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6.2 Pollution, health and power struggles 
 
 
From early history to Post-Soviet crisis in Sokol 
 
The town of Sokol is situated in the Vologda Oblast and has two pulp and paper 
enterprises as well as furniture production. In this chapter we will concentrate 
mainly on the larger mill in the town, the Sokol’skii pulp and paper mill. The 
other pulp mill, Sukhonskii, will only briefly be discussed. As the largest forest 
industry enterprise in the Vologda Oblast, the Sokol’skii mill is important not 
only to the economy of the town, but also to the whole region. In the following 
we will, first, illuminate the connected histories of the Sokol’skii mill and the 
town of Sokol and analyse the local socio-economic situation during the eco-
nomic reforms that began in 1991. Second, we will describe local environmental 
issues in the town and analyse the attitudes and behaviour of different actors 
towards these problems.7 

As with Svetogorsk, the history of pulp and paper production in Sokol dates 
back to the late 19th century. The forest industrialist and timber merchant A. Y. 
Surkov, together with several other owners, established an enterprise called the 
“Northern Company of Pulp and Writing Paper Production Sokol” in 1896. The 
company’s headquarters were located in Arkhangel’sk. The construction of the 
mill started on the bank of the River Sukhona in 1897 under the guidance of 
Belgian experts. Available transport connections influenced the location deci-
sion: the road between Moscow, Vologda and Arkhangel’sk ran nearby, as well 
as railroads from Vologda to Yaroslavl and Arkhangel’sk. The first paper ma-
chine was inaugurated in 1899 and the second in 1903. There was no town 
called Sokol at that time and the first workers came from the 17 rural villages 
surrounding the mill. The mill gradually grew: there were 1030 workers in 1912 
and a settlement started to emerge around the mill. Businessmen from St. Pe-
tersburg began to construct a second mill, the Pechatkinskiy (today Sukhonskii) 
pulp mill in 1911. Together the close settlements around the two mills formed 
                                                
7 This chapter is based on empirical materials collected between 2001 and 2003 in Sokol and in the 
city of Vologda. The modernisation process at the Sokol’skii mill during 1950-1980 has been high-
lighted in detail in the regional and district newspapers and, recently, also on the internet home 
pages of the regional administration and the mill. We analysed articles in the newspapers “Krasnyi 
Sever”, “Russkii Sever” and “Sokol’skaia Pravda” published between 1998 and 2001; internet pages 
of the Vologda and Sokol public administration; as well as statistical data from the Statistical Com-
mittee’s Sokol Department, the Sokol Inter-district Centre of the State Sanitary-Epidemiological 
Inspectorate, and the Committee for Environmental Protection and Natural Resources of the town of 
Sokol. Two semi-structured interviews with leaders of environmental NGOs in the city of Vologda 
and the town of Sokol were carried out as well. 
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the town of Sokol. It received official status as the administrative, cultural and 
industrial centre of the Sokol’skii district, however, only in 1932. In the 1930s, 
the Sokol’skii mill was one of the most important forest industry plants in the 
entire Soviet Union, and its production volume ranked second among paper 
mills in the country in 1936 (Loshchilov 1999, 27-63). 

A significant change in the company structure occurred in 1976, when the 
Sokol’skii and Sukhonskii mills were merged into a single combine. In their 
mutual division of labour, the Sokol’skii mill specialised in producing different 
sorts of unbleached paper, fibreboard, and technical spirit, while the Sukhonskii 
mill chiefly specialised in bleached paper and fibreboard. In the early 1980s the 
annual production of the two mills totalled 132 000 tonnes of paper and 171 700 
tonnes of pulp. The modernisation of several sectors of production, replacement 
of outdated equipment, and the establishment of new departments were carried 
out to increase production capacity and improve the quality of products. During 
the Soviet era most of the investments at the Sokol’skii mill had no direct con-
nection with environmental protection. For example, a production line for isola-
tion fibreboard was constructed in 1953, and production of fodder yeast based 
on pulp production waste started in 1954. Between 1973 and 1984 two new pulp 
digesters were built and a fundamental reconstruction of the thermal power 
station was carried out. The construction of the new pulp bleaching system has 
been one of the major projects at the Sokol’skii mill since the 1980s (Sokol’skii 
TSBK 2001). 

The forest industry enterprise combining the two mills, Sokol’skii and Suk-
honskii, was disbanded in 1993, and both of them became independent open 
joint-stock companies. The post-Soviet crisis in the forest industry (see chapter 
3) affected Sokol as well, and the combined production volumes of the two 
mills were reduced by 8 - 10 thousand tonnes annually throughout the 1990s 
(Krasnyi Sever 1999). Due to the nation-wide economic crisis, the main con-
struction projects were stopped at the Sokol’skii mill in 1996 because of a lack 
of funding for investments. Therefore, the construction of the bleached sulphite 
pulp line remained unfinished as the company could not find the required fi-
nancing of about 45 million US dollars. Moreover, both in the foreign and do-
mestic markets, the demand for the qualities of papers produced by the mill was 
low. The mill also had problems in getting enough raw material because the 
centrally created ties between the raw material suppliers and mills had disap-
peared. Thus, the Sokol’skii mill could not avoid the shocks caused by reforms 
in Russia and there was a sharp cutback in production. 1996 was the most diffi-
cult year, as it was for the whole forest sector in Russia. The causes of the sharp 
decrease in production hence came from two directions: reforms of the socio-
economic system using privatisation as a key feature, on the one hand, and mar-
kets and changing consumer preferences, on the other. 
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The economic situation at the mill started to improve in 1998, and was partly 
influenced by the efforts of the regional government. The Forest Complex De-
partment of the Vologda Oblast strove to increase and strengthen business con-
tacts between the Sokol’skii mill and logging companies. The governmental 
authorities successfully negotiated with logging companies such as Vashkinskii 
lespromkhoz, Tot’males, Abstrofor and Kipelovo, which started to supply the 
Sokol’skii mill with roundwood (Vologda.ru 2001). 

An important new actor appeared in Sokol in 1998, when the Sokol’skii mill 
became part of the Moscow-based investor Fox Group (Gruppa Foks). By June 
2002, 81.3 percent of the shares of the enterprise belonged to Fox, while 18.7 
percent of the shares were held by private individuals (Sokol’skaia Pravda 
25.06.2002). When the Sokol’skii mill became part of the investment group, 
many problems connected with raw materials and product distribution were 
solved. The strategy of the Fox Group was to link several enterprises together in 
order to form vertically integrated production chains. Various enterprises from 
logging and woodworking companies to pulp and paper mills and marketing 
firms were thus linked. For example, one of the members of the association, 
TulaBumProm, produces a wide assortment of paper products ranging from 
wallpaper to notebooks, and as part of the Fox Group, the Sokol’skii mill be-
came the main supplier of paper to TulaBumProm (Fox Group 2002). There are 
also six other enterprise members in the association, all operating in the forest 
industry from forest cuttings to furniture production. In a way, the ties between 
companies that had existed in the Soviet era were re-established in a new form 
by both regional authorities and the investment group. 

At the time the Fox Group purchased the Sokol’skii mill, there was anxiety 
among the town residents. The representatives of the firm were first regarded as 
strangers from Moscow and people feared that the investors had purchased the 
enterprise in order to make a quick profit. Local inhabitants were afraid that the 
new owners would exploit the mill and in the end leave the town. The managers 
of the mill and the Fox Group made substantial efforts, including activities at 
the mill and working with the mass media in order to change these opinions. 
The fear subsided after the Fox Group launched a programme for improving the 
technological level of production at the mill. This programme paid special atten-
tion to the quality maintenance of products requiring international standards. It 
also sought to reduce the costs of roundwood and other materials as well as 
energy resources. The programme also included a plan to expand the range of 
products in order to meet demand in the domestic and foreign markets. Due to 
the investments made, the four oldest paper machines were rebuilt in 1998-
1999; for instance, one of the machines had been operating since 1905 with only 
minor renovation. In addition, in 1998-1999, new equipment and chemical com-
ponents for improving the quality of paper were purchased. In comparison to 
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1997, specialised production and the orientation to new technologies in produc-
tion increased in 1998 (Sokol’skaya Pravda 1998). 

The investment programme and cooperation with the other enterprises of the 
Fox Group enabled the mill to operate stably, and in 1998 the volume of paper 
production increased by ten percent from the previous year and the mill pro-
duced 36 000 tonnes of paper. In the first quarter of 1999 the growth in paper 
production was about 50 percent, in 2000 total production grew by 42.8 percent 
compared with 1999, and the increase continued in 2001 (Sokol’skaia Pravda 
2001). At that time, the Sokol’skii mill produced 25 kinds of paper, soft and 
rigid fibreboard, a broad range of consumer goods, spirits and nutrient yeast, 
and the mill exported fibreboard to the USA, the Netherlands, Great Britain, 
Finland and several other countries; paper to Mongolia, Pakistan, Iran, and 
France; and pulp to Italy, Germany and Austria (Sokol’skii TsBK 2001). 

The Sokol’skii mill largely determines living and social conditions in the 
town of Sokol. During the Soviet era unemployment was an unknown phe-
nomenon and the first officially unemployed persons appeared in Sokol in 1991. 
During the first half of the 1990s from 300 to 600 persons per year lost their 
jobs and in 1996 more than 1000 people were fired. During that time most of the 
unemployed were women and young people, but since 1995, the bulk of the 
unemployed have been men. In terms of unemployment, the most difficult year 
in Sokol was 1998, when there were 109 unemployed persons for each vacant 
job. This situation reflected the overall circumstances in Russia and in the Vo-
logda Oblast, but the problem in the town was even more problematic. As pro-
duction at the Sokol’skii mill began to increase, employment also began to im-
prove and, in 2001, the number of unemployed finally started to decline. At that 
time the Sokol’skii mill employed almost 3 000 people. Previously there had 
been delays in paying wages, but now the workers started receiving their wages 
on time. The average monthly wage at the mill increased from 1094 roubles in 
1998 to 2185 roubles in 2000. Compared to average wage levels, this is rela-
tively high, because the average monthly wage was 1051 roubles in Russia and 
1187 roubles in Vologda Oblast in 2000. Thus, wages at the mill were on aver-
age about twice as much as in Russia or in the Vologda Oblast. The heads of the 
Sokol’skii mill also tried to financially support the social infrastructure of the 
town: the enterprise supports the House of Culture, two recreation departments, 
the sports and health centre, sports stadium and two libraries (Sokol’skii 
gorodskii otdel gorodskoi statistiki 2001a; 2001b; Goskomstat Rossii 1999b). 

Although, according to these indicators, the local socio-economic conditions 
experienced an upturn at the late 1990s, the relations between the mill and the 
town did not develop smoothly in every respect. The company provides heating 
for more than half of the houses in the town, but the town administration has 
had serious problems in paying the bills. The town’s debt had been growing and 
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was about 50 million roubles at its height in 2001. The main gas provider, OAO 
Severgasprom, has not made this problem any easier. The management of the 
mill has frequently received warnings that deliveries of gas to the town would 
be reduced, because the company had not paid the town’s debt to Severgasprom. 
The mill’s managers were then forced to choose whether to disconnect the heat, 
for example, from the Timber Industry Technical College, the Pedagogical Col-
lege or the Militia Department. Thus, the management of the mill were placed in 
a rather ambiguous position. 

Recently, the Sokol’skii mill faced new hardships. The Fox Group had 
planned to initiate further investments at the mill in order to carry out full tech-
nical reconstruction of paper production. The first phase of this project included 
completing the modernisation of old equipment and improving a paper machine. 
The aim of the second phase was to start production of pulp bleached without 
chlorine. In addition, the pulping capacity would have increased from 100 000 
to 120 000 tonnes of pulp per year. It was estimated that the realisation of these 
plans would improve the quality of products and expand their range and, hence, 
increase the value of output to 800-1000 million roubles per year. These plans 
ran into trouble, however, as takeovers in Russian industries reached Sokol. 
Disputes over the ownership of enterprises have today been frequent in the Rus-
sian forest industry (see Kortelainen & Kotilainen 2003; chapter 3), and these 
paper wars came to Sokol in autumn 2004. By taking over the debts of the 
Sokol’skii mill and claiming to be its main legal owner, the Vector-Group cor-
poration challenged the ownership of the mill. As in some other cases, this paper 
war included attempts to capture the mill by force and guns, and the authorities 
and secret police had to intervene. Legal proceedings are now in progress and 
no final resolution is in sight. The court of arbitration in the Vologda Oblast 
decided in favour of Fox Group, but Vector-Group appealed to a higher court in 
2005. 
 
 
Environmental problems and investments 
 
The main ecological problems identified in the town of Sokol are related to the 
air and water quality. In addition to the two pulp and paper mills there are many 
other enterprises located along the River Sukhona, including ceramic handicraft 
and woodworking enterprises. Although these business firms also have their 
impact on local environmental conditions, the most extensive point source of 
pollution is the pulp and paper industry. The environment became an issue in 
Sokol as early as the Soviet era, which affected the pulp and paper industry to 
some extent and caused technological changes for environmental protection. 
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The first major technological improvement took place in the 1970s when the 
Sokol’skii mill built a wastewater treatment plant, which was not constructed 
for the pulp and paper mill alone, but has served the whole settlement, including 
other enterprises and private households. Before this system was put into opera-
tion, local systems with cesspools and septic tanks were used, and large volumes 
of waste water were not cleaned at all. The waste water release from the 
Sokol’skii mill went directly into the River Sukhona and the effluent from the 
Sukhonskii mill was released into the River Pel’shma, which flows into the 
Sukhona downstream from Sokol. The absence of any purification plant, water 
cleaning station or sewer system constrained house building in certain areas and 
the development of the town. During the 1950s the level of infectious diseases 
connected with water quality was reported to be the highest in Sokol of all the 
districts in the Vologda Oblast. Therefore, the water purification plant clearly 
had a positive influence on the Sokol’skii mill and the development of the town 
of Sokol by improving the water quality in the Sukhona. The wastewater treat-
ment plant was constructed according to the governmental decree of the Minis-
try of the Pulp and Paper Industry, and the decree was issued specifically for 
this particular pulp and paper combine. Thus there was interest at the highest 
level of the Soviet Union for solving the problem of waste water treatment in 
Sokol. The purification plant and it started operating in 1980 (Loshchilov 1999, 
113-116). 

The second investment with direct environmental consequences was also 
connected to water purification: in 1990 an inbuilt waste water cleaning system 
was completed at the Sokol’skii mill. Initially, this system allowed a return of 
up to 35 percent of fibre waste into the production process. The fibre was reused 
as raw material for softwood fibreboard. Thereafter the process has become 
even more efficient and about 90 percent of the fibre waste returns to the pro-
duction process. This system has reduced the consumption of fresh water at the 
mill. 

As can be seen from the above, in the Soviet era there were attempts to solve 
problems related to the local environmental conditions in Sokol. From a certain 
perspective these could be categorised as early attempts toward ecological mod-
ernisation. In the 1970s there was a more general tendency in the Soviet indus-
try to build water purification systems in industrial localities. This was a reflec-
tion of a new state social and environmental protection policy in the 1970s 
(Ziegler, 1987, 45-77), and the modernisation efforts were also connected to a 
new discourse on the environment and social health within the Soviet state insti-
tutions (see Kelley et al. 1976). The technological improvements and attempts to 
make environmental investments were significant in improving environmental 
conditions in industrial localities. However, as in many other cases, these at-
tempts were not sufficient to clean up the surroundings of the industrial plant in 
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Sokol. Today, the water purification system is only partially operative and it 
cannot ensure the cleansing of the polluted sewage waters. The ecology of the 
Rivers Pel’shma and Sukhona has greatly suffered from this problem. The in-
vestment programmes launched in the late 1990s at the Sokol’skii mill also 
included a plan for improving environmental protection. The main element of 
this ecological programme has been connected with the reconstruction of the 
water purification plant and, moreover, a project for chlorine-free pulp bleach-
ing was launched. Thus far, such programmes have not been implemented due 
to a lack of funding and struggles over the industry, as we will illustrate below. 

Today, there are many small rivers in the town that are heavily polluted by 
the solid and liquid effluent of settlements and enterprises. The state of the 
Pel’shma, which flows from Sokol past the town of Kadnikov, is critical, be-
cause it gathers all wastewaters from the purification system. According to the 
statistics of the Vologda Regional Centre of Hydrometeorology (Gidromet-
centr), the main water pollutants include copper, zinc, manganese, oil products, 
phenols, nitrites and nitrates. A kilometre downstream from the wastewater 
treatment plant the water is classified as “extremely polluted”. Moreover, the 
negative effect on the ecology of the Sukhona is spread over long distances. In 
1989-1991, a study was conducted in which more than 60 tributaries of the 
Sukhona were investigated, including those passing through Sokol. According 
to the data obtained, concentrations of toxic substances showed that the negative 
effects of waste water discharge produced by Sokol reach the town of Tot’ma 
which is located at mid-course of the Sukhona (Sokol’skaia Pravda 2002a). 

Three main reasons for water pollution can currently be identified. First, the 
capacity of the purification system is insufficient and cannot handle all the 
waste water produced. The joint purification plant for the town and the mills 
was originally planned to accommodate 29 000 cubic metres of wastewater per 
day, whereas, in practice, the effluents have recently been 35 000-36 000 cubic 
metres. Moreover, data from the Centre of the State Sanitary and Epidemiologi-
cal Inspectorate show high bacterial pollution levels in the water after treatment 
in the purification system (SEI 2001a). This means that the biological purifica-
tion system is not functioning properly, and only the mechanical system is in 
operation. Hence, the system is indeed in need of immediate large-scale renova-
tion. Second, some of the sewage from municipal network does not flow into the 
purification system, but directly into the river. Third, it is quite common that 
accidents occur, which cause industrial waste flows directly into the rivers. For 
example, in 1980 tanks of acid were drained directly into the river (Sokol’skaya 
Pravda, 1999). Especially the river Makhren’ga, which runs in the neighbour-
hood of the Sokol’skii mill, has suffered from pollution during the years. 

Water draw-off and waste discharge declined from 1990 to 1998 because of 
a setback in industrial production. Laboratory data of the Sokol’skii mill shows 
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the decrease in discharge volumes: in 1991 the amount of suspended substances 
and organic matter in the Pel’shma reached 9,500 and 14,000 tonnes per year 
respectively, and in 2001 indices equalled 2,600 and 4,000 tonnes per year. 
(Sokol’skaia Pravda 2001). However, since 1999 the volume of effluents has 
been gradually growing. Moreover, the Sokol’skii mill alone has been reported 
to produce 41,500 tonnes of contaminants, while the rest of the enterprises in the 
region produce 41,800 tonnes (Sokol’skaia Pravda 2002b). According to the 
State Sanitary and Epidemiological Inspectorate (SEI, Gossanepidnadzor) efflu-
ent levels markedly exceed the permitted levels. For instance, the amount of 
phenol exceeds permissible norms by 62-450 times, formaldehyde by 2-36, 
methanol by 8-164, lignosulphonic acid and oil products by 17-34 and 8-36 
times, respectively (Vologodskaia nedelia 2002). 

These water pollution issues have effects on health. First, for the inhabitants 
of Sokol and the settlements nearby, one of the problems is that fish stocks are 
polluted. According to the head of the Regional Fishing Inspections eating fish 
caught in the River Sukhona is dangerous for health and giving it to children 
should be prohibited (Sokol’skaia Pravda 2002c). A professor of the Vologda 
State Pedagogical University also sees the problem very serious: 
 

It should not be estimated whether maximum permissible concentration 
is better or worse, or how many times it is exceeded. Fish are now sick, 
they have toxicosis, large liver mass, renal-calculus, and various pa-
thologies, including mutation of cranial bones. Fish are found bare, 
without scales, and they have arcuated fins and backbones. Our fish 
acquire various diseases. (Interview 10) 

 
Second, the state of the drinking water is critical for inhabitants who live in 
houses connected to the municipal water system. The intake of drinking water is 
located upstream from the waste water release site but a reverse current existing 
in the River Sukhona brings effluents upstream as well. The waste discharge 
affects the water intake, and thus, the water supply contains detrimental impuri-
ties typical to sewage (Interview 11). According to the statistics of the SEI, the 
Sokol district in the Vologda Oblast has been ranked first in the average annual 
rate of congenital malformations (1922 cases per population unit of 100 000), 
while the average regional level is 823 cases (State Report… 2001). Various 
environmental and medical experts take a clear view of the connection between 
the deteriorated ecological situation in the town and the higher level of morbid-
ity among its inhabitants. An official at the Sokol administration responsible for 
health and ecological issues commented on this problem: 
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We are among towns where cancer morbidity is highest in the Oblast, 
even higher than in Cherepovets and Vologda. We are ahead in the rate 
of children’s bronchial asthma. This also concerns some other diseases 
which are to a considerable extent originating from the ecological prob-
lems. (Interview 16) 

 
In addition to the issue of water quality, air pollution has always caused health 
problems in the town. The problems with air quality are partly a consequence of 
imprudent planning and construction of the settlement. The residential areas 
were built without taking into account the environmental effects of the mills. 
Almost the entire settlement was located within the buffer zones of the pulp and 
paper enterprises, and polluting emissions have affected the residents’ living and 
health conditions negatively. This is difficult to change without large invest-
ments, which are not likely to take place under present economic conditions 
(Interview 11). In 1970, one of the neighbourhoods near the Sokol’skii mill was 
qualified as unfit for residence and it was totally abandoned because unfavour-
able winds brought toxic compounds there. Even today poor air quality is seen 
as one of the main reasons for various local health problems. 

Air quality has been a serious concern for the authorities since some of the 
atmospheric pollution levels are extremely high. For example, in the areas near 
the Sokol’skii mill, the level of sulphur dioxide has been found to be eight times 
higher than the maximum level allowed by federal norms. Specialists at the 
Centre of Hydrometeorology of the Vologda Oblast noted that local pollutant 
emissions into the atmosphere amounted to a total of 34,700 tonnes in 1990, 
while in 2001 this figure was 7,400. 80 percent of the emissions have been pro-
duced by heating plants, including those of the Sokol’skii and Sukhonskii pulp 
and paper mills. The level of sulphur dioxide emitted in the process of pulp 
production has also decreased. According to an official of the environmental 
administration, the problems include increased levels of allergic diseases, dis-
eases of the respiratory tract and cancer among the inhabitants of Sokol (Inter-
view 11; Interview 16; Sokol’skaia Pravda 10.03.2002). 

In addition to the investments in water purification, there have been some 
investments to improve air quality. The local thermal power station was origi-
nally built in the 1930s and renovated in 1978, which allowed it to provide heat-
ing and hot water for the inhabitants of the town centre. The combine, later the 
Sokol’skii mill, has since provided heating for the majority of houses in Sokol. 
In the late 1990s the power station started to burn gas instead of coal, which 
strongly decreased air pollution. However, although the conversion caused the 
reduction of emissions, the location of heating plants in the immediate prox-
imity to living quarters does not ensure air quality that would correspond to 
norms. 
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The decline of production in the 1990s also had a temporary effect on air 
quality in Sokol. The smell of acid was constantly felt in the town for years, but 
during the early 1990s the situation improved because of decreasing production 
volume. In recent years, air quality has been reported to be again worsening. 
Overall, it is clear that serious pollution problems exist in Sokol which affect the 
health of its residents. Although these problems are severe and it is not possible 
to deny them, there are varying opinions about who causes the problems and 
how the situation could be improved. We will now turn to different actor groups 
and their interpretations of environmental problems in Sokol. 
 
 
The environmental debate among local actor groups 
 
Industrial managers form an important group in environmental politics. Al-
though they are not usually the most critical actors in respect to environmental 
issues, their contributions and decisions are necessary in taking environmental 
issues seriously and investing in their resolution. The pressure comes usually 
from other actors but the final decisions are made in company offices. In order 
to get a picture of the attitudes of the local management regarding environ-
mental issues in Sokol, managers from both the Sokol’skii and Sukhonskii mills 
were interviewed. 

The local managers tended to highlight the positive achievements instead of 
the clearly problematic environmental situation there. One of the managers at 
the Sokol’skii mill argued that the situation in Sokol has improved over the past 
ten years. He maintained that environmental situation had improved locally 
although the industry was working at full capacity at the time of the interviews. 
He mentioned several investments and improvements carried out at the mill that 
had reduced emissions into the air and water (Interview 13). Furthermore, a 
manager of the Sukhonskii mill emphasised that harmful elemental chlorine had 
already been replaced by less harmful substances in mid-1990s (Interview 12). 

Another feature that the managers’ interviews demonstrated was their will-
ingness to pass the responsibility for environmental problems on to other actors. 
If it was impossible to deny the existence of local ecological problems, it was 
still possible to try to shift the blame to other actors. The general director of the 
Sukhonskii mill, for example, claimed that to a greater extent the ecological 
situation has been affected by factors not directly connected to the local indus-
trial enterprises. In particular, he blamed the inefficient municipal sewerage and 
water systems: 
 

Though no faecal waste should be released into the river to cause bac-
teriological pollution, it does because of the problem of sewer leakage, 
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which cannot be solved because of lack of funds ... As far as the river is 
concerned, it is clear that the enterprises have nothing to do with it. We 
do not discharge any water at all. The state of the river would return to 
normal if all the problems with sewer ruptures are resolved. (Interview 
12) 

 
Based on such statements, one could draw the conclusion that the representa-
tives of the mills hardly recognise the connection between the ecological condi-
tions in the town and the operations of their mills, as they downplay the negative 
effects of the mills and believe that their enterprises are doing their best to im-
prove the environmental situation. However, it must be remembered that the 
enterprises have had to cope with difficult times economically, which have 
affected their attitudes towards environmental issues. Especially the Sukhonskii 
mill’s possibilities to improve their environmental performances have been 
extremely limited as a result of deterioration of machinery and deep financial 
difficulties. 

At the same time, the managers are among the actors with the greatest poten-
tial for improving the ecological situation in the town and in the area of the 
River Sukhona basin. In contrast to the Sukhonskii mill and other local enter-
prises, the Sokol’skii mill has a rather strong financial potential for developing 
their production. The mill cooperates with scientific institutes in different cities 
in Russia in the field of processing technologies. This is connected, primarily, to 
economic reasons, as the enterprise tries to expand its product range in com-
modity markets, increase the quality of production and save funds for increasing 
production efficiency. As a rule, all these actions lead to additional ecological 
risks. Minimising the risks would require further investment aimed at reducing 
emissions and waste discharge which are not directly connected to economic 
needs. 

The state ecological funds provide a means for at least partially funding such 
investments. They have been collected from enterprises through ecological fines 
which seek to indemnify the effects of pollution and nature use. In spite of the 
funds, the enterprises usually have to spend their own funds to pay for the bulk 
of these improvements, and the managers consider ecological fines to be more 
of a burden on their economic activities. This is tightly linked with the regional 
allocation of funds because only a minor portion of the fines return to the local 
enterprise or administration. The managers believed that most of the money they 
pay finances environmental administration elsewhere at the regional and federal 
scales and does not help the local environment, which should be the purpose in 
the first place. One noted: 
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In my opinion, the problem is that the federal law on ecological funds 
does not seem to have been considered sufficiently, because a very 
small part comes back to the enterprise. They are mainly directed to ei-
ther the oblast or the Federation, where you can hardly control their 
spending … As far as our enterprise is concerned, we believe that since 
we have problems in the town, the funds should be collected and spent 
here. (Interview 14) 

 
The managers’ unwillingness to put their efforts into environmental perform-
ances is a result of weak pressure from other actors. Although the managers 
complain, the fines seem to be bearable for the industry. If the local industry, 
especially the Sokol’skii mill, carried out their plans to become more competi-
tive in the world markets, new environmental demands would come from differ-
ent sources. 

Of the state authorities, the Sanitary-Epidemiological Inspectorate (SEI) has 
expressed great anxiety about the environmental situation in Sokol. However, its 
organisation and operations have suffered from the consequences of the reform 
of the state environmental institutions. Nevertheless, in spite of decreased fi-
nancing and losing some of its monitoring sites, SEI continues to monitor the 
environment regularly. SEI has long-term observation data on environmental 
conditions and, thus, can be seen as one of the most informed local environ-
mental structures. An employee of the SEI rather unequivocally characterised 
the influence of the Sokol’skii mill on the ecological situation in Sokol and the 
Sukhona basin as follows: 
 

In order to improve the situation, it is necessary to undertake very 
powerful environmental actions. Considering that both the Sokol’skii 
and Sukhonskii mills are located in the town, and the town inhabitants 
reside in the buffer area, the idea of increasing production capacities 
should clearly be forgotten. In addition, the river has a reverse flow, 
and this means that in spring and in autumn all the waste products from 
these enterprises enter the Sukhona. So, as the matter of fact, they 
should not be located there. It should not be allowed at all. This town 
has not been planned for increasing the number of industrial enter-
prises. (Interview 11) 

 
Despite their extensive knowledge and involvement in environmental issues, the 
employees of the SEI in Sokol have limited authority and opportunities to affect 
the pulp and paper mills directly. According to their information, the enterprise 
often prefers to pay a fine rather than undertake any investment in environ-
mental technologies. Access to the area of the mills for the SEI inspector is 
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limited, since the enterprise is private property. The monitoring opportunities of 
the authorities have also decreased, as the number of tests was not formerly 
limited (Interview 11). As the authorities feel they have no real power to affect 
the enterprises, they try to use their influence through other channels. The SEI 
staff regularly provides information to both the mass media and the public, to 
permit the latter to affect decision-makers in government and business. One of 
the respondents complained that she could not go to the regional deputy with her 
professional problems because she would be treated as a traitor locally. She can, 
however, let the media publicity handle the issue: 
 

I usually give them papers and they take them to the deputy. And the 
matter very much depends on this deputy. If he is worthy of his post, 
he can stir his coalition to act, apply to some other structures, or to the 
Governor. (Interview 11) 

 
A second local actor is the environmental and natural resource authorities at the 
Sokol ecological administration. Although the environmental authorities at this 
administration are also anxious about the ecological situation, their comments 
resemble the arguments given by the local industrial managers. Most of the 
authorities connect the roots of the problematic ecological situation in Sokol to 
the general social and economic situation in the country. According to the Vice-
President of the Sokol Committee for Natural Resources and Environmental 
Control, the Sokol’skii mill has, in this situation, done its best to neutralise any 
negative effect on the environment. She maintains that the Sokol’skii mill is a 
positive exception in the Russian pulp and paper industry, as it has carried out 
major improvements in environmental protection while other mills postponed 
environmental investments in the 1990s: 
 

The only one enterprise which has always tried to solve these problems 
is our Sokol’skii mill, though investments in the waste disposal plant 
might have been insufficient, and perhaps, the lack of means has be-
come a reason. But in general, all other enterprises dropped these prob-
lems because of economic instability. (Interview 15) 

 
This argument was similar to the assessment of the ecological situation by the 
representatives of the town administration. An employee of the Sokol admini-
stration responsible for social programmes, including health and ecological 
issues, considers the economic factor to be determinant. He believes that only 
better economic conditions will increase the possibilities for environmental 
reform at the Sokol’skii mill, and argues that the main responsibility for envi-
ronmental protection is in the hands of governmental bodies, noting that: 
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The state structures should be engaged in ecological control. Generally 
speaking, it is the matter of authorities, and their way of solving these 
problems is secondary. The Committee for Ecology is one of these of-
ficial structures. And if we speak of cooperation between the Commit-
tee for Ecology, the Sanitary-Epidemiological Inspectorate and the in-
dustrial enterprises, such cooperative work should be headed by the au-
thority. (Interview 16) 

 
Thus, the administration’s representatives would like to see ecological control 
and improvement of environmental conditions implemented as a result of a 
dialogue and partnership between business and state structures, the latter playing 
the leading role. At the same time, in the opinion of this respondent, the prestige 
of the town authorities has also been limited, although they do their best to solve 
environmental problems (Interview 16). The same employee of the Sokol town 
administration characterised the ecological pros and cons of the period of social 
and economic reforms (1991-2002) in the following way: 
 

This situation is ambiguous. There are also negative moments con-
nected to financial difficulties which do not allow proper water treat-
ment. In particular, this is a question of potable water and, primarily, 
concerns district heating plants which are unable to purify water prop-
erly and reduce pollutant emissions into the air. What could be referred 
to as a positive moment is the closure of one enterprise as a result of 
socio-economic changes. This was a hydrolitic-yeast mill that produced 
brewer’s yeast and spirit. During these years the technologies at the 
Sokol’skii pulp and paper mill have changed, now it operates without 
chlorine. The pulp mill was renovated with more modern technologies 
and emissions decreased. The problem is clear: promotion of environ-
mental sanitation is needed. There should be a fund earmarked for 
ecology which provides the means for enhancing the ecological situa-
tion in the region and in Sokol. (Interview 16) 

 
In such a statement, the economic decline of the 1990s is seen as having a posi-
tive effect on the environment by decreasing pollution and the extraction of 
natural resources in general. However, the economic crisis did not allow enter-
prises to invest in production technology, to say nothing of environmental pro-
tection. This has presented a threat for the environments of industrial communi-
ties because the increased production of the late 1990s started in a situation 
where the production and environmental technologies were out-dated and ineffi-
cient. 



Contested Environments and Investments in Russian Woodland Communities 

 162 

A very clear third actor group having great potential to affect the industry 
and its relations to environmental issues is scientists, especially ecologists. 
However, according to respondents, the reforms undertaken in state environ-
mental institutions have resulted not only in the destruction of the former envi-
ronmental administrative structures in the Vologda Oblast, but also in belittling 
the significance of scientific knowledge and the role of scientists in decision-
making concerning environmental issues. One of the respondents, the deputy 
chairman of the Vologda City Council, who is responsible for social and envi-
ronmental municipal programmes, said in his interview that: 
 

We had the Academic Council at the Chamber of Deputies, uniting the 
Polytechnic, Pedagogical and Dairy Institutes, that worked a lot. Ac-
cordingly, environmental aspects were broadly discussed by scientists, 
who even took decisions on the priority of ecological activities and, 
correspondingly, on the necessary subsidies … At present, unfortu-
nately, this is no longer a possibility. (Interview 17) 

 
The scientists in the Vologda Oblast work in different institutions and organisa-
tions. In addition, scientists working for NGOs or independent experts have 
occasionally carried out ecological research there. The bulk of scientific re-
search was done by the regional state structures of Vologda. In addition, state 
structures from the other regions were working there as well. As a result of the 
deep restructuring of environmental bodies the government’s declining interest 
in environmental issues has reduced the scale of research. With respect to the 
current situation, one can argue that in recent years no profound studies have 
been conducted. One of the respondents, an ecologist and professor at the Vo-
logda State Pedagogical University, comments upon this situation as follows: 
 

So long as there is no information one can live quietly. Therefore, at 
present our science is being depressed in every possible way. It gives 
the facts formulating the problem. As the matter of fact, no data, no 
problem. Speak as you might at a special session devoted to the ecol-
ogy of the Sukhona in the Sokol area, a manager at the Sokol’skii mill 
who was present chose a certain position, arguing that the ecology of 
Sukhona has not changed. I took the diploma work of a student of mine 
with me. She had chosen the theme of her work on her own initiative, 
based on her enthusiasm alone. Her mother works at the Sanitary and 
Epidemiological Inspectorate in Sokol and the student has decided to 
take advantage of this. She took microbiological tests of potable water, 
studied the results and correlated them with the rate of infectious dis-
eases among children. I have shown her work to the manager and told 
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him: “Here are the diagrams, look at them! And you believe that every-
thing is OK”. He could not say a word after that. However, without this 
student’s work I would not be able to prove anything. And if we only 
conducted microbiological research in this area, I am sure that every-
body would be terrified by the results. (Interview 10) 

 
The quotation above shows the role of scientific knowledge in the construction 
of local environmental problems. In contemporary society it represents a legiti-
mate form of knowledge, and without this knowledge it is possible to deny the 
existence of a problem or pass the responsibility on to other actors: “No data, no 
problem”, as the respondent stated above. Against this background, it is possible 
to argue that declining research and lack of ecological data has given the indus-
try a free hand to operate. However, in spite of the decline in ecological re-
search, many scientific actors have in recent years been working in Sokol. As a 
rule, they have warned of the poor condition of the local aquatic environment. 
The Vologda Oblast’s Centre for Hydrometeorology and Environmental Moni-
toring has made regular observations on the quality of the river and specifically 
reported that its tributary, the River Pel’shma, is in extremely poor condition. 
Moreover, the village activists in the nearby settlement of Litega (described 
below) mobilised a scientist from Yaroslavl’ to collect and analyse data; the 
results showed high level of water and bottom soil pollution in the River Suk-
hona. 

One of the respondents argues that the situation concerning water pollution 
issues can hardly be reliable and assessed in full: 
 

SEI or the Centre for Hydrometeorology and Environmental Monitor-
ing (Hydrometcentre) can present up to 40 indices, but there are sub-
stances which we are often not even aware of that can react with one 
another and cause chemical reactions; the results of chemical analyses 
differ depending on the time of testing, whether it is morning, after-
noon or evening. When these substances get into the water, they are 
first very active and therefore their toxicity increases. Second, they … 
accumulate and are absorbed by different algae, organisms and fish. 
We can only see the residual concentrations which remain in water and 
do not observe the whole chain of the process. Water pollution and the 
level of pollution are two different things. In order to indicate the real 
level of pollution, we should investigate not only the water but also the 
bottom and, at the same time, zooplankton, zoobenthos, algae, macro-
phytes and fish as well. Only after summarizing all this, can we speak 
about the level of pollution. (Interview 10) 
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Not all the data collectors and analyses come to terms with each other, so there 
is also a mild “combat” between them. Voluntary monitoring, in particular, is 
not taken as similarly legitimate form of knowledge as the data produced by 
universities or authorities. However, the role of NGOs and other independent 
actors has also been increasing in the production of scientific knowledge. Since 
it is evident that the lack of information on water quality is not the main prob-
lem, the crucial question is who will best politicise the results of their studies 
about the quality of the water in the rivers. 

The fourth actor group, the mass media, potentially has power over envi-
ronmental issues. It can monitor both environmental problems and societal 
situations and actively participate in solving problems. The media constructs 
knowledge and disseminates it to wider audiences, thus participating in the 
construction of environmental and other problems. The role of the mass media 
has changed since the collapse of the Soviet Union. During the Soviet era the 
media was dependent on the central state and its policy, but in many cases it 
played the main role in solving local problems. In the first years of perestroika it 
played a role in exposing problems, but today its role has been thought to have 
decreased in the environmental sphere. 

The respondents in this study included two television journalists who have 
actively reported environmental problems. Both actively describe environmental 
problems in their work, attempting to change the environmental situation and 
influence enterprises. A journalist from the Vologda regional TV news describes 
his working methods in the following: 
 

If, for example, something wrong happens at any industrial enterprise, 
we just come to the place and try to comprehend the situation and 
cover the events on the spot as witnesses. Enterprises do not undertake 
any regular monitoring of the situation, i.e. there is no relevant infor-
mation about the influence of the enterprise’s current activity on the 
environmental conditions. The mass media try to avoid this topic. Of 
course, from time to time they make a fuss over these problems, but 
one cannot speak of any methodical work on the issue. Enterprises, in 
turn, are not willing to provide us with any information. (Interview 18) 

 
Environmental issues are not among the core topics of the media in the Vologda 
Oblast. Environmental news is disseminated by a few journalists devoted to the 
issue who are in close contact with the environmental movement. The relation-
ship between the few active journalists and the state environmental authorities 
has recently also become more active. The environmental institutions have in-
creasingly used the mass media to inform citizens by distributing the results of 
environmental monitoring. The authorities see the media as a possible tool for 
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encouraging the citizens to become more active. One of the respondents, the 
producer of the “Health and Ecology” programme at the “Severnyi Region” 
Vologda regional TV news agency, comments upon this situation: 
 

People very often address me directly. The representatives of the Sani-
tary-Epidemiological Inspectorate are most active in this sense, as they 
are very interested in informing the population about the issue. They 
usually invite me, provide all the data available, and speak with me 
very willingly. In addition, the town and regional authorities conduct 
workshops on a regular basis, where environmental issues are being 
discussed at the regional and town level. As a journalist, I attend all 
these meetings and I can obtain all the available data collected and pro-
vided by different municipal services. (Interview 19) 

 
Thus, the mass media and journalists play a rather significant role in covering 
the environmental situation and informing the citizens. However, the representa-
tives of the media are not really engaged in any systematic environmental work. 
While publishing figures and ascertaining facts, as a rule they do not advise the 
population about the ways in which the problems could be solved and the oppor-
tunities they have. Therefore, many environmentalists feel that at present the 
mass media of the Vologda Oblast do not fully exploit their potential influence 
on environmental issues. 

Finally, local environmental activism may have an effect on environmental 
issues. Residents of Sokol have for decades been living in ecological conditions 
that are harmful to health and have become accustomed to them. During the 
post-Soviet period, the local media has highlighted social problems connected 
with jobs, wages and housing as the main problems in the town. Today, envi-
ronmental NGOs are not strong in Sokol. In the early 1990s, during the period 
of general environmental activism in Russia (see Yanitsky 2000), a rise in local 
environmental activism occurred in Sokol as well. A new hydrolytic factory for 
producing nutrient yeast was constructed there in 1991, but it only operated for 
a few months before being closed. The reason for the closure was the environ-
mental effects, as the factory was considered to be very dangerous to the envi-
ronment and health of the inhabitants. From the very beginning the residents had 
been convinced of its harmfulness and protested against it. 

No open environmental protest movements have since existed in the town. 
One of our respondents, a newcomer to the town in the late 1990s, interpreted 
the local environmental atmosphere in the following way: 
 

You see, the population of the town becomes anxious only in the case 
of irritating emissions of sulphate dioxide. Then they call us. They do 
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the same when their gardens are inundated by wastewater. That is, they 
express concern only if the matter concerns them personally. However, 
there is no social movement. There are no public actions nor people’s 
unity. People just got accustomed to the situation. And when I start to 
criticise our environmental conditions, people say: “Oh, you can’t say 
that! It was much worse here fifteen years ago”. That means that peo-
ple got used to bad conditions, and they started considering the current 
situation to be even better than it was for a long time. (Interview 11) 

 
Moreover, a strong dependency on a single enterprise has affected the social and 
political mood of the town, including environmental awareness and activity. 
People have felt dependent on the mill, understanding that their life is connected 
with their jobs and the provision of services such as heat and hot water. More-
over, the town budget is being augmented to a considerable extent by income 
from the Sokol’skii mill. Based on the inhabitants’ behaviour, we might con-
clude that people see the state authorities as responsible for solving problems 
related to their environment. For the most part, the inhabitants are either not 
ready or do not know how to help themselves and how to solve these problems. 
Therefore, isolated expressions of environmental activity by single individuals 
are not supported by the rest of the local inhabitants. 

Environmental education has been more active recently. It was initiated by 
the environmental authorities in cooperation with an NGO, the All-Russian 
Society for Nature Protection. The target groups of education have mainly been 
schools and preschool-age children. Environmental education has often been 
conducted either within the system of supplementary education or as optional 
subjects. The interviewed leader of the Sokol department of the Society com-
ments on this situation as follows: 
 

First, there is no such school subject as ecology, thus all courses are 
optional. The House of Children’s and Teenagers’ Creative Work has 
now employed three teachers who are specialists in ecology. I think 
that the House conducts plenty of supplementary work in this sphere. 
We often organise environmental exhibitions. I have organised the first 
exhibition devoted to birch. I believe that ecology will find its place; 
we will change the consciousness of our children. Although many of 
them have dachas, most of them have forgotten how to treat and deal 
with nature. (Interview 20) 

 
Working with environmental education demands a great deal of personal effort, 
devotion and time. Because it is voluntary, it has been difficult to recruit people 
to work in this sphere. Moreover, activists in these organisations have often 
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been misunderstood by the local inhabitants in regard to their motives. There 
have been, nevertheless, two environmental NGOs (Department of All-Russian 
Society of Nature Protection and “Saving the Small Rivers and Springs”), and a 
few grass-roots ecological groups in the local schools. These NGOs and groups 
have been engaged in environmental education and thus their activities have not 
been directed against any of the enterprises. These groups and organisations 
have organised actions concerning garbage collection and tree-planting and 
worked mostly with school children and young people. This unquestionably 
important work could be perceived as smaller actions which cannot result in 
solving the main environmental problems of Sokol. Thus, this is further evi-
dence of the people’s feeling of futility in radically improving the situation and 
affecting the activities of the mills. The above-mentioned respondent argues that 
“the general public should be competent”, to permit changing the situation (In-
terview 20). 
 
 
Politicising the environment 
 
The environment has become politicised in two main ways: as an issue itself and 
as a means to other ends. Active protests have occurred in the surrounding area. 
A grass-roots group evolved in the village of Litega and neighbouring villages 
located along the River Sukhona downstream from the mills. The members of 
the group were people living in St. Petersburg who have dachas in Litega. They 
have sought to solve the problem of drinking water in their villages because the 
river water they use is badly polluted. Many villagers had no wells and took 
their household water straight from the river. The environmental quality of the 
river caused anxiety amongst people and they tried to clarify the composition of 
their drinking water. They appealed to different officials and institutions, includ-
ing scientific-environmental ones. They tried to begin a dialogue with authori-
ties in Sokol and Vologda and the Sokol’skii mill’s management. The com-
plaints finally resulted in a round-table meeting initiated by the environmental 
committee and held by the Litega village council on 16 October 2001. The 
meeting resulted in a decision to construct two wells in the villages at the ex-
pense of local administration. The wells were constructed in 2002 but it soon 
turned out that their water was still polluted. 

The activists in this group did not receive much support from the local ad-
ministration or from the majority of the local citizens. The activists were widely 
regarded as being “too active”, and thus suspect. In order to compensate for the 
lack of local support, the activists sought support from other scales. The village 
activists did not give up and they turned to a Regional Duma member and asked 
him for help. The deputy’s work at the regional scale was successful and in 
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2003 the regional budget provided funding for the construction of a local water 
system including an effective water purification system. In addition to having 
the regional parliament member as their regional ally the activists were seeking 
allies at the federal scale by informing the Russian environmental movement 
about the problems of the River Sukhona. The activists also participated in sev-
eral conferences of environmental NGOs and other events in different cities of 
Russia but, thus far, they have not achieved any final success regarding their 
issue. 

Apart from this burst of activism, environmental issues in Sokol have be-
come deeply incorporated into more general political struggles. The issue of 
local waste water purification facilities offers an example of how local political 
tensions, economic interests and environmental performance mix with each 
other. This debate has been the only major disagreement between the town ad-
ministration and the Sokol’skii mill management. The discussion concerning the 
purification plant has been going on for several years. The dispute has been the 
result of a rather more political than an ecological conflict between the Sokol 
administration and the owners of the Sokol’skii mill. The administration of the 
Vologda Oblast and the town of Sokol have considered the Fox Group chiefly a 
Moscow-based industrial group which primarily aspires to expand its influence 
in the oblast, regularly supporting their own candidates for election. As far as 
the administration is concerned, it tries to limit this influence. This conflict often 
acquires a hidden ecological slant. It has been widely covered in the regional 
mass media and, in this situation, the complicated ecological conditions in Sokol 
and the Sokol’skii mill have been exploited for political reasons. 

It was estimated in the late 1990s that the purification plant in Sokol would 
demand renovation and investments worth 250 million roubles. At the turn of 
the century, the management of the Sokol’skii mill prepared a ten-year im-
provement programme for the modernisation of the purification system. The 
town administration, however, required that the construction of the new purifi-
cation plant be made the responsibility of the town administration and the costs 
included in the town budget. Yet, at the same time, the town administration has 
not been able to pay the expenses of operating or maintaining the present 
wastewater treatment system. The town administration pursues its own interests 
and believes that if the purification plant were municipal property, it could cover 
its debts to the Sokol’skii mill and the town would even receive additional in-
come. The administration also hopes to increase tariffs on wastewater treatment, 
which today are some of the lowest in the Vologda Oblast. Thus, they wish to 
make a profit and augment the town budget. Local environmental issues are 
hence effectively intermingled with local economic policies. 

The managers of the mill and ecologists from state administration have 
warned about the possibility of an ecological catastrophe if the responsibility for 
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the purification plant is given to the town administration. The managers of the 
Sokol’skii mill have offered another variant as a compromise. The sewers of the 
mill and the town would be separated, and responsibility for municipal and 
household sewage transferred to the town. The mill management also insists that 
purifying the mill’s waste water should remain the company’s responsibility. 
Management’s claims have also been supported by the representatives of the 
state nature protection administration and environmental organisations. 

In the course of continuing negotiations between the Sokol administration 
and the mill management, a decision was made at the end of 2001 to authorise 
the treatment plant on a five-year lease to the Sokol’skii mill. The reconstructed 
wastewater plant will then become the property of the town administration. 
There was intense pressure from the regional administration on the mill man-
agement, which forced the enterprise to comply with such a compromise. The 
decision, however, has proven to have failed. It has been estimated that it will 
not solve the problem of water purification because the mill management be-
lieves the reconstruction would take about ten years. Thus, it appears the mill 
has not been interested in investing money in reconstructing the purification 
plant. It would have been easier and technically more efficient to build a new 
system, but the enterprise did not have enough money. Moreover, they did not 
want to make such a large investment in a system that will not be their property. 

After the approval of this decision, since the end of 2001 and in 2002, the at-
tention of the administration of the Vologda Oblast and the regional environ-
mental institutions has been focused on the activity of the enterprise, because of 
the inadequate functioning of its purification system. Several commissions and 
inspectors have visited the mill. It was suggested that some departments should 
be closed. Finally, in June 2002, the Sokol’skii mill was stripped of its licence 
for water-consumption, and one of the departments of the old section of the mill 
was temporarily closed. This event was widely covered in the regional and local 
media, for example: 
 

The Department of the Dvino-Pethcerskiy water basin has, effective 10 
June, suspended the licence for water consumption of the Sokol’skii 
mill. The regional Department for Natural Resources has also cancelled 
its contract on water consumption. This department has ordered the 
mill to reduce its production of pulp from 70 000 tonnes to 40 000 ton-
nes per year. With its licence, the combine paid 17 million roubles per 
year for water consumption. If the mill works without such a licence, it 
will have to pay fines at the rate of approximately 60 million roubles 
per year. (Prem’er 2002) 
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Losing its permit to use water did not stop the mill from operating, but increased 
production costs. Thus, the decision to suspend the licence did not necessarily 
have any effect on the quality of the environment. The confrontation between 
the Sokol administration and the Sokol’skii mill attracted the attention of differ-
ent state structures and also the mass media. The following comment concerning 
the situation was published in the local press: 
 

One can suppose with high probability that the fuss over the waste 
plant has been staged from the regional centre on “the worse the better” 
principle. The transfer of the waste treatment plant to Sokol administra-
tion will cause economic damage to enterprises since the tariffs will 
rise from 1 rouble 44 kopecks to 5 roubles per cubic metre. Reducing 
cellulose processing to 40 000 tonnes per one year and suspending the 
water-consumption licence may result in a partial suspension of pro-
duction as well as the growth of environmental payments, but also in a 
reduction of jobs and the negative profitability of the enterprise which 
most shapes the town. (Sokol’skaia Pravda 2002d) 

 
After the confrontation on waste water treatment problems had lasted for more 
than a year, the matter was settled in favour of the Sokol administration. In July 
2002, the “Sokolpromvodochistka” management company was established; its 
purpose was to maintain the wastewater treatment system in Sokol. 

It is rather difficult to objectively assess the situation which has developed 
around the wastewater treatment plant. The mass media, different state institu-
tions, and the mill’s representatives provide inconsistent and often contrary 
information. For example, in 2001 the Sokol’skii mill planned to invest four 
million roubles in the wastewater treatment plant. According to the information 
available in the mass media, it has actually invested seven million. Part of this 
sum came from the local ecological fund, another part from investments by the 
enterprise itself. This fact represents an apparent overfulfilment of the plan. 
However, it is a known fact that in 2001 the mill received an exemption from 
paying 50 million roubles for temporarily permitted emissions, provided that 
this money was invested in wastewater purification. However, mass media 
sources claim that this money has been disposed of in other ways and the own-
ers of the Sokol’skii mill have transferred part of the profit to the accounts of 
enterprises outside the Vologda Oblast that have joined the Fox Group and have 
been registered in the areas of other subjects of the Russian Federation 
(Sokol’skaia Pravda 2002e). 

Notwithstanding all the ambiguities surrounding this situation, one thing is 
rather clear: the different actors involved in these debates also tend to use envi-
ronmental argumentation for other purposes they wish to advance. It has seldom 
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only been a question of environmental quality, but there are also interests, po-
litical and economic in nature, as well as those related to power, behind the 
environmental argumentation (cf. Hajer 1995). In terms of the relational spaces 
of ecological modernisation (see chapter 2.2), it can be said that in the case of 
Sokol the actors and institutions involved in local economic and environmental 
discourses and practices have not been connected to networks that would have 
pushed them towards ecological modernisation. It has rather been a vicious 
cycle of economic hardships connected with continuing environmental problems 
and, especially, the actors’ lack of resources that have characterised the local 
trajectories in Sokol. If compared with the situation in Svetogorsk (chapter 6.1), 
these two cases illustrate the foundational significance of relationally spatial 
links for the processes of ecological modernisation. We will analyse these issues 
in the concluding chapter that follows. 
 


