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Abstract: This essay examines how social media (Twitter and LiveJournal blogging plat-
forms) cover climate change issues in Russia. Russia is one of the largest greenhouse gas
(GHG) emitters in the world and has become a key player in global climate change politics.
At the national level the problem has largely been ignored until a few years ago when the
Russian government announced a more defined climate change policy. Traditional mass me-
dia coverage of climate change, even though it follows changes in state policy, has substan-
tially increased, yet still falls far behind discussions taking place in other states. This essay
investigates whether, due to the reserved approach of traditional media to this environmental
topic, social media can become an alternative information channel for climate change de-
bates.

Keywords: climate change, environmental communication, Russia, Twitter, Live
Journal, social media

he problems related to communicating environmental risks and, in particular, climate

change have been studied by various scholars throughout the past decade (Boykoff
2011; Carvalho 2007; Ereaut and Segnit 2006; Hansen 2010; Smith 2005). Being such a
complex phenomenon, climate change has to be ‘translated’ for the general public and policy
makers so that educated decisions can be made. It is only logical that mass media play a cru-
cial role in this process of ‘translation’ of climate change information.

In various countries, these processes of climate change mass communication are shaped
by a mixture of macro-factors (for example, state policy, economic conditions, media rela-
tions with other actors or international relations (see Gavin and Marshal 2011b; Carvalho and
Burgess 2005; Lewis and Boyce 2009; Trumbo and Shanahan 2000) and micro-factors (think
of journalistic norms of balance or novelty (see Boykoff and Boykoff 2004; Boykoff and
Boykoff 2007; Carvalho 2007)). Russia represents a useful case for studying both types of
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factors. Firstly, Russia is one of the largest GHG emitters in the world (UNFCCC 2014),
thus, it often becomes a key player during international negotiations on climate change (Afi-
onis and Chatzopoulos 2010; Andonova 2008). Secondly, for several years Russia has occu-
pied a rather questionable position in the climate discussion — seeking to gain political and/or
economic benefits at the international level and at the same time ignoring the problem at the
domestic level (Henry and Douhovnikoff 2008; Korppoo and Vatansever 2012). Thirdly, due
to the way the Russian media system operates (Azhgikhina 2007; Mickiewicz 2008), it has
been argued that Russian traditional mass media tend to either re-create the existing political
discourse on the problem — by questioning or supporting climate change mitigation or adap-
tion policy depending on where the Russian official position lies — or to simply underrepre-
sent the topic by not writing about it (Poberezhskaya 2014).

With the development and popularisation of internet and new media, we can witness the
emergence of a new platform which is available to civil society and independent media to
raise the discussion to the next level by openly debating all aspects of the climate change
problem (Boykoff 2013; Freelon 2013). Hestres (2014) argues that in the United States ‘in-
ternet-mediated advocacy organisations’ already influence climate change related policies.
Also, as Koteyko et al. (2013) observe, online comments allows us to understand readers’
own interpretations of climate change issues rather than just the elites’ views of the problem.
In other words, it can be argued that the internet has been more widely used for climate
change debates. As will be discussed in more detail below, this optimistic vision of new me-
dia has to be taken with a pinch of scepticism. As Morozov (2012) notices in his critic of
‘cyber-utopianism’ the internet cannot only promote positive (democratic) processes, it can
also promote processes which prevent democratic developments. In the case of climate
change, this statement could be interpreted in a sense that new media and the internet do not
only provide opportunities for environmental activists to promote their agenda, but also for
climate sceptics or deniers to openly communicate their positions.

This essay provides an overview of how climate change is addressed within Russian-
language social media.! My aim is to establish whether new media can claim amore powerful
and decisive role in framing climate change in Russia than their offline pendants have. In
particular, this essay investigates how climate change is presented in two types of social me-
dia — online blogs and Twitter. It concludes with a discussion on how new media, though
providing a new platform for the promotion of climate change mitigation, still lacks the pow-
er to promote climate change coverage to the next level.

The Internet in Russia: new form or new content?

In the last decade, Russia has witnessed an extremely rapid growth of internet penetration (up
to 1,826 percent in ten years (Oates 2013: 6)). According to the Public Opinion Foundation
[Fond ‘Obshchestvennoe mnenie’], in 2007 only nine percent of their respondents were using
the internet as their primary source of information, however, in five years this figure in-

! Due to obvious reasons with regard to some social media and networks, it is difficult to identify the exact
location of the user. In this case all Russian language sources were considered.
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creased to 22 percent (FOM 2013). Interestingly enough, at the time when the internet was
still relatively unpopular in Russia, it was accompanied by high hopes with regards to its role
in developing and sustaining freedom of speech in Russia (Vinogradov 2006; Yushchenko
2007). This ‘cyber-optimism’ (Oates 2013) was based on the internet’s capabilities for open
discussions and the absence of state control. However, over time it has become more appar-
ent that the internet’s role, and its degree of freedom, has been exaggerated and it is ‘not yet
breaking down well-established patterns of power’ (Fossato et al. 2008: 53). Furthermore,
from the early 2010s onwards experts have begun to observe how the Russian government
has started to treat the internet and new media more seriously. The Russian government has,
to some extent, transferred the ways it works with traditional media to the new media realm.
As a result, on the one hand, Russian officials have followed the global trend of using the
internet to promote a more democratic society (Misnikov2012; Renz and Sullivan 2013a,
2013b). But on the other hand, Strukov (2012: 111) introduces the term ‘networked Putin-
ism’ to describe the use of new media by Putin’s regime in order to manage the democratic
process in Russia. It is argued that because RuNet? becomes a successful tool of political
manipulation, it loses public trust as a potential platform for public discussion (Schmidt and
Teubener 2009 in Panchenko 2011: 113). As Oates and McCormack (2010: 133) note, ‘Rus-
sia is shaping the internet, rather than Russian society being shaped by the internet’.

Twitter

Twitter, founded in 2006, now hosts ‘241 million monthly active users’ who send 500 mil-
lion messages or ‘tweets’ daily (Twitter official website 2014). Due to its structural nature
(only 140 characters can be posted by a user at one time), Twitter does not allow for the ex-
tensive analysis of public discussion, but it does allow us to see user stances on certain is-
sues. For this research project, 595 tweets were collected, which include all Russian language
posts that mentioned ‘climate change’ [izmenenie klimata] and which were published by us-
ers from 21 December 2013 to 21 February 2014.% Pearce et al. (2013) in their study on Twit-
ter and the way its users reacted to the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) report identified three Twitter communities — ‘climate critics, climate convinced and
climate neutral tweeters’. Following this same logic, the tweets collected for this project were
also analysed based on whether the authors question or accept the existence of climate
change or just share neutral information about it.

The results showed that out of 592 tweets — 532 could be referred to as being in the ‘cli-
mate convinced’ category whilst 59 posts did not express any position and only one post was
clearly climate sceptical (in addition, three posts were irrelevant and only mentioned climate
change in a different context). The one ‘sceptical’ post, which blamed climatologists for de-
ception, stated: ‘untruthful ecologists change the term ‘global warming’ to ‘climate change’
when it was found that there is no such thing as global warming’ (iwmaster 30.12.2013).

2 Russian language internet (see more on RuNet in Schmidt and Teubener 2006)
® The timeframe was selected randomly without attachment to any climate change event at either the national or
international level (which could influence the results).
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‘Neutral tweets” mostly provided information on climate change without any negative or
positive characterisation of the phenomenon. It was noticed that 45 tweets contained links to
various reports, presentations or student papers on the topic which could lead us to conclude
that the topic is relatively popular among Russian students (or their teachers and/or curricu-
la). However, this is a highly speculative conclusion which needs much greater investigation.

The largest category of ‘climate convinced’ tweets provided a large range of topics. First-
ly, 197 tweets (almost one third of all posts) were devoted to the negative consequences of
climate change. It should be noted that due to the nature of Twitter, various users often pub-
lish (re-tweet) identical messages. This allows us to identify the popularity of certain topics
(often users re-tweet articles that have appeared in traditional media). For instance, infor-
mation on how climate change negatively affects people’s health, causes melting of Green-
land’s ice sheet, and threatens deer and snail populations, appeared 6-8 times within the stud-
ied period, whilst 11, 15 and 18 users re-published information (respectively) on how climate
change causes outbreaks of ticks in Russian forests, leads to significant economic losses and
increases in food prices. Interestingly, 31 users re-tweeted information and links to articles
on how climate change (though not anthropogenic) was a reason for the disappearance of the
Indus Valley Civilisation. The most popular post in this sub-category of climate change’s
negative consequences stated that ‘annually, climate change kills thousands of penguin
chicks’ (Riascience 29.01.2014). This concern with the catastrophic outcome of climate
change is understandable: as has been argued, people are more likely to react to climate
change if it is perceived as something directly affecting their lives (Howard-Williams 2009;
McManus 2000). Similarly, it could explain users’ high interest in the negative effects of
climate change on various life-forms, especially if they relate to popular animals such as
deer, penguins, polar bears, panda bears and so on. Arguably, in this way people ‘objectify’
the abstract concept of climate change by making it more visual and once again more relata-
ble (Hoijer 2010).

A second interesting observation in the ‘climate convinced’ category is that 102 tweets
(the second most popular topic within the studied data) stated that the ‘sun has almost no
effect on climate change’ (e.g. indecentia 22.12.2013). This finding, published in an article
authored by American scientists in Nature Geoscience and re-published by a number of Rus-
sian media outlets, states that whilst the sun is claimed to be a negligible factor in climate
change, volcano eruptions were the main reason for modifications in Earth’s climate until the
nineteenth century, and from the twentieth century this ‘championship’ was passed to GHG
emissions (Gazeta.ru 2013). It is important to consider that the article confirms the anthropo-
genic character of climate change in the twentieth century (and beyond) (The Royal Society
2010). It thus dismisses a popular belief in the ‘normality’ of global warming — a conviction
which plays down human responsibility for the environmental crisis and helps postpone
agreements on climate change mitigation policy (Bell 1994; Carvalho 2007). This case can
serve as an example of traditional media discourse’s relocation to the social media.*

Lastly, one of the most surprising findings in this snapshot concerns the popularity of
American officials. For instance, 37 users re-tweeted Barak Obama’s statement that ‘climate

* This example has to be taken with caution since such media outlets as Gazeta.ru or Lenta.ru are not ‘clear cut’,
in a sense into which category they fall — traditional or new media.
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change is an indisputable fact’ and 104 tweets (the most popular post within the studied sam-
ple) quoted US Secretary of State John Kerry’s statement that climate change is comparable
to weapons of mass destruction. Does this suggest that American authorities are seen as more
trustworthy on this subject matter? Does it mean that the ‘users’ were shocked that even the
USA which has a relatively sceptical population admits the seriousness of climate change?
Once again due to the limited length of Twitter posts, this remains unclear. It is worth noting
that Russian officials were only mentioned twice and in both cases in a negative way. In the
first case, references were made to ‘Putin’s supporters’ who will soon be ‘living on palm
trees’ (Sergey Sergey G 25.12.2013); in the second case, the user raised the question ‘it is
already thundering [meaning that we are already suffering from climate change consequences
— MP] but why does the state ignore climate change’? (David Webb 18.01.2014). As has
been mentioned beforehand, Russian climate change politics are indeed quite ambiguous,
passive and sometimes even contradictory. But this kind of open criticism (or at least an at-
tempt at criticising) is quite unique for climate change discourse in Russia (Poberezhskaya
2014).

Overall, this analysis of Twitter has demonstrated that a majority of posts belong to the
‘climate convinced’ category. These observations can be explained by the types of users that
Twitter attracts. For example, this social network on average attracts younger, more well-
educated and, relatively speaking, more politically engaged audiences (than those of tradi-
tional media) (Oates 2013). In this case Twitter is used in order to create awareness of cli-
mate change as well as to highlight its negative outcomes. The influence of Twitter should
not be overestimated. The cumulative audience of these posts is most likely to be far smaller
than the audience of the majority of traditional media (based on the number of users’ follow-
ers and the circulation of Russian newspapers).

Blogging on climate change

Blogs present useful data for the analysis of climate change communication. Koteyko (2010:
657) — who is one of the first researchers exploring this type of social media with regards to
climate change — argues that:

blogs are arguably one of the best media to study the ‘dramatic dimensions’ (Cobb and
Elder 1983) of the climate change issue like ethics, morality and uncertainty, as online
debates can show how different actors attempt to redefine existing solutions to the prob-
lem or point out that the solutions do not work.

It has been observed that Russia possesses one of the ‘world’s most engaged social network-
ing audiences?’ (Alexanyan 2009: 6). In this observation of Russian language blogging on
climate change, | have looked only at the most popular blogging platform — LiveJournal
(Fossato et al. 2008; Web Index report 2013). As in the case of Twitter, the same timeframe
and keywords were used.

Overall, 62 blog entries were identified. Following the same methodological steps as in
the previous section, all entries were again divided into ‘climate convinced’, ‘climate neutral’
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and ‘climate sceptic’ categories. Unlike in the case of Twitter, only 30 entries (just under 50
percent) belonged to the ‘climate convinced’ category. Out of them only 15 were fully devot-
ed to climate change, whilst another 15 only mentioned climate change among other topics.
Similar to Twitter content, the majority of entries (18) were devoted to the negative conse-
quences of climate change, including the disappearance of certain types of fish and birds,
changes in the Great Barrier Reef, depletion of freshwater resources and ice melting. Several
blog entries were dedicated to security issues including three bloggers re-posting John Ker-
ry’s statement on climate change as being similar to ‘weapons of mass destruction’ (the same
event which was so popular in Twitter coverage), an entry devoted to the US army and how it
has ‘started’ a war against its own climatologists who support the theory of anthropogenic
climate change (zbaza 8.02.2014), and finally, an entry on a potential ‘climate war’ which
may emerge as a logical consequence of resource scarcities (gornomari 17.02.2014).0One blog
entry which redirects readers to an article by a British scholar on climate politics in which the
Russian position and behaviour are carefully scrutinised (russiancouncil 3.02.2014).

Lastly, I would like to note that there were also three blog entries which contained slight-
ly positive messages with regards to climate change mitigation steps. One of them provided a
description of a technology which allows people to improve insulation in their houses — a
device which, as the author states, will contribute to the fight against climate change (mimo-
hod 8.01.2014). Two other entries were dedicated to the Sochi Olympic Games. Both entries
underlined the statement that the Sochi Olympics were announced as one of the ‘greenest’
and carbon neutral games in the history of the Olympic movement. One entry confirms the
desire of the Russian government to offset the Games’ emissions) (clicr 24.12.2013). The
second entry discusses the Russian NGO ‘Russia Carbon Fund’ [Fond “Russkii Uglerod”],
which has organised an exhibition of art objects made out of recycled waste (clicr
12.02.2014). The same exhibition provided visitors to the Games with a chance to calculate
their ‘carbon footprint’: in order to ‘cover’ it the visitor could have donated money for recov-
ering Russian forests.

A majority of the blog entries in the ‘neutral’ category (16 out of 23) just mention climate
change within the description of movie or film plots, as a natural reason for the disappear-
ance of mammoths or some ancient civilisations in the past. Interestingly, several blog entries
in this category (which can be considered very close to the climate sceptic position) outlined
potential positive consequences of climate change for Russia (economic benefits from Arctic
development and increased agricultural production).

The ‘sceptic’ category included posts which either denied climate change’s existence or
openly questioned its anthropogenic character. Two tendencies were noticed within this
group of blogs. From one side, the posts tried to debunk the ‘myth’ of anthropogenic climate
change which is most likely not happening at all (even Pushkin noticed in his poems very
warm winters, hence anomalous weather is quite natural (klausnick 4.01.2014)) and from
another side, they uncover the conspiracies behind this ‘plot’. One author explains in a very
lengthy piece how climate change is a result of the changes in the Gulf Stream and how the
US — whilst stimulating the myth of GHG emissions’ influence on climate change — is hiding
the real (‘catastrophic’) state of the climate and is urgently trying to prepare its country for
environmental collapse (beriozka rus 16.01.2014). Another entry (whose tone is quite close
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to that of racist propaganda) states that anthropogenic climate change is one of the many lies
‘poured upon us’ by ‘the Jewish rulers of the world’ (ponchik k 9.02.2014).

Image 1. Installation at the ‘Russian Carbon Fund’ eco art objects exhibition, Sochi Olympic
Park 2014.

Source: http://clicr.livejournal.com/149278.html (accessed 22 February 2014).

Overall, these observations demonstrated that blogs provide a lot of material for climate
change communication studies. As Athique (2013: 203) rightfully notes, ‘blogs tend to fa-
vour a more extreme polarization of viewpoints, since they lack the formal centralizing
mechanism established by traditional media controls (the “professional tones of objectivi-
ty”’)’. Hence the content of the blogs is much more diverse than those in traditional media.
Also, in comparison to Twitter the studied blogs were much more sceptical towards climate
change problems — more often questioning its anthropogenic nature or discussing only the
positive sides of the issue. For future studies, it would be beneficial to not only look at the
range of various blogging platforms and extend the timeframe, but to also add a quantitative
and qualitative analysis of blog comments® — an online text type that was omitted in this
snapshot of climate change representation in social media. Perhaps blog entries are by nature
more controversial and produce greater and more heated discussion. At the same time it can

® One of the approaches which could be used here is the scholarly technique of issue mapping (http:/www.
issuemapping.net).
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also be beneficial to look at the restrictions that the bloggers and Twitter users experience or
impose upon themselves through self-censorship (Marwick and boyd 2011) — a common
online practice which calls into question the idea of the new media as a censorship-free zone.

Concluding remarks

In their study on the political economy of mass media, Herman and Chomsky (2002)
acknowledge that the internet can provide a better representation for civil society by breaking
through the elite-dominated traditional media realm. At the same time the authors conclude
that it is very unlikely that the internet will bring significant changes in the way media oper-
ate within market driven (or, in the Russian case, state-centralised) economies. Neil Gavin
(2009: 130) states that, ‘for British citizens to make effective use of the web, they need to be
a good deal more connected, interested, persistent, and “web-savvy” than they actually are.
Consequently, its influence on climate change politics may still only be marginal’. Having
said this, Gavin (2010) admits that the internet provides an open space for a diverse range of
opinions and unlimited space for information on the topic. Indeed, the above analysis of
LiveJournal blog content demonstrates that the published posts proposed a great range of
opinions and messages — starting with practical advice on how to make your own contribu-
tion to the fight against climate change, and ending with anti-America discussions. On the
other hand, as Gavin and Marshall (2011a) have argued, the internet often duplicates conven-
tional media messages without bringing anything authentic to climate change discourse. The
observations of this study compel us to conclude that (especially in the case of Twitter) the
lion’s share of the material studied consisted either of copied messages produced by the tradi-
tional media or of plain links to traditional media websites.

Another issue which has to be considered when studying climate change communication
through social media is the type of media outlet approached. Freelon (2013: 5) argues that, in
social media, the ‘discourse architecture influences’ the content of these communicative
tools. Whether ‘users can pre-select desired content, the amount of text they are allowed to
enter per post, the presence of “reply” features, and the ability to filter or report offensive
behaviour’ can stir the quality and quantity of comments produced. Indeed, as the analysis of
Twitter discourse illustrates, the nature of this social media outlet restricts the possibility for
interpretation. Even the proposed classification of ‘climate sceptic’, ‘climate neutral’ or ‘cli-
mate convinced’ groups based on the limited information of 140 characters can be contested.

At the same time the role that social media play in climate discourse should not be dis-
missed or underestimated. As Athique (2013: 201) states, ‘a significant number of bloggers
are using the platform to offer political comments and to share their own views on news and
current events’. Athique’s claim holds true for Russia no less than for other countries: we
cannot disregard that Russian bloggers’ political views and interests are tangibly more inde-
pendent and critical than those of offline consumers of traditional media (Etling et al. 2010).
In the case of climate change, the internet and various social platforms allow environmental
NGOs to express disagreements with ‘traditional media’ products and propose their own vi-
sion of events. Exemplary for this trend is the reception of the documentary ‘The History of a
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Certain Lie, or Global Warming’ [Istoriia Odnogo Obmana, ili Global’noe Poteplenie],
which was broadcasted by Channel One in 2009 and which debunked the ‘myth’ of climate
change. Greenpeace Russia and the WWF-Russia immediately reacted and published online
video responses and articles in which they explained how the documentary was misleading
(Greenpeace 2009; Ecoloungetv 2009).

Admittedly, the opinions of internet users cannot simply be equated to public opinion, but
social media do allow us to understand the ‘trending’ topics.® They provide some possible
answers to the question how people process the information on climate change — whether this
is the concern about dying penguin chicks or disbelief in the anthropogenic character of cli-
mate change and belief in its conspiratorial nature. As has been argued, ‘contemporary social
network sites [have] the capacity to integrate online social networks with those formed in the
physical context of everyday life’ (Athique 2013: 103). In this sense it is important to under-
stand that people who write in social media about climate change and those who read this
information are often already committed to the issues. According to Hestres (2014: 237), for
instance, US internet-mediated advocacy organisations often reach groups through their
online campaign that are already alarmed. In this sense this online activity could be called
‘preaching to the choir’; however, as Hestres’ study demonstrates, it nevertheless manages to
become an important component in ‘a full-blown social movement to tackle climate change’.
In this case the internet has helped ‘turn members of the climate issue public into committed,
long-term activists’ (ibid). The same logic could be applied to the climate-sceptic communi-
ty, however: by questioning climate change, these users will continue to search for and read
information which subsequently cements their view.

Overall, we can conclude that the role that the social media examined in this essay play in
climate change communication is quite questionable. Whilst providing a platform for a vast
range of topics, they often duplicate the climate discourse that already exists in traditional
media.” However, social media do offer both climate activists and climate sceptics a chance
to raise their concerns. They also allow scholars, policy makers and environmental activists
to see which aspects of this problem become less or more popular, how to attract the atten-
tion of the online (and perhaps the offline) community. In short, it is apparent that this topic
requires further substantial studies.
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