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“Decollectivization” in Russia : A Case Study of the
Breaking-Up of Collective and State Farms in the
Nonblack-Earth Region and Northern Caucasus

Rihito YAMAMURA

Four years have passed since land reform began in Russia. Already over 260
thousands individual farms have been registered. However, the tempo of the reform
has remarkably declined in 1993, despite the fact that the share of individual farms (in
production and in land possession) still remains negligible.

Apparently the “gradual approach” in land reform can no longer be pursued
successfully and more radical measures, which facilitate the dissolution of collective
forms of agriculture and massive creation of individual farms, seem to be needed in
order to advance the reform further.

In this article the author analyzes the result of a field study of five dissolved
collective and state farms in the Rostov and Tula oblasts, all of which had been broken
up in the period from March 1991 to March 1992.

The following points are discussed in detail .

(1) Role of leaders and the attitude of farm members

In all our cases, although the resolutions about the break-up of the farms were
formally approved by the general meetings of the farms, the dissolution of farms were
proposed and implemented by farm-leaders at their own discretion. Most of the farm
members were not mentally prepared for such serious changes and were embarrassed by
the results following the dissolution of their farms.

The decisive role of farm-leaders and the passive attitude of farm members
towards reforms are key factors, which suggests that the massive movement of
decollectivization “from beneath” is quite improbable in Russia and that only few

attempts by “experiment-minded” leaders to decollectivize their farms may be made.

(2) Problems in redistribution of land and assets.

An “equality factor” is very important in the process of redistribution of land. It
leads to a parceling of farm land among all residents, including pensioners (in each
case they constitute 25- 45% of the number of the farm members), workers in the
social sphere such as teachers, repairmen, scrubwomen etc to disadvantage of those
who could actually utilize it.

However, as our cases demonstrate, this inefficiency of excessive land division 1s

partly compensated for by the fact that many of those who received their share of land
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subsequently leased it to other farmers because of their inability to start their own
individual farms.

It should be noted that the similar mechanism of concentrating land into the hands
of able farmers cannot be realized through the existing “gradual approach” of land
reform, because individual farms, which are usually dispersively created, are practically
deprived of the possibility to increase their plots, while monopolized possession of land
by collective farms has not been weakened and has even been strengthened in the past

two years.

(3) Surviving elements of collective farming and various transitional forms

Elements of collective farming inevitably survive in various forms after the
dissolution of collective farms, because members are not prepared to start their own
individual farms immediately.

In our cases, various collectives or “mini-kolkhozes” have been created and many of
them, more or less, retain the traditional structure of collective farming. However, they
are less durable (cohesive) than traditional collective farms and some of them
have quickly broken up after a short period of existence.

As for the administrative centers of dissolved collective and state farms, our study
shows varied results. In two cases, they have completely disappeared after the
dissolution of the farms. In the other three cases, they have changed their name to
“associations of farmers” and continue to operate. However, their functions have
been remarkably altered. They have become a kind of “service organizations for
farmers”, though, to a lesser or greater degree, elements of centralized administration
still remains.

In this connection it must be pointed out that the dissolution process of state and
collective farms can be relatively smooth and can take place with less confusion when
centralized control under the strong leadership of an ex-director of sovkhoz or an ex-
chairman of kolkhoz still continues. On the other hand, in the two dissolved farms,
where the administration centers went out of existence, only chaos and confusion

prevailed.

(4) Collapse of animal husbandry after the dissolution of farms

Such a chaotic situation has been created in the area of animal husbandry. In
three of our cases, animal husbandry has completely been destroyed after the dissolution
of the farms. People have sold to local meat factories most of the animals, which were
formerly kept by the collectives and subsequently redistributed among the farm
members.

In contrast to traditional collective farms, where animal production was developed



IIREEA

“for the sake of plan execution” and now is being kept in order to maintain the
employment of their workers despite the low price and unprofitability of animal
products, private farmers flatly refuse to keep unprofitable animals.

In two of our cases destruction of animal production has been avoided, at least for
the moment, thanks to strong control by authoritative leaders of the “associations of
farmers,” who have ordered the individual farmers producing grain and fodder to sell
their products at special low prices to those specializing in animal producion. Animal
production also survives thanks to the fact that most of animals has been transferred
to newly-born collectives ( mini-kolkhozes ), the organizational structure and the
behavior of which are very similar to those of traditional collective farms.

However, surviving animal production in the above-mentioned cases is so
unprofitable and unstable that it is very doubtful whether animal production can be
maintained any longer without a change of the existing price structure i.e., the
excessively distorted relationship between the grain price set high by the government

and the stagnating prices of animal products.

(5) Paralysis of social functions

A confusing situation has also occurred in the social sphere of the villages. It is
related to the fact that kolkhozes and sovkhozes are not only producing organizations,
but also the organs which have been doing various social functions in villages. In the
social spheres, rural administrative organs (sel’skie soviets ) have never played a
significant role. If rural collectives as producing organizations have to be dissolved,
then their social functions have to be fulfilled in some other way after their dissolution.

However, this aspect of the reform has not always been seriously taken into
consideration, as it might have been. In some our cases, the social sphere has been
totally paralyzed after the dissolution of the farms: for example, kindergardens as
well as public cafeterias for both school children and workers have been closed, rural
transportation for the villagers has stopped, the water supply and sewage system has
not been maintained as before etc., the all having been previously financed by the
farms.

On the other hand, in some cases, when an element of centralized control still
remains in the form of “associations of farmers,” such a total paralysis of social

functions has been avoided, albeit with much difficulty.

(6) Unemployment problem
In kolkhozes and sovkhozes there are many ancillary spheres, such as machinery
maintenance, transportation, construction, supply of fuel and electricity, veterinary

services etc.. If the collectives are dissolved, what result occurs in these areas, where
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many people work ?

In some of our cases, there were attempts to create new independent, self-financed
small businesses in these spheres through the initiative of ex-collective leaders. In
spite of these efforts, many of the new small businesses have not been successful.
Some of them have ceased to exist after a short period of operation. Others suffer
from the unprofitability because of insufficiency of clients.

The leaders (ex-managers of the dissolved farms) want to develop quite new busi-
nesses in the area such as processing of agricultural products, which have been missing
in soviet collective farm system since 1930’s. However, it id difficulcult to materialize
these 1deas because of the lack of funds and credits.

Situations are still worse in the cases, when the elements of centralized control
completely disappeared : as well as animal production and social spheres, ancillary
branches of the dissolved farms were obliged to stop their operation and as a result a
mass unemployment has taken place.

As our cases show, “hidden excessive labor force” in Russian collective farms is
very large and a mass of the umemployed will appear in villages if land reform goes in

the form of dissolution of exisisting collectives.

In short, many elements have to be taken into consideration in the process of land
reform in Russia : the authoritarian role of leaders (managers of collective farms) and
the traditional mentality of rural society, the unique structure of Russian collective
farms combining various spheres including social functions, the unstability of animal
branches, the existence of hidden excessive labor force etc.

However, today’s land reform in Russia focuses mainly on the problem of land
distribution among individuals and does not pay due attention to these aspects of the
problem. Price and financial policies of the government have been inconsistent with
the reform. Our cases demonstrate this weakness in the Russian land reform in most

obvious way.



