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“Indigenous global politics offers an important lesson to a future world: marginal global actors 

can forge change in international systems. […] Sometimes these changes start out small, like 

changing discriminatory rules and practices of UN bodies, but those small changes can become 

new global norms with wider impact over time.” 

(Sheryl Lightfoot, 2016:89) 

 

 

 

 

 

“[I]t is one thing . . . for international law to incorporate norms concerning Indigenous peoples; 

it is quite another thing for the norms to take effect in the actual lives of people.” 

(James Anaya, 2004:85) 
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Abstract  

Indigenous peoples and their organizations (IPOs) in the Arctic region and worldwide use 

international norms to hold governments and extractive corporations accountable for violations 

of Indigenous peoples’ rights. However, IPOs in undemocratic states face greater obstacles in 

engaging with these norms, given the government’s limited responsiveness to arguments based 

on international laws on the rights of Indigenous peoples.  

In my thesis, I ask how the IPOs in Russia address the lamentable situation of  

Indigenous peoples and promote international Indigenous rights norms within the domestic 

context. Bringing into dialogue governance studies, norm contestation analysis, and social 

movement scholarship, I highlight the important role of institutions in shaping the trajectories 

and outcomes of IPOs advocacy and the IPOs’ capacity to recognize and seize opportunities to 

effect normative change at different levels of Russia’s governance. 

The thesis is designed as a comparative multiple-case study that delves into the 

interactions and institutional settings of national and local IPOs in two ethnic republics of the 

Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation – the Republics of Komi and Sakha (Yakutia). Drawing 

on the perspectives of IPOs and amplifying their voices, I argue that the steady activism of 

domestic IPOs has been the driving force behind the changes in the recognition politics towards 

Indigenous peoples and their rights in Russia over the last three decades. My findings challenge 

the popular perceptions of these IPOs as powerless, entirely co-opted, and lacking agency by 

presenting a more complex and patchy picture of their contestation practices at different levels 

of natural resource governance. As I showed, despite the constrained environment, these IPOs 

still utilize tiny but existing opportunities to advocate for increased recognition of Indigenous 

peoples’ rights and effect some progressive, albeit modest, changes in policy and practice. 
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Sammendrag  

Urfolk og deres organisasjoner (IPOer) i den arktiske regionen og over hele verden bruker 

internasjonale normer for å styrke og holde regjeringer og utvinningsselskaper ansvarlige for 

brudd på urfolks rettigheter. Imidlertid møter IPOer i udemokratiske stater større hindringer når 

de engasjerer seg i disse normene, gitt regjeringens begrensede respons på argumenter basert 

på internasjonale bestemmelser om urfolks rettigheter.  

Jeg har spurt hvordan IPOer i Russland adresserer situasjonen til urfolk og hvordan de 

fremmer internasjonale urfolks rettigheter innenlands. Ved å diskutere governance studier, 

analyse av normkonflikter og social movement studier, framhever jeg betydningen til IPOene, 

den  viktige rollen deres handlinger og institusjoner har i å forme retning og resultater i kamp 

for normativ endring på ulike nivå av lovgivning og styring i Russland.    

Avhandlingen er utformet som en komparativ multicase-studie som utforsker 

samhandlingen og institusjonelle forhold til nasjonale og lokale IPOer i to etniske republikker 

i den russiske føderasjonens arktiske region - republikkene Komi og Sakha (Yakutia). Ved å 

trekke veklser på IPOenes perspektivee og forsterke stemmene deres, argumenterer jeg for at 

den jevne aktivismen til innenlandske IPOer har vært drivkraften bak endringene i 

anerkjennelsespolitikken overfor urfolk og deres rettigheter i Russland de siste tre tiårene. Mine 

funn utfordrer den folkelige oppfatningen av disse IPOene som maktesløse, fullstendig kooptert 

og med manglende ‘agency’. Det gjør jeg ved å presentere et mer komplekst og et mangetydig 

bilde av deres praksis med å bestride gjeldende forhold på ulike nivå knyttet til 

ressursforvaltning og ressursstyring. Jeg viser at til tross for begrensninger, gjør disse IPOene 

bruk av små, men eksisterende muligheter til å fremme en styrket anerkjennelse av urfolks 

rettigheter og til å få gjennomført noen progressive, om enn beskjedne, endringer i politikk og 

praksis. 
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1 Indigenous Peoples Organizations (IPOs) and 
Recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in 
Russia: An Introduction 

The last half of the 20th century has seen a third wave of democratization, the emergence and 

the remarkable success of Indigenous peoples’ organizations (IPOs) as new political actors 

within global politics and international law (Huntington, 1991; Niezen, 2000; Anaya, 2004; de 

Costa, 2006). The adoption by the General Assembly of the United Nations of the Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP, 2007) was a paramount achievement for the 

global IPOs in their efforts to give rise to an emerging distinct customary international law that 

recognize the rights of Indigenous peoples worldwide (Anaya, 2004; Smelcer, 2006; Barelli, 

2009; Lightfoot, 2016). 

In many parts of the world, the IPOs’ voices and efforts have become the primary 

catalysts for change in politics of recognition and governance, particularly those surrounding 

the Indigenous peoples’ rights in the context of extractive industries (Huebert et al., 2012; 

Shadian, 2014). However, there is no other region of the world that steps so far outside the 

boundaries of Westphalian inter-state politics and where Indigenous peoples have achieved 

greater recognition of their rights through engagement in transnational governance structures 

and policy-making processes than the Arctic (Einarsson et al., 2004;  Larsen and Fondahl, 2014; 

Olsen and Shadian, 2016). The establishment of the Arctic Council (AC) in 1996 marked a 

turning point for IPOs in the region in gaining the recognition of their special rights as 

permanent participants at the policy-making table along the nation-states and prioritizing their 

voices over those of other non-state actors (Bloom, 1999). AC enhances the Arctic IPOs’ stance 

in international (soft) lawmaking, which, although not legally binding, carries persuasive 

political and moral authority (Koivurova and Heinamaki, 2006).  

Despite the progressive developments at the Arctic regional scale, at the level of 

individual Arctic states, there is still plenty of room for serious deliberation about the self-

determination and autonomy of Indigenous peoples, on the one hand, and the sovereignty of 

nation-states, on the other (Bankes, 2004; Haftendorn, 2014). Although some Arctic countries 

have ratified the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention 169 from the International Labor 

Organization (ILO Convention 169, 1989) and many more have signed the UNDRIP, their legal 
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proclamation of respect for the international Indigenous peoples’ rights somehow may remain 

far from reality (Anaya, 2004; Newman, 2020; Gilbert, 2021). The main challenge that the 

Arctic Indigenous peoples and their IPOs continue to face, with both nation-states and 

extractive industries, is how to find the most effective way to bring the power of the 

international norms and international IPOs’ success to ‘home’ and at the local level (Speca, 

2018; Johnstone and Hansen, 2020; Tennberg, Broderstad, and Hernes, 2021).  

In this thesis, I take up this challenge in the specific context of Russia. The Russian 

Federation, which stretches over half of the Arctic’s total coastline, is a multination state and 

one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world (according to the All-Russian Census 

of 2020, there were 194 ethnic groups). The Russian authorities legally designate forty distinct 

ethnic groups as ‘korennye malochislennye narody Severa, Sibiri i Dal’nego Vostoka’ (KMNS, 

translated into English as Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far 

East). These peoples number about 260,000 individuals, making up less than 0.2 percent of 

Russia’s total population (All-Russian Census, 2020). The country, however, stands out for its 

significant share of the Indigenous population in the Circumpolar region: every second 

Indigenous resident lives in Russia’s Arctic territories (Adams et al., 2014).   

The vast territories of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF) hold 

paramount significance for the country’s security and resources-based national economy. 

Indigenous peoples in the AZRF, as elsewhere in the Arctic region, experience great tension 

with extractive industries over resources and territories (Hernes, Broderstad, and Tennberg, 

2021). The Russian ‘resource curse’ fuels the country’s authoritarianism, bad governance, and 

corruption, negatively affecting Indigenous peoples’ rights and limiting opportunities for their 

effective protection (Mamo, 2023). Although Russia has ratified most of the core United 

Nations human rights treaties, it has not ratified the ILO Convention 169 (1989) and abstained 

from endorsing the UNDRIP (2007). While there is a gap between the legal recognition and 

actual implementation of Indigenous peoples’ rights in resource governance of all Arctic states, 

Russia again is an outlier with its escalating repression against Indigenous dissent and 

intimidation of Indigenous activists (Berezhkov and Sulyandziga, 2019).  

Indigenous peoples’ organizations (IPOs) in Russia, speaking on behalf of the most 

numerous and diverse group of Indigenous constituents in the Arctic region, are relatively 

‘young’ organizations that emerged in the late 1980s (Dahl, 1989; Sokolova, 1990; Semenova, 
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2007; Stoyanova, 2009; Rohr, 2014; Gosart, 2017). Indigenous peoples from Russia joined the 

global Indigenous movement three decades later than their Arctic counterparts. Nonetheless, 

these days they are legitimate participants in major international forums, including AC, the UN 

Economic and Social Council - ECOSOC, and the UN Permanent Forum for Indigenous Issues.  

Although IPOs in the Arctic share many similarities and engage in similar activities, it’s fair to 

note that the activism of IPOs in Russia differs from that of their counterparts in Canada, 

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the United States. When it comes to activism 

and dissent, Indigenous peoples in Russia must deal with a prominent set of risks and costs due 

to the country’s political regime increasingly leaning towards authoritarianism, bad 

governance, lack of the rule of law, and poor human rights records (Gelman, 2020; Golosov, 

2019; EIU Democracy Index, 2021).  

Despite these risks, increased political restrictions, and repressive government activities, 

IPOs in Russia remain visible and actively participate in the country’s social and political life, 

advocating for the advancement of recognition of the rights of their constituents. But how do 

these IPOs act to address the lamentable situation of Indigenous peoples and promote 

international Indigenous peoples’ rights domestically? What strategies and resources do these 

IPOs pursue to press the changes to advance recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in 

Russian law and practice? Which political and legal activism avenues do they use to enforce 

international norms in Russian domestic fora favorable to Indigenous aspirations? And what 

can be said about these IPO achievements and the impact of their actions on the law, society, 

and the IPO sector in authoritarian Russia? 

To answer these questions, the dissertation investigates the IPOs and their role (agency) 

in bringing about a normative change ‘from below’ in Russian legislation and practice toward 

advancing the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in an extractive context. Untangling 

relations of IPOs with their state and extractive corporation counterparts in various settings and 

political forums, it aims to show how these IPOs have engaged with international Indigenous 

rights’ norms to secure and advance the rights of their Indigenous constituents in domestic fora. 

By doing that, it situates these relations within changing institutional settings of the politics of 

recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia throughout the 1990s - 2020s. 

The study joins a nascent but growing scholarship that takes a blended 

analytical/normative and empirical stance toward understanding the normative agency of 
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domestic IPOs in the Russian context. In the study, I consider the IPOs (and their state and non-

state counterparts) as organizations and one of the constitutive elements of the recognition of 

Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia. Drawing on social movement theory and scholarship on 

norm contestation in international relations (IR), I approach the IPOs in Russia from a 

theoretical angle of integrative institutional analysis (Chapter 2).  

By utilizing the analytical advantages of the integrative institutional approach, the study 

makes three contributions to the existing state-of-the-art on IPOs and their role in promoting 

the recognition of international Indigenous peoples rights’ norms in Russia. First, the approach 

combines structural and agential perspectives on the institution and equally acknowledges the 

institutional arrangements (structures) and the IPOs’ practices (agency) as sources and drivers 

of institutional stability and change. It focuses directly on the IPOs’ role in generating a change, 

showing how the emergence, persistence, and development of IPOs, as civic society 

organizations, contributed to and shaped the changes in the politics of recognition of Indigenous 

peoples and their rights in Russia over the 1990s – 2020s.  

Second, the theoretical lens of integrative institutional analysis enables me to analyze 

IPOs’ engagement with another constitutive element of the institution, namely norms. With 

this, it makes visible the processes of normative change that IPOs are trying to initiate from the 

‘bottom-up’ to secure and advance Indigenous peoples’ rights in domestic fora and the various 

agencies that the IPOs acquire throughout these interactions.  

Third, the integrative approach recognizes the dynamic nature of the institution and 

combines sociological and historical perspectives on its development and change. I utilize this 

idea to demonstrate that the different institutional niches in the Komi and Sakha republics 

available for local IPOs in their current struggles against the extractive companies have their 

legacy in the Soviet and post-Soviet past. A multi-faceted understanding of the legacy and its 

role in shaping and constraining IPOs’ contestation strategies reveals a more comprehensive 

picture of Indigenous activism and dissent in extractive resource contexts across Russia’s vast 

territories. 
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1.1 Research Question, Research Design, and Research 
Arguments: The Role of IPOs in Advancing the Recognition of 
Indigenous Peoples Rights in Russia 

The research puzzle of the dissertation study centers around the IPOs in Russia and their role 

(agency) in bringing about a normative change ‘from the bottom up’ in Russian legislation and 

practice toward enhancing the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in an extractive 

context. The object of the dissertation study is the institutional and normative space of the 

recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia. The subject of the study is the practices the 

IPOs use to call into question the normative framework of the ‘Indigenous – state – 

corporations’ relations within the extractive resource developments in Russia to enforce 

favorable international Indigenous rights’ norms in domestic settings. The key research 

question of the thesis is:  how and with what effect do the IPOs in Russia strive to secure and 

advance the recognition of rights of their Indigenous constituents in domestic fora?  

The thesis pursues two main objectives by discussing the role (agencies) of the IPOs in 

bringing about a normative change in recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia.  One 

is to reexamine widely held stereotypical yet outdated perceptions of these IPOs as ‘victims of 

structural violence from the authoritarian state’ with a ‘poor organizational capacity’ and 

‘general lack of political agency’ and to reshape these assessments with new insights and 

specifications of these entities and their activities (Murashko, 2005; Semenova, 2007; 

Stoyanova, 2009; Tennberg, 2010; Rohr, 2014; Gosart, 2017). 

One of the main arguments of the thesis is that in the background and at the heart of the 

ongoing changes in the state’s recognition politics towards Indigenous peoples and their rights 

in Russia, there has always been steady activism of Indigenous peoples and IPOs. While stating 

this, I do not advocate for idealizing the role of domestic IPOs in the socialization of Indigenous 

peoples’ rights norms in the Russian context or their achievements in this regard. On the 

contrary, I argue that the IPOs’ efforts and accomplishments over the last decades are complex 

and perhaps even controversial, combining positive and negative achievements, lessons 

learned, and compromises. They matter of more nuanced analysis that should go beyond the 

simplistic labeling of the IPOs as ‘weak,’ ‘immature,’ or ‘co-opted’ Therefore, I contend that 

even under the current conditions of the closed regime with its restrictions and tight control 
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over civil space, the IPOs can still advocate for securing Indigenous peoples’ rights and voice 

their dissent towards the state’s and extractive corporations’ misconduct. 

The study’s focus on the particular cases simultaneously serves the other objective of 

the dissertation – to understand the underlying factors and conditions that both enable and 

hinder IPOs’ advocacy and dissent in relations with state and extractive corporations under the 

Russian regime. The thesis’s second overall contention is that both institutional factors and the 

IPOs’ strategic capacity to recognize and take advantage of the opportunities offered by the 

institutional context are equally important in understanding the IPOs’ contestation and dissent 

strategies and their outcomes.  

The Russian history of Indigenous activism and IPOs offers two further lessons. First, 

it has proven more challenging for IPOs leaders and activists to push for social change by 

promoting and exercising the international Indigenous peoples’ rights at the national level 

compared to the regional level. Second, there is a noticeable disparity in the legal recognition 

of Indigenous peoples’ rights in the context of extractive activities across different regions of 

Russia. Due to these institutional differences, certain Arctic ethnic republics may provide a 

more supportive and favorable institutional environment for local IPOs than those in other 

regions. This, in turn, leads to variations in local IPOs’ strategies to secure and advance the 

rights of their Indigenous constituents in conflict with extractive companies on the ground. I 

utilized a multiple case studies approach to show the regional variations in IPOs’ advocacy and 

dissent and their underlying conditions. Hence, is the design of the empirical part of the thesis. 

Each of the case studies (n=3) collected within the thesis investigates complex 

institutional settings where the domestic IPOs found themselves, ranging from global to local, 

and their practices to contest the normative order of these settings.  Case study A investigates 

the activities of federal-level IPOs and their advocacy practices and normative dissent in the 

relationship with the Russian federal authorities nationally and internationally.  Case studies B 

and C focus on the analysis of regional and local levels IPOs in two ethnic republics - the Komi 

and the Sakha (Yakutia) and their normative dissent in an extractive context. The rationale 

behind choosing both regions for the analysis is discussed in Section 1.3. 

The main focus of the thesis lies on the IPOs and their practices of contesting Indigenous 

rights’ norms rather than the norms themselves. Throughout the thesis, I view IPOs as civil and 

political entities of Russian society and participants in global Indigenous politics. IPOs, as a 
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subset of Russian civil society (CSOs), are organized and self-governed by Indigenous peoples 

to advance the recognition of their rights and serve their constituents’ diverse interests 

(economic, societal, political, etc.). IPOs are used as a hypernym to include Indigenous peoples’ 

associations and obshchiny, and formal and informal Indigenous peoples’ initiatives aimed at 

advocacy, service provision, self-governance, and traditional economies of Indigenous peoples 

and communities (see also Chapter 3).   

Since the analysis emphasizes the IPOs more than the Indigenous rights’ norms, the 

latter is considered as a ‘norms bundle.’ These include international norms of the ILO 

Convention 169, the UNDRIP, national and regional legislation norms, and the general 

principles underlying and supporting their application in practice. These norms encompass a 

range of diverse rights, including both ‘hard rights’ (Indigeneity, Indigenous self-

determination, and territorial rights) and ‘soft rights’ (culture, education, language) (Lightfoot, 

2016:13).  

The thesis concerns the first group of ‘hard rights’ norms, which form the core of the 

Indigenous peoples’ normative dissent and contestation. In the following analysis, I delve into 

two bundles of ‘hard rights’ norms: the designation of Indigenous status and the Indigenous 

peoples’ territorial rights in an extractive context. The Russian Federation has its original 

approach to legal recognition of ‘who is Indigenous,’ which differs from those applied by the 

International Labor Organization (ILO), the UN bodies, and the World Bank (Sokolova et al., 

1995; Donahoe et al., 2008). The same applies to the legal recognition of the territorial rights 

of Indigenous peoples in the resource extraction context and the international principle of Free, 

Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC) (Anaya, 2013; Fondahl and Poelzer, 2003; Fondahl et al., 

2020a; Peeters Goloviznina, 2021). Russian legal framework on Indigenous peoples ‘hard 

rights’ and how the local IPOs try to use the international norms of ‘Indigeneity’ and FPIC to 

secure their rights in the extractive context in two Arctic ethnic republics are the subjects of 

integrative analysis and discussion in Chapter 4. 
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1.2 Focus on IPOs in the Ethnic Republics of the Russian 
Arctic  

Why should we look at the IPOs in the ethnic republics of the Arctic Zone of the Russian 

Federation (AZRF)? AZRF includes nine regions (the Nenets, Yamalo-Nenets, Chukotka 

Autonomous Okrugs, Arkhangelsk and Murmansk regions, the republics of Karelia, Komi, and 

Sakha (Yakutia), and the Krasnoyarsk Kray) that significantly contribute to Russia’s and the 

Arctic region’s ethnic diversity (Larsen and Fondahl, 2014). Furthermore, in the legal reality 

of the federal Russian state, its 89 constituent subjects enjoy a certain level of autonomy, self-

governance, and law-making authority. Within AZRF, where most Arctic Indigenous peoples 

live, the recognition of their rights varies significantly from region to region, both de jure and 

de facto.  

Given the legislative asymmetry, AZRF regions form a continuum regarding the legal 

recognition and protection of Indigenous peoples’ rights in an extractive context (Fondahl et al. 

2000, 2019; Novikova and Wilson, 2017; Sleptsov and Petrova, 2019). On the one end of the 

spectrum is a small group of regions with a relatively advanced character of Indigenous affairs 

and progressive regional legislation protecting Indigenous peoples’ rights. These include the 

Nenets and Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrugs, the Republic of Sakha - RS (Ya), and the 

Krasnoyarsk Kray.  On the opposite end of the spectrum are the rest of the AZRF regions, with 

a lack of political attention from the regional governors to Indigenous peoples’ issues and 

poorly developed regional legislation concerning Indigenous peoples’ rights in an extractive 

context.  

The study of specific cases is valuable to understand this patchy picture of legal 

recognition and protection of Indigenous peoples’ rights within the AZRF. In the thesis, I focus 

on two ethnic republics within the AZRF – the Republic of Komi and RS (Ya). Both regions 

were selected because of their similarity in status within the political-administrative structure 

of the Russian federative state as ethnic republics. But I also choose and focus on these two 

regions because of their variation in legislation and institutional developments in Indigenous 

affairs.  

RS (Ya) is known as a ‘showcase’ of Russia’s progressive practices of realization of 

Indigenous peoples’ rights in an encounter with extractive industries, including ensuring the 

international principle of FPIC (Fondahl et al., 2001, 2020; Stammler and Ivanova, 2016a; 
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United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2009 ). On the contrary, public discourse links 

the Komi Republic with the topics of poor resource governance, environmental degradation, 

lack of legislative protection for the rights of local communities, both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous, and robust local activism (Wilson, 2016; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018; Peeters 

Goloviznina, 2019; Loginova and Wilson, 2020). 

Yet, by focusing on studying RS (Ya) and Komi, I have a different research objective 

than the previous scholarship. My concern is how variations in institutional legacies and 

foundations in both ethnic republics affect the IPOs’ strategies and determine their agencies 

(power) to challenge the normative status quo in the resource development context at the local 

level. Hence, I do not research why by the 2020s, both ethnic republics ended up with different 

outcomes regarding the regional legislation on Indigenous peoples’ rights. To explain why and 

how these processes occurred would require another type of research and much more than 

investigating the local IPOs and strategies of their normative dissent. Instead, I look at both the 

RS (Ya) and Komi as outstanding contexts to see how the presence (or lack) of institutional 

mechanisms and the access of IPOs to them facilitates the participation of IPOs in contestation 

processes. By way of introduction, I summarise the most prominent characteristics of the 

regions and illustrate them with figures in Table 1 (Appendix 3, page 169). The geographical 

locations of each region within the Russian Federation are shown in Map 1 (page 10).  

The Republic of Komi and its capital Syktyvkar are located at the northwestern extreme 

of the European part of Russia. The republic borders seven federative subjects, including 

the Nenets, Khanty-Mansi, and Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrugs, the Perm Krai, 

the Kirov, Arkhangelsk, and Sverdlovsk Oblasts.  In the 14th century, Komi became part of the 

Moscow principality. Within the Soviet administrative system, Komi received its national-

territorial autonomy and designation as an ethnic republic in 1921.  

  Komi is one of Russia’s peripheral regions, whose population composition and 

territorial borders changed dramatically due to Soviet economic and nationalities policies. The 

industrial development of the Timan – Pechora oil and gas province, the Pechora coal basin, 

construction of the North Pechora Railway, expansion of the GULAG system, and the forced 

displacement of peoples from other parts of the U.S.S.R. to Komi have largely affected 

demographic processes in the republic and the composition of its modern population 

(Zherebtsov and Beznosova, 2014).  One result was a substantial long-term numeric decline of 
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the Komi people – the titular ethnic minority – within the republic’s population: from 92 percent 

in 1926 to only 24 percent in 2010 (Shabayev et al., 1994). The extensive and large-scale 

exploitation of natural resources in Komi has also led to their depletion and severe degradation 

of the infrastructure and the environment (Zubarevich, 2003). In 1994, Komi’s Usinsk 

municipality experienced one of the most catastrophic oil spills in the world, which devastated 

the local ecosystem and threatened the human security of the rural communities (Stuvøy, 2011).  

The republic is a homeland for the Izhma-Komi people, one of the most distinctive 

subgroups within the Komi people, who are engaged in reindeer husbandry in a semi-nomadic 

way (Habeck, 2005; Shabaev and Istomin, 2017). The Izhma-Komi have the most controversial 

legacy and experience in their quest for legal recognition as an Indigenous people (Donahoe et 

al., 2008; Sokolovskii, 2016). While the Russian authorities withhold legal recognition of the 

Izhma-Komi as Indigenous people, the group enjoys inter-Indigenous recognition from the 

major domestic and international IPOs. Global environmental NGOs, such as Greenpeace, and 

one of the world’s leading oil companies, Lukoil, which operates in the Komi Republic, also 

recognize the Izhma-Komi as Indigenous local communities and rightsholders (Wilson, 2016; 

Tysiachniouk et al. 2018; Peeters Goloviznina, 2019; Loginova and Wilson, 2020).  

 

 
Figure  1  -  Republics of Komi and Sakha (Yakutia) on the map of the Russian Federation.  

This is a modified image of the original map of the Federal Districts of Russia. Source: 

WorldAtlas. [Online]. Available at: https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/the-republics-of-

russia.html 

https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/the-republics-of-russia.html
https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/the-republics-of-russia.html
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The Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) – RS (Ya) – is the largest Russian Federation region, 

occupying one-fifth of the country’s total territory and having access to the Arctic Ocean. The 

capital city Yakutsk is located 4900 kilometers northeast of Moscow. Since the 16th century, 

when the territory became part of the Moscow principality, the economic history of RS (Ya) 

has been one of mineral resource exploitation, mainly of gold and diamonds (Tichotsky, 

2000:72).  

Within the Soviet command-administrative economy, the republic’s gold and diamond 

industries provided the national budget with significant foreign currency earnings. The latter 

has ensured the Yakutia’s special status and relationship with central authorities in Moscow 

(Tichotsky, 2000:71). The politico-economic advantage of this special relationship has helped 

the RS (Ya) survive the economic upheaval in the 1990s better than its northern neighbors 

(Zubarevich, 2003:248). These days, the RS (Ya), with its high-profile projects of hydrocarbon 

development and the Northern Sea Routh, continues to play a sound role in Russia’s security 

priorities and interests in the Arctic and Northeast Asia (Sergunin and Hoogensen Gjørv, 2020). 

Sakha (Yakut) people – the titular ethnic minority – account for about half of the almost 

one million republic’s population (All Russia Census, 2020). In the Far East of Russia, RS (Ya) 

ranks third in the share of the titular ethnic group in its population, inferior only to the republics 

of Tyva and Buryatia (Ibid.). In the transition period of the early 1990s, the demographic factor 

was one of the drivers behind the ethnic minority mobilization and secessionism from the 

‘bottom up’ (Balzer and Vinokurova, 1996; Giuliano, 2011). The plurality of Sakha (Yakut) 

people among its population also influenced the character of the legislative work of the 

republican authorities under Yeltsin’s decentralization (Gorenburg, 2003). In contrast to Komi, 

where the titular ethnic groups comprised a minority of the total population, the RS (Ya)’ 

leaders had more ‘leeway to pass laws supportive of nationalists’ demands for ethnic revival 

and greater republic’s autonomy’ (Ibid.: 261).  

The legal protectionism of the republican authorities toward the Sakha people has 

extended to five groups of Indigenous peoples living in the territory of the RS (Ya). These 

include the Evens, Evenki, Dolgans, Chukchi, and Yakagirs, which comprise just 4.2 percent 

of the republic’s population and whose ways of life are closely tied to reindeer herding, hunting, 

trapping, and fishing. Following the Yamal AO, the republic is the second-largest reindeer 
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region in the world, both in terms of the number of reindeer and herders (Popova et al., 2022). 

Although the republic remains one of the hotbeds of the extractive industry, it is also known 

for its supportive Indigenous legislation and advanced enforcement mechanisms to regulate 

‘Indigenous – extractive industries’ relations (Fondahl et al. 2000, 2019, 2020; Sleptsov and 

Petrova, 2019; Novikova and Wilson, 2017). Following this brief outline of the regions, I shall 

present my research hypotheses in Chapter 2 and discuss the findings on local IPOs’ dissent 

strategies in both republics in Chapter 4. 

The research objectives and arguments are developed in the thesis in five chapters.  

Chapter 2, following the Introduction, discusses the theoretical framework and core analytical 

concepts employed throughout the thesis. These derive mainly from three bodies of scientific 

literature, including political and social writing on the recognition of Indigenous peoples and 

their rights, social movement theory, and international relations (IR) theory of norm 

contestation.  Further, I outline the conceptual framework of the thesis that integrates the 

implications of these approaches under an integrative perspective of institutional analysis. 

Chapter 3 presents the methodology and research design of the study.  It describes the 

battery of data collection methods (interviews, participatory observation, and analysis of 

documents) and methods of analysis applied during the fieldwork and desk research. Further, 

it reflects upon ethical concerns and the study’s methodological limitations.  

In addition to reviewing the three published articles, Chapter 4 synthesizes the main 

findings of the dissertation and offers their broad theoretical discussion in three sections. The 

first section discusses the government co-optation of the IPOs sector in authoritarian Russia, its 

bifurcation, and the dissent strategies of ‘operational’ and ‘nomads’ IPOs to push for policy and 

legislation changes. The second section examines local IPOs’ contestation strategies in conflict 

with the extractive companies in the Komi and RS (Ya) and examines structural and agential 

factors that shape them. The chapter concludes with a discussion of Russia’s legal framework 

on Indigenous peoples’ ‘hard rights’ and how the local IPOs in both ethnic republics contest 

these state-driven norms by mobilizing international norms as a resource for change ‘at home.’  

Chapter 5 ends up drawing the overall conclusions from the dissertation. It indicates the 

dissertation’s overall contribution to the existing state-of-the-art, reflecting its strengths and 

limitations. The chapter concludes by reviewing the potential theoretical and practical 
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implications of the analysis for education and future research in subject areas related to the 

IPOs and recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in the extractive context in Russia.  
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2 Studying the IPOs’ Advocacy and Contestation: 
Conceptual and Theoretical Framework for the 
Research   

 

Social and political sciences and international relations (IR) have produced a wide range of 

literature that studies Indigenous peoples organizations (IPOs), their advocacy, and Indigenous 

rights norms. These works utilize various theoretical approaches to examine how the IPOs push 

for social change from the bottom up to improve the lamentable situation of their constituents.  

My approach to this diverse literature is pragmatic and, thus, selective and eclectic: I aspire to 

identify and adapt theoretical insights from different traditions that will be useful to my analysis 

rather than provide the grand overview and synthesis of these ideas. By merging the numerous 

insights and tools, these approaches offer, the chapter aims to develop a conceptual framework 

adapted to the study’s context and the main research question.   

The chapter proceeds as follows. Section 2.1. reviews social movement theories to study 

Indigenous advocacy and dissent to secure and advance the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ 

rights. Section 2.2. discusses the IPOs normative dissent (agency) from conceptual lenses of 

the IR norm contestation theory. Section 2.3. reviews the debates on IPOs’ advocacy and dissent 

in hybrid and authoritarian regimes. Section 2.4. blends theoretical insights from the reviewed 

literature and introduces the theoretical framework and its core components the study applied.  

2.1 IPOs’ Advocacy Through the Lens of Social Movement 
Theories  

Social movement analysts conventionally view IPOs as subcategories of social movement 

organizations and their advocacy for advancing Indigenous peoples’ rights recognition as 

human rights activism. Despite the long, mutually constitutive relationship between social 

movements and human rights, studies focusing on their interplay emerged only in the late 1990s 

(Tsutsui and Smith, 2019). Until nearly the turn of the twenty‐first century, social movement 

scholars have been ‘myopically domestic,’ and international relations (IR) scholars have been 

equally ‘myopically state-centric,’ failing to recognize the transnational dimension of social 

movements and their impact on global political dynamics (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink, 
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2002:6). Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink’s ‘Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks 

in International Politics’ (1998) became a pathbreaking work in this field.  

The core model of Keck and Sikkink’s theory, the ‘boomerang’ pattern, provides 

valuable insights into how local activists strategically used international human rights norms 

and institutions to advance their local cause. When the channels between domestic activists and 

the state are blocked, struggling activists can bypass their state to link up with international 

allies (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:12). These allies are international NGOs usually based in high-

income Western countries, enjoying access to and rallying the support of international 

institutions and their liberal governments. Together they form transnational advocacy networks 

(TANs) by ‘glued [together] by values, advocating for the same cause’ to pressure norm-

violating states (or other blockages) from outside for human rights reform (Ibid.:9). Keck and 

Sikkink referred to these flows of pressure as a ‘boomerang pattern’ of advocacy (Ibid.: 12-13). 

The theory also identified several factors that shape and limit activists’ strategies and 

affect their domestic political outcomes using the ‘boomerang.’ These correspond to the three 

key dimensions in social movement studies – political opportunities, resource mobilization, and 

framing (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald, 1996). First, success in influencing change depends 

on the features of the challenging network and its ability to mobilize resources and transmit 

principal messages (ideas) to archive leverage. The networks are more effective when dense 

and include many strong and well-connected domestic actors with access to reliable resources 

and information flows (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:27-28).  

Second, the activists’ outcome similarly depends on the features of the targeted state 

and its political opportunity structure. When implementing sanctions and other persuasion 

tactics like ‘naming and shaming,’ it is important to consider the vulnerability of the targeted 

state. The effectiveness of these measures depends on the type of regime in place. Stable liberal-

democratic systems tend to be more responsive to human rights claims than authoritarian 

regimes, as the latter are less likely to comply with human rights norms (Ibid.:29). Third, it is 

likely crucial that the issue the activists are fighting for is salience.  The networks must find, 

package, and present their ideas by ‘framing’ to resonate with policymakers and the public 

(Ibid.:26-27).  

Anishinaabe scholar Sheryl Lightfoot (2012, 2016) has examined the transnational IPOs 

networks’ success in campaigning towards the governments of Canada, Australia, New 
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Zealand, and the United States (CANZUS states), initially voted against UNDRIP. The IPOs 

networks have effectively challenged the CANZUS governments’ normative position, urging 

them to change their stance on UNDRIP to ‘supportive.’ Like Keck and Sikkink, Lightfoot 

showed that the strong presence of the domestic IPOs in every CANZUS state, well-connected 

to transnational networks through the information flows, played an essential role in the 

campaign’s success. The high value of a reputation as a ‘role model in the adherence to human 

rights’ to CANZUS states made their governments more vulnerable and responsive to IPOs 

networks’ pressure in the language of human rights. The moral persuading campaign was also 

effective due to the IPOs network’s capacity to frame the UNDRIP issue in a way that resonated 

with the public, linking it to the critical domestic discourse on the postcolonial legacy and 

identity of the CANZUS’ states and societies (Lightfoot, 2016).  

Further, Lightfoot explored a range of tactics that the IPOs pursued toward their states 

at the international level. As Lightfoot argued, in pushing for change in global politics, the IPOs 

exercised legal and political activism, utilizing paths of ‘institutional remedies’ and ‘active 

deployment’ (Ibid:207-211). IPOs have worked within existing institutions and systems to 

incorporate international norms into domestic law and practice and, thus, advance the protection 

of Indigenous peoples’ rights ‘at home’ through inside advocacy. Similarly, the IPOs used 

political activism or ‘institutional remedies’ to challenge the existing structures via outside 

advocacy, pressuring governments and holding them accountable for their Indigenous rights 

commitments (Ibid:211).  

Rhiannon Morgan (2004, 2011) has examined the IPOs’ translational activism and 

dissent, applying the framing perspective of social movement studies. In social movement 

studies, the concept of ‘framing’ explains how social movements and organizations 

conceptualize their demands and work to mobilize/recruit potential adherents and constituents 

(Snow et al., 1986). The idea of framing signifies the strategic efforts of organizations’ leaders 

to shape and convey meanings related to relevant events, activities, and places to resonate with 

public opinion and influence decision-makers (Tarrow, 1994).  

Morgan argued that the success of global IPOs in realizing their aspirations within the 

international legal system was also due to their effective framing over the decades-long drafting 

and endorsing of the UNDRIP. The framing process involves creating meaning and cannot be 

separated from social, cultural, or political contexts. Rather, IPOs related their ideational work 
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to the interests of their target audience and the goals and values of the movement (Morgan, 

2004:484).  As Morgan demonstrated, global IPOs have effectively communicated their 

demands through three main frames: anti-discrimination, peace and security, and sustainable 

development. They have also strategically aligned these frames with contemporary global 

concerns and developments, which has allowed them to resonate with the UN and influence 

nation-states and the general public (Morgan, 2004: 485 - 491). 

Although scholars continue to refer to Keck and Sikkink’s Activists Beyond Borders as 

the ‘gold standard’ in contentious politics and transnational activism, recent studies have begun 

to provide compelling evidence of significant changes in NGOs’ advocacy and the political 

environment in which these organizations operate (Rodrigues, 2016; Pallas and Nguyen, 2018; 

Snow et al., 2019). Research makes three main observations about changes in global 

architecture and NGOs since developing the ‘boomerang’ theory (Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022). 

The first observation concerns the growing effects of globalization, the rise of new information 

and communications technologies, and the increasing economic wealth in low- and middle-

income countries. Due to economic growth and, in part, initial funding and capacity-building 

efforts by Western donors, low- and middle-income countries have witnessed growth in the 

organizational capacity of local NGOs (Snow et al., 2019; Crotty, Hall, and Ljubownikow, 

2014).  

The second trend refers to the widespread crackdown on NGOs and the closing space 

for global activism, particularly in countries with hybrid and authoritarian regimes (Heiss, 

2019; Chen and Moss, 2019). Over the last decade, numerous countries with non-democratic 

governments, including Russia, have enforced legislation restricting foreign funding of national 

NGOs and their ability to engage in global campaigns (Tilly and Tarrow, 2007; Toepler et al., 

2020). These legal barriers have created a patchwork of open and closed spaces for the NGOs’ 

activities in domestic arenas and had a mixed impact on the NGOs sector (Chaudhry and Heiss, 

2022).  

Third, these trends have been paralleled by changes in NGOs’ agencies, strategies, and 

tactics. The range of organizations engaged in transnational advocacy is now far more diverse, 

as the cultural, economic, and political environments in which these NGOs operate.  In the 

current social-media-driven age, NGOs are engaged in a wider variety of strategic actions and 
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advocacy tactics, independently and as a part of the new, often inconvenient coalitions that have 

become more diverse than the original boomerang (Hall, 2019; Sundstrom et al., 2022).   

Based on the empirical observations, scholars argue that today’s NGO advocacy goes 

beyond the ‘transnational advocacy’ and ‘boomerang pattern’ and calls to reconsider the NGOs 

‘transnational activism’ as ‘transcalar activism’ (Scholte and Söderbaum, 2017). Cristopher 

Pallas and Elizabeth Bloodgood’s ‘Beyond the Boomerang: From Transnational Advocacy 

Networks to Transcalar Advocacy in International Politics’ (2022) offered a new approach to 

explain the NGOs’ transcalar advocacy (TA). TA is defined by ‘interactions across levels or 

scales, ranging from local communities to global policy-making forums, and includes both local 

responses to global phenomena and global responses to local phenomena’ (Pallas and 

Bloodgood, 2022:175). TA describes ‘any strategic effort to change the policies or practices of 

an institution, organization, or population in which either the advocacy effort or its impacts on 

policies or behavior crosses multiple levels (or ‘scales’) of political activity’ (Pallas and 

Bloodgood, 2022a). 

 Scholars emphasized that their framework is a ‘deviation’ of Keck and Sikkink’s 

‘boomerang’ that reconsiders and reconceptualizes the original model to accurately reflect 

current empirical realities of the NGOs’ advocacy (Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022:2). Unlike 

‘boomerang’ model, TA places its emphasis on the scope and impacts of the advocacy agenda 

rather than the specific national identities of the actors involved (Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022a). 

These days activists anywhere can initiate advocacy, which is (or becomes) TA when it ‘works 

across multiple political levels, each of which reflects a different scale or scope of activity’ and 

its goals ‘affect international norms and practices’ (Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022:19). For TA, 

networks are not necessary but rather reflect a strategic choice by actors in some situations 

(Ibid.:20). Similarly, TA discards the assumptions that local advocacy must cross national 

borders or enlist international partners to affect global norms and policy content and 

application. Instead, TA recognizes that not all actors move or network across borders due to 

structural constraints or strategic choices, yet they still act on global issues. In contrast to 

‘boomerang,’ TA emphasizes that the strategic leverages come not from outside but from 

working on the scale(s) with the best opportunity structures (Ibid.:19).  

To explain how and when TA occurs, Pallas and Bloodgood consider the NGO’s TA as 

a dynamic and complex campaign formation that can be simplified to a sequence of NGO’s 



 

 

19 

 

 

strategic decisions about the scale of advocacy, its target(s), strategy, and the selection of 

partners (if any). First, the NGO, for any campaign, has to decide on a scale of action at which 

the issue is best addressed, whether locally, nationally, or internationally. Second, the activists 

need to choose the targets of their advocacy. Their targets are any actors promulgating norms 

or practices that affect the local context, including nation-states, businesses, international 

institutions, and NGOs (Ibid.). Third, the activists need to decide on the advocacy strategy. 

Their toolkit of advocacy strategies includes but is not limited to networking, inside or outside 

lobbying, and methods of cooperation or confrontation. The final choice concerns the partners: 

the NGO decides if it will work along or forge a coalition with other actors. Partners are optional 

and chosen from a broad pool of potential candidates, including but not limited to other NGOs, 

domestic and international, business, and government.  

It is important to note that NGOs may change their strategies and partners as their 

campaign progresses (Ibid.:182). The campaign scale is not static; the activists may navigate 

through different scales multiple times. In practice, any NGO makes strategic calculations 

between a more limited set of possible choices than the theory suggests. Rational NGOs will 

choose the scale, targets, strategy, and partner (if any) to maximize advocacy impact for the 

resources expended. The TA campaign succeeds when the NGOs are able to adapt properly to 

the contingencies they face (political access, resource availability, formal regulations) and fails 

when they do not (Ibid.:187). 

At each step of the process, the NGOs’ strategic decisions are influenced by structural 

(architecture) and agential factors that work together to shape the NGOs’ options. In Pallas and 

Bloodgood’s framework, structural factors that influence the NGOs’ choice selection relate to 

the institutional environment where NGOs operate. These include the legal regulations and 

political opportunities, including the degree of democracy and openness of civic space, 

accessibility of international funding and organizations, and the legacy of character of the state–

civil society relations (Ibid.:185-186).  

The agential factors are likely essential in explaining NGOs’ choice of scale for 

advocacy, target, and strategy (Ibid:184). The agential factors refer to the NGOs’ organizational 

characteristics and capacity to use the opportunities provided by the institutional context. These 

include knowledge, expertise in specific issues or difficult-to-access population groups, skills, 

reputation, relationship with the government, and access to and well-positioned contacts with 



 

 

20 

 

 

donors, target groups, and allies, domestically and abroad. Like any organization, NGOs will 

always play on their strengths and focus their efforts on the arena ‘where contested decision-

making is taking place’ (Ibid.).  

Pallas and Bloodgood have made propositions about domestic NGOs’ TA strategies in 

hybrid and authoritarian regimes. First, national regulations on NGOs (restriction of foreign 

funding and rise of government financial support) will likely lead to the concentration of 

resources, both funding and professional expertise, in a few high-capacity NGOs and their 

government co-optation. Second, in response to these changes at the domestic forums, these 

NGOs are likely to opt for inside lobbying to criticize government policy or pressure the 

government to extend or improve it. At the international platforms, to shape international policy 

towards their own country or target foreign policymakers, the NGOs from the states with co-

optation strategies are likely to align with their governments or other government-approved 

NGOs, preferring them to NGO partners from dissimilar states (Ibid.:188). Each of these 

predictions, as Pallas and Bloodgood state, is amenable to empirical testing.  

While social movement theories provide solid insights into understanding the NGOs’ 

advocacies (their forms, dynamics, and outcomes), they tell us little about how NGOs engage 

with international norms for empowerment and to voice their normative dissent towards 

misconduct of state or other non-state actors, such as extractive corporations to drive political 

and policy change domestically. To untangle these issues, I turn to the international relations 

(IR) norm scholarship – literature that attempts to explain the nature of the international norms, 

the norm-related behavior of state and non-state actors, and their effects on law and politics. 

  

2.2 IPOs’ Normative Dissent (Agency) Through Norm 
Contestation  

Norm studies in international relations (IR) provide a number of conceptual lenses to examine 

and explain international norms and normative behavior of state and non-state actors. Initially, 

IR norm scholarship tended to study the existing global order in world politics by examining 

the normative behavior of sovereign states (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Finnemore and Sikkink, 

1998; Risse and Sikkink, 1999). The traditional notion of agency in IR and security studies tend 

to privilege the state’s power, especially material power, and neglect the impact of ideas on 
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policy (Goldstein and Keohane, 1993). Correspondently, it ignores ‘the agency of those on the 

weaker side of the normative divide’ (Achraya, 2018:15), whose capacity to shape norms and 

ideas largely relies on ‘soft power’ (Keohane and Nye, 1998). 

However, a new generation of IR norm scholars has become equally concerned with the 

normative behavior of non-state, non-Western actors, including Indigenous peoples and IPOs, 

and their activities at the micro-levels of a global society (Acharya, 2004, 2014, 2018; Wiener, 

2007, 2014, 2017; Dietelhoff and Zimmerman, 2013, 2019; Morgan, 2011; Lightfoot, 2016; 

Jose, 2018). These studies shed light on how the ‘governed,’ ‘dominated,’ and ‘marginalized’ 

actors express their dissent towards the dominant systems and power in the global order (norms, 

governing ideas, institutions, cultures) (Draude, 2018; Duyvesteyn, 2017; Stimmer and Wisken, 

2019). As these scholars argue, those lacking the material capacity (power) still can challenge 

political authority at different scales in a global society. Less powerful ‘actors can engage with 

international norms and ideas for empowerment and use them as tools to influence normative 

change and cultural transformation, performing their normative (ideational) agency’ (Achraya, 

2018:20).  

From IR’s constructivist perspective, international human rights law is not a monolithic 

set of fixed norms given to state and non-state political actors. Instead, it is a complex net of 

diverse norms, rules, and regulations that comprise both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ legal instruments and 

normative regimes. These are dynamic, often overlapping, and even contradicting, and thus, 

are always contested in practice (Wiener, 2007, 2014; Achraya, 2018; Stimmer and Wisken, 

2019).  

For constructivist scholars, actors (stakeholders) are anyone but passive recipients of 

outside ideas and norms (Acharya, 2004; Wiener, 2007). While states are the primary 

developers and addressees of international norms, non-state actors and CSOs, in particular, can 

also act as essential agents of these norms’ development, dissemination, translation, 

institutionalization, and contestation (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Achraya, 2018; Wiener, 2008). 

CSOs can perform their normative agency at different levels of international normative order 

(from global to local) and at any stage of the ‘norm life cycle’ (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; 

Risse and Sikkink, 1999). As the norms become increasingly consequential in IRs, scholars are 

devoting more attention to the role of CSOs as their instigators, promoters, and contesters 

(Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink, 2002).  
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Norm contestation (NC) scholarship is a subfield of IR that concerns behavioral 

variations within norms and practices of normative dissent of the state and non-state actors. As 

a vibrant research field, it has no single theory as the dominant, yet scholars consider German 

political scientist Antje Wiener (2007, 2014, 2017) a leading theorist in the area (Lantis, 2017). 

The framework centers around two buildings and essentially interlinked components: ‘norms’ 

and ‘contestation.’ Norms are ‘standard[s] of appropriate behavior for actors with a given 

identity’ (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998:891). Rather than consider norms as ‘things,’ ‘given,’ 

and ‘finished’ products whose content remains unchanged, the framework views norms from a 

constructivist perspective (Wiener, 2004). The NC’s critical constructivist stance implies four 

primary axioms about norms.  First, norms are ‘social facts’ and ‘ethical values.’ Second, norms 

have a dual nature: they are both stable (structuring) and socially constructed (flexible) and, 

thus, interrelated with the agency. Third, norms lie in practice; therefore, all practices are 

normative. Fourth, since actors derive the meaning of norms from local contexts, which vary, 

like actors’ backgrounds, this meaning is always contested (Wiener, 2007, 2014, 2017). 

Contestation is the second building component of the framework. Wiener defines 

contestation as a ‘range of social practices [that] express disapproval of norms and entails 

objections to them’ (Wiener, 2014:2). By definition, contestation about norms can occur under 

different conditions, intentionally and unintentionally, and take various forms. However, NC’ 

scholars distinguish two basic types of contestations: applicatory and justificatory 

contestations. The applicatory contestation centers on the norm’s prescriptions and parameters 

and does not challenge actors’ commitment to the norm. For example, actors might disagree 

about which norms apply in a given situation.  Even if actors agree on which norm should 

govern in a given situation, they might have a different understanding of how to use the norm 

in a specific case and the exact behavioral implications of the norm. In the case of justificatory 

contestation, the actors question why they should follow the norm at all and, thus, object to the 

norms’ basic validity (Wiener, 2017; Deitelhoff and Zimmermann, 2020). 

Wiener’s ideas have received extensive empirical testing and further theoretical 

development in IR norm studies and international governance (Stimmer and Wisken, 2019; 

Deitelhoff and Zimmermann, 2020). Given the complexity of the phenomena the theory 

describes, it has also received considerable criticism for its state-centrism and neglect of the 

role of non-state actors in shaping the norms and stimulating the normative changes in 
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international affairs (Bueger, 2017; Lantis, 2017). To address these shortcomings, Anette 

Stimmer and Lea Wisken (2019) have suggested the original typology that better reflects the 

range and diversity of norm contestation practices of non-state actors.  

Stimmer and Wisken have broadened Wiener’s definition of contestation, making it 

open to any relevant political actor and covering contestation practices at all levels of 

international order (from global to local) and in all forms ‘outside the world of discourse’ 

(Ibid.). They defined norm contestation as ‘any social practice of relevant political actors that 

entails different understandings of the norms or the relative weight of competing norms’ 

(Ibid.:519). Further, the scholars introduced the concepts of discursive and behavioral 

contestation to describe two different ways the actors express normative dissent: through 

actions and words (Ibid.:533).  

When actors debate different accounts of the norm’s meaning and its (relative) 

importance through words and arguments (statements, petitions, social media posts), they 

engage in discursive norm contestation (Ibid.: 520). Behavioral contestation aims to affect the 

norm’s implementation and thus occurs through the actors’ actions (Ibid.:521). Behavioral 

contestation can be of two kinds, where the first concerns how the international norms are 

implemented (or not) by their primary addressees, the nation-states. Considering international 

human rights norms, the states have first-hand responsibility to implement these norms, but it 

also remains their primary violator. The state’s behavioral contestation often occurs below the 

public radar and manifests in tacit inaction, ineffective norms’ implementation, and invocation 

of one norm instead of another (Ibid.:528). 

The second type of behavioral contestation is open to a broad range of non-state actors 

as it refers to actions by third parties to obstruct, interfere with, and influence the state’s norm 

implementation. By definition, CSOs play a crucial role in making the state’s behavioral 

contestation (non-compliance behavior) visible and pressuring the state to change it (Ibid.:528).   

When CSOs express their dissent through actions and interfere with other actors’ norm 

implementation, they go for behavioral contestation (sabotage, pickets, blockades). 

Drawing from IR’s norm theoretical assumptions, the NC framework makes several 

arguments regarding whether and how non-state actors (CSOs) express their normative dissent 

and shape global norms that fall into two groups: concerning actors’ dissent practices and norms 

in the issue. One widespread NC theoretical assumption is that whether and how an actor will 
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engage in norm contestation depends largely on the actor’s access to the norm implementation. 

CSOs’ access remains restricted at the global level of international order, where international 

human rights norms are developed and negotiated. Therefore, due to low access to global 

political forums and the lack of other assets, the primary choice for most CSOs remains 

discursive contestation (by words) (Wierner, 2017; Stimmer and Wisken, 2019).  

Since implementation access serves as a prerequisite for behavioral contestation, it is 

more likely to observe the CSOs’ dissent by actions at the ground level (Wierner, 2017; 

Stimmer and Wisken, 2019). In practice, most actors encounter norms and other actors’ 

normative behavior at the micro level of social interactions. Through social interactions, CSOs 

can directly interfere (by action) in the misconduct of their more powerful counterparts, both 

state and non-state, such as corporations (Ibid.). However, CSOs seeking a preferred 

interpretation of the meaning and understanding of norms on the ground are not necessarily 

striving for structural change. As relatively powerless, CSOs often focus on immediate benefits 

rather than shifts in existing legislation or introducing a new policy (Achraya, 2004). 

Similarly, a second argument is that normative dissent of CSOs needs political and 

institutional opportunities to manifest itself through formal contestation practices. Cultural 

contexts and institutional arenas vary considerably, even within a single nation-state, and play 

a critical role in enabling the actors’ ability to engage with international norms, shape their 

meaning, and express their normative dissent towards the misconduct of other actors (Wiener, 

2017). Local institutional mechanisms and local norm enforcers facilitate CSOs’ access and 

participation in contestation processes and influence their ability to exercise their norm-

generating power (Wiener, 2014). Norm-enforcers are actors with more material or 

interpretative power (discourses, systems of knowledge) that derives from the perceived sense 

of their authority and legitimacy (expertise, traditions, and neutrality) and who have a 

heightened capacity to impose their interpretation of the normative content (Lantis, 2017). In 

society, institutions such as an Ombudsman for human rights play the role of human rights 

norm enforcers. The power of those with limited or no access to the institutional 

forums/mechanism of contestation and norm enforcers remains negligible and restricted 

(Wiener, 2017; Jose, 2018). 

The third argument stems from the assumption that CSOs constantly seek to strengthen 

their position in negotiations about the meaning of norms and norm-related behavior of other 
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actors trying to couple their discursive dissent with actions. NC scholarship argues that lack of 

implementation access and limited assets do not entirely bar CSOs from engaging in behavioral 

contestation (Stimmer and Wisken, 2019). Sometimes and under certain circumstances, some 

CSOs can back up their discursive dissent with actions and make their actions speak louder 

than words (Hall, 2019). The CSOs’ dissent strategies and dynamics depend on the 

opportunities by political context and institutional arenas for contestation (structural factors) 

and the CSOs’ ability to recognize and use them (agential factors). It also depends on the type 

of international norm the CSOs engage with (Wiener, 2017; Hall, 2019; Stimmer and Wisken, 

2019).  

The latter brings us to the second group of NC’s arguments concerning the type of norm 

in the issue. The framework argues that the actors’ choice of contestation toolbox depends 

partly on the kind of norm, namely, the degree of its acceptance and ambiguity (Wiener, 2017; 

Stimmer and Wisken, 2019; Jose, 2018). The framework understands that norms (both social 

and legal) may be ambiguous. That is, their prescriptions (what the norm enables and prohibits) 

and parameters (the situation in which the norm applies) may be subject to different 

interpretations (Jose, 2018:3). The actors can also encounter another sort of hazy situation that 

describes the ambiguity of which of several norms applies in case of overlap. Uncertainty about 

which of the two overlapping norms has prevalence also facilitates contestation (Stimmer and 

Wisken, 2019; Jose, 2018). 

Similarly, widely accepted norms that imply a dominant understanding shared by most 

actors seldom become subject to contestation. In contrast, contestation is likely to be observed 

in emerging norms that are not yet widely and deeply accepted. Such emerging norms are often 

flexible by design and scope for adjustment and, thus, incur limited social (reputational) costs 

to contest them (Stimmer and Wisken, 2019:529).  

Scholars widely recognize the notorious vague nature of the UNDRIP’s key norms 

(Newman, 2020; Heinamaki, 2020; Johnstone, 2020). Questions arise about who qualifies as 

Indigenous, what constitutes Indigenous self-determination, and how Free, Prior, and Informed 

Consent (FPIC) should be applied in practice - by whom and under what conditions. As scholars 

underscored, these legal provisions’ ambiguity is not a drafting error but a result of 

compromises made during negotiations between Indigenous and State representatives drafting 

the UNDRIP’s text (Allen and Xanthaki, 2011; Hohmann and Weller, 2018; Lightfoot, 2016). 
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Consequently, the ambiguity of Indigenous rights norms in the UNDRIP’s legal text leads to 

different actors’ interpretations and meanings of these norms. 

For Indigenous peoples who try to use international norms as ‘power-mediators’ to alter 

the power asymmetries with materially preponderant actors such as sovereign states and 

extractive corporations, these norms’ ambiguity poses both a challenge and an opportunity. 

Although utilizing these norms to their advantage and holding governments and corporations 

accountable for their actions can be challenging for Indigenous peoples, it can also offer an 

opening for Indigenous agencies to shape the practical implementation of these norms. On the 

one hand, the norms’ ambiguity, which plagues their conceptualization, can make it difficult 

for Indigenous peoples to utilize these norms to their advantage and hold governments and 

corporations accountable for their actions. On the other hand, as studies show, the vagueness 

of international norms might be – under certain circumstances – an opening for Indigenous 

agencies to shape how the international Indigenous rights norms are translated into practice on 

the ground (Papillon and Rodon, 2020; Rice, 2019). 

Indigenous peoples and their IPOs persistently leverage the normative power of 

international Indigenous rights norms to confront the challenges posed by large-scale resource 

extraction projects, including oil, gas, and mining.  They appeal to the state and companies to 

recognize Indigenous rights for self-determination in governing development and extractive 

activities on their territories, demanding the participation of Indigenous peoples in decision-

making and equitable sharing of benefits. In Section 2.3, I will discuss the governance 

perspective and the tools it offers to examine the complex relationships between Indigenous 

actors, states, and corporations and how Indigenous actors try to challenge the state’s and 

corporations’ misbehavior under the restrictive environment of the authoritarian regime. 

 

2.3 IPOs’ Advocacy and Contestation in Resource Governance 

in Authoritarian Regimes  

The term ‘governance’ is derived from the Latin word ‘gubernare,’ meaning ‘to direct, rule, 

govern.’ Although the concept has various interpretations, it is often used as a ‘means of 

encapsulating the collective steering of society in the provision of collective goods’ (Kooiman 
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et al., 2005:17). In a broader sense, governance recognizes that besides the state, markets and 

civil society also play a significant role in governing modern societies to solve societal 

problems and create societal opportunities (Ibid.).  

The interactive governance framework (Kooiman, 2003; Kooiman et al., 2005; Jentoft 

and Bavinck, 2014; Hernes, Broderstad, and Tennberg, 2021) emphasizes the relationships and 

interactions between different actors and institutions involved in governance. The framework 

utilizes the triangle model to differentiate between three societal spheres (state, market, and 

civil society) and to study the relationships between their primary actors, namely government, 

corporations, and civil society organizations (CSOs) involved in resolving societal issues. The 

framework highlights the complex, multi-level, and dynamic interactions between actors within 

and across different spheres (fields) and levels of governance, spanning from local to 

international levels. Institutions offer structure, order, and predictability in the relations 

between the actors, each of which is viewed as a group of diverse organizations, peoples, 

practices, and networks rather than as a single entity (Kooiman et al., 2005:17). 

Extracting non-renewable natural resources in territories historically inhabited by 

Indigenous peoples is one of the demanding areas of global governance (O’Faircheallaigh and 

Ali, 2008; Anaya, 2013; Hernes, Broderstad, and Tennberg, 2021). According to UN Special 

Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples James Anaya (2013), the prevailing model of 

resource extraction is one in which an outside company, with backing from the state, controls, 

and profits, while the affected Indigenous peoples receive at best, limited compensation and 

benefit through community development initiatives (Anaya, 2013:3). These days ensuring 

Indigenous self-determination in resource governance, through Indigenous peoples’ own 

initiatives and enterprises is still a hard- to- reach ideal for most countries in the world (Ibid.). 

On the other hand, there is growing national and international recognition of Indigenous 

rights, coupled with changes in corporate policy and greater Indigenous political capacity 

(Xanthaki, 2009; Ruggie, 2013; Wilson, 2017). These developments alter the dynamics of 

public and private interactions in the resource governance triangle, aiming to solve long-

standing societal problems of Indigenous peoples and create societal opportunities for their 

empowerment and sustainable development (O’Faircheallaigh, 2013; Hernes, Broderstad, and 

Tennberg, 2021). Although governance failures can arise from various factors, the state’s 

failure to adhere to international law to ensure Indigenous rights and self-determination in 
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governing natural resources becomes particularly apparent in ‘petrostates’ with hybrid or 

authoritarian regimes (Sawyer, 2004). 

In a democratic system, elected leaders are responsible for safeguarding the public’s 

interests and protecting them from corporate exploitation. One of the ways they achieve this is 

by implementing policies and laws designed to secure public goods, such as an unpolluted 

environment, and protect the human welfare of the most affected by extractive industries 

groups, such as Indigenous peoples. In contrast, political leaders in undemocratic systems 

prioritize ruling groups’ interests and corporate profits over the needs of the citizens, 

undermining the core democratic principle. Furthermore, they limit and control the avenues 

through which citizens can voice their demands for change by co-optation and suppress civic 

dissent with repressions. 

 

Russian Governance Triangle: ‘State – Civil Society’ Axis 

Russia’s contemporary political and institutional landscape is widely regarded as an ‘electoral 

autocracy’ with ‘bad governance’ where citizens have limited influence over government 

decisions and policies ‘authoritarian regime’ (Gelman, 2022; Golosov, 2019). The authoritarian 

regime is the key reason for the country’s ‘bad governance’ with precarious legal regulation, 

high corruption, low citizens’ participation and transparency, and a disregard for the rule of law 

(Gelman, 2022:12). 

Nikolay Petrov and Alexey Titkov (2010) offer valuable insights into governance in 

Russia from an interactive perspective, describing it as an ‘irregular triangle.’ The irregular 

shape of the triangle indicates a difference in the lengths of its sides, which reflects the level of 

closeness between the state – the primary actor and central source of power - and the other two 

actors (Petrov and Titkov, 2010: 202). The tripartite format of ‘state-business-society’ are 

practically nonexistent. Instead, bilateral and stronger connections exist between the 

government and business, while weaker ties are apparent between them and society. In these 

relationships, the government plays the most assertive role, while Russian civil society and its 

entities tend to act more like an object than the subject of the action, with a solid inclination 

towards passive behavior and paternalistic attitudes (Ibid.: 435).  

A growing body of comparative politics and governance literature shows that 

institutions lie at the heart of modern political regimes and governance systems (Owen, 2020). 
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Elections, reforms, legislative policy, and civil society are crucial institutions for democracy 

and democratic governance. However, these institutions work differently under non-democratic 

regime conditions, as autocrats manipulate them to remain in power and secure the regime’s 

stability (Tilly and Tarrow, 2007; Golosov, 2019; Gelman, 2022). In such regimes, democratic 

institutions may formally exist, but numerous formal and informal restrictions simultaneously 

render political rights and civil liberties superficial and ineffective (Frohlich and Skokova, 

2020). 

Civic society and CSOs, in all their diversity, are traditionally seen as agents of change 

and promoters of democracy, justice, and civic participation. However, growing numbers of 

studies question the ‘democratic’ role of CSOs, arguing that the roles CSOs play may depend 

on the regime context where they operate (Gerschewski, 2013; Heiss, 2019). According to 

Gerschewski (2013), under authoritarian regime conditions, CSOs are a factor in all three pillars 

of authoritarian rule, including legitimation, repression, and co-optation. Therefore, the CSOs’ 

roles go beyond mere ‘dissenters’ or ‘grantors of the regime’s legitimacy.’ Rather, CSOs can 

be the carriers of the regime’s legitimizing discourses, subjects of repression, and potential co-

optation victims (Gerschewski, 2013; Toepler et al., 2020).  

In the realms of the modern Russian governance triangle, scholars often use the term 

‘co-optation’ to describe the ‘state-CSOs’ and ‘state-IPOs’ relationship (Heiss, 2019; Skokova 

et al., 2018; Toepler et al., 2020; Frohlich and Skokova, 2020; Peeters Goloviznina, 2022). Co-

optation, as defined by Selznick (1949), is ‘the process of absorbing new elements into 

leadership or policy-determining structure of an organization as a means of adverting threats to 

its stability or existence’ (Selznick, 1949:34). Co-optation, in its core, is a more sophisticated 

method of managing the agency of the ‘governed’ and ‘dissenters,’ than repressions (Ibid.).  

In the Russian political environment, co-optation is the institutional response of the 

government to civic and Indigenous activism aimed at enhancing the regime’s political 

legitimacy and accountability while also neutralizing potential challenges from these 

organizations (Benevolenski and Toepler, 2017; Dauce, 2014; Skokova et al., 2018). The 

government’s co-optation is reinforced by restrictive laws, such as the ‘foreign agent 
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law’ 1 (2012) and the ‘undesirable organizations law’ (2015), which permit authorities to 

prosecute and shut down CSOs for ‘political activity,’ including receiving foreign funding or 

collaborating with international partners (Tysiachniouk et al., 2018a; Stuvøy, 2020). 

Simultaneously, its co-optation strategy is bolstered by increased government funding of CSOs 

(Krasnopolskaya et al., 2015; Frohlich and Skokova, 2020). These ‘carrots - and - sticks’ tools 

enable the authorities to project a façade of political pluralism while reinforcing control without 

resorting to repressive methods that may backfire (Lerner, 2021; Owen, 2020).  

Although political theories of co-optation help us understand why and how authoritarian 

governments utilize this tool for their own benefit, they provide limited insight into how CSOs 

and IPOs, as the ‘co-opted,’ react to government co-optation. Sociologists Patrick Coy and 

Timothy Hedeen (2005) have proposed the original ‘stage model of social movement co-

optation’ to better understand the process from the perspective of the ‘co-opted.’ Coy and 

Hedeen defined co-optation as a ‘complicated and dynamic process of relationships, marked by 

a power imbalance, between a social movement or challenging group opposes the practices, 

initiatives, or policies of more powerful social organization or political institutions’ (Coy and 

Hedeen, 2005:409). For social movement organizations, co-optation entails a range of pressures 

and trade-offs and, ultimately, mixed results. The latter include institutionalization, policy 

changes, social control, de-radicalization of the movements’ goals, and bifurcation (Ibid.: 406). 

Coy and Hedeen emphasize the dynamic, complex, multifaceted, and incremental nature 

of the co-optation, depicting it as the progression of four interrelated and mutually reinforcing 

stages: inception, appropriation, assimilation, and response. The model’s final stage of the co-

optation process – response – provides valuable insights for understanding the agency of the 

‘co-opted.’ This stage marks the culmination of the co-optation process that leads to the 

bifurcation of the challenging movement.  At this stage, the movement experiences substantial 

pressure of co-optation through government funding and hiring its leaders as government 

employees. In response, some of its organizations may react defensively to buffer and insulate 

the integrity of the movement’s alternative culture, practices, and institutions (Ibid.:426). These 

 

1 The term ‘foreign agent’ came from the Cold War era rhetorics, referring to activities countering national 

interests. In Russian language, the term “foreign agent” is tantamount “spy” or “traitor.” 
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organizations, even facing the risks of control and repression, continue to work on the 

movement’s original agenda, acting as ‘nomads’ and looking for ‘oscillating spaces’ (Ibid:427).  

 

Russian Natural Resource Governance Triangle: ‘State – Corporations - IPOs’  

With its resource-based national economy, Russia is a prominent example of undemocratic 

‘petrostates’ suffering from the ‘resource curse’ (Rogers, 2015; Etkind, 2021). The 

authoritarian regime is the key reason for the country’s ‘bad governance’ that has ‘its main goal 

the extraction of rent and its further appropriation by the ruling groups’ (Gelman, 2022:12). In 

natural resource governance, Russia’s ‘state capitalism’ manifests itself in a significant level of 

state control and intervention (Peregudov and Semenenko, 2008; Petrov and Titkov, 2010; 

Åslund, 2017).  

Government plays an active and assertive role at all triangle levels, going beyond its 

mediator function. Instead of facilitating direct relations between corporations and Indigenous 

people and their IPOs, authorities deliberately substitute Indigenous actors and speak on their 

behalf, imposing a kind of ‘social tax’ on corporations in the name of ‘corporate social 

responsibility’ (CSR) (Crate and Yakovleva, 2008; Gavrilyeva et al., 2021). By doing that, the 

authorities limit the significance of a ‘social license to operate’ (SLO) and prioritize the ‘state 

license’ (Wilson, 2016; Tulaeva et al., 2019). Such ‘Russian style’ of SLO, CSR, and benefits-

sharing, in turn, demotivates businesses to build direct relationships with affected Indigenous 

communities and IPOs and invest in fostering a strong rapport with authorities (Petrov and 

Titkov, 2010; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018).  

In the Russian ‘irregular’ triangle, Indigenous actors are given the passive role of a 

subject of neo-paternalistic attitudes from corporations and the authorities (Blakkisrud and 

Hønneland, 2006; Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Henry et al., 2016). The ‘neo-paternalistic’ 

incentives from the authorities and corporations are rooted, to a large extent, in the Soviet 

ideology of ‘state paternalism towards Indigenous peoples’ and its legacy of ‘osvoenie Severa’ 

(mastering the North) (Pika, 1999; Slezkine, 1994; Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Henry et al., 

2016; Novikova, 2014). These patterns of ‘helping without empowering’ rather perpetuate 

‘patron-client’ dynamics, feeding Indigenous peoples’ paternalistic expectations and their 

dependence on oil and gas money (Yakovleva, 2014, 2014a; Tulaeva et al., 2019).   
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On the other hand, scholars also highlight the growing importance and use of 

international (soft) regulations of corporative conduct in the extractive context in Russia over 

the last decade (Novikova and Wilson, 2017). Engagement with global markets and adherence 

to international corporate regulations have encouraged oil and gas companies to proclaim their 

respect towards Indigenous peoples’ rights and seek to enter agreements with Indigenous 

peoples affected by their activities in Russian regions (Tulaeva et al., 2019). The emergence of 

global venues, norms, enhanced communication technologies, and greater Indigenous political 

capacity has opened new opportunities for local IPOs to gain domestic and international 

leverage over the companies’ misconduct using the language of international norms, such as 

benefit sharing and FPIC (Tysiachniouk et al., 2018; Goloviznina Peeters, 2019, 2021). 

However, the Russian regime actively controls and limits the availability of these resources and 

opportunities to the IPOs (‘foreign agent law’). 

Overall, studies emphasize that the mode and dynamics of relations between IPOs, 

authorities, and companies within the natural resource governance triangle vary significantly 

across different regions of Russia (Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Henry et al., 2006; 

Tysiachniouk et al., 2018; Fondahl et al., 2019).  Scholars observed that Indigenous peoples 

and IPOs in major Russian oil and gas regions are open to discussion about the extraction of 

natural resources from their territories and tend to prioritize peaceful coexistence with 

extractive projects (Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Novikova, 2014; Stammler and Ivanova, 

2016; Tulaeva et al., 2019; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018). Indigenous protest activism in Russia 

has been relatively low compared to protests or violent conflicts over hydrocarbon development 

elsewhere globally (Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Rogers, 2015). As empirical case studies 

show, local IPOs in the Nenets Autonomous Okrug (NAO), the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous 

Okrug (YaNAO), the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug (KhMAO), and the Republic of Sakha 

(Yakutia) gear their agency towards the improvement of the coexistence between Indigenous 

peoples and extractive companies (Ibid.). Local IPOs focus on building good personal relations 

with local and regional governments and use the force of relatively advanced regional 

legislation to defend their rights in conflicts with extractive companies (Tulaeva et al., 2019; 

Tysiachniouk et al., 2018).  

Although Indigenous actors typically use collaborative strategies, they sometimes resort 

to confrontational tactics in some of Russia’s regions to pressure oil companies and authorities 
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and raise public awareness about Indigenous issues and environmental degradation. In 

contemporary Russian history, the most prominent examples of Indigenous activism include 

the Green Wave campaign against oil development in Sakhalin Island in 2005 - 2006 and the 

Izhma-Komi mass protests against environmental destruction caused by Lukoil company in the 

Komi Republic in 2014 – 2015 (Bradshaw, 2007; Lee, 2005; Novikova, 2014; Loginova and 

Wilson, 2020). In both cases, local IPOs sought assistance from environmentalists and focused 

on reaching out to the international community to protect their rights and further their 

aspirations. These Indigenous-environmental coalitions stretched their transcalar campaigns 

from local to global, targeting companies, governments, banks, and the public in Russia and 

overseas to overcome the challenges of poor regional Indigenous legislation and the lack of 

negotiating forums between local IPOs and regional governments (Ibid.). 

Scholars also identified a range of factors that influence the Indigenous choice of tactics 

when interacting with the companies on the ground. These include the economic incentives, the 

regulatory regimes and frameworks, the legacy of Soviet-era practices, the involvement of 

Western companies and CSOs, the characteristics of local civil society, the nature of relations 

between community groups and the local and regional governments, and the individual 

characteristics of the actors engaged in relations (Stammler and Wilson, 2006: 14; Stammler 

and Ivanova, 2016:64). 

In Section 2.4, I combine theoretical insights from the literature review with relevant 

theories to present my study’s theoretical framework and key components.  

 

2.4 Sparking Change in the Recognition of Indigenous 
Peoples’ Rights in Russia  

In my dissertational study, I take both theoretical and empirical stances to explore the role 

(agency) of domestic IPOs in advancing the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia. 

To this end, I adopt an integrative perspective of institutional analyses (March and Olsen, 1984; 

Greif, 2010; Peters, 2019) to consider domestic IPOs, along with their state and non-state 

counterparts, as organizations and institutional elements of the recognition of Indigenous 

peoples’ rights in Russia. By bringing the issues of recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights 

to the forefront, I am amplifying the voices and values of Indigenous peoples and IPOs I worked 



 

 

34 

 

 

with for the dissertation project and who articulated their demands explicitly in the language of 

‘recognition of their Indigenous rights.’ 

 An integrative institutional analysis combines both structural and agential perspectives 

on the institution. It considers an institution as a (dual) system comprising interrelated yet 

distinct components, including organizations, ideologies (ideas and beliefs), and norms whose 

cumulative effect generates the regularity of the actors’ social behavior (Greif, 2010). An 

institution, as an equilibrium system, has a dual nature: its interrelated elements (organizations, 

ideologies, and norms) constitute the structure that guides and orders the behavior of actors, 

while the actors’ behavioral responses to them, in turn, (re)-produce and maintain the structural 

features of the institution (Greif, 2010: 8). Institutions are not stable entities, and its dynamic is 

a historical process. The past encapsulated in institutional elements directs social, political, and 

economic behavior and change (or its persistence) and leads societies to evolve along distinct 

institutional trajectories (Ibid.:19).  

From the integrative institutional perspective, IPOs, as organizations, play a threefold 

function in forming and enabling a regularity of actors’ behavior within the institution of 

recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights. First, IPOs participate in setting up the ‘rules of the 

game,’ framing cognitive patterns of expected, normative, and socially acceptable behavior and 

guiding the individuals to follow them. Second, IPOs maintain and disseminate core norms, 

ideologies, and beliefs by simplifying their internalization process. Third, and most notably, 

IPOs are agents of institutional change as they impose the internal capacity (agency) to affect 

the performance modes of the actors’ (normative) behavior and introduce alternatives. Finally, 

past successes (and failures) of IPOs accumulate and determine their current actions, which in 

turn influence the behavior and capabilities of IPOs in the future. 

Three theoretical assumptions underlie my analysis. One is about the significance of the 

structural (contextual) and agential factors in shaping the IPOs’ practices of contestation and 

dissent in advocating for recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia and their outcomes 

(Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022; Wiener, 2007, 2017; Stimmer and Wisken, 2019). The second 

assumption is that the IPOs’ agencies are severely limited by the historical legacy of the 

institutional context where these IPOs operate (Greif, 2010). The final assumption is that the 

regime may provide an opportunity to make some changes but is unlikely to change the rules 

of the political game (Gelman, 2022).  
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Besides drawing on integrative institutionalism, three bodies of scholarship have 

informed my analysis. First, governance literature considers recognizing and protecting 

Indigenous peoples’ rights within natural resource extraction as joint and interactive 

responsibility of the government, corporations, and civic society (Kooiman et al., 2005; Jentoft 

and Bavinck, 2014). Within the governance of natural resource extraction state remains the 

central actor acting as a ‘protector, promoter, and regulator of natural resources, Indigenous 

rights and distribution of welfare’ (Tennberg, Broderstad, and Hernes, 2021:184). Russia’s 

authoritarian regime fuels the country’s ‘bad governance,’ which, in turn, fails to respond 

adequately to the needs of the citizens but serves the goal of extraction of rent and its further 

appropriation by the ruling groups’ (Petrov and Titkov, 2010; Gelman, 2022). 

The norm contestation scholarship is my second source of literature. It concerns 

international norms and normative behavior of state and non-state actors within the different 

levels of global politics (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; Wiener, 2014; Acharya, 2004). 

Although the state has a main role in developing and socializing international norms, non-state 

actors such as IPOs and corporations also impact these processes, not least through contestation 

(Stimmer and Wisken, 2019). Contestation generally refers to the range of social practices 

expressing objections to norms (Wiener, 2014), but it also entails ‘objections to the normative 

(mis)behavior of another actor’ (Acharya, 2004; Stimmer and Wisken, 2019). Both meanings 

of the contestation (dissent) – about norm-related behavior and norms – inform my study of 

how the IPOs in Russia push for a ‘bottom-up’ change ‘at home.’  

Third, social movement theories highlight the role of civil society organizations (CSOs) 

and IPOs as central players in transnational political processes and recognize these 

organizations’ transformative potential to bring about change in domestic and international 

practices (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink, 2002). By this end, IPOs use 

a dual strategy, exercising both legal and political activism and utilizing paths of ‘institutional 

remedies’ (inside advocacy) and ‘active deployment’ (outside advocacy) (Lightfoot, 2016; 

Morgan, 2011). Indigenous activism for advancing the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ 

rights and self-determination flows beyond the transnational ‘boomerang’ pattern towards a 

trancalar advocacy (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022). 

Drawing on the arguments from social movement scholarship (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; 

Coy and Hedeen, 2005; Lightfoot, 2016; Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022), norm contestation 
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literature (Acharya, 2004; Wiener, 2007, 2017; Stimmler and Wisken, 2019; Draude, 2018; 

Jose, 2018) and governance studies (Kooiman, 2003; Kooiman et al., 2005; Petrov and Titkov, 

2010; Jentoft and Bavinck, 2014; Hernes, Broderstad and Tennberg, 2021), I set up three main 

research hypotheses about the domestic IPOs’ normative dissent under the Russian regime 

within its ‘irregular’ governance triangle. These include the following: 

 

Hypothesis 1. In Russia, IPOs have limited opportunities to advocate for their rights and engage 

in contestation compared to their counterparts in more pluralistic political systems in the Arctic. 

However, domestic IPOs in Russia engage in transcalar activism to secure and promote the 

recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights, going beyond traditional ‘boomerang’ advocacy. 

 

Hypothesis 2. Even in the constrained environment of the Russian regime and ‘bad’ governance, 

these IPOs utilize existing opportunities for advocacy and dissent toward government and 

corporations’ misbehavior by adjusting their contestation tactics.  

 

Hypothesis 3. The IPOs predominantly opt for discursive contestation to challenge the 

government’s misconduct towards Indigenous peoples’ rights at international and national 

levels, as their opportunities to engage in behavioral contestation there are limited. Natural 

resources governance at the local and regional levels offers IPOs better opportunities to couple 

their discursive contestation with actions that can bring about change. 

 

The empirical part of the research is designed as a multiple case study and is inspired by 

Indigenous research methodologies. In Chapter 3, I describe my research method in more detail.  
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3 Methodology and Research Design  

This chapter describes the research methodologies I applied to study IPOs in Russia. The 

empirical part of the study was conducted in line with qualitative research and Indigenous 

methodologies, combining the strategies of ethnographic study and desk analysis. The chapter 

details the cases investigated, methods of data collection, and analysis applied in the study. It 

concludes with reflections on the study’s methodological limitations. 

 

3.1 Using Multiple Case Study Approach and Indigenous 
Methodologies to Research IPOs in Russia 

The dissertation research utilizes a case-study approach, appropriate when studying a 

contemporary, real-life phenomenon and ‘how’ and ‘why’ research questions (Ragin and 

Becker, 1992; Yin, 2003). Case-study is also a fruitful tool to test the validity of scientific 

propositions and, thereby, contribute to developing the scientific theory (Flyvbjerg, 2006:255). 

Both these advantages of the case study methodology are relevant to my research puzzle of 

studying the role of IPOs in advancing the Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia.  

As a research methodology, a case study is anchored by the basic precepts where a case 

is central. Charles Ragin and Howard Becker (1992) suggest a helpful typology of four forms 

(nature) of cases: the ‘cases’ are found; the ‘cases’ are objects; the ‘cases’ are made; and the 

‘cases’ are conventions (Ragin and Becker, 1992:9).  My intellectual search for ‘the case’ in 

researching the IPOs in Russia began in the last quadrant of Ragin’s conceptual map. For me, 

it all started with questioning the conventions of the definition of ‘IPOs’ in Russian academic 

and public discourse. The concept of ‘IPOs’ (the case) includes two parts, ‘Indigenous’ and 

‘organization.’ In my research, I adopt critical and decolonial stances and contest the definition 

of both.  

The Indigenous peoples, activists, politicians, and scholars have made and continue to 

make admirable efforts to decolonize discourse and knowledge and strengthen Indigenous 

narratives (Smith, 1999; Kovach, 2009). However, the decolonization of the Russian academic 

and public debate has begun only recently and is progressing slowly (Etkind, 2011). As a non-

Indigenous female scholar who researches IPOs, I share the values of mutual trust, respect, and 
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responsibility. I confirm that these have guided me throughout the study. Hereby I acknowledge 

and admire the efforts of the IPOs leaders and activists I have had the privilege to know and 

work with. With my research, I hope to contribute to decolonizing the existing discourse about 

Indigenous Peoples and IPOs in Russia, challenging the dominance of state-supported 

definitions and norms, and introducing Indigenous perspectives to reframe the discourse. 

As Indigenous advocates and experts insist, the Russian legal recognition approach is 

restrictive as it imposes three strict and fixed criteria of ‘place,’ ‘size,’ and ‘way of life and 

activity’ to delimit the number of claimants who can seek ‘Indigenous’ status (Rohr, 2014; 

Donahoe et al. 2008; Sokolovskii, 2016). When researchers uncritically adopt the state’s 

definition of ‘Indigeneity,’ they inadvertently reinforce the government’s discriminatory 

rhetoric. By doing that, the researchers also silence the perspectives of groups who lack official 

recognition as Indigenous by the authorities, further marginalizing them. 

 In my research, I utilize the approach to the designation of ‘Indigeneity’ that Indigenous 

peoples themselves recognize as legitimate, prioritizing the right of Indigenous peoples for self-

determination and self-identification (Cobo, 1981; Article 9 of UNDRIP, 2007). By adopting 

such an inclusive approach, my analysis of IPOs in Russia involves the entities of groups whose 

‘Indigeneity’ is withheld by the Russian state, such as Izhma-Komi people from the Republic 

of Komi (see case study B, Peeters Goloviznina, 2019).  

The second part of the definition of the ‘case’ is the concept of ‘organization,’ the 

conventional perception I also challenge in my study. Over the last decades, the ways 

Indigenous peoples organize themselves have changed significantly, not least due to 

globalization and the rise of information and technologies of communication (Bloodgood and 

Pallas, 2022). In countries with authoritarian regimes, including Russia, these changes have 

been further reinforced by continued state restrictions on civil society organizations (CSOs), 

shrinking space for activism, and human rights advocacy (Demidov and Belokurova, 2017; 

Heiss, 2019; Skokova et al., 2018; Bogdanova et al., 2018; Stuvøy, 2020; Sundstrom et al., 

2022).  

In contemporary Russia, there is no evidence-based and reliable data on the number of 

IPOs operating on the ground:  as not all IPOs are officially registered, nor do all registered 

IPOs still act (Nikitina, 2019). The legal environment for Indigenous rights activism and 

collaboration with international partners in the IPO sector has significantly changed due to the 
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country’s CSO legislation, which includes the ‘foreign agent law’ (2012) and ‘undesirable 

organizations law’ (2015). These changes have also impacted the IPOs sector itself. Across the 

country, the authorities labeled a dozen IPOs as ‘foreign agents’ for joining activities and 

receiving funding from international partners (Tysiachniouk, Tulaeva and Henry, 2018). In 

2019, the authorities also liquidated two of the oldest nationwide IPOs – the Batani Foundation 

and Сentre for the Support of Indigenous Peoples of the North/Russian Training Centre for 

Indigenous Peoples (CSIPN). In response to the restrictions and repressions, some IPOs, such 

as Aborigen Forum (AF) have deliberately chosen an unregistered, informal, and networked 

form of organizational work to preserve some agency in the face of repression.  

In my dissertation, I apply a broad definition of ‘IPOs,’ to include non-governmental 

and non-profit organizations, Indigenous peoples’ associations, and obshchiny, both formal and 

informal initiatives of Indigenous peoples aimed at advocacy, service provision, self-

governance, and development of traditional economies of Indigenous peoples and communities 

(see also Chapter 1, Section 1.1.). Adapting an inclusive approach to the definition of IPOs 

allows me more accurately reflect on the dynamic changes in Russia’s CSO policy and the IPO 

sector. These encompass the emergence of new modes of organizing Indigenous activists, 

including informal and networked approaches, alongside the growth of online activism and 

trends in transcalar advocacy. 

Therefore, the empirical part of the dissertation study is designed as a multiple-case 

study and includes three cases (n=3), each of which contributes different lessons to the overall 

research puzzle of the research.  Case study A investigates the activities of federal-level IPOs 

(RAIPON, L’auravetl’an, CSIPN/RITC, Batani, and Aborigen Forum) and their practices of 

normative dissent directed towards the Russian authorities at the national and international 

levels of Indigenous politics. Case studies B and C focus on the analysis of activities of local 

IPOs in two ethnic republics of the AZRF, the Republics of Komi and Sakha (Yakutia). Case 

study B unravels the activities of Izvatas and Izhemskyi Olenevod i Ko from the Republic of 

Komi. Case C investigates the activities of family-based obshchina of Even reindeer herders 

from the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). Both case studies untangled the IPOs’ relationship with 

extractive companies at the regional and local levels. I approached these IPOs in different 

periods of my dissertation work and described their contestation practices in varying depth and 

detail. 
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The inspiration for my research on IPOs in Russia also came from Indigenous 

methodologies (Smith, 1999; Kovach, 2009; Brown and Strega, 2015; Olsen, 2016). At their 

core, Indigenous methodologies reflect the ongoing theoretical and political efforts of the 

scholars (both Indigenous and non-Indigenous) to decolonize, contest, and critically reframe 

the colonial narratives about Indigenous peoples and their histories (Virtanen et al., 2021). 

Research methodologies from Indigenous perspectives underline the demand to incorporate and 

ensure the Indigenous voices are heard and lead the debate while Indigenous peoples get 

empowered through participation in research as partners, sharing the decision-making power 

and ownership of its results (Smith, 1999; Kovach, 2009; Brown and Strega, 2015). 

Applying Indigenous methodologies to research with and for Indigenous communities 

and IPOs requires the researcher to use partnership and collaborative approaches, guided by 

inclusive and mutual ‘learning by doing’ methods at every step of the research wheel: from 

study design, data collection to dissemination and benefit-sharing of new knowledge (Drugge, 

2016). The partnership approach also calls for the researcher to follow particular ethics and 

protocols that are deeply informed by and reflect Indigenous peoples’ cosmologies, 

worldviews, ethics, and values, such as reciprocity, respect, relevance, and responsibility 

(Kirkness and Barnhardt, 1991; Markiewicz, 2012). Following these ‘key R’ principles requires 

the researcher’s conscious and deliberate privilege of Indigenous experiences, reflections, and 

interpretations to abandon colonial practices in research but acknowledge Indigenous peoples’ 

sovereignty and sustain their self-determination (Wilson et al., 2020; Doering et al., 2022). 

My application of Indigenous methodologies in Komi and RS (Ya) settings was limited 

and selective. This was due to several objective factors, including funding constraints and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The Indigenous communities and IPOs I worked with during the 

fieldwork do not have special protocols for communication with scholars or outsiders. To 

address this, I have developed an ‘informational package’ at the preliminary stage of the project. 

The package included short information about the project objectives, data collection, and 

analysis methods, ethics of conduct, consent, and anonymity. These documents’ Russian and 

English versions have received feedback and approval from the IPOs’ leaders and the 

Norwegian Ethics Committee. During my meetings with the IPOs’ leaders, I asked them what 

aspects they wanted me to include in the study and what else I could do to make it valuable for 

the IPO and community.  
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 As a university-based Ph.D. fellow, I initially wrote my research proposal based on a 

literature review that conceptualized the relationship between Indigenous communities and 

extractive industries in terms of ‘resource governance,’ ‘corporate social responsibility,’ and 

‘social license to operate.’ However, during my consultations with IPOs leaders and as I 

progressed with the fieldwork, I recognized that my Indigenous interlocutors did not use these 

concepts. Instead, they spoke of their experience in terms of ‘recognition’ (priznaniye, in 

Russian). This led me to reframe the study’s language from ‘governance’ to ‘recognition.’ To 

amplify my Indigenous interlocutors’ voices and accurately represent their perspectives, I have 

forwarded issues of ‘recognition’ of Indigenous peoples and their rights, as people, to the front 

of the analysis. 

3.2 Methods of Data Collection 

The dissertation study was conducted in line with qualitative research methodology, combining 

the strategies of ethnographic study and desk analysis. The study was informed by primary and 

secondary data collected through my extensive fieldwork in the Republics of Komi and Sakha 

(Yakutia), Moscow, and Saint Petersburg by using a battery of data collection methods. These 

included in-in-depth semi-structured interviews, interviews with experts, participatory 

observation, and analysis of documents.  

3.2.1 In-depth Semi-Structured Interviews 

Given the theoretical sampling in my qualitative research, I used the snowball sampling 

technique to select suitable informants for interviews (Noy, 2008). Overall, seventy (70) 

interviews were conducted with different groups of informants, which served as the primary 

data source for the analysis. The main groups of the informants included but were not limited 

to Indigenous leaders and activists of different types and levels of IPOs (national, regional, 

local); leaders of environmental and human rights CSOs; current and former government 

officials (municipal and regional), scientists, and journalists. Along with formal interviews, I 

have also carried out numerous informal conversations at high-profile conferences and public 

events abroad and in Russia.  

The interviews were conducted at convenient places and times for my interlocutors and 

lasted from 40 minutes to 1,5 hours. In most cases, it was the interviewees’ workplaces or 
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homes; sometimes, it was a café, library, museum, or hotel lobby where I was staying. All 

interviews were conducted in Russian, as all Indigenous activists, scholars, and politicians I 

talked with used Russian at least as frequently as they used their native (Indigenous) languages. 

While some of my interlocutors have agreed to be identified, most have preferred to remain 

anonymous. The interviews were ‘on the record’ only with the interviewees’ permission 

(primarily oral).  Although the articles collected within the thesis do not cite the individual 

interviews, they informed my broader analysis and overall argumentation. 

Several participants became my key informants, with whom I met several times for 

interviews or stayed in touch via messengers or social media throughout the research process. 

These people also acted as my guides and guards, helping me maintain access to the field and 

ensuring my understanding of the observed events and processes from an Indigenous 

perspective. This strategy has allowed us to stay connected beyond our ‘face-to-face’ 

interactions during my physical presence in the field, maintaining contact respectfully and 

mutually, as required by Indigenous research methodologies.  

In the study, I tend to use the names of the IPOs rather than the names of their leaders.  

For the personal safety of my informants, I have decided to anonymize all names and other 

identification data. However, I share the concern of other scholars about the impossibility and, 

to some degree, pointless of hiding the identities of public figures in small communities and the 

tiny world of Indigenous politics (Golovnev, 1997; Overland and Berg-Nordlie, 2012). 

Maintaining a high level of anonymity for interviewees due to ethical reasons can pose 

methodological challenges. Other researchers may find it difficult to verify the accuracy of 

collected data and cross-check conclusions drawn from anonymous statements.  

In addressing these concerns, I prepare two versions of the interview lists. The first, 

containing detailed information, is restricted to the examination committee’s use only. The 

second version, with minimal personal data, is available for public use and printing (see 

Appendix 1). 

3.2.2 Expert Interviews  

A significant part of the data in my case studies was collected through interviews with experts. 

In qualitative research, an expert interview is defined ‘as a qualitative interview based on a 

topical guide, focusing on the expert’s knowledge, broadly characterized as specific knowledge 
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in a certain field of action’ (Meuser and Nagel, 2009). In my analysis, I consider an expert as a 

well-known person with specific knowledge of Indigenous politics and activism in Russia, with 

access to key people in the IPOs sector or decision-making process related to IPOs and 

Indigenous affairs in Russia. I believe that these experts, due to their specific knowledge, status, 

and participation in networks, can provide me with a kind of ‘helicopter view’ of the 

transformation processes in the IPO sector and the relationship of IPOs with authorities and 

other IPOs at home and abroad during the 1990s-2020s. 

The final list includes seven (7) experts. Throughout conducting the study, I contacted 

some of the interlocutors and experts several times and on various occasions, which allowed 

me to collect a broader range of data and facilitate the data validation and analysis using the 

triangulation method (Patton, 1999). Most interviews were conducted face-to-face in Moscow 

and Saint Petersburg, where most experts live. In addition, I have also carried out two 

interviews with experts by using Zoom. 

For interviewing the experts, I had a guide with a flexible structure that allowed me to 

modify the interview, adjusting the questions according to the expert’s area of expertise and 

his/her competencies. All interview questions were formulated in an open, neutral manner and 

did not require any judgemental evaluations regarding the personalities or recent critical events 

in the IPOs sector in Russia.  

 

3.2.3 Participatory Observation 

Much of the data collection for the dissertation research was carried out through participant 

observation. In my ethnographic work, I used participatory observation as both a method of 

data collection and a research strategy for gaining access to my interlocutors. The strategy 

reflects the specifics of participatory observation within the qualitative research methodology: 

participatory observation serves as a method of data collection and a holistic approach for 

conducting fieldwork (Marshall and Rossman, 1995).   

During the ethnographic part of the fieldwork (2010 – 2021), I conducted a participatory 

observation in all three settings. In June 2011, I visited the Komi Republic for the second time 

and, for the first time, the Izhma municipality. During the visit, I conducted participatory 

observation (about 30 hours), participating in the Sixth Congress of the IPO Izvatas and the 
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annual Izhma-Komi cultural festival Lud.  Both events play a significant role in the political 

and cultural life of the Izhma-Komi people. For Izhma-Komi people (community residents or 

residents of other regions), the congress and Lud serve as public forums to discuss IPO and 

community development issues, including language, culture, environment, and relations with 

the extractive industries operating on the municipality's territory. 

In November 2018, I conducted a series of participatory observations (about 40 hours) 

during the international educational course ‘The Arctic Council and the Role of the Permanent 

Participants’ in Moscow, Russia. One of the public occasions within the event was the 

Parliamentary Hearings in the State Duma of the Russian Federation (the low chamber of the 

Federal Assembly of Russia - the Parliament). The event was organized jointly by the 

Indigenous Peoples’ Secretariat – Arctic Council and RAIPON and gathered Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous participants, experts, politicians, activists, and journalists from different 

regions of Russia and abroad. Participation in this event allowed me to meet and speak with the 

leaders and activists of RAIPON’s headquarters and its regional branches from different parts 

of Russia and observe their interactions with government agencies, representatives from other 

Arctic IPOs, and diplomats.   

In February – March 2021, during my field trip to the RS (Ya), I spent one week as a 

resident of the obshchina of Even reindeer herders in the Verkhoyansk Range. As a researcher 

and an outsider, it was a unique opportunity to share the daily activities of my interlocutors and 

experience the harsh climate of Yakutia, remoteness from facilities (hospitals, telephone, 

Internet), and proximity to a mining company. Notably, this exceptional experience has allowed 

me and the members of the obshchina to learn from each other as partners and build our 

relationship, mutual trust, respect, and understanding of the problem we want to address during 

the research.  

Since my first steps in the field, I have been open about the purpose of collecting data 

for my doctoral dissertation and my status as a Ph.D. student at the Center for Sami Studies 

(UiT). Such a degree of openness legitimized my role of an ‘observer as participant’ (Gold, 

1958: 218), giving me a ‘green light’ to document my observations and thoughts in the situation 

‘here and now’ and ‘face-to-face’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). During my work in the field, 

I kept my field notes (memos), noting down everything I saw and heard, including 

conversations with and between the people around me, our daily joint activities, and non-verbal 
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communication. The field notes have largely informed my analysis, serving me as the tool for 

improving research hypotheses and triangulation.  

 

3.2.4 Analysis of Documents 

The ethnographic part of my fieldwork was supported by desk research, where I carried out a 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) of the texts from various documents. The major groups of 

documents used included the following:  

 

(1) federal and regional legislation (laws, orders, target programs) issued by the 

government bodies (organizations) responsible for Indigenous affairs; 

(2) documents published by the IPOs (articles, reports, program papers, press releases, 

factsheets, presentations, books, interviews, news) on their official websites and social media; 

(3) open-access reports on corporate social responsibility (CSR) and engagement with 

local and Indigenous communities of oil company Lukoil-Komi (2003-2017) operating in the 

Komi Republic and the mining company Polymetall International operating in the Republic of 

Sakha (Yakutia); 

(4) scholarly articles and books are written by Russian and Western experts on 

Indigenous and extractive activities in Russia and the studies of national republics in particular;  

(5) publications in media that cover any news related to Indigenous peoples and IPOs 

in the target republics, nationally and internationally; 

(6) archival documents of the IPO Izvatas (1989-2014), the Izhma municipality (2003-

2014), and the personal archive of the head of the family-based obshchina in RS (Ya). 

 

As a method of qualitative research, CDA aims to explore what structures, strategies, or other 

properties of text, talk, verbal interaction, or communicative events play a role in the modes of 

(re)production of the social relations of power, dominance, and social inequality (Van Dijk, 

1993:249). In my analysis, I applied CDA as a tool to reconstruct and describe the discursive 

situation around IPOs, and Indigenous peoples’ rights in the context of resource development 

activities in the Russian Arctic over the study period and to show the transformation of these 

debates within political space and across the time. The CDA method enabled me to reveal the 
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critical points of contemporary discussions on these issues, including issues that are taken for 

granted and unspoken. All textual sources were analyzed in the original language (Russian and 

English).  

 

3.3 Data Analysis 

In qualitative research methodology, data collection and analysis often go hand in hand (Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967). The first step in data analysis was transcribing all textual data collected 

through two types of interviews and participatory observation. To further analyze these textual 

transcripts, I used a grounded theory method (GT) initially developed by Barney Glaser and 

Anselm Strauss (1967) and further improved by Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin (1990). 

According to the principles of the GT approach, my data analysis progressed in three analytical 

stages, corresponding to open, axial, and selective data coding.  

During the first open coding phase of the analysis, I carefully read the interviews’ 

transcripts and memos to break down, identify, and label the data with codes. As a result of this 

stage, I formed a list of codes, including words, names, events, feelings, and relationships, 

which I identified and marked as critical for further analysis. At this stage, the list of open codes 

was long, while the codes had a low analytical abstraction level. 

In the second phase of the analysis, the axial coding stage, I reviewed the interviews’ 

transcripts to verify the primary categories (open codes) and explore their similarities and 

differences. My main objective was to develop linkages (axis) between the analysis’s key 

categories, including causes and consequences of events, conditions, types of interaction, 

strategies, and processes. ‘Selective coding’ was the last phase of the analysis. At this stage, I 

worked with already identified categories to choose or develop the major (essential) categories 

that cover the main variations and grab the study’s main idea. The short-listed categories had a 

high level of analytical abstraction. 

Further, I use a triangulation method to increase the credibility and validity of the data 

collected and the analysis produced (Jick, 1979; Denzin, 1990). Todd Jick defines triangulation 

as a juxtaposition of ‘multiple viewpoints (researchers, methods, sources of data) to allow 

greater accuracy and provide specific observations’ (Jick, 1979:602).  In my study, I use two 

types of triangulation, which Norman Denzin (1978) classified as the ‘between (or across) 
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method’ type and the ‘within method’ type (Denzin, 1990: 301-302). Using multiple data 

sources and a battery of data collection methods served me as a vehicle for an ‘across method’ 

triangulation. I also used a ‘within-method’ triangulation to cross-check my observations and 

test their internal consistency and validity. The latter included conducting various qualitative 

interviews (in-depth and expert interviews) and participatory observation of ‘multiple 

comparison groups’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967:7). 

 

3.4 Limitations of the Case Studies   

The study has four main methodological limitations that could be addressed in future research. 

First, each case study collected under the thesis deals with the unique situation of the Izhma-

Komi or Evens peoples and their IPOs, which operate in the specific cultural context of the 

Komi and Sakha republics. This uniqueness, however, provides limited support for the wide 

dissemination of these results and generalizing conclusions drawn from them to other 

Indigenous groups and IPOs.  Nevertheless, the evidence gives me every reason to suggest that 

similar processes might occur in different geographic and institutional settings in Russia, where 

local IPOs target and contest the misconduct of extractive corporations operating in their 

territories. The results of the case studies in Komi and Sakha reveal and highlight some trends 

in how local IPOs are trying to get extractive companies to take the Indigenous demands 

seriously and respect their rights. These results also suggest the factors that may affect the 

choice of tactics that IPOs use to protect their rights and, more importantly, help the IPOs to 

succeed. Whether these factors work, to what extent, and under what conditions should be 

investigated as hypotheses in future comparative studies.  

Second, the cases of IPOs I studied differ by entity type and vary from family-based 

obshchina, and public organizations, such as Izvatas and RAIPON, to a commercial cooperative 

of Izhma-Komi reindeer herders. These IPOs operate in different areas, at different levels, and 

with a distinct focus on their work. Some IPOs have official registration, while others, such as 

Aborigen Forum, act informally without registration. In the case studies I described, some IPOs 

targeted the federal level of authorities, while others focused their contestation on counteracting 

the extractive companies on the ground. The latter also varied from the oil industry in the Komi 

Republic to gold mining in the RS (Ya). Given these variations in methodology and data 
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collected, the juxtaposition of these cases does not make any strict comparisons but serves as a 

‘parallel demonstration of theory’ (Simmon and Smith, 2017).  

Third, the data collected for the study does not contain interviews with the 

representatives of the extractive companies. My research experience confirms the well-

documented trend that representatives of extractive companies operating in Russia remain one 

of the most closed and hard-to-reach groups of informants (Stammler and Wilson, 2006; 

Rogers, 2015). Throughout the study, I (unsuccessfully) tried to contact representatives of the 

oil company Lukoil (Komi Republic) and the mining company Polymetal (Republic of Sakha) 

by email and telephone. In response to my request for an interview, the companies’ 

representatives answered that the company’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 

community engagement information is to be found on the companies’ official websites. Hence, 

my analysis of the corporations’ perspectives relies heavily on the open-access policy 

documentation and implementation reports I found online. 

Fourth, the analysis presented in the thesis is based on my perceptions as a sociologist 

of mixed Russian-Tatar origin studying IPOs and Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia from 

exile. Therefore, I am aware of the possible limitations and unintended biases in the data 

collected and the conclusions drawn that my non-Indigenous background and role as an outsider 

might have caused. However, along with the above, I believe that my knowledge and experience 

still help me to ‘walk between the worlds’ – Indigenous and non-Indigenous, Russian, and 

Western while remaining sensitive and analytically critical concerning the processes I observe. 
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4 Advancing Recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ 
Rights in Russia: Integrated Discussion 

This chapter provides an overall synthesis and discussion of the main findings of the 

dissertation. I begin by recalling the primary purpose of the thesis as a unified piece and 

summarising, in brief, my three articles and their key results. Then I offer an integrated analysis 

of the reported findings, showing their internal linkages and overall contribution to the study’s 

aim and the existing state-of-the-art. Hence the structure of the chapter. 

 

4.1 Main Findings from Each of the Individual Papers 

In his remarkable book ‘Red Skin, White Masks,’ Glen Coulthard states that over the last forty 

years, Aboriginal and Indigenous peoples in Canada have increasingly cast their self-

determination efforts and objectives in the language of ‘recognition’ (Coulthard, 2014). As my 

dissertation demonstrates, the same is true for the endeavours of the Indigenous peoples and 

IPOs in Russia. During the 1990s, Indigenous peoples were mobilized and organized, 

advocating for legal recognition of their rights. Some groups, such as Izhma-Komi, Altai, 

Pomor, and Veps peoples, also demanded recognition of their Indigenous status. These days, 

one can observe the ongoing negotiations between domestic IPOs, political institutions, and 

extractive companies at local, national, and international levels. Likewise, these negotiations 

frequently employ the language of ‘recognition’ and ‘rights.’  

The thesis is designed in an article-based format. It includes a compilation and an 

integrative discussion of three articles, all published in peer-reviewed journals, and a collective 

monograph. Each article refers to case studies A, B, and C conducted throughout the Ph.D. 

journey and as a part of the international research project The Arctic governance triangle: 

government, Indigenous peoples and industry in change (TriArc).  

In each of these case studies, I draw upon the experience of domestic IPOs in Russia, 

ranging from local-level IPO to national IPO based in Moscow. The individual case studies 

provide valuable insights into comprehending the bigger picture of this research. Specifically, 

they help in understanding the ways in which domestic IPOs have influenced and contested the 

recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in legislation and practice, as well as the outcomes of 
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the IPOs’ actions. In the following, I will present my articles in a different chronological order 

than they were published (Peeters Goloviznina, 2019, 2021, 2022). This will support the 

internal logic of the integrative analysis of the research findings I offer in the next section of 

the chapter.   

The first article, ‘The Agencies of the ‘Co-opted:’ Indigenous Peoples Organizations 

and Contestation of International Indigenous Rights Norms in Russia,’ is based on case study 

A and was published in the International Journal on Minority and Group Rights (Peeters 

Goloviznina, 2022). The study aimed to explore the relationship between national IPOs and 

the federal authorities concerning the rights of Indigenous peoples in Russia at domestic and 

international political forums. It offered a historical account of the development of major 

national Moscow-based IPOs from their establishment and institutionalization over the last 

three decades. By employing the concepts of co-optation and norm contestation, I highlighted 

the complex and dynamic character of these processes in which the IPOs have been engaged 

and offer a more nuanced understanding of the IPOs agencies in their efforts to advance the 

legislation and policy on the Indigenous affair at the federal level.  My analysis and findings 

contribute to discussing the effects of the government co-optation of the IPOs sector, 

highlighting its bifurcation and the evolution of two groups of IPOs, which I call ‘operational’ 

and ‘advocacy’ IPOs. As I showed, even in the authoritarian regime’s restricted environment, 

the bifurcated IPO sector still preserves some limited capacity to contest the Russian state’s 

misbehavior concerning the rights of Indigenous peoples and bring about modest change in 

policy and legislation. 

In the second article, ‘Indigenous Agency and Normative Change from ‘Below’ in 

Russia: Izhma-Komi’s Perspective on Governance and Recognition’ published in the Arctic 

Review on Law and Politics (Peeters Goloviznina, 2019), I aimed to demonstrate how the 

Izhma-Komi people from the Komi Republic, who are not recognized as Indigenous by the 

Russian authorities, have worked towards enhancing their situation. Based on findings from 

the case study of two Izhma-Komi organizations, my analysis identified and explored three 

strategies these organizations utilized through ‘horizontal,’ less hierarchical relations with 

other non-state actors. These strategies with other non-state actors included mobilizing inter-

Indigenous recognition, forging alliances with environmentalists, and negotiating with the 

private oil company Lukoil. As I showed, using these strategies, Izhma-Komi organizations 
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have extended certain rights and power, such as a right comparable to Free, Prior, and Informed 

Consent (FPIC), previously not granted to them by the authorities in an extractive context 

locally. 

In my third article, I described the findings of case study C, which focused on analyzing 

a family-based obshchina of Even reindeer herders in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). 

‘Indigenous Agency Through Normative Contestation Defining the Scope of Free, Prior and 

Informed Consent in the Russian North’ was published as a chapter in a collective monograph 

‘Indigenous Peoples, Natural Resources and Governance’ edited by Monica Tennberg, Else 

Grete Broderstad, and Hans-Kristian Hernes and published by Routledge (Peeters Goloviznina, 

2021). The article aimed to introduce the readers to the progressive institutional framework 

governing the extraction of resources at the homelands of Indigenous peoples in the Sakha 

Republic. It underscored the supportive role of two novel institutions: ethnological expertise 

and the Ombudsman for Indigenous peoples’ rights. Against this institutional background, I 

analyzed the efforts of Evens reindeer herders, the members of a family-based obshchina, to 

enhance their rights to FPIC in their relations with a gold mining company Polymetal. My 

findings demonstrated that the assistance of the Ombudsman can empower the obshchina’s 

members to assert a more prominent agency in negotiations with the company regarding their 

rights for compensation and benefits-sharing. 

The thesis employs three central concepts – IPOs’ normative agency, IPOs’ tactics of 

contestation and dissent, and Indigenous peoples rights’ norms – and makes them the common 

denominator of the three articles collected under its title (Chapter 2). In the following sections, 

I highlight these concepts by revisiting the articles and their findings and synthesizing them 

into three overarching themes. These themes relate to two meanings of contestation through 

which IPOs’ normative agency (dissent) is manifested: an objection to norms and an objection 

to the normative behavior of another actor. In Sections 4.2 and 4.3, I analyze how IPOs express 

their dissent towards the misconduct of the state and extractive corporations. Then, in Section 

4.4, I examine the IPOs’ efforts to contest the state-driven norms that regulate the definitions 

of ‘Indigeneity’ and ‘FPIC’ in Russian legislation.  
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4.2 Resisting Co-optation: IPOs and the Russian State  

In discussing the role of national IPOs and their achievements in advancing recognition of 

Indigenous peoples’ rights in domestic sceneries, one must consider the differences in the 

legacy of the Indigenous peoples’ mobilization and their relations with the nation-state (Dahl, 

2012). As the state remains the primary ‘guarantor’ of Indigenous peoples’ rights, IPOs aim to 

communicate directly with state officials and participate in decision-making to advocate for 

social and political change in Indigenous affairs. Though the collaboration with authorities may 

secure for IPOs a seat at the decision-making table, it can also carry the potential risks of co-

optation and unexpected costs, known in the social movement literature as a ‘paradox of 

cooperation’ (Melucci, 1989; Coy and Hedeen, 2005). While risks and power imbalances 

between IPOs and the state are present in all political systems, activists in authoritarian regimes 

face limited options for mitigating them.  

 

4.2.1 IPOs’ Responses to the Government Co-Optation in Authoritarian 
Russia: ‘Operational’ and ‘Advocacy’ IPOs 

Many modern hybrid and authoritarian regimes worldwide, including Russia, have increasingly 

adopted democratic institutions (elections, reforms, civic society, and media) and international 

norms but with the opposite goal of moving away from democracy (Heiss, 2019; Toepler et al., 

2020).  Instead, the regime has manipulated them to its advantage to maintain its stability and 

control the threats.  These are precisely why autocrats closely watch civil society and activism 

and use repressions and co-optation for these purposes. 

 Over the last decade, studies have actively employed the concept of co-optation to 

describe the relations between IPOs and the Russian government, referring to the nation-level 

IPOs as ‘operating under tight state control’ (Wessendorf, 2020). However, little scholarship 

has placed government IPOs co-optation at the center of the analysis, and even fewer have been 

concerned with IPOs’ responses to government co-optation. These topics still constitute 

somewhat cloudier subjects in the contemporary debate and need more scholarly attention.  

In my case study A, I have addressed these knowledge gaps, proposing two interlocked 

answers that bring us closer to understanding the IPOs – state relations in modern Russia and 

the IPOs’ capacity to protect and advance the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights by 
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contesting the state’s decoupling behavior and its misconduct in an increasingly repressive 

environment (Peeters Goloviznina, 2022).  Drawing from the rich pedigree of the concept of 

co-optation in the social and political sciences (Selznick, 1949; Gamson, 1975; Coy and 

Hedeen, 2005; Trumpy, 2008; Jaffee, 2012), I advocate for a broader understanding of co-

optation that considers both its process and outcome.  Through my research, I have explored 

the complexities surrounding the co-optation of IPOs by the government, shedding light on its 

multifaceted, incremental, and dynamic nature, power imbalances, trade-offs, and often mixed 

outcomes for IPOs.  

Since 2007, there has been a noticeable trend of a crackdown on CSOs and closing space 

for activism in Russia. This has occurred amidst a major global economic crisis and political 

unrest, including colored revolutions in neighboring post-Soviet countries and turmoil in Syria 

(Heiss, 2019; Toepler et al., 2020).  However, the government’ co-optation of the civic society 

was mainly crafted between the 2012 and 2018 Russian presidential elections as the Russian 

regime has consolidated as more authoritarian (Gelman, 2015; Lerner, 2021).  The government 

has used a co-optation to closely control and manage CSOs and IPOs, neutralizing them as a 

source of political opposition while redirecting their activities toward ‘apolitical’ and ‘useful’ 

to the regime directions (Skokova et al., 2018). According to Owen (2020), non-democratic 

states practice ‘participatory authoritarianism,’ providing citizens with limited and controlled 

avenues to participate in policy while simultaneously deliberately undermining the extent and 

impact of this engagement (Owen, 2020: 419). Authoritarian governments mimic their 

adherence to global norms of participatory governance and active citizenship to gain the 

regime’s political legitimacy and implement some reforms in the public sector (Ibid.: 423).  

The Russian government has implemented a dual CSO policy that utilizes ‘carrot-and-

stick’ incentives to encourage certain civic mobilization while discouraging others (Bogdanova 

et al., 2018). The ‘sticks’ include the ‘Law on Foreign Agents’ (2012) and ‘Law on Undesirable 

Organizations’ (2015).  In parallel, the government has introduced a new government funding 

and grants system, using them as the ‘carrots’ (Frohlich and Skokova, 2020).  The ideological 

campaign on ‘turning away from the West’ towards ‘Russian national interests,’ the designation 

of ‘Western human rights’ as ‘alien’ and the politicization of ‘contacts with Western partners’ 

as ‘threats’ become another imperative of the new repressive landscape (Demidov and 

Belokurova, 2017; Stuvøy, 2020).  
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In my study, I told the story of the government co-optation of the IPOs providing a 

detailed shot of the political landscape of Russia over the last decade and demonstrating how 

the changing environment has transformed the nation-level IPOs and their relations with the 

government (Peeters Goloviznina, 2022). Drawing on the contemporary debate on the 

government co-optation of CSOs, I have scrutinized some of its assertions regarding the IPOs, 

refining them with new insights on the IPOs’ agencies as ‘co-opted.’ First, I challenge the 

current stereotype of Russian IPOs as a monolithic and immature sector. By 2012, as I have 

shown, the sector comprised several IPOs operating at the national and international levels, 

such as RAIPON (1990), L’auravetl’an (1996), Centre for the Support of Indigenous Peoples 

of the North/Russian Training Centre for Indigenous Peoples - CSIPN (2001), and the Batani 

Foundation (2004). These IPOs were hardly monolithic regarding their organizational origin, 

institutionalization, relationship with the Russian authorities, international donors, and global 

Indigenous rights agenda.  Moreover, these IPOs, as a part of the Russian non-profit sector, 

have demonstrated remarkable institutional growth and maturity compared to the early post-

Soviet period (Jakobson et al., 2022; Sundstrom et al., 2022).  

Second, I objected to the simplistic view of the domestic IPO sector as ‘co-opted’ by 

the government without fighting back. In response to the dualism of the government’s CSOs 

policy with its growing pressure of co-optation through ‘carrot and stick,’ the IPO sector has 

tried to fight back and reacted with bifurcation. The IPO sector’s bifurcation was not an 

overnight event but a process. For outsider- observers, the first signs of the sector’s split became 

visible at the VII RAIPON Congress (2013), when the delegates were internally divided on the 

issue of voting for the next President of the IPO (Berezhkov and Sulyandziga, 2019). The 

emergence of Aborigen Forum – AF (2014) as a new form of Indigenous collective 

mobilization and activism was another manifestation of the IPO sector’s bifurcation in response 

to growing government control, repressions, and co-optation risks. In 2019, when the 

authorities liquidated Batani Foundation and CSIPN as entities, it completed the sector 

bifurcation into two groups: ‘operational’ and ‘advocacy’ IPOs.  

Correspondently, by examining the recent activity of both groups of the bifurcated IPO 

sector, I have also countered a naïve understanding of government co-optation of the IPOs 

sector as a ‘wholesale deal’ where the domestic IPOs have entirely ‘sold out’ their critical 

ability to challenge the status quo of government recognition policy. Previous research has 
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demonstrated that the Russian authorities still tolerate, to some degree,  less politicized and 

more indirect forms of activism which not explicitly directed against the regime (Cheskin and 

March, 2015; Toepler et al., 2020; Owen, 2020). The Russian state actively supports non-profit 

organizations that seek to address social problems and engage in service delivery while 

effectively constraining their critical participation in the public sphere (Pape and Skokova, 

2022). Within the ‘participatory authoritarianism,’ domestic CSOs can still use government-

controlled avenues to channel their constituents’ non-political claims and exert some influence 

in the policy process within this narrow institutional space (Bindman et al., 2019).  

In line with previous studies, my findings also indicated that even in such a restricted 

environment, the ‘operational’ and ‘advocacy’ IPOs still preserve the limited capacity to contest 

the government’s misbehavior regarding Indigenous peoples’ rights. Both groups of IPOs, 

sometimes and under certain conditions, can succeed in their dissent and effect some, albeit 

modest, changes in legislation and practice.  Nonetheless, their contestation practices remain 

the ‘art of the weak,’ relying on the IPOs’ ability to ‘recognize the opening’ and ‘knack the 

moment,’ turning them into an opportunity to push the envelope politically (Gelman, 2022).   

Third, while examining these two groups of IPOs, I have analyzed their normative 

dissent practices (agencies) and underlying conditions (factors) that enabled and constrained 

them in the Russian authoritarian regime. The two groups showcase notable distinctions in 

terms of their funding sources and organizational legitimacy, as well as the level of autonomy 

and access to domestic and international policy forums. These factors influence both groups’ 

tactics to challenge the government’s misconduct in protecting the Indigenous peoples’ rights.  

The ‘operational’ IPOs (RAIPON and L’auravetl’an) prioritize their constituents’ social 

and cultural rights while abstaining from advocating for their ‘hard rights.’ These IPOs’ 

activities align with the policy objectives of their single donor and the primary source of their 

organizational legitimacy - the Russian government. ‘Operational’ IPOs opt for discursive 

contestation yet deliver their criticism of the government in a partial and lenient way. Their 

main tactic in discursive contestation is appropriation. Rather than openly confronting the 

dominant government discourse and normative order, these IPOs seek to subvert it from the 

inside by aligning their discourse with the government’s dominant rhetoric. By becoming a part 

of the ideological frames, these IPOs test their boundaries, inventively try to stretch, and tweak 

them to inscribe specific tasks alternative to the dominant ones.  Since the government is their 
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only resource provider (funding, legitimacy, and access to the policy table), ‘operational’ IPOs 

avoid behavioral contestation, as they consider it riskier and less effective.  Instead, they utilize 

inside advocacy and collaborative tactics by interacting with federal decision-makers through 

participation in government consultative bodies.  

The ‘advocacy’ IPOs (Batani, CSIPN, and Aborigen Forum) continue pursuing rights-

based agenda, raising politically sensitive questions about their constituents’ ‘hard rights’ (self-

determination and territorial rights). The group is cut off from government funding and banned 

from formal participation in political processes domestically. However, its activists continue to 

operate on the margins of Indigenous politics through online initiatives (virtual advocacy) and 

engagement with UN human rights mechanisms, acting as ‘nomads.’ As described by Coy and 

Hedeen (2005), ‘nomads’ are activists who preserve their alternative ideology and values but 

have to constantly seek ‘oscillating spaces’ where they can push the system’s margins they 

contest (Coy and Hedeen, 2005:426).  

‘Advocacy’ IPOs also predominantly opt for discursive contestation, explicitly 

criticizing the authorities’ misconduct and maladministration in the protection of the rights of 

Indigenous peoples. Their nomadic activism has transcalar character, enabling them to 

capitalize on different flows, resources, and opportunities at different scales, sometimes 

managing to enforce their dissent through words with actions. Notably, their transcalar 

‘nomadism’ enables these activists to contest the central canons of the Indigenous recognition 

politics as ‘state-centric, emanating from the power of the Sovereign and tied to the territory of 

the nation-state’ (Peeters Goloviznina, 2022: 869). By coupling their discursive dissent with 

actions, the ‘advocacy’ IPOs have a greater impact on eroding the existing status quo in Russian 

politics concerning Indigenous peoples’ rights (Peeters Goloviznina, 2022: 873).  

Thus, the study results support three research hypotheses I proposed about IPOs 

normative dissent in authoritarian regimes based on social movement, norm contestation, and 

governance scholarship. First, the government co-optation under the authoritarian regime does 

not entirely bar domestic IPOs from expressing their dissent but leads to alteration of the IPOs’ 

dissent tactics. Second, despite the restrictive environment of co-optation and repression risks, 

these IPOs still utilize tiny but existing opportunities to voice their dissent toward the 

government’s misconduct and affect modest changes in advancing the recognition of 

Indigenous peoples rights in policy and legislation. Third, to challenge the government’s 
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misconduct towards Indigenous peoples’ rights, the IPOs predominantly opt for discursive 

contestation as their opportunities to couple it with behavioral contestation within the regime 

are limited and restricted. 

4.2.2 The Dynamics of Indigenous Dissent in Russia: IPOs Co-Optation 
as an Outcome of the Relationship with the State  

My study also offered a second perspective on understanding the IPOs co-optation as an 

outcome of the ‘IPOs – state’ relationship (Gamson, 1975; Coy and Hedeen, 2005; Trumpy, 

2008). Gamson (1975) framed co-optation as ‘an outcome,’ in which a social movement or 

minority group becomes accepted by or is incorporated into the state apparatus (access) but 

does not archive meaningful policy gain (new advantages) (Gamson, 1975). According to 

Trumpy (2008), ‘what distinguishes co-optation, as an outcome, from reform or compromise, 

is ‘gaining new advantages. In co-optation, as an outcome, the formal authority retains the 

power and is able to dissolve its relationship with a co-opted party at any time. In the 

compromise outcome, the challenging group is able to acquire some of this power and has some 

actual influence over the formal authority’ (Trumpy, 2008:488). 

What had domestic IPOs in Russia achieved over these three decades of working with 

the government authorities while pushing for the change from below?  Have the IPOs gained 

the ‘advantages’?  Each of the questions begets no single answer. Evaluating whether IPOs 

have achieved new advantages (policy gain) depends on defining such ‘advantages.’ If the 

‘advantages’ (policy gains) entail ‘actual authority’ and ‘actual control’ over the governance of 

Indigenous affairs, then it is reasonable to conclude that nation-level IPOs in Russia have not 

achieved them.  Drawing from this point of view, one can see that the IPOs’ accomplishments 

have proven to be negligible, and their influence on national legislation and policy has been 

relatively limited and modest.  

As the Harvard Project on American Indigenous Economic Development2 made clear, 

the development issue [of Indian communities] is, first and foremost, a political process 

 

2 The Harvard Project (1987) was founded by professors Stephen Cornell and Joseph P. Kalt at Harvard 

University in association with the Native Nations Institute, University of Arizona to systematic comparative 

study of social and economic development of Americam Indian reservations. The project website 

https://indigenousgov.hks.harvard.edu/about 

https://indigenousgov.hks.harvard.edu/about
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(Cornell, Begay and Kalt, 1998). In Russia, in contrast to some other Arctic states (Norway, 

northern Canada, and Greenland), Indigenous activism in the late 1980s did not transform 

Indigenous peoples’ political and economic rights on the ground (Larsen and Fondahl, 2014; 

Gosart, 2017). At the national level, IPOs did not succeed in establishing their own institutional 

space to meaningfully exercise Indigenous peoples’ rights to political participation and 

decision-making. The dream of establishing the ‘Indigenous Parliament’ in Russia also did not 

come true (Wessendorf, 2005).  

Over these decades, Russia’s stance on ILO 169 and UNDRIP has not improved.  

Russia’s constitutional recognition of the rights of Indigenous peoples (Article 69) has turned 

out to be insufficient to incentivize their compliance, not least due to the lack of by-laws and 

enforcement mechanisms (Overland, 2016). Although the Russian legal framework provides 

solid protection for the rights of Indigenous peoples, these provisions concern only their social, 

economic, and cultural rights (soft rights) and not their political rights (hard rights) (Nikitina, 

2019). As long as the national legislation withholds the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ 

political rights, it leaves them ‘legally incapable’ of exercising their other types of rights 

(Filippova, 2013; Nikitina, 2019). 

The legal environment for IPOs activities and the IPO sector has undergone significant 

transformation due to the CSO policy of ‘carrot and stick.’ The government has utilized 

repression and co-optation to purge unwanted organizations and forms of activism from the 

sector. The enactment of the ‘Foreign Agents Law’ (2012) and the ‘Undesirable Organizations 

Law’ (2015) led to the dissolution of two leading national-level IPOs - the Batani Foundation 

and CSIPN - with some of their leaders fleeing the country.  

RAIPON, the oldest nation-level umbrella IPO formed in 1989, remains the main 

institutional formal channel of interactions between Indigenous peoples and the Russian federal 

government. To comply with government policy, RAIPON was forced to change its entity’s 

status from a ‘political movement’ to a ‘non-profit organization’ (Ziganshin, 2016). After the 

forced rotation of RAIPON’s leadership in 2012, its activities came under even closer 

government monitoring and control (Wessendorf, 2019). 

There are also concerns about the government co-optation of the nation-level IPO 

sectors and its bifurcation into ‘operational’ and ‘advocacy’ groups, which I described above.  

The bifurcation has divided the leading Indigenous activists and their constituents internally, 
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making the sector more unstable and vulnerable regarding internal solidarity and trust. As a 

result of the regime’s actions, several activists were forced to flee the country. It has weakened 

Indigenous activism in Russia, reducing its ‘collective social capital’ (practical knowledge, 

established connections) and diverting its focus from fighting for Indigenous rights with the 

state to internal conflicts between different segments of activists. For Indigenous activists and 

their families in exile, these social processes have very strong personal dimensions, including 

the traumatic experience of fleeing repression, navigating immigration hurdles, and adjusting 

to new lifestyles and work environments. 

However, there is another part of the debate about the outcomes of three decades of 

working relations of the IPO with the Russian government. Its proponents, including myself, 

urge scholars to stop looking for ‘big and blunt revolutionary transformations’ (policy gains) 

by Indigenous activists, which they can hardly achieve as the tiniest part of the Russian civil 

society (Green and Robertson, 2019). Rather than focusing on abstract and subjective 

measurements, such as success or failure, we should consider what these activists have done to 

advance the position of Indigenous peoples in Russia. By shifting our perspective and asking a 

more tangible question, we can acquire a deeper appreciation of the hard work of Indigenous 

activists, their progress, and their results, which often took the form of ‘trade-offs’ with the 

authorities.  

Overall, the results of my case studies showed that the most prominent political 

accomplishments of the Indigenous activists have been the institutionalization of the IPOs 

sector and maintaining the IPOs’ recognition as permanent actors in Russian domestic and 

global Indigenous politics. Since 1990 onwards, IPOs and their constituents from Russia have 

become a part of the global Indigenous movement and politics through their participation in 

major international political forums, including the UN Economic and Social Council 

(ECOSOC), the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII), the Arctic Council 

(AC), and the Arctic Economic Council (AEC).  

 The activists have achieved significant domestic milestones in advancing the global 

Indigenous agenda, such as  Russia’s official endorsement and participation in the first two 

International Decades of the World’s Indigenous Peoples (1995 - 2004 and 2004 - 2014). In 

2009, the activists made diplomatic headway by facilitating an official visit of  Mr. James 

Anaya, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, to Russia.  Mr. Anaya’s 
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visit encouraged dialogue between Russian authorities and IPOs about protecting the rights of 

Indigenous peoples in the context of extractive developments.  More recently, IPOs from Russia 

have joined the global dialogue and efforts for preserving, revitalizing, and supporting 

Indigenous languages worldwide within the UN International Decade of Indigenous Languages 

(2022-2032). 

In 2013, activists strategically decided to save RAIPON, an umbrella organization 

representing the interests and concerns of Indigenous peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far 

East, by compromising. This decision was crucial in ensuring that RAIPON retained its position 

at the policy-making table in domestic and international Indigenous politics. As a result, 

Indigenous issues remained on the Russian political agenda. However, this concession came 

with a heavy personal price for some passionate Indigenous activists who had to step down 

from political competition and leave the country (Berezhkov and Sulyandziga, 2019). 

In many ways, the activity of RAIPON can be criticized as ineffective. Some can argue 

that the IPO’s channels to communicate with the federal government - namely government 

consultative bodies - only perform advisory functions without giving it any decision-making 

power. However, RAIPON’s representatives counterargue their position stating that utilizing 

official channels provides them with direct access to federal policy-makers. They use this 

access to advocate for the ‘soft rights’ of their constituents, which the regime considers less 

political. By doing that, they do not have any mismatched expectations about the extent of their 

impact on the general direction of Indigenous affairs, which the government ultimately sets. 

The evidence of the IPOs’ contribution to shaping policy debates and legislation on 

Indigenous peoples’ rights over these decades is also compelling. Without the efforts of 

Indigenous politicians, activists, and their allies, there would be no particular article in the 

Russian Constitution on the legal recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights and the state’s duty 

to protect them (article 69). Contemporary Russia is one of five states in the Arctic region that 

provide explicit constitutional protection for the rights of Indigenous peoples, together with 

Canada, Finland, Norway, and Sweden (Bankes, 2004:106). Yet, the government is still to sign 

UNDRIP. 

Due to the IPOs efforts and political lobbying in the first post-Soviet decade, three 

federal laws considered the backbone of the country’s Indigenous legislation were enacted 

(Murashko, 2005; Rohr, 2014).  Indigenous experts had been closely involved in developing 
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the ‘Concept Paper on the Sustainable Development of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia 

and the Far East of the Russian Federation,’ which has defined the government policy on 

Indigenous affairs for 2009 - 2025. In 2021, after a decade of legislative inertia on Indigenous 

affairs, RAIPON’s insider strategies led to four decrees that the government passed under the 

so-called ‘Arctic legislation package’ to enhance the regulations of resource governance at the 

territories with Indigenous peoples. Nevertheless, to obtain this agreement, Indigenous 

lobbyists had to concede to the non-binding nature of these new regulations (Peeters 

Goloviznina, 2022:867-868).   

The success of IPOs in bringing about a change from the ‘bottom up’ is influenced by 

structural opportunities and constraints. But it also depends on Indigenous actors’ ability 

(agency) to use these opportunities provided by the context, raising awareness, proposing 

alternatives, and maintaining momentum until political openings expand. At the core of the 

Indigenous agencies, in all variations of their manifestation, lie Indigenous actors’ knowledge, 

experiences, and social capital. 

Over the years of work at the UN and the national levels, the leaders and staff of 

domestic IPOs in Russia have strengthened their organizational and technical capacity and 

gained more knowledge and experience in dealing with politicians, diplomats, bureaucrats, and 

media. Like their Indigenous colleagues in the other Arctic countries, Indigenous activists in 

Russia have become as professional in giving presentations and advocacy as in writing reports 

to the Russian government and the UN bodies. These activists have broad working contacts and 

networks inside Russia and beyond. They actively use digital technologies and run the IPOs’ 

websites and platforms on social media (Vkontakte, Telegram, Facebook, Instagram) to 

communicate with their constituents, allies, and partners in Russian and English.  However, the 

sector bifurcation also leads to the fragmentation of the ‘collective social capital’ of Indigenous 

activists.  

So where does this leave us?  In light of these observations, it would be more accurate 

to say that the institutional path of IPOs in Russia over the past three decades has been a saga 

of political tensions, compromises, diplomatic acumen, and the personal sacrifices of several 

generations of indigenous leaders. Although this is the story of the state co-option of the IPOs, 

it also includes notable episodes of the IPOs’ victories in obtaining some concessions from the 
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Russian government. While viewing the IPOs’ accomplishments as mere compromises without 

gaining ‘real’ control or influence may be tempting, this should not diminish their significance.  

The current situation with IPOs, Indigenous activism, and Indigenous rights in Russia 

results from many profound political, economic, social, and cultural factors rooted in the Soviet 

past.  Indigenous leaders and activists, from Perestroika to Putin, tried to do too much, too fast, 

without the necessary resources and knowledge to achieve their goals. The historical 

constellation of these structural and agential factors has severely limited their ability to attain 

outcomes beyond what they have achieved. Although the IPOs’ legacy is complex and 

debatable, their efforts are ongoing, and they have imparted their knowledge and lessons 

learned to those who will follow in their footsteps.  It is hoped that this diverse legacy will help 

future generations of leaders and activists recognize and capitalize on political openings as they 

emerge to advance Indigenous peoples’ rights in Russia. 

The discussion about IPOs and their efforts to advance the recognition of Indigenous 

peoples ‘hard rights’ would be incomplete without looking at the regional and local levels of 

IPOs, where most IPOs operate. It is worth noting that in Russia, certain AZRF regions offer 

more robust protection for Indigenous peoples’ rights than the federal government.  

Additionally, local levels often present more opportunities for activism than the national level.  

How do local IPOs in the AZRF defend their rights, not least in dealing with extractive 

companies operating in their territories? How do these IPOs engage with international 

Indigenous peoples’ rights norms for empowerment and enhance their position in the context 

of extractive activities? These issues are further discussed in Section 4.3.  and 4.4.  

 

4.3 Enhancing Corporate Recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ 
Rights: IPOs and Extractive Industries  

The processes of globalization have highlighted the changing role of transnational corporations 

in a global society, as well as shifts in society’s expectations of business (Ruggie, 2013). With 

the transition from the ‘business or human rights’ era to the ‘business and human rights’ era, 

corporations have been held more responsible for respecting and protecting the rights of 

Indigenous peoples (Deva, 2020). This paradigmatic shift at the intersection of human rights 
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and business has given Indigenous peoples new normative tools for empowerment, enabling 

them to hold companies accountable for their misconduct (Anaya, 2013). 

In a highly instructive contribution to studying post-Soviet Russia’s political and social 

life, Douglas Rogers (2015) argues that state-building in post-socialist Russia during the 1990s-

2000s coincided with two global trends.  These were a massive oil boom and a dramatic rise in 

the power of corporations as direct participants in governing human social and cultural lives. 

These trends have profoundly transformed Russia as a ‘petrostate’ and impacted Russian civil 

society at the grassroots level (Rogers, 2015:146).  

 As the extractive projects expanded into remote areas of the AZRF, the local Indigenous 

activists and IPOs gained more experience, knowledge, and skills in dealing with the extractive 

industries. With increased awareness about the adverse impacts of extractive industries and 

their rights in an extractive context, Indigenous peoples and IPOs have increasingly targeted 

companies in their campaigns to advance corporate recognition, framing their demands in the 

normative language of international norms and FPIC, in particular (Stammler and Ivanova, 

2016; Henry et al., 2016; Wilson, 2016; Kelman et al., 2016; Loginova and Wilson, 2020).  

The analytical value of the stories I tell in my case studies of Izhma-Komi organizations 

from the Komi Republic (case B) and Even obshchina from the Sakha Republic (case C) is 

threefold (Peeters Goloviznina, 2019 and 2021). First, both cases illuminate two other 

dimensions within the institutional space of recognizing Indigenous peoples’ rights, 

highlighting their dynamics from beyond and below.  These dimensions draw attention to the 

growing role of non-state actors in the recognition processes, including transnational 

Indigenous and environmental organizations, extractive corporations, and a much broader range 

of IPOs relationships that occur outside and beyond the governments through transcalar and 

horizontal patterns of communication and exchange.    

Second, both cases illustrate two main approaches local IPOs use to contest the 

misbehavior of extractive companies: confrontational and negotiation (coexistence). The case 

studies shed light on the role of structural (contextual) and agential factors behind the IPOs’ 

contestation practices and their outcomes. Third, both further nuance our knowledge of 

Indigenous agencies as normative dissent, showing how the IPOs engage with international 

Indigenous rights norms to challenge the normative foundations of their relations with 
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extractive corporations at the local level and contest the corporations’ misbehavior towards 

Indigenous peoples’ rights.  

4.3.1 IPOs’ Tactics to Advance the Recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ 
Rights in a Context of Oil Extraction and Mining: Towards a 
Transcalar Advocacy?  

As Stammler and Wilson wrote (2006), in contrast to protests and violent conflicts that take 

place over resource development elsewhere in the world, in Russia’s regions, many of the 

activities of Indigenous activists have a peaceful and cooperative character aimed at improving 

the co-existence of local communities and extractive projects (Stammler and Wilson, 2006:19). 

Nevertheless, in some cases, certain IPOs have had to resort to non-violent confrontational 

tactics to contest the extractive companies’ misbehavior and the regional authorities’ 

maladministration. The stories I tell about the Izhma-Komi IPO Izvatas from the Komi 

Republic and the Even obshchina from RS (Ya) provide compelling illustrations of both 

scenarios (Peeters Goloviznina, 2019 and 2021).  

 

The confrontational strategy of IPO Izvatas in the Komi Republic  

In the eyes of the Russian state, the Izhma-Komi people are not Indigenous people but rather a 

subgroup of the Komi people, the titular ethnic group of the Komi Republic. The Izhma-Komi’s 

mobilization and campaign for recognition of their Indigeneity and special protection of their 

rights started in 1990, and IPO Izvatas became its primary organizational tool. Back in the 

1990s, when the Indigenous northerners faced economic and social upheavals and were 

struggling to survive, the Izhma-Komi people, as an unrecognized people, were deprived of 

government social welfare benefits linked to their Indigenous (KMNS) status and subsidies for 

reindeer husbandry. During the first post-Soviet decade, the IPOs’ campaign aimed to achieve 

the legal status of KMNS, as well as bolster the Izhma-Komi community’s economic and 

political positions. The regional and federal authorities were the primary targets of this 

endeavour. IPO Izvatas collaborated primarily with IPOs, human rights NGOs, and scientific 

experts in Russia who sympathized with and supported their recognition demands. Despite 

these efforts, IPO Izvatas has been unable to change the Russian government’s stance towards 



 

 

65 

 

 

the Izhma-Komi status (Donahoe et al., 2008; Shabaev and Sharapov, 2011; Sokolovskii, 

2016).  

In the early 2000s, as industrial development and mining increased in the republic, the 

Izhma Komi and their IPO entered a second phase of their campaign for recognizing Izhma-

Komi as ‘Indigenous rightsholders.’ Their targets became transnational companies that entered 

the Republic of Komi and the Izhma municipality to develop natural resources. The alliance 

conducted successful protests, including rallies against Pechoraneftegas company’s drilling 

plans in the Sebys nature conservation area in 2001, the construction of a bauxite ore mine by 

the Siberian-Urals Aluminum Company (SUAL) in 2004, and the oil company Lukoil’s new 

drilling project in Izhma in 2012, which was conducted without prior consultations with the 

Izhma community. The latest IPO Izvatas’ protest activities have become multi-scaled, ranging 

from local to international, including events in Brussels, Kiruna, and Iqaluit. Izvatas has 

broadened its network of partners by forming a coalition with the local environmental 

grassroots organization Save the Pechora Committee, the transnational CSO Greenpeace, and 

the Arctic IPOs, permanent participants of the Arctic Council (AC). 

At first glance, the story of IPO Izvatas and its campaigning for corporate recognition 

of the Izhma-Komi people as rightsholders is a classic example of ‘boomerang’ activism (Keck 

and Sikkink, 1998). The local IPO Izvatas facing a local blockage (misconduct of extractive 

companies and regional authorities that backed them), directed their efforts to work with 

international counterparts (Greenpeace, IWGIA, the AC’s permanent participants) to leverage 

external power (World Bank, EBRD, European Parliament, and Al Jazeera Media group) to 

remedy the local situation and get the companies to recognize them as Indigenous rights 

holders.  

However, some recent instances of IPO Izvatas’ activism that I described in the study 

suggest that they are moving ‘beyond the boomerang’ towards transcalar activism (Pallas and 

Bloodgood, 2022a). According to Pallas and Bloodgood, transcalar activism is characterized 

by an organization’s efforts to change policy or practice on issues with global implications. 

During their last campaign, Izhma-Komi did not solely address the Lukoil company to alter its 

misconduct towards the Izhma-Komi community in the Komi Republic community. As a part 

of the broader, transnational Indigenous-environmental coalition, IPO Izvatas was engaged 

with issues of international significance, advocating for changes in global policy and practice 
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that regulate oil activities in the Arctic region, including the sustainability of drilling and the 

protection of Arctic Indigenous peoples and their environment. The leader of IPO Izvatas 

visited Belgium, Sweden, and Canada to urge policymakers of the European Parliament and 

Arctic Council to act and improve the region’s protection. The Izhma-Komi campaign utilized 

global legal norms, particularly the FPIC principle, to legitimize and advocate for international 

regulatory standards in the extractive industry.  

Ultimately, the IPO Izvatas’ campaigns and its contestation tactics have been 

significantly shaped and constrained by the fact that the Izhma-Komi lack legal status as an 

Indigenous people. Furthermore, it is essential to note that Izhma-Komi’s 

‘boomerang’/transcalar activism through coalition building with international CSO networks 

and protests took place at the edge of the political changes in Russia and before the government 

restrictions in the CSO policy (‘foreign agent law’).  

 

The negotiation strategy of obshchina in the RS (Ya) 

The obshchina’s story from the RS (Ya) showcases a different approach to contestation and 

dissent that Indigenous claimants employed to push for greater recognition of their rights at the 

local level of resource governance.  The family-based obshchina of Even reindeer herders came 

into existence in 1998 during the ‘second wave of the obshchina movement’ in the RS (Ya) 

(Sirina, 1998). In contrast to the ‘first wave’ obshchiny, which consisted mainly of restructured 

former state collective farms (kolkhozy) with collective reindeer ownership, the family-based 

obshchina had privately owned reindeer. Until 2005, the RS (Ya) authorities offered financial 

support only for herders having reindeer in collective possession, excluding individual owners 

like the obshchina from receiving subsidies, grants, and in-kind support (Jernsletten and 

Klokov, 2002).  

During the first phase of their rights recognition campaign, the obshchina focused on 

opposing the regional Ministry of Agriculture and its inequitable regulations regarding 

subsidies for reindeer herders (Ivanova, 2008). Together with other private herders, the 

obshchina has formed a coalition advocating to amend the regional subsidy policies they 

perceived as unjust and discriminatory. The persistent efforts of local reindeer herders finally 

came to fruition with the assistance of the Association of World of Reindeer Herders (AWRH) 
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and their diplomatic efforts during the organization of the Third AWRH Congress in Yakutsk 

in 2005.  

After the fall of the ‘iron curtain,’ international cooperation among reindeer herders 

closely linked the histories of the obshchina and the AWRH. In 1990, a delegation of the Saami 

Reindeer Herders’ Association of Norway (NRL) and the Norwegian Ministry of Agriculture 

visited Topolinoje in the RS (Ya), as part of formal cooperation with Russian reindeer herders 

(CAFF, 2006). The AWRH was established seven years later and hold its First Congress in 

Yamal AO.  

 In 2005, the AWRH Third Congress took place in Yakutsk under the auspices of the 

President of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). The Congress attracted numerous high-rank 

Russian federal and regional officials and international delegates, providing an ideal platform 

for policy discussions on reindeer husbandry. The herders’ coalition took advantage of this 

opportunity to advocate for revisions and changes in regional subsidy policies. As a result, 

following the AWRH ‘Yakutsk Declaration,’ the Ministry of Agriculture in RS (Ya) has 

extended financial support to all reindeer herder enterprises, regardless of their reindeer 

ownership.  

Until recently, the active mining kept intact the remote areas of the Verkhoyansk 

Mountains range of the RS (Ya), the obshchina’s ancestral territories, and where they graze 

their reindeer. The Nezhda (Nezhdaninskoye) gold mining plant near the obshchina’s land was 

closed in the 1990s because of a drop in worldwide gold prices. In 2015, Polymetal, a leading 

gold producer worldwide, arrived in the area, marking a new phase in the obshchina’s struggle 

to assert their rights as affected Indigenous rightsholders. 

The obshchina opted for another approach to address the company’s misbehavior, 

differing from the IPO Izvatas. Rather than protesting, the obshchina chose to collaborate with 

regional authorities through the institutional channel of the Ombudsman on Indigenous 

peoples’ rights (OIPR) to influence change and resolve the conflict with the company. Utilizing 

inside advocacy through the institutional path of OIPR, the obshchina expressed its dissent to 

the company’s misconduct in a less risky and more cost-effective manner than street protests 

and court litigation. The head of the obshchina also leveraged the OIPR’s public legitimacy as 

the local FPIC enforcer to force the company to recognize the obshchina’s rights to FPIC and 

negotiate a more favorable benefits-sharing for its members.  
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As this short sketch of the history of the obshchina illustrates, the obshchina’s campaign 

for recognition of their rights underwent various changes over the last decades, including shifts 

in target, goals, partners, and scales. Unlike the transnational approach the IPO Izvatas took, 

campaigning against the company’s misconduct, the obshchina’s actions took place at the local 

and republican scales. Nevertheless, just like IPO Izvatas, the actions of the obshchina 

demonstrate a dedication to upholding international norms and tackling the challenges 

Indigenous peoples face when applying FPIC locally. 

 

4.3.2 Factors Shaping and Constraining IPOs’ Contestation in Resource 
Governance  

The local IPOs’ choice of contestation tactics and their successful outcome depend on the 

political opportunities shaped by the social-cultural context and the IPOs’ capacity to take 

advantage of them. Utilizing a theoretical framework (Chapter 2), I will examine the structural 

(contextual) and agential (organizational) factors that shape IPOs’ contestation in RS (Ya) and 

the Komi republic.  

  

Structural (contextual) factors   

Social movement scholars Pallas and Bloodgood (2022, 2022a) emphasize the importance of 

structural factors, such as legislation, political opportunities, and past relationship between 

NGOs and the state (or corporation), for explaining the NGOs’ advocacy strategies in different 

institutional contexts. Similarly, norm contestation scholarship underlines the normative 

opportunity’s structure (institutional arenas) and social-cultural context as the factors that play 

a critical role in shaping the non-state actors’ ability to engage in normative contestation and 

their choice of normative dissent strategies (Wiener, 2014, 2017; Stimmer and Wisken, 2019).  

In my analysis in RS (Ya) and Komi, I identify four structural factors which have an 

effect on IPOs’ strategies of contestation and normative dissent in an extractive context locally: 

(1) the federal and regional regulatory framework; (2) the presence and access of IPOs to 

negotiation forums in the region; (3) the legacy of IPOs relations with regional authorities and 

corporations; and (4) the company’s features, such as its ownership status, integration into 

global markets, economic interests, and reputational risks.  
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Over the last decades, research has convincingly shown that the rise in crimes against 

Indigenous peoples in the extractive context is directly linked to the lack of legal recognition 

and protection of the rights of Indigenous peoples to self-determination and their rights to the 

lands, territories, and resources (Anaya, 2011; Gilbert, 2021; Tennberg, Broderstad and Hernes, 

2021). In this regard, the contemporary situation in Russia showcases two noticeable trends. 

First, Indigenous peoples and communities encounter varying degrees of legal recognition and 

protection of their territorial rights when facing the extractive industry and infrastructure 

development, even within the same country (Anaya, 2011; Stammler and Ivanova, 2016). 

Second, these days the legislation of some of the AZRF regions provides better protection of 

the Indigenous peoples’ territorial rights in the extractive industries context than the 

corresponding federal legislation (Fondahl et al., 2019, 2020, 2021). 

The Republic of Komi and RS (Ya) are two noteworthy legal contexts that illustrate 

these trends. In Table 2, I have sketched the existing legislative framework concerning the 

territorial rights of Indigenous peoples in the Russian Federation and both republics under the 

study. In the context of extractive activities in Russia, the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ 

territorial rights is primarily regulated by two institutions - obshchiny and territories of 

traditional nature use (TTPs). In Section 4.4., I will delve deeper into the Russian legislation on 

Indigenous peoples’ territorial rights and elaborate on the regulatory role of obshchiny and 

TTPs in greater detail.  

A juxtaposition of the Komi and RS (Ya) data shows that local IPOs in both republics 

operate in very different institutional (legal) environments. The Komi Republic has no regional 

variations in legislation regarding the legal status of Indigenous peoples, Obshchiny, or TTP. 

As it appears from Table 2, Komi’s regional legislative framework for protecting Indigenous 

peoples’ rights can be categorized as poor and undeveloped. In contrast to Komi, RS (Ya) has 

a broader range of laws specifically aimed at regulating the relationship between extractive 

industries and Indigenous peoples and protecting Indigenous peoples’ rights. In addition to 

regional variations of legislation on Obshchiny and TTP, RS (Ya)’ legislation includes the law 

on Ethnological Expertise (EE) and the Ombudsman for Indigenous Peoples’ Rights (OIPR). 
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Subject Russian federal 

law adopted 

Sakha regional 

law adopted 

Komi regional 

law adopted 

 

Constitution 

 

1993 

 

1992 

 

1994 

Obshchina KMNS3 2000 1992 - 

Reindeer Husbandry  - 1997 2011 

On the Legal Status of KMNS   - 2005 - 

Territories of Traditional Nature 

Use (TTP)4 

2001 2006 - 

Ethnological Expertise (EE) - 2010 - 

Ombudsman for Indigenous 

Peoples’ Rights (OIPR) 

- 2014 - 

On Responsible Subsurface Use - 2018 - 

 

TABLE 2.  Legislation in the Russian Federation, the Republics of Sakha, and Komi on 

KMNS rights, foremost within the KMNS land, territorial, and resource rights  

 

 

EE is the government public service in the form of a scientific study comparable to the 

Social Impact Assessment (SIA). In contrast to the voluntary status of SIA in federal legislation, 

EE is legally binding to all industrial projects that are located on TTP lands before their 

implementation in the RS(Ya)’ territory (Sakha Republic, 2010).  The OIPR is an independent 

non-government official whose role is to protect Indigenous peoples against maladministration, 

negligence, unfair decisions, and violation of their rights from the authorities and extractive 

corporations and increase their access to remedies (Sakha Republic, 2013). In the RS (Ya), EE 

and OIPR function as law enforcement mechanisms and institutionalized forums for 

negotiations between extractive corporations and Indigenous communities impacted by their 

operations.  

Second, when it comes to IPOs’ contestation and dissent on corporate (mis)behavior 

within the Russian ‘irregular triangle’ of recognition and governance, the presence and access 

 

3 The law FZ -104 (2000) defines obshchina as: “a kinship-, family- or community-based organized collective of 

Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East formed to protect their traditional 

territories, traditional ways of life, culture, rights, and legal interests” (Article 1, the Russian Federation, 2000).   
4 The law FZ-49 ‘On TTP’ (2001) defines TTP as: “specially protected territories, established to ensure 

traditional nature use and preserve traditional ways of life of Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the North, 

Siberia, and the Far East” (Article 1, the Russian Federation, 2001). 



 

 

71 

 

 

of IPOs to the local institutionalized forums of negotiations with the companies are critical and 

decisive (Petrov and Titkov, 2010; Tulaeva et al., 2019). As studies continue to report, the 

companies’ public commitment to respect and protect the rights of Indigenous peoples under 

the national legislation and established global voluntary procedures, such as the UN Global 

Compact and Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), does not equal their actual performance on the 

ground (Henry et al., 2016; Overland, 2016; Knizhnikov et al., 2018). Likewise, the company’s 

willingness to negotiate directly with affected Indigenous communities and their IPOs (beyond 

state pressure) should not be taken for granted (Yakovleva, 2014; Stammler and Ivanova, 2016; 

Tysiachniouk et al., 2018). 

My cases in RS (Ya) and Komi support these research findings and showcase two 

contrasting environments:  RS (Ya) offers Indigenous peoples such forums of negotiations with 

extractive industries through EE and OIPR, while such institutional venues are lacking in the 

Republic of Komi. EE and the OIPR favorably distinguish the RS (Ya) from Komi’s national 

legal framework (see Table 2). The federal legislation offers affected local Indigenous and non-

Indigenous communities only one forum to meet with the companies and discuss their concerns 

and suggestions regarding the development project, and that is prior consultations (public 

hearings) (Russian Federation, 1995). Although public hearings demonstrate the facade of the 

democratic participation of Indigenous peoples, one of the significant shortcomings of these 

consultations is that their resolutions are not mandatory for the company to implement. The 

latter makes the participation of Indigenous rights holders in these consultations nothing more 

than a formality (Tulaeva et al. 2019). 

The strong support from the Sakha’s regional government gives EE and OIPR solid 

credibility to act as forums for negotiations and effective enforcement mechanisms in dealing 

with extractive corporations at the regional and local levels, thereby addressing the lack of such 

instruments in federal legislation (Peeters Goloviznina, 2021:99). As one of the experts stated, 

‘our regional laws are instruments of legal coercion of companies to dialogue’ (Interview, 

Yakutsk, February 2019). I will return to the discussion of the role of OIPR in RS (Ya), as a 

local FPIC norm enforcer, in the next Section 4.4.  

The experience of Izhma-Komi IPOs shows that, compared to their local counterparts 

in RS (Ya), the lack of institutionalized forums limited their choice of contestation strategies. 

It also shows that when such formal platforms for dialogue and negotiations with extractive 
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companies are missing or blocked at the regional and local levels, affected IPOs will work 

towards creating these ‘meeting places’ outside of the formal avenues and will express their 

dissent against the companies’ misconduct through street protests and other confrontation 

tactics.  

The third factor concerns the tradition of ‘IPOs - state-company’ regional cooperation 

with a legacy rooted, at least, in the Soviet and post-Soviet times. In RS (Ya), a tradition of 

dialogue between regional authorities, Indigenous peoples, and companies began to take shape 

as early as the 1990s (Fondahl and Poelzer, 1993; Yakovleva, 2014; Sleptsov, 2015). The 

republic has a high share of the titular ethnic group and Indigenous peoples in population and 

as representatives of the regional legislative and executive authorities (Zubarevich, 2010; see 

Section 1.2 in Chapter 1). These representatives act as ‘policy entrepreneurs,’ building a formal 

and regular dialogue between the bureaucracy and Indigenous constituents (Gorenburg, 2003; 

Giuliano, 2011). These Indigenous entrepreneurs also lobby the development of regional laws 

governing relations between Indigenous peoples and companies and ensure these align with 

international rights norms and best practices in other Russian regions and countries. The legacy 

of the longstanding tradition of collaboration between IPOs with the regional authorities and 

their relatively peaceful co-existence with the extractive companies is typical not only to RS 

(Ya) but also for the Western Siberian part of the AZRF, including YNAO, NAO, and KMAO 

(Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Novikova, 2014; Stammler and Ivanova, 2016; Tysiachniouk et 

al., 2018). 

In the Komi republic, we are witnessing a different institutional context reflecting 

another legacy and patterns of relations between Izhma-Komi IPOs with regional authorities 

and extractive companies. The Komi Republic is one of Russia’s peripheral regions, whose 

territorial borders, status in the official administrative hierarchy, and population composition 

changed dramatically because of the Soviet economic and national policies (Zherebtsov and 

Beznosova, 2014). In a result of the Soviet extensive industrialization of the Komi and 

exploitation of its vast natural resources (the Pechora coal basin, the Timan-Perchora oil and 

gas province), coupled with internal labor migration and the expansion of the GULAG system, 

by 2010, Komi people, a titular ethnic group, became a minority within their national republic 

(Shabaev et al., 1994). In contrast to the RS (Ya) during the first post-Soviet decade, the Komi 
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people, accounting for 24 percent of the republic’s population, were underrepresented in its 

government and economy (Giuliano, 2011). 

Tension relations between the Izhma-Komi leaders and Komi regional authorities 

soured even more as the former began their endeavor to attain Indigenous (KMNS) status. The 

authorities accused the Izhma-Komi leaders of separatism, fearing that the designation of 

Izhma-Komi as KMNS would lead to fragmentation and shrinking of Komi as an ethnic group. 

For the regional political elites, the latter carried the risks of changing the administrative status 

of the Komi as an ethnic republic and reducing the level of its political and economic autonomy. 

Furthermore, as the Izhma-Komi lacked legal status as Indigenous people, this allowed the 

regional authorities to shirk their responsibility and neglect their duties to protect the rights of 

the Izhma-Komi community in the context of oil production. 

  Finally, the company’s features, such as its ownership status, integration into global 

markets, economic and reputational interests, and risks in the territory of operation, affect the 

IPOs’ ability to contest the company’s misconduct. These factors shape and constrain the 

company’s receptiveness to Indigenous demands and willingness to negotiate with the affected 

IPOs. The findings from RS (Ya) and Komi support earlier research from the other regions by 

demonstrating that local IPOs have more chances to get positive outcomes if they direct their 

campaigns’ efforts on Western or Russian private companies with a global presence (Stammler 

and Wilson, 2006; Stammler and Ivanova, 2016; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018; Tysiachniouk et al., 

2020). Globally operated companies are often participants in global voluntary standards on 

corporate ethics and conduct, such as the UN Global Compact and GRI, which make them more 

concerned about reputational risks and that the evidence of their misconduct can go beyond 

Russia and affect the company’s reputation among their creditors, partners, and consumers in 

the West. For local IPOs, public awareness and concerns about Indigenous rights and 

environmental issues in the West provide a window of opportunity to exert reputational pressure 

on the corporation, not least through forging alliances with global networks and a ‘moral 

shaming’ campaign in the mass and social media (Bradshaw, 2007; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018; 

Tysiachniouk et al., 2020). However, just having this opportunity is insufficient. It has to be 

identified, activated, and utilized as a tool to influence the company’s behavior, and this is 

where the IPOs’ agency comes to play (Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Novikova and Wilson, 

2017; Yakovleva, 2014; Stammler and Ivanova, 2016). 



 

 

74 

 

 

 

Agential (organizational) factors 

While the presence of a formal institutional framework matters, the agential (organizational) 

factors are equally important to understanding the IPOs’ choice of tactics of contestation. These 

refer to the IPOs’ capacity to recognize and take advantage of a window of opportunity, 

utilizing available resources (material and non-material) to achieve their goals. One of the most 

authoritative comprehensive projects in Indigenous studies, the Harvard Project emphasizes the 

importance of leadership for stimulating institutional and normative change to foster economic 

growth and development in American Indian communities (Cornell et al., 1998). Research on 

Indigenous, environmental, and human rights organizations in Russian regions demonstrates 

the ‘personalized’ nature of these entities and the decisive role of the organization’s leaders in 

shaping their strategies, choice of allies, and issue framing (Henry, 2011; Rohr, 2014; McAuley, 

2015; Golovnev, 2021; Perevalova and Kisser, 2021).  

My studies in the RS (Ya) and the Komi support these observations, highlighting the 

relevant agential factors that shape the IPOs’ contestation. These include the following: (1) the 

IPO leader’s professional socialization and knowledge about Indigenous legislation and rights; 

(2) their networks and ties with regional authorities and other resourceful CSOs; and (3) their 

communication, entrepreneurial, and diplomacy skills. 

 IPO Izvatas and obshchina leaders are remarkable Izhma-Komi men5 and Even women 

with solid personal roots and strong reputations in their local communities. Both display a high 

level of strategic and pragmatic thinking and deep commitment to the rights of Indigenous 

peoples to self-determination and self-governance. The leaders also share a remarkable 

similarity in their professional backgrounds, as they have both served in the past as professional 

politicians.  

During the first post-Soviet decade, the obshchina’s leader, as an Even politician at the 

republican level of government, played an active role in crafting RS (Ya) Indigenous legislation 

(see Table 2). In the 2000s, the head of IPO Izvatas, who held a position as a municipal official, 

 

5 In my analysis of the leadership of IPO Izvatas, I refer to the personality of Mr. Nikolay Vasilievitch Rochev.  

Nikolay V. Rochev served as an activist and later became the leader of IPO Izvatas from 2000 until his passing 

in 2018.  
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played an active role in crafting socio-economic agreements between the Izhma local 

administration and extractive companies operating in the municipality.  These two leaders have 

gained extensive knowledge about legislation concerning Indigenous peoples’ rights over the 

years of working as a part of the local governments and their participation in prominent 

international events, such as the World Congress of Women (1995), World Congress of 

Reindeer Herders (1997, 2005, 2009) and UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations 

(2004). They have also developed expertise in effectively navigating the state bureaucracy and 

skills in building networks. 

The second factor that impacts the effectiveness of IPOs in shaping corporate 

recognition and behavior is the quality of social capital possessed by IPOs leaders, constituents, 

and supporters. Social capital refers to resources, primarily non-material, such as knowledge, 

experiences, and skills, but also information, support, and access to funding that flow through 

networks (Granovetter, 1973). Within the Russian ‘irregular triangle’ of Indigenous recognition 

and resource governance, two types of ties are crucial for IPO leaders’ networks: ties with 

regional authorities and national and international CSOs (both Indigenous and non-Indigenous) 

(Bradshaw, 2007; Alferova, 2006; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018; Loginova and Wilson, 2020).  

 In Komi and RS (Ya), the leaders of both IPOs possess extensive networks with robust 

connections to regional authorities and international CSOs: IPO Izvatas through Greenpeace 

and obshchina through AWHR. Having strong ties with international CSOs, is vital in dealing 

with companies operating on a global scale and overcoming the lack of regional legislation, as 

IPO Izvatas has demonstrated. As the public, consumers, and creditors in the West are 

concerned with Indigenous peoples’ rights and environmental issues, these provide local IPO 

leverage in their negotiations with these companies in Russia (Tysiachniouk et al., 2018; 

Loginova and Wilson, 2020). As sociologist Alena Ledeneva (1998) wrote, ‘informal networks, 

networks of interest and network of control, ensuring trusts and reduction of risks, are in fact 

indispensable in today’s Russia’ (Ledeneva, 1998:211). In an institutional setting where the 

regional government exercises substantial control over extractive activities, personal ties with 

regional authorities become increasingly valuable, as the obshchina’s experience in RS (Ya) 

validates.  

Both IPO Izvatas and obshchina leaders, being pragmatic and strategic in their approach, 

choose and utilize different networks and ties to efficiently adapt to the contingencies they face 
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(formal regulations, resource availability) and maximize the impacts of their activities. During 

interviews, both IPO leaders acknowledged that these networks enable them to identify 

opportunities, mobilize people and resources, and make strategic decisions in situations they 

encounter in an extractive context. The leader of IPO Izvatas summarized it as such: ‘I have 

‘spies’ everywhere. We are talking about connections, contacts. Someone in the family, from 

friends, outside this personal circle, still has something personal with Izhma. There are also 

‘our people’ in the Yellow House.6 And through these people, I can take some proactive steps 

(Interview, Izhma-Komi, March 2018). He continued: ‘We also have access to foreign 

organizations, and we use it, as needed’ (Ibid.).  

Third, successful negotiations between local IPOs and profit-driven corporations require 

IPO leaders’ strong communication, entrepreneurial, and diplomacy skills. Copious diligence 

and thoughtful, dignified diplomacy have always been distinguishing tool of Indigenous 

politicians and diplomats at the UN level and in their strategic negotiations with the national 

governments (Beier, 2009; Lightfoot, 2016). As Dahl wrote (2012), diplomacy and negotiations 

are crucial when ‘mouse against the elephant’ and ‘morality versus power’ (Dahl, 2012:184).  

A similar power imbalance marks the relationship between local IPOs and companies 

in the context of extractive activities. As studies demonstrate, Indigenous leaders with 

communicative, diplomatic, and entrepreneurial qualities are more likely to secure better 

conditions in company agreements (Habeck, 2005; Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Novikova, 

2014; Stammler and Ivanova, 2016). My findings from RS (Ya) and Komi also support these 

observations, showing that the IPO leader’s diplomacy and consensus-building skills can 

strengthen the IPO’s bargaining power in the negotiation process and its outcomes.  

As the IPO Izvatas’ leader explained: ‘I’m more about diplomacy. The most important 

thing for me is to build balanced and durable relationships with people, authorities, and 

companies. So, maintaining some balance is a key challenge: so both the sheep are safe, and 

the wolves are fed’ (Interview, Izhma-Komi, March 2018). He also mentioned the pragmatic 

side of the compromise-based negotiations and diplomacy with the company: ‘We made ten 

demands to the Lukoil company and met with them fifteen times until we agreed. Why ten? 

 

6 The informal name of the building where is the Government of the Republic of Komi is located.  
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Because we knew that this number would be bargaining down, as we needed to reach a 

compromise and make a consensus’ (Interview, Izhma-Komi, March 2018). 

While deeply acknowledging the outstanding personal qualities of both IPOs leaders, 

their contestation efforts, and accomplishments in both republics, I still urge the readers not to 

overestimate their agencies. Due to structural power imbalances within the Russian ‘irregular 

triangle’ of recognition and resource governance, the local IPOs’ capacity to contest 

corporations’ misconduct towards Indigenous peoples and their rights remains limited. As 

formal institutions are equally weak across Russia in a democratic sense, the relations between 

IPOs and companies in both regions have predominantly ‘interpersonal character’ (Interview, 

Izhma-Komi, March 2018). These interpersonal and non-institutional relationships reflect the 

quasi-formal nature of the agreements signed between IPOs and companies. Their sustainability 

(durability) largely depends on the personalities of the corporation’s general manager and the 

IPO’s leader, making them inherently vulnerable to instability. As the leader of the obshchina 

put it: ‘It is always in my mind. I constantly think about the importance of making agreements 

a formalized practice. Because we are people, and anything can happen to us. But the company 

does not want to do this’ (Interview, Yakutsk, February 2019). 

 

To sum up, both institutional context and IPOs’ own ability matter regarding the IPOs’ tactics 

to contest the extractive corporations’ misconduct at the local level. While the IPOs’ agency is 

an important factor in Indigenous contestation and its outcomes, it is severely limited by the 

historical legacy of the institutional context where IPOs operate.  

In both settings, to achieve noticeable positive effects in contesting the corporation’s 

misbehavior that violates their rights, local IPOs had to reinforce their discursive contestation 

with actions. In the RS (Ya), the obshchina did not limit itself to verbal criticism against the 

mining company Polymetal and conducted public actions at the OIPR’s institutional platform.  

The obshchina’s leading contestation tactic towards the misconduct of the mining company was 

to act cooperatively with state-affiliated OIPR under the auspice of federal and regional laws.  

The Izhma-Komi people and their IPOs have been dealing with a lack of legal 

recognition as Indigenous and operating in a more challenging and unsupportive environment. 

IPO Izvatas has engaged in behavioral contestation through more mass and riskier public 

actions against the oil company Lukoil, including village pickets protests and alliances with 
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international partners. The IPO Izvatas’s leading contestation strategy was to forge a coalition 

with transnational environmental CSOs and overcome local blockages (company’s and 

authorities’ misconduct) through strategic work in the network.  

Furthermore, both Izvatas and obshchina have successfully used another contestation 

tactic for empowerment and gaining leverage over the companies, framing their dissent in the 

language of international Indigenous rights norms. The tactic of the IPOs’ engagement with 

international norms I discuss in the next Section 4.4. 

 

4.4 Indigenous Normative Dissent Through Contestation of 
State-Driven Norms  

The institute of recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights, being ideologically charged, is 

normatively driven. Within the nation-state boundaries, norms, especially those inscribed in 

legislation, serve the governors (government) to delineate the boundaries between those granted 

Indigenous status, rights, and protection related and those whose claims are denied (Singh, 

2014). With globalization, democratization, and the development of international law, these 

norms are no longer a domestic phenomenon. 

Over the past decades, Indigenous peoples have given rise to a collection of norms under 

customary international law that is highly favorable to their aspirations to redefine their status 

and rights (Anaya, 2004; Smelcer, 2006). These days Indigenous peoples in the Arctic and 

around the world increasingly try to use these international norms as a persuasive authority and 

‘soft’ enforcement in conflicts with nation-states and extractive corporations violating their 

rights (Koivurova and Heinamaki, 2006; Newman, 2020; Tennberg, Broderstad, and Hernes, 

2021). Although it may not always be the case in reality, engagement with international norms 

can occasionally give Indigenous peoples the leverage to dissent and bring about changes in 

domestic practices (Papillon et al., 2020). 

In Russia, as in other geographical settings, the core areas of contention between the 

IPOs and their government and corporations concern norms regulating Indigenous peoples’ 

fundamental or ‘hard rights.’ In the following, I briefly outline two bundles of ‘hard rights’ 

norms in the Russian legal framework, including norms on ‘Indigeneity’ and Indigenous 

peoples’ territorial rights. Then I illustrate, through my case studies from the Komi and RS 
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(Ya), how local IPOs challenge these state-set norms by mobilizing international norms of 

‘Indigeneity’ and FPIC as resources for bottom-up change in the extractive contexts at the local 

level. 

 

4.4.1 Legal Recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in Extractive 
Context of Russia  

Russia’s framework on Indigenous peoples as rightsholders received its main legislative shape 

during the first decade of the post-Soviet period (Køhler and Wessendorf, 2002; Murasko, 2005; 

Rohr, 2014). The extensive deliberation of Indigenous peoples ‘hard rights’ among legal 

experts, high-level officials, and Indigenous politicians, not least in connection to the ILO 

Convention 169, has positively influenced the development of national legislation (Kryazhkov 

and Garipov, 2020). Through the persistent efforts of Indigenous lawyers and politicians, 

Russia has become one of the five states in the Arctic region that provide explicit constitutional 

protection for the rights of Indigenous peoples (article 69), together with Canada, Finland, 

Norway, and Sweden (Bankes, 2004:106). The legislature has passed three federal laws that 

also contain formal solid legal protection of the rights of Indigenous peoples (Kryazhkov, 2010; 

Anaya, 2010; Nikitina, 2019). These include FZ-82 ‘On Guarantees of Rights’ (1999), FZ-104 

‘On Obshchiny’ (2000), and FZ-49 ‘On Territories of Traditional Nature Use’ (2001).  

International law does not provide a specific definition for the term ‘Indigenous 

Peoples’ (Cobo, 1981; Allen and Xanthaki, 2011; Castellino and Doyle, 2018). In discussing 

the constituents of ‘Indigenous peoples,’ the practice adopted by the UN Permanent Forum on 

Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) prioritizes the fundamental right of Indigenous peoples to ‘self-

determination’ and ‘self-identification’ (Article 9, UNDRIP, 2007). Despite other institutions’ 

definitions, the working definition from the UN Special Rapporteur José Martínez Cobo’s 

report (1981) is considered to reflect the customary practice vis-à-vis an understanding of the 

term ‘Indigenous peoples’ (Castellino and Doyle, 2018). It states: ‘Indigenous communities, 

peoples, and nations have a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies 

that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the 

societies now prevailing in those territories parts of them. They form present non-dominant 

sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop, and transmit to future generations 
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their ancestral territories and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as 

peoples, by their cultural patterns, social institutions, and legal systems’ (Cobo, 1981:362).  

  Who is Indigenous in terms of Russian law? As one of the world’s most ethnically 

diverse countries, Russia insists on its distinguished approach to recognition of ‘who is 

Indigenous.’ The term ‘Indigenous peoples’ was one of the taboo terms among Soviet and 

Russian officials, as they considered it tied to the colonial settings and, thus, inappropriate to 

the Soviet Union’s situation (Sokolovskii, 2001:141).  

In Russia, the legal designation of individuals as ‘Indigenous’ centers around a category 

of ‘korennye malochislennye narody’ (KMN). The law FZ-82 (1999) ‘On the Guarantees’ 

provides the following definition of KMN: “The Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the 

Russian Federation (hereafter small-numbered peoples) are peoples inhabiting the traditional 

settlement areas of their ancestors, preserving their traditional way of life, subsistent economy, 

and trades, self-identifying as an independent ethnic entity and whose population in the Russian 

Federation does not exceed 50,000” (Russian Federation, 1999). The legislation specially 

introduced a category of ‘korennye malochislennye narody Severa, Sibiri i Dal’nego Vostoka’ 

(KMNS), given that most KMN resides in the northern and eastern territories of the country. 

Legal and official discourses use KMN and KMNS often interchangeably.  

In contrast to the UNPFII’s ‘inclusive’ approach to the designation of Indigenous status 

through self-identification, Russia applies a more restrictive method of recognizing who is 

Indigenous. Russian legislator imposes three strict criteria - ‘place,’ ‘size,’ and ‘traditional way 

of life and subsistence activities’ – for determining eligibility for KMNS status, thereby limiting 

the number of ‘potential claimants’ (Donahoe et al., 2008). None of these criteria was novel for 

the post-Soviet reality. On the contrary, each has profound roots in Russian history as 

ideological constructs and governance tools (Sokolova et al.,1995; Sokolovskii, 2008; Donahoe 

et al., 2008). 

Since the Tsarist time, the strategy of tying people to territories and through territories 

to social benefits has been a long-standing tool the authorities used to govern the vast but 

sparely populated areas of the Far North and Siberia (Sokolovskii, 2016:17). The criterion of 

‘small size’ (50,000 cut-off), in turn, ideologically stemmed from the ‘protectionist idea of 

cultural salvation of groups sit on the edge of extinction’ (Slezkine, 1994; Sokolova et al., 

1995). In the heady times of the 1990s, when the legal concept of KMNS was born, Russian 
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legislators and administrators used these governance tools toward the new realities. To some 

extent, the international notions of ‘human rights’ and ‘self-identification’ in the definition of 

‘KMNS’ that came to post-Soviet Russia through the open window to the West were ‘simply 

added [by the authorities] to these old Soviet and Tsarist layers’ (Tishkov, 2003:6, citing on 

Øverland and Blakkisrud, 2006:110). 

The cut-off hallmark of 50, 000 people is a most contentious and contested criterion as 

it divides the country’s Indigenous peoples into two groups: Indigenous small-numbered people 

or KMN (less than 50, 000) and Indigenous (large-numbered) people (more than 50,000). Only 

the first group meets the criteria of a state-backed definition of ‘Indigeneity’ and is eligible to 

claim special rights and protection (Donahoe et al., 2008). The second group comprises large-

numbered Indigenous peoples, including Tatars, Buryat, Komi, and Sakha (Yakut). Protecting 

the latter’s rights is the subject of regulation of the universal norms of the Constitution and 

common federal legislation (Xanthaki, 2004; Kryazhkov, 2010; Prina, 2014).  

These days, the Russian government recognizes 47 groups of KMN, 40 of which the 

authorities designated as KMNS. Since 2000, the government has not recognized any new 

ethnic group as KMNS, prompting some scholars even to introduce the concept of a 

‘recognition moratorium’ (Donahoe et al., 2008: 1016; Sokolovskii, 2016:35). In 2020, the 

Russian Parliament adopted Amendment to FZ -82 (1999) on creating a National Register of 

Individuals Certified for Indigenous Status (Indigenous Registry). The creation of a registry has 

sparked controversy due to conflicting messages from the government regarding its purpose, 

functions, and procedures (Murashko, 2017). Furthermore, Indigenous activists and experts are 

concerned that the registry may become another tool to limit and marginalize Indigenous 

agency (Fondahl et al., 2020).  

The legal recognition of ‘Indigenousness’ is the prerequisite for the second group of 

norms regulating Indigenous ‘hard rights:’ their rights to lands, territories, and natural resources 

(territorial rights).  Russia’s approach to recognizing KMNS territorial rights differs from other 

Arctic states (OECD, 1985; Fondahl et al., 2020). A significant part of Russia’s Arctic 

territories, as in many other Arctic states, has a legal status of public (federal) property, not 

least due to its significance for the state’s geopolitical and economic securities (Larsen and 

Fondahl, AHDR, 2014). The title to publicly owned non-renewable natural resources is also 

vested in the federal government (Averyanova et al., 2021). Unlike the Arctic neighboring 
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states, the Russian government does not recognize the inherent KMNS rights to ancestral lands 

(Osherenko, 2001). The government, like its Soviet predecessor, only grants KMNS the 

usufruct rights (land tenure), while the title to the land remains with the state.  

Globally, the rights of Indigenous peoples in an extractive context have been 

increasingly recognized and protected under the auspices of the international normative 

principle of Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC). FPIC norm was initially launched by 

the ILO 169 (1989) and fully introduced by the UDRIP (2007). At its core, the FPIC norm 

states a special right of Indigenous peoples, as a group, to Indigenous self-determination: an 

‘ongoing process of choice’ to ensure that Indigenous communities can meet their social, 

cultural, and economic needs (Anaya, 2004). Under the right to FPIC, Indigenous peoples, 

through their representative IPOs and meaningful consultations, have the right to decide what 

happens on their lands and to control and govern these developmental activities (Heinamaki, 

2020: 345).  

Russia has never contested the validity of the FPIC norm and even has affirmed its 

commitment to FPIC at numerous international forums (United Nations Human Rights Council,  

2018). However, Russia has no particular law on FPIC, and the government has always 

emphasized that FPIC must be interpreted through the normative lens of national legislation 

(Ibid.). While the Russian legislation formally includes norms on participation, informing, and 

consulting Indigenous peoples in an extractive context, the legislation addresses FPIC narrowly 

and without recognizing its normative core – as the collective right of Indigenous peoples for 

self-determination (Peeters Goloviznina, 2021:89-91).  

The legislation grants the scope of FPIC-related rights (consultation, informing, 

compensation, relocation) to Obshchiny, whose land plots have the status of Territoriya 

Traditsionnogo Prirodopol’zovaniya (TTP, translated into English as Territories of Traditional 

Nature Use). The legacy of both institutions, which form the central hub of the legal recognition 

of the territorial rights of Indigenous peoples in Russia, has its roots in the 1990s and reflects 

the ‘Russian style’ of Indigenous land claims in the post-Soviet era (Fondahl et al., 2003).  

The law FZ -104 (2000) defines obshchina as: “a kinship-, family- or community-based 

organized collective of Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far 

East formed to protect their traditional territories, traditional ways of life, culture, rights, and 

legal interests” (Article 1, the Russian Federation, 2000).  The legislation designates the right 
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of obshchina to ‘self-government’ at the local level and petition to tenure land plots ‘free of 

charge to pursue traditional ways of life.’ Further, the law assigns obshchiny the status of a non-

governmental organization (NGO) and exempts them from paying taxes (Article 5, the Russian 

Federation, 2000). The latter, however, comes not without costs: the legislation restricts the 

obshchina’s right to choose their economic pursuits freely by limiting the choice to a closed list 

of thirteen ‘traditional activities’ (Russian Federation, 2009). Notably, the obshchina has a right 

to petition the authorities to recognize their tenure plots as ‘territories of traditional nature use 

- TTP’ (Articles 6-8, the Russian Federation, 2000).   

The law FZ-49 ‘On TTP’ (2001) defines TTP as: “specially protected territories, 

established to ensure traditional nature use and preserve traditional ways of life of Indigenous 

small-numbered peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far East” (Article 1, the Russian 

Federation, 2001). The TTP law remains the most cherished regulation for IPOs leaders and 

Indigenous peoples in Russia (Sulyandziga, 2011; Golomareva, 2017). They believe that within 

the current legal framework, the TTP law most secures the territorial rights of Indigenous 

peoples in the face of extractive activities (Ibid.). The law exempts TTP from property transfers 

(buying, selling, leasing, etc.). In the same vein as FPIC, albeit neither entirely nor 

comprehensively, the law recognizes the Indigenous peoples right to participate, be informed 

and consulted, and say ‘no’ to industrial activities at their plots with TTP status (Fondahl et al., 

2021; Peeters Goloviznina, 2021). The legislation guarantees the affected obshchina 

compensation payments or allocation of another allotment if industrial activities are 

unavoidable (Articles 12-14, the Russian Federation, 2001). 

However, since the mid of the 2000s, scholars have observed a steady trend in the 

normative erosion of Indigenous peoples’ territorial rights due to ongoing changes and 

amendments in federal legislation (Kryazhkov, 2010; Rohr, 2014). The most critical of these 

concerned the rights of obshchiny, which were introduced by the new edition of the Land Code 

(2001): the law replaced the norm ‘free of charge land tenure’ with a new norm ‘tenure on 

lease’ (Murashko and Rohr, 2015). The new regulation has ultimately endangered the very 

existence of the obshchiny: no single obshchina can afford to pay even the minimum rent for 

the thousands of hectares of tenured and, under the restrictive conditions of its use exclusively 

for non-commercial activities. Due to the municipal government reforms of 2004 – 2005, the 

self-governmental function of obshchina at the local level also became invalid (Gogolev, 2015).  
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For nearly two decades, the federal government has refused to recognize the existence of 

hundreds of TTPs established by local and regional governments, leaving these entities 

vulnerable to potential dismantling at any moment (Tranin, 2010; Fondahl et al., 2019). In 

certain Arctic regions of Russia, such as RS (Ya), Indigenous activists and politicians have 

successfully counteracted the negative trend by issuing regional legislation to enhance control 

over the territory’s subsoil and promote good governance in Indigenous affairs (Kharyuchi, 

2010; Sleptsov and Petrova, 2019; Fondahl et al., 2021).  

 

4.4.2 Mobilizing International Norms of ‘Indigeneity’ and ‘FPIC’ as a 
Resource for Change Locally  

Norm contestation scholarship (Wiener, 2007; Stimmer and Wisken, 2019) pointed out the 

nuances that should be considered in studying the life of the legal norms ‘on the ground’ 

(Chapter 2). The commitment to the norms does not automatically presuppose compliance with 

these norms (Deitelhoff and Zimmermann, 2020). As some of the norms may be ambiguous, it 

can cause different interpretations of these norms and lead to their contestation on the ground 

(Jose, 2018).  

The norm contestation scholarship distinguishes various types and scenarios of norm 

contestation. My Komi and RS (Ya) case studies illustrate two of them, showing how local 

IPOs engage in behavioral norm contestation (by action) to strengthen their position and bring 

a change in conflict with extractive companies. The Izhma-Komi case refers to the contestation 

scenario that arises when local IPOs and oil company Lukoil disagree on which norms (national 

or international) should be applied to determine ‘who qualifies as Indigenous.’ Meanwhile, the 

RS (Ya) and Izhma-Komi cases describe the contestation scenario that arises when the local 

IPOs and extractive companies have a different understanding of the parameters and functions 

of the FPIC norm, including its meaning, how and under what conditions it should be applied 

locally. 

 

‘Indigenous peoples’ vs ‘KMNS’ 

The decades-long quest for recognition of the Izhma-Komi people from the Komi Republic has 

a significant normative aspect. As discussed in Section 4.3, the Izhma-Komi IPOs’ experience 
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can be viewed as a classic illustration of ‘boomerang’ and even ‘transcalar activism’ (Keck and 

Sikkink, 1998; Pallas and Boodgood, 2022). The norm contestation analysis sheds light on the 

normative dimension of the Izhma-Komi IPOs’ endeavor, which the ‘boomerang’ theory fails 

to address. 

The local Izhma- Komi community found itself in a highly vulnerable position when 

encountering regular environmental misconduct by the oil company Lukoil operating on the 

territory of the Izhma municipality. Due to the lack of legal recognition as Indigenous peoples, 

Izhma-Komi’s rights were rather unprotected. To get Lukoil to recognize them as local 

Indigenous rightsholders, the Izhma-Komi IPOs went far beyond simply fighting the Russian 

regulatory framework they perceived as ‘unjust’ and ‘immoral.’ The Izhma-Komi IPOs 

contested the Russian definition of ‘who is Indigenous’ by countering it with international 

norms that underpin the UN’s inclusive approach towards Indigenous peoples.  

In the global Indigenous movement and IPOs (UNPFII) practice, self-identification is 

the key to determining ‘who is Indigenous’ (Åhrén et al., 2021). Self-identification, as a 

manifestation of Indigenous self-determination, has two dimensions: internal and external. In 

addition to self-identification as Indigenous, it is crucial for the group to receive recognition 

from other Indigenous peoples (Dahl, 2012; Gover, 2014; Sokolovskii, 2016). 

The Izhma-Komi IPOs incrementally mobilized their recognition as an Indigenous 

group, gaining inter-Indigenous recognition from other respectful domestic and foreign IPOs, 

including RAIPON (membership since 2005), the International Work Group for Indigenous 

Affairs (IWGIA), and the World Reindeer Herders Association (WRH). The alliance with the 

transnational environmental CSO Greenpeace further strengthened the group’s inter-

Indigenous recognition.  With support from leading IPOs and Greenpeace, the Izhma-Komi 

activists were able to get the oil company into direct negotiations and have their demands taken 

seriously. 

The Indigenous-environmental alliance’s public campaign exerted external pressure on 

Lukoil, raising the stakes for the company’s reputation and image. In doing so, IPO Izvatas has 

created and confronted Lukoil with a situation that norm contestation theory calls ambiguous 

(Stimmer and Wisken, 2019; Jose, 2018). In this situation, Lukoil has faced normative 

uncertainty as to which of the two conflicting norms defining Indigenous peoples (Russian or 

international) should be applied in the local context of Izhma. As a result, Lukoil prioritized 
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international norms over Russian ones and recognized the Izhma-Komi as affected local 

Indigenous rights holders. 

Another Izhma-Komi organization, the cooperative of reindeer herders Izhemskiy 

Olenevod i Ko expressed their behavioral dissent towards the state-driven norms defining 

‘KMNS,’ taking a different path. As stipulated in the state definition of ‘Indigenous peoples’ 

(KMNS), the ‘traditional way of life’ and reindeer husbandry as its prominent type is one of 

three criteria of designation the Indigenous status. While the authorities have not recognized 

the Izhma-Komi people as Indigenous, they always acknowledge them as successful reindeer 

herders (Habeck, 2005). The cooperative has used the ‘reindeer herding’ marker to claim their 

legitimacy as Indigenous, forwarding their claims to their neighboring Nenets Indigenous 

people and the Nenets Autonomous Okrug (NAO) authorities. The cooperative moved from the 

Komi Republic to the neighboring NAO and re-registered its legal entity there. The physical 

relocation to the NAO gave the cooperative normative legitimacy, which its leaders utilized to 

negotiate regional subsidies for reindeer husbandry with NAO’s authorities. Additionally, the 

cooperative has signed CSR agreements with Lukoil company. 

 

Engaging with FPIC Norm for Empowerment  

The international normative principle of Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) is crucial for 

empowering Indigenous peoples and safeguarding their right to self-determination (Anaya, 

2013; Åhrén et al., 2021). Despite its normative authority, its implementation is often 

challenging and contentious due to the power imbalance between Indigenous communities, 

corporations, and the state. Furthermore, the international norm itself has an ambiguous 

character that makes it open for contestation (Rombouts, 2014; Heinamaki, 2020). As research 

on FPIC in various geographical and legal settings has demonstrated, the vagueness of this 

international norm might be – under certain circumstances – an opening for the Indigenous 

agency in shaping how it is translated into practice on the ground (Pappilon et al., 2020). With 

suitable luck, cleverness, and support of institutions, Indigenous actors can effectively advocate 

for a beneficial interpretation of FPIC and enhance their bargaining power in negotiations with 

extractive companies (Papillon and Rodon, 2020; Rice, 2019).  

Overall, my case studies in RS (Ya) and the Republic of Komi contribute to the still 

limited debate on the normative life of FPIC in the Russian environment (Yakovleva, 2014; 
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Tulaeva and Tysiachniouk, 2017; Sleptsov and Petrova, 2019; Parshin, 2019). The case studies 

have demonstrated how the local IPOs are trying to use the vagueness of the international 

principle of FPIC and shape its interpretation in favor of their aspirations to secure their rights 

and well-being while living next to oil drilling and mining (Peeters Goloviznina, 2019 and 

2021).  

The findings provide new data that deviates from previous studies in other parts of 

Russia, thereby complicating the scholars’ understanding of Indigenous peoples’ awareness of 

international rights norms such as FPIC (Stammler et al. 2017; Tulaeva et al., 2019). According 

to Stammler et al. (2017), international Indigenous peoples’ rights and ethical guidelines on 

corporative behavior are not well known among Indigenous stakeholders in the Nenets 

Autonomous Okrug (NAO). Tulaeva et al. (2019) made similar observations in the Yamal-

Nenets Autonomous Okrug (YNAO).  

My research showed that IPO Izvatas in the Komi and Even obshchina in RS (Ya) had 

voiced their dissent in conflicts with extractive companies in the normative language of 

international Indigenous peoples’ rights and explicitly referred to FPIC. However, it would be 

misleading to assume that the IPO Izvatas’s and obshchina’s experience with FPIC reflects the 

typical situation in the Russian context. Nevertheless, these stories highlight the evolving and 

shifting awareness of Indigenous peoples in Russia toward international rights norms, which 

scholars have recently begun to explore (Rogers, 2015; Novikova and Wilson, 2017; Henry et 

al., 2016; Loginova and Wilson, 2020). 

In line with norm contestation theories, the analysis validates that the normative 

ambiguity of FPIC leads to its contestation ‘on the ground’ (Jose, 2018; Stimmer and Wisken, 

2019). Both local contexts in the RS (Ya) and Komi demonstrated a lack of intersubjective 

agreement between Indigenous actors and extractive companies on the FPIC. In both settings, 

local IPOs and extractive companies expressed different perceptions and conflicting 

interpretations of FPIC, engaging, in Wiener’s (2014) terms, in its reactive contestation. While 

both sides agreed on the validity of the FPIC norm, they firmly disagreed on the FPIC’s 

meaning and parameters in the Russian context. 

 The way the IPOs and the companies perceived FPIC had affected their practices of 

contestation. The latter was centered around the ‘C’ aspect of FPIC, including who should 

provide consent, how it should be obtained, and the obligations and benefits-sharing involved. 
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In essence, the IPOs claimants had a ‘broad,’ ‘inclusive,’ and ‘morally framed’ interpretation 

of FPIC, which conflicted with the ‘narrow,’ ‘minimalist,’ and ‘legalistic’ understanding of 

FPIC held by the companies.  

From the Indigenous perspective of IPO Izvatas and obshchina, FPIC, as the 

international norm, has an inclusive nature, recognizing their right, as Indigenous peoples, to 

give or withhold consent to extractive activities that affect their lives and territories.  According 

to Indigenous beliefs, their consent encompasses a wide range of matters, such as the terms for 

resource extraction, managing potential risks and adverse effects, receiving compensation, and 

sharing benefits. In both settings, local IPOs contested the moral legitimacy of the companies’ 

consent obtained through state licensing and public consultations (hearings) procedures, which 

they perceived as ‘unjust’ and ‘immoral.’ To strengthen their stance as legitimate FPIC 

claimants, the IPOs’ leaders used moral and non-legal arguments, refereeing to social justice 

and customary law.  

In contrast, the oil and mining companies have viewed FPIC from a ‘legalistic’ 

perspective, narrowing their interpretation of FPIC to Russian legislation. Through the 

companies’ legalistic lenses, both obshchina and IPO Izvatas appear to be ‘illegitimate 

claimants’ for FPIC: the obshchina’s land plots did not designate as territories of traditional 

nature use (TTP), while the Izhma-Komi lacked legal recognition as Indigenous people.  

In both settings, the local IPOs have also contested the benefits-sharing practice through 

company agreements signed with municipal authorities ‘behind closed doors.’ Studies refer to 

this practice as the ‘Russian style of CSR and benefit-sharing,’ emphasizing its shortages of 

transparency and lack of participation of local communities and IPOs (Henry et al., 2016; 

Tysiachniouk et al., 2018). The IPOs’ leaders have criticized and challenged this ‘business as 

usual’ approach, asserting that it is neither morally legitimate nor genuinely equitable. They 

have called on companies to distribute benefits more targeted and justifiedly, placing the rights 

of affected Indigenous communities at the forefront and ensuring that they receive specific and 

fair compensation. 

The Indigenous perspective on benefits-sharing has clashed with the companies’ 

commercial (minimalist) stance. Both Lukoil and Polymetal tended to keep their CSR costs and 

benefits-sharing as low as possible, limiting their responsibilities to affected Indigenous 

rightsholders to only legally binding tasks. The latter are few and easy to defy, given the 
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extractive industries’ principal role in the country’s resource-based economy and the rule of 

law deficit (Peeters Goloviznina, 2021: 97).  

Research has shown that companies are far more likely to be complicit in human rights 

violations by government agencies rather than being violators of human rights themselves 

(Deitelhoff and Wolf, 2013). Many companies turn a blind eye to the government’s failure to 

uphold Indigenous rights while following discriminatory laws and practices in their areas of 

operation (Zimmer, 2010; Anaya, 2013). As Loginova and Wilson (2020) have pointed out, and 

as my cases have demonstrated, it can be risky for companies to strictly adhere to discriminatory 

laws, as it can result in reputational and financial losses, especially if they encounter well-

informed and organized Indigenous dissenters. 

The studies also expand our understanding of the influence of power and agency 

regarding the FPIC norm in the Russian context. The analysis shows that the Russian regulative 

framework, where the legislation does not require FPIC or control its implementation, shapes 

and reinforces, rather than counteract, the existing power asymmetry between IPOs voicing 

Indigenous peoples’ concerns and extractive corporations. As international experience suggests 

and the Obshchina’s experience in RS (Ya) confirms, Indigenous peoples have better chances 

to mitigate the power imbalance in negotiations on FPIC with more powerful counterparts with 

the assistance from local institutions and norm enforcers, such as the Ombudsman for 

Indigenous Peoples Rights - OIPR (Krizsan, 2014; Peeters Goloviznina, 2020). The 

engagement of OIPR, with its mandate of an institution affiliated with Republican authorities, 

aided the obshchina in persuading the company to adopt a comprehensive interpretation of the 

FPIC process, citing UNDRIP as the standard. This aligns with Gilligan’s (2010), Filippova’s 

(2016), and Bindman’s (2018) observations about the ‘personified’ nature of the Ombudsman 

in Russia, with legitimacy and effectiveness heavily dependent on political support from the 

authorities.  

When the regional institutional framework lacks the forums of norms contestation and 

enforcement available to Indigenous peoples, local IPOs and communities can still try to 

demand FPIC and balance the power relations through protests and direct negotiations with the 

company, as the IPO Izhma-Komi case suggests. In line with previous studies (Tysiachniouk 

et al., 2018; Loginova and Wilson, 2020), my analysis indicates that Izhma-Komi local protests 
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turned out to be effective, as it was supported by the broad public coalition in the Republic, but 

also due to successful recruiting support from outsiders, from the Western CSO and Media.  

Finally, by exploring contestation by IPOs and corporations around FPIC at the local 

level, my studies highlight the examples of corporative co-optation of FPIC, which is still far 

less explored in the Russian context (Trumpy, 2008; Jaffee, 2012). It shifts the focus of the 

discussion of co-optation from the political sphere, as discussed in Section 4.2., to the corporate 

sphere: from the relationship between IPOs and the government to the IPOs’ relationship with 

extractive companies. The also shifts of the object of co-optation: from the co-optation of actors 

to the co-optation of normative concepts (ideas, norms, and discourse). 

The examples from two ethnic regions of the AZRF highlight a concerning trend where 

extractive corporations, rather than the government, play the primary role in promoting and 

interpreting the FPIC domestically. When the government distances itself from UNDRIP and 

FPIC, companies risk becoming almost autonomous in deciding what FPIC is about, how it 

should be implemented, and to what extent. Unsurprisingly, as my findings showed, the 

extractive companies tended to adopt the FPIC rhetoric for their own corporative goals, such as 

image, reputation, and profit, while abusing the fundamental legal normative meaning of FPIC, 

which intends to enable the self-determination of affected Indigenous communities (Peeters 

Goloviznina, 2021). 
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5 Conclusion and Thoughts for the Future 

Since I closed the empirical research for my dissertation in 2021, two developments within the 

IPO sector in Russia deserve a brief mention.  One was the establishment of a new IPO – Soyuz 

in the Taimyr Peninsula, the Krasnoyarsk region.  Soyuz was established shortly after the 

disastrous catastrophe in Taimyr, where thousands of tons of diesel leaked from the Nornickel 

plant, contaminating everything in the tundra and jeopardizing the human security of Taimyr’s 

Indigenous peoples.  Since then, Soyuz has been a crucial player in ongoing negotiations 

between Nornickel and Indigenous communities in Taymyr regarding Free Prior Informed 

Consent (FPIC), including the resettlement and compensation.  Mrs. Antonina Gorbunova, 

Nenets in origin and lawyer in training, who previously worked at the headquarter of RAIPON 

in Moscow, became IPO Soyuz’s leader.  In 2022, Mrs. Gorbunova was appointed Russia’s 

new representative at the UN Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP). 

In 2022, the announcement of a new IPO called the International Committee of 

Indigenous Peoples of Russia (INCB) came from a group of Indigenous activists outside Russia.  

This exiled advocacy group openly criticizes Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine.  The 

IPO’s advocacy focuses on increasing public awareness of the adverse impacts of mobilizing 

military reservists from Indigenous communities.  The activists also collect and maintain 

statistics on those Indigenous peoples who died in the war.  By way of conclusion, let me merely 

observe these developments here and suggest that the follow-up research would have to 

consider these new IPO actors and their transcalar activism.  

The thesis concerned the role (agencies) of the domestic IPOs in bringing about a change 

in recognition of the rights of Indigenous peoples in the context of natural resource development 

in the Russian Arctic.  Further, I pursued two objectives by exploring and discussing the role 

of IPOs in these processes.  One was to reexamine the old yet widely held perceptions about 

the lack of agency of the IPOs in Russia and reshape these assessments with new insights and 

specifications.  Another was to show institutions’ role and legacy in influencing the 

contemporary trajectories of the IPOs’ contestation in various institutional contexts.  Overall, I 

emphasized the important role of institutions in shaping the trajectories and outcomes of IPOs 

advocacy and the IPOs’ capacity to recognize and seize the opportunities to effect normative 

change in policy and practice.  
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In working towards the research objectives, I used the potential of the multidisciplinary 

approach, bridging the gap between neo-institutional analysis, the sociology of social 

movements and organizations, norms studies in international relations, and governance 

scholarship.  The inter-disciplinary dialogue of these theories offers good leverage in explaining 

the variations in IPOs’ contestation practices and their outcomes towards the misconduct of 

government and extractive companies at the national and local levels.  It also aids in 

understanding the underlying factors and conditions that enable or impede the IPOs’ advocacy 

and dissent practices within the Russian regime and governance triangle.  

Through selected stories of IPOs from Russia, this study contributes empirical evidence 

to co-optation, norm contestation, and social movements studies, shedding light on how these 

theories operate in the context of Russian authoritarianism and ‘bad’ governance.  The study 

enriches these theories with examples that nuance their arguments beyond the Western liberal 

context.  Overall, I argued that at the heart of the ongoing, albeit controversial, changes in the 

recognition politics towards Indigenous peoples and their rights in Russia has always been the 

steady activism of Indigenous peoples and IPOs.  As I argued, the IPOs’ activism in Russia has 

undergone significant transformations toward state co-optation over the last three decades.   

In the 1990s, these IPOs emerged as entities to criticize the Soviet Indigenous policy 

and joined the global Indigenous movement and its Indigenous rights agenda.  During the first 

post-Soviet decade, these campaigned for Russia’s ratification of ILO 169, the only legally 

binding instrument on the rights of Indigenous peoples, and the enrichment of its norms into 

national legislation.  However, by the 2020s, some of these IPOs ended up as ‘driving belts’ of 

government policy, heavily dependent on its funding.  As I showed, the government co-optation 

of the IPOs was not an overnight event but a gradual process that resulted in complex and 

controversial outcomes for the IPOs sector, including its institutionalization, integration into 

national and global Indigenous politics, compromising certain goals, and bifurcation.  Although 

I did not describe each of the phases of the co-optation process in my analysis in detail, pursuing 

this line of analysis could prove to be a promising and fruitful avenue for future research.  

Further, my findings support the debate on existing, albeit negligible, room for IPOs to 

advocate for securing Indigenous peoples’ rights and voice their dissent towards the state’s and 

extractive corporations’ misconduct, even in hybrid and authoritarian regimes with ‘bad’ 

governance.  As I showed, the IPOs in Russia, which contest the misbehavior of government 
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and extractive companies and push for a change ‘from below’ inside domestic institutions of 

natural resource governance, are not entirely powerless and lack agency as often assumed.  The 

IPOs recognize and utilize the tiny opportunities to advance the recognition of Indigenous 

peoples’ rights, leveraging international norms to achieve their goals. 

My findings contributed new nuances of IPOs’ agencies as normative agencies 

(Achraya, 2004),  showing how these IPOs try to use the normative (ideational) power of the 

international Indigenous peoples’ rights norms to advance their political goals at the national 

level and strengthen their position in conflicts with extractive industries locally.  While the 

mainstream scholarly narrative suggests a low level of awareness about international 

Indigenous peoples’ rights norms among Indigenous peoples in Russia, my findings challenged 

these perceptions.  As I showed, local IPOs in the Republic of Komi and RS (Ya) voiced their 

dissent in conflicts with extractive companies in the normative language of international 

Indigenous peoples’ rights and explicitly referred to the principle of Free Prior and Informed 

Consent (FPIC).  Further research on the Indigenous peoples’ perceptions of global norms and 

their experience of uptaking them for empowerment in other cultural and institutional settings 

is also needed to shed more light on these issues. 

My findings also speak for debate on transcalar activism of domestic IPOs to secure and 

advance recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights (Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022; Tysiachniouk 

et al., 2018; Henry and Sundstrom, 2022).  As part of a larger networked and digital society, 

contemporary IPOs in Russia face similar global challenges as their counterparts worldwide 

(climate change, pollutants, and industrial development), as their lives are affected by 

international policies, norms, and actors.  In response to these challenges, as I showed, both 

national and local IPOs in the Komi and Sakha republics use new and diverse strategies, acting 

individually and as a part of coalitions (even with authorities) to overcome local obstacles but 

also trying to impact national and global actors and policies that affect them.  Their transcalar 

activism encompasses traditional ‘boomerang’ pattern but also includes local and regional 

advocacy efforts to challenge issues of global importance.  Even when these IPOs cannot travel 

abroad, they still appeal to global norms and, thus, act on global issues.  

Transcalar scholars produced theoretical propositions about NGOs’ transcalar strategies 

in hybrid and authoritarian regimes (Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022; Henry and Sundstrom, 2022).   

As Pallas and Bloodgood (2022) suggested, NGOs from countries with government co-optation 
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strategies will tend to cooperate with their governments or other government-approved NGOs, 

preferring them to NGO partners from dissimilar countries (Pallas and Bloodgood, 2022:188).  

In future studies, it would be interesting to test these hypotheses regarding IPOs and Indigenous 

transcalar advocacy in Russia.     

Finally, the study’s findings shed light on the journey of the international Indigenous 

rights norms to Russia and the normative life of the international principle of FPIC on the 

Russian ground, particularly.  As my findings showed, in the extractive contexts of the republic 

of Komi and Sakha (Yakutia), FPIC becomes the subject of contestation and conflicting 

interpretations of the IPOs and extractive companies.  The lack of the country’s endorsement 

of UNDRIP and the absence of the national law of FPIC make it uneasy, albeit not impossible, 

for IPOs in Russia to use the regulative power of this international norm to defend their rights 

in an extractive context.  In this regard, local norms enforcers, such as the Ombudsman for 

Indigenous peoples’ rights, and their institutional assistance become crucial for empowering 

IPOs and their normative agency concerning FPIC.  For future research, it would be intriguing 

to investigate the normative history of FPIC in the Russian regions.  This analysis can trace 

how this global norm made its way to the various extractive projects in Russia and identify the 

key actors who championed FPIC and those who enforced it. 

  My thesis is pragmatic in its intentions and has educational implications.  For the last 

four years, I have lectured (part-time) on Indigenous peoples in Russia for an international 

master’s program in Indigenous Studies (MIS) and Governance and Entrepreneurship in 

Northern and Indigenous Areas (GENI) at UiT, the Arctic University of Norway.  Some 

discussions with students have found their way into my articles.  In the class, we discussed 

different aspects of the complex and complicated matter of the politics of recognition of 

Indigenous peoples and their rights, taking the case of Russia as an example.  An encounter of 

Indigenous peoples and communities with extractive industries, their experience, and lessons 

learned in defending their rights was another topic for discussion.  While my studies have 

focused on the IPOs and their contestation practices concerning the (mis)behavior of the 

authorities and extractive companies in the Russian context, its findings, as I showed, have 

broad theoretical implications beyond Russia.  

As a researcher and teacher, I sought to introduce students to various theoretical 

approaches (sociology of social movements and organizations, international law, and human 
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rights) and ways of bridging them in studying such complex social phenomena as Indigenous 

peoples’ rights and their problematic global track record.  The contributions collected in the 

thesis can be a valuable source of theories, literature, and analysis for the students in both 

master’s programs.  I hope they will encourage and assist students in conducting their research 

and locating whatever approaches to study Indigeneity and recognition are accurate for them.  

Last but not least, my research on domestic IPOs and IPOs’ efforts to bring about desired 

social change in recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights under the challenging Russian 

regime is timely.  One of the findings of my studies is about the significant role of solidarity 

and cross-border collaboration with sisters- IPOs, and global CSOs in supporting the 

Indigenous peoples in Russia.  In the 1990s, the Arctic IPOs provided crucial financial and 

organizational aid that helped establish and strengthen the domestic IPO sector and build 

capacity within its leading IPOs.  Until recently, the assistance of the Arctic IPOs and global 

environmental organizations has been crucial in supporting domestic IPOs in countering the 

government’ and extractive companies’ misconduct.  

However, Russia’s assault on Ukraine in February 2022 has severely treated the vitality 

and accessibility of this resource for Indigenous peoples in Russia.  Over the past year, the 

Russian government has minimized the space for political activism, implemented stricter 

penalties for anti-war protests, and expanded the scope of the ‘foreign agent law.’ Under these 

new amendments, anyone in Russia may be labeled as a ‘foreign agent’ for vague reasons such 

as falling under foreign ‘influence’ (undefined), not just for receiving foreign funding as was 

the original criteria (Russian Federation, 2022).  Following the invasion of Ukraine, the 

government further tightened control over the Internet and the citizens’ activity in the virtual 

sphere.  Restricted access to foreign platforms (Facebook and Twitter), online censorship, and 

prosecution for social media posts and comments has become a new reality.  

In response to global energy and commodity market changes, the government has 

invited  Asian (Chinees) investors and developers to work on several major energy projects in 

the Arctic, including the Yamal LNG and Arctic LNG 2 (Staalesen, 2022).  These measures 

were accompanied by new legislation softening environmental controls over extractive 

companies and the government’s backlash against the leading environmental organizations.  In 

June 2022, the government branded the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) as an ‘undesirable CSO,’ 

following similar actions against Belona and Greenpeace earlier. 
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The Western sanctions against Russia are expanding daily.  In line with the sanctions, 

the Arctic Council (AC) and the European Commission have terminated the ongoing grant 

agreements and cooperation with Russian individuals and public organizations in research, 

education, sport, and culture.  Nearly 130 of the AC’s projects, including those with the 

participation of Indigenous peoples, have been put on hold  (Nilsen, 2022).  In 2022, in line 

with the sanctions, Western energy giants such as Shell, BP, Exxon, and Total left Russia, 

leaving the local Indigenous communities uncertain about the future of their corporative grant 

programs and socio-economic agreements.  

The dilemma of using sanctions to end the war is old and well-known to politicians and 

scholars.  While the sanctions target Russia’s trade, companies, and banks, their effects are far 

beyond these sectors, oligarchs, and people in the Russian government.  Even though these 

sanctions aim to end the ongoing war and suffering of the Ukrainian people, sanctions 

inevitably come with negative humanitarian impacts on ordinary Russians, primarily the most 

vulnerable groups, including Indigenous peoples.  

The long-term ramifications of these negative impacts and ongoing changes for 

Indigenous peoples residing in areas of extensive extractive activities in the AZRF have yet to 

be seen and studied.  However, current data suggests that economic sanctions have worsened 

the economic and social situation of many Indigenous peoples and communities living in 

remote and hard-to-reach regions of the AZRF, further exacerbating the negative trends that 

have emerged after the Covid-19 pandemic.  Given the global geopolitical situation, the 

negative trends of sanctions will mount and alter the existing relationship between Indigenous 

peoples and corporations in extractive regions of the AZRF.  These changes will likely lead to 

the erosion of the current normative base that guides the Indigenous-extractive relationship on 

the ground.  

As the forthcoming cross-border institutional collaboration with isolated Russia and its 

peoples remains uncertain, the leading Arctic IPOs have underlined the desire to keep the peace 

and inter-Indigenous collaboration in the region (Quinn, 2022; RAIPON, 2022).  President of 

the Saami Council, Christina Henriksen emphasized that 40 Indigenous peoples of the North in 

Russia are an essential part of the Arctic, and cooperation with them is integral for the shared 

future of the Arctic Indigenous peoples (Quinn, Ibid.).  In response to the changing 

environment, the Association of World Reindeer Herders (AWRH) has announced a 
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restructuring plan involving separating the eastern branch from its current structure to include 

Russia, China, and Mongolia herders.  These steps will allow AWRH to maintain contracts and 

networks, keeping the herder-to-herder dialogue essential to respond to urgent global 

challenges that the herders meet, regardless of their nationalities (Gribchatov, 2023).  

From the Indigenous perspective, there is a shared understanding that the collective 

future in the circumpolar region and worldwide will depend on joint efforts to develop and 

implementation of efficient governance solutions to the energy, climate, and diplomatic crises 

(Hernes, Broderstad, and Tennberg, 2021).  Among Indigenous peoples worldwide, there is 

also a consensus that these governance solutions should not come at the expense of some 

communities for the benefit of others (United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 

2022).  Governments’ seemingly ‘simple’ answers to climate change, energy, and diplomatic 

crises might offer false solutions that turn people against each other and threaten collective 

solidarity and the future (Laiti and Carl, 2022).  To prevent governance failures, it is essential 

to ensure that ‘no one is left behind’ and that the threshold of the Indigenous peoples’ rights, 

including those in Russia, is not crossed even under the manipulative banner of ‘collective 

responsibility.’ 

Indigenous diplomacy and cross-border collaboration have a long history and tradition 

that teaches us to keep talking and listening to each other while searching for a compromise to 

ensure sustainable peace, justice, security, development, and human rights.  Another lesson 

from doing politics, diplomacy, and governance in an Indigenous way highlights the values of 

Indigenous solidarity and commitments to Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination.  In 

light of current geopolitical challenges, Indigenous peoples in the Arctic will need all their 

strength, wisdom, and courage to continue inter-Indigenous dialogue to succeed in their 

struggles for self-determination. 
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Appendix 1 - List of Interviews 

 Interviewee Origin Occupation  Date  Place 

Anonymous 1 Non-Indigenous Academia 27-02-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 2 Indigenous Academia 27-02-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 3 Non-Indigenous Munucipal Representative  02-06-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 4 Indigenous Munucipal Representative 02-06-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 5 Indigenous Republic Authorities 

Representative 

02-06-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 6 Indigenous Environmental NGO 01-07-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 7 Non-Indigenous Media/Environmental NGO 01-07-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 8 Indigenous Academia  30-06-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 9 Non-Indigenous Academia 30-06-2011 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 10 Indigenous IPO 30-06-2011 

17-03-2018 

18-03-2018 

20-03-2018 

21-03-2018 

Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 11 Indigenous IPO 20-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia  

Anonymous 12 Indigenous IPO 20-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 13 Indigenous Munucipal Representative 21-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 14 Indigenous IPO 21-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia  

Anonymous 15 Indigenous IPO 23-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 16 Non-Indigenous Munucipal Representative 23-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 17 Indigenous IPO 24-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 18 Non-Indigenous Academia 24-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 19 Indigenous Reindeer Herders Enterprise 18-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 20 Indigenous Reindeer Herders Enterprise 18-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 21 Indigenous Reindeer Herders Enterprise 18-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 22 Indigenous Reindeer Herders Enterprise 18-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 23 Indigenous Reindeer Herders Enterprise 18-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 24 Indigenous Library 19-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 25 Non-Indigenous Musea 19-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 26 Non-Indigenous Munucipal Representative 20-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 27 Indigenous Munucipal Representative 20-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 28 Non-Indigenous  Artist  21-03-2018 Komi Republic, Russia 

Anonymous 29 Indigenous  IPO 14-10-2018 Zoom interview 

Anonymous 30 Indigenous  IPO 10-09-2017 

07-11-2018 

19-10-2019 

Tromsø, Norway 

Anonymous 31 Non-Indigenous Academia 17-04-2018 

18-04-2018 

Kirkenes, Norway 
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Anonymous 32 Indigenous  Academia 17-04-2018 

18-04-2018 

Kirkenes, Norway 

Anonymous 33 Non-Indigenous Academia 18-04-2018 Kirkenes, Norway 

Anonymous 34 Non-Indigenous Academia 03-05-2018 St.Petersburg, Russia 

Anonymous 35  Indigenous Academia 04-05-2018 St.Petersburg, Russia 

Anonymous 36  Indigenous IPO/Academia 07-05-2018 St.Petersburg, Russia 

Anonymous 37 Non-Indigenous Academia 08-05-2018 St.Petersburg, Russia 

Anonymous 38 Non-Indigenous Academia 10-05-2018 St.Petersburg, Russia 

Anonymous 39 Non-Indigenous Academia 10-05-2018 St.Petersburg, Russia 

Anonymous 40 Non-Indigenous Academia 11-05-2018 St.Petersburg, Russia 

Anonymous 41 Indigenous IPO 12-10-2018 Tromsø, Norway 

Anonymous 42 Indigenous IPO/Academia 16-11-2018 

28-12-2020 

Moscow, Russia  

Zoom 

Anonymous 43 Non-Indigenous IPO 17-11-2018 Moscow, Russia  

Anonymous 44 Indigenous IPO 18-11-2018 Moscow, Russia 

Anonymous 45 Indigenous IPO 17-11-2018 Moscow, Russia  

Anonymous 46 Indigenous IPO 17-11-2018 Moscow, Russia 

Anonymous 47 Indigenous IPO 16-11-2018 Moscow, Russia 

Anonymous 48 Indigenous Republic Authorities 

Representative 

16-11-2018 Moscow, Russia 

Anonymous 49 Indigenous IPO 18-11-2018 Moscow, Russia 

Anonymous 50 Indigenous IPO/Academia 16-11-2018 

28-02-2019 

Moscow, Russia 

Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 51 Indigenous IPO 16-11-2018 Moscow, Russia 

Anonymous 52 Indigenous IPO 17-11-2018 Moscow, Russia 

Anonymous 53 Indigenous Republic Authorities 

Representative 

27-02-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 54 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 28-02-2019 

01-03-2019 

02-03-2019 

08-03-2019 

15-03-2019 

Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 55 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 01-03-2019 

 

Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 56 Non-Indigenous Academia 04-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 57 Indigenous Academia 04-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 58 Indigenous Academia 05-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 59 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 05-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 60 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 28-02-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 61 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 05-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 
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Anonymous 62 Non-Indigenous Environmental NGO 02-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 63 Non-Indigenous Environmental NGO 02-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 64 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 09-03-2019 

11-03-2019 

Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 65 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 09-03-2019 

15-03-2019 

Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 66 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 09-03-2019 

15-03-2019 

Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 67 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 10-03-2019 

14-03-2019 

Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 68 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 16-02-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 69 Non-Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 15-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 

Anonymous 70 Indigenous IPO/Obshchina 15-03-2019 Republic Sakha (Ya), 

Russia 
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Appendix 2 – Guides for Interviews  

Guide for an in-depth semi-structured interview with 

representatives of Indigenous Peoples organizations (IPOs)  

      Personal data 

How old are you? 

What is your family status? Do you have children? 

Where were you born and raised? How long have you been living here?  

What is your education and profession/work occupation?  

Do you have anything to do with Indigenous peoples and/or IPOs?  

 

IPO and its relations with other IPOs and non-profit organizations (NPOs) 

Please tell me about your organization: who you are and what you do. 

What is the name of the organization? When was it established? For what purposes? What is 
its mission? 

What is the legal entity form of the organization? Has it changed over the years? If so, when, 

how, why? 

What is the structure of the organization? Who is the head/leader of the organization?  

How many members do you have? How many people work in the organization on a paid and 

volunteer- basis?   

Do you have an office? Do you have a website? IPOs’ pages in social media? 

Does the IPO receive any funding? From what sources?  

Does the IPOs receive any government funding? What kind of? Subsidies (regional and/or 

national)? Grant support (regional and/or national)? Any other sources of funding?   

Does the IPO receive grants or other support from the company(ies)?  

What is the IPO’s main activity these days?  

Is your IPO affected by the law ‘foreign agents law’ (2012) and ‘undesirable organizations law’ 

(2015)? Have these laws affected the sources of the IPO’s funding? Have these laws affected 

the relationship with sister-IPOs from the other Arctic countries? 

What are the most significant IPO achievements over the years of working?  

What are the biggest challenges facing your IPO these days? 

Does your IPO interact (collaborate) with other peer- IPOs? In the region, from the other 

regions or countries? If so, with whom? How would you describe your relationship with these 

IPOs?  

Does your IPO interact (collaborate) with other non-profit organizations (NPOs)? If so, with 

whom? How would you describe your relationship with these NPOs?  

Several national-level IPOs are working in Moscow. Do you know any of these IPOs? Do you 

know people working there? Does your IPO interact (collaborate) with any national-level 

IPO? 

In your opinion, what are the most influential nation-level IPOs in Russia these days? 

Who are the most influential IPO leaders (politicians) at the federal level in Russia these 

days? At the international level?  
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From your point of view, what role do these national-level IPOs and their leaders play in 

shaping the national Indigenous policy and legislation on Indigenous peoples’ rights?  

Have you heard about any new IPOs recently established in Russia?  

Have you ever heard of or encountered the Aborigen Forum? Have you ever heard of or 

encountered IPO Souz? If so, what is your opinion about these IPOs?  

 

Experience of living in an extractive industry context and relationship with 

extractive companies 

Do you have any extractive industry(ies) working in your territory? What kind of industry is 

it? Do you know the name of the company(ies)?  

How long has the company been working here? When did the company come to your territory 

for the first time?  

Can you recall how you first learned about the company planning to operate in your territory? 

Did you hear about it during a public hearing in which your IPO/community participated? Or 

were there other meetings with the company and/or authorities where this was discussed? Did 

the company seek consent from your IPO/community before proceeding with the extractive 

activities in your area? 

Do you remember your feelings about the extractive company coming to your territory? What 

were your expectations, concerns, and hopes about that?  

How does the operation of the extractive company affect your life and the life of your 

community?   

How do you/your IPO experience the company’s presence in your territory? Is it positive, 

negative, or a combination of both?  

Do you/your IPO have any relations with the company? How can you describe your/your IPO 

relations with the company?  

Have these relationships changed over time? If so, how did these relationships change? 

Do you/your IPO have any social or economic agreement with the company?  

What kind of agreement do you have with the company? What is it about? Is it a formal or 

informal agreement? Is it in cash, in-kind service, or a combination of both?  

How long do you/your IPO have the agreement with the company?   

How did you/your IPO come to sign the agreement with the company? Was it an easy or 

uneasy process? Why? 

What were the main challenges? How did you overcome these challenges?  

What do you think about the agreement itself? Are you/your IPO satisfied with it or not? Why 

is it so? 

How do you feel about the agreement? Do you perceive it as just or unjust? Why is it so? 

Would you like to change something in this agreement? If so, what would you like to change? 

Have you tried to improve the condition of the agreement? If so, when and why?  

Have you been successful in your try? If not, why? 

Do you have any experience of conflict(s) with the company? If so, what kind of conflict(s)? 

Has it been resolved? What do you feel about this result?  

Do you/your IPOs have any court litigation experience against the company? If so, when and 

what type of trial? What was the result, and how do you feel about it?  
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Have you/your IPO ever sought assistance from authorities to protect your rights in the 

context of the extractive industry? Who did you/your IPO approach? Did you get the 

assistance/protection you were looking for? 

 

 

TTPs, Public hearings, ethnological expertise, and Ombudsman on Indigenous 

Peoples rights 

Does the territory where you live/your IPO operates have the TTP status? Does the TTP status 

provide the IPO/community better protection by encountering extractive industries? If so, 

what kind of? 

Have you/ your IPO ever participated in a public hearing (PH)? If yes, can you please share 

when and what it was about? Could you describe your experience of participating in PH? 

Were you satisfied with the outcomes of the PH? If not, in your opinion, what changes can be 

made to improve the PH’s process? 

Have you/your IPO ever participated in an ethnological expertise (EE)? If so, when and about 

what? Can you describe your experience of participating in EE? Were you satisfied with the 

outcomes of the EE? If not, in your opinion, what changes can be made to improve the EE? 

Have you/your IPO ever requested assistance from the Ombudsman on Indigenous Peoples 

Rights (OIPR)? If so, when and about what? Were you satisfied with the outcomes of the 

OIPR’s assistance? If not, in your opinion, what changes can be made to improve the work of 

the OIRP? 

 

 

Policy and legislation on Indigenous peoples’ rights  

How would you describe the current policy on Indigenous peoples in Russia? In your Republic? 

How would you describe the current legislation on Indigenous peoples in Russia? In your 

Republic? 

In your opinion, does the existing legislation adequately protect the rights of Indigenous 

peoples? From your perspective, which rights of Indigenous peoples are the most and least 

protected? 

When it comes to Indigenous peoples’ territorial rights, do you believe current legislation 

adequately protects them? What needs to be improved in this regard? 

Ongoing debates exist about the National Register of Individuals Certified for Indigenous 

Status (Indigenous Registry). In your opinion, what is Register is all about? Do you see the 

positive sides of the Register for Indigenous peoples? Do you see any possible risks the 

Register can (intentionally or unintentionally) bring to Indigenous peoples?    

There are ongoing debates regarding a new federal law on Ethnological expertise. The law 

would legally require extractive companies to conduct consultations and seek Free, Prior, and 

Informed Consent (FPIC - primenyat’ printsip svobodnogo predvaritel'nogo soglasiya) from 

Indigenous communities and Peoples affected by their extractive activities. What is your 

opinion on this matter? 

Have you heard of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP)? Russia has not signed UNDRIP. Do you believe that signing the UNDRIP by the 

Russian government will result in improved protection of the territorial rights of indigenous 

peoples? Why? 
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Guide for the Expert Interview 

 

Personal data 

Age 

Marital, family status 
Where were you born and raised? If moved, where, when, and why? 

What is your education? Where and when did you receive it? 

What is your work occupation?  

Do you have anything to do with Indigenous peoples and/or IPOs in Russia?  

Does your work have anything to do with the Arctic, Siberia, or the Far East?  

 

 

Policy on Indigenous peoples and legislation on Indigenous peoples’ rights  

How would you describe the current policy on Indigenous peoples in Russia? How would you 

describe its primary approach and objectives? And in your republic? 

From your point of view, what are the strengths and weaknesses of the current Indigenous 

policy? What are its main gaps? And in your republic? 

From your point of view, does the current Indigenous policy effectively address the needs and 

concerns of Indigenous Peoples? If so, how? If not, how? And in your republic? 

In your opinion, how has the policy changed over the last thirty years? What were the main 

policy changes? And in your republic? 

What have been the impacts of the policy changes on the Indigenous peoples? And in your 

republic? 

How would you describe the current status of the legislation on Indigenous peoples rights in 

Russia? In your Republic? 

In your opinion, does the existing national legislation adequately protect the rights of 

Indigenous peoples? And in your republic? 

From your perspective, which rights of Indigenous peoples are the most and least protected? 

And in your republic? 

We will discuss the legislation on Indigenous peoples’ rights in the context of extractive 

activities later in the interview. 

The ‘Concept Paper on the Sustainable Development of Indigenous Peoples of the North, 

Siberia and Far East’ is considered as the primary policy document for Indigenous affairs 

until 2025. How do you assess the program's implementation?  

Another significant policy change was the establishment of the Federal Agency for 

Nationalities (Федеральное агентво по делам национальностей - FADN), which is 

responsible for overseeing  Indigenous affairs. What is your impression of FADN’s work? 

Ongoing debates exist about the National Register of Individuals Certified for Indigenous 

Status (Indigenous Registry). In your opinion, what is Register is all about? Do you see the 

positive sides of the Register for Indigenous peoples? Do you see any possible risks the 

Register can (intentionally or unintentionally) bring to Indigenous peoples?    
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IPOs and Indigenous leaders (politicians) 

In your opinion, what are the most influential nation-level IPOs in Russia these days? 

Who are the most influential IPO leaders (politicians) at the federal level in Russia today? At 

the international level? And in your republic? 

From your point of view, what kind of resources (factors) make these IPOs/leaders most 

influential? And in your republic? 

From your point of view, what role do these nation-level IPOs and their leaders play in 

shaping the national Indigenous policy and legislation on Indigenous peoples’ rights these 

days? And in your republic? 

To what extent can they influence the agenda-setting agenda for Indigenous policies and 

determining its priorities? And in your republic? 

Do you believe there are specific areas within Indigenous policy where IPOs and their leaders 

have the most opportunity to participate in policymaking and more maneuverability? If so, 

which areas are those? And in your republic? 

Are there specific areas within Indigenous policy where IPOs and their leaders have less 

opportunity to participate in policymaking and less maneuverability? If so, which areas are 

those? And in your republic? 

Do you think that the involvement of these IPOs/leaders in indigenous policy development 

occurs primarily through formal or informal channels? And in your republic? 

The first nation-level IPOs were established in the 1990s. From your point of view, have these 

IPOs and their leadership been changed over the last 30 years? If so, how?  

In 2012, the government temporarily shut down RAIPON, but later permitted it to resume 

operations after a rotation in leadership. In your view, have these occurrences impacted 

RAIPON’s work, such as its agenda, priorities, methods, relationships with the authorities, 

international partners, selection of experts, etc.? If so, what are the alterations you have 

observed? 

In 2012 and 2015, the government issued the ‘foreign agent law’ and ‘undesirable 

organizations law’. In your opinion, have these laws affected the work of IPOs in Russia? 

And in your republic? If so, how? 

Have these laws influenced the relationship between IPOs in Russia and their sister IPOs in 

other Arctic countries? And in your republic? If so, how? 

Have you heard about any new IPOs recently established in Russia? And in your republic? 

Have you ever heard of or encountered the Aborigen Forum? Have you ever heard of or 

encountered IPO Souz? If so, what is your opinion about these IPOs?  

 

 

Indigenous peoples, IPOs, and extractive industries  

How can you characterize the current state of the relationship between Indigenous 

peoples/IPOs and extractive industries in the North, Siberia, and the Far East? 

Has the character of the relationships between Indigenous peoples/IPOs and extractive 

industries changed in the last three decades? If so, then how?  

Have there been any noticeable improvements or lack thereof? If there have been 

improvements, then what are they? What do you think were the main factors driving these 

improvements? 

From your point of view, what are the primary challenges Indigenous peoples face in relation 

to extractive industries these days? 
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Does current legislation adequately protect Indigenous peoples’ territorial rights? What 

improvements are needed?  

As you know, Russia has neither ratified the ILO 169 nor signed the UNDRIP. Do you 

believe there is still a possibility that the government will take these actions? What makes you 

think so?  

Do you think the signing of the UNDRIP by the Russian government will lead to better 

protection of the territorial rights of indigenous peoples? Why or why not? 

Some experts believe that the legal recognition of Indigenous peoples’ territorial rights, 

particularly in the extractive industries context, varies across the regions of Russia. In some 

regions, regional legislation protects Indigenous peoples' territorial rights better than federal 

legislation. Do you agree with that?  

From your point of view, which regions are leading in the legislative recognition and 

protection of Indigenous rights in the extractive industry context?  

What specific legislation and/or law enforcement mechanisms make these regions more 

‘progressive’ in the protection of the territorial rights of Indigenous peoples? 

Why do you think such differences between the regions exist? What factors contribute to 

these differences? 

In your opinion, does the status of TTP provide any advantages for Indigenous peoples to 

protect their rights encountering the extractive activities on their territories? If so, how? 

Several regions have an institute of the Ombudsman on Indigenous peoples rights. What do 

you think about this institute?  

Some regions have ethnological expertise to enforce the companies to dialogue and make 

them accountable for the compensation payment of damages their activities caused to affected 

indigenous communities and IPOs. 

In some regions, an ethnological expertise tool is used to hold companies accountable for 

compensation payment and dialogue with affected Indigenous communities. What do you 

think about this governance tool? 

There are ongoing debates regarding a new federal law on Ethnological expertise. The law 

would legally obligate extractive companies to conduct prior consultations and seek Free, 

Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC - primenyat’ printsip svobodnogo predvaritel'nogo 

soglasiya) from Indigenous communities and IPOs affected by their extractive activities. 

What is your opinion on this matter? 

 

 

Reindeer herding policy, legislation, and organizations (federal and regional)  

How would you describe the current policy on reindeer herding in Russia? How would you 

describe its primary approach and objectives? Is there any difference in reindeer herding 

policy in your republic? 

From your point of view, what are the strengths and weaknesses of the current policy on 

reindeer herding in Russia? What are its main gaps? And in your republic? 

What are the main challenges reindeer herders face these days? And in your republic? 

From your point of view, does the current reindeer herding policy effectively address the 

needs and concerns of Indigenous peoples engaged in reindeer husbandry? If so, how? If not, 

how?  And in your republic? 

In your opinion, how has the reindeer herding policy changed over the last thirty years? What 

were the main policy changes?  And in your republic? 
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What have been the impacts of the policy changes on the reindeer herders? And in your 

republic? 

What are the main IPOs, speaking on behalf of reindeer herders at the national and 

international levels? And in your republic? 

From your point of view, what role do these IPOs and their leaders play in shaping the 

national policy and legislation on Indigenous reindeer herders’ rights these days? And in your 

republic? 

To what extent can these IPOs influence the agenda-setting agenda for reindeer herding 

policy and determining its priorities? And in your republic?  

 

Guide for an in-depth semi-structured interview with 
representatives of the municipal authorities focused on the 
relations with extractive industries  

 

General questions  

Age 

Marital, family status 

Where were you born and raised? If moved, where, when, and why? 

What is your education? Where and when did you receive it? 

Do you have anything to do with Indigenous peoples and/or IPOs?  

What department do you represent within the municipality?  

What are your functions and responsibilities within the municipality?  

How do your functions and duties relate to the interactions with extractive companies operating 

in the municipality’s territory? 

How is the interaction with extractive companies organized? 
 

 

Local history of the extractive industries in the municipality 

Is there any extractive industry operating in your territory? What industry(s) and company(s)? 

How long has the company been working in the municipality? When did the company come 

to your territory for the first time?  

Did the municipality hold public hearings before the company began its operations?  

Did the company receive informed consent from the local community and the IPO affected 

before proceeding with extractive activities? What were the outcomes of the public hearings? 

How are public hearings organized and advertised by the municipality? How can one 

participate?  

When are public hearings considered valid, and when are they considered invalid?  

Have there been any precedents when hearings were declared invalid in the past?  

What is the outcome of public hearings, and what is its legal weightage? Can it be contested 

in court?  

 

 

Program of the social-economic partnership between the municipality and the 

company 
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Does the municipality have a social-economic partnership agreement with the company?  

How long has the agreement been in effect? 

What are its objectives, functions, structure, main dimensions, and budget?  

How frequently is this agreement updated? 

Who are the participants in discussions and negotiations about its content and budget?  

Do the local IPOs and NPOs also participate in these discussions and negotiations? If so, how 

they are selected?  

How significant is the contribution of the agreement’s payments to the local budget?  

If there were any years when the agreement was not signed? If so, when and why? 

Has the municipality had any conflicts with the company in the past? If so, what kind of 

conflict(s) and whether it was resolved? 

Has the municipality ever taken legal action against the company? If so, when and what type 

of trial? 
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Appendix 3 - Table 1. Essential Characteristics of the 
Republics of Sakha (Yakutia) and Komi   

 

 Republic of Komi Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) 

Area (sq. km) 415,900 3084, 000 

Distance from Moscow 485 miles east 5188 miles east 

Population (millions) 737 853* 995, 686* 

% Urban population 75,7 66,8 

% Titular population  Komi (17,2) 127 089 ** Yakut (47,4) 469 348 ** 

% Indigenous peoples 0,7 including  

Izhma-Komi** (0,6) 4313 

Khanty (0,01) 48 

Mansi (0,001) 8 

Nenets (0,06) 503 

 

4,2 including 

Chukchi (0,1) 670 

Dolgans (0,2) 1906 

Evens (1,6) 15071 

Evenki (2,2) 21008 

Yakagirs (0,1) 1281 

Incorporation into Russia  14th century  16th century 

Indigenous legislation Poor Progressive 

Obshchiny  1  199 

Territories of Traditional  

Nature Use (TTPs) 

- 62  

Main Indigenous Peoples  

Organizations (IPOs) 
 

Izvatas (1990) 

Komi-Voityr (1989) 

 

Association of Indigenous Peoples of the 

North (1989) 

Association of World Reindeer Herders 

(1997) 

Sakha Reindeer Herders Union (1999) 

Sakha Obshchiny Union (2012) 

 

Source: Demographic information is from the Russian Federal State Statistic Service (Rosstat) and All Russia 

Census Data (2010 and 2020).  
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Introduction 

In 2012, an indigenous organization called Izvatas, representing the Izhma-Komi 
ethnic group from the northwest Russian Arctic, organized an international confer-
ence ”Arctic Oil: Exploring the Impacts on Indigenous Communities,” under the 
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auspices of Greenpeace International. It took place in Usinsk, the Komi Republic. 
The delegates issued a draft resolution, the Joint Statements of Indigenous Solidar-
ity for Arctic Protection, signed by 15 indigenous groups, including two permanent 
participants in the Arctic Council (AC).1 In 2013, during the AC ministerial meeting 
in Kiruna, Sweden, the statement was presented and promoted for the public as the 
united position of the Arctic indigenous peoples. However, further expansion of the 
coalition was blocked by the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), which has strongly 
criticized Greenpeace for its ‘attempt to speak on behalf of the Arctic communities.’2

In 2015, Nikolay Rochev, the chairman of Izvatas, visited Nunavut, Canada during 
the next AC ministerial meeting. Rochev told the Inuits about the Izhma-Komi’s 
experience of living next to oil extractive activities and called on the ICC to join the 
coalition demanding action from the AC to protect the rights of indigenous peoples 
impacted by oil and gas development in the Arctic.3 Given the expressed concerns of 
the ICC that the coalition was backed by Greenpeace, Rochev reacted in the follow-
ing way: “There is a common assumption that environmentalists and corporations 
use indigenous peoples for their interests. Why shouldn’t we assume that it can be 
the other way around?.”4 Soon after the trip to Nunavut, Izvatas and Lukoil-Komi, a 
Russian oil and gas development company, signed an official agreement. The agree-
ment granted Izvatas’ constituents a right comparable to Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent (FPIC) and thus created a precedent. For the first time in contemporary 
history, Lukoil signed an agreement directly with an indigenous organization (IO) 
representing a group whose recognition as ‘indigenous’ is withheld by the Russian 
authorities.5

These events highlight numerous interrelated issues that current debates widely 
frame and discuss in the language of governance and politics of recognition. The 
contemporary Arctic region is becoming a competitive arena for diverse nonstate 
actors (both insiders and outsiders), including indigenous organizations, corpora-
tions, environmental and conservation groups. In a globally networked society, these 
actors are increasingly linked to each other by a large number of formal and infor-
mal connections, ‘through horizontal patterns of communication and exchange.’6 
 Horizontal (reciprocal) relations between these networks provide nonstate actors 
with an effective tool to gain recognition from the Arctic nation states and politicians. 
To be accepted as a useful contributor in governance debates, especially in areas 
of high stakes, these nonstates are becoming engaged in dynamic, network-based 
processes of coalition building, and increasingly using the opportunities offered by 
globalization and communication revolution. 

There is another side to these events related to a widely shared observation in 
sociological and international relations debates concerning the ambiguous nature of 
indigenous rights.7 While different actors may agree on the general purpose of the 
norms, respect and protection of the rights of indigenous peoples, they may contest 
the specific parameters of these norms. Who is indigenous, and who is not? Who can 
speak on behalf of indigenous peoples and who cannot? In which situations should 
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these norms be applied? All of these questions are relevant to the Russian extractive 
context. As Russia’s approach to the recognition of indigenous peoples differs from 
those applied by international organizations, the extractive context seriously jeopar-
dizes the situation of peoples whom the authorities do not consider “indigenous,” 
which makes their rights even more vulnerable to violations. Over the last decade, 
a growing scholarship on indigenous issues has generated considerable knowledge 
on indigenous agency (power) in an extractive context across the Russian Arctic.8 
However, when it comes to studying how indigenous actors assert their agency in 
horizontal, less hierarchical relations with other nonstate actors, there certainly is a 
need for more comprehensive analysis.

This article addresses the issue of agency and its influence when it comes to con-
testing indigenous rights norms in an extractive context from the perspective of 
organizations representing people whose recognition as ‘indigenous’ is withheld by 
the Russian authorities. The term ‘indigenous organizations’ (IOs) is used here in a 
broader sense to include different types of entities, created by indigenous peoples to 
protect their rights and to serve the diverse interests of their communities (societal, 
economic, political, etc.). Rather than viewing these entities in isolation and as a 
mere part of Russian civil, business and political society, the article places them in 
global communication networks and observes their direct involvement in the gover-
nance of extractive activities, albeit mainly at the local level. The article analyzes the 
horizontal relationships between these IOs and indigenous groups, environmental 
organizations and oil companies to explore the scope of their agency (power) and 
better understand the resources and strategies that help them to succeed in a given 
context. The core issues the article presents are: whether and how these IOs can 
succeed in their attempts to contest the norms, which they perceive as unjust and 
illegitimate, under a political regime that is flawed in terms of rule of law, good gov-
ernance, and human rights commitments. 

The analysis is designed as an in-depth case study, and traces the activities of the 
Izhma-Komi IOs in a local extractive context. The analysis considers the experience 
of changing norms by Izhma-Komi IOs as an outstanding case, rather than as a 
representative trend in the Russian North. Two notable observations argue for the 
uniqueness of the case. Despite the lack of recognized indigenous status, these IOs 
managed to reach a stakeholder agreement with Lukoil that granted their constitu-
ents rights comparable to FPIC. In contrast to many companies involved in onshore 
resource extraction in the Russian Arctic, Lukoil is receptive to the issue of indige-
nous rights as well as corporate social responsibility (CSR).9

The choice of Izhma-Komi IOs, however, needs additional explanation since 
there are numerous research articles that have been published on the Izhma-Komi.10 
Existing studies address issues of governance and recognition with a focus on the 
 Izhma-Komi’s hierarchical relationship with the Russian state, and explore the rea-
sons why the Izhma-Komi have failed to ‘be recognized by the authorities as indig-
enous.’11 Unlike these authors, yet inspired by their findings, I have focused on an 
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analysis of Izhma-Komi IOs’ horizontal relations with other indigenous and envi-
ronmental organizations and with Lukoil company, taking a different methodologi-
cal approach to concepts of governance and recognition. The article contributes to 
the debate in a twofold way. Firstly, the study argues that, even though the agency 
of Russian IOs in governing extractive activities remains negligible, the prevailing 
‘victim’ paradigm falls short in portraying the contemporary situation, which has 
emerged in a domain beyond the IOs hierarchical relationship with the state. Sec-
ondly, the study argues that focusing on the governance perspective and approach to 
recognition from ‘below’ provides a useful lens to explore a broader spectrum of the 
relations these organizations engage in, as well as their strategies to contest norms in 
the authoritarian normative context of Russia.

The article consists of six sections. Following the introduction, the second part 
presents an approach to studying interrelations between norms, agency, and reco-
gnition in an extractive framework of governance. The third part describes the case 
study and methodology. The fourth part reviews legal norms, which constitute 
indigenous rights and recognition in the Russian extractive context today to show 
what norms the Izhma-Komi organizations have tried to recategorize vis-à-vis their 
interactions with indigenous, environmental, and corporate actors within the local 
domain of extractive governance. The fifth part explores three agential strategies of 
the Izhma-Komi organizations to show how using specific resources and outcomes 
has enabled a normative shift in their relations with environmental organizations and 
with the oil company. The final part presents the conclusion and discussion in light 
of current debate and implications for future studies.

2.  Norms and agency in the governance framework: interrelations through 
actors’ mutual recognition

Unlike state-centered approaches to studying issues of governance and recognition, 
this analysis draws on other families of approaches: governing as governance, and 
recognition from ‘below.’ Both approaches, while acknowledging the dominance of 
the state institutions in governance and recognition processes, aim to bring into view 
non-state actors and a much broader spectrum of their relations, occurring outside 
the state level. These approaches provide a useful lens for explaining the influence 
of agency and power of indigenous actors and the importance of local context in 
contesting norms.

The etymological denotation of the term governance comes from the Latin word 
gubernare, which means ‘to direct, rule, govern.’ Despite the contested connotations 
of the concept, it is often used as a ‘means of encapsulating the collective steering of 
society in the provision of collective goods.’12 Governance in its broad sense suggests 
that in governing modern societies, not only the state but two other societal entities, 
markets and civil society, have a prominent role.13 Governance inherently refers to 
the process of organizing societal entities within a ‘state-market-society’ triangular 
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framework with multidimensional and multileveled interactions directed to respond 
to major societal problems and to create societal opportunities.14 Each of the vertices 
of the triangle is viewed as a group of diverse organizations, peoples, practices, and 
networks, rather than as a single actor. Their relations are examined as socially con-
structed, normative, and contextually based; moreover, they imply power dynamics 
and have processual and outcome dimensions.

Norms, as one of the key institutional elements of governance and recognition, 
entail a dual quality.15 The dual quality of norms implies that norms are both sta-
ble (structuring) and socially constructed, and, thus, interrelated with the agency 
(flexible). The notion of ‘agency’ is considered as the ‘capability of the actors in 
doing things to act independently of social structures in making their own deci-
sions, choices and to act upon them,’ which inherently ‘implies the exercise of 
power.’16 Norms, as social constructs, never remain valid by themselves but need 
constant affirmation by the actors through their agency and interactions in a par-
ticular context. Owing to the dual quality of norms, actors have agency either to 
reproduce dominant norms within the structures or to utilize the possibility of at 
least slightly ‘contesting’ and ‘reconfiguring’ the meaning of these norms. Agency, 
whether individual or collective, can take many forms, which vary from resistance 
to ‘not acting,’ depending on the amount and character of resources available to 
the actors to exercise it.17 The resources, ‘allocative’ (material) and ‘authoritative’ 
(non-material), can vary significantly in different institutional arenas and domestic 
contexts.

A recognition approach ‘from below’ is useful to explain IOs’ practices of norms 
contestation within a governance triangle. The approach originates from a broader, 
ontological perspective of understanding recognition as an irreducible dimension 
of any practice of calling into question the dominant power relations and prevail-
ing social norms of society from the position of those without institutional power.18 
From this perspective, indigenous claims for recognition are not limited to claims 
made on the state for state recognition; they can be equally concerned with material 
and symbolic, structural, and subjective issues.19 

In a nutshell, this approach to contesting norms by indigenous actors centers on 
an understanding of the ambiguous character of indigenous rights norms. That is, 
their content, proscriptions (what the norm enables and prohibits) and parameters 
(the situation in which the norm applies) may be a subject to different interpreta-
tions. It argues that in any relation, actors mutually recognize themselves and each 
other in numerous ways, often simultaneously. In terms of appropriate behavior in 
these relations, actors rely on their background information and the local context. 
Because actors may not share a common context or background, this can generate 
disagreement over norm components and lead to contesting the norm. Indigenous 
actors, as holders of a counterpower, present their contestation claims to dominant 
actors, both state and non-state, with an aim to engender social transformation and 
to contribute to broader norms, principles, and institutions.
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Studies describe contemporary Russian governance as an irregular triangle, 
where the tripartite relationship between ‘state-business-society’ is practically non-
existent.20 However, bilateral relations do exist between the vertices of the triangle: 
government with business, government with society, and society with business.21 In 
all these relationships, the government plays the most assertive role, setting up the 
terms of the dialogue vis-à-vis society and business, and controlling who can partici-
pate. Russian civil society and IO entities are subject to paternalistic attitudes by the 
state and given a passive role. In the ‘Russian style’ of CSR the state does not merely 
function as an intermediary; in fact, the state deliberately replaces IOs in their rela-
tions with the business sector, dictating what the IOs need, and forcibly imposing a 
sort of ‘social tax’ on business.22 

While this governance system serves badly all the parties involved, promoting 
corruption, feeding paternalistic expectations, and circumscribing them from learn-
ing by dialogue, the IOs end up paying the highest price from both a short- and 
long-term perspective. Among the significant structural shortcomings for the IOs 
in this governance system is a lack of institutionalized forums for dialogue with the 
authorities and business at the initiative of the IOs (except in extreme events, such 
as protests). Though Russian IOs benefit from new resources that globalization, the 
digital revolution, and internalization of the indigenous movement have made pos-
sible, the Russian authoritarian regime tends to control and limit the availability of 
these resources to indigenous actors. An alliance with global indigenous and envi-
ronmental opposition, once the most powerful and effective tool to pressure author-
ities and business towards indigenous rights commitment, is no longer a safe option, 
owing to recent restrictions on NGOs policy and regulatory obstacles (‘foreign agent 
law,’ ‘undesirable organizations law’).23 Due to the backlash against IOs as ‘foreign 
agents’, several IOs were blacklisted for receiving external funding, while others ter-
minated joint projects with international partners.24 

3. Presenting a case and a methodology 

Izhma-Komi or Izvatas is one of the most distinctive subgroups within the Komi 
people, the titular minority of the Komi Republic in the northwest Russian Arctic 
(Figure 1). Although nowadays the group is settled across the territories of the eight 
regions of Russia, its largest community resides in Izhma municipality of the Komi 
Republic.25 The Izhma-Komi is the only subgroup of the Komi engaged in reindeer 
husbandry. It has its own language (a dialect of Komi), a strong local identity, and 
a high degree of group solidarity.26 Like their predecessors, the Izhma herders con-
tinue to practice large-scale reindeer husbandry aimed at industrial livestock pro-
duction of meat, skin, and velvet antlers. Their lifestyle is semi-nomadic. Although 
the reindeer graze on the Bolshezemel’skaya Tundra, the herders have their large 
permanent settlements at Izhma municipality in Sizyabsk, where their families live 
and where they return with their herds each winter.27 As part of the tundra between 
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the White Sea and the Urals, Bolshezemel’skaya Tundra covers the contemporary 
territories of two subjects of the Russian Federation: the Republic of Komi and 
the Nenets Autonomous Okrug (NAO). The geographical proximity to NAO along 
with their semi- nomadic reindeer husbandry makes the Izhma-Komi ‘to the largest 
extent connected with the Nenets population of the tundra,’ in terms of history, cul-
ture, language, trade and close kinship, through intermarriages.28

In the story of the Izhma-Komi and their relationship with the state, history mat-
ters significantly. The Komi Republic is one of Russia’s peripheral regions, whose 
territorial borders, status in the official administrative hierarchy, and population 
composition changed dramatically because of Soviet economic and nationalities 
policies. The Republic received its national-territorial autonomy in 1921, while it 
lost access to the Arctic Ocean and a large part of the Bolshezemel’skaya tundra, 
which was assigned to the newly established Nenets Okrug, following administrative- 
territorial reforms in 1929.29

Figure 1.30 The Republic of Komi, Russian  Figure 2.  Izhma district (rayon), the Komi 
  Federation.   Republic.

In the Soviet system of governance, the autonomous status of the national terri-
tory reflected its place in the administrative hierarchy (in declining order from union 
republic to autonomous republic, to autonomous oblast, to national autonomous 
okrug) and assumptions about its titular nationality for self-governance.31 Given the 
ideologically declared ‘backwardness of small nationalities of the North,’ Soviet leg-
islators granted them ‘titular nationality’ in okrugs, but never in oblasts or republics. 
Because of the Republican status of the Komi autonomy, the central authorities 
denied Izhma herders’ demand for recognition as a ‘small nationality of the North.’ 
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As a result, the authorities expelled Izhma-Komi from ministerial official statistics 
and directives on ‘small nationalities of the North’ and, thus, excluded them from 
special state protection and support.32 

Despite using the Izhma’s herding style as a ‘blueprint’ for the development of 
reindeer husbandry in the remote territories of the Soviet North, the central authori-
ties never considered reindeer husbandry among the priorities for the Komi regional 
economy.33 In the command economy, the Komi’s economic objectives were exten-
sive industrial exploitation of the Republic’s vast natural resources. The Komi’s mod-
ern history of industrial development originates in the late 1920s, when processes 
of nation-state building in the Soviet Union were especially active and when the 
northern periphery of the vast territory became an important land frontier for forced 
industrialization and expansion of the GULAG system until the end of 1950s. The 
industrial development of the Timan – Pechora oil and gas province, the Pechora coal 
basin, construction of the North Pechora Railway, internal migration, and the forced 
displacement of peoples from other parts of the U.S.S.R, have largely influenced 
demographic processes in the Republic and the composition of its modern popula-
tion. One result was a huge long-term decline of the Komi within the Republic’s popu-
lation: from 92% in 1926 to 24% in 2010.34 As the Komi became a minority within 
their national Republic, the Izhma-Komi became a minority within the minority, 
bearing the costs of the expansion of the country’s resource-based economy.35

The case study applies sociological and historical analysis to examine the activi-
ties of two Izhma-Komi organizations, Izhemskiy olenevod i Ko and Izvatas, within 
the timeframe 2000–2018. The empirical data was collected using qualitative meth-
ods, including in-depth semi-structured interviews, analysis of documents, and par-
ticipatory observation during three study trips to the Komi Republic in February 
and June 2012, and in March 2018. All interviews were conducted in Russian, and 
the majority were recorded. The final list of informants comprises 29 individuals 
selected through a purposive sampling technique. These informants included man-
agers, staff, and activists from Izhemskiy olenevod i Ko, Izvatas, Save the Pechora 
Committee, and Fraternity of Izvatas, as well as representatives from the Izhma 
municipal authorities, regional academics, and journalists. In addition to the Komi-
based informants, indigenous experts and activists in Moscow (November 2018), St. 
Petersburg (May 2018), and Tromsø (October 2018) were also interviewed. Docu-
ments analyzed were archival materials of Izvatas (1989–2014), Izhma municipality 
(2003–2017), open-access reports on CSR of Lukoil-Komi (2003–2017), and pub-
lications in the media covering Izhma-Komi, Izvatas, Izhemskiy olenevod i Ko, and 
Lukoil-Komi. The participatory observation was conducted during the Izhma-Komi 
festival Lud and the Sixth Congress of Izvatas, both in June 2012. The data collected 
were transcribed and analyzed by a mix of techniques, including coding and inter-
pretative analysis. The analysis of primary data was combined with secondary data 
analysis, collected through desk-research. Triangulation of data sources and data 
collection methods was applied to increase the credibility and validity of the results. 
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4.  Izhma-Komi status at the Russian indigenous governance and  
recognition order 

As Jakeet Singh states, norms of indigenous legislation serve the governors (govern-
ment) to contour ‘indigenous-non-indigenous’ boundaries and to charge indigenous 
policy: by (de)legitimizing those of the claimants, who will be targeted or excluded 
by the policy and who will be granted or denied the rights and benefits related to the 
indigenous status.36 The analysis distinguishes between two groups of norms within 
Russian indigenous governance and recognition, in order to assess the current legal 
status of the Izhma-Komi people in an extractive context: norms on the recogni-
tion of indigenous status, and norms on the recognition of special indigenous rights 
within the extractive context.

As Russia is a multi-ethnic country (the 2010 national census lists 194 ethnic 
groups), its recognition approach differs from those applied by the UN system bod-
ies, the International Labor Organization (ILO), and the World Bank. The coun-
try has refrained from endorsing the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, and has not ratified ILO Convention 169. The Russian state approach to 
‘who is indigenous’ is established by the category of korennye malochislennye narody 
(KMN). The law defines KMN as ‘peoples living in the territories of the traditional 
settlement of their ancestors, preserving a traditional way of life and a traditional 
economic system and activities, numbering within the Russian Federation fewer 
than 50,000 persons, and recognizing themselves as independent ethnic communi-
ties.’37 The numerical hallmark divides the country’s indigenous population into two 
groups: KMN or small-numbered (less than 50,000) and large-numbered (more 
than 50,000). As the majority of KMN live in the northern territories of Russia, 
the legislator specifically introduced a category of korennyye narody Severa, Sibiri i 
Dal’nego Vostoka (KMNS). As legitimate claimants to special rights and protection 
in extractive contexts, the authorities only consider groups meeting all the criteria 
of the state’s definition of ‘indigeneity,’ i.e. KMN and KMNS. Consequently, the 
present number of those who can claim KMNS status in Russia and its related rights 
has been limited by the authorities to only 40 groups.38 Given the fact that, since 
2000, the state has not recognized a single ethnic group as KMNS, some scholars 
have even introduced the idea of so-called ‘recognition moratorium’ in the country.39 

Article 69 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation (1993) guarantees KMN 
rights according to universally recognized principles and norms of international law 
and international treaties signed by Russia. In the early 2000s, Russian authorities 
identified the fundamental rights of indigenous peoples and normatively affirmed 
them in three federal laws: ‘On the Guarantees of the Rights’ (1999), ‘On Organiza-
tion of Obshchinas’ (2000), and ‘On Territories of Traditional Nature Use’ (2001).40 
These constitutionally protected rights include, but are not limited to, the following: 
right for judicial protection of lifestyles, cultures, and languages; right to participate 
in self-government; right to establish and co-manage the Territories of Traditional 
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Nature Use (TTNU);41 guarantees on using land in TTNU free of charge for tra-
ditional economic activities; right to compensation for damages due to extractive 
and developmental activities in their TTNU; right to form Obshchina;42 and right 
to alternative military service. During Putin’s presidency, legal norms relating to 
indigenous peoples have become subject to ongoing changes, leading to an erosion 
of indigenous peoples’ rights regarding land, natural resources use, and political and 
public participation.43

The second group of norms, according to the analysis, refers to recognition of the 
special rights of indigenous peoples within an extractive context. Globally, norms 
of protection of indigenous rights are united and promoted under the umbrella of 
the FPIC principle.44 In the mid-1980s, states and corporations worldwide began 
to affirm the normative foundations of the FPIC by committing themselves to align 
their extractive operations in consultation with affected indigenous communities, 
recognizing their right to contribute to decision-making processes. In Russian legis-
lation, legal norms relating to indigenous people in an extractive context constitute 
derivatives from the norms assigned to the KMN and KMNS, because the author-
ities only grant special rights and protective guarantees in a developmental context 
to groups with KMN and KMNS status. This group of norms is subject to a tangled 
web of federal, regional, and local regulations, which in aggregate are unstable, con-
tradictory, often simulative, undeveloped, and lack full compliance with the inter-
national legal requirements of FPIC.45 While Russian legislation formally requires 
informing, consulting, and allowing participation of KMN (largely through public 
hearings), the lack of consistent incorporation of the FPIC and enforcement mech-
anisms in the country’s federal legislative framework is a serious threat to the funda-
mental rights of indigenous peoples.46 

In the legal reality of the federal Russian state, these norms both de jure and de 
facto, as well as the gap between them, vary significantly from one region to another. 
Given the asymmetrical character of federal indigenous governance, eight regions 
of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF) can be broken down into 
two groups in terms of protection of indigenous peoples in an extractive context.47 
The first group is comprised of only three regions: Nenets Autonomous Okrug, 
Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, and the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). These 
regions have relatively progressive regional legislation and law enforcement mecha-
nisms (such as an ombudsman for indigenous rights, ethnological expertise, damage 
and compensation assessment due to industrial development) to protect indigenous 
rights guaranteed under their jurisdiction.48

The Komi Republic falls into the second group, comprising the rest of the AZRF 
regions, characterized by a poorly developed agenda on issues related to indigenous 
peoples and which does not receive priority attention from the regional governors. 
Despite Izhma-Komi applications for KMN status, the authorities continue to con-
sider them non-KMN. Instead, they are listed as the Komi ethnic group, with a 
popu lation of 202,348 people, according to the 2010 census. The Izhma-Komi’s 
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rights concerning extractive industries lack a special legal designation and are left 
to be regulated by the universalistic norms of the Russian Constitution, sectoral 
laws (Water-, Forest-, Land Codex, and Fishing Law), and less formal agreements 
between their organizations and extractive corporations. 

5. Izhma-Komi organizational strategies to contest existing norms 

5.1 Mobilizing legitimacy through ‘inter-indigenous’ recognition 
The authorities have always recognized reindeer husbandry as one of the traditional 
activities of the indigenous peoples of the North, and the Izhma-Komi as reindeer 
herders.49 Both Izhma-Komi organizations have attempted to use ‘reindeer herding’ 
markers to claim their legitimacy as indigenous, albeit toward different recipients 
and using different administrative and communicative channels. 

The cooperative of reindeer herders Izhemskiy olenevod i Ko (1992) was based 
on a bankrupt state farm (sovkhoz) Izhemskyi in Sizyabsk. In 1994, the cooper-
ative was one of the largest in the European Russian North totaling 31,000 rein-
deer and 345 herders, organized in 21 brigades.50 The herders were primarily from 
the Izhma-Komi ethnic group, with a few herders from a mixed Izhma-Komi and 
Nenets ethnic origin, often belonging to related families. After the collapse of the 
Soviet command economy and a radical decrease in northern welfare benefits and 
subsidies, the Izhma herders, like other northerners, strived to survive in the new 
free-market reality. In the early 2000s, the economic situation in the country stabi-
lized, and the authorities began to support reindeer husbandry again. However, in 
contrast to herders in neighboring NAO, this change was not positive for the Komi 
herders.

Historically, NAO was founded and designed as the first ethnically defined ter-
ritory for small nationalities of the North. The European Nenets served as a model 
of integration into socialist society in line with Soviet nationalities and economics 
policy.51 The Russian authorities have continued to promote and intensively subsi-
dize reindeer husbandry in NAO, considering it one of the central elements of the 
region’s social and economic profile.52 NAOs was the fourth region to issue a special 
law ‘On reindeer husbandry’ (2002),53 as the Nenets reindeer cooperatives turned 
into the ‘North’s pioneers’ in signing private agreements with oil and gas companies 
designed to negotiate terms of co-existence.54

After the federal reindeer husbandry subsidies came into force, Izhemskiy ole-
nevod i Ko moved from the Komi region to neighboring NAO, re-registering their 
property in 2005. At the time, NAO was experiencing a dramatic decline in reindeer, 
and the authorities had strong political and economic interest in receiving 32,000 
healthy Izhma reindeer into regional Agriportfolio. Favorable subsidies on reindeer 
meat production and helicopter transportation to the tundra were part of the bargain 
between the Izhma-Komi herders and the NAO authorities, promoting a ‘win-win’ 
solution.55 
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But even after the cooperative registered in NAO, the herders kept their houses 
and families in Izhma municipality. The cooperative also had an office and a small 
suede production factory in Sizyabsk, employing some of the herders’ wives and 
relatives. Working in NAO on a rotational schedule, the herders returned from the 
tundra with their herds to their families in Komi. Every summer the herders’ child-
ren left Komi for NAO to help their fathers during the school vacation. In 2018, all 
260 herders of the cooperative were from Komi.

The other Izhma-Komi organization, Association Izvatas, was founded in Izhma 
in 1990 on a wave of indigenous mobilization and activism, due to Glastnost and in 
response to growing ecological devastation and industrial expansion in the North.56 
During the 1990s, despite the active engagement of the first leaders of Izvatas in 
the post-Soviet indigenous movement, Izvatas did not enjoy official membership in 
the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and Far East 
( RAIPON). RAIPON, acting on behalf of all Russian indigenous peoples, holds 
status as the most politically resourceful and networked indigenous organization 
in Russia, recognized both by the Russian government and the international com-
munity.57 The leadership of Izvatas has looked into asserting its legitimacy through 
inter-indigenous recognition by obtaining membership in RAIPON.

Izvatas membership in RAIPON remained an issue until the V RAIPON Congress 
in October 2004.58 According to the informants, Congress delegates were divided into 
two camps regarding Izvatas’ application for membership. Opponents expressed their 
concerns about further expansion in membership in the organization, and argued 
that membership in RAIPON must correspond with the National List of KMNS 
(2006). Proponents insisted that the question of ‘inter-indigenous’ recognition should 
determine membership in RAIPON. They further claimed that the indigenous com-
munity should act differently from the Russian state and above all according to norms 
of indigenous solidarity, reciprocity, and commitment to the international right of 
indigenous peoples for self-determination. The results of the Russian Federation 2002 
Census, with an estimated 15,608 persons identifying as Izhma-Komi, were consid-
ered an additional favorable factor for officially granting Izvatas RAIPON member-
ship in 2004.59 

By using ‘inter-indigenous’ recognition, both Izhma-Komi organizations have 
promoted their organizational legitimacy and strength. They have successfully cap-
italized on capacity building, networking, and aligning with indigenous partners 
domestically and internationally (e.g., International Work Group for Indigenous 
Affairs, Association of World Reindeer Herders, Institute for Ecology and Action 
Anthropology). Membership of Izhma-Komi organizations in RAIPON and the 
Reindeer Herders’ Union of Russia has granted Izhma-Komi school graduates with 
fellowships to continue their studies at the Institute of Peoples of the North under 
the federal education program for indigenous youth. More importantly, in the con-
text of growing oil extractive developments in NAO and Komi, piggybacking with 
KMNS (organizationally and symbolically) has provided Izhma-Komi organizations 
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with a crucial authoritative resource in their negotiations with Lukoilcompany, as 
will be elaborated upon below. 

Herding and registration in NAO allowed Izhemskiy olenevod i Ko to claim its legit-
imacy as a stakeholder and to start signing private agreements with oil and gas com-
panies operating in NAO’s Bolshezemelskaya tundra since 2005. However,  Izvatas, 
speaking on behalf of the whole Izhma-Komi community, including those not involved 
in reindeer herding, lacked similar resources. Izvatas urgently needed to explore and 
mobilize additional resources to negotiate the rights of their constituents in an oil 
extractive context, if not as KMNS, then at least as a rights-bearing community. 

5.2 Strengthening through alliances with environmentalists 
In an extractive context, the rights of large indigenous groups (more than 50,000), 
which include Izhma-Komi, are subject to the universal norms in the Constitution, 
other federal legislation as well as less formal agreements with extractive corpo-
rations. Studies have widely debated the agreements made between corporations 
and indigenous groups in terms of CSR, whereby corporations have voluntarily 
integrated the social and environmental concerns of their stakeholders into their 
business operation.60 Those Russian oil corporations that are part of the global sup-
ply-chain of hydrocarbon resources must not only comply with domestic legislation, 
but also with international CSR guidelines, which unanimously recognize local com-
munities affected by the company’s operations as key stakeholders and as a ‘rights 
bearing’ community.61 

CSR in Russia, as described in the theoretical chapter, is determined by the coun-
try’s irregular governance triangle. CSR Russian style means that corporations prefer 
to communicate with the authorities instead of dealing with IOs; ie. the government 
speaks ‘on behalf ’ of the indigenous communities and deliberately replaces the IOs 
in doing so. Today, strategic alliances with environmentalists have become a core ele-
ment of IOs’ strategy to challenge the existing practice of government relations with 
corporations and force them into dialogue.

Izhma’s indigenous-environmental partnership started at the end of the 1980s and 
was formed by local Izhma activists from Izvatas and the grass-root environmental 
organization Save the Pechora Committee. If anything was exceptional in this stra-
tegic alliance, it was its deep ties at the local level, based on a shared sense of place, 
a common experience of powerlessness, and a desire for protection from extractive-
led threats. The other distinguishing feature of the alliance was a closeness of ties 
between its leadership and Greenpeace. In contrast to other indigenous areas in the 
Arctic, Greenpeace has a strong positive public image in the Komi region, where the 
organization played a decisive role in bringing international attention to the cata-
strophic 1994 oil spill in Usinsk.62 The alliance’s ties with global environmental net-
works became even closer after a former activist at Save Pechora Committee joined 
Greenpeace Russia as head of its Energy Unit.63 



Marina Peeters Goloviznina

14

The first big success of the alliance was a 2001 protest against transnational 
Pechoraneftegaz company plans to drill for oil in the Sebys nature conservation area, 
important hunting and ancestral lands for the Izhma-Komi and their herding routes. 
Despite the governor’s endorsement of the project, the case, with assistance from 
Greenpeace and other human rights organizations, was forwarded to court, which 
terminated all geological activities in Sebys.64 In 2004, the alliance repeated this 
success by opposing a planned project by the Siberian-Urals Aluminium Company 
(SUAL) to build an aluminum and bauxite plant in Izhma and Ukhta municipal-
ities. The public campaign, which was covered by local and international media, 
culminated in 2005, when the alliance’s activists, dressed in Komi-Izhma traditional 
costumes, protested in front of the World Bank office in Moscow. Because of media 
attention and public pressure on all aspects of the project, including its potential 
investors, the SUAL was forced to postpone its development plans in the Komi.65 In 
2008, the alliance successfully litigated Gazprom. The Russian energy giant faced a 
lawsuit for damage to pastures caused by construction of the Bovanenkovo-Ukhta 
gas transmission corridor, and paid compensation to the herders.66

Russia’s largest transnational private company, Lukoil, came to Izhma municipal-
ity in 2001 through its subsidiary, Lukoil-Komi, to develop the Makar’elskoye oil 
field. The Izhma community was in favor of Lukoil-Komi’s development plans, with 
high expectations for investment that would revitalize the economically depressed 
area, and hopes for a better future. Despite booming oil prices during the 2000s, 
the Izhma’s living standards saw little difference. The municipal budget remained 
heavily subsidized, while environmental, employment, migration, and demographic 
records demonstrate negative trends. The agreements between the municipality and 
Lukoil, designed in the ‘Russian style of CSR,’ lacked both transparency and the 
participation of local organizations, and, therefore, were perceived by the public as 
serving the interests of municipal authorities, rather than those of the community. 

Due to regular oil spills and the company’s shortfalls in keeping its socio- economic 
and environmental promises, relations between the alliance and Lukoil soon turned 
sour.67 In 2012, these resentments and unresolved conflicts escalated into mass pro-
tests in Izhma municipality. The alliance demanded that Lukoil’s operations in the 
municipality be banned, as the company had failed to comply with obligations to 
consult affected communities before commencing its extractive activities. Over the 
next few years, local protests in Izhma, backed by Greenpeace, were followed by 
other public events, inside and outside of Russia, as described in the introduction of 
this article. Lukoil hired an entirely new team of ‘crisis managers’ to run the com-
pany’s operation and to protect its social license to operate (SLO) in ‘problematic’ 
Komi. For Lukoil, the conflict with Izhma-Komi, which was publicized by global 
NGO networks and international media such as Al Jazeera, had high reputational, 
economic and political stakes. 

By strategically allying with environmentalists, through horizontal patterns of com-
munication and exchange, Izvatas has received access to new resources (international 
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networks, funding, information), previously not available to them. Owing to these 
resources, Izvatas has managed to utilize international ‘public noise’ in the negoti-
ation process with Lukoil, forcing the company to recognize the Izhma community 
as a legitimate stakeholder regardless of the non-KMN status of its residents. Fur-
thermore, Izvatas leaders succeeded in forcing Lukoil to consider it as a legitimate 
negotiating partner that speaks on behalf of the community, and to sign a partner-
ship agreement with Izvatas in 2015.

The agreement, however, marked the beginning of a split between Izvatas and 
its environmental allies. Driven by an ‘Arctic sanctuary’ agenda, the environmental 
groups criticized Izvatas for compromising with Lukoil. Since 2015, the relationship 
between Izvatas and its environmental allies continues to be strained over differ-
ences over their vision for community development and the tools needed to achieve 
sustainability.

5.3 Negotiating rights with oil company
Lukoil as a globally operated company, appears to place a strong emphasis on meet-
ing international norms of responsibility and sustainability in its corporate, environ-
mental and social activities. The company was the first among Russian oil companies 
to issue its own Social Codex (2002) and to sign on to the UN Global Compact 
(2006). In 2018, Lukoil issued the Strategy of Engagement with Indigenous  Peoples 
(SEIP), which aims to ‘preserve the traditional way of living of the indigenous peo-
ples in the territories of the company operations.’68 The SEIP emphasizes the com-
pany’s commitment to cooperate with indigenous peoples through multilateral and 
inclusive dialogue in accordance with international indigenous rights. Nevertheless, 
the SEIP considers indigenous peoples as stakeholders (along with the authorities, 
NGOs, and others) rather than indigenous rightsholders.69 These glossy reports 
aside, Lukoil is also known for its environmental misconduct records, especially in 
the Komi region.70

The company has partnership agreements with the regional authorities in the NAO 
and in the Komi, as well as separate agreements with each municipality wherein the 
company operates. These corporate payments to regional and local budgets are typi-
cally framed in terms of CSR, which covers everything from culture to education to 
health care to ecology. In 2017, the company’s social investments through CSR in 
the Komi Republic was estimated to be 2.5 billion RUB71 along with 4 billion RUB 
in NAO. In NAO,72 Lukoil also signs agreements on social-economic development 
with each reindeer enterprise. Spending for these purposes was 336.7 million RUB 
in 2007–2017.73

Nowadays, both Izhemskiy olenevod i Ko and Izvatas have direct stakeholder 
agreements with Lukoil-Komi on an individual and confidential basis. Izhemskiy 
olenevod i Ko signed its first agreement with Lukoil in 2006, after the cooperative 
registered in NAO. It is a ‘private-private’ type of agreement, concerned with the 
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conditions under which the cooperative signs off its pasture lands to the company 
as a licensed industrial plot. The agreement opens with a memorandum of under-
standing, which is followed by its ‘financial part’. The financial part consists of a 
price tag that shows the price that the cooperative receives from the company as 
compensation for using its pastures and for disturbances caused to reindeer migra-
tion routes. The innovative aspect of the agreement is its recognition and stipulation 
of the cooperative’s right to use these payments at its discretion, either to cover 
annual operational costs or to invest them into future business developments. The 
design of the financial part of the agreement as a price tag is not a common practice 
among the herders. As Stammler and Ivanova (2016) argue, in contrast to the Komi 
reindeer cooperatives, cooperatives under Nenets’ leadership choose more in-kind 
services (i.e., snowmobiles, petrol, veterinary medicines, and forage for reindeer).74 
Based on empirical data collected from Izhma herders in the Komi, Stammler’s and 
Ivanova’s argument on the advancement of the Izhma herders’ skills as negotiators 
and entrepreneurs. Empirical data collected from Izhma herders in the Komi sup-
ports Stammler and Ivanova’s view that the Izhma herders are skilled negotiators 
and entrepreneurs. This claim, however, requires more in-depth and comparative 
analysis. The informants left without answering the question about the share of the 
company’s payments in the cooperative’s annual budget. Experts familiar with the 
situation in NAO have indicated that extractive payments could constitute up to 
40%–50% of the cooperative’s annual budget, since numerous companies operate in 
the area and have signed agreements with them.75 

Izvatas has a short history of signing agreements with Lukoil, which started in 
2015. Designed as a ‘public-private’ agreement between the parties, it concerns the 
conditions under which the community provides Lukoil an SLO in the territory of 
the Izhma municipality. The agreement includes three groups of conditions set forth 
by Izvatas to Lukoil for obtaining an SLO. The first group refers to FPIC and aims to 
ensure that the interests and rights of Izhma local communities, including the right 
to reject industrial operations, are recognized and considered by the company before 
any extractive-related activities in the territory of the municipality. The second group 
concerns the financial support the company provides to fund activities to protect the 
 Izhma-Komi language, culture, and traditions. For instance, the company co-funds the 
famous traditional festival Lud, a landmark social and cultural event for  Izhma-Komi 
gathering several thousand participants from other regions of Russia and abroad. The 
third group refers to the company’s investments into development of local human 
capital. The company has funded several fellowships to talented Izhma-Komi youth at 
well-regarded Russian universities.76 At the time of this study, two-thirds of the annual 
budget of Izvatas came from the regional authorities’ grants via the nationalities’ pol-
icy channel. Previously engaged in international collaboration, nowadays Izvatas has 
no joint activities with partners abroad due to the recently restricted NGO regulations 
(e.g., foreign agent law).77 The backlash against IOs as ‘foreign agents’ has increased 
the value of Lukoil’s contributions to the budget of the organization. 
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Because of the confidentiality of the agreements both Izhma-Komi organiza-
tions have with Lukoil, there is little to say about how the content of these agree-
ments or the negotiation process leading to them meets international standards 
and the company’s indigenous rights commitments. The analyses of the infor-
mants’ perceptions of the agreements with the company reveal four issues that 
the informants consider as crucial for their organizations. First, through a nego-
tiating process with the company around compensations, the organizations get 
a chance to voice their priorities about investments and development paths they 
see as sustainable for their organizations and communities. By voicing these con-
cerns, the organizations exert their agency, trying to make a difference in their 
constituents’ position economically, socially and symbolically. Second, for both 
organizations, the financial payments from the oil company contribute to financial 
diversification. In turn, this diversification of funding strengthens the organiza-
tions’ independence in relation to the authorities and increases the organizations’ 
symbolic status among similar civil society actors. Third, the informants perceive 
the company’s payments as highly controversial in terms of legitimacy, social 
equality, expropriation of common resources, and ecology. The informants largely 
expressed their concerns about the ability of these payments to promote sustain-
able development and cultural survival in the long-term. Fourth, many of the 
informants see their indigenous rights as compromised and negated by the rights 
they received as stakeholders. 

6. Conclusion 

The article traces the journey of two Izhma-Komi IOs across time and space to 
investigate the scope and influence of their agency to contest indigenous rights 
norms in the context of Russian oil development during the 2000s. The findings 
expand an understanding of the influence of the Izhma-Komi IOs’ agency (power) 
when it comes to indigenous rights norms and challenges to these norms, despite 
the lack of state recognition of their constituents as KMNS. The study presents 
these IOs as co-producers of the localized version of common norms, showing that  
the Izhma-Komi’s normative understanding of indigeneity is informed by their 
local context, history, and other factors significant in their relationship with the 
state. 

The analysis identifies three horizontal strategies the IOs applied to challenge 
the normative base of their constituents’ status and rights in the extractive context, 
including mobilizing through inter-indigenous recognition, alliancing with envi-
ronmentalists and negotiating with an oil company. It shows how these strategies 
enabled the IOs to successfully change norms locally, in their relations with an oil 
company, and to ascertain certain rights and exert power previously not available 
to them. According to the analysis, the IOs’ strategies have become more informed, 
networked, strategic and pragmatic, absorbing both cooperation and conflicts. 
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The findings from the Izhma-Komi case study do not entail any claims for broader 
generalizations and conclusions. Nevertheless, they suggest trends, factors, and con-
ditions that can impact IOs’ agency in their negotiations with extractive companies. 
The findings of the study suggest that despite the achievements made, the empower-
ment of these IOs, in their relations with oil companies, should not be overestimated. 
The agency of IOs to contest the normative base of their relations with the company 
depends on the willingness and receptivity of the company to negotiate. The latter 
rests on the company’s economic interests in the territory of operation, its ownership 
status, and integration into global markets. Lukoil has much at stake in the Komi in 
terms of finance, politics, and reputation. The company’s sensitivity to its image in 
global markets provided the Izhma-Komi IOs with tools to bargain over their stake-
holders’ rights and to impose the international public leverage locally. Though more 
research is needed, in today’s context of ‘state capitalism’ in the energy sector, it is 
hypothetically unlikely that the outcomes for the Izhma-Komi would be similar, if 
they had to negotiate their rights with state-owned energy giants such as Rosneft or 
Gazprom.

As the analysis reveals, in order for IOs to achieve normative change when it comes 
to relations within the Russian ‘bad governance’ triangle, it is critically important for 
IOs to build coalitions with outside international actors such as indigenous and 
environmental organizations. A coalition with an outside actor can prove pivotal for 
a local IO to be recognized and accepted by a company as a potential partner for 
dialogue and negotiation. However, the Izhma-Komi-Greenpeace coalition demon-
strates that the role of an outsider can also be controversial, highlighting biases 
within the Arctic IOs community itself. Assuming that indigenous-environmental 
alliances in the Russian Arctic are likely to increase, it can become more challenging 
for ‘young’ Russian IOs to internationalize their partnership with environmentalists 
and to benefit from such a partnership without strategical support from ‘mature’ 
Arctic IOs.

The durability and sustainability of the normative shifts in relations with the oil 
company achieved by the Izhma-Komi IOs, remain another concern. The issue is not 
limited to the informal and personalized character of the agreements signed. Lack 
of institutionalized mechanisms to enforce these agreements inevitably jeopardizes 
their durability from a long-term perspective. However, a more significant concern 
is what will happen with the Izhma-Komi after extractive activities in the region are 
over, given the limited period of oil projects, mostly between 20 and 50 years. The 
leaders of the Izhma-Komi IOs link their hopes for the future ‘after the big oil’ to the 
development of local ethnocultural tourism and promotion of reindeer products on 
the market, including export abroad. 

The way in which the Izhma-Komi manage to maintain their lifestyle, culture and 
economic activities (traditional and innovative), will depend on the quality of the 
natural environment that the oil company leaves behind. While recognition of the 
Izhma-Komi as ‘stakeholders’ from the oil company is a step forward, it falls short 



Indigenous Agency and Normative Change from ‘Below’ in Russia

19

of recognizing their rights as indigenous rights holders. Ultimately such recognition 
will depend on the Russian state and its constitutional and international commit-
ments to indigenous peoples’ rights.
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5 Indigenous agency through 
normative contestation
Defining the scope of free, prior and 
informed consent in the Russian North

Marina Peeters Goloviznina

Introduction

In March 2014, Almazy Anabara, a subdivision of ALROSA, the world leader in 
diamond mining, obtained a license in the Olenek Evenks county, the Republic of 
Sakha (Yakutia) RS (Ya). Neither the local district (ulus) administration nor the resi-
dents of the village of Zhilinda were informed about the planned mining. Zhilinda, 
in which the vast majority of the population are Evenks, has the status of a territory 
of traditional nature use (TTNU), which grants its Indigenous residents a right similar 
to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) or svobodnoye, predvaritel’noye i osoznan-
noye soglasiye. The community gave the company its consent only for three of the 
four proposed mining sites. The locals protested mining on the Malaya Kuonapka 
River, a sacred place for Evenks and the only source of drinking water and fish. The 
ulus administration summoned the federal Agency for Subsoil Use to arbitration and 
demanded them to cancel the results of the auctions at Malaya Kuonapka for violat-
ing Indigenous peoples’ rights under the TTNU law for FPIC. Despite the public 
outcry, the arbitration found no violation of the Evenks’ right to FPIC.

Free, prior and informed consent was outlined in the Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples Convention No. 169 (ILO Convention 169) and fully introduced by the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) as a specific 
Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determine through meaningful consultation on 
how a project may affect them or their territories. Over the past decades, FPIC has 
become a global normative umbrella principle with growing yet contested recog-
nition among governments and corporations to secure Indigenous peoples’ rights 
in an extractive context. Free, prior and informed consent is still an evolving inter-
national norm: its normative status is not clear enough, and its procedural imple-
mentation is controversial (Heinämäki, 2020, p. 335).

While the Russian Indigenous representatives and diplomats took an active role 
in the work on the UNDRIP, Russia has refrained from endorsing the declaration 
and has not ratified ILO 169. The above legal case history from the RS (Ya) FPIC 
shows that it has found its way into deliberations on the Russian ground. It also 
demonstrates how FPIC performs in the RS (Ya) and how Indigenous peoples 
strive to use this international tool to defend their rights regarding local mining.

Scholars have recently begun to delve deeper into studying international (soft) 
regulations in the Russian extraction context, recognizing their growing importance 
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and use over the past decade (Novikova and Wilson, 2017). Some studies show how 
engagement with global markets (supply chains, funding) and adherence to interna-
tional corporate regulations have changed companies’ conduct toward Indigenous 
peoples at the local level (Stammler and Wilson, 2006; Tulaeva et al., 2019). Others 
have taken a bottom-up approach to examine how the development of international 
regulations, globalization and the growth of Indigenous activism and information 
technologies have affected Indigenous peoples’ participation in and control over 
resource development (Tysiachniouk et al., 2018).

Research findings on these issues are mixed. Some scholars argue that interna-
tional Indigenous peoples’ rights and ethical guidelines for industry performance 
are not well known among Indigenous stakeholders (Stammler et al., 2017). Others 
highlight cases when Indigenous peoples’ organizations (IPOs) have voiced local 
injustices in the language of international Indigenous rights and even managed to 
“catch the moment” to improve their position (Peeters Goloviznina, 2019). Indeed, 
the debate on how to study Indigenous actors’ perceptions on such complex issues 
as FPIC needs even greater scholarly attention (see the discussion on human secu-
rity, Hoogensen Gjørv and Goloviznina, 2012, pp. 2–3).

Free, prior and informed consent is the latest addition to the Russian debate. As 
scholarship on the concept in the Russian context remains limited, there is much 
to be explored on the history of FPIC institutionalization and its encounter with 
domestic IPOs. How do Russian IPOs perceive and interpret FPIC? What is their 
experience of it and its implementation on the ground? More importantly, can the 
IPOs use the regulative power of the FPIC to ensure greater participation and 
control by their constituents over their homelands’ developments?

This study contributes to the growing branch of scholarship examining encoun-
ters with FPIC from the perspective of the most numerous and diverse types of 
grassroots IPOs in contemporary Russia – obshchiny (often translated literally as 
nomadic clan communities). The study takes a bifocal research perspective, both 
normative and empirical, to explore the role of obshchiny in enabling the right of 
their constituents to FPIC in extractive projects in the Russian North. The Russian 
Federal Law No 104-FZ defines obshchiny as “a kinship-, family- or community-
based organization of Indigenous peoples, formed to protect their traditional ter-
ritories, traditional ways of life, culture, rights, and legal interests” (Russian 
Federation, 2000). In addition to their large number (1,597 obshchiny registered in 
Russia), the choice of obshchiny also has another analytical reasoning (Russian 
Federation, 2020). Given the specifics of the Russian approach to recognizing 
Indigenous peoples’ territorial rights, obshchiny are the only legal entity through 
which the state recognizes Indigenous peoples’ collective rights to land and use of 
resources (Kryazhkov, 2015).

Over the last decades, scholars have produced two different, albeit interrelated, 
narratives in studying the obshchiny. One concerns the historical (imperialistic) lega-
cies and structures (institutions and power) of Russian Indigenous politics, limiting 
the possibilities of obshchiny to ensure their constituents’ rights to land, autonomy and 
self-determination. The other narrative is about how the Indigenous organizations’ 
lack capacity to take advantage of new opportunities (globalization, digital revolu-
tion) to realize the aspiration for economic, cultural and social advancements.
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Subscribing to both narratives, I argue that they belong to just one side of the 
story about IPOs from above, a perspective of those with dominant status in power 
relations. To complement this mainstream yet one-way approach, I suggest 
rethinking the agency of IPOs from another angle, from below. The actors-based 
perspective spotlights the tactical, instrumental and localized practices the IPOs use 
to contest the normative roots that regulate their relations with the more powerful 
and resourceful counterparts. Incorporating these organizations’ voices into the 
mainstream top-down debate will make more visible the processes of normative 
and social change they initiate and engage in from the bottom up. This advances 
our understanding of IPOs’ agency in the context of the rights-flawed Russian 
state.

The study’s empirical part is designed as a case study of the relationship between 
a family-based Evens obshchina and a gold mining company in the Republic of 
Sakha (Yakutia) in 2015–2019. Zooming into the practice of normative contesta-
tion around FPIC, I explore how the obshchina, contesting the company’s visions 
on FPIC, was able to secure an advantageous interpretation of it; and how, under 
the prevailing unfavorable circumstances, the obshchina was able to maximize its 
benefits and interests. The choice of the RS (Ya) for the study has methodological 
reasons. Scholars demonstrate a consensus, acknowledging the republic as an “out-
standing” case due to its Indigenous legislation’s progressiveness and advanced law 
enforcement mechanisms to regulate “Indigenous–industries” relations. The study 
contributes to the scholarship, highlighting the institutional mechanisms behind 
the “advanced,” rights-based approach to Indigenous politics.

The article consists of six sections. Following the introduction, the second part 
outlines a theoretical framework, sketching the ideas on agency and norms in a 
normative contestation analysis. The third part describes the methodology and 
methods used. The next sections examine the specifics of FPIC in the Russian 
legal framework and discuss the case study findings from the RS (Ya). The final 
part ends with the conclusions.

Agency and norms through practice of normative contestation

The ontological ground of FPIC lies in the right of Indigenous peoples to self-
determination: through their representative organizations, Indigenous peoples have 
the right to express their views and decide what happens on their lands, exerting 
control and governing these developmental activities (Heinämäki, 2020, p. 345). 
The normative foundation of the FPIC process is based on the ideas of participatory 
citizenship and democratic governance (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003; Kooiman et al., 
2005). My analysis joins this stream of scholarship examining how Indigenous actors 
challenge the existing norms to bring about social and political change in gover-
nance. By centering attention on the Indigenous agency’s encounter with the norm 
of FPIC, I apply a norm contestation analysis (NCA) (Wiener, 2014; Jose, 2018).

Norm contestation analysis originates from international relations (IR) norm 
scholarship that concerns norms and norm-related behavior across global–local 
scales (Wiener, 2014). This analysis considers contestation as a “social practice 
that discursively expresses disapproval of norms and entails objection to them” 
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(Wiener, 2014, p. 30). It acknowledges the diversity of norms and their crucial role 
in regulating actors’ social behavior (states, organizations, individuals). While main-
stream IR scholarship focuses on studying norms at the international level, other 
scholars contribute with insights from normative contestation behavior at the 
micro-scales of a global society (Deitelhoff and Zimmermann, 2018).

Instead of viewing the norms as stable, the approach emphasizes their dual 
nature (quality), which implies that they are both structuring (stable) and socially 
constructed (flexible) (Wiener, 2014, pp. 19–24). Understanding norms as dynamic 
constructs of dual quality foregrounds the relationship between norms and agency. 
Norms never remain valid by themselves; they need constant affirmation by the 
actors through their practice. Hence, the actors can always (re-)produce the domi-
nant meaning of the norms or contest it.

Agency manifests the norm-generating power of actors, which derives from and 
is exercised through actors’ asymmetrical relations as power-holders engaged in a 
normative contestation (Wiener, 2014, p. 9). Cultural contexts and institutional 
arenas, varying significantly, play a critical role in enabling the actors’ agency to 
contest the existing norms. The presence of institutional mechanisms that facilitate the 
participation of actors (stakeholders) in contestation processes and the access of 
actors to them largely determine the actors’ ability to exercise their norms- 
generating power. The power of those with limited or without institutional access 
to the normative contestations sites and mechanisms remains negligible and 
restricted (Wiener, 2017, p. 12).

Scholars consider NCA particularly useful for examining human behavior 
related to ambiguous norms (both social and legal) and interactions they have 
caused (Jose, 2018, p. 34). When international norms touch the ground in a given 
context, they generate multiple interpretations of their content, prescriptions (what 
the norm enables and prohibits) and their parameters (the situations in which the 
norm applies) (Jose, 2018, p. 5). Relatively, they encourage and enforce the actors, 
as norm-followers, to operationalize the meaning of these norms and define appro-
priate, norm-compliant behavior.

International Indigenous rights fall into the category of norms whose ambigu-
ity plagues their conceptualization and challenges their practical application. What 
is FPIC, then? How should it be performed on the ground, by whom and under 
what conditions? The vague articulation of FPIC as a normative concept within 
international documents makes it an ideal target for contestation by Indigenous 
actors and extractives. With different backgrounds, driven by diverse (even adverse) 
interests, these actors have a conflicting interpretation of FPIC. While studies show 
that current FPIC practice is replete with positive and negative examples, the 
scholars also highlight its potential for negotiating mutually beneficial agreements 
(Rombouts, 2014, p. 23).

Research methodology and methods

This study was informed by data collected in fieldwork and desk research and 
primarily applied qualitative techniques, including semi-structured interviews, 
participatory observation and document analysis. In total, twenty-two interviews 
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were conducted to clarify the informants’ perceptions of FPIC and related issues 
(consultation, consent, benefits-sharing) in the Republic of Sakha. A large part of 
the interviews was conducted during the fieldwork in two settings: in Yakutsk 
(February–March 2019) and the obshchina winter camp along the Verkhoyansk 
Range (March 2019). Among my informants were the obshchina members, repre-
sentatives of the republican authorities, the Ombudsman for Indigenous Peoples’ 
Rights (OIPR), regional branches of Indigenous public organizations, including 
the Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (AIPON), the World Reindeer 
Herders Association (WRH), the Union of the Nomadic Obshchiny (UNO) and 
academia. The names of many informants were anonymized to protect their iden-
tity. Most of the interviews were conducted in Russian, recorded and transcribed 
as text documents.

The secondary data for analysis is a corpus of official documents on Indigenous 
issues, including the relevant federal and RS (Ya) legislation, policy papers and the 
reports of the OIPR (2014–2019) (OIPR, 2020). The open-access data on 
Polymetal’s social and Indigenous policy was obtained through the company’s 
website (Polymetal International plc, 2020). These data have also been coded, cat-
egorized and analyzed using a mix of interpretative analysis techniques.

The challenge of FPIC in the Russian context

Although Russia has not endorsed the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), it has reaffirmed its commitment to FPIC on 
numerous international platforms (OHCHR, 2018). Russian officials have always 
emphasized that the FPIC has to be interpreted through the normative lens of 
national legislation. The status and rights of Indigenous peoples are enshrined in 
the Constitution of Russia (1993) and three federal Indigenous laws, namely “On 
the Guarantees of the Rights” (1999), “On Organization of Obshchiny” (2000) and 
“On Territories of Traditional Nature Use” (2001) (Russian Federation, 1992, 
1993, 1999, 2000, 2001). This legal framework incorporates Russia’s approach to 
recognizing “Indigenous peoples” and their land rights.

At the core of Russia’s approach to recognizing indigeneity lies the concept of 
korrennye malochislennye narody Severa, Sibiri i Dalnego Vostoka, KMNS (small-  
numbered peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East). The law defines KMNS as

peoples living in the territories of their ancestors’ traditional settlements, 
preserving the traditional way of life and economic activities, numbering 
fewer than 50,000 persons, and recognizing themselves as independent ethnic 
communities.

(Russian Federation, 1999)

Forty ethnic groups have KMNS status and represented 0.2 percent of the coun-
try’s population at the last census (Russian Federation, 2010).

Russia’s approach to recognizing KMNS land rights also differs from other 
Arctic states (Fondahl et al., 2020). They live and maintain their economies in a 
gigantic area rich in natural resources. Much of the land is public property, as the 
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territory is vital for Russian national security and its resources-based economy. 
The state does not recognize the inherent rights to ancestral lands of small-num-
bered peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East, but only their usufruct rights 
to land tenure (where the title remains with the state).

Russia has no particular law on FPIC. The legislator grants the scope of FPIC-
related rights to obshchiny, recognizing them as the only rights-holders of the 
KMNS collective rights (Kryazhkov, 2015). The modern institutional history of 
the obshchiny has its origins in post-Soviet Russia (Fondahl et al., 2001; Gray, 2001; 
Novikova, 2001; Stammler, 2005; Sirina, 2010). With the crash of the Soviet com-
mand economy and the system of state farms (sovkhozes), the land from state farms 
(but not property rights) was transferred to the obshchiny. In the 1990s, the obshchiny 
registered their legal entities as various commercial agricultural organizations 
(Sirina, 2010; Stammler, 2005).

The Presidential Edict of 1992 issued two directives of a revolutionary character 
(Russian Federation, 1992). The edict called on the regional governments to trans-
fer reindeer pastures, hunting grounds and fishing areas used by KMNS to their 
obshchiny for “life-time possession, free-of-charge use” (Russian Federation, 1992). 
The edict also called on the authorities to define the TTNU and declare their 
indefeasible status for any extractive activities. Since then, the institutional linkup 
between obshchiny and TTNUs has made them the central hub of Russia’s KMNS 
land rights recognition politics (Fondahl et al., 2001, p. 551).

In 2000, ten years after the first obshchiny were organized locally, federal legisla-
tors enacted the law “On obshchiny” (Russian Federation, 2000). The law recog-
nized obshchiny as non-profit organizations (NPOs) and their economic activities 
solely for non-commercial purposes. The latter has been limited to a closed list of 
thirteen types of activities, including reindeer husbandry, hunting, and fishing 
(Russian Federation, 2000). The new legislation also required obshchiny created in 
the 1990s to change their status from commercial agricultural organizations to 
non-profit. Since the mid-2000s, the government has regularly stripped away the 
provisions of rights of obshchiny (Kryazhkov, 2015). The most critical of these, con-
cerning the land rights of the obshchiny, were introduced by the new Land Code 
(Russian Federation, 2001a). The Code replaced the norm of land use “free of 
charge” with use “on lease.” The new regulation eventually jeopardizes the very 
existence of the obshchina. No single obshchina can afford to pay even the minimal 
rent for thousands of hectares of land tenured under the restrictive conditions to 
use it only for non-commercial activities. Due to the municipal government 
reforms of 2004–2005, the self-governmental function of obshchiny at the local 
level also became invalid (Kryazhkov, 2015, p. 56).

The federal law FZ-49 defines territories of traditional nature use (TTNU) as 
“specially protected territories, established on the lands of obshchiny to ensure tra-
ditional nature use and preserve traditional ways of life” (Russian Federation, 
2001). The legislator expels these territories from any property transfers (via buy-
ing-selling, lease, etc.). In the same vein as FPIC, the legislator recognizes the right 
of the KMNS to say no to industrial activities on such territory, yet without the 
veto power. If industrial activities in such an area are unavoidable, the law 
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guarantees the affected communities compensation payments or land allocation 
elsewhere.

Since 1992, in many subjects (regions) of Russia, the authorities have estab-
lished hundreds of TTNU under their jurisdiction (Tranin, 2010). Meanwhile, the 
federal government has failed to establish a single federal-level TTNU. Given the 
supremacy of the federal law, the future of regional-level TTNU remains peculiar. 
In the event of a potential conflict of national and regional jurisdictions, the latter 
would fail to protect the regional TTNU from being dismantled (Murashko and 
Rohr, 2018, p. 40).

As a cornerstone of FPIC, the participation and consultation of the KMNS 
affected by industrial activities are regulated by federal land, environment and sub-
soil legislation. The legislator requires companies to inform, consult and consider 
the local community’s opinion regardless of their ethnic composition before 
implementing the project. The law provides two institutional channels of partici-
pation on the local level of governance of extractive developments for KMNS and 
non-KMNS people: an environmental review and public hearings.

The legislator obligates all developers to conduct otsenka vozdeystviya na okru-
zhaiyschuiy sredu, OVOS (comparable to an environmental impact assessment, EIA) 
(Russian Federation, 1995). This may include an etnologicheskaya ekspertiza, EE 
(comparable to a social impact assessment, SIA), but this is not obligatory. The 
results of an assessment of environmental impacts become subject to deliberation 
at a public hearing, a gathering where the community meets with developers and 
authorities to voice their concerns and expectations regarding the proposed activi-
ties. The public hearing ends with a protocol that includes these issues but has no 
legal force binding the company to implement them. While a public hearing 
implies a democratic and inclusive idea of governance, in practice, it gives the com-
munity only the tiniest degree of empowerment, making its participation through 
this channel rather a formality (Tulaeva et al., 2019).

To sum up, while the Russian legislation formally includes norms on participa-
tion, informing and consulting Indigenous peoples, the existing framework 
addresses FPIC neither entirely nor comprehensively. The Russian legislator’s 
vision of the FPIC is narrow, as it impairs the fundamental importance of this 
principle to ensure Indigenous peoples’ rights in the international legal framework 
(Kryazhkov and Garipov, 2019). Nevertheless, within the contemporary Russian 
federative state, numerous subjects (regions) provide better protection of KMNS 
rights than the corresponding federal law. One of the vanguard regions where 
regional lawmakers have made progress in incorporating the FPIC in KMNS leg-
islation and its implementation is the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) (Sleptsov and 
Petrova, 2019).

Contestation on FPIC in the RS (Ya): a case study

FPIC in the RS (Ya) legal framework

The Republic of Sakha, with an area of 3,084 million square kilometers, is one of 
three ethnic republics among the nine federal subjects of the Arctic Zone of the 
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Russian Federation (AZRF). The republic has a population of one million people, 
around half of whom have a Sakha (Yakut) ethnicity. The capital Yakutsk lies 4,900 
kilometers east of Moscow. For centuries, for five ethnic groups, practicing a semi-
nomadic way of life and closely connected to the land, these territories have been 
a homeland. According to the last census (2010), these groups include the Evens, 
the Evenki, the Dolgans, the Chukchi and the Yakagirs, making up just 4.2 percent 
of the region’s population.

Sakha became part of the Russian Empire in the sixteenth century, and since 
then, its economic history has been one of resource exploitation (Tichotsky, 2000, 
p. 72). For Sakha’s governors, ownership and control over the land (subsoils) have 
always been a matter of paramount importance. Within the Soviet command-
administrative system, the republic’s gold mining and diamond industries provided 
the national budget with significant foreign exchange earnings, ensuring its special 
status in relations with central authorities in Moscow (Tichotsky, 2000, p. 71). In 
early post-Soviet Russia, Sakha’s elites successfully used land, indigeneity and eth-
nicity issues as resources in their negotiations with the federal center over land 
control, subsoil revenues and the strengthening of Sakha’s sovereignty (Balzer and 
Vinokurova, 1996, p. 101).

Nicknamed “a storehouse of the country’s diamonds, gold, tin, oil and gas 
reserves,” RS (Ya) is also known for its protectionism toward KMNS through leg-
islation and policy. The republic adopted most of the laws on KMNS earlier than 
the federal legislator (Table 5.1). These days the regional legislation provides better 
protection of KMNS rights than the corresponding federal legislation (Fondahl 
et al., 2020). Just a month after the presidential decree (1992) that recognized the 
land tenure rights of obshchiny and thus legitimized their inclusion in the debate on 
land privatization in the Russian North, Sakha politicians passed the regional 
Obshchiny Law (1992). During the next decades, the republic became the flagman 
in the organization of obshchiny and the territories of traditional nature use. These 
days it has 199 obshchiny and 62 TTNU, which comprise a significant share of such 
institutions in the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (Sakha Republic, 2020a).

Table 5.1 Legislation in the RS (Ya) and the Russian Federation on KMNS rights

Subject RS (Ya) law adopted Russian federal law adopted

Constitution 1992 1993
Obshchina KMNS 1992 2000
Reindeer Husbandry 1997
Territories of Traditional Nature 

Use (TTNU)
2006 2001

Ethnological Expertise (EE) 2010
Ombudsman For Indigenous 

Peoples’ Rights (OIPR)
2013

On Responsible Subsurface 
Resource Use

2018
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During the 2000s, political and administrative reforms sharply increased decen-
tralization in the federal–regional relations, including the redistribution of tax 
flows, resource revenues and the unification of law. The federal legislator has failed 
to provide proper legal backing and guarantees to obshchiny and the TTNU. On the 
contrary, the expansion of the country’s resource-based economy and the growth 
in energy demands around the world have led to numerous amendments and 
changes in federal legislation, further weakening the legal protection of the KMNS 
(Murashko and Rohr, 2015, p. 30).

In the Republic of Sakha, these processes have led to a “second wave” of regional 
lawmaking to strengthen control over the territory (subsoils) and promote good 
governance in KMNS affairs. Lawmakers’ efforts have resulted in two enforcement 
mechanisms through ethnological expertise (EE) and the ombudsman for 
Indigenous peoples’ rights (OIPR). Both instruments aim to compel companies to 
comply with international and national rules regarding information, consent and 
compensation for the KMNS affected by their industrial activities. In contempo-
rary Russia, EE is an exclusive practice to RS (Ya), while the OIPR is limited to a 
few regions.

Even though norm obligating extractive companies to conduct EE was men-
tioned in the federal law two decades ago, legislators’ efforts have not gone beyond 
the project stage (Novikova and Wilson, 2017). To fill this gap, in 2010, the RS 
(Ya) legislators issued a law on ethnological expertise. The law defines ethnological 
expertise as “a public service aimed to create conditions for meaningful dialogue 
and partnership between extractives and KMNS” and explicitly endorses the FPIC 
as its guiding principle (Sakha Republic, 2010).

Like a social impact assessment (SIA), ethnological expertise is a scientific study 
to measure planned industrial activities’ cumulative impacts on the livelihood, cul-
ture and economies of the affected obshchiny. It results in a legal decision to support 
or reject the project, stating the amount of compensation that the company has to 
pay to the obshchiny. Unlike SIA’s voluntary nature within what is comparable to 
an environmental impact assessment (OVOS), ethnological expertise is mandatory 
for all industrial activities planned in areas with obshchiny prior to implementing a 
project. Companies evading EE are subject to a fine. It is essential to emphasize that 
the binding character of ethnological expertise is limited only to territories of 
traditional nature use.

The Ombudsman for Indigenous Peoples’ Rights (OIPR) is an independent 
government body that aims

to institutionalize a guaranteed right of Indigenous peoples to have a special 
representative to advocate their interests in relations with authorities, busi-
nesses, and civil society organizations in a court and other settings.

(Sakha Republic, 2013)

The OIPR is appointed by the Head of the RS (Ya) on the KMNS organizations’ 
proposal. The mandate gives the ombudsman the authority to investigate KMNS 
complaints of maladministration and violation of their rights, exert non-judicial 
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pressure to resolve conflicts involving the KMNS and submit annual recommenda-
tions to the RS (Ya) Parliament and its Head.

High stakes at Nezhda

Nezhda (Nezhdaninskoye) is the fourth-largest gold deposit in Russia (632 tons of 
ore reserves) located in the remote areas of the Verkhoaynsk mountain range in the 
northeast of RS (Ya) (Figure 5.1). The deposit was discovered in 1951, but due to 
global negative trends in gold prices and the economic crisis in 1998, the mine was 
closed. In 2015, Polymetal, one of the largest global gold producers, came to the 
RS (Ya) through the JSC South-Verkhoyansk Mining Company to restart Nezhda. 
Total capital expenditures for Nezhda are estimated at USD234 million, with a 
mine life of up to 2045 (Polymetal International plc, 2020).

Polymetal is an internationally active Russian precious metals public limited 
company registered in Jersey (UK). The company shows its commitment to cor-
porate ethical conduct and responsibility through membership with the UN 
Global Compact, the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiatives (EITI) and the 
International Finance Corporation performance standards (IFC). Under its princi-
pal investor’s requirements – the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development – the company undertakes to respect Indigenous peoples’ land rights 
and integrate the FPIC in its operation.

Over a decade of operations in the Russian sub-Arctics, Polymetal has built the 
company’s reputation responsive to Indigenous peoples’ rights and environmental 
standards. Several national and international assessments have praised the company’s 

Figure 5.1  The Nezhda mine, the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia. ©Arctic Centre, 
University of Lapland.
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environmental responsibility efforts and performance in Indigenous communities’ 
engagements (Overland, 2016; Knizhnikov et al., 2018). A more detailed analysis of 
the company’s social reporting shows that Polymetal does not have a specific cor-
porate Indigenous policy and considers “Indigenous issues” among many other 
engagements with local communities. The company engages with local (Indigenous) 
communities through voluntary “in-kind” donations and philanthropy, rather than 
on a program basis. Moreover, the company does not have a formal grievance 
mechanism to provide affected Indigenous communities with access to remedy.

The area around Nezhda has high stakes not only for the company and mining. 
After the Tomponskyi state farm’s liquidation, these plots were transferred to former 
workers, the Even reindeer herders, who organized their family-based obshchina. The 
obshchina received 396,000 hectares of land for forty-nine years as a usufruct (land 
tenure). On the cadastral passport that the obshchina has for the land, the plots are 
registered as hunting grounds, legitimizing their multi-purpose use for reindeer herd-
ing, hunting and fishing. However, the areas adjacent to Nezhda do not have the 
status of a territory of traditional nature use. Although the obshchina has applied to 
recognize these parcels as such, local authorities have rejected these applications, argu-
ing that this can lead to a “conflict of interests” between different land (subsoil) users.

Since 2001, the obshchina has had a legal entity status as a non-profit organiza-
tion of Indigenous peoples with reindeer husbandry as its principal activity. It owns 
a thousand reindeer, and its primary income comes from the republican subsidies 
for reindeer husbandry. Seventy percent of that small but stable income goes to 
herders’ remuneration at USD 300 per month. The community is an active mem-
ber of the republican branches of Indigenous peoples’ and reindeer herders’ asso-
ciations, including the World Reindeer Herders Association (WRH), the 
Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (AIPON) and the Union of the 
Nomadic Obshchiny (UNO).

The obshchina officially has eleven adult members registered as employees. Its 
organizational structure includes two brigades (camps), each led by brothers, while 
their sister, a well-known Even politician in the past, acts as chairwoman. The 
brothers and their families herd the deer and watch these remote territories all year 
round, whereas the chairwoman’s job in Yakutsk is crucial to accessing the authori-
ties, company headquarters and Indigenous associations to carry out necessary 
paperwork and networking. The combination of rural and urban members in the 
organizational structure and its strong ties with authorities and Indigenous associa-
tions ensure the obshchina’s access to various sites of negotiations, resources and 
flows (material and nonmaterial) regionally, nationally and internationally. 
Although these characteristics of the obshchina’s organizational capacity are not 
unique, they are also not typical of two hundred other obshchiny in the RS (Ya).

FPIC through the actors’ contestation “talks” and “walks”

The data analysis revealed that the obshchina and Polymetal had different percep-
tions of FPIC. As a commercial entity, the company has viewed FPIC from a 
“minimalist” stance, narrowing its interpretation to national legislation and limit-
ing its costs and responsibilities to affected obshchiny to only legally binding tasks. 
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In contrast, the community’s perception of the FPIC is broad, based on the prin-
ciples of reciprocity, mutual respect, shared responsibility and accountability. The 
actors’ views influenced their contestation practices around two main areas; 
“ consent” and “benefits-sharing.”

The first area of disagreement between the obshchina and the company was 
about “consent,” including who grants the consent in Nezhda and whose consent 
counts as legitimate. Polymetal entered the RS (Ya) in 2015, having signed coop-
eration agreements with the republican and Tomponskyi municipal authorities. 
The public hearing on Nezhda was held in the municipal center Khandyga, 
250 km away from the mine. Most of the participants were representatives of the 
local authorities or the company and none of them informed the obshchina about 
the reopening of the mine or the hearings. The environmental impact assessment 
stated that the project would not affect any Indigenous obshchina and TTNU, and 
its environmental impact would be moderate. The hearing ended with a protocol 
supporting the Nezhda mine, which the company acknowledged as the local com-
munity’s consent.

The obshchina’s normative stance concerning the “C” in the FPIC was differ-
ent. Soon after the project started, the obshchina lost dozens of reindeer due to 
traffic accidents and shootings. These incidents and the “minimalist” conduct of 
Polymetal brought the obshchina chairwoman to the company’s Yakutsk office to 
negotiate trade-offs. During the negotiations, the chairwoman challenged the 
legitimacy of the consent obtained, requiring the company to recognize the 
 obshchina as one of the local consent-grantors. The chairwoman argued that the 
local consent, to be legitimate, must include the informed agreement of all those 
affected by the mining industry and, first of all, of “affected Indigenous commu-
nities.” Voicing the “Indigenous” perspective in interpretations of FPIC as broad 
and inclusive, she used moral and non-legal character arguments, referring to 
customary law.

The company objected to this with its narrow interpretation of FPIC while 
using Russian legislation’s normative language. The company claimed that the 
land around Nezhda was public property. The state granted the company a legal 
mining license. Even though the plots of the obshchina are adjacent to Nezhda, 
there is no legal recognition of these areas as TTNU. Consequently, the obshchina’s 
claims to the status of an “affected Indigenous community” lacked sufficient legal 
legitimacy. In turn, the obshchina insisted that even if their claims might have less 
legal significance without the official TTNU status, its demands to respect their 
rights and compensate for losses ultimately had moral legitimacy. How Polymetal 
respects these rights will have direct implications for its corporate reputation 
regionally, nationally and internationally.

The second area of contention between the obshchina and the company over 
the FPIC was benefits-sharing. Generally speaking, benefits-sharing implies dis-
tributing monetary and non-monetary benefits generated by implementing the 
development project and goes beyond compensations (Pham et al., 2013, p. 3). 
In Russia, benefits-sharing arrangements are not monolithic; their practice var-
ies across legal regimes and institutional contexts of the regions (Tysiachniouk 
et al., 2018). In the RS (Ya), the engagement between Indigenous peoples 
and extractive companies regarding the distribution of benefits falls under two 



Indigenous agency through normative contestation 97

modes: quasi-formal bilateral agreement-making and formal agreement-making 
using ethnological expertise (EE).

As the above analysis shows, the legal framework limits the choices available to 
obshchiny if their territory does not have a TTNU status. The legislator excludes 
these obshchiny from the list of legitimate claimants for benefits-sharing through 
the EE. For comparison, the RS (Ya) hosts 418 extractive companies with 1,467 
licenses to extract minerals, while only twenty-one ethnological expertise assess-
ments were conducted in 2010–2020 (Sakha Republic, 2020b). The legislator left 
a large part of the obshchiny with a poor choice: to protest or negotiate with the 
company independently.

In the case under study, Polymetal argued its position on benefits-sharing from 
a commercial (minimalist) stance. The company justified its actions by Russian 
legislation, claiming its benefits-sharing with the RS (Ya) and the local municipal-
ity. These include taxes and revenues to the republican and local budgets, invest-
ments into infrastructure (building roads, electricity lines) and new jobs for the 
locals. According to the company, among other payments for 2016–2018, the com-
pany paid 27 million rubles only to the local budget. The municipality spent these 
to renovate a medical center, purchase computers for a school and celebrate 
Reindeer Herders’ Day.

The obshchina objected, contesting the perceived legitimacy of these benefit-
sharing arrangements as genuinely equitable. The chairwoman did acknowledge 
that the company’s money had improved the residents’ living standards in the 
municipal center. However, she emphasized that the reindeer herders in their 
remote camps received nothing from these “benefits” to somehow compensate for 
their damages, stress and risks. The chairwoman urged the company to provide a 
more targeted and justified distribution of benefits, ensuring the rights of affected 
reindeer herders to particular (and better) compensation.

Such interactions between the obshchina, Polymetal and the authorities, and 
their contestations around “local consent” and “benefits-sharing” are not unique to 
Sakha or Russia. The Russian “irregular governance triangle” (Petrov and Titkov, 
2010) makes it a common practice on the ground for the authorities to go beyond 
the “intermediary” role and deliberately replace community (indigenous) voices, 
speaking on their behalf. Such a mode of interaction encourages companies to deal 
with the state’s representatives instead of working with Indigenous obshchiny 
directly. The companies perceive “local consent” as an agreement with local 
authorities in exchange for social payments. The companies’ money flows to capi-
tals and municipal centers, while the Indigenous obshchiny, most affected by extrac-
tive activities, rarely enjoy these benefits. As already argued, the companies take a 
minimalist approach, limiting their costs and responsibilities to the affected obsh-
chiny to tasks that are legally binding. The latter are few and easy to defy, given the 
principal role the extractive industries play in the country’ s resource-based econ-
omy and the deficit of the rule of law.

At the end of their first round of negotiations, the obshchina and Polymetal 
reached a verbal agreement that the company would pay damages for each deer 
killed. They also agreed to build a fence along the road to prevent deer–vehicle 
collisions. The deal was short-lived, and when the company failed to keep its 
promises, the obshchina submitted a complaint to the OIPR.
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OIPR as a norm enforcer

The Indigenous peoples’ right to use advocates to negotiate with more powerful 
counterparts in the FPIC process is recognized and broadly practiced. As interna-
tional experience suggests, in contexts with a deficit of the rule of law and weak-
ness of civil society organizations, Indigenous peoples have better chances to 
defend their rights with help from the specialized institution of the ombudsman 
(Krizsán, 2014). In Russia, the first institution of OIPR was established in the 
Krasnoyarsk region in 2008. Like other ombudsman-type institutions in Russia, 
the OIPR has a “personified” nature, the legitimacy and effectiveness of which 
heavily depend on political support from the regional authorities and civil society 
organizations (Bindman, 2017).

In the Republic of Sakha, the OIPR was established in 2014. During 2014–
2019, the institution was led by Konstantin Robbek, who had extensive experi-
ence working with Indigenous rights in the republic as an activist, analyst and 
policymaker. A lawyer by education and Even by origin, he interned at the UN 
program for Indigenous practitioners on Indigenous advocacy and rights defense. 
For years of serving as the OIPR, Robbek has strengthened the new institution’s 
capacity and mandate, not least with the support of local Indigenous organizations. 
The legitimacy and authority of the OIPR these days in the RS (Ya) is high and 
recognized by the extractives operating there.

In response to the obshchina’s complaint about Polymetal’s misconduct, the 
OIPR organized a meeting between the parties to facilitate a dialogue. According 
to the ombudsman, the conflict situation between the obshchina and Polymetal was 
far from unique and had a standard set of characteristics and causes for such cases. 
At the core of the conflict was a lack of shared understanding of normative foun-
dations of mutual conduct, rights and obligations between the parties in the con-
text of extractive activities. Like every encounter between Indigenous peoples and 
extractives, the conflict manifested as an asymmetry of power, capacity and 
resources. Uncertainties, contradictions and numerous loopholes in federal legisla-
tion serve the companies’ interests rather than protect Indigenous peoples’ rights.

Given this background, the OIPR saw his role in balancing these power asym-
metries by articulating challenges faced by the obshchina in legal terms and linking 
them to the powerful language of international law. Acting as a local normative-
enforcer, the OIPR gave a broad interpretation of Indigenous peoples’ rights, using 
relevant international standards (ILO 169 and UNDRIP) and referred to good exam-
ples of Indigenous–mining industry relations from other regions and countries.

Another crucial task of the ombudsman in mediating the conflict between the 
obshchina and Polymetal was to counteract the company’s attempts to define and 
perform the FPIC solely on its own, following “minimalist” commercial visions. 
To do this, the OIPR leveraged its interpretative power and mandate as an institu-
tion affiliated with authorities to convince the company to accept broadly formu-
lated interpretations of the FPIC process as authoritative.

While it is not always the case in practice, the mediation of the OIPR lifted the 
obshchina–Polymetal relations to a new level. One of the direct practical outcomes 
of the OIPR’s facilitation was formalizing communication channels between the 
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parties. The company appointed two officers to deal with the obshchina’s queries. 
Since then, communication has improved: it has become prompt, conducted by 
cell phone and respectfully. According to the Indigenous informants, a lack of 
respect and pervasive negative attitudes among the company’s representatives had 
been some of the most significant barriers to building mutually trustful relations. 
Though these negative perceptions have not entirely disappeared, the facilitation of 
the OIPR has encouraged the company staff to progress with more sensitive and 
respectful attitudes toward the herders and their requests.

Soon after the meeting with the ombudsman, the obshchina and the company 
signed their first bilateral agreement. To date, the agreement practice is annual, 
bilateral, confidential and quasi-formal, offering benefits-sharing as “in-kind” ser-
vices. For example, the company has subsidized a ten-kilometer-long fence along 
the main road. It regularly helps the herders to deliver food, fuel and equipment to 
their remote camps. Scrolling back on the history of their relationship with 
Polymetal, the members of the obshchina acknowledge the company’s efforts to 
build positive mutual relations. Nevertheless, the current main concern of the 
 obshchina remains to induce the company to step beyond its minimalist position 
toward more equitable benefits-sharing that will contribute to the obshchina’s long-
term economic sustainability.

Conclusion

The case study of the obshchina in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) shows that the 
Russian Indigenous peoples’ organizations, like their Arctic counterparts, increas-
ingly recognize FPIC as a tool for empowerment. The analysis of the obshchina’s 
contestation practices highlights its agency (norm-generating power) to object and 
challenge the normative foundations of their relationships with the mining com-
pany and authorities, which they perceive as unjust, illegitimate and even immoral. 
As the study demonstrates, the availability and accessibility of institutional mecha-
nisms to ensure obshchiny participation in deliberation forums is a matter of 
Indigenous peoples’ success. The EE and the institution of the OIPR in the RS 
(Ya), complementing and enforcing each other, offer obshchiny different institu-
tional doorways to broaden their participation in the governance of natural 
resources extraction at the local level. These mechanisms serve as the contestation 
sites, providing obshchiny with critical engagement with the norms to refine their 
rights’ normative roots. Furthermore, the EE and the OIPR operate as local FPIC 
enforcers, which helps obshchiny enhance their rights to the FPIC and benefits-
sharing. However, as the study shows, the interpretative power of the EE and OIPR 
is neither fixed nor conclusive and has its limitations.

The case study holds broader lessons for understanding the performance of 
FPIC on the ground that is not limited by the Russian extractive context. As 
extractive corporations’ role in global governance grows, it is corporations rather 
than governments that take an increasingly leading role in promoting the FPIC. 
When the legislator does not require FPIC and does not control its implementa-
tion, it allows companies to independently decide what FPIC is about and where, 
how and to what extent it is to apply. As the case study shows, there is a risk that 
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the company misuses the fundamental legal meaning of FPIC as the right of 
Indigenous peoples as it relates specifically to the land consent prior to any land 
disturbances (not afterward). Even when a company declares its commitment to 
FPIC, it often deprives the FPIC of its normative value, which is intended to 
enable self-determination of affected Indigenous obshchiny through true consulta-
tion and a share of the benefits to contribute to their sustainable development.

In the Russian context, FPIC can become a vehicle for Indigenous peoples to 
enable their right to self-determination in extractive developments but under spe-
cific provisions. These will require updating national legislation in line with inter-
national Indigenous peoples’ rights supporting FPIC and empower the obshchiny 
through new, more democratic governance structures.
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