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MOSCOW, Sept. 30 — After years of unusually public infighting, the Russian cabinet approved the Kyoto Protocol on global warming today and prepared to send it to parliament, where its expected approval would allow the long-delayed climate change treaty to come into force around the world.

	
	

	
	


Rejection three years ago by the United States of the 1997 United Nations treaty had left the decisive vote to Russia, a major industrial polluter, where opponents have argued that it would harm the nation's economic interests.

The treaty, which orders cuts in emissions of gases linked to global warming, must be ratified by at least 55 countries that accounted for at least 55 percent of global emissions in 1990.

Already 120 nations have ratified the treaty or acceded to it but some large polluters have refused to do so, and Russia's agreement was needed to reach the required proportion of global emissions.

In 1990, the United States accounted for 36.1 percent of emissions, and Russia for 17.4 percent.

The treaty is widely considered a milestone of international environmental diplomacy. It is the first agreement that sets binding restrictions on emissions of heat-trapping gases that, for now, remain an unavoidable result of almost any activity from driving a car to running a power plant. The main source of the dominant gas, carbon dioxide, is burning coal and oil.

But many experts say that, at the same time, the protocol is just the tiniest step toward ultimately limiting the human influence on climate, given that its targets are small and that major polluters, including the United States and China, will not be bound by its terms.

The Russian parliament, or Duma, is dominated by supporters of President Vladimir V. Putin and although Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov predicted a "difficult debate," the president's wishes were expected to be final.

Mr. Putin made no public statement today. His top economic adviser, Andrei Illarionov, a leading opponent, said that the decision had been taken for political reasons and that the task now would be to try to minimize what he called its negative consequences for Russia.

He said compliance would slow Russia's economic growth and make it impossible to meet the president's stated goal of doubling its gross domestic product within a decade.

"It's a political decision, it's a forced decision," he said, according to the Interfax news agency. "It's not a decision we are making with pleasure." He said the treaty was based on false and even deceptive scientific assumptions.

German Gref, the economic development minister, called the treaty "a progressive step" but said, "It will hardly be decisive in radically improving the environmental situation." He added that it was unlikely to undermine Russia's economic growth.

Vladimir Azkharov, director of the Center for Russian Environmental Policy, a local lobbying group, said the treaty "very, very probably" would be approved in parliament, although he said, "there is no guarantee."

President Bush rejected the treaty in 2001, saying it would burden the economy by limiting use of still-abundant fossil fuels and unfairly excluded big developing countries from binding curbs on emissions. The Senate had long ago signaled its opposition, as well.

China and other developing countries, while signing the treaty, only did so because it obligated established industrial powers to act first.

Last December, in what seemed a definitive rejection, Mr. Illarionov said Russia would not sign the treaty. In May, however, Mr. Putin pledged to speed ratification in return for support by the European Union for Russia's bid to join the World Trade Organization.

International environmental groups voiced satisfaction at the news.

"As the Earth is battered by increasing storms, floods and droughts, President Putin has brought us to a pivotal point in human history," said Steve Sawyer, a climate campaigner for Greenpeace International, in a statement.

"We are on the brink of securing the Kyoto Protocol. The Bush Administration is out in the cold and the rest of the world can move forward as one to start tackling climate change, the greatest threat to civilization the world has ever seen."

In a telephone interview from New York, Fred Krupp, president of Environmental Defense, said, "What is significant is that it will be a market signal heard around the world, a signal that we are moving into a carbon-constrained future."

	
	

	
	


Monitoring and enforcement mechanisms will be put in place and businesses and developed economies will begin "a hunt for least-cost ways to reduce carbon," he said.

As reported by the Interfax news agency, today's cabinet meeting was contentious.

"The Academy of Science confirms its position that the protocol is not effective and gives us no advantages," the head of the academy's institute on climate change and ecology, Yuri Izrael was reported as saying.

Deputy Foreign Minister Yuri Fedotov opened the meeting by focusing on Russia's international reputation, saying, "If we had denied ratification we would have been in the wrong. If the blame had been placed on Russia we would have suffered political and economic losses."

Mr. Illarionov presented the world from a different perspective in remarks earlier this week when he said pressure on Moscow to ratify was part of an "undeclared war against Russia" and based on "insolent interference in economic growth and the development of society."

Russia signed the treaty in 1997, as the United States did under President Bill Clinton, and expressed initial support for it.

Last December, in what seemed a definitive rejection, Mr. Illarionov said Russia would not sign the treaty. In May, however, Mr. Putin pledged to speed ratification in return for support by the European Union for Russia's bid to join the World Trade Organization.

The treaty, signed in Kyoto, Japan, set a deadline of 2012 for major industrialized countries, as a group, to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide, methane and other heat-trapping gases by 5.2 percent from 1990 levels.

Many of the treaty's weaknesses are a function of the time that has elapsed since its targets and basic architecture were hastily negotiated in December 1997.

Since then, economic activity and emissions have threatened to put Europe and Japan, its main proponents, out of compliance.

The treaty provides "flexible mechanisms" for countries to reach their targets without actually reducing their emissions at home. These include emissions trading, in which one country buys the right to emit from another that has already met its targets for reduction and has "spare" emissions reductions.

By declining to sign the treaty, the United States has removed itself as a major potential market for these sales.

In the cabinet meeting, Dr. Izrael of the Academy of Sciences said the sale of emission quotas would bring Russia no more than 400 million euros, or $490 million. "It's big money for me, but a trifle for the state," he said.

Prof. David G. Victor, a political scientist at Stanford and longtime student of the protocol, said that Russia had nothing to lose in moving ahead, given that it surpassed its Kyoto targets even before they were negotiated. After the Russian economy collapsed with the fall of communism, the country's greenhouse-gas emissions plummeted far below 1990 levels, leaving it with a bonanza of tradable credits earned when it surpassed its targets.

Russia's agreement on the treaty's terms in 1997 hinged on its getting what could amount to billions of dollars in revenue from selling such credits to other industrial powers, which could use them as a cheap way of meeting their obligations under the treaty.

For Europe, however, this bundle of credits is a markedly mixed blessing now, Mr. Victor said.

The European Union recently passed legislation creating an internal trading market under the protocol's terms, so that its richer member states, like Britain, could get credit toward targets by investing in emissions-cutting projects in poorer, more polluted, ones, like Spain, where the cuts could come more cheaply.

But under the treaty's terms, Europe, Japan, and other industrialized participating countries can buy credits from Russia as well.

If Russia now starts selling its credits to Europe, there will be little incentive for companies within the European Union to push ahead with emissions-cutting schemes that would be more costly, Mr. Victor said.

That could lead to big fights within Europe, where the Green Party holds significant sway in many parliaments. Greenpeace and other environmental groups have derisively labeled the Russian credits "hot air," because they don't represent fresh reductions in emissions.

Russia's accounting system for its credits also remains murky, Dr. Victor said, meaning "there could be a potentially infinite supply."
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