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Rapid warming in Russia could unleash viruses previously unknown to humanity, a Nobel
laureate climatologist has warned at an international climate forum in Siberia.

Russia is warming three times faster than the rest of the world, according to
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) scientists, with its Arctic and Siberian
regions warming four times faster than the global average.

Rae Kwon Chung, a Nobel Peace Prize laureate who also served as leading climate adviser to
former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon, said this warming could release long-dormant
viruses which had been stored for millennia in the country’s vast permafrost layer.

“[For example, coronavirus] is just one virus. But we could see new viruses which will appear
out of the melting ice in Siberia and Canada’s permafrost zones. We don’t know which viruses



this melting ice might awaken,” the state-run TASS news agency quoted Chung as saying at a
Siberia-focused climate conference in the city of Tomsk on Saturday.

Scientists have expressed concerns that permafrost, the layer of permanently frozen soil that
covers some 65% of Russian territory, could release viruses which modern animal species
don’t have immunity against.

Related article: Emissions from Russian Permafrost Could Spike Tenfold if Leaders Ignore UN
Climate Report Warning

Viruses could spread faster between reindeer, seals and other Arctic animal species as climate
change increases the number of ice-free days in the Arctic, Chung said.

Chung also called for a global transition to renewable energy to mitigate the climate crisis,
saying that Russia — currently the world’s fourth-largest emitter of carbon — could play a
key role in that process. 

“Russia doesn’t just have oil and gas, it also has an enormous potential for renewable energy
and hydrogen export,” he was quoted as saying.

At another climate conference in Tomsk over the weekend, University of Sheffield professor
Terry Callaghan warned that melting permafrost could lead to devastating geological
consequences. 

Gallahan and Chung were part of the IPCC research group that received the Nobel Peace Prize
in 2007 for their work on identifying man-made climate change as a critical threat to
humanity.

“Erosion is progressing due to the melting of permafrost, leading to more landslides. Both the
landscape and vegetation are undergoing a very dynamic change,” Callaghan said.

Indigenous populations in these regions are most acutely affected by these changes,
Callaghan said, with communities reliant on reindeer herding or fishing especially vulnerable.

While Russia’s leadership has expressed more concern this year about the climate crisis than
in previous years, it still plans to increase investments into fossil fuel production and has yet
to present a more ambitious plan to slash carbon emissions enough to avoid catastrophic
warming.
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