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Back to basics: Defining primary 
resources in Russia  Alena Lanina

Geopolitically speaking, Russia is the largest union in the 
world and the landscape of the country has undergone many 
significant changes as a consequence of evolving political and 
strategic interests over the past century. To better understand the 
new opportunities for diversification of the country’s resources, it 
is interesting to take these transformations and contradictions in 
the country’s relationship with the landscape as a starting point.

At the beginning of the 20th century, the shift from agrarian to 
industrial development was driven by a need for heavy industry, 
and was achieved during the 30s through the Soviet Union’s 
rapid collectivization and industrialization. The country was 
developing by shock therapy, where quick results were the prime 
objective and little thought was given to the fate of the territories. 
Industrialization was a key condition for the survival of such 
Super State, keeping independence in military and economic 
field. During WWII, much of the industry was evacuated away 
from attack zone to Urals and western Siberia regions, and 
afterwards was especially developing with the help of military-
industrial establishment. In order to eliminate in short time in 50s 
lagging in agricultural grain production there was Virgin Lands 
Campaign that opened up vast land resources in Kazakhstan, the 
Volga, Urals, Siberia and the Far East. Geological research in 70s 
found out huge gas fields in the North, and since then resource-
oriented gas and oil extractive development started, which is now 
the basis of Russia’s economy and main source of export earnings. 
Much of these historical facts subjected the landscape to various 
changes as well as changed the population settlement pattern.    

The emergence of private capital and the return of private property 
had a number of significant effects on the transformations in land 
use structure. Privatized industrial and agricultural enterprises 
were initially passed to employees, but ultimately ended up in the 
hands of their directors. Often, in order to obtain quick benefits, 
enterprises were seized and subsequently collapsed. A shift from 
planned economy to market terminated subsidies and introduced 
new market conditions that further complicated the management 
of many enterprises. 

Furthermore, Russia inherited from Soviet era a large number of 
monocities — a common typology in any country with a large 
territory rich in diverse natural resources. Many of these cities are 
shrinking, their city-forming enterprises turned to be inefficient and 
on the verge of bankruptcy due to its dependence on outer demand 
and supply. Auctions in 1995 led the biggest industrial enterprises 
of the country mainly of fuel and metallurgy to be privatized: the 
12 protagonists of these participants went on to form Russia’s new 
oligarchy. The monocities, in turn, turned into corporate-owned 
“big business” cities and form the basis of the country’s economy 
today. Since recently interests shifted to Northern territories where 
huge resource deposits are being discovered, more territories are 
being developed and while others become abandoned forming 
post industrial unlivable landscapes. 

YANAO. Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Nadim city. Photo: Armin Linke    



Resource-Oriented Extractive 
Way of Development

The structure of the energy balance in Russia is constantly chang-
ing. Until 70s it was coal, 70-80th - oil, in 90s - natural gas. 
Nowadays YaNAO region produces 90% of Russian natural gas, 
which is 20% of World’s production. In last years gas productin in-
creased by 11.6% due to grater demand.  
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YaNAO. Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Tundra, Nadym Gas pipeline junction. Photo: Armin Linke    

Northern pioneer cities now considered as base cities for futher de-
velopment of natural resources, with the main reserve of adapted 
local able-bodied population to harsh climatic conditions.

Employees of all enterprises in YaNAO region - 365 800,
from which 75 500 (21%) of shift workers,
from which 58 700 (78%) from outside of region.
Shift workers engaged in mining operations - 53 500



Mining operations, construction works or geological explorations 
now are carried out only by shift arrangements. The ideology of 
temporariness at chief levels leads to exploitative treatment of the 
territory. Developed territories that exhausted supply or had served 
their time are being abandoned, and new tasks are realized already 
in the new places which allows endless space of the country.

Total land area of YaNAO region -  76 925 000 Ha
Total population of YaNAO - 546 526, density - 0.7 per/sq. km
from which population of Nenets - 21 000
 
Population of reindeers - 731 000, the World’s largest herd of do-
mesticated reindeer - 40%

YaNAO. Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug. Suburbs of Old Nadim. Photo: Alena Lanina  

YaNAO region. Reindeers at Ob Bay. Photo: Vyacheslav Ivko 

Nature Management and Abandoned Unlivable 
Landscape Form Contradictions Between 2 Coexisting Cultures



After 10 years of immobility, a Land Code was finally adopted 
in 2001; subsequent Acts on Agricultural Land Transactions (in 
’02) and on land transfer from one category to another (in 2005) 
strongly affected the landscape of the countryside. A new class of 
big landowners appeared once again in the Russian “black earth” 
region. In many cases land was bought up for future use and stored 
as a deposit at the bank, while peasants were left without work 
and means of subsistence. Many of ex-Kolkhozes and Sovkhozes 
began a spiral of decline in these territories as a consequence of 
natural conditions of the market; most of landlords were not inter-
ested in agriculture but in capital investment and quick profits. The 
classification of a portion of these lands was transferred from agri-
cultural to other categories; many became the locus of extraneous 
functions such as elite cottage settlements, uncontrolled sprawl of 
dachas, storage areas or even new industrial development. This da-
cha sprawl, which almost never led to the actual development of 
villages and blurred the borders of big cities, congesting the subur-
ban area and annihilating the green lungs of cities. 

A counterintuitive reality of contemporary Russia is that accord-
ing to last All-Russian Agricultural Census of ’06, until recently 
private farming actually competed in productivity with big agri-
cultural enterprises. As much as 50% of all agricultural products are 
produced in this way. Nowadays, this incredible productivity is on 
the decline, giving way to the opponent (largely due to generation 
change and marketing difficulties). Agricultural hierarchy headed 
by big enterprises hinders the development of farming in Russia 
and subdues the former state collective farms, making it difficult 
for them to stay afloat. Competitive companies of big business 
form a condition of market monopolization, cultivating an adverse 
environment for the formation of small and medium-sized busi-
nesses and direct marketing to consumers. 

Russia appears today as a monocentric state were all main agricul-
tural enterprises and industrial head offices are situated in Mos-
cow and Moscow region. It is precisely here that the most intensive 
agricultural activities took place, and socio-economic environment 
remained most reliable and productive for effective business.

Moscow region. New dachas on ex-arable land. Photo: Alena Lanina 
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Moscow region. Abandoned sovkhoz. Photo: Alena Lanina 

Over the past ten years, Russia has lost one-third of its fertile land. 
More than 40 million hectares out of production - overgrown with 
forests or built up.

In 1990 - 25000 working kolkhozes/sovkhozes (collective farms)
In 2007 - 16000 working ex-collective farms

Reasons for rural stagnation:
- Abolition of social benefits
- Mass-scale kolkhoz (collective-farm) bankruptcy
- Non-transparent distribution of government subsidies 
- Low pay
- Market monopolization (Final price of a product)

Average village with a bankrupt collective 
farm:
- some people work in local shops,
schools, hospitals
- 17% go to work out of their village
- 18% work on their personal plots
- 31% unemployed

10 Years of Russian Land 
Market

Moscow Region case:

Agricaltural land - 1 357 000 Ha, from which 908 000 Ha - Arable 
land.  400 000-450 000 Ha out of this owned by landlords.  Portion 
of agricultural land was transferd from one category to another 
and more than 800 of new cottage settlements were developed.

Agricultural production still recovers from crisis of 90s. Grain pro-
duction fell more than 3 times, potatoes - by 2.5 times, vegetables 
- by 1/3, livestock and poultry was reduced by 30%, milk - 2 times, 
eggs - 4 times.

Nowadays 12 main big agricultural enterprises provide 45,2 % of 
Moscow  food supply

in Europe in Russia (usually)



A key issue of agriculture in Russia 
is loss of human capital. 
Informational globalization 
accelerated the outflow process of 
able-bodied and most active part of 
rural population from periphery to 
the suburbs and cities. 
Employment potential and social 
environment of rural communities
degrades gradually. 

Rural population density 
Dynamics of population distribution in Russia

Agricultural land structure

Despite most of Russia’s territory 
not being arable, country has the forth
largest area of cropland in the world
after the United States, India and China.
Which is about 10% of World’s arable land 



Throughout its history, Russia has continuously developed its 
northern territories, creating settlements in difficult natural 
conditions whether or not there is a local agricultural tradition. 
Nowadays, a localised development of rural area came up to take 
the place of extensive agriculture. Agricultural land is determined 
not only by natural conditions but also by the level of population 
development, level of existing technological development and 
usage of land resources. Depopulation and social degradation of 
the countryside have had an impact on small-scale agricultural 
productivity, and in turn a chronic lack of human resources results 
in workers migration from abroad, while the internal migration of 
rural population tends towards southern cities and suburbs. As a 
consequence, the distance from large cities has become a major 
factor in determining the condition of the rural countryside, its 
economic and infrastructural development, as well as quality and 
quantity of its population. In Russia the process of urbanization is 
dominated by a decidedly centripetal force.

Observing the phenomena of so-called central places theory, 
when the earlier land developed spaces are compressing into 
centers and the remaining space of the country shrinks, we see 
that urban and rural areas are undergoing a process of thinning, 
leaving deteriorated landscape behind. Leftover, disused arable 

land is turning back to nature; the sprawl of dachas and cottages 
absorbs suburbia; inefficient enterprises are dying out; obsolete 
infrastructure is accelerating the process of depopulation.

The landscape is undergoing a process of adaptation to the new 
urban-centric world order. The largely resource-oriented economy 
of the 20th century might well, at some point, give way to agriculture 
in the 21st century: the looming food supply crisis and the State’s 
own need for food security could turn Russian agriculture in most 
attractive fields for development and employment. if favorable 
investment in the environment, and the right economic conditions 
and infrastructure were to be provided, grain could be the new oil, 
and arable land could well become Russia’s main resource.

Features of World’s Land 
Resources in Food Provision
Arable land is a source of food security for each state, food produc-
tion for 1 person requires from 0.3 to 0.5 Ha. In Russia this rate is 
0.86 Ha/pers. With the increase of Worl’s population amount of 
arable land per capita is decreasing.  



Prerequisites of Contemporary 
Land Use System



facts about argiculture                  facts about industry                                


