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A Political Ecology of Agricultural Change in PdStviet Russia

Almost overnight Russia switched from being a comisiuicountry in the Soviet Union
to an independent country attempting to secungldtse in the global capitalist system. With this
transformation came great changes in all aspedifepéspecially in the countryside with regard
to agricultural production. Russia is the worlldsgest country and has much potential for a
large agricultural output, although it has facd@idilt times during the 1990s. Because of its
northern location only 7.3 percent of its landriatde, but 7.3 percent of Russia’s land is
equivalent to about 125 million hectares, meanitayge area to grow a variety of crops (Csaki,
2002). But Russia is not living up to its agricuétl potential, and has actually started importing
a high percentage of its food. In 1997, Russiatwasvorld’s largest importer of poultry, not
something one would expect from a country that erae a world superpower and has so much
potentially productive land (Wegren 2005). Sin®@1, agricultural production has actually
decreased across the country and the country iscaaght between a population returning to
subsistence farming, while the government and dgveént agencies are hoping for Russia to
enter the global economy. This paper seeks toyam&low Russian agriculture has changed
after the fall of the Soviet Union, as well as exaarhow the new agriculture reforms from
Moscow have been implemented in the Republic of/Bitie, a marginal region of Eastern
Siberia, by using a political ecology frameworkhelpaper will provide some background on
political ecology, explain the methods and literatused for the research, briefly discuss the
Soviet system of collective agriculture, beforelgnag the reforms of the 1990s, and looking at
the case study of Buryatia. Finally conclusionsutBuryatia and Russian agriculture in
general will be discussed.

Political Ecology in the Post-Soviet World
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Political ecology has not traditionally focusedtbe second world, but using the
framework provides new insight into important issusut also presents some problems.
Traditionally political ecology has focused on thad world and increasing attention is now
being given to the first world, but work on the @ed world is noticeably absent. Paul Robbins,

in his book Political Ecologysuggests that attention should be given to theeBa&uropean

transition, because it has not been the focus sifnegearch (Robbins, 2004: 215).

Political ecology is important when examining tiase of Russian agriculture because it
aims to give a voice to all of the actors invohattl examines how political policies and
structures affect land use. Much of the literaturgten about the agricultural transition in
Russia focuses on the broad policies and goaler#tan seeing how those policies and goals
have been implemented on the ground. Using paliécology allows one to combine the broad
policy initiatives with the actual situation atacél level, thus providing a more complete picture
of the state of agriculture. Secondly, politicalipies and land use in Russia are inextricably
linked and the shape of agriculture has changetalieally after the fall of the Soviet Union, in
large part due to the changing policies. Becafisiegeochanging society and political system,
agriculture went from a large industrial collectemeterprise to a system trying to determine its
place within national and international markets.

Although political ecology provides valuable insignto agricultural change, some
problems arise when attempting to apply the efamework to Russia. Because political
ecology is a relatively new subfield of geograptmany definitions exist and the field is
constantly expanding and evolving. Robbins niselsnmarizes a variety of definitions of the
field, but applying them in the Russian contextggosome problems. One of the most

commonly cited definitions is from Blaikie and Bidild, which states that political ecology
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“combines the concerns of ecology and a broadlinddfpolitical economy. Together this
encompasses the constantly shifting dialectic betvemciety and land-based resources, and also
within classes and groups within society itselflgiBie and Brookfield, 1987: 17 in Robbins,
2004: 6). Out of Robbins’ definitions, this idefgpolitical ecology is most applicable to the
Russian agricultural situation because of its famushe relationship between society and land-
based resources can be applied to the changingugral production systems. The final part of
the definition allows for analysis of discrepanc@songst the local population, which have been
overlooked in some political ecology work.

Robbins also identifies four main themes of pcéditiecology research, which are
degradation and marginalization, environmental licitntonservation and control and
environmental identity and social movement, butenohthem directly apply to the Russian
agricultural situation. For this context it wolddem that the degradation and marginalization
theme would apply, but the current situation in $ass the opposite of that thesis. The
degradation and marginalization thesis argues,é@ilse environmentally innocuous local
production systems undergo transition to overexgion of natural resources on which they
depend as a response to state development intenveamd/or increasing integration in regional
and global markets” (Robbins, 2004: 14, 131). d@egradation and marginalization thesis is
applicable to the collectivization of Soviet agitawe, but does not account for the poverty rural
Russians now face because of the lack of stateverigon and the inability to join the global
economy. The current situation in the Russian tgaitle provides a challenge to one of the
main themes of political ecology, because reveasses have caused similar situations.

Methods
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This paper combines secondary sources with fielkrom a village in the Republic of
Buryatia. Since political ecology has not tradiatly focused on Russia or the transition from
the Soviet Union, work from other disciplines waamined. Sociology and economics have
contributed many articles and books about the tapdtin particular, Stephen Wegren, a rural
sociologist, has written a great deal on Russiaicatural change. Academics are not the only
ones focusing on this important subject; the W&dahk and other development agencies have
produced many reports on the Russian agricultittadtion. Development reports provide data
and information, which in turn, can be analyzedgghe tools of political ecology. Political
ecology has also been used to examine the agmiauttansition in China, although Muldavin’s
finding of peasants switching to cash crops do¢s@em to be occurring in Russia (Muldavin,
1997).

The dissertation “It Didn’t Used to be this Wawtouseholds, Resources, and Economic

Transformation in Tunka Valley, Buriatia, RussiadEratiorby Katherine Metzo also provides

valuable insight for the Buryatia case study arda@ricultural transition. Few researchers have
focused on the agricultural changes in Siberiafartting research from the same republic
greatly adds to the understanding of how agricaltas changed in Buryatia. Other
dissertations using political and cultural ecolagyhe post-Soviet world, including William

Rowe’s work On the Edqge of Empires: the Hisor Mal Tajikistanand Susan Crate’s

dissertation Cows, Kin and Capitalism: the Cultieoloqgy of Viliui Sakha in the Post-

Socialist Era Since younger scholars have started to focub®second world, hopefully the
field of second world and/or post-Soviet politieablogy will soon develop.
In addition to secondary sources, this paper digyes fieldwork from the Republic of

Buryatia. The fieldwork was conducted in the Rdjgutf Buryatia because of connections with
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a local village and because that village was onoalactive farm, making it an ideal place to
study the agricultural transition. In November 20Dspent about three weeks in the village of
Desyatnikovo conducting fieldwork. Living with anfale pensioner, who had worked in the
finance department of the local collective farnipwkd me to be fully immersed in the
community, which facilitated my observation. Besadilam an American, | did have a Western
bias during my fieldwork, but | was able to sometnercome the “us versus them” barrier.
My relationship with my host provided me with agaay into to the community and allowed
me to participate in a variety of village tasks;tsas carrying in water, helping prepare food,
watching a pig be slaughtered and plucking featbet®f three chickens after turning down the
opportunity to actually kill them. Participating these activities gave me insight into rural
Russian life and demonstrated that | was considetedhporary member of the community.

Because of the connection with the community | alale to conduct five semi-
structured interviews, as well as have numerousmmél conversations with my host mother.
All of my informants were over the age of sixtydiwvere former collective farm workers and
had retired before the collapse of the Soviet Unidheir positions on the kolkhoz included
bookkeepers, a vegetable worker, a Lenin Award inmpig farmer and a Lenin Award
winning tractor driver.
Soviet Historical Context

To understand the current situation of Russiaicalgure and its recent transition, one
must have a basic understanding of Soviet hist8gviet agriculture was collectivized starting
in 1929 under Stalin because he wanted to indlig&iagriculture, along with other sectors of
Soviet society, and to have greater political avdad control over the rural village people

(O’Brien, 2002). During collectivization, agricukal production was organized into large scale
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agricultural enterprises. All of the peasants wereed to turn over their land and livestock to
the government, which in turn became part of ko#ld®) collective farms, or sovkhozes, state
farms. Kolkhozewere “economic and social units” which were for¢edieliver a certain
amount of foodstuffs to the state. The governnpéarining commissions determined the amount
of foodstuffs that needed to be produced and thehkaes were forced to comply (Kirchner,
1991). The state had such tight control over tioelypction because the entire Soviet economy
was planned. Although the kolkhozes were forcecbtoply with the state’s demands, they had
a greater level of freedom and autonomy than thiklsmzes. Sovkhozediffered from

kolkhozes because they were completely run bytdte and a goal of Soviet agriculture was to
have all kolkhozes eventually turn into sovkhozkss having the state in total control of
agricultural production (Kirchner, 1991).

Collectivization did not go as well as the Sovestdership had hoped so some incentives
were given to the peasantry in order to appease, thed with the hope that they would join the
new farms with less resistance. The peasants wétried angrily to the forced seizure of land
and herds, often slaughtering much of their livelstoefore it could be turned over to the state.
The losses in livestock hurt the Soviet economthsagyovernment decided to allow every
household to farm a small piece of land, known pe\ate plot, and raise a limited number of
livestock. In 1935, at the Second Congress oft@utsng Kolkhozniks, the state officially
declared that each peasant family was allowedat t@tween one quarter and half a hectare, at
least one cow, calves, a specified number of shadpigs, and unlimited numbers of fowl”
(Lewin, 1994: 331). Allowing peasants and colleetiarm workers to harvest their own private
plot and raise their own livestock is not somettong would expect to find in a Communist

society, where private property is not supposegkist and the state is supposed to take care of
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everyone’s needs. When dealing with the ruralsaréee state took the opposite approach,
having the peasants farm their own land and matkiagn responsible for their own food. The
private plot phenomenon is important because wbekithg at the current situation of Russian
agriculture one can still see its presence aftarynyaars and various governmental decrees.
Throughout the rest of the Soviet period the bsim of collective agriculture remained
the same, although some minor reforms were pasSede regulations defining the private plots
varied, but the rural residents were always allog@tie degree of independence regarding their
personal small scale agriculture. This showstti@tgricultural workers in Russia were able to
maintain a certain decree of power because theg n@rer completely dependent on the state
and the state did not completely wipe out theivjanes lifestyle, although it did alter it
somewhat by requiring the rural residents to pcadieir own agriculture while also working
long hours on the kolkhozes or sovkhozes.
Agricultural policy began to shift with the Gorltew administration in the 1980s. Under
Gorbachev the Soviet Union promoted personal alguiei(Alanen, 2001). Although
Gorbachev supported personal agriculture, he aBeved that collective agriculture was still a
valid idea and that the system currently was notlpcing as much as it could and simply
needed to be fixed (O'Brien, 2002). Therefore Gotev’'s reforms worked within the
collective system rather than by trying to draslycehange it (Wegren, 2005). A greater change
in the agricultural system occurred after the ga&of the Soviet Union.
Transition from a Soviet Collective Agriculture to Current Russian Agriculture

New Leqgislation and Agricultural Enterprise Struetsi

The Russian agricultural sector really startech@mnge more drastically with the Yeltsin

administration. Changes brought by the new regimoleided land privatization and various
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agrarian reforms (Wegren, 2005). Although Yeldiith drastically alter the shape of Russian
agriculture his goal was never to decollectivize slgstem completely. He wanted the main
producer of agricultural products to be the privggetor (Wegren, 2005). President Yeltsin
signed a decree in December of 1991 that “allovadigéctive and state farm members to
withdraw from their parent farm with land sharesd @noperty shares” (Wegren, 2005: 66). The
division of the old collective and state farmsiegtfdid not give all of the workers an equal share
of the enterprise, but a decree in September 189Zined the equal distribution among the
workers. The recipients of the new shares codd ekchange or lease their rights to the shares.
Although exchanging and leasing were legalizedyitie to buy and sell land was still restricted
(Wegren, 2005).

Another reform from December 1991 was “On the Bdoce for the Reorganization of
Collective and State Farms.” This resolution “insted all state and collective farms to re-
register themselves by the end of March 1992, &t ifarm was unprofitable, to reorganize”
(Wegren, 2005: 66). The time period for reorgatmzrawas eventually extended to January
1994. The kolkhozes and sovkhozes had four opfamiheir new structure. For unprofitable
farms it was required that the farm be split amtmggworkers and completely disbanded and this
option applied to about ten percent of the Sodank. The second option was to remain a
collective farm. This choice was possible becandéarch of 1992 Yeltsin signed another
decree saying that farms could keep their collecttatus if their members voted for it. The
government enacted this decree because it did aké political or economic sense to have all of
the large farms disband, since they were still pooty much of the food for the country at that
time (Wegren, 2005). The third and fourth optiémsreorganization were to form either an

open or closed joint-stock company. In the opém{stock company, persons inside and outside
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of the kolkhoz could purchase stock in the openalip using their land or property shares. In a
closed joint-stock company, only prior membershaf kolkhoz had the opportunity to purchase
stock in the new enterprise (Abrahams, 1996). [rata the time period shows that the most
popular option for restructuring was the closedti@itock company, with 47 percent of the
former collective and state farms choosing thatoop{Abrahams, 1996).

Another major piece of legislation occurred in @xr 1993 when President Yeltsin
signed a decree which, “instructed that the membiestate and collective farms were to receive
a certificate of land ownership entitling them tehare of the farm’s land” (Wegren, 2005: 67).
Workers who received the certificates also haditite to sell their land, although it still needed
to be used for agriculture (Wegren, 2005). AfteohYeltsin’s decrees, land was privatized, but
since the large collective enterprises were allot@a@main intact, not much appeared to change
in the countryside. This apparent lack of change problematic when combined with the
economic system, which changed drastically dutegsame time period.

Shock Therapy and the Transition into a Market Booyn

During the Soviet period, the state and collectarens were given specific quotas to
meet and all of their production was planned. Taetpmatically had a buyer for their products
and a fixed price. With the collapse of the Sotdaton, the certainty and security vanished and
new agricultural organizations had to try to suevin the market economy. This sudden
emergence into the market economy was known aksherapy. Shock therapy was supposed
to satisfy two goals of the new government: thet fivas to help facilitate the rapid transition
into capitalism and build new markets and the séawas to prevent the Communists from

regaining power (Wegren, 2005).
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Although the Communists were unable to regain ppthe transition into the capitalist
system proved more difficult for the agriculturatsor. The larger collective farms no longer
had the monopoly over domestic food production tgpyed during the Soviet period and were
unable to compete with cheaper prices and bet@itguwf food imported from the United
States, the European Union and China (Wegren, 20D transition to the market economy
actually witnessed a decrease in the output of goddforty five percent decline in agricultural
output was estimated from 1992 to 1998 when conaparth the 1990 levels (Wegren, 2005).
The overall output may have declined, but ruraldrarss were still finding ways to feed
themselves, especially since most of the impomed fwvas just going to the urban areas and not
the countryside.

New Types of Agriculture Actors: The Winners anokkers

Out of the tremendous agricultural transition éhneain types of agricultural actors have
appeared: the individual household unit subsidtiog their private plots, larger private farms
and finally the large-scale collective enterprises1990, before the redistribution of land
almost ninety nine percent of arable land was @ieeither a state or collective farm and 1.3
percent of the land was allocated to private pl&g.1996 the redistribution had changed the
percentages substantially. State and collectiadavere twenty nine percent of the arable land,
cooperatives and joint stock companies fifty nieecgnt, private farms seven percent, and
household plots (including collective orchards aadetable gardens) were five percent. State
and collective farms still had a fairly substanpelcentage of the land because many, especially
in Siberia, did not disband until later in the 1996ee section on Buryatia for specific examples)

(Mudahar, 1998).

Engebretson GEOG 488



12

One may assume that the large scale collectivermges or smaller private farms would
be the most successful producers during this timeactually the best producers were the
individual households, who generally practiced sibace agriculture, although they sometimes
produced a little extra to sell at a market or gltre roadside. Even though productivity was
higher on the private plots and gardens, but tagseultural endeavors produced different
products than the larger scale farms. At the hualsdevel, people mainly produced fruit,
vegetables, potatoes and some animal productsevelsethe large scale enterprises produced
grain, sunflower seed, sugarbeets, meat, milk,egys (Mudahar, 1998). This difference in
production makes sense when one considers thagholgs had only a few hectares available to
them, while the larger farms were on the scaléofisands of hectares. Also, household
production was meant to meet the families’ fooddsemther than be sold competitively on a
market.

Often it was easier for peasants to simply inadhe size of their personal plot rather
than start a small-scale private farm, where tleegavould be profit and production on a larger
scale, rather than the subsistence level of theopai plot (O’'Brien, 2002). Even though a main
goal of the Yeltsin government was to create avithgi sector of private farms, in the end it was
often too difficult to make a profit and survivén order to attract people to private farming the
government offered a variety of incentives inclypiree land, moving expense grants, and a five
year land tax exemption. People took advantagei®bpportunity and the number of private
farms increased from 50,000 in January of 1998& @0 in July of 1994 (O’Brien, 2002).
Many people did take advantage of the governmaémtahtives, but were unable to stay in
business and in 2000 the number of private farmsedsed to 260,000 (which employed

between 800,000 and 900,000 people) (Wegren, 200%.number of farms may have
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decreased, but the amount of land used by prieabes has increased. In 2004 private farms
constituted 17.6 million hectares, where as in 119@¥ only used 1.3 million hectares. Because
more land is being used for fewer farms, privatentahave increased from a mean of 42
hectares in 1992 to a mean of 67 hectares in 20@4(en, 2005). These statistics seem to
indicate that some private farms have been suadesmsfl able to consolidate their land, while
others have been forced out of business. Althduggsian agriculture differs from other

systems around the world, the trend of the sucakfssins becoming larger at the expense of the
smaller farms is a common occurrence in most magehomies.

The number of private farms decreased for a vagétgasons, including the high cost of
machinery and inputs. The 1990s witnessed sedettapitalization of the agricultural sector as
the amount of farm machinery used decreased dreafigiti In 1990 143,700 tractors were
acquired while only 6,416 in 1998. The amountro€ks fell from 97,600 in 1990 to 980 in
1998 and grain combines fell from 37,800 in 19901@ in 1998 (O’'Brien, 2002). The decrease
in the acquisition of farm machinery shows thatgtea@ould not afford to buy and use
machinery on their farms and is a reason why petopleed back to only farming their private
plots, thus again making the personal plots vidakurvival, as well as accounting for their
drastic increase in production (Polubina, 2002¢p&nding on the size of the farm the old
equipment from the kolkhozes and sovkhozes mayhaat been appropriate because they were
designed for very large scale farming. Therefore mot uncommon to see fields of combines
and tractors rusting away, while local villagemsiggle with small farming enterprises.

Another difficulty private farms face is the risiogst of inputs such as fertilizer,
electricity and fuel. Because of the skyrocketinggs, uses of inputs have plummeted. From

1991 to 1999 overall agricultural inputs increasegrice by eight times, making it exceedingly

Engebretson GEOG 488



14

difficult for farmers to pay for everything. Evéra farmer was able to afford some type of
machinery, the price for fuel and lubricants insexhby 17.4, times so using one’s equipment
often proved challenging. In 1990, 11.3 milliom$oof gasoline was used, but in 2000 this
number was reduced to 1.8 million tons. The usmiakral fertilizers also drastically decreased,
which led the World Bank to wonder about the féytilevels of Russian soil (Csaki, 2002).

After looking at the role of the large collectiggganizations and household production, it
appears that the private farms were the losersigltine economic transition. One World Bank
report estimates that their contribution in 200@h® agricultural sector was three percent of the
output, although this number did increase from amg percent in 1992 (Csaki, 2002).

Yeltsin’s desire of having private farmers as tbermmic backbone of the agricultural sector
has not yet happened, fifteen years after therffsrms.

After 1992, six million hectares of land were usedpersonal plots; a fifty percent
increase from the 1970s (O’Brien, 2002). The thmd&on new hectares allotted for personal
plots went to increase the size of existing plotd @ create some new ones (O’Brien, 2002).
World Bank surveys show that personal plot sizivie Russian provinces increased from 0.24
hectares in 1990 to 0.35 hectares in 1994, anaseref almost 50%, although they still
remained less than half a hectare (O’Brien, 20021994 personal plots were producing 46%
of the gross agricultural product on only 3.3%ha airable land (O’Brien, 2002). This shows
that even though the government had hoped prigatesf would dominate agricultural
production the personal plots were still the mastpctive in Russia considering the proportion
of total land cultivated. The percent of agrictdtoutputs produced on the personal plots

actually increased from 26% in 1990 to 57% in 1988ugh collective enterprises still had a
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place in the Russia agricultural sector, but thvesiee on a smaller scale than the previous

enterprises and their outputs decreased from 19%2098.

Figure 1
Structure of Agricultural Production in Russia Based on Market Value of Agricultural Commodities, 1990
and 1998 (O’Brien 371) (Data from Moscow: Goskomstai,998).
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Whether or not reforms have been successfulliglsbated when discussing the
agricultural transition. The World Bank arguest e reforms have not been effective because
much of the agricultural sector is still not in tinarket economy, but rather production is
coming from single small household units and ithefsubsistence level. On the other hand
Stephen Wegren, a professor who has spent a grabbitime studying Russian agriculture and
has published numerous works on the subject, arfpatshe reforms have been successful and
that much change has occurred in the countrysgpesatally with regard to the behavior of rural
Russians (Wegren, 2005). Both sides argue theg¢muhousehold production will not be the
future of Russian agriculture and the larger stalas will eventually become the leading
producers. This is not a new idea, since it wasttpe of the Yeltsin administration, and by
looking to the Russian countryside one can stédltbat this notion has not fully come into being
and the actors advocating it as the answer havprovided adequate solutions.

The Republic of Buryatia: A Case Study
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The Republic of Buryatia is located in Siberissteat Lake Baikal. The Republic is
predominantly Buryat, an ethnic group related soNMongols, although Russians and other
minorities live in the republic as well. In 200%tentire population of the republic was 981,238
people. The largest urban area is the capital-Uld@ and agriculture is the main economic
industry, but 93 percent of the population liveotethe poverty line (Unrepresented Nations
and Peoples Organization, 2002). The republic gowent stresses that agricultural production
is going to increase by six to twelve percent b§&8and recognizes that most of the production
comes from household or private farms rather tharcollective enterprises (Agriculture, 2006).
By closely examining two villages in the area, caa have a better understanding of how the
rural reforms from Moscow have manifested themseinghe countryside. Both villages,
Desyatnikovo and Tory, were once part of kolkhahesng the Soviet Union and now many

villagers are practicing subsistence agriculture.
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Figure 2 Map of the Republic of Buryatia with Approximate Case Study Locationgsource:
http://www.cip.nsk.su/fund/BuryatRepublic/BuryatRegion/BuryatiaMap/index.html)
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Desyatnikovo

The first village for the case study of the Republi Buryatia is Desyatnikovo, which is
located about sixty kilometers from Ulan-Ude. Tiage total population is about 1,300
people according to a local resident, but it appeédnat the population was much smaller
(informant 1). It is located along a main Russiaad that stretches from Moscow to Vladivostok
and is the only paved road in the village.

The population of the village is made up of thégielis group Old Believers - or
Semeyskiye, as they are known in the area. The Old Beliewen® sent to Siberia in the
eighteenth century, because they did not acceptdhereforms passed in the Russian Orthodox
Church, during the Schism. One aspect of thetuoithat is important to agriculture is their
work ethic; they believe in hard work and gettihtngs done themselves. When thinking about

how governmental reforms are implemented in ruaalspof the country, it is important for the
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case study of Buryatia to remember that most ofepeblic consists of minority or historically
marginalized people, such as the Old Believers.

Residents of the village stressed that they pravidethemselves and had successful
household production. The fact that people prodadmost everything themselves was one of
the first things they would share during converws#i(interviews 11/05). This shows among the
elderly population at least, a certain amount afgwas taken in being able to support
themselves by subsistence agriculture.

The village is located in a valley, with slopindision either side and the town stretches
along the main road, although there are a few aitieets parallel to the main road to the South.
After the row of houses to the north there is & Wihich is covered in large fields and provides a
place for cattle to graze and some larger scalewdtyre. Behind the houses to the South is a
smaller hill where the remains of the old pig fammich was part of the kolkhoz, are located.

Behind the pig farm is a larger hill covered indst.
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Figure 3 Picture of Desyatnikovo (Source: Betsy Engebretson)

Currently, the village has a variety of servicesitf® residents, although it lacks running
water and indoor plumbing. People can buy a lichgelection of food, alcohol and some
household items at one of three small stores editéd along the main road and about 200 kids
attend lessons at the local school. A post oféacgpen on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, and
a hospital offering limited services is locatedregjahe main road. The local club puts on
different cultural events and runs a discothequéhfe young village residents on Friday and
Saturday nights. The local village government &las an office in the village.

Money enters the village through a variety of mdghoThe government pays the retired
residents monthly pensions providing them with caBhe informants from my fieldwork had
pensions ranging from 1300 to 4000 rubles, depgnoimwhat their position on the kolkhoz
was. The government also pays the salaries dethers at the local school, the few people

who work for the village administration and the doyees at the cultural club.
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Although the distances to larger urban areas #awely short, transportation between
the areas is not readily accessible. If one owrer &@r has easy access to a car, the trip is not a
problem. A car also provides villagers with mucbrenfreedom to travel around the area to
either different fields, the forest to pick berr@sto other places they may need to go, but not
everyone has the luxury of owning a car.

Without a car the journey is more challenging beeaihe only way to get to other urban
areas is bynarshrutka, which come infrequently, or the more expensivioopof a taxi. A
marshrutka is a common form of mass transportation througiRussia since Perestroika and is
a minivan, with room for about fourteen passengjasfollows a set route shuttling people
where they need to go along the specific rout@ané# is unable to getraarshrutka to the closer
larger village the only other option is to try tatch a car,” which is hitchhiking, to a closer
village and then take mar shrutka from there to Ulan-Ude. Patience is required ligg thethod,
because although a fair amount of traffic is onrttan road, much of it consists of trucks and
motorcades of new cars bought in Vladivostok, reitsf which often stop to pick up
hitchhikers.
Tory

Tory is located in a more western part of the Réipwf Buryatia. The village of 1,177
residents is located near several rivers at thed@nd of a valley. Because of its geographic
location it has some of the best soils in the negMetzo, 2003). Tory is a predominantly
Buryat village, which is more typical of the repigblconsidering that the majority of the
republics population is ethnically Buryat. Thdagje has more amenities than Desyatnikovo,
including numerous shops, a café, clinic and aetistery brick school (Metzo, 2003).

Households in both villages are often organizethwitmain house, a variety of outbuilding and
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sheds, a Russian bathhouse known laanga, their private plot or plots depending on the treal
of the family and animal pens if they raise livest¢Metzo, 2003). Plots are not always located
next to the owner’s house, which can make tranaport more difficult, but plots are often a

little larger the farther they are from the villagenter.

Figure 4 Aerial View of Tory (Source: Google Earth, 2006)
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The Transition and the Current Agricultural Sitoati

Gorbachev and perestroika brought few positive gharo the village, according to a
seventy eight year old village man named Mikhaifgrmant 2). He said that before 1989 the

kolkhoz had a great quantity of livestock, but witérestroika, all of the livestock perished or
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was lost. He may have been exaggerating, but witbrthe exaggeration his statement shows
that he associates the end of the Soviet systeimtingtnegative event of the loss of livestock
and a turn for the worse.

Although government reforms started in 1991 neikto#ikhoz (in either village) stopped
operations or reorganized at that time. In Tdmg,workers on the kolkhoz decided to keep their
status as a collective farm around 1992, but irb18® kolkhoz ceased operations and its current
legal status is not completely clear (Metzo, 200@8R000, the kolkhoz in Desyatnikovo
officially ceased operations and held an auctiodivale the land and resources amongst the
villagers (Informant 1).

After the collective farms ceased production, défe forms of agriculture took place in
the villages, including smaller collective enteses, successful and not so successful attempts at
private farms, as well as continued household ol and subsistence. In both villages the
fact that people still practice agriculture and rmaking attempts at trying to become part of the
new capitalist system with larger scale enterprisesvs that people want to make a living in the
agricultural sector. In Desyatnikovo, a smalldiemive farming operation is trying to continue
larger scale agriculture in the area, but is stiingg It currently employs sixty workers and last
year’s grain harvest was only three quintals. Thisent operation has a long way to go if it
wants to become close to the size and productigidef the previous kolkhoz, which
employed over 16,000 workers and harvested ov@067quintals of grain in its richest year
(Informant 1).

Even though the collective enterprise in Desyatwikhas had some success others have
had hard times trying to start private farms. Adong to Mikhail, Desyatnikovo did not receive

any of the reforms that government passed duriad 890s, and farmers trying to make it on
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their own had a difficult time (Informant 2). Thack of government reforms and assistance is
also echoed in Tory, where four households idettithemselves as having commercial farming
operations rather than just practicing subsistaggeeulture. Of these four none said that they
received any “financial or in-kind support from thevernment” (Metzo, 2003: 113). One
reason they have been able to survive is thatdlsyrun other businesses on the side to
supplement their agricultural income. ZhargaloayTresident, has been able to run a farm, but
in addition he “has a small shop, collects andlies®@ctor parts, and negotiates timber sales
with potential buyers” (Metzo, 2003: 108). Withdhe additional income from his side
operations Zhargal, would not be able to operaehvate farming operation.

The success of the farmers in Tory contrasts wiilled attempts at private farms in
Desyatnikovo. A probable cause of this differeisciie lack of additional businesses in
Desyatnikovo. Since Desyatnikovo has fewer buseeshan in Tory it seems that residents of
Desyatnikovo have not tried to employ this stratedylikhail’'s son started a small-scale private
farm but after two years had to close it down adaw unemployed. Mikhail believes his son
had to give up the farm because he did not haxectot, which made practicing agriculture at a
larger scale much harder, and also he did notve@y subsidies or support from the state and
was not able to fund the operation entirely him@elformant 2).

Mikhail's son is not the only person who has héficdilty with the lack of machinery in
the villages. People, in both villages who wanthiaery and technology do not have the means
to pay for it and some of the old kolkhoz machinisrgimply rusting away in a field because it is
now in disrepair and not always suitable for thsimel type of agriculture. When people who
simply farmed their small plots in Tory were askeuy they did not have a larger scale farm

they cited the lack of machinery as one of theargagMetzo, 2003). It is inefficient and almost
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impossible to cultivate one hundred hectares af anhand. In order to be successful and
competitive peasants need to have farm machinexyade to them. The desire to become
private farmers is present in the villages, butwinstances do not always allow it to happen.
One woman'’s son in Desyatnikovo wants to starivafe farm, but his only piece of machinery
is a “small old tractor purchased twenty five yeage” (Informant 1). He wants to buy a bigger
one, but cannot afford it and thus he is of chamdeeating the village administrative buildings
and school in the winter and relies on his priyate to feed his family.

Lack of machinery is not the only factor prevegtinllagers from operating successful
private commercial farms in Tory. Because the tpwsiof the kolkhoz is still undefined,
receiving one’s share of land from it can be diffidMetzo, 2003). When Zhargal talked about
starting his farm he said that “he exchanged bhaitis everyone” over receiving his share of the
land (Metzo, 2003: 108). If peasants do not haeess to the land they do not even have a
chance at trying to operate at a larger scale.

Raising livestock on a small farm poses even robetlenges. Villagers are often able to
afford to raise a small number of animals, buteasing the herd size to be competitive on a
larger market is much harder because the feedirmedout into the endeavor are not profitable.
Keeping an animal alive during the cold Siberiantei is quite challenging. Subsistence
farmers in Desyatnikovo only raise pigs duringwsmer months. They often buy the pigs in
March and then slaughter them in mid November.hWhis schedule the pigs have all summer
to fatten up and when they are slaughtered proydeigh meat to last the winter until a new pig
is bought. To keep a milking cow and a calf afimea winter in Buryatia requires two or more
hectares of land yielding two tons of hay (Metz@Q2). Many residents do not have access to

that amount of land and lack the money to payHerrequired amount of feed.

Engebretson GEOG 488



25

People and families, who are not part of a coNectirganization or do not have a private
farm, practice subsistence agriculture. The l&eg use is generally the same land that was
given to them during the Soviet period as theivate plot. Now, for some residents, their
private plots are their sole sources of incomes@uetimes people are dependent of them for
survival. In Tory more people harvest their presptots than participate in some other form of
agriculture (Metzo, 2003). In Desyatnikovo pensi@nuse their private plots as their main
source of food and would not be able to survivédait them. People have been able to increase
the size of their private plots with some land give®m the kolkhoz (interviews 11/05).

Walking around the village in 2005, one can seedhary piece of harvestable land is
being used as a plot. Some plots are shapeditetes following the curve of the main road,
while others are placed on hills and some use @nehyof land until it sharply drops off into the
floodplain of the stream. This use of land showet tand within the village is a valuable
resource and people make every effort to use atl afhey must use all of it because it is their
source of food, and cultivating land within thelagle is easier than having a field farther away.
Having a field in the village allows one to gettiquicker and one does not have to have a car,
which saves time and money. Also considering éigooof the village population is comprised
of senior citizens, having a field within walkingsthnce allows elderly people to continue their
agricultural practices.

Some families are able to produce extra food frieeir plots and are able to sell it for a
limited amount of additional income. In both vgkss, it is not uncommon to see women selling
food along the road or outside of local building%ry is located near a national park so the
residents are able to sell to tourists passingust{o, 2003). Because Desyatnikovo is on the

road from Moscow to Vladivostok, the producers nmugshpete with all of the other villages
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along the road so sometimes sales can be diffidiiie most common traffic through
Desyatnikovo is people from around the republigdliag to Ulan-Ude or motorcades of new
cars that were purchased in Vladivostok travelimgtw Villagers who only use their private plot
often do not take their food to markets in the efdsirban centers, such as Sludianka, because of
the high transportation costs (Metzo, 2003). Ofsixyinformants in Desyatnikovo, none had
recently been to Ulan-Ude even though the disthet@een the two places is relatively short
(interviews 11/05). The time and money it takegawel to the city is not worth the money they
could possibly make selling at a larger markebnfrobservations in the two villages it does not
appear that there are middlemen, possibly becdube high transportation costs. It might not
be a lucrative business for anyone, especiallyafthave to compete with goods that are located
closer to the markets and are thus cheaper beocalmeer transportation costs.

From looking at the various experiences in the Wlages one can see that people are
not always satisfied with simply practicing subsiste agriculture. Lack of machinery, help and
subsidies from the government, as well as the bagits of raising livestock, all prevent willing
villagers from having private farms (Interviews Q3).

Findings

The Negative Perceptions of Subsistence Agricultuuryatia

Political ecologists tend to emphasize the impuarteof subsistence agriculture because it
is often what the local people want to practiceeathan join the global economy, but in Russia
some local people do not have such a positive viesubsistence agriculture. This view is
exacerbated by the government’s and developmentcagg focus on private farms, increasing

production and becoming incorporated into the edipttglobal economic system. Although the
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dominant narrative is that subsistence agriculwiEad, the elderly members of society often
happily practice subsistence agriculture and don@ott to become part of a larger structure.

Part of the negative feelings towards subsistagceulture stem from the perceived loss
of social status, nationally and internationalls part of the Soviet agricultural system the
workers were producing food for a world superpoweeople were awarded honors for hard
work, such as the Lenin Labor Award, and believed they were furthering the goals of the
Soviet Revolution. In short, they perceived thveark mattered on an international scale.

As well as the perceived international importampagple also took pride in the amount
of work they completed and now want to work to theil potential. This notion of being
extremely useful in part is leftover from the Sawi@rk ideals, and in the case of Desyatnikovo,
in part from the work ethic of Old Believer cultur®Id Believers place great importance on
hard work, self-sufficiency and being as productgepossible. During the Soviet era people
would work a full day on the kolkhoz and in the miogs before their shift on the kolkhoz, or in
the evenings afterwards would devote their enevgieir private plot and few animals. Thus
people would work a double, or in the case of wonaetniple shift (Interviews 11/05). Now
with just a private plot and limited amount of Isteck to occupy their time people, especially
among the middle aged population, do not feel adymtive and almost like failures.

The perceived lost of status has caused depreaswsocial problems because they see
no other future and are unhappy with simply praegicubsistence agriculture. The unhappiness
can be seen in the two examples of men from Detyatn wanting to start private farms, but
being unable to succeed and thus forced into uregm@nt or another menial job while

practicing subsistence agriculture to survive (infant 1 and 2).
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Internalizing subsistence agriculture as a negaiaetice is not the only reason that
some villagers are unhappy with their current $ituna The government and development
organizations have also contributed to the dominantative. The World Bank believes that the
reforms of the 1990s have been unsuccessful beedasge segment of the agricultural industry
has not joined the global market, but this vievisfto take into account that the rural population
has, for the most part, been able to feed itsdifchvcan be seen through the increase in
household production during the 1990s. The Yel&tministration thought that private farms
would become the future of Russian agriculture sufakistence agriculture did not help join the
global economy and was thus viewed negatively. gowernment and World Bank are two of
the more powerful voices in the discourse abousRmsagriculture and therefore their negative
views on subsistence agriculture have an influemcthe national and international
communities. In addition to the government and M/8ank, academics such as Wegren in
America and counterparts in Russia have contribitede dominant narrative (Wegren, 2005,
personal communication). Even though the locapfeare not greatly influenced by the
academics directly, academic thought funnels ieteetbpment and government policy, both of
which have a tangible impact to a certain degreca people.

The dominant narrative of subsistence agricultasah negative practice is manifested in
the middle aged population more so than amongstltezly. One reason for this is that much
of the elderly population retired before the cotlaf the Soviet Union and end of state
controlled agriculture. Therefore they did notdkeir jobs with the changes to the agricultural
system or even face a great disturbance to dély Many pensioners were already only
practicing subsistence agriculture at the timethed still receive their pensions from the

government. The elderly population practices sibsce agriculture for two main reasons:
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survival and it is an activity they enjoy and canineagine life without. In some situations
elderly people would not be able to eat withoutrthersonal plots because they lack money
and/or family support to receive food by any otmathod. Even if one has money, it is difficult
to buy all of one’s food in Desyatnikovo becausetihio stores have an extremely limited
amount of food, which is often too expensive forsin@eople to buy a large quantity of on a
regularly basis. The general rule is, if one cakenthe product it is better than buying it. Some
people practice subsistence agriculture becaugentnt to (Interviews 11/05). One 76 year old
woman said her son offered to give her potatoashéuresponse was that she would do it
herself. She takes great pride in the fact thatgsbws the majority of her own food (Informant
3).

Middle aged people believe the dominant narratb@iasubsistence agriculture more so
than other age groups because they lost the masgdhe economic transition. One day they
were employed on the kolkhoz and the next day texe either unemployed or part of
unprofitable agricultural enterprises and econottyigasecure. As mentioned above, this
segment of the population felt the loss of sodiius more strongly than other groups and thus
wants to practice agriculture at a larger scale thibsistence. The younger people who practice
only subsistence agriculture and do not receiveipes or some other type of supplementary
income are generally living in poverty and are veao§ economically than during Soviet times.
The state support offered in the Soviet Union heappeared and if one only practices
subsistence agriculture it is difficult to pay &ectricity, food that cannot be produced from the
private plot, such as flour, as well as livesto8lecause of the increase in poverty and decrease
in social status middle aged men often turn totadtolt is not uncommon to see drunken men

wandering around the village at anytime. Alongwatcoholism comes petty crime, such as
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stealing other peoples’ meat and flour, becauseé¢hgon may not have enough money to
purchase the goods (Interviews 11/05). Insteazhbyf practicing subsistence agriculture in the
village, another segment of the middle aged andhgeugenerations have left the village to look
for work outside of the agricultural sector. Indpatnikovo, the majority of the population is
elderly because so many of the younger people ledtvelf this trend continues the village will
die within the next few generations.

Considering the dominant narrative with regardgoalture is against only subsistence
practices, it seems fair to question if subsisteagreculture will continue to be practiced in
Russia or if it will cease to exist. At this pointtime it is likely that subsistence agricultuvel
continue because anyone living in a rural villageshproduce at least some of his food in order
to survive. Beyond practicing subsistence agnirelsolely as a means of survival, it appears
likely that the practice will continue to at leasime degree because agriculture is part of Russian
culture. Even urban residents practice a limitedant of small scale agriculture on dachas
because they like having the connection with the l&lso producing some vegetables means
that they will be food secure, which is importaansidering the history of food shortages in
Russia.

Marginalization in Buryatia

Farmers and villagers in Buryatia are not benafies of government reforms possibly
because of their marginalized position. The RepudilBuryatia is not one of Russia’s best
agricultural areas and the fact that the majoritigsopopulation is not ethnically Russian does
not make Buryatia a priority for the governmenMoscow. Historically Buryatia was a place
for exiles, such as the Old Believer populationictshows that the government did not have a

high opinion of the area. Although exiled popwas have been successful in the region many
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Russians still view Siberia, especially the ruralas as backwards, harsh and desolate. This
view has an effect on how reforms and initiatives manifested in Siberia as well as Siberia’s
priority in the government with regard to agricuéu

Beyond its minority population and history of manafized exiles much of Buryatia is
isolated and marginalized due to geography. Russidighly centralized country with the
wealth and focus of the government concentratentban areas of Moscow and Saint Petersburg
and, to a lesser degree, the rest of European®&us$hie transportation system across Russia is
not extremely developed. Only one highway connklscow to Vladivostok and the Trans-
Siberian railroad is slow and not the most pleasggnt Within Buryatia itself many areas are
isolated because of the lack of a modern transgpamtanfrastructure.

Finally Buryatia is one of the poorest regionshaf Russian Federation. Because of the
extreme poverty the government may have choserctessfreforms and subsidies on more
productive areas, because they would have thechaste of joining the global economy, which
was a goal of the Yeltsin administration and agrareform in general. All of these factors
combined show that the Republic of Buryatia is ohthe more marginalized places in Russia
and thus did not have as much success as otheriardee new agricultural system.

Conclusion

After examining the government’s reforms and conmggthe goals with the situation in
Buryatia, a tremendous disconnect appears. Thouighe 1990s the government advocated for
private farms, but the number of private farms ssrihe country has decreased and the output of
subsistence farmers has increased dramaticaltym rterviews in Buryatia it is evident that

people want to start private farms, but are unabtiue to lack of machinery and capital. The
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government promised reforms and because of itslityaio follow through people are forced
into subsistence agriculture or leave the villaetsy to find jobs in the urban areas.

Since the current system and strategy is not wgrkhe Russian government and
development agencies should critically examinesth&tion and change their tactics. Because
the household producers are leading in terms ac@tural output, working within that
framework, may yield more productive results thempdy spreading the dominant narrative
against subsistence agriculture. Focusing on¢ee®iand desires of the local people, especially
those who want to become incorporated into theajlotarket, could provide valuable insight
and possibly help make a successful transitionlarger markets.

Often in political ecology research one does imat focal people who want to join to the
capitalist system and give up subsistence agriultherefore Russia provides an interesting
case study that challenges previously held notddm®litical ecology, such as the
marginalization and degradation thesis. Althougtooking at the situation through a political
ecology lens, the local people may only think tixant to join the capitalist system because that
is the current dominant narrative. Whether villag@ant to become incorporated in the global
market or not, their standards of living have degbpignificantly since the collapse of the Soviet

Union, so something should be done so people eamiore comfortably in rural Russia.
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