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Tagline: When Red Faded to Green 

 
Logline: Environmental movements lit the spark that lead to the collapse of 
communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe. Following the Chernobyl 
disaster, citizens rose against the totalitarian Soviet establishment and its 
massive industrial pollution. This enterprise is documenting the struggle of 
environmentalists in the Soviet Block and their heritage in post-communist 
societies. 
 

Synopsis 

The first cause, amongst many others, of the Soviet Block’s collapse was the 
environmental movement. This film is a green representation of memory and 
tribute to environmental freedom fighters in Central and Eastern Europe. 

The limited liberalization during the perestroika meant that one prominent 
issue, the environment, was open up for public discussion as part of the 
policy of glasnost - openness. Once this topic became 'legal' in Moscow, it 
was also quickly tolerated in other parts of the Soviet bloc. The environment 
was actually the most useful topic from the resistance groups’ point of view 
because they had dealt with those problems in previous years. Ecological 
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protest seemed quite legal and harmless, held people to mobilize and show 
that when they stand together they could defeat Communism. Environmental 
movements in central and eastern European states played a significant role, 
sometimes defining, in shaking the whole Communist system and eventually 
make it collapse. 

The significance of the growth of environmental groups prior to 1989 resides 
in the effect of the world grassroots social initiatives. To use Vaclav Havel's 
term, these groups represented the rebirth of civil society in states where free 
spontaneous interaction between individuals outside the government-
sponsored institutions was rigorously and strongly discouraged. They were 
able to organize because the environment has never been put on the black 
list as a subject for public discussion.  
 
Following a three year research, the film overpasses the stale analytical 
approach of researching social movements and concentrates on the hidden 
soulful determinants that lead to constructing the environmental dissent in 
Europe’s closed societies. In short, the film is unveiling characters in a 
Lanzmannian manner with a slow (East-European) pace. Research findings, 
big data interpretations, extended interviews, short videos, art, and 
photography will circle the characters on the transmedia platform dedicated 
to this project. 

 

Synopsis: Pursuit of Characters. Breakdown, Country by Country 

 

Bulgaria 

Ekoglasnost 

In Bulgaria, 1988 was also a key year for the ecological movement. Air 
pollution in the town of Ruse on the 
Danube river had reached such 
proportions that it threatened health 
and life of resident population. The 
sources of the pollution were huge 
chemical plants on the Romanian 
bank of the river. Public protest 
forced the Bulgarian government to 
take up the matter with the 
Romanian counterpart. Out of this 
local protest movement came the 
first autonomous environment 
group: the Independent Committee 
for the Protection of the 
Environment. By 1989, groups had 
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formed in every major Bulgarian city. At their head was Ekoglasnost (photo 
infra), established in early 1989. In October and November of that year, the 
organization sponsored a series of protests in Sofia on the occasion of the 
Helsinki Conference on Environmental Cooperation. The subsequent 
imprisonment of the demonstrators contributed in no small part to the fall of 
the Zhivkov regime.  

 

Romania 

Systematization of villages and Radio Free Europe 

Romanian tragicomedy ended in December 1989 in a bloodbath. Despite the 
atrocious degradation of the 
environment, the country did not 
experience any environmental 
movement of dissent. A thin 
exception lies in the International 
protests against what was called 
‘systematization of the villages’, an 
attempt of the communist 
government to forcibly urbanize 
Romanian and Hungarian villages.  

 

Yugoslavia 

The Greens in Slovenia 

The environment and movement played a more ambiguous role in Yugoslavia. 
One of the major successes of the late 1980s was a nationwide effort 
primarily led by scientists to re-sign the federal government decision to build 
a hydroelectric plant at the Tara River Canyon, one of the wildest and most 
scenic canyons in Europe preserved under the United Nations’ Man and the 
Biosphere program. Although environmental groups did organize in each of 
the former republics the environmental movement pulled down its deepest 
roots in Slovenia. The forerunner to the Slovenian greens was started in the 
late 1960s by a daredevil group of students. It moved to the forefront of the 
democratic agenda in the mid 1980s and in 1989 without official approval 
declared itself a party (photo infra). In the 1990 elections the Green party 
aligned with DEMO, the coalition of national democratic forces, and won. By 
joinknoing DEMO, the Slovenian environmental activists were seen by groups 
in the other republics is primarily proponents of Slovenian nationalism and 
then experience was not transmitted to the other republics. Suspicion 
between the environmental activists in the different republics was very high. 
When the communist regime collapsed in Yugoslavia the environmentalists 
remained in their national groups. Their deep-seated distrust of one another 



	

	

4	

made them incapable of mobilizing cross-nationally and preventing the 
destruction that followed. 

 

Hungary 

Danube’s Bend 

In Hungary, the environmental issue that mobilized the country against the 
communist regime was the controversy generated by the government's 
insistence on co-operating with its Slovak partners into a gigantic 
hydroelectric power project that called for the construction of a dam at 
Nagymaros, situated on the beautiful Danube Bend where the river turns at 
90 degrees from its eastward course and flows south. In October 1988, on 
the anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the square in front of 
the Hungarian Parliament building was filled with some 40,000 demonstrators. 
The wide popularity of the issue enabled the anti-dam movement to pioneer 
non-violent methods of protest. Led by Janos Vargha (photo infra), through 
the distribution of handbills on the street, small local demonstrations, 
demonstrations of women and children at the dam itself, and other methods, 
the ecological movement developed and taught large numbers of people 
democratic methods of action. 
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Czechoslovakia 

Black Triangle 

In Czechoslovakia air and water pollution was the catalyst of protest. In 
February 1987 some 300 people from the Chomutov district of North 
Bohemian region signed the letter sent first the chairman of the district 
National Council and then the check prime minister and Presidium of the 
communist party complaining about an adequate warning system to alert 
people to an increase in air pollution in the district. On 11 November 1989 
just a the student demonstration in Prague which ended the communist 
regime there was a protest demonstration against the living conditions in the 
north Bohemian town of Teplice (photo infra), where coal mining had turned 
the land into a moonscape of craters and made the air unbreathable. In the 
preceding weeks, a determined group of women called the Group of Czech 
Mothers staged demonstrations in he streets of the capital against the quality 
of water. Water quality had so deteriorated that infant formula could no 
longer be made with tap water. 
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GDR (East Germany) 

Candles in Leipzig 

In East Germany, the Evangelical 
Church became the protector of small 
disparate environmental groups such as 
the green network Ark. The 1989 
pursuit of emigration by East German 
youth through Hungary dominated the 
international media. Nevertheless, as 
young East Germans were climbing 
over embassy walls in Budapest, others 
were gathering in huge numbers in the 
smutty industrial cities. At the mass 
candle-lit rally in Leipzig in 1989, 
environmental pollution was elevated to 
a major political issue.  
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Poland 

Krakow, the first protest 

Environmental protest started in Poland in 1980 when environment activists 
succeeded in getting the big aluminum mill outside of Krakow closed down. 
From Poland, environmental protest spread throughout the region. 
Revelations of ecological crisis or of some gigantic government project 
harmful to the environment precipitated public responds and calls for the end 
of the Soviet imposed order. The Chernobyl disaster revealed the extent to 
which the ruling regimes have compromised the health and welfare of their 
citizenry, in turn strengthening the development of environmental groups. 

 

Lithuania 

Atgaja 

In Lithuania, plans by Moscow to expand the republics ecologically 
dangerous chemicals industry was one factor leading to the formation of 
Sajudis – the liberation front - in June 1988. The core of ecological protest 
however revolved around the building of a fourth reactor at the Ignalina 
nuclear power plant, already the biggest in the Western Soviet Union. The 
opposition swelled following the disaster at Chernobyl in April 1986.  

Meanwhile, a group named Atgaja (photo infra) is formed. Consisting of a 
rather disparate group of mostly young people, the organization performed 
radical and creative protests against the Soviet hegemony, thereby forming 
one of the crucial foundation for the growing independence movement. 
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Latvia 

Daugava 

Latvians primarily protested Gaines the construction of the hydropower dam 
on the river Daugava. The affirmation of the glasnost and Gorbachev’s desire 
to see more active civil society gave an impetus to the younger population. In 
February 1987 large actions of environmental protection take place in Riga. 
Finally, the Soviet Council of ministers decides to stop the construction of 
the dam. 

 

Estonia 

Phosphorite War 

In Estonia opposition to state of plans for phosphate mining was motivated 
by a genuine fear of further wastelands like the oil shale mining area of 
Northeast Estonia, but also because the plan involved bringing in thousands 
of Russian workers.  There was opposition to similar industrial development 
in Latvia and Lithuania and in all three republics the communist leadership 



	

	

9	

itself gradually usurped such 
popular demands in an effort to 
regain popularity. 

Several leading contemporary 
Baltic politicians cut their political 
teeth in ecological protests during 
the first three years of Gorbachev’s 
rule. The term green is however 
one of those western words which 
needs to be treated with caution 
when applied to the Baltic States.  

 

 

Cinematic approach 

Despite the fact that the aforementioned events took place in our 
contemporary era, the moving images are rather scarce. Therefore we are 
going to follow a Ken Burns style consisting of panning on still pictures with 
the interviewees’ voice-over. The storytelling is borrowed from the literary 
style of Svetlana Aleksievich: the apparent descriptive narration of the 
characters decrypts a deep Weltanschauung and societal values that 
entangle liberal democracies.  

 

Permanent Team 

Raul Cazan.  For more than five years, Raul is communicating EU’s policies 
in biodiversity and climate change as Editor-in-Chief of the cross-media 
environmental portal, 2Celsius Network, a product among few of this kind in 
Central and Eastern Europe. He has written books and researches on 
different themes related to environmental law and politics. He has decided 
that the academic arguments around green issues and their cultural 
projection must be dramatized. Thus, in 2015 he became a filmmaker while 
working on "Operation Climate" - a cross media participatory project carried 
out by ARTE TV that aimed at poetically expressing impacts of climate 
change in all corners of Europe. Operation Climate eventually became a full-
fledged documentary that aired on ARTE TV in December 2015.  

Mihai Stoica is a professional photographer that turned cinematic. He 
produced a series of photo-reportages on several environmental issues, e.g. 
Romania's coal industry and UN climate negotiations. In 2008, he became a 
freelancer and since then has worked with several Romanian and 
international newspapers, magazines and NGOs. In 2009, he won the 
National Geographic International Photography Contest. Ever since, he 
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worked on documentaries that tackle bioenergy and mining. 

2Celsius Network is a not-for-profit entity that deals primarily with 
multimedia production. It opens the way for a region-wide extended 
environmental media portal dedicated to the green economy and to 
containing climate change effects in Central and Eastern Europe. The 
platform is especially dedicated to Central and Eastern Europe`s green 

businesses and, equally, to 
the advance of the green 
collar economy. 

2Celsius.org/media 

2Celsius.net 

2C@2Celsius.org 
 

+40 (725) 425 838 
 

Postal address: 

2Celsius Network 

Str. Ing. Nicolae Teodorescu 14, sect. 6, Bucharest, Romania 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Communism Against Nature project is being developmed together with Zelig, a production 
house from South Tyrol, Italy - within the the programme EsoDoc, European Social 
Documentary. 
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