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Most Russians believe that wildfires have swept across Siberia this summer because of illegal
logging and the authorities’ negligence, according to a new poll published by the independent
Levada Center pollster.

Activists and environmentalists have decried the authorities' slow response to the fires, which
at their peak covered an area the size of Belgium and have caused at least $100 million worth
of damage. Their size has dwindled from 3 million hectares in July to almost 190,000 hectares
this week.

Related article: Siberian Wildfires Swell to Crimea-Sized Area, Authorities Say Extinguishing

Them Is ‘Pointless’
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When asked to name the reasons why the fires spread, 51% of Russian respondents pointed to
attempts to conceal illegal logging and 44% named the authorities’ negligence, the Levada
Center’s survey published Thursday said. Forty percent said the fires spread because of
careless handling and 26% said they were exacerbated by lightning strikes.

Almost four out of five respondents (83%) said they were worried about the wildfires, while
11% said they weren’t concerned.

The respondents who said they were worried about the wildfires said they were most
concerned about the deaths of trees (22%) and animals (20%). Climate change, human
suffering and the authorities’ inaction were each listed by 17% of these respondents.

Media coverage of the fires has helped raise climate awareness among Russia’s
decisionmakers and the general public, climate journalist Angelina Davydova told The
Moscow Times.

Related article: Russia Says Siberian Wildfires Started on Purpose by Illegal Loggers

“I expect that the wildfires in Siberia this summer will certainly move forward changes or
amendments to forestry legislation in Russia, e.g. the way forests are being managed,”
Davydova said.

“We are already living in a time when the wildfire season has become longer and fires are
more common and more dangerous,” Grigory Kuksin, the head of Greenpeace Russia’s
firefighting program, told The Moscow Times. “The worsening situation with the fires
happened because they weren't extinguished. If they're not put out right away, they will cover
huge areas. But we are seeing a decrease in the number of fires caused by people — this is
good, it means we're doing everything right.”

Kuksin added that the wildfires have returned to a normal level for the season, it's possible
that firefighters will have to work through the fall and winter to fully extinguish them.

The governor of the Siberian region of Krasnoyarsk drew controversy in July by saying it
would be “pointless and at times even harmful” to try to extinguish the flames. More than
400,000 people have signed a Greenpeace Russia petition for the government to step up
efforts to put out the fires since they captured nationwide attention.

Levada conducted the survey among 1,608 respondents in 50 Russian regions on Aug. 22-28.
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