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The problems of priva  zed land use are being scru-
 nized by the authori  es, mass media and scien  sts. 

Far less a  en  on is being paid to the management and 
use of lands that remain in the state ownership. Rus-
sian sta  s  cal records lack data allowing to calculate 
the compara  ve use effi  ciency of private and state 
lands of agricultural des  na  on. Special studies re-
vealed that corporate farms ins  tuted by the state and 
municipal authori  es and situated on the state and 
municipal lands lag far behind other corporate farms 
by the rate of profi tability1.

According to the Land Code, the land that remained 
state-owned should have been divided and trans-
ferred to the ownership of either the Russian Federa-
 on, a cons  tuent member of the Russian Federa  on, 

a municipal area or a rural municipality. The need to 
split state land ownership into the federal, regional 
and municipal components was declared back in 2001. 
Soon a  erwards the procedure of such delinea  on was 
defi ned. However, as yet the most part of state land ar-
eas remain non-delineated. The owners of these plots 
are not established and lands remain “no-ones’”.

As evidenced by Table 1, over one half of state-
owned lands in Russia are “no-ones’”. The biggest ad-
vance is made in delinea  ng forest lands: 2/3 of them 
have already been registered as federal property. The 
remaining areas raise no concern as well – according 
to the law they belong to the Federa  on even in case 
delinea  on and registra  on procedures have not been 
completed. The situa  on is far more complicated with 
other categories of lands: they can be owned by the 
Russian Federa  on, cons  tuent members of the Fed-
era  on or municipali  es but over 90% of their areas 
have not been delineated as yet.  

How can one use state lands if it is not clear whose 
property they are? The Law on enac  ng the Land Code 

1  V. Ya. Uzun, E.A. Gataulina, V.A. Saraykin et al. Tendentsii raz-
vi  ya i mechanizmy vzaimodeystviya krupnogo i malogo biznesa 
v agropromyshlennom komplekse. [Developments trends and 
mechanisms of interac  on between large and small business in the 
agro-industrial sector]. Moscow, ERD, 2009, p.160. 

At the beginning of 1990s land reform was carried out in Russia. A  er long and very heated debates private own-
ership of land was permi  ed giving start to its priva  za  on. Mainly lands of agricultural des  na  on and lands 
of se  lements were transferred to private ownership. As of January 1, 2012 lands of agricultural des  na  on ac-
counted for 128.6m hectares out of 133.1m hectares of priva  zed lands, lands of se  lements – for 4.3m hectares 
thereof (Table 1). The rest of lands (1576.7m hectares) remained in the state and municipal ownership.

of the Russian Federa  on envisages that “the tenure 
of non-delineated state land plots lies within the juris-
dic  on of local administra  ons of municipal areas and 
urban districts…” (Ar  cle 3, Paragraph 10).

A  er acquiring such right, municipal areas should 
have become the owners of all non-delineated state 
lands and manage them at their own discre  on. How-
ever, the analysis of Rosreestr sta  s  cs shows that it 
never happened. Only 3.9m hectares of land are in 
municipal ownership although as of January 1, 2012 
the total area of non-delineated lands amounted to 
831.3m hectares. Despite the granted  tle to dispose 
of all non-delineated lands, municipal administra  ons 
actually cannot dispose of non-delineated forest areas 
since these lands are a-priori federally-owned.

The non-delinea  on of state lands has the decisive 
impact on the development of agriculture and rural 
areas.

Rural municipali  es are deprived of forests
In Tsarist Russia rural communi  es in forest and 

forest-steppe zones had their own woods that were 
used both for the construc  on of wooden dwellings 
and household outbuildings and for the procurement 
of fi rewood. Villagers took care of their wood and pre-
served it since they understood its importance for the 
living and future genera  ons. In the  mes of New Eco-
nomic Policy rural communi  es also obtained operat-
ing control over former landlords’ forests. Probably, 
this is the key to explaining the building boom that was 
observed then in rural areas.

A  er the collec  viza  on rural woods became the 
property of collec  ve farms. Rural communi  es’ rights 
to dispose of forests were curtailed but villagers s  ll 
con  nued to use them. In the post-reform period cor-
porate farms became private. The  tles to some ru-
ral forests were withdrawn while a part of them was 
transferred for use to private en   es. Rural commu-
ni  es were completely deprived of actually all  tles 
to forests except for the right to visit them and pick 
mushrooms and berries.
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The program for sustainable development of rural 
areas for 2014–2017 and the period  ll 2020 envisag-
es alloca  on of over Rb 170bn to the improvement of 
living condi  ons in rural areas and complex compact 
development of rural se  lements. There are plans to 
commission (acquire) 5.4m square meters of living 
space (or on the average 0.2 square meters per one 
rural resident).

The eff ect can be much greater if forests are re-
turned to rural municipali  es1. This would help to im-
prove their economic performance, to raise budget 
receipts, to provide rural popula  on with construc  on 
materials and fuel, to get assistance of rural commu-
nity in fi gh  ng forest fi res, etc. Such a solu  on would 
encourage much faster development of construc  on 
in rural areas.

The transfer of forests to the ownership of rural 
municipali  es can involve both the lands of forest 
fund and the forest areas situated close to rural se  le-
ments and currently controlled by private enterprises. 
Municipali  es and rural communi  es are interested 
in and have more opportuni  es for the ra  onal u  li-
za  on and preserva  on of their forests as compared 
with federal authori  es residing in the faraway capital. 
Private entrepreneurs use forests pursuing their own 
commercial interests. Mean  me, rural municipali  es 
can provide for their u  liza  on in accordance with the 
public interests. 

There is a threat that in case rural communi-
ties are passive, corrupted local officials will abuse 

1  As of January 1, 2013 there were 18,722 rural municipali  es 
and 1,817 municipal areas in Russia. According to the eff ec  ve leg-
isla  on rural municipal units are parts of municipal areas.

their powers, strip and kill out forests. But, first, the 
scopes of abuse by higher ranking officials are far 
more outreaching as the latter are less controllable 
by civil society. Second, this threat can be dimin-
ished by means of thoroughly elaborated legislative 
rules of rural woods use and the control over their 
observation.

Cons  tuent members of the Russian Federa  on 
are barred from the disposal of forest fund lands
In the course of discussing pa  erns of forest fund 

lands ownership the idea of their priva  za  on was 
rejected although in many countries including our 
neighbors (e.g. Finland) forests are privately owned. It 
helps to retain popula  on in villages situated in forest 
regions, improves sustainability of rural development 
and ensures addi  onal personal incomes.

But when adop  ng the RF Forest Code it was de-
cided to concentrate the lands of forest fund in the 
federal ownership. The concentra  on of control over 
these lands in the federal center inhibits regional au-
thori  es from fully exploi  ng their opportuni  es for 
the improvement of u  liza  on and protec  on of for-
ests situated on their territory2. There is concern that 
the par  al transfer of powers to cons  tuent members 
of the Russian Federa  on may result in bigger corrup-
 on and abuse. This problem can be tackled by means 

of control over regional offi  cials on the part of civil so-
ciety and federal authori  es.

2  Lands of forest fund comprise 1,120.9m hectares of land 
which is almost 2/3 of the country’s territory. Federal ownership of 
this land seriously limits the autonomy of Federa  on’s cons  tuent 
members as component parts of the federal state.

Table 1
RUSSIAN FEDERATION: DISTRIBUTION OF LANDS BETWEEN OWNERS AS OF JANUARY 1, 2012, 

MILLION HECTARES

Total area

including

Private 
owner-

ship 

State 
ownership

Owned by 

RF
RF con-
s  tuent 

members

munici-
pali  es

Non-de-
lineated

Non-deline-
ated areas as 

% of state-
owned lands

Land area 1709.8 133.1 1576.7 745.4 8.8 3.9 831.3 52.7
  including:
Lands of agricul-
tural des  na  on 389.0 128.6 260.4 8.3 7.7 3.4 241.0 92.5

  of them: 
lands of re-distribu  on fund 46.0 - 46.0 0.5 1.1 0.2 44.2 96.1
Lands of forest fund 1120.9 - 1120.9 698.6 0.3* 0.006* 422.0 37.6
Lands of se  lements 19.7 4.3 15.4 0.7 0.2 0.3 14.2 92.2
Reserve lands 98.8 - 98.8 0.06 0.001 0.07 98.7 99.9

* According to the law lands of forest fund are owned by the Russian Federa  on. The Rosreestr staff  must have made a mistake when 
collec  ng or processing data. 

Source: Land fund of the Russian Federa  on as of January 1, 2012. Moscow, Rosreestr, 2012. 
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Lands of agricultural des  na  on
As of January 1, 2012 there were 389m hectares of 

lands of agricultural des  na  on in Russia. 1/3 of this 
area (128.6m hectares) was privately owned by legal 
bodies and individuals while 2/3 (260.4m hectares) 
were in state ownership. Only 7.5% of state lands 
(19.4m hectares) were delineated. The Federa  on 
owned 8.3m hectares of lands of agricultural des  na-
 on, its cons  tuent members – 7.7m hectares, munici-

pali  es – 3.8m hectares. These are largely the lands 
of state unitary agricultural enterprises ins  tuted by 
the governing bodies of the Russian Federa  on and its 
members and those of municipal enterprises.

241m hectares of lands of agricultural des  na  on 
remained non-delineated. Local municipali  es trans-
ferred most part of them to farm producers for per-
manent (perpetual) use or lease. Nearly 30m hectares 
of farmlands have not been transferred to agricultural 
producers and are not used according to their des  na-
 on. 

Although state lands of agricultural des  na  on are 
situated on the territory of rural administra  ons, rural 
municipal bodies have no powers of disposal thereof. 
Even if arable land is not used for decades and gets 
covered with shrubs, rural municipali  es can but view 
this process without any right to interfere and alter the 
situa  on.

With the purpose to allot land to individual private 
farms, the land re-distribu  on fund was set in the pe-
riod of reforms. First of all, it is intended for allo   ng 
land to beginning farmers. As of January 1, 2012 there 
were 46m hectares of lands of agricultural des  na  on 
in this fund. However, almost all this area is not deline-
ated; rural municipal bodies have not registered prop-
erty rights to these lands and therefore cannot allot 
them to farmers.

In order to get land a beginning farmer should apply 
to municipal authori  es. They do not have any  tles to 
lands from the re-distribu  on fund either but are en-
trusted with the powers to dispose of non-delineated 
state lands. In this situa  on local government bod-
ies of a municipal area will suggest that an applicant 
should parcel out the selected plot and register it as 
a property of the municipal area at his own expense. 

A  er the farmer has spent a lot of money on 
parceling out the plot, he will get a sugges  on to lease 
it or buy it out. According to the law, both lease and 
buying out of a state-owned plot requires holding a 
tender. There is no other way. Since the farmer who 
has parceled out the plot can lose this tender, measu-
res are taken to make it a mock auc  on, to prevent 
par  cipa  on of other real bidders, etc.

This en  re scheme is non-transparent and corrupt 
from the beginning to the end. And the cause of it is 

the non-delinea  on of state lands, the lack of funds 
in the budgets of all levels for the registra  on of land 
plots and prepara  on of them for lease or sale. Being 
short of small money for registering plots, budgets 
lose big money due to the non-use of land. 

The same is true for the reserve lands. A large part 
of them are farmlands that are neither delineated nor 
registered. Due to that such plots are lingering on in 
reserve for years as it’s hard to fi nd users who will 
agree to spend large amounts of money on parceling 
out and registra  on of plots in the situa  on when the 
risk of losing the following tender is not ruled out. And 
indeed, who is to search for such users: federal author-
i  es, cons  tuent members of the Federa  on, regional 
administra  ons or rural municipali  es? It’s not clear as 
the land is not delineated.

The situa  on is aggravated by the fact that not a 
single ins  tu  on in the country is charged with the 
mission to carry out this work; thus, there will be no 
discernible progress even if budgets of all levels fi nd 
the funds for delinea  ng and registering land plots. 
Roskomzem that used to be in charge of management 
of the country’s land resources and had a net of local 
divisions was closed down 6 years ago. At the moment 
no one is responsible for land in the country. There are 
only ins  tu  ons that gather sta  s  cs, register plots 
and transac  ons therewith, exercise control and im-
pose penal  es, but none of them is ready to take up 
the diffi  cult and cost-consuming work of delinea  ng 
state lands between the Federa  on, its cons  tuent 
members, area and rural administra  ons.

An even more me  culous work is to be done af-
ter the delinea  on: each plot should be prepared for 
lease or sale as no one will take it if there is no road 
infrastructure, no electricity network, etc.1 In addi  on 
to preparing the plot, the search for poten  al user s 
should be launched and in case there are no local ap-
plicants, terms for invi  ng outsiders from other re-
gions and even countries should be elaborated. Only a 
special ins  tu  on whose main mission is to dispose of 
land for the public good can cope with this set of com-
plicated tasks. It’s at least naive to believe that a small 
team of offi  cials si   ng in their Moscow offi  ces of the 
Federal Agency for State Property Management is able 
to take care of billions of hectares of land.

The above analysis leads to the following conclusion: 
to date the system of managing state lands has not 
been formed in Russia. They turned out to be abeyant. 
Due to that budgets of all levels suff er great losses in the 
amount of received taxes (no one pays taxes for land 
with non-documented use  tles; taxes for a large part 

1  In the  mes of Stolypin’s reform the state treasury bore the 
expenses on registering plots, building roads, digging dwells, etc. 
before allo   ng land to peasants. 
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of documented but non-used lands are not paid either), 
lease payments (only land tax is imposed on lands trans-
ferred for permanent (perpetual) use) while in case of 
leasing them out at market prices budget receipts could 
be much higher), revenues from the selling of land. 

The establishment of the system of state land man-
agement should start with the delinea  on of  tles to 
this land and the forming of land plots to be owned 
by the Russian Federa  on, its cons  tuent members, 
area and rural municipali  es. Depending on the area 
of lands at each level (condi  oned by local specifi cs) 

agencies, ins  tu  ons and organiza  ons capable to en-
sure the ra  onal u  liza  on of available lands should 
be formed.

In case state and municipal bodies are unable to 
manage lands under their jurisdic  on, the la  er should 
be gradually priva  zed. Each piece of land should have 
a par  cular owner (physical or legal body, rural mu-
nicipality, governing bodies of an area, a cons  tuent 
member of the Federa  on or the Russian Federa  on 
at large) responsible for its maintenance and develop-
ment.  


