Otsikko: From Putin to people: perspectives on the Russian hydrocarbon age
Nosto: Russian leadership seeks to remind international audiences that oil and gas continue to dominate the energy market, thus remaining an exoskeleton of Russia’s external action. 
While the Russian Federation glides on to President Vladimir Putin’s fourth term, the bearings of “same old, same old” might nevertheless be turning into something rather more complex. The inevitable countdown for Putin’s era has started. Whatever the future may hold, the hydrocarbon sector plays a vital part in all scenarios, for its ligaments are tightly entangled with the society and the economy. Consequently, public statements concerning the oil and gas industry have implications beyond the business itself. The inspection of such speeches and accounts by the Kremlin officials, especially from President Putin himself, may help understand the orientations of the domestic politics as well as international relations. Especially the annual television programme Direct Line with Vladimir Putin provides an interesting viewpoint for observing the main elements of Russian energy relations: it provides a more holistic view as it is directed mostly to domestic audiences. 
Looking back, in 2014–2015 issues related to Ukraine and the sanctions dominated Russian discourses on energy politics. As the conflict has stagnated, these themes are no longer in the focus of Kremlin’s energy-related statements. This could be reflective of Russia’s shifting foreign policy emphasis. While Russia did annex Crimea, failing to take control over the Ukrainian situation has gnawed on Russia’s status as a regional great power. At the same time, the modest achievements of the Eurasian Union thus far have added to this relative decline. To compensate, Russia is now seeking bilateral partners all over the globe. 
While the federal budget’s energy income dependency has been alleviated in the past few years–mostly dictated by the low market price of oil–energy affairs are still closely intertwined with Russia’s global efforts. Amidst the oil price fluctuation, Russia has been forced to adapt–and to negotiate. Reaching understanding with the OPEC members, especially Saudi Arabia, has been of great importance on the road to energy market stabilization. In addition to agreeing on oil production cuts, the two countries have made commitments to invest in each other’s economies. Yet, it remains to be seen whether this cooperation will continue even after the eventual end of the production cut. In any case, this warming of relations can be seen as part of an effort to alter the geopolitical status quo, considering that Saudi Arabia has traditionally been an important ally of the United States. 
Especially in the minds of Western gas consumers, the tightening of Sino-Russian relations has often given rise to heated debates. Be that as it may, issues related to China are not on the forefront of Putin’s energy-talk. This probably indicates either the lack of conflict between the countries regarding energy issues, or alternatively that China and Russia have created a less public way of dealing with such matters. Even though China is the most significant buyer of Russian oil, when it comes to gas, there has been no proper infrastructure in place between the two countries. It will be interesting to see whether the launch of the Power of Siberia pipeline, that is expected after 2019, will lead to a change in Kremlin’s discourse down the road, seeing as how gas sales have traditionally caused more controversy between the buyer and the producer than those of oil. 
The future of Russian energy sector leans on technical solutions; on making technology available at the domestic market, and on enabling extraction at distant sites. While Russia is set to keep up the production of hydrocarbons, Kremlin acknowledges the demand for cleaner energy solutions. One response to this has been the advocation of natural gas as a clean energy source. Approximately one third of the natural gas extracted in Russia is exported and it holds its place as an important source of income. However, the domestic heat generation leans heavily on gas, which in turn allows Russia to export oil in large quantities, most of its annual production. Therefore, the state can keep collecting the tax revenues of exports, while externalizing the environmental impact of burning oil. In his speech at the Russian Energy Week Forum panel in October 2017, President Putin pointed out that like many other big players, Russia is preparing for the changing energy market. Yet, according to Putin, the age of hydrocarbons will last at least for another 25 years. 
Currently Russia’s renewables sector is rather marginal: excluding hydropower, only some hundredths of a percent of Russia’s primary energy production comes from renewable energy sources. Yet, the potential development of photovoltaic or wind power technology has been used as a selling point of sorts for the energy giant’s innovativeness and competitiveness. More significant, however, is Russia’s contradictory outlook on LNG. Russia has invested in LNG development, which the Kremlin also promotes. Should these ventures succeed, they would help Russia overcome the limitations of geography and dependency on specific clients, which is a goal pursued by the country’s energy producers. Nevertheless, at the same time Putin is unwilling to give too much clout to LNG, which is acknowledged as an asset of the US. 
On the one hand the promotion of plans to diversify production and modernize the energy sector has to do with letting it be known that  Russia is not lagging behind in advancements of the energy sector. Yet on the other hand, by not rushing the triumph of new energy sources or renewables, Russian leadership seeks to remind international audiences that oil and gas continue to dominate the energy market, thus remaining an exoskeleton of Russia’s external action.
Global aspirations support Kremlin’s domestic policy of utmost stability. The energy riches enable certain external ventures, but are also closely connected to the pact between the state and the society. As Yegor Gaidar, among others, has pointed out, the natural resource riches have rendered it possible for the state to get more revenue without raising the income tax. Therefore, the ruling elite has been able to surpass the social negotiation between the state and the people. Currently, in the state’s energy discourse, there is no room for the Russian people as proactive agents. Also, Putin does not often mention the great energy enterprises in the Direct Line programmes. This creates an illusion that the Russian state is in fact the main player on the sector, instead of rent-seeking companies and the wealthy individuals that keep benefiting from them.
The yearning for inner stability and endeavors for global significance circulate in the veins of the Russian state. While these objectives support one another, they exist on the opposite sides of a spectrum: on the one end there is action and on the other: ultimate apathy, non-action. This horseshoe of ambitions embodies the paradox of the strengths and weaknesses of the Russian project. In part, Kremlin’s global aspirations soothe the potential dissatisfaction of the Russian people and unite them under common goals. However, stability could turn into apathy, which would then bleed the legitimacy of the centralized Russian system. The main questions in envisioning Russia’s future are whether the Putin regime will outlive Putin’s person and furthermore, whether Russia’s future is rooted in the foundations laid in the last two decades or if it will revolve into a new, unprecedented system. All the while the energy sector, a remarkable source of wealth for Russia, is undergoing a metamorphosis of its own.
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