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Soviet Environmental Ideology and Administrative System

Hirofumi KATAYAMA

How did Soviet socialism, which was based on different principles from those of
capitalism, organize its environmental protection? In this paper I analyzed this focus-
ing on Soviet environmental ideology and administrative system.

Soviet environmental principles were formed according to its ideology. The
first was that state ownership of natural resources was a precondition of Soviet
environmentalism. The second was that administration plays a major role, for when
state ownership is thought to be able to overcome conflicts of interest, politics would
die out and only adiministration would remain. The third was that environmental
protection is made as a system of obligation to complete state goals. In the Constitu-
tion this idea formulated as mutual obligations of the state and citizens. 1 call this
type of environmentalism administrative environmentalism.

Soviet environmental management contained 16 ministries and state commit-
tees, and this system was based on the “departmental-branch principle.” As for
responsibilities, administrative responsibility was mainly applied. In the concrete
structure of the environmental system, we can see the transformation of legislation to
directive, and jurisdiction to control. In modern nations the state function is divided
into the three powers of legislation, administration, and jurisdiction. But in the Soviet
Union these functions are transformed into directive, execution, and control. The
Soviet environmental system reflected this.

Soviet environmentalists had criticized the departmental-branch system. They
said that this system didn’t meet three requirements: comprehension, division of
function, and superiority. In order to reform it, they suggested that a central agency
for environmental protection be created. But it proved very difficult to realize this
idea.

In the 70’s and 80’s, some measures to improve the system were carried out.
For example, State Committees for Conservation were formed in 6 union republics.
Of these committees the most comprehensive one was the Ukrainian State Committee,
and it was highly evaluated for its activity. But these committees often found
themselves at a disadvantage in dealing with polluting industries, many of which were
under the all-union ministries. The powers of union republics were so constrained by
the central economic planning, that even the partial decentralization in the environ-
mental sphere was impossible. On the other hand, reforms at the union level, such as
establishment of the State Committee for Hydrometeorology and the Environment
(Gidromet, 1978) and of the USSR Council of Ministers’ Presidium Commission for
Environmental Protection and the Rational Use of Natural Resourses (1981), were not
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able to show outstanding effects as well.

Finally, in 1988 a central agency for environmental protection was formed.
This is the USSR State Committee for Conservation (Goskompriroda). This commit-
tee was composed of several offices which had been under various ministries. But it
was very difficult to establish its administrative foundation, for it met with strong
resistance from the ministries, and as a result a dual power situation appeared. The
Soviet environmental administrative system couldn’t improve its departmental-branch
character.

When we compare Soviet policy making on environmental protection with the
United States and Japan, we can find many common features between the Soviet Union
and Japan. In Japan, jurisdiction and “jumin undo” played a great role in advancing
anti-pollution measures. But in the Soviet Union, where jurisdiction changed into
control, guarantee of legality by jurisdiction didn’t match easily its state principle.
And besides, in the West the issue often becomes politicized in demands for local
control, but in the USSR it was defined administratively in a proposal for improved
regional planning and administrative system.

Both in the USSR and in the West, ministries’ behavior has been criticized as
bureaucratism. But they behave rationally as economic subjects, in order to maxi-
mize their basic value (fulfillment of the plan), and I think they also followed the basic
value of the system itself faithfully, which the Soviet socialism as a catch-up model had
done. That is, administrative environmentalism is a model taken by developing

countries for environmental protection. This is a problem of economic analysis.
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