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MOSCOW: A Russian regulatory pan-
el reviewing plans to build an oil
pipeline that would pass along the
shoreline of Lake Baikal, the world’s
most voluminous freshwater lake, an-
nounced Monday that it had approved
the proposal over objections from sci-
entists and environmental groups.

The announcement by the Federal
Envircamental, Technological and Nu-
clear Oversight Service will allow
Transneft, the state-owned pipeline
monopoly, to proceed with plans to
build a pipeline to ship Siberian oil
eastward to Asian markets,

The project, roughly 4,000 kilome-
{ers, or 2,500 miles, long and known as
the East Siberia-Paciftc Ocean pipeline,
would pass within 900 meters of Lake
Baikal's northern shore.

Lake Baikal is a chasm nearly two ki-
lometers deep that was formed tens of
millions of years ago by 4 crack in the
earth’s crust.

Nearly 640 kilometers long and 48
wide, it holds moze than 20 percent of
the world’s unfrozen fresh water and is
widely regarded as one of Russia’s nat-
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ural gems, Much of its plant and animal
life exists nowhere else and the United
Nations has placed the lake on the
World Heritage list.

Scientists have warned that because
the region remains seismically active
and the lake is still expanding, earth-
quakes could sever any pipeline, caus-
ing its contents to flow into the lake.

They also say that because the Trans-
neft-planned route will require cross-
ing many of the lake’s tributaries, the
project will cause erosion and send dirt
and pollutioe into the lake’s nearly
pristine water,

“It looks very bleak for the environ-
ment,” said Michiel Hotte of the Zoolo-
gical Society of London, who has cam-
‘paigned against the pipeline plan.

The decision announced Monday fol-
lowed months of planning.

Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov
signed a resolution late in 2004 detail-
ing the plan, under which Russia, the
world’s second largest oil exporter,
would build the pipeline and diversify
its oil sales.

President Viadimir Putin  has
signaled his approval.

Opponents of the plan said this
powerful support doomed a chance for
a genuine environmental review.

They said that even though a commis-
sion of Russian experts working for the
oversight service rejected Transneft’s
route on environmental grounds, the
ruling was not accepted. Instead, a new
commission, with additional members,
was tasked with reviewing the project
again.

Greenpeace Russia, which had also
campaigned against the plan, said that
the new commission had been under in-
tense pressure and that its decision was
all but a foregone conclusion,

Signs of the pressure appeared evi-
dent last month, when Transneft’s lead-
ership threatened to sue the oversight
body and seek financial damages
against experts who blocked or delayed
the pipe’s construction.

Greenpeace Russia said it planned to
file alawsuit against the decision. It was
not hopeful of its prospects.
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“Suing a state-owned business with
close ties to the Kremlin is quite a
tricky thing,” said Roman Vazhenkov,
the caropaign coordinator, “But we have
to try.”

During months of meetings and
quarrels, environmentalists had pro-
posed another route for the pipeline
from Siberian wells to Asian markets,
which would have swung north and
cast away from the lake and its water-
shed before joining another section of
the route.

The idea never gained favor with
Transneft, whose route follows the
course of existing rail lines, making de-
velopment less expensive.

“This is a classic conflict between the
cost and the environment,” Hotte said,
adding that “It is just a matter of con-
venience.”

A spokesman for Transneft declined
to comment about the decision.

Company officials have previously
minimized the environmental con-
cerns, saying that the pipeline will be
constructed to high standards and not-
ing that traios carrying oil and petro-
leum products already pass by the lake
each day.
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In an interview last month with the
state-owned Rossiskaya Gazeta news-
paper, Simon Vainshtok, Transneft’s
president, also suggested that Green-
peace was a tool being used by un-
named international interests to pre-
vent Russia from opening Asian and
Pacific oil markets.

Transneft has said it hopes to have
the pipeline completed within three
years at a cost of $iL.5 billion.

Environmentalists said that even
without delays from lawsuits, that
schedule is optimistic.
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