia-diznavsia-iaka-kil-kist-tvaryn-zahynula-z-pochatku-boyovykh-diy-ia-zhakhnuvsia-avtor-fil-mu-viyna-ochyma-tvaryn
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abroad after the start of the full-scale 
invasion. But he cannot take his beloved 
cat with him and takes her to a shelter. 
There the cat runs away, and he searches 
for her through a neighborhood. After 
finding his beloved pet at last, he 
reevaluates his priorities in life.

“Torpedo” tells the poignant story 
of a grandmother living in a village 
occupied by the Russians in southern 
Ukraine. She gives the coordinates 
of enemy equipment to Ukrainian 
artillerymen. When she learns that the 
occupiers know the truth, she makes a 
final call to her grandson, who serves in 
the Ukrainian Armed Forces, and asks 
him to fire a shell at her house when 
the enemy soldiers arrive. Next to her 
is her beloved goat Torpedo, raised by 

her from a young age. Both souls accept 
their fate.

The film is significant in that it 
clearly demonstrates that animals are 
always close to us. Not only pets, but 
also livestock and wild animals. And 
when war comes to our homes, it affects 
absolutely everyone.

It is difficult to assess the role of 
animals during full-scale warfare. 
Some people find them psychologically 
helpful. Thousands of animals serve 
in the State Emergency Service (SES), 
the Armed Forces of Ukraine, and the 
National Police. They save human lives, 
assist in psychological rehabilitation, 
and perform real combat tasks.

The stories resonated with viewers. 
Oleh Vikoviy shared his thoughts after 

A shot from the “Torpedo” story. Source: SOTA Cinema Group



49

UWEC ISSUE 32

48

the premiere, saying “Each story was 
touching in its own way and some more than 
others.” He noted that it is very difficult to 
comprehend how many animals have died, 
been injured or abandoned due to the full-
scale war. “In our country, there is a belief, 
especially among the older generation, 
that animals are secondary and not family 
members. The younger generation already 
has a different attitude towards this, which 
is very encouraging.” 

He added, “I saw this in today’s films. 
This film is another reminder for me that 
animals are always around us, that we can 
help them, and they can help us. I would 
like as many people as possible to see this 
film so that they realize that it is not only 
us who suffer during war, but also our 
animals.”

At the same time, while watching 
this anthology, this author could not 
shake the feeling that what was missing 
was precisely the “perception of war 
through the eyes of animals”. Each story 
was centered on humans, with animals 
as background. The viewer is primarily 
shown the emotions and experiences 
of the human characters. For example, 
“Everything Is Fine” shows the 
experiences of a guy who lost his cat, 
but does not show the cat’s journey, nor 
its experiences when it got lost. In “The 
Eagle”, the creators convey the noises 
accompanying the unexpected start 
of the war in the Chornobyl Reserve 
through two sound engineers, rather 
than through the experience of the eagle 
that is being recorded.

A still from the film. Source: SOTA Cinema Group
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It’s possible that conveying 
circumstances through an animal’s 
eyes is technically a more difficult 
undertaking. But this was really missing 
when watching the film.

Each story is unique in its plot and the 
creator’s idea has the right to be realized. 
At the same time, there are stories from 
our lives that are much harsher than 
those shown. For example, how does a 
dog feel when it is left tied up in a village 
near the front line? What does a cat feel 
when its owners leave it behind when 
evacuating, thinking they were leaving 
for two or three days, but only returning 
months later. What happened to animals 
under fire in besieged Mariupol when 
they were wounded and sought people 
out in basements, knowing that it was 

safe there. People ate pigeons because 
there was no food left in the city. Dogs 
and cats ate the bodies of the dead to 
feed themselves.

The director probably deliberately 
chose less violent stories. Most of the 
short stories in the film end on a fairly 
optimistic note, giving hope for the 
future. It is quite possible that this is 
exactly what Ukrainian viewers need 
right now.

“Animals in War” was released in 
Ukrainian theaters on November 6. 

“Natural border”
Our review of nature through the 

lens concludes with the documentary 
film “Natural Border” about Ukrainian 
peat bogs, shot and presented by 

Movie poster. Source: Suspylne

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9y9m4u_1Gg
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Public Broadcasting. The pre-premiere 
screening took place on October 9 at the 
House of Cinema in Kyiv and drew a 
full house. Olesya Morgunets-Isaenko is 
the director and creative producer of the 
film.

What do we know about wetlands? 
They are waterlogged areas that can 
drown people or animals. But they are 
also a vast world of biodiversity that is 
central to environmental conservation. 

The film tells viewers about peat bogs 
in Ukraine’s northern Polesie region, 
wetlands that have been repeatedly 
drained for over a century, destroying 
unique nature. Peat bogs are not 
only a unique ecosystem with their 
own biodiversity, but also a source 
of clean water, a natural carbon sink, 

and an important resource for local 
communities. 

As it turns out, they have another 
function—a defensive one. The film 
recalls the Soviet era, when peat bogs 
were a “natural border” in confrontation 
with the “enemy”. More recently, they 
were useful in blocking the attack on 
Kyiv during Russia’s full-scale invasion.

The issues raised in the film resonated 
with viewers. Yulia Markhel, leader 
of Let’s Do It, Ukraine, shared her 
impressions: “The film turned out to 
be very powerful and important. Shot 
in a “National Geographic” style, it is 
interesting and easy to watch. I would 
like the whole world to see it, because 
wetlands are important. 

Markhel said, “This story is not about 

Olesia Morgunets-Isaenko during the filming of the movie. Source: Suspylne

https://uwecworkgroup.info/plans-to-rebuild-ukraine-shaped-by-solutions-for-irpin/
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one year, but about decades, hundreds of 
years. It is about our safety, health and our 
ecosystem. I want the younger generation 
to see and remember the importance of 
wetlands. And when they come to power, in 
business, in the media, they will be able to 
make use of this information. I believe that 
we in Ukraine must find resources to restore 
wetlands and, perhaps, even increase their 
size.”

Valeria Kolodezhna, a representative 
of the Ukrainian Nature Conservation 
Group, also enjoyed the film. This is not 
the first she has heard about Ukrainian 
wetlands; she previously researched 
them as part of a project for National 
Geographic.

Kolodezhna shared, “Working in an 
environmental organization and having 

experience as a teacher, I have personally 
encountered a lack of public knowledge 
about wetlands. It is interesting that even 
biologists focused on their own interests 
may not know much about wetlands, let 
alone ordinary citizens. That is why my 
project was aimed at spreading knowledge 
about wetlands among teachers, who could 
then pass it on to their students.”

Kolodezhna herself comes from 
Polesie and grew up near local wetlands. 
She recalls that as a child she mainly 
heard calls for wetlands to be drained 
and developed and almost nothing about 
their beneficial properties. She learned a 
lot from watching the documentary.

“I come from those parts, so it was 
very personal for me. And from an 
expert point of view, I was very happy 

Roman Synchuk, director and cameraman of the film during the shooting. Source: Suspylne

https://uwecworkgroup.info/ru/valeria-kolodezhna/
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to see the visual scale of the preserved 
wetlands that were filmed from above. 
What a huge area it is! I have been to 
natural areas around the world and I 
know that very few such untouched 
places remain. Seeing this beauty from a 
drone and feeling the scale—the heart of 
a scientist, biologist, geographer expert 
leaps with joy.”

On October 16, the film “Natural 
Border” had its German premiere as part 
of Intercultural Week. The Ukrainian 

premiere of the film will take place on 
December 3 at 10 p.m. on Channel One 
Suspilne.

***
In October Ukraine enjoyed a series 

of pre-release screenings of films about 
that country’s unique nature and how it 
survives in wartime. It is encouraging that 
all of the films will soon be available to 
watch in cinemas or on digital platforms.•

Main image source: SOTA Cinema 
Group


