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Abstract: 
 
This paper studies foreign land acquisitions by Western actors, the export of (Western) farm models 

and the frictions that emerge when diverging farm models meet (or clash), based on the case of 

Russia. It does study not only land acquisitions itself, but also, and more so, the processes that occur 

thereafter, or ‘what it produces’ in terms of new social relations and labour arrangements.  

These issues are studied within the framework of the export of farm models, which in addition to 

labour arrangements also include technological–material and knowledge export, applying insights 

from the socio-technical systems approach (Brunori et al 2008) and the concept of ‘total social 

institutions’ (Goffmann 1962). Therefore, ‘foreign investment’ will be broadened to include foreign 

management, consultancy and technology export related to land deals.  The paper asks; are 

Westerns investors/actor really able to ‘impose’ new farm models, as accusations of neo-colonialism 

and Western imperialism suggest? What frictions emerge when new farm models meet with existing 

farm models?  

Rural Russia is an interesting case, as it does not match the image, originating from the African 

experience, that global land grabbing equals the sudden imposition of large-scale modern farming 

models in rural societies devoid of it. Russia has a long history of exceedingly large farming, and like 

some of the other BRICS it is promoting its own model or ‘brand’ of large-scale farming, even abroad. 

Therefore, the paper investigates land grabbing as a contest over the future of Russian agriculture 

between three farm models. Namely, the family farm model which the foreign investors have in mind, 

and two domestic models; the lingering (post)kolkhoz (=collective farm) model, adhered to by the 

local population and (partly) the local goverment, and the increasingly dominant agroholding model, 

promoted by oligarchs and local management. 

Conflicts about the future model of farming are often depicted as a battle between on the one hand 

investors, together with state officials, pursuing large-scale farming, and the local population in 

discontent or opposition. The case the World’s largest countryside shows that this conceptualisation 

does not always match reality, as large numbers of Russia’s rural dwellers are strongly in favour of 

large-scale farming.  However, this does not mean that the newly introduced forms of large-scale 

farming are therefore unproblematic or that the different actors agree on the future model of 

farming, in terms of labour arrangements, land use, and broader social responsibilities of the farm. 
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“A farm manager should get his hands dirty”. 
Global land acquisitions and the export of western farm models to Russia 

 
 

Michelle Steggerda1 and Oane Visser2 

 

Introduction 
 

This paper investigates foreign land acquisitions by Western actors, the export of (Western) farm 

models and the frictions that emerge when diverging farm models meet (or clash), based on the case 

of Russia. It does study not only land acquisitions itself (which are usually at the foreground of the 

debate), but also, and more so, the processes that occur thereafter. This focus is in line with the plea 

by Ruth Hall (2011: 208), who argued that the global debate should not only ask questions “how 

deals come to be and their implications for displacement and impacts on livelihoods, but also what 

land grabbing produces: what new social relations, land politics, labour markets and modes of 

accumulations are being produced?”. More specifically, it follows up on the plea by Tanya Li (2011) to 

bring the issue of labour more to the centre stage in the research on land deals.                              

 The labour issue is studied here within the framework of the export of farm models (which in 

addition to labour arrangements also includes technological –material and knowledge export), 

applying insights from the socio-technical systems approach (Brunori et al 2008) and the concept of 

‘total social institutions’ (Goffmann 1962; Humphrey 1983). Therefore, foreign investment in this 

paper will be broadened to the various forms of foreign involvement related to land investment. In 

addition to financial resources, also foreign management (sometimes without foreign investment, 

but connected to domestic land acquisitions) and foreign consultancy (often in combination with 

foreign equipment and products) will be taken into account.  Hall (2012) shows, based on the study 

of South-African land deals in Africa, that their acquisitions include a wide variety of actors from 

branches as diverse as farm associations, consultancy, construction firms and banks. Moreover, her 

study shows that the origin of the investments is also less homogeneous as often suggested, with 

South-African boer farmers, acting as brokers for Chinese capital (cf. Cotula 2012). We focus here on 

Dutch actors, which although not among the top 3 investors in term of land in Russia (Visser and 

Spoor 2011), in terms of the wider involvement in land and agriculture are amongst the most active 

foreigners in Russia. The Dutch farmers are operating for instance as farm managers on recently 

established large-scale farms with Scandinavian or domestic capital.3                                                    

 This research intends to gain more insight in the influence of foreigners in the Russian (and 

more broadly; global) agriculture following the implementation of large-scale land acquisitions. What 

resources and ideas do they bring? To what extent do their ideas differ from domestic investors, local 

                                                           
1
 Michelle Steggerda is undergraduate (honours) student at the Dept. of Anthropology and Development 

Studies, Radboud University Nijmegen, The Netherlands, e-mail: michellesteggerda@student.ru.nl.  
2
 Oane Visser is assistent professor at the same department and from January 2013 at the International 

Institute of Social Studies (ISS) of Erasmus University, The Hague, The Netherlands, e-mail: o.visser@maw.ru.nl.  
3
 Dutch investors normally focus on the forms of agriculture which require less land, such as vegetable and 

dairy farming, poultry (a Dutch investor is the third largest investor in Russia) and green house farming, 
whereas other foreign investors such as the Swedish, which constitute the largest Western/foreign investor in 
terms of land ownership (except from a Kazakh/Russian joint venture) focus op staple crops. 

mailto:o.visser@maw.ru.nl
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government and the rural population? Are those foreigners really able to ‘impose’ new farm models, 

as accusations of neo-colonialism and Western (in addition to Chinese) imperialism suggest? What 

frictions emerge when new farm models meet with existing farm models (whether explicit or more 

implicit)?                                                                                                                                                                 

 On the front page of this paper a Russian employee is filling the tractor of the Dutch owner-

director of the farm enterprise Ruskar with fertilizer. The director is the first one on the farm to 

cultivate the fields at the start of the new agricultural season. The idea that the director is working in 

the fields side by side with the employees and “gets his hands dirty” is natural for the Dutch 

management, but often hard to get used to for the Russian employees, since they are used to farm 

directors working in an office, in large collective (or ‘post’ collective) farms with a strict hierarchy and 

division of labour.                                                                                                                                                

 This example shows that there are fundamental differences on the level of ideology and 

practice between the Western farming model envisaged by the foreign management on the one 

hand, and the model(s) the local employees (and local actors more broadly) adhere to on the other. 

At the same time, it is not just a clash between foreign and domestic actors or farming models, but a 

dynamic interaction in which actors also become (partly) aware of the contradictions (and 

limitations) within their own application of farming models. Thus, while the Dutch farm director 

propagates participatory management and worker initiative along the lines of the Dutch family farm, 

with his first tractor ride of the season as a symbol of it, at the same time there are ways in which the 

consistent implementation is hindered. Ultimately, he is the one who decides alone when the 

cultivation should start, who has to carry it out, et cetera.                                                                       

 Rural Russia constitutes an interesting case to investigate above-mentioned questions. First 

of all, Russia and the large agricultural producers of the former Soviet Union more generally (Ukraine, 

Kazakhstan), diverge strongly from the common view of land grabbing and the export of large-scale 

farm models connected with it. The world largest country does not match the image, largely 

originating from the African experience, that global land grabbing equals the sudden imposition of 

large-scale modern farming models in a rural society previously characterised by hardly mechanised, 

small-scale family farming. Whereas such an ‘Africanised’ (Borras 2012) view of global land 

acquisitions, might correspond to reality in large parts of Africa and Asia, it is less suitable to describe 

some parts of Latin-America, and certainly misses the mark in most of post-Soviet Eurasia, and 

notably Russia.4 BRICS countries like Russia are not only targets of land grabbing, but actively 

engaging in land grabbing themselves domestically and/or abroad, whether globally as in the case of 

China or interregionally as for Russia (Visser and Spoor 2011). Some of the BRICS are even actively 

promoting their own model or ‘brand’ of large-scale farming domestically and abroad; see Clemens 

and Fernandes (2012) on Brazil’s export of its agrofuel model to Mozambique, or Hall (2012) on 

South-African export of farm technology and consultancy at the African continent, and Visser, 

Mamonova and Spoor (2012) on Russia.                                                                                                            

 In Russia, since the Soviet collectivisation in the 1930s, independent family farms 

disappeared from the rural landscape, and were replaced by the state (sovkhoz) and collective 

(kolkhoz) farm enterprises.5 As these two forms differed only slightly in practice, we will refer to 

them simply as kolhoz(es). Large-scale farming in Russia is thus certainly not a new phenomenon 

                                                           
4
Also it should be noted that various African countries had large-scale farms before the advent of the current 

land grab phenomenon, originating from colonial plantations or socialist state/collective farms. 
5
Farm employees in the kolkhozes were, however, allowed to keep small household plots (of mostly a tenth of 

a hectare), on which they produced mainly for self-sufficiency. 
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associated with the current global land rush. What is more, farm sizes in Russia, before as well as 

after the demise of the Soviet system in 1991, were (and are) practically unmatched anywhere in the 

world. It should however be noted, that foreign acquisitions normally constitute a further 

enlargement of these huge farm enterprises.  Whereas a Russian farm enterprise normally is a few 

thousand hectares large, foreign acquisitions often lead to the creation of large landholdings of 

10,000s or over 100,000 hectares large (Visser and Spoor 2011). These enlargements, however, 

should not be seen as a something particular for foreign acquisitions. Such enlargements are part and 

parcel of the, even more influential, domestic enlargement in the form of the emergence of the so-

called agroholdings.                                                                                                                                        

 Second, Russia is an interesting case to study (conflicting) farm models within the current 

land rush, because of the emergence of its own large-scale farming model (as discussed above), as 

well as due to the importance of the debate between large versus small scale farming, which has 

been a central, and urgent, topic for Russian policy makers and rural citizens over the last two 

decades of transformation following the demise of the planned economy. This, in addition to the 

global importance of the country’s agrarian question, as addressed by pre-Soviet (Chayanov 1966 

[1925]) and Soviet (Lenin 1960 [1899]) authors and debates, on which we cannot dwell within the 

scope of this paper.6 Due to the transition from a plan to a market economy the debate on large vs. 

small agricultural future was already unleashed before the global land grab phenomenon took off. 

This has been visible in the discussion about policy choices and ideological clashes between large 

versus small-scale farming futures. Despite the efforts of Russian reformers and their World Bank 

advisors to stimulate the emergence of a family farming model through land reform, there has been 

an unexpected continuity of the large-scale farming during the process of land reform and farm 

reorganisation (Visser 2008). Family farms in Russian are not strongly present in terms of their share 

in acreage, production and their support among the population.7 Recent large-scale land acquisitions 

in Russia call for even more attention to the small versus large-scale farming debate, although the 

global land grab debate itself has provoked much less public debate than in for instance in Africa.    

 The rise of large-scale land deals in Russia is strongly connected with the emergence of 

domestic outside investors (especially the so-called oligarchs) and the creation of agroholdings in the 

mid-2000s. During the privatization of the kolkhozes (collective farms) in the 1990s the (former) 

employees received shares in the farm enterprises. In this transition period a sharp economic decline 

took place in agriculture and few outside investors paid attention to this sector. Along with the 

recovery of the national economy and the introduction of the land code in the beginning of the 

2000s, a rise of outside investment in the agriculture occurred.  Rich oligarchs, who first gained 

control over the most prized assets in the energy and industry sectors, bought up shares of the rural 

population and/or got farm enterprises in possession through bankruptcy procedures, merging the 

large farm enterprises into even larger agroholdings which are increasingly dominating Russian 

agriculture. The term agroholdings refers to several agrofood enterprises under the umbrella of one 

central unit, including at least one farm enterprise. In addition to domestic investment, foreign 

investment in Russian agriculture also started to rise by the second half of the 2000s.  

                                                           
6
 Chayanov, wrote part of his work after the Soviet Union had been created, but is certainly not a ‘Soviet 

author’, as his ideas opposed dominant Soviet/socialist thinking. 
7
Also the percentage of the rural population involved in private family farming is rather low. In a kolkhoz (with 

several hundreds of employees), on average on 1 or 2 households embarked on private farming during the 
privatisation process. However, in terms of production of certain labour intensive products and in terms of 
productivity their role is mostly underestimated (Spoor et al 2012, Petrick et al 2011). 
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 A few notes about our focus on foreign and in particular Western investment. First, although, 

foreigners account for (only) a minority of all land acquisitions in Russia (Visser and Spoor 2011), and 

globally, they play a more prominent role in land acquisitions and farm reorganisation in Russia, than 

figures about the share in investments suggest.8 Foreign involvement constitutes more than 

investment and/or land acquisition, as was mentioned earlier. In this article, we will deal with three 

main categories of foreign actors, namely investors, managers and consultants (note that those roles 

may overlap in reality).This paper focuses on Western investment, as Western companies are often 

an important player in the land rush (e.g. Cotula 2012) and are predominant among foreign investors 

in Russia, and the former Soviet Union at large (Visser and Spoor 2011).  

 Second, the focus of this paper on foreign (Western) investors within Russia, is of particular 

interest, as they adhere to a fundamentally different farm model than their Russian counterparts. As 

such, it constitutes an interesting angle to look at land acquisitions and agricultural transformation, 

as the foreign involvement makes the frictions between various farm models more visible. 

 This paper’s central research question is: which frictions concerning the role of the 

management arise resulting from foreign involvement in farm enterprises in Russia? We analyse 

these frictions here as a ‘contest’ between three main farm models present in Russian agriculture (in 

debate and reality). The foreign investors and the various local actors (Russian managers, the rural 

population and the local state) have divergent perspectives and interests with regard to those farm 

models.9 Thus, in a way, the frictions between those actors, can also be seen as a reflecting the more 

abstract frictions related to the ongoing agrarian question concerning which of these models should 

become the dominant one in Russia. Applying the theories of socio-technical systems and total social 

institutions three farm models will be presented: the (post-)kolkhoz, the agro holding and the 

western family farm. By looking at the farm enterprise -and particular the farm management- from 

different perspectives (land, labour and its broader role in the village(s)), we will investigate which 

frictions arise when those models “meet” during foreign involvement.  

In chapter one the theoretical framework will be introduced.  Chapter two, on land, is about 

the friction between production volume and egalitarianism versus efficiency. Chapter three, about 

labour, deals with the friction between involvement versus distance. In chapter four, about the 

broader role of the farm, the friction between a farm intertwined with, versus one detached from, 

the local community and the local state is discussed. The concluding chapter discusses the general 

insights that emerge from these chapters.   

 

Methods 

For this research, we conducted field research on different levels, thereby using different methods. 

First of all, interviews with foreign investors (3x), managers (5x) and consultants (5x) were conducted. 

These interviewees were all Dutch, with the exception of two Russians working for Dutch owned 

enterprises. In order to protect the anonymity of the interviewees, no names of the persons or 

companies will be mentioned in this paper (except for the Dutch stakeholders of the case-study, with 

whom it was agreed to do so). Only a distinction between investors, managers and consultants will 

                                                           
8
 The global land grab debate largely focuses on foreign investors and intercontinental investment flows, 

although domestic and regional investments often play a more central role in acquisitions (Cotula 2012). 
Moreover, the distinction between international, regional and national investments is often blurred (Hall 2011, 
206, Hall 2012, Cotula 2012, 660). 
9
We will focus here on those three groups of actors. Of course especially within the local population some sub-

divisions in terms of perspectives and interest could be distinguished. This paper focuses mainly on the many 
similarities in views among the population, although we will also note some differences. 
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be made, as differences between those groups are relevant for a proper analysis. The semi-

structured interviews were conducted in the Netherlands and Russia between November 2011 and 

May 2012 by Steggerda, and part by both Steggerda and Visser.  

 Secondly, a case-study was carried out by Steggerda on the farm enterprise Ruskar, situated 

in the Moscow region.10 This farm enterprise, with Dutch ownership and management produces 

potatoes, vegetables and grain, conducts storing and some processing activities and trades in 

Western machinery. The farm enterprise controls an acreage of around 1700 hectares, rented from 

the local government and a bank. Its work force consists of approximately 20 workers11. The Dutch 

management, Peter Smid (also co-owner), his wife Marloes Smid and two other Dutch managers and 

the intermittent Dutch interns live on the farm territory, a 5 minute walk from the village 

Bogatishchevo. There is no Russian capital or Russian management involved in this farm enterprise. 

Ruskar was founded in 2002, although a longer Dutch history of farm investment and consultancy on 

the farm site predates it.12 In this case-study several methods were used. Living in the village 

Bogatishchevo and participating in the activities at the farm enterprise, Michelle Steggerda 

conducted participant observation and took part in informal conversations. She conducted also semi-

structured interviews with the villagers working for Ruskar (6x), villagers not working for Ruskar (2x) 

and members of the local government in Kashira (2x). Further, a small survey with 30 respondents 

was conducted based on quota sampling, and documents and articles were collected.13  

 Thirdly, the paper loosely draws on some other short farm visits conducted by Steggerda and 

Visser in Moscow and Lipetsk in 2011-2012, and earlier interviews and farm visits to sites of Dutch 

farm investment by Visser in the early 2000s.14 

 Interviewed investors, managers and consultants were often involved in an agroholding (for 

example as interim manager, advisor or co-owner), where they tried to introduce elements of the 

western family farm model. Since most Dutch interviewees were involved in foreign non-Dutch 

agroholdings or had connections with foreign non-Dutch partners, the results of this paper do not 

only refer to Dutch involvement but can be taken wider to Western involvement15. The case-study 

Ruskar was, as will be argued, in many aspects resembling a western family farm though on a much 

larger scale, which was quite unique, and, as will be shown later on, sometimes conflicting with the 

local government and the rural population who adhered to the (post-)kolkhoz farm model.  

                                                           
10

 The authors want to acknowledge their sincere gratitude for the willingness of the management of Ruskar to 
enable this case-study, as well as thank all the villagers, Dutch interviewees and other informants. Ruskar is 
located in the village Bogatishchevo, Kashira district, Moscow region. The case study was conducted from the 
1

st
 of April till the 4

th
 of May 2012. 

11
 The number of Russian employees changed from 22 to 17 during the fieldwork period, due seasonality.  

12
 In 1988 Cebeco (a Dutch company) already had a farm project on the sovkhoz ‘Ptitsefabrika’ in which they 

provided equipment and management. In 1998 the Kashira district allocated a project to the Ptitsefabrika in 
Bogatishchevo, within which framework the Dutch firm ‘Petro Plus Engineering’ built a potato storage and 
other Dutch companies provided equipment. Moreover, Dutch management was brought in for one year. From 
this time the potato production on Ptitsefabrika started. However, Ptitsefabrika was unable to fulfil its the 
repayments to the Dutch financier (ING Bank) and was therefore forced to sell its potato branch to the customs 
in 2001. In a public auction in 2002, Petro Plus Engineering bought the potato storage and farm equipment and 
created a daughter company, Ruskar. Peter Smid, until then manager, decided in 2006 to take over the farm. 
He became the co-owner of the farm, with the other 50% in the hands of an investor (also Dutch). 
13

 We ensured that roughly equal amounts of women and men, as young (-40) as old (+40) people participated.  
14

Steggerda conducted short field research in Lipetsk region, which offered insights in reactions of local 

villagers to the emergence of an (domestic) agroholding (Nastyusha which already was nearly bankrupt).  
15

 Although it is more likely that the discourse and practices of the Dutch involved is similar with Western 
investors than with investors from Arab states and China, who are also active in the Russian agriculture.  
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1.       Theoretical framework 

 

During the field work, it became clear that foreign investment, more specifically Dutch investment, 

could be seen much broader than financial investment and land acquisition. Moreover, it became 

clear that the foreigners involved in the Russian agriculture experienced numerous problems because 

they had a very different idea of farming than the Russian stakeholders. This stimulated us to study 

the changes from the angle of competing farm models which are important in the discourses and 

practices during farm reorganisation in which foreigners are involved. Using the theories of socio-

technical systems and total social institutions, we will present the three main farm models and how 

they are constructed. 

 As, was mentioned earlier underlying the land grab debate is the broad issue of the relative 

superiority of large-scale versus small-scale agriculture. Indeed, as White et al (2012) point out, this 

has its origins in the much older, classical debates between Marxists and agrarian populists (Lenin 

1960 [1899], Chayanov 1966 [1925] and Kautsky 1988 [1899]), which later framed much of the 

critical agrarian studies in the 1970s and 1980s. In the 1990s, with the declining importance of 

agriculture in development aid and policy, this debate muted in mainstream agrarian studies, 

although it was very much topical in (post-) socialist Eurasia after the fall of the communist system 

and the decollectivisation of the large-scale collective and state farms. With the rapid rise of large 

land deals in the mid-2000s, this debate is again regaining centre-stage. 

 Large-scale land acquisition could provide substantial advantages for the local people who 

are involved. They could benefit from new jobs, new markets, new ideas and improvements of 

facilities and infrastructure. However, large-scale land acquisitions could also have negative effects. 

People could lose their land, without (sufficient) compensation or prior consultation. This is 

complicated when the rights of the former land users are not formalized, because they adhere to 

customary property right systems. In addition, there could be little employment created by investors 

or people could fail to be qualified for the newly created jobs.  

 There are supporters and opponents of large-scale land acquisitions, as well as actors that 

take an “in between” position. Some argue that only large-scale farming can accommodate the 

growing demand for agricultural produce because of its economies of scale (allowing for investment 

in modern technology), thereby legitimizing large-scale land acquisitions (Collier 2008, Thurrow 2010, 

World Bank 2010). Local people, it is argued, could benefit from new jobs, new markets, new ideas 

and improvements of facilities and infrastructure. The World Bank sees opportunities for win-win 

situations via responsible investment, especially in areas with vacant and abandoned land (World 

Bank 2010), such as is assumed to be particularly the case in Russia. However, large-scale land 

acquisitions could also have negative effects, as others stress (e.g. de Schutter 2010). People could 

lose their land, without (sufficient) compensation or prior consultation. In addition, promises of new 

employment created by investors often are not (fully) realised or people could fail to be qualified for 

the newly created jobs. Therefore, other scholars argue that only small-scale farming can meet global 

food security in a socially and environmentally sustainable way, praising peasant agriculture for its 

high productivity per hectare and its environmentally friendly production (de Schutter 2010, Patel 

2010). The third position is `in between´ former positions. According to for instance Oxfam, large- 

and small-scale food farming should be complementary (Wegner and Zwart, 2011). 

 The positive and negative sides of large-scale land acquisition are not the major focus of this 

paper. Current research on large-scale land acquisitions has a strong focus on property relations (and 
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its effects in terms of livelihoods). Here, we will focus on what happens after land acquisition, 

analysing frictions in terms of different, ‘clashing’ farm models. In the global land grab debate, Hall 

(2011) already came up with five different “business models” to analyze large-scale acquisitions in 

Southern Africa. These models (extraction model, enclave model, colonist model, outgrower model 

and commercialisation in situ) do not only represent differences in land use, but also represent the 

degree in which land-based social relations are altered. The three farm models (in the Russian 

context) which will be introduced, do have some similarities with some of the models introduced by 

Hall (in the African context). However, the farm models to be presented below point to social 

relations in a broader sense (including labour and village issues) and will not only cover practices but 

also the ideals which the stakeholders of various models adhere to. 

 

§1.1. Socio-technical systems as a framework 

Dutch persons and companies involved in the Russian agriculture often ‘import’ new techniques to 

Russia. These techniques do not only refer to equipment, but can be seen much wider. For example, 

knowledge and modes of work coordination are also transferred by the Dutch. Therefore in this 

paper an inclusive definition of technique, introduced by Pfaffenberger (1992: 497), will be used: 

“technique refers to the system of material resources, tools, operational sequences and skills, verbal 

and nonverbal knowledge and specific modes of work coordination that come into play in the 

fabrication of material artifacts”. 

 Transferring these new techniques to Russia, Dutch investors, managers and consultants 

often experience problems concerning their implementation. Mostly, they complain that their advice 

is not being adopted by the local employees or the local director. By looking more closely at their 

discourse, it becomes clear that a supposedly (passive, irrational) Russian culture is often seen as the 

cause of the difficult implementation of new techniques. This framing of culture as the all-

compassing explanation for frictions faced in the Russian agriculture is not solely used by the Dutch 

stakeholders. Similarly, Russian investors from big cities speak of the “inert or backward” rural 

culture. Moreover, in our case study, rural Russians themselves also ascribed cultural notions to the 

changes brought by foreigners. What these views share is that culture is seen as something static, 

which frames problems of adaption in terms of inertia or passivity (located in people minds).  

 The danger of these (stereotypical) characterisations is that they becomes just a label, 

without providing deeper insight in where the experienced frictions come from.  In this paper the 

concept “socio-technical system” will be used as a framework to go beyond the above mentioned 

cultural explanation. Certain techniques are not easily transferrable to another place, due to the 

practices and perceptions which are attached to those techniques. According to Pfaffenberger (1992), 

“a successful technological innovation occurs only when all elements of the system (e.g. social, 

economic, legal, scientific and political) have been modified so that they work together effectively” 

(p. 498). For instance, legislations can hinder a successful technological innovation. According to 

Russian law, for each type of tractor one needs to have a separate license. This legislation could 

hinder the implementation of a more flexible work organization, pursued by the Dutch stakeholders.  

 The socio-technical system concept is opposed to the standard view of technology. Following 

the standard view of technology, technology is a universal necessity, which can be separated 

between function and style and develops according to a unilinear progression. This view is marked by 

technological determinism: there is only one way to design and use a material artifact. Every culture 

adapting it, will be forced to develop the same social relations and labour arrangements 

(Pfaffenberger 1992). It should be noted that the socio-technical system concept is in the literature 
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both used as a paradigm opposing the standard view of technology, as well as a plurality of models 

which exist in reality.  

 If elements of one socio-technical system are applied in a setting where different socio-

technical systems are dominant, tensions will arise.  Seen from this perspective, the frictions are not 

(just) a result of differences between the Russian and Dutch/foreign culture, but most fundamentally 

the tension between different socio-technical systems in the contemporary Russian farming context.  

 

Following Brunori et al (2008), a socio-technical system is defined as the interaction between actors 

(users, distributors, producers and stakeholders), artifacts (resources, material aspects) and rules and 

institutions (cognitive frames, norms, laws, technical rules).  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

          Figure 1: components of a socio technical system 

In sum: every socio-technical system is composed of various actors who have different perceptions 

and practices concerning artifacts. Chapter two is about different perceptions towards land. In 

chapter three different perceptions on labour will be discussed. Chapter four deals with the broader 

role of the farm enterprise in Russia.  

 Since the socio-technical system framework is less suitable to apply to the latter theme, we 

will also make use of the concept “total social institutions”. Total social institutions refer to the wider 

social influence of institutions in society. It has been applied to collective farms in the Soviet era (as 

well as to their post-socialist successors) to show that collective farms were not just narrow 

institutions, but also had extensive social and welfare functions in relations to the 

employees(Humphrey 1983, Visser and Schoenmakers 2011). However, this concept pays little 

attention to technical and production aspects. Therefore, both concepts are used complementary in 

order to capture the frictions between the models which will be explained in this paper.  

  

Within agrarian studies, the concept has been used mostly in studies of irrigation. Aken (2011), for 

instance, analysed how the implementation of a new irrigation system in Jordan entailed major 

transformations in the social and cultural life of irrigation, and competing knowledge claims and 

authority roles. In reaction to this, local farmers participated daily in “illegal” methods to get access 

to water, thereby maintaining their autonomy and livelihood. Sejerøe (2003) presents a case of rural 

cooperation in Russia between a Danish Agricultural Advisory Centre and independent farmers.  

Although the Danish donors aimed for horizontal cooperation and active participation of farmers, 
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they were often surprised by the farmer’s “irrational” behavior (e.g. not sharing knowledge or not 

willing to listen to advice). Within the context of the Soviet legacy of rigid vertical hierarchy (with 

strong horizontal competition over scarce resources and only informal horizontal cooperation) and 

the top-down administration which the Danish indirectly created, this behavior could also be viewed 

as rational. Sejerøe argued that “not only technical knowledge and equipment but also institutional 

organization must be adapted to the local socio-economic context” (p. 65).  

  

§1.2. Three farm models 

Below, three farming models are introduced, each of them supported by different actors, having 

different perceptions and practices concerning land, ideal size, ideal techniques, knowledge, labour, 

management style and the broader role and aim of the farm enterprise. Although there are several 

variations or styles possible within each farming model (see e.g. van der Ploeg et al. 2009), in this 

paper simplified, theoretical models will be used as we want to capture the interaction between 

those three models instead of the variations within one model. Various studies on Russia have 

already explored the variety within the category of large farms (Spoor and Visser 2004, Visser 2008), 

the diversity of private farms (Pallot and Nefedova 2007) and household plots (Ibid, and Visser 2006).  

 

Farm model 1: (post-) kolkhoz 

During the Soviet era, the agricultural landscape was dominated by sovkozes (state farms) and 

kolkhozes (collective farms), which in practice hardly differed, and therefore will be considered as 

one socio-technical system (the kolkhoz). After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, these farms 

changed into “(open/closed) joint-stock companies”, “productive cooperatives” and sometimes 

“state enterprises”. Apart from the different legal forms, often few changes took place in the 

everyday practices on the former kolkhozes (Spoor and Visser 2004). The prefix “(post-)” in the term 

“(post-)kolkhoz (Nikulin 2011) therefore refers to the continuous existence of “kolkhoz practices” 

during the 1990s, and in some extent in the 2000s (e.g. Visser 2008).  

 One of the aims of the post-kolkhoz enterprise as during the Soviet era is to achieve a high 

volume of production, which was measured by quantitative figures, and created a strong focus on 

getting the output figures right on paper (Visser and Kalb 2010). There was a strong believe in the 

economies of scale.. In the early Soviet period, large scale agriculture came into existence,after which, 

the size of farm enterprises further increased over time. The amount of land cultivated was a major 

focus. Not having good yields or not having any yields at all was perceived as less adverse than not 

having planted or sewed as was stated in the plan (Broekmeijer 1995). During the 1990s the 

influence of the government on agricultural production decreased, but (informal) pressure of the 

government on agricultural enterprises remained.  

  Within the (post-) kolkhoz model, a contradiction exists between Taylorist labour principles 

and the deviating labour practices (see Dunn 2008). Just as in the West, Taylorist labour principles 

became popular in the Soviet Union with the rise of industry. However, whereas in the West the 

family farm remained dominant throughout much of the 19th century, in the Soviet Union the 

Taylorist model was imposed on agriculture, and farms were more or less managed as factories. 

Taylorist labour principles are generally known for standardization, labour specialization and the 

disciplining of workers by a carrot (salary, bonuses) and a stick (close control). In the (post-)kolkhoz a 

high level of standardization is pursued, that is: the splitting of the production process in numerous 

small and separated tasks. Consequently, the labour force is characterized by high levels of 

specialization. A stark division exists between white and blue collar employees. The management 
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style in the farm enterprise is very top-down, with a close surveillance on workers. Decision making is 

taken away from normal workers, whose task it is solely to be obedient and hard working. 

  In addition to above mentioned Tayloristic labour principles, also labour practices exist 

which deviate from the Tayloristic model, both on a formal and an informal level. First of all, it is 

well-known that within the socialist economy the state had/has more power than in a standard 

Tayloristic model, which resulted in and even more top-down work organization. The farm enterprise 

therefore acts like a state within a state (Sejerøe 2009). Secondly, apart from this formal difference 

there are other, informal, deviations, which are often overlooked. Due to the shortage economy 

(Kornai 1986), which was characteristic of the Soviet era, but also partly continues to exist in 

contemporary Russia (with markets characterized by uncertain and unreliable supplies (Clarke 2004: 

415, Visser 2006)), extensive standardization is difficult to achieve in practice. Shortages, due to 

defects in machinery or the untimely delivery of spare parts, requires flexibility and improvisation of 

the workers. This has three major implications. First of all, although workers do not get involved in 

formal decision making, in reality micro-initiative is largely present. Secondly, in order to cope with 

shortages, there is informal horizontal and vertical cooperation.  Therefore, labour division is less 

strict as formally envisioned. Thirdly, in exchange for the improvisation and flexibility which is 

demanded from workers, they receive informal support. This informal support consists of social 

infrastructure (such as the restoration of a school or a grant for someone’s wedding) and household 

support (such as the provision of fodder or the borrowing of a tractor), with the farm enterprise 

functioning as a total social institution (see below). Not the salary, but this informal support is the 

real incentive for workers in this model.  

 Except from primary workers and managers, a third group of workers exists in the (post-) 

kolkhoz: the agro specialists (Sutherland 2008). The knowledge structure in this farm model is highly 

specialized and solely in the hand of agro-specialists. They lead the farm activities and draw the 

technological map for each crop, connected with wider agricultural knowledge which is exchanged by 

handbooks, journals, conferences and trainings (Toleubayev 2009). The knowledge which those agro-

specialists possess is purely agricultural knowledge, as being taught on agricultural institutes. 

Furthermore, the State determined what knowledge was deemed necessary for the farms. A 

notorious example is Kruchev’s corn campaign. Under his Soviet leadership in the 1950s, after a visit 

to the United States, he ordered the countrywide cultivation of corn, irrespective of local conditions.  

 The (post-) kolkhoz performs a broader role in its environment in addition to the agricultural 

production. The farm collective functions as a microcosm of the state (Humphrey 1983, 3) and also 

takes care of social and political integration. It largely aims at preserving the rural economy (Spoor et 

al. 2012), not only because egalitarianism is central in the (post-) Soviet ideology, but also because 

the farm enterprise and the rural households are interdependent. Consequently, household farming 

is part of the (post-) kolkhoz model, as household plots would have been less developed without the 

support from the farm management, while the large farm enterprise would have difficulty to 

motivate its employees without it (Nikulin 2011, Visser 2008).   

 Nowadays, this farm model is still envisioned by a large part of the local governments and the 

rural population (see e.g. Nikulin 2011). The local governments strive to maintain at least part of the 

control over farm enterprises which they used to have in the past. Since they generally lack the 

financial resources to provide social security to its inhabitants, they often encourage farm managers 

to take over this role, for example providing sufficient employment or financing local public facilities. 

The rural dwellers often have more to gain from this model than from the agroholding and western 

family farm (other models) which will be discussed below. They enjoy secure livelihoods, due to high 
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job security and socio-economic support. Moreover, the rural population faced a collapse of the 

agricultural sector in the 1990s and often experiences nostalgia for an agriculture with abundant 

farm employment, cultivated fields, and the Soviet knowledge infrastructure (Toleubayev 2009, 28).    

 

Farm model 2: the agroholding 

In the course of the 2000s, a new actor and farm model entered the stage in Russia, and other post-

Soviet republics (such as Ukraine and Kazakhstan); the agroholding. While the (post-)kolkhozes were 

already large by international standards, agroholdings are even larger. An agroholding exists of 

several enterprises under the umbrella of one central unit, with at least one or more farm 

enterprises. The number of agroholdings in Russia increased from 90 in 2003 to 319 in 2006 (Uzun 

2009, 159). While private agroholdings were estimated to control 1.4 to 4 percent of Russia’s 

farmland in 2003 (e.g. Bush 2008), by 2006 they already accounted for 8.1 percent of all land 

controlled by large farm enterprises (Uzun 2009, 152). Moreover, in the most fertile regions they 

occupy more than a quarter of the farmland (Visser and Spoor 2011). 

 In addition to farm enterprises, also processors, retailers and other agribusiness enterprises 

are often part of an agroholding. This (vertical and/or horizontal) integration could be beneficial for 

the farm enterprises, as the inputs can be bought cheaply and outlets are guaranteed. Furthermore, 

it is argued that the agricultural chain could be arranged more efficiently based on such integration. 

Negative elements of being part of an agroholding could be a decrease of the farm enterprise’ 

autonomy, increased bureaucratization, and monitoring costs. 

 The farm enterprise in the agroholding farm model could be seen as a corporate farm: “a 

large-scale farm enterprise in which land, capital and management are linked to separate groups of 

people: owners, managers and workers” (Barlett 1989). This kind of division is also informally present 

in the (post-) kolkhoz model, where the state acts like the owner of the farm enterprise. Like the 

(post-) kolkhoz model, the agroholding model is also very hierarchically organized. The main 

difference is that in the (post-) kolkhoz the state is situated on top of the hierarchy, while in the 

agroholding the private top-management and the (sometimes global) shareholders have the highest 

positions.  

 The comparison between the agroholding and the latifundio (which is especially known from 

Latin America) is increasingly made (Nikulin 2003). The characteristics of the latifundia; landlords and 

cheap labour, can also be found in the agroholding model. During Russia’s privatization process in the 

1990s, the urban and rural elites often became masters (managers and/or owners) of the large 

enterprises and the land around them (Nikulin 2011).  Furthermore, there is a high reliance on cheap 

labour. The primary focus of the agroholding farm model is reducing costs, especially labour costs. To 

achieve this, labour is increasingly replaced by machinery. This process is typical for industrial 

agriculture (Barlett 1989), but is more extreme in this model. The introduction of modern, prestigious 

technical equipment, like Western tractors and GPS operated combines is often given priority in the 

development of farm enterprises. Technique, in the narrow sense, is in this model is perceived as the 

main resolution for low productivity problems faced by farm enterprises in Russia. In addition to a 

more prominent focus on technique, certain other differences exist between the agroholding and the 

latifundio. First of all, on average an agroholding is larger than a latifundio. As in the (post-) kolkhoz 

model, there is a strong idea of ´big is beautiful´ underlying the development of agroholdings, and in 

addition the political economy favours a large-scale. Secondly, agroholdings in contemporary Russia 

are also much more rapidly becoming financialised than their Latin American counterparts. For a lot 

of farm enterprises, the only financing options are either obtaining loans from the state or attracting 
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an external investor. Agroholdings are increasingly listed on stock exchanges. Ukraine and Russia 

together, just two decades after the start of market-led reforms, already have more listed farm 

enterprises than Argentina and Brazil (World Bank 2010). Therefore, they are increasingly being 

influenced by financial markets and have to conform to the language and interests of financial 

institutions. In contrast with the (post) kolkhoz, the ‘landlords’ in agroholdings are increasingly from 

urban origin and have external motivations for being involved in agriculture, such as  subsidies and 

privileges, import restrictions, speculations and land-conversion, pressure from the government, tax 

evasion and money laundering (Spoor et al. 2012). 

 Whereas the general director of the farm enterprise takes care of daily management, the 

financial and commercial functions are largely concentrated at the management level of the 

agroholding. This “reduces the subsidiary [farm enterprise] to a production platform, returning it to 

its traditional Soviet function as a production-oriented labour collective” (Clarke 2004, 411). The farm 

enterprise has limited power, but at the same time could enjoy certain autonomy to shape the daily 

practices on the farm. Therefore farm enterprises could continue to perform some of their practices 

from the past, for example with regard to labour practices and the provisions of social services 

(Clarke 2004), as long as they remain successful for the agroholding. 

 Despite attempts to flatten the management structure, in practice management continues to 

function according to traditional lines, that is: top-down and strictly divided from the workers (Clarke 

2004). The property and labour regime has become stricter than before (Visser 2008), as limits have 

been set for the use of the enterprise’s resources. Salary as the main motivation for labour is 

becoming more important. There are also signs that the fear to lose one’s job becomes an important 

motivation too (see e.g. Clarke 2004). Considering the stricter property and labour regime and the 

introduction of external managers, do informal horizontal and vertical ties (which are characteristic 

of the post-kolkhoz) continue to exist? This is difficult to answer. In some cases the informal ties have 

been eroded, with the increased distance management and workers (sometimes literally as 

management oversee various farm locations or resides in the city) (cf. Gollub 2008). In other cases, 

the informal ties are still present (Visser 2008), or have even been revived (Clarke 2004), possibly due 

to the continuing interdependence between farm enterprises and household plots or the continuing 

commitment of managers to enterprise paternalism. Consequently, in some cases social services or 

household support have drastically been curtailed, whereas in other cases it is still largely existent.  

 Actors supporting this farm model are the rural and urban elite who have gained high 

positions within the agroholding. Furthermore, agribusiness enterprises, such as those who sell 

machinery and seeds to the farm enterprise and financial institutions, profit from the importance of 

technique and financial capital in this model, since their services are highly valued.  

 

Farm model 3: the Western family farm 

In Russia, the family farm model has highly been promoted in the 1990s by the Russian reformers 

and their World Bank consultants. In the 2000s, with the rise of private investors and consults from 

the West, this model continues to influence the Russian agriculture, although more tacit. The family 

farm model is probably best known by most of the readers, but it is important to stress a few 

features that have emerged from the voluminous literature on the issue, that set it apart from the 

previous models.                                                                                                                                             

 Family farms could be defined as: “agricultural enterprises that are owned and operated by 

family units that combine their own labour with management of the farms” (Barlett 1989, 271). The 
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biggest difference with the corporate farm is that there is no strict division between owners, 

managers and workers in a family farm. This is not to say that the family farm is a static unit, as hired 

labour could be present or family members could be in wage labour somewhere else. Furthermore, 

the organization of the farm is based on kinship, in which ownership rights are transferred to the 

next generation.  These characteristics of the family farm have a couple of implications.   

 First of all, the reproduction of the family farm is an additional, if not the main, goal, aside 

from generating income. The inheritance of the farm between different generations makes 

management oriented at the long-term more likely to happen (although it should be noted that the 

increased indebtedness of family farms, puts pressure on this orientation). Secondly, as there is no 

division between owners, managers, workers and -sometimes- family members, every (family) 

member performs multiple roles in the farm. Consequently, they have multiple motivations to do a 

good job. As an owner they want the farm to be profitable, as a manager they want the farm to be 

well organized and to get ‘bonuses’, as a worker they want to earn a good salary and as a family 

member they want to care for the reproduction of the family farm. Sometimes demands of the 

family and demands of the farm enterprise could be conflicting, but this is often covered by an 

ideology of cooperation (Barlett 1989). Thirdly, as children are raised on the farm and are taught the 

“secrets” of running a family farm from a young age, they possess a great amount of hands-on 

knowledge. This, in addition to the formal knowledge educated on agricultural institutes, makes 

them relatively more suitable to run a family farm themselves in the future than their study mates 

not brought up on a family farm. Due to these implications, the family farm has different dynamics 

than the corporate farm in the agroholding and the (post-) kolkhoz farm.  

  In addition to the above-mentioned characteristics of the family farm, this model also has 

some characteristics which are typical Western. What this characteristics share is that they are all 

permeated by a capitalistic logic. First of all, the model assumes private ownership. The tradition of 

private ownership has hardly been present in rural Russia until 199., Even before the Soviet era land 

used to be communally owned on the village level (except for a brief period of private family farm 

creation in the early 20th century, Kingston-Mann 2006). Secondly, the means to generate profit is to 

create surplus value and therefore high productivity (based on high costs inputs) are strived for. High 

productivity is applied to all factors in the production process, such as labour, land, machinery and 

animals. As a rule, a high efficiency is considered more important than a high quantity in itself (as 

within the post-kolkhoz model). High productivity in this model depends on a high fossil fuel input (in 

terms of fuel, pesticides fertilizers, etc.), which consequently has environmental costs on the local 

and global level. In comparison, kolkhozes were also notorious for excessive use of fertilizer and 

pesticides. Thirdly, the family farm produces -aside from a possible subsistence part- for a market 

which is largely anonymous , global, and is driven by a downwards pressure on the prices. However, 

it is important to note that most Western family farms are dependent on a high level of subsidies. 

Nevertheless, in the globalized and competitive economy in which they operate, it is necessary to 

find niche markets, in which quality is of extreme importance. A higher quality results in higher prices 

and profits. In order to achieve a high quality, sophisticated machinery and especially knowledge is 

crucial. It is not only agricultural knowledge which is taught on Western agricultural institutes, also 

non-agricultural topics -such as management and marketing- are increasingly making up the 

educational schedule. Moreover, the strong focus on quality creates the assumption that working 

bodies are (or should be) active and made up from individual interior qualities (Dunn 2008).  Finally, 
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the farm in this model is seen as an autonomous actor in the market and therefore has -at least in 

discourse- a limited social role in the village life.16  

 Above mentioned typical Western characteristics can hardly be found among domestic 

agricultural producers in Russia. The incidence of independent /private family farms is very low (for 

instance as measured per capita of the rural population). The widespread Russian household plots, 

which, although controlled by family units, are mainly subsistence oriented, small of size and largely 

operated with manual labour. Moreover, a lot households plots cannot be seen as autonomous 

actors, as they are still largely connected to the large farm enterprise. So the reason why “western” is 

added to “family farm” is mainly to emphasize that it is an imported model which has few roots in 

Russia’s agricultural history. It is interesting to note that in Russian language a widely used term for 

private family farm is fermer which originates directly from English, and appeared in Russian 

language only during the privatization of the 1990s. 

 There is one aspect of this model which was particularly stressed by the Dutch interviewees: 

participatory management. This stems from the combination of labour and management, 

characteristic for a family farm, but seems to be especially strong in Western-European countries, 

such as the Netherlands. In Western Europe the average farm size is relatively small (compared to 

other Western countries, such as the USA, Canada and Australia), which makes it easier for managers 

to control, and to be involved in, every aspect and location of the production process.   

 Not surprisingly, this farm model is strived for by the Dutch investors, managers and 

consultants. Whether working for an agroholding or being involved in a family farm, what they share 

is that they implicitly hold on to this farm model.  
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 In terms of the imposition of the western family farm model in emerging or developing economies, outright 
takeover of land and related resources and the construction of related infrastructure often takes place, without 
extensive integration in the surrounding society and economy. Hall (2011) refers to this phenomenon as the 
“enclave model”. In the case of Russia, however, Western land acquisitions and farm investment are not so 
much apart from the dominant domestic farm model that we could speak of an enclave like situation. 



17 
 

2. Land: production volume and egalitarianism versus efficiency 

Russia has vast amounts of uncultivated (some speak of ‘available’ or ‘empty’) land, which fell out of 

production during the economic decline following the demise of the Soviet Union. Land acquisitions 

are often not competing with farming (aims) of the rural population. This, in combination with no 

food shortages (in terms of consumption) in Russia and a population that seem to appear willing to 

sell or rent out their land, makes Russia suitable for win-win situations according to the World Bank 

(Visser et al. 2012). However, the political economy of private farming and the difficulties with 

getting a compensation for acquired land place rural inhabitants in a unequal position towards 

external investors. Compensation, which fits in the ideology of egalitarianism of the (post-)kolkhoz 

farm model, in practice is often difficult to combine with the quest for a rapid acquisition of land by 

external investors. Moreover, there appears to be a gap between the discourse towards land of the 

(post-)kolkhoz and the agroholding model on one side and the western family farm model on the 

other side. To understand these (in some aspects) rather opposite discourses, it is important to 

situate them in the context of the different logics of capitalist market-oriented production versus 

socialist production. Whereas the capitalist mode of production in the words of Marx,  subordinated 

the production of things to the generation and appropriation of (surplus) value (Clarke 2004, 406), 

the socialist mode of production was highly focused on (the quantity of) production. These divergent 

logics of production could lead to different outcomes in terms of how land is perceived.  

 This chapter will discuss how large-scale land acquisition by foreign investors in Russian 

agriculture takes places. Land acquisitions imply the issue of property. The work of legal 

anthropologists like Benda Beckman (see e.g. von Benda Beckman et al. 2006) emphasizes that 

property could be analyzed in multiple layers. Property could be viewed formally (legal institutional 

layer, layer of ideology) or informally (actual property use, discussed property use). This chapter only 

implicitly deals with this difference, when describing the formal policy, ideology and actual use of 

property. The main question of this chapter is, however, in which way the above mentioned frictions 

between efficiency versus egalitarianism and efficiency versus production volume are present in the 

process of large-scale land acquisitions by foreign investors.  

 

§2.1 Land acquisition and the abundance of land 

There are several ways to acquire land in Russia. It can be rented or bought, from various actors. The 

state still owns a large amount of agricultural land; 42% in 2004 (Lerman and Shagaida 2007). Most 

land which used to belong to the kolkhozes is formally owned by the former employees17. Other 

actors, which control a minor part of the agricultural land are companies and private individuals. 

These group are increasingly offering their lands to investors (Visser et al. 2012). Foreigners are not 

allowed to own land in Russia. “The law on agricultural land turnover’ (Article 3) prohibits agricultural 

land sales to foreigners, foreign firms, persons without Russian citizenship, and Russian firms in 

which foreigners hold a majority stake” (Wegren 2002, 654). However, foreigners do have the right 

to lease land up till 49 years. Moreover, foreign investors are able to use land in alternative ways. 

Foreigners can invest through a Russian subsidiary, which in turn is allowed to own land.  

 The widespread abundance of land in Russia was often highlighted by the interviewees;   

 

 Dutch and foreign investors rent land. For minimum prices. And Russians themselves also rent land  
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In 2003 51% percent of privately owned land was in the hands of shareholders (Lerman and Shagaida 2007). 
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 because it is cheap, there is plenty of it. […] Forget the Dutch thought that land is getting more  

 expensive. It’s not getting more expensive. There is just too many in those areas. [And in Moscow  

 region] it’s the same story. (Dutch consultant) 

 

Moreover, interviewees emphasized that large tracts of land are abandoned. Indeed, Russia is one of 

the countries with the largest land reserves for agricultural production (World Bank 2010). The 

abundance of land is often used as a legitimization for large-scale land investments by foreigners. 

Large land masses available for agriculture, which are taken into production again, could contribute 

to eradicating or reducing the global food shortages, which are predicted because of the increasing 

world population and wealth (Collier 2008, World Bank 2010). However, it could be argued that this 

is not the main driver of investors, who seem to be driven more by geopolitical and financial motives 

and often do not have a long-term vision (Aabø and Kring 2012).  

 Furthermore, not all land is attractive for investors. Some of the Dutch interviewees explicitly 

stated that land is only attractive for them if it is situated close to their markets or current facilities:  

 

 …we said, ok, that is not worth investing in anymore. If we want to start with a big unit, than we like  

 to build it near to a big road. [….] We didn’t want to build it in the village. We wanted to put it in the  

 middle of the fields. That works most efficient (Dutch investor) 

 

Moreover, the Dutch interviewees preferred an intensive use of agricultural land. Most of them 

emphasized that they disregarded a rapid expansion of their agricultural operation, which they 

argued was the style of many Russian investors. According to them, a lot of Russian investors think 

that “big is beautiful” and are narrowly oriented at increasing the quantity of production. Further, 

the expansion of the farm base is stimulated by local governments, who envision the benefits of 

increased taxes, work places and income from rent. However, expansion is not the ideal per se of the 

interviewees, who prioritize efficient land18: 

 

 We really want to improve the operations that we currently have. So, we want to improve the yields  

 from 3 tons of wheat per hectare, up till 4 tons. […]Let’s say with all the resources that you have,  

 improving the result. Not expanding, but just doing a better job on the area that you have. […] It’s not  

 an objective in itself to become bigger (Dutch manager).  

 

The two quotes above highlight that the perception of the interviewees towards land is very much 

based on the notion of intensive and efficient use of land.19 This is a different priority than the one 

held by most Russian investors, the Russian local government and -as will become clear later- the 

rural population.   

 Furthermore, this perception of land nuances the above mentioned legitimization for 

investments based on the idea of land abundance, since a lot of reserve land is unattractive for 

investors, as was argued by Visser et al. (2012). These researchers also give other reasons to nuance 

this legitimization or, how they call it, the “discourse of abandoned land”. First of all, when land is 

not cultivated it does not necessarily mean that it is not owned by anyone. Much land which lies 

fallow in Russia is still formally in the hands of shareholders. Secondly, when land is not cultivated it 

does not automatically mean that it is unused, since it could be used for other purposes than 
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 Interviewees involved in the livestock sector had similar ideas regarding expansion of livestock.   
19

This priority can come from the fact that Dutch farmers can often not afford to have large scale farm 
operations in -highly populated- the Netherlands and therefore became used to use the land intensively. 
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agriculture, such as living areas or mushroom and berry collection. Thirdly, the rural population and 

the investors are often in unequal power relations with each other. These three last reasons touch 

upon the friction between egalitarianism and efficiency (dealt with in the last part of this chapter).  

 

§2.2 Acquiring land of rural inhabitants in Russia: land grab? 

According to numerous recent studies, large-scale land acquisitions often turn out to have negative 

consequences for the local populations (e.g. Cotula et al. 2009, Julia and White 2012, Zoomers 2010). 

One of the negative consequences is that rural households and small private farmers could lose their 

land to powerful companies without any or sufficient compensation. This could have a large impact 

on the local or regional food security, especially when the future outputs are used for export or when 

the land is used for other purposes than farming20. That is why the normative term “land grabbing” is 

often mentioned in the discussion about large-scale land acquisitions. In Russia above mentioned 

impacts are in general not so much pronounced. There is no food shortage in Russia in terms of 

consumption. The majority of the agricultural output of external investors is for domestic 

consumption, mainly due to the increasing domestic demands for high quality dairy products. In 

addition, in Russia there is a lot of uncultivated land suitable for agriculture and there are relatively 

few incidences of open protests to land grabbing. Furthermore, as there are few private farms and a 

large part of the rural population seems to be in favour for external investments, it raises some 

questions about the appropriateness of the term in rural Russia. At the same time it should be noted 

that illegal land acquisitions do also increasingly occur (Visser, Mamonova and Spoor 2012). 

 

§2.2.1 Sparse private farmers 

To analyze the situation of private farmers in contemporary Russia, it is necessary to briefly sketch 

the post-Soviet policy towards private farms, as well as the role of these farms in the Russia’s 

contemporary agrarian structure. The main goals of the privatization process, which took place in 

Russia in the 1990s, were to increase the profitability of the farms and to empower the rural 

population (Visser 2008). By giving shares to (former) workers of the collective farms, reformers 

hoped that ambitious individuals would start their own farm or expand their household plots. In this 

fashion, land would slowly be transferred from less efficient to more efficient land owners (Lerman 

and Shagaida 2007). The model most Western advisors and Russian reformers had in mind was the 

model of the Western private family farm, which according to them would be more efficient than the 

former collectives. 

 The contemporary agricultural structure in Russia can be divided into three organizational 

forms: large farm enterprises, private farms and household plots (Visser 2008, 20). Apart from their 

difference in size, those groups have gone through different developments in the past two decades. 

Large farm enterprises in contemporary Russia are mostly successors of former kolkhozes 

(collectives) and sovkhozes (state farms) usually cultivating at least several thousand hectares of land 

(Lerman and Shagaida 2007). Although their production dropped sharply in the 1990s (Uzun 2005), 

from the 2000s their overall production has been growing again. Many of these large farm 

enterprises became part of agroholdings in the 2000s (Koester 2005) and remain the most dominant 

actors in the agricultural landscape, since they are occupying over 83percent of theagricultural land 

used (Spoor et al. 2012). However, the largest share of agricultural output (in value) is still produced 
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 Other negative consequences, mentioned by Zoomers (2010) could be: being unqualified for newly created 
jobs, estrangement from one’s one land, environmental damage, lose of nutritive value, social polarization and 
political instability.  
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by household plots, which was nearly 50 percent in 2010 (alongside 43.9 percent by large farm 

enterprises) (Federal Office of State Statistics 2011). Household plots are small plots of land (often 

less than 1 hectare) cultivated by rural families, for subsistence purposes and sometimes also for 

commercial purposes (Lerman and Shagaida 2007, Pallot and Nefedofa 2006). The family members 

often also have jobs at the large farm enterprises or elsewhere. With the crisis in agriculture in the 

1990s, rural households increasingly turned to their household plots to survive.  In the course of the 

2000s, the divide between regions with regard to the level of dependency on household production 

sharpened (Pallot and Nefedofa 2007)21. 

 Private farms are independent commercially oriented farmers cultivating an order of 80 ha 

with family labor and some hired help. Although these farms were strongly promoted by Western 

reformers during the privatization of the 1990s, few people used their paper shares to establish a 

private farm or to extent their households plots. Private farms are currently only producing 6.8 

percent of the total agricultural output (Federal Office of State Statistics 2011) and have an acreage 

of just over 11 percent of the agricultural land.  

Table 1. Types of agricultural producers and their share in land output (2010) 

 Amount of agricultural land Agricultural output 

Large farm enterprises 83.60% 43.9% 

Household plots 5.17% 49.3% 

Private farms 11.23% 6.8% 

Sources: Spoor et. Al  (2012: 5) and Federal Office of State Statistics (2011). 

 

Since few individuals in Russia started their own farm and large farm enterprises (often successors of 

former collective farms) continue to dominate the agricultural landscape, this Western family farm 

model clearly has not become the dominant model as was expected by World Bank consultants. 

Therefore there is less chance that external investors take land away from private farms (as well as 

household plots), or form a competition for them.  

  Moreover, due to the socialist tradition of industrial style of labour in agriculture, many rural 

inhabitants perceive themselves mainly as workers and not as owners of land (Petrick et al.  2012). 

This was also true for some of the workers of Ruskar, who were not planning to start their own farm 

but preferred to remain farm workers:  

 

 I don’t have the aspiration [to start my own business]. Like Peter [foreign investor], who wants to  

 grow little by little. It’s hard. There is a lot of competition for the production. This is getting harder  

 and harder. And I’m also used to work as a contract worker in a team. (tractor driver on Ruskar) 

 Q: But what do you think, if people had real land, what would they do with it? 

 A1: Nothing. Because to work on the land you need technicians. 

 A2: If you are not smart, it will go bankrupt soon. We would rent it.  

 A1: Of course.   [..] 
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Factors influencing this division are not only dependent on the wealth of the regions and the access to 
alternative employment, it also depends on the relations between the households and the large farm 
enterprise 
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A2: Of course. For example A1. She has 10 cotok [0,1 hectare] now. What would she do with 4 times 

1,5 hectare of land? (interview with two workers of Ruskar) 

So, large-scale land acquisitions by outside investors are often not directly competing with farming 

(aspirations) of the rural population. However, this inclination towards being farm workers instead of 

independent farmers, is not just an outcome of the characteristics of the rural population, as the 

political economy is quite hostile towards private farming. 

 

§2.2.2 Political economy regarding private farmers 

Talking to the people living in Bogatishchevo, the village where Ruskar was situated, repeatedly 

stories were encountered suggesting that it is impossible to start your own private farm in Russia. A 

lot of people felt especially discouraged to start their own business by the government: 

 

 I would have liked to start my own farm, but fermers [private farmers] don’t exist here. Maybe you  

 have a few of them in the South. The problem is that you have to be big straight away to survive. Not  

 only the machines and the materials have to be paid, there is also a lot of bureaucracy, commissions  

 to which you have to pay all kinds of things. Over time they only increased, it’s just that the  

 commissions have a different name than before. (tractor driver Ruskar) 

 

The difficulties for private farmers in Russia are often explained as an inevitable outcome of their 

small scale. It is argued that private farmers are inefficient in a context of low population density, 

because they are unable to generate enough finance to expand and modernize the production 

(Visser et al. 2012). However, there is little evidence that private farms are less efficient in terms of 

productivity (see e.g. Visser et al. 2012 and, for Kazakhstan, Petrick et al. 2012). It is not their size in 

itself which make farming difficult, but the political economy in Russia which is in disfavour of them.   

 First of all, market structures in the agricultural sector in Russia are biased towards large 

scale farming. The input and output channels have a large-scale nature. This is due to the large-scale 

legacy from the Soviet Union and recent tendencies to concentration (Visser et al. 2012). 

Furthermore, in the informal business sphere important social connections play a large role, which 

most rural households are lacking. Moreover, due to the symbiosis between the large farm 

enterprise and household plots, starting a private farm often means to be cut off from the services of 

the large farm, a risk which a lot of households cannot afford (Visser 2006, Miller and Heady 2003).  

 Secondly, the agricultural policy of the government is also biased towards large-scale farming. 

Due to the high interest rates of banks, farmers are often dependent on the government if they want 

to obtain credit. Loans and subsidies provided by the government, however, are more often directed 

to large farms than small (private) farms. Furthermore, the legal requirement for a minimum amount 

of hectares to start a private farm which is present in some regions and the obligation to employ 

certain workers on each farm (such as an accountant), show the influence of policy on the 

agricultural landscape (Visser et al. 2012, Visser 2006, Miller and Heady 2003). 

 Thirdly, legal matters severely discouraged people to establish a private farm, such as the 

bureaucratic difficulties of re-registration, insufficient information of shareholders about their rights 

and the manipulation of vague reform laws by managers and local authorities (Visser 2006, Miller 

and Heady 2003, Sutherland 2008).  

 These above mentioned three aspects of the political economy which is rather hostile 

towards private farmers, nuance the legitimization of large-scale land acquisitions by outsiders based 

on the idea of the lack of private farmers. Aside from these macro insights it is important to gain 
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insight in the perceptions on the micro level, that is, the attitude of the rural population towards 

external investors, in particular foreign investors. To what extent are foreign investors desired by 

them? In which ways are such opinions expressed? 

 

§2.2.3 reactions towards external investors 

Russia has a weak tradition of rural organizations (Visser 2010). Nowadays, cases of open protests in 

the countryside are still very rare. By looking at “everyday politics22” one could get to know more 

about the reaction of the rural populations towards foreign investors. Everyday forms of resistance 

(Scott 1985), such as stealing or gossiping, could indicate a negative attitude towards foreign 

investors aimed at changing power relations. However, as will be argued, in our case-study everyday 

forms of resistance are hardly present.  

 In the village Bogatishchevo, where the case study was carried out, I noticed some rumors 

which to some extent could be called resistance towards the foreign investor Ruskar. The villager’s 

general image of owners seems to be that they are rich and corrupt. This feeling stems from the 

ideology of egalitarianism in the Soviet Union, where it was regarded as very important that rural 

villagers live according to the same standards and rights. This even increased in the 1990s when 

“some people stole everything and enriched themselves at the expense of the others”, at least 

according to the villagers. The connection between richness and unfairness is therefore easily made.  

 According to one of the informants, some rumors used to go around the village that the 

presence of the Dutch investors was unfair because the Dutch were the only one left, to take over 

when the previous farm went bankrupt. However, not only Dutch owners, but also Russian owners 

are often distrusted. Further, when Petro Plus Engineering (the mother company of Ruskar), the first 

foreign company, started its investments in Bogatishchevo in 2002, many people thought that they 

would be a competitor to their potatoes sales. There used to be a large production of potatoes on 

household plots, which was distributed by the collective farm enterprise. This practice slowly 

disappeared in the course of the 1990s, when the farm enterprise stopped distributing plots and 

when more and more people got employed outside the village. Furthermore, in conversations with 

the villagers, there were some sounds of unfair acquisition of Petro Plus Engineering, although it is 

difficult to discover why people thought so. One of the informants explained that people were 

distrustful regarding the investment of Petro Plus Engineering because they were uninformed and no 

one asked them to whom the land belonged.23  

 It is questionable whether above mentioned daily actions could be called resistance, since it 

is not sure if they are aimed at changing the power relations. A better term might be distrust, 

especially because these forms were especially present in the early phase of foreign involvement. 

When time passed, these initial forms of “resistance” seem to have faded away to a great extent. 

This is in line with two case studies in Russian villages with external investors, where the distrust 

towards external investors after a while changed to a more positive attitude (Nikulin 2011, Gollub 

2008). In 2012, 14 years after the arrival of foreign investors to the village, most people seem be in 

favour of foreign investors. Of the 30 respondents which were included in this survey, 65.5 percent 

were positive about new foreign investors in Bogatishchevo, whereas only 13,7 percent answered to 
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Everyday politics “involves people embracing, complying with, adjusting and contesting norms and rules 
regarding authority over, production of, or allocation of resources and doing so in quit, mundane and subtle 
expressions and acts that are rarely organized or direct.”  (Kerkvliet 2009, 232) 
23

 The shareholders’ paper shares indicated that Ptistefabrika had the first right to rent the corresponding land, 
implying the right to lease it to someone else. In 2002 and 2003 Ruskar rented their land from Ptitsefabrika. 
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be negative about new foreign investors. This survey is not based on a-select sampling but quota 

sampling and the outcome is therefore less likely to be representative for the whole population.24 

However, informal conversations mostly confirm the outcomes of the survey. A common reaction 

during the conduct of the survey and during the conduct of interviews was: “Any investor would be 

welcome, it doesn’t matter whether they are Russian or foreign”. During another field trip to Kalikino, 

Lipetsk region, when Steggerda told that she had talked to managers of foreign companies, one of 

our informants responded: “please, ask them to come here and we will work for them”.                     

 So despite some (initial) distrust, most rural people seem to be in favour of foreign investors.  

However, this is only the case when they are fairly compensated for their land shares and when the 

investor fulfils certain expectations, two issues which will be addressed in the two following sections. 

 

§2.4 Fair compensation for shareholders 

Since so much land in Russia is still (formally) owned by shareholders, investors in agriculture often 

cannot ignore them. In the ideal situation, as sketched by global institutions such as FAO and the 

World Bank (FAO et al. 2010) information should be transparent for both the sellers and buyers, and 

a fair compensation should be paid. However, this is rarely the case in rural Russia. Although kolkhoz 

employees received land shares in the course of the 1990s, they constituted merely the right to 

register some parcel of the land instead of the full ownership of concrete land plots. That is, the land 

shares referred to undefined plots in the village, according to a set acreage. Initially, therefore no 

one knew where his or her land was actually situated (Visser et al. 2012). As long as the shareholders 

did not withdraw their land share, often the former collective farm tacitly continued to use it 

(Lerman and Shagaida 2007). The introduction of the land code in 2003, which legalized the sale and 

purchase of agricultural land, created more options for shareholders. However, there is (still) a lot of 

confusion over the ownership of land. Moreover, several obstacles exist when someone wants to 

transfer land. In the mid-1990s a new registration system was introduced, which forced shareholders 

to (re)register their land before it could be sold, rented or converted (Lindsay 2009). This process is 

often regarded as expensive and time-consuming (Ibid., Lerman and Shagaida 2007). Problems with 

the definition of land rights and usage enable loopholes facilitating land grabbing  and land conflicts 

(Visser et al. 2012). However, one could also argue that, even when investors are willing to acquire 

land in a fair and transparent way, it is not so easy to do so, due to unclear property rights.  

 In Bogatishchevo, despite the interest of several investors, all land of the shareholders still 

remains unused formally. Although this case is far from representative for all villages in Russia25, it is 

illustrative for many cases in that it shows the confusion around property of land and the importance 

of egalitarianism which is present among local shareholders. Most shareholders in Bogatishchevo 

handed over their share to Rodina, an initiative committee. In 2004, the representatives of Rodina 

and the management of Ruskar tried to come to rental agreements with 600 of the 844 shareholders, 

but it failed. After that, the farm enterprise started to rent land from the local government. However, 

the Dutch director of Ruskar indicated that he still prefers to lease the land from the shareholders. 

After the failed agreement with Ruskar, Rodina tried to make agreements with several other 

investors. These options have all failed, mainly due to the difficulties with registering the shares and 

internal divisions amongst the shareholders. By now, there is even a court case going on, reflecting 
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 Also considering Steggerda’s Dutch identity which may have influenced the answers or considering the under 
representation of “negative people” due to non-response.   
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 In many cases the management of farm enterprises in Russia obtained the land of the shareholders by buying 
it up individually from the shareholders or through fraud with documents.  
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problems with the registration of shares.26 In the end, for the shareholders it is completely unclear 

who currently owns what and among them the level of trust in the achievement of future 

compensation for their shares seems to be very low: 

 

 L: I will not even talk about it, because in the very beginning there was something wrong. […] I don’t  

 believe they [the current representatives of the shareholders] will do something, first of all, because  

 during 10 years people tried to solve something, but they failed. There was a first group, then a second  

 one, now a third, and nothing changed. They have a court case, and I think they can’t do anything. […]  

 Some people from the first initiative group are already dead. Then others were elected. It got stuck on  

 one point. A closed circle.  (a local teacher) 

 

Moreover, most shareholders seem to have an extremely low level of trust in the local government, 

which they think is forcing them into unsuccessful committees and aims to make money out of the 

land (deals) themselves:  

  

 No one knows where they stand with the shares, and there is internal division what to do with it. This  

 is in the interest of the government. (rural villager) 

 

 The real reason for this initiative committee was that the administration was afraid that individuals  

 were actually going to register their land and sell it (worker Ruskar) 

  

 Then there came bandits, or the people from Kashira rayon [district] -practically the same- who also  

 wanted to have a share in the [large farm] enterprise. They arranged that the land, which was not on  

 paper, would come into their hands. (worker Ruskar) 

 

 The reason for the deterioration of the Ptitsefabrika was especially a problem of the government. They 

 sold it to investors.  (worker Ruskar) 

 

Considering this, one would expect that villagers in Bogatishchevo subsequently place a low value on 

their paper share. This is also suggested by some of the Dutch interviewees, who stated that the rural 

population is often willing to sell their land for just a “bottle of vodka” to anyone interested. 

However, 70 percent of the respondents of the survey conducted in Bogatishchevo stated that land 

shares were important for the villagers. To put the importance of land shares in context, its 

possession was compared to the importance of the possession of household plots and of a car. 

Whereas land shares were perceived as more important than a household plot (which 57 percent 

saw as important), they were perceived as less important than a car (which 83 percent saw as 

important). It suggests that the villagers, despite the confusion and distrust, want to be compensated 

for the increased in equality and are certainly not indifferent to land shares and the compensation 

for it. This is also very clearly expressed in the following quote of one shareholder: 

 

 We wanted to give our land [to] Peter [owner-director of Ruskar]. About 7 years ago, right when he  

 came. It was organized by the initiative group, which contained about 6 people. Not everyone, but  

 300-400 people wrote a paper [stating] that he could use their land, he would give us money. But the  
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 During the court case in March 2011 the registration company Valbe demanded 25 percent of the land of 
Rodina and refused to complete the last part of the registration process, because Rodina did not pay Valbe the 
full promised fee. If the judge will decide in favour of Valbe, it is likely that Rodina will lose its initial 
investments and will not get any land in return.  Source: http://docs.pravo.ru/document/view/14903865/. 
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 region [the authorities] interfered and took the land, and the case with Peter failed. Now there is a  

 court case. Nobody knows how it turned out, that the workers own the land, but the administration  

 gets Peter’s money. If he used our land, we would get some interest from it. We were given the land  

 […]. We all have the certificates. We would be glad with 3 bags of potatoes, the workers, but all the  

 money goes to Kashira [authorities]. It was divided for us. 

 

The protection of local rights often has to be balanced with promoting the productive use of land. 

That is why land policies are often highly politicized (Zoomers 2010). However, it is questionable if 

the local governments of countries who are the target of large-scale investments are at all capable 

and willing to protect the rights of rural inhabitants. This is also the case in a lot of regions in Russia, 

where local authorities are often in favour of large-scale land acquisitions and are often part and 

parcel of illegal or semi-legal land acquisitions (Visser et al. 2012, 923). Further, since investors aim 

for rapid acquisition of land, and many local governments want to facilitate this, it is unlikely that 

enough effort is invested to ensure a fair compensation for each individual shareholder. 

 The Dutch interviewees saw land issues, not only rights of shareholders but also land 

registration in general,  as complicated. Therefore most interviewees preferred to outsource these 

issues to their Russian partners or legal specialists. Consultants who were not attached to an 

investing company, argued that land issues were not their specialty and indirectly or directly showed 

they rather wanted to stay far away from these issues. As unclear land rights could be an obstacle for 

future investors, some local governments try to facilitate the outside investments by lowering 

bureaucratic obstacles and acting as an mediator between the local population and the investors.  

 In 2001, a law was introduced to combat the ‘ineffective use’ of agricultural land. Authorities 

can penalize ineffective land use or seize unused  land (after three years). Although this law could 

prevent illegal large-scale acquisition of land, it is more likely that it forms a threat for the rural 

shareholders, since they are less capable to defend their allocated land than rich land owners (Visser 

et al. 2012). This law, although not yet implemented everywhere, could even facilitate future 

investors in the acquisition of land. The statement by an officials of Kashira district reveals this:  

 
 When you don’t help and accompany the investors, they have a big problem. That’s why this new  

 investment department will help them. […] There is a new federal law which enables the government  

 to acquire unused land for three years and sell it again to investors. This is which we will use. The  

 department will also deal with that, so that the investor won’t waste his time. We will also introduce  

 some local laws to lower the bureaucratic obstacles, to speed up the investment projects. […] We act  

 like a middle men between investors and our specific situation. We compensate, depending on the  

 quality of the land. […] It will be decided, whether it’s cadastral or market price, depending on what he  

 [the owner] spent on this land. If he didn’t use it for several years, didn’t invest, didn’t cultivate, seed  

 it, the price will be corresponding. (vice-president of Kashira city) 

 

The quote also shows the government’s discourse on land. The last sentence suggests that if one 

does not work on one’s land, one does not deserve to be an owner, notwithstanding the ownership 

of a land share. This is in line with the focus on cultivation and production of the government (as well 

as the rural population), which the next paragraph will discuss.  

 

§2.5 Expectations regarding production 

When (external) investors arrive, the rural population has certain expectation towards them, some 

more explicit than others. First of all, some villagers expect the farm management to provide social 
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services in the way which was common in the Soviet era and often still present in the post-Soviet 

farm enterprises (Visser 2008). Soviet nostalgia is often not directed to the collective farm itself, but 

to the socio-economic infrastructure which it provided (Toleubayev 2009, Denisova and Mukhina 

2010, 11). Chapter four shows that the social function of farm enterprise is likely to be reduced with 

foreign investment. Secondly, the expectation most emphasized by the rural villagers is employment. 

According to the informants in Bogatishchevo, employment has been the expectation from the 

moment that Ruskar arrived, and still is the most important one today. Employment is also a priority 

of the local government regarding investments in agriculture. The new policy in Kashira district to 

attract investors which has been introduced in spring 2012, is especially directed towards creating 

new employment, according to a member of the district government. However, the continuation of 

the provision of employment is not a main focus of foreign investors, as will become clear in the next 

chapter . Thirdly, it is expected from investors in agriculture that they cultivate the land. In 

conversations with villagers in Bogatishchevo this expectation became clear in several ways. Some 

villagers explicitly stated that “land which is cultivated is beautiful” or that agricultural land which is 

changing into wood again is “disgusting”. This is in line with the notions some authors have observed 

during case studies in rural Russia, stating that Russians abominate vacant land (e.g. Pallot and 

Nefedova 2007, 207). Furthermore, also in more indirect ways the expectation of the cultivation of 

land by investors was expressed. If it came to the sale of shares, many people emphasized that it was 

not important to whom to sell their land, as long as the buyer would start production on it. An Iraqi 

investor who had taken over the former chicken farm in 2000, but hardly had any production so far, 

was therefore not popular. Moreover, he was also often not understood: 

 

 I don’t think he is a good master, because he didn’t do anything during several years, right? If one buys  

 the territory, one should develop it. He bought production, and it stands almost 10 years, not used. […]  

 He wants to sell it. He bought at a very low price the plant with equipment, which was dismantled. All  

 sections were equipped, and all cells for poultry were taken away, everything. It was dismantled. It’s  

 very sorry to me. (local teacher) 

 I don’t understand him [Abdell]. Why would you buy [the production] and then not do anything with  

 it? Both not to sell as well as not to produce. I don’t understand his business plan (tractor driver 

 Ruskar). 

 

Due to little tradition of private property (which was also largely absent before the beginning of the 

Soviet Union which officially prohibited it), rural inhabitants often found it hard to grasp ownership, 

especially owning it but not using it (Kingston-Mann 2006). With many land plots lying fallow around 

Bogatishchevo, it is appreciated that “at least” Peter (owner-director of Ruskar) is cultivating the land. 

This also shows that the production part is valued, even by villagers who are not working (anymore) 

in the agricultural sector. As mentioned before, Russian investors (operating in the agroholding farm 

model) also seem to have a strong focus on the quantity of production, but the difference between 

them and the rural populations (situated in the (post-)kolkhoz farm model) is that they see it as a 

vehicle to profit instead of mostly an end in itself. So, even if the former two farm models are 

production-oriented, they are so for a different reason. "Nevertheless, the orientation of most 

employees and indigenous managers is still to the reproduction of the enterprise as a production unit 

and as a labour collective and the legitimacy of the authority of the holding company is conditional 

on its commitment to maintaining and expanding production and employment" (Clarke 2004, 419). 

Therefore also frictions between those models could arise. 

http://www.google.nl/search?hl=nl&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22L.+N.+Denisova%22
http://www.google.nl/search?hl=nl&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Irina+Mukhina%22
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 Moreover, also the local government seems to have a strong focus on the production, 

especially on the quantity of production. The following quote of a Dutch manager reveals that the 

local administration aims to have as much land as possible cultivated (or at least wants to show that 

there is more land in production than is really the case): 

 

 Part of that which is still not used, is like fallow land, which after the collapse of the Soviet Union, has  

 not been used anymore. And some of that land is like forest, or it can be cropped, but it’s just a really  

 poor quality soil. And usually, it works like this with the administration. For example, if you want to  

 get 10.000 hectares of land. They will give you 6.000 hectares of good land, under the condition that  

 you take 4.000 hectares of poor land as well. And that’s what you see with most of the farming  

 companies, that there is always land that you are just not able to crop. 

 

The focus on the quantity of land in production also became clear upon inspection of a document on 

land use in Kashira district in 2011, which appeared to grossly overestimate the amount of land 

cultivated (as indicated by own calculations and oral information by officials).27 Moreover, during an 

interview with the local representative of agriculture in the Kashira district, he repeatedly said that it 

is a pity that so much land in the region is lying fallow. He wants Peter to rent more land, “as much as 

he want”, and has repeatedly offered him plots of land.  

 The focus on production entails a potential tension with the focus of the Dutch interviewees 

on the efficient use of land, since this means that the acreage cultivated or the quantity of the 

production is not their first priority. This seems also be the case with Ruskar, where Peter refuses all 

the offers he gets from the local government, because he does not regard these deals as very 

businesslike and is not satisfied with the condition of the land. 

 

§2.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter the tension between efficiency and production volume and between efficiency and 

egalitarianism has been discussed. Although there are several reasons to assume that investments in 

agriculture in Russia could lead to a win-win situation, in reality the fuzzy property rights makes 

compensation difficult. This makes it easy for investors, sometimes assisted by the local government, 

to dispossess the rural population. However, even when investors want to acquire land from 

shareholders in a proper way, it is not always possible to achieve this, because of the (initial) distrust 

of the local population and the unclear property rights.  

 When inspecting the discourse of the Dutch interviewees on the one side and the villagers 

and government members of the case-study on the other side, it becomes clear that they have a 

different logic towards land, which could be traced back to different logics of socialism and capitalism 

(maximization of the production versus the maximization of surplus value). Whereas in the western 

family farm model intensive use of land is preferred over the quantity of land, the agroholding model 

and the (post-)kolkhoz model are more production oriented. In Bogatishchevo these frictions have 

not lead to major problems (so far), but these frictions are expected to arise in more or less severe 

forms throughout Russia. For instance when (part of the) land which is owned is not used for 

production, or when investors refuse to cultivate the land which is offered to them by the State.  
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 Oral information on land in production in Kashira district indicated it is 13,250 ha. (42,697 in the district’s 
documents). At a seminar, authorities recognized that only 32 percent of their land was cultivated as registered.  
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3. Labour - involvement versus distance 

Different perceptions and practices of the farm models concerning labour are central in this chapter. 

The following questions will be answered: how do Dutch consultants, managers and investors seek to 

improve labour productivity on Russian farm enterprises? What are the consequences of this for the 

labour relations between workers and managers? Which contradictions are accompanied with this 

“imported” management style in the context of a Russian farm enterprise? In this way, the 

perceptions and practices of the different farm models regarding labour, and the frictions between 

those perceptions and practices, will be highlighted. This chapter  will mainly focus on the tension of 

involvement versus distance of the management in respect to the workers.  

 

§3.1 Labour productivity 

In the (post)kolkhoz model, high labour productivity was of limited importance, as there were/are 

few incentives and means for the management to achieve this. The agroholding model places little 

value on (the efficient allocation and motivation of) labour in order to increase the labour 

productivity, as labour is primarily seen as a cheap resource. Instead, capital-intensive machinery is 

deployed to increase productivity. However, in the Western family farm model, high labour 

productivity is key in achieving high efficiency.  

 

§3.1.1: Low efficiency of labour 

In the early years of Ruskar the Dutch managers were astonished time and again when they faced the  

(in their eyes) low work motivation of their workers. One out of many examples is that one of the 

forklift drivers had built a bench for himself on the farm terrain and sat on his bench for the whole 

day, every day. When a Dutch manager asked him: “why are you sitting on this bench and not 

working?” he answered: “I’m a forklift driver, and it’s summer”, implying that forklift drivers do not 

have any tasks in summertime. The Dutch manager could not believe her eyes and replied: “why are 

you not working during harvest time? If necessary, grab a broom to clean the farm terrain!” 

 During the Soviet era the farm management had few w incentive and means  to increase 

labour productivity. This was because the main objective of the farm enterprise was not the 

production of surplus value but the achievement of the production targets which were set by the 

state plan (Clarke 2004, 407). The targets of the state plan were based on last year plan of the 

particular farm, so it made little sense to go beyond these targets, since that meant a higher target 

for next year’s plan. Moreover, the plans’ focus on quantity, and the prices which were set by the 

state, gave the farm management little incentives to make the production process more efficient. 

Even if the management of the kolkhoz wanted to increase labour productivity, it was difficult to 

achieve as the means to do so were limited. For example, the salary of the employees was low and it 

was difficult to dismiss unproductive employees (Visser 2008).  

 In the interviews with Dutch consultants, investors and managers, low efficiency of labour 

was often mentioned as a feature of Russian farm enterprises and a source of annoyance. According 

to them, this inefficiency is most visible in over-employement, the strict division of labour, low 

levelof labour motivation and initiative and a lack of knowledgeable workers. In addition alcoholism 

and theft amongst the workers (and often also amongst the managers) is rampant.  These features 

are often summarized as “the Russian mentality/culture/nature” or “typical Russian”,  by the 

interviewees: 
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 The mentality of the truckdrivers and tractordrivers used to be: do nothing which is not your job. 

 Now  they help each other more with other things, but this mentality will never be removed with this  

 generation (Dutch manager) 

 

The interviewees agree that these features should be changed in order to increase labour 

productivity. They use a cultural explanation for the low efficiency of labour, often overlooking the 

inherent, deterministic pressures of the socio-technical farm model on labour practices. Whereas the 

goal of Western family farming is to increase labour productivity, it is not the main aim in the 

agroholding and (post)kolchoz model. Whereas the Western family farm model places a high value 

on human capital, labour in the agroholding is mainly viewed as a cheap resource – not so much 

worth investing in.  

 While one interviewee completely waives from this mentality by saying that culture is no 

excuse and that Russian farm workers should work according to the same protocol as in the West 

right from the start; most of them recognize it is difficult to change this mentality overnight. The 

following quote of a Dutch manager reveals this: 

 

 As the years pass, the chaff is separated from the wheat. Bad workers, people that deliver poor  

 quality job, they got fired, and tried to find new people locally. So, by now, we have quite reasonable  

 to good local employees on our farms. But, of course, you can imagine, that the first or two years,  

 were really not easy, to do a good job. Especially when you compare it to European standards. I mean,  

 people would not take any initiative. People are not used to work with modern equipment. Because 

 we  mainly use American and European equipment in the farms. So, such a transition period, just takes 

 a  lot of time. 

 

§3.1.2: Transforming work organizations 
Elizabeth Dunn (2004) writes in her book Privatizing Poland: Baby Food, Big Business and the 

Remaking of Labor about the transition from Fordism to ´flexible accumulation´ in the context of a 

baby food factory in Poland in the 1990s which was taken over by an American company28. Although 

this case study is about a food factory instead of a farm enterprise, it can still provide interesting 

insights for studying the encounter of the (post-) kolkhoz model, the agroholding model and the 

western family farm model.  

 Not only does Dunn focus on how new forms of management shape performance, but also 

how this influences the personhood of workers. The idea of this transition, she states, is to transform 

the passive bodies of workers, who are disciplined by Taylorism, into active working subjects. 

Taylorism is a type of work organization which is part of the broader framework of Fordism (Mathew, 

2005). It requires strict managerial control over work practices, the separation of labour into small 

tasks, and the separation between white and blue-collar workers. In the work organization based on 

‘flexible accummulation’(Harvey 1990, 141-172) workers should be made more flexible (Dunn 2004).  

 Visser (2008) distinguished two ways to improve labour productivity in a post-Soviet context 

on Russian farm enterprises, which come close to the two types of work organizations mentioned by 

Dunn. First of all, he noticed that many Russian farm enterprises after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union kept a top-down discipline and created a stricter property and labour regime in order to 

increase labour productivity. These measures come close to Taylorism. Secondly, labour productivity 

could be improved by pursuing decentralization and performance related payments. These 
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measurements would come most close to flexible accumulation and were highly promoted by the 

reformers of the privatization process in the 1990s. However, in the 1990s few farm enterprises 

where following this path. Even in the 2000s, holding companies (including agroholdings) who said to 

impose these measures on their subsidiaries generally tried this very half-heartedly, more 

rhetorically than in practice (Clarke 2004, 418). The explanation for this could be that the 

management was not willing to give up their hierarchical positions or that they were unable to 

transfer decision making to a lower level, as there was insufficient capable staff.  

 In sum, the (post)kolkhoz model is marked by a Fordist model with a Tayloristic labour 

regime. Within the agroholding model there are some tendencies of making a transition to the model 

of flexible accumulation, which is often not working in practice. Since the interviewees, and Western 

management in general, state that the workers should become more active, it is likely that they 

would pursue the working regime of flexible accumulation and the second way to improve labour 

productivity which was mentioned by Visser.   

  

§3.2: Measures to improve labour productivity 

The interviewed Dutch consultants, managers and investors have conducted, or advised on, several 

measures to improve labour productivity. These measures could be clustered around four main 

categories: efficient allocation of labour, participatory management, performance related payments 

and trainings. They are all aimed at making the workers more flexible and active – increasing the 

involvement of the labourers and the management in the working process, in line with the Western 

family farm model.  

 

§3.2.1: Efficient allocation of labour 

One of the measures which was mentioned was screening the workers on performance and firing the 

least capable workers. This increases the overall labour productivity of the farm, since less labour is 

used for the same amount of tasks and the least productive workers are dismissed. This process is 

often accompanied by the expanded use of machinery29. On Ruskar the work force of permanent 

workers decreased with 68% (from 50 to 16 workers) over the past ten years30. Workers were partly 

replaced by the introduction of the Western machinery31 (such as John Deer tractors and a potato 

conveyor), partly because of the decline of sale to small costumers and the increase of delivery of 

mass production for Frito-Lay, which required less manual work.  In addition, the shortage of 

qualified workers strengthened  this move towards capital intensive production. 

 Since I was able to look at the working practices at Ruskar on a very concrete level, I noticed 

that flexibility of labour also played an important role this allocation process. Several forms of 

flexibility existed: numerical flexibility, hours flexibility and functional flexibility (Clarke and Borisovo 
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 One of the interviewees, the director of a chicken farm, is an exception in this remark, since in her enterprise 
the number of workers has increased in accordance to the extension of the farm units. The reason for this 
could be that the production on chicken farms is more labour intensive than crops farms, and therefore labour 
is less easily been replaced by machinery. 
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 The decrease of workers is even more drastically when compared to the Soviet era, when the whole work 
force of the sovkhoz counted about 1000 employees (basically the whole working population of the village and 
part of the working population of neighbouring villages). Of course this is a false comparison, considering that 
arable farming was just one of the different components of the sovkhoz. However, since Ruskar is just one out 
of the two small farm enterprises left in Bogatishchevo, it is an enormous change from the past in terms of 
employment in agriculture. 
31

 This is also a feature of the agroholding model, which increasingly replaces labour with machinery. 
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1999, 604). The Dutch management had started to use temporary contracts and seasonal workers, in 

order to adapt the number of workers in accordance with the seasonal peaks and lows of the 

production (numerical flexibility). A look at the working schedule of the farm enterprise, made 

immediately clear that the day by day schedule was also highly variable - dependent on the need of 

workers for the particular day. During sowing and harvesting the workers also have to work in night 

shifts (hours flexibility). Flexibility was also present in the principle of the employer to move 

employers between tasks, so called functional flexibility. Women who were sorting potatoes, were 

also occasionally working as watcher (concierge) and men who were driving the tractor in high 

season did also sort potatoes when needed. Furthermore, as the requirement of driving licenses of 

different types of tractors was not taken so seriously, tractor drivers could be rotated between 

different tractors. One of the Dutch managers at Ruskar told me that over time the workers were 

stimulated to do more tasks, according to their capabilities.  

 

§3.2.2: Participatory management  

The Dutch interviewees indicated the management style should become more participatory. This 

means that the managers, and white-collar workers in general, should spend more time working 

along the farm workers. This could increase labour productivity, because “watching [by a manager] in 

itself does not bring any results”, as a Dutch manager stated. Moreover, working side by side could 

give management more insight in the production process as well as create more mutual 

understanding between formerly strictly divided white and blue collar workers, which was supposed 

to create an atmosphere of joint problem solving and increased labour motivation.  

 The Dutch interviewees picture the typical Russian manager as someone who is commanding 

his workers “from the window” of his expensive car, refuses to make “his hands dirty” and has little 

knowledge of farming (Russian farm managers are rarely women): 

 

 In my view, you can’t start anything with a manager who doesn’t understand farming. [They] are    

 controlling people, but only when [they] are sitting in the car. I have seen that, they don’t want to get  

 dirty hands. I don’t have any respect for that. I want to lose that guy. (Dutch consultant) 

 

Moreover, the Russian managers are sometimes also pictured as “dictators”, who do not accept any 

comments. According to the interviewees, as they are little around on the farm, let alone offer a 

hand in the working process, they manage the farm “from their offices” just based on figures. This 

seems to refer to the strict division between white and blue collar workers in Taylorism. The 

explanation which the interviewees give for this kind of management style is that the Russian 

managers are more sensitive towards prestige and privileges and “like to think big”, instead of 

realizing that new technology has to be understood and applied by the farm workers. The top-down 

management tradition and the plan economy which is part of the socio-technical model of the 

(post)kolkhoz contribute to a great extent to the behavior of many current Russian managers. The 

image of the typical Russian manager is often contrasted with the image of the Dutch farmer’s son by 

the interviewees. He (they are also men usually) has been brought up on the farm and has learned to 

do all the aspects of work on a farm from a young age, ranging from practical things like repairing a 

tractor to management and administrative tasks. This kind of generational transfer is seen is seen as 

a unique feature of Dutch farmers.   

 On Ruskar, the Dutch managers lived on the farm territory and were therefore automatically 

involved in the daily matters. Every day they were going around the farm territory in working clothes 
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and never spent a whole day in their office. They were doing all kinds of tasks which were necessarily 

to be done on that moment.  Dutch interns, who were often present in Ruskar, also engaged in many 

daily tasks next to their own personal research project. Moreover, one Russian administrator has 

been made responsible for small potato sales, and was therefore forced to check and help whenever 

necessary. In this way an example was constantly being set for the other farm workers regarding the 

process of multitasking. However, this participatory management style does not necessarily flatten 

the work structure fundamentally or make the management style more involved, as will be shown in 

paragraph 3.3. 

 

§3.1.3: Performance related payments 

A third measure which was mentioned to improve labour productivity is providing bonuses. There 

are mixed stories about the success of these bonuses. Bonuses constitute still a broad category. They 

could be differentiated into collective and individual bonuses, and could be based solely on quantity 

(as was common during the Soviet Union) or quantity and quality of the production. Bonuses based 

on the performance of the enterprise as a whole might not lead to individual incentives, just as 

bonuses based only on quantity will not provide the right incentives to increase the farm’s profit 

(Visser 2008, 155). Moreover, the implementation of bonuses will not necessarily stimulate the 

motivation of the workers.  

 First of all, following the western family farm model, the Dutch stakeholders often implicitly 

expect the Russian personnel to have the same work motivation as their Dutch colleagues. However, 

due to the lack of multiple roles (owner, manager, workers, family member) the workers lack the 

multiple motivations which they would have enjoyed when being raised on a western family farm. 

Moreover, the Russian workers in agriculture are generally paid (far) less than Dutch managers and 

consultants. Therefore, if one assumes payments and bonuses to be important, it could be expected 

that the Russian are less motivated than their Dutch colleagues. 

 Secondly, although bonus systems were not absent during Soviet times, they were largely 

used as rewards (or when redrawn as penalties), but did not encourage effort, since labour 

productivity depended more on the input of machinery and other inputs than on real labour input 

(Clarke 2004). Another Soviet heritage, is the interconnectedness between workers which was often 

present on the work floor, “where workers learned how to coordinate among themselves to 

compensate for defects in raw materials and machinery” (Dunn 2004, 86). The shortage economy 

required improvisation and own initiative to solve daily problems (Visser 2008, Clarke 2004). This is 

still visible in how workers deal with machinery. Several Dutch interviews mentioned that some of 

their workers were very creative in solving technical problems: 

 

 It is like this: when a Russian is born, he can already take to pieces a Belarus [Russian tractor] from A to  

 Z, and put it together again. Well, they do this thus frequently. That is also often necessary with that  

 crap. (Dutch investor). 

 

Improvisation and micro initiative occurred in an atmosphere of reciprocity, which was present both 

horizontally (amongst workers) as vertically (between the management and the workers). Individual 

bonuses go against this principle of helping each other out. This is another reason why bonuses will 

not necessarily stimulate work motivation and labour productivity. 

 Performance-related payments could be accompanied by quality control. Dunn (2004) 

describes that products and labour were broken down into a list of properties in the Polish factory 



33 
 

she studied. This was done in a standardized scientific manner and created a base for management 

by fact, rather than management by intuition.  In agriculture this differentiation of products and 

labour is more difficult, as extensive standardization is impossible due to natural circumstances such 

as the climate. Nevertheless, quality control is increasingly present. Some of the interviewees 

mentioned the presence of a laboratory on their farms. When controlling the quality of the produce, 

laboratories also make it easier to track the individual performance of the labourers. This is another 

move towards the individualisation of working bodies, which workers themselves would not 

necessarily encourage. 

 Another measure to increase labour productivity closely connected to providing bonuses, is 

paying a relatively high salary compared to other alternative employers. This could increase labour 

motivation, because workers feel more valued and are more motivated to work for this particular 

enterprise. A common discourse of the Dutch interviewees was: if I see quality, I am willing to pay a 

higher salary: 

 

 So take care you pay them well. […] Than you can demand something of them. […] I have seen it in  

 Belgorod…these guys were working just 12 hours on and 12 hours off. And then again 12 hours on and  

 12  hours off. And then off for 24 hours. […] And these guys earn, in high season, 1500 euro a month,  

 right? Yes, that’s a wild salary in Belgorod. You were seen as a king with this salary. And then those  

 guys want to work! 

 

On Ruskar bonuses were paid collectively and only during profitable years. The salary was also 

increased in years of prosperity.  It seemed that workers recognized the connection between the 

profitability of the farm and their salary, but there was no clear indication that the labour motivation 

therefore increased.  Peter, the director, was not in favour of individual bonuses because he thought 

the workers (especially women) already naturally correct each other and because he thought this 

would go at the expense of safety and quality. The former statement could refer to the informal 

horizontal coordination mentioned above, while the latter statement assumes a bonus system based 

of quantity. Some workers (especially qualified workers) complained about the increase in the 

number of tasks without sufficient monetary compensation. For the Dutch management, however, it 

was natural to fill in the “empty” moments with other tasks. A common  complaint was that salary 

had insufficiently been corrected in line with increased cost of living over the past years. This 

decoupling could be due to the relatively low profitability of the farm in the years 2010 and 2011.  

 

§3.2.4: Trainings 

Lastly, training is mentioned as a measure to increase labour productivity. A higher level of 

knowledge will increase the quality of the production. This correlation is of high importance within 

the western family farm model. Illustrative for the Dutch focus on knowledge is the talk of the 

Agricultural Counsellor in a Dutch agribusiness meeting, where she emphasized that the task of the 

Dutch is to convince the Russians in agribusiness of the importance of knowledge32. On Ruskar there 

have been a lot of interns over the past 10 years, as Peter was convinced that this exchange in 

knowledge is very important. 

 According to the Dutch interviewees, proper agricultural knowledge is often lacking on 

contemporary Russian farms, even in farms with the most advanced technologies. In addition to on 

site training, the most qualified workers are sometimes even “taken” abroad for training.  Aside from 
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the transfer of knowledge and skills, the specialists can have a look in the “West-European kitchen” 

and thus make themselves familiar with the working discipline which is said to be present on West-

European farms. The lack of qualified workers is often highlighted as a main obstacle in Russian farm 

enterprises. Some interviewees mentioned that there was a strong competition between farm 

enterprises for specialists, which resulted in situations where specialists were “taken” away from 

other farm enterprises.33 On Ruskar, in the past there have been several attempts to provide young 

potential workers the opportunity to get several tractor driving licenses, but every time it proved 

impossible to keep the workers thereafter employed at the farm enterprise. Furthermore, training 

for workers was given mainly on a very practical and informal level. Over time, workers were 

explained the purposes of tasks and truck drivers were learned to drive a tractor. 

 By giving farm workers “the tools”, workers were expected to become better able to work 

with modern (Western) technologies. More than once an interviewee suggested that this also 

increases labour motivation, due to the satisfaction of working with this kind of modern equipment. 

Moreover, according to the interviewees, high quality cattle imported from Western-European 

countries often cannot prosper in Russian farm enterprises due to the lack of knowledge (especially 

knowledge of feed and medical treatment). Practical knowledge is advocated, which most 

agricultural schools in Russia seem to underexpose nowadays according to the Dutch. Often, the 

Dutch interviewees, implicitly expect the Russian workers to have the same level of knowledge as 

Dutch farmers. However, since the Russian workers do not possess the hands-on knowledge gained 

over time by being brought up on a western family farm, but have at most only followed formal 

education, it seems not realistic to expect this level of knowledge from the Russian workers.  

 If Russian agriculture lacks the know-how for the proper implementation of Western 

technology and cattle, the challenge is how to transfer the Dutch know how normally accompanying 

it.. Some interviewees, especially consultants who are staying on farms for a short time, complain 

that their advice is often not being accepted. According them this might be due to the prevalence of 

connections (for example with suppliers), conservatism and pride of the management of farm 

enterprises. Nostalgia for the technological superiority (the high level of mechanization and the high 

specialization and organisation of labour) of the Soviet farm (Toleubayev 2009) could make workers 

suspicious to Western technology and knowledge. But it might also be due to the short stay of well-

paid external managers or the lack of adaptation to the traditions of the farm enterprise. Moreover, 

the quote below indicates suspicion towards the quality of Dutch imports in the first place: 

 

 And in that time we bought -how much?-, 279, almost 300 heifers from the Netherlands. But the  

 quality was eh, very bad. […] Because at that time many consumers, bought from the  

 Netherlands. And they get some animals what is not Holstein Friesian, it was a kind of meat breed.  

 And also when we get that calves, that calves was also, look like meat calves. Not Holstein Friesian.  

 And more than 70 percent was bulls. […]  And eh, also we got some diseases. […] And we asked our 

 [Dutch] shareholders, tell us what it is exactly. Nobody told us. Yeah. And by some accident. In  

 Moscow, at an exhibition, we found one guy, who also have farm, who bring some foreign cattle…[…] 

 And just talked with them. And during discussion we found the same problems. (Russian farm director) 

 

It is difficult to identify whether the transferred calves were really Holstein Friesian. However, the 

quote of the Russian manager makes clear that he speaks from a different logic than the Dutch 
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shareholders. Whereas the Dutch shareholders ascribed the failed transfer to the lack of knowledge, 

the Russian manager speaks of a lack of quality of the heifers. This difference could be generalized to 

the western family farm model and the agroholding, where in the former knowledge is seen as most 

important, whereas in the latter focuses on the quality of equipment and cattle in their own right.  

 The suspicion of Russian farm managers is part of a more widespread and profound distrust 

between Russian investors and managers on the hand and Dutch consultants, managers and 

investors on the other. Just as the Russian work force and management have suspicion towards new 

implemented technology by outsiders, so do Dutch interviewees view the adaption of their imported 

technology with suspicion. Illustrative are examples of Dutch investors who visited their farm 

enterprises unannounced and wanted to “surprise” them as they presumed that their advice was not 

followed up on or that the farm management was lying to them.   

 

§3.3: Consequences for employees 
What are the consequences of these measures discussed above for the employees? The observations 

and conservations with employees on Ruskar are taken as a starting point, complemented with other 

cases and theoretical insights.  

 

§3.3.1: Instability? 

The measures mentioned by Dutch interviewees, and the measures conducted in Ruskar to improve 

labour productivity especially, force workers to become not only more active, but also more flexible. 

This could imply that workers have to tolerate job instability and related risks since they are 

evaluated more on individual qualities and allocated based on the needs of the enterprise (Dunn 

2004), than in the past.  During conversation with workers of Ruskar it became clear that this fear 

was indeed present. Before and following the decision not to suspend the temporary contract of five 

workers, several workers confessed to me that they were afraid to lose their job. Some workers 

stated that the instability had risen over the past years:  

 

 For the national economy foreign investments are of course good, but not always for the normal  

 people, the working class. Life is less stable after the fall of the Soviet Union. The loss of one out of  

 two salaries can be a disaster for a family (female potato sorter).  

 

This worker implicitly relates the rise of instability to the arrival of foreign investment. However, it is 

important to note that this feeling of instability was already present before the Dutch investors came. 

The instability of salary payments, which was present on the farm enterprise in the 1990s, even 

became a thing of the past, since the full amount of the salary is now always paid on time. However, 

the dismissals in the crisis year 2008 and the short-term contracts have increased the instability of 

the workplace itself, since the turnover of employees makes the workers (even those with a 

permanent contract) less sure of “whether they can feed themselves tomorrow”, as one worker of 

Ruskar stated. The legitimization of the Dutch management is that they were forced to dismiss 

people due to financial difficulties and due to misbehaviour of workers during working hours.  

  Moreover, as was discussed in chapter 1, the main expectation towards foreign investors in 

agriculture is the provision of jobs. As Li (2011) shows, this expectation is present globally and is 

often used as legitimization for large-scale investments. She argues that, although foreign investors 

are supported because they are supposed to create working places, this is not their priority in reality. 

This can also be observed in rural Russia: 
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 ..And I don’t want to whine, but we have about 20 people right now, but we will have to go towards   

 about 6 men. If I compare it with America for instance. […] It has to become more efficient. We have  

 to compete with the world market, you know? (Peter Smid, owner-director of Ruskar) 

  

 We work relatively Western. A similar Russian company would have had already 500 people employed  

 here [with this amount of production] (Marloes Smid, manager on Ruskar) 

 

As these quote show, the primary interest of a foreign investor and of the local employees and the 

government can be far apart. Therefore it is importance to stipulate the importance of labour in the 

“land grab” debate (Ibid). 

 In addition to powerful macro factors , such as the labour market that determines the 

demand for employees, it is also important to recognize that the workers possess agency.. On Ruskar, 

one reaction of workers to instability on the farm is to look around for alternative employment. This 

is easier for young workers, high-qualified workers and male workers than it is for aged workers, low-

qualified workers and female workers, because the first group has better opportunities to get a new 

well-paid job and men can easier afford longer commuting hours than women since they are less 

stuck to the household.   

 The flexible working hours present at Ruskar could potentially also be a source of instability. 

However, none of the farm workers confirmed this directly.  This could be explained by the fact that 

the improvisation of workers also existed in the past (Visser 2006), due to the seasonality of the 

agricultural sector, and, more importantly, due to uneven quantity of supply. Dunn (2004) argues 

that the adaptation to uneven quantity of supply is replaced by the adaptation to variable consumer 

demand in a post-socialist enterprise. The adaption to variable consumer demand was clearly visible 

at Ruskar, since the potato chips factory Frito-Lay determined if, and how much potatoes, should be 

delivered per day, which influenced the working hours. On the other hand, supply is still not 

completely certain, which I noticed when potatoes from Egypt did not arrive on schedule  the 

temporary closure of the border or when it was unsure whether certain spare parts would arrive on 

time.  Although increasingly flexible working hours seem to be no problem for the farm workers, the 

thing which was clearly disliked by some, if not all, of the male workers was night work. They 

emphasized that it is against one’s natural rhythm to work at night and therefore extremely tough 

and harmful. A worker of neighbouring farm enterprise Sedek even stated that the main hindrance 

for him to work for Ruskar (which would be better paid) would be night work. “Going against one’s 

natural rhythm” suggest a kind of instability which working by night could bring for some workers.34  

 

§3.3.2: Blurred classifications   

Both the (post-)kolkhoz and the agroholding were, and are, often marked by an extreme division of 

labour (Sutherland 2008). This division of labour was often highly gendered, with women performing 

manual tasks and men mechanical and managing tasks (Denisova and Mukhina 2010). The division of 

labour is often accompanied by social differentiation between workers. Some of the organisational 

changes introduced (such as participatory management and flexible allocation of workers) could 

diminish this differentiation, others (such as performance-related payments and trainings) are more 

likely to sharpen the social differentiation between workers. Firing workers does not necessarily 

result in a change in social differentiation within the farm enterprise itself, but could sharpen the 
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distinction between employed and non-employed people in the village. In his study of a Southern 

Russian, Alexander Nikulin (2003) noticed a classification of the villagers into three classes: 

management, workers and the poor/workless, which is a kind of social differentiation which the 

process of privatization has enhanced. This social differentiation is created because being fired could 

mean being cut off of all the services of the farm enterprises, which is especially harmful in areas 

with little alternative employment. Since Bogatishchevo, the village where Ruskar was situated, was 

relatively well-connected to places with work opportunities such as Moscow, Kashira and 

neighbouring district centers , and Moscow’s Domodedovo airport. Therefore, the sharp division 

between people employed by the farm and others is hardly present in the way Nikulin described it.  

 Although no real social differentiation existed between people employed and non-employed 

by Ruskar in Bogatishchevo, a divide in perceptions (see e.g. Gollub 2008) towards the farm 

enterprise could be noticed. Whereas the employees were generally more positive about the 

presence of Ruskar, other villagers seemed more distrustful towards the foreign enterprise.  This 

divide could be caused by the fact that workers are closer to the “real” situation on the farm and 

cannot simply imagine things. Of course this divide may not be as sharp as stated, as employees 

could be more hesitant to give sensitive information about the farm enterprise than other villagers. 

 Due to the enforcement of multitasking within Ruskar, the division between workers became 

less clear-cut. Moreover, a participatory management style, the lack of individual bonuses and the 

rare occurrence of official personal trainings further diminished, or at least did not strengthen, the 

social differentiation of labour. One worker explained that in the beginning people had to get used to 

the Dutch managers who were dressed in working clothes and engaged in farm work, especially 

when doing simple tasks like potato sorting or cleaning. When I asked about the different jobs to be 

performed in the farm enterprise, workers kept emphasizing that “everyone does everything”. This 

suggests that the idea of multitasking has already been internalized by the workers. But this could 

also refer  to the sense of “collectivity” which the workers felt, often reluctant to make a social 

differentiation between workers. Still, a relative (gendered) division of labour remained; male tractor 

drivers could not be replaced by workers working in the storage and were paid more than potato 

sorters, since this requested a higher level of expertise. Although it seemed that the workers got 

used to the idea of multitasking over the past few years, the quote of a tractor driver reveals that this 

could also create a sense of insecurity: 

 

 In the past there used to be 60 tractors and 60 tractor drivers, everyone had its own tractor. Now we   

 are rotating, and there are more people who are driving on one tractor. It is a different system. […] It is  

 a  deterioration […], because more maintenance is needed. If more people drive on one tractor, more   

 is broken down. In the past it was very clear: there were two tractor drivers on two tractor drivers, you  

 knew exactly who was guilty. Now there are so many people who are driving on it, so that you cannot  

 see this anymore.  

 

Although he is the only one who told me this, the importance given by the workers to “who is 

responsible” for a certain mistake or initiative, suggests that this insecurity can be true for more 

workers. The strive for functional flexibility could be contradictory to the strive to more responsibility 

of the workers with regard to machinery. 

 

§3.4: Contradictions in participatory management 

As mentioned before, Dutch consultants, managers and investors which I interviewed preferred a 

participatory way of managing a farm enterprise. This could partly be explained by the Dutch 
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tradition to life and raise children on the farm. Dutch farmer’s sons (and daughters) learned to 

manage all aspects of a farm enterprise and are often involved in decision making from a young age. 

This is an important element of the western family farming model. 

 

§3.4.1: General contradictions 

Because Dutch farmer’s sons normally possess these all-round qualities to manage a farm, they are 

often in demand as temporary managers abroad. When working as an expat the Dutch managers 

also have another advantage: they could fulfill the link between the head office and the subsidiary, 

because they could easily translate and could feel a double loyalty towards both. Some interviewees 

who are engaged in a subsidiary confirmed this. One Dutch investor however, said that he used to 

send Dutch managers to his farm, but he has stopped doing this.  

 

 We used to have [Dutch name] for a while. Well, he also has been interim manager on many   

 companies […]. But he is not a social person, he cannot communicate well. And that is working   

 counterproductive on our farm. So, we took him away as well. So I said: this is the last thing I will do of  

 management. Here will never come a foreign manager again.  

 

This quote reveals that a Dutch manager has to deal with issues of integration. This could be not only 

socially, but also culturally and linguistically. Not being familiar with the Russian language and culture, 

Dutch managers found themselves often dependent on locals, especially when dealing with political 

issues. Moreover, they always have to deal with acceptance of the workers and possibly the local 

director, as was explained before at the implementation of Western know-how. Not only do these 

issues of integration create dependence on locals, it also enlarges the distance between manager 

and workers which the direct management style would ideally diminish.  

 This distance is larger when the subsidiary if part of a bigger agroholding or mother company. 

Although being part of a large farm enterprise could have clear advantages, such as negotiation 

power and the availability to international capital, the bureaucracy is usually more extensive and 

individuals have less personal influence. An inherent feature of vertically arranged companies, and 

horizontally arranged companies to a lesser extent, seems to be that direct management is made 

more difficult, as the following quote of a Dutch manager working for an American company reveals:  

 

  And of course I have another boss above me who is responsible for whole Russia. That’s a Russian guy,  

 he is responsible for Archangelsk and for the Elets region. And above that is another boss in Holland.  

 And of course the highest boss in Canada, in Toronto. That’s what you have in a big organization, you  

 have a lot of people, a lot of bosses, a lot managers […] If I have to buy a new tractor for example I  

 have to tell the people: yes, I want to buy a new tractor. Then they ask: why do you need one? Then I   

 have to tell why I want to buy a new tractor, et cetera et cetera. It’s quite complicated with a big  

 organization. It’s going slowly. 

 

Moreover, flattening of the work structure on the farm level in vertically arranged organizations 

seems like a paradox, as the board of managers above the farm is often elaborate and distanced 

from the farm. This automatically implies that the management operates more on the base of figures 

than on direct observations, which limit the scope for a participatory management style.  
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§3.4.2:Contradictions on Ruskar 

Ruskar is a relatively small farm enterprise by Russian standards35 and is not part (anymore) of a 

vertically integrated company. This, strengthened by the fact that the Dutch management is living on 

the farm territory, creates a suitable environment for participatory management. Furthermore, after 

ten years of experience, the Dutch management seems to have overcome above mentioned 

integration problems for a great deal. There are few communication problems since the Dutch 

managers are able to express themselves in Russian and the Russian workers have learned to 

understand what is meant only by hearing a few words. The personal aspects in labour relations are 

present in many ways, such as knowing each other’s names and characteristics, celebrating festivities 

and exchanging food and cultural knowledge. However, it is questionable whether a lot of people 

would be prepared to make such a personal investment. Although participatory management was 

implemented quite successfully, even on this farm enterprise there are some contradictory  matters 

which constrain the participatory management style in some ways. 

 First of all, the Dutch management takes a certain distance from workers and villagers. They 

do not life, and hardly participate, in the village life. Personnel and village matters are largely 

arranged through the Russian farm administrator. The statement, which was mentioned before, that 

non-employees are usually more negative towards the presence of the farm enterprise than 

employees, could partly be caused by the distance of the management towards the village. Secondly, 

although the Dutch management promotes initiative and multitasking, the final decision is always 

theirs. None of the Russian workers is given a management tasks and the Dutch take care there is a 

Dutch person is always around on the farm territory, at the delivery of production and during work 

the fields. This high level of control is not necessarily inconsistent with participatory management, 

but does not match the idea of decentralization to make the workers more active, which was 

mentioned in the beginning of this chapter. Moreover, it signals a high level of distrust, which is also 

a form of distance. Thirdly, because of the tradition of strict hierarchy on Russian farms, such 

hierarchy is still expected by the workers, although not always in a conscious way. From 

conversations with farm workers and villagers it appeared that they used a discourse of hierarchy.  

The English term “boss” was often used and people talked a lot about (former) directors and always 

added if they were good or bad, which implies that they are seen as very important for people’s life. 

They expected that good bosses must have knowledge, money and the aspiration to grow, in 

contrast with the attitude in which people framed themselves. Regularly, when I asked about 

information about or plans of the work, workers answered: “Peter knows” or “Peter decides”. The 

success of the farm enterprise was therefore largely attributed to the farm director, which is also a 

common feature to be found in ethnographic studies of Russian farms (e.g. Visser 2008, Miller and 

Heady 2003). Peter himself asked me if I could advise him how one could involve the workers more 

into the work. However, in another conversation he confessed that the worker’s expectation of 

hierarchy also had its advantages: “if no one interferes, decisions could be made quicker”. This 

statement reveals the pragmatic attitude Peter has regarding various aspects of the management.  

Pragmatism surfaced  also  in the interviews with the Dutch consultants, managers and investors. 

This shows that the farm models discussed in this paper are not at all compassing, static models but 

could be manipulated by stakeholders in order to gain something.  

 Finally, although labour relations on Ruskar have formally become more horizontal, at the 
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Corporate farms in Russia have an average size of over 3800 ha for ‘medium and large’ operations and 1164 
for ‘small ones’. Ruskar controls 1700 hectare and therefore falls into the category of a small corporate farm 
(OECD, 2011, 27) 
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same time informal horizontal relationships as they existed in the past were hardly present anymore. 

This might be due to the cultural distance the Dutch management feels towards Russian the village 

life, but also because new friendship (horizontal) relations with workers and worker-manager 

(vertical) relations are hard to combine. As Marloes, Peter´s wife explained:  “if Peter wants to visit 

one of his workers for a cup of coffee, he has to visit them all, because otherwise that person would 

expect personal benefits on the work floor”. In Soviet times informal horizontal relationships existed 

parallel with formal vertical relationship.  Although formally the hierarchy between workers was very 

strict, informally both ordinary workers and managers were involved in a reciprocal relation, 

regularly bestowing each other favours. This is often explained by the informal power workers 

enjoyed, because of their improvisation towards shortages of labour and supply (Visser 2006, Clarke 

2004). According to Dunn (2004), this feature is the main reason why socialism and Fordism cannot 

be equated, even though their similarities in terms of formal organization structure and a strict 

division of labour.  Another reason why informal horizontal relationships were present on enterprises 

in the (post) Soviet times, is connected with the social considerations which the farm management 

felt towards their workers (see next chapter).  

 

§3.5: Conclusion 

This chapter highlighted the friction between closeness and distance of the labour relations between 

(foreign) farm managers and (Russian) farm workers. Measures to improve labour productivity, as 

mentioned by Dutch interviewees and observed in Ruskar, are strongly focused on transforming 

mentalities: not only making the workers more involved, but also more flexible. Such flexibility can 

take various forms, which -aside from the desired efficiency effects- could cause different kinds of 

instability. This may increase the distance which the workers feel towards the farm management. 

Bonuses and trainings are mostly aimed at making the workers more motivated and thus involved. 

However, performance-related payments and trainings/advice are so that easily incorporated as 

expected, being at odds with the (post)kolchoz and/or agroholding model. Further, several factors 

constrain the implementation participatory management and a flatter organization in Russian 

agriculture, especially in large farm enterprises. However, even on relatively moderate sized farm 

enterprises by Russian standards like Ruskar, contradictions are present, due to physical distance, 

distrust, expectations of hierarchy and the lack of informal horizontal relationships.  All in all, the 

friction between involvement and distance, arises not only because some measures to improve 

labour productivity have negative consequences for workers, but also because some measures are 

difficult -if not impossible- to incorporate on most Russian farm enterprises. 
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4. The farm’s broader role  – intertwined versus detached 

 

The (post) kolkhoz is characterized by its intertwinement with the rural households and the state. 

Not only was the kolkhoz dependent on the state plan, its functioning also largely depended on the 

labour and support of the rural households. The rural households, in turn, were often highly 

dependent on the collective farm, which acted as “total social institution”, influencing almost every 

aspect of village life. Thus the social role of the farm enterprise performed was not only a result of 

the social, paternalist ideals of the Soviet Union, but derived also pragmatic reasons.   

 In the transition from socialism to capitalism, farm enterprises can be expected to face 

pressure to reduce their social role. Ideally, in the capitalist “Western family farm” model, the farm 

only functions as a rational actor in the market, detached from social claims of the rural population 

with the state taking over the collective farm’s social role. However, this does not mean that there 

are no expectations anymore from the rural inhabitants, nor that pressure from the local 

government to keep the social role intact automatically disappears. Although the farm management 

is no longer a servant of the state, good contacts with the state are desirable, if not inevitable. How 

do foreigners involved in Russian farm enterprises deal with these expectations and pressures?  To 

what extent can they put their own farm model in practice, and to what extent are they forced to be 

more pragmatic? This chapter deals with the friction between the intertwining versus the 

detachment of the farm enterprise with the rural household and the state.   

 

§4.1: Social relations with rural households 
Social relations between the farm management and the rural households were very central to the 

(post) kolkhoz model. These relations were not immediately dismantled in the 1990s, but largely 

continued. In the 2000s, when external investment in agriculture increased, these relations became 

highly variable per region. Most foreigners involved in agriculture are not so fond of the social aspect 

of these relations, although there is a gap between their discourse and the real situation. The case-

study in Bogatishchevo illustrates both developments in social relations as wells as the discourses 

and practices regarding foreign involvement in this sphere.  

 

§4.1.1: Social services and cross-subsidies 

During the Soviet era the collective farm was often the main provider of social services in the 

village(s). Examples of social services provided by the collective farm were financing local schools, 

kindergartens, libraries, the ´house of culture´, running water, gas, the construction of apartments, 

and support for weddings or other festivities. These social services could be formal and aimed at the 

whole village or a substantial group, but it could also be more informal and aimed at individuals. 

Often the collective farm acted as a state within a state (Toleubayev 2009: 29). The local municipality 

had few resources and relied heavily on the help of the farm. 

In addition to the provision of social services, the kolkhoz  often provided inputs and (additional) land 

for the household plots of its workers. Moreover, it often sold some of its farm products for a low 

price or gave them away to rural households. This support often functioned as a compensation for 

low wages or as in-kind salary, so called cross-subsidies. The household and the farm enterprise had 

a symbiotic relationship (Nikulin 2003, Visser 2008) with each other. Whereas the collectives were 

dependent on the rural households in terms of labour and socio-political support, the households as 

a rule could not survive without the cross-subsidies provided by the collective.  

 During the privatization process in the 1990s,  a formal shift of social welfare functions to the 
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rural district administrations and a drawback of state subsidies took place. Reformers aimed at 

creating a market economy, in which the farm enterprise could operate according to the demands of 

the market instead of those by the rural population or the state. However, there were several 

reasons why the provision of social services to the rural population remained as important as in the 

past. First of all, local authorities were not provided with sufficient financial resources to take over 

the role of the farm. Secondly, the reliance of the farm enterprise on the rural populationin terms of 

labour and socio-political support often remained, occasionally  strengthened by the (limited) 

informal power local people enjoyed with their received land shares (Pallot and Nefedofa 2007). 

With inflation the economic decline of  farm enterprises in the 1990s, many rural households 

increasingly turned to their household plots to survive. During and after privatisation, when farm 

management increasingly set limits  for the private use of farm enterprise resources, the informal 

(according to the management, illegal) flow to the rural household started to increase (Visser 2006). 

A lot of people felt they have the right to take things from the farm, as they still refer to the 

resources of the farm as collective goods (Pallot and Nefedova 2007: 112). In one of his case-studies, 

Lindner (2012) noticed that some people felt outraged when they were punished for taking things 

away. According to him, “the formally privatized kolchoz was not seen as a profit-oriented actor in 

the market, but rather as an institution that had to fulfil the need of the rural population” (p. 13).  

 As was mentioned in chapter 1, nowadays l expectations lingerregarding provision of social 

services by the farm management. These expectations could derive from nostalgia for the social 

security the farm management used to provide. However, it is not just nostalgia, inertia or 

conservatism why a part of the rural population sticks to the (post) kolkhoz model. They often have a 

clear interest in the maintenance of social services, which contribute to the social reproduction of 

the rural households. Moreover, due to the reduced of financial resources of the local government, 

some social institutions have to search actively for sponsors, as the quote from a local teacher in 

Bogatishchevo shows: 

 

 He [the director-owner of Ruskar] helps too […] we have to find sponsors. Last year one sponsor  

 replaced the windows in the gym,  now he is the Mayor of Kashira, Dmitry Viktorovich Bobrov. Our  

 Head Teacher is not shy to ask for help everyone possible. All deputies, parties, and some help us with  

 one thing, some with others. Insuch market economy a school can survive only like that. 

 

The last sentence implies that the provision of social services is not self-evident anymore.  

 Nowadays the symbiosis between the farm enterprise and the household plots is highly 

variable, depending on  economic, geographic, demographic, political and ethical factors (Pallot and 

Nefedova 2007). ‘Ethical factors’refer to the attitude of the farm management towards the 

households  and theirplots. External managers often do not have roots in the village; neither do they 

spend most of their time there. This could imply that they are less aware of or feel less responsibility 

for the personal difficulties of the employees and are able to create a more business-like distance 

towards them. 

 

§4.1.2: What kind of role? 

 Oh, that is very hard, because…what kind of role you should have in the villages? […] It [the farm  

 enterprise] does not have a function in the villages. The villages have a function in the whole [farm  

 enterprise]. The supply of people. That could help the people. Part of the people. That is the only role  

 […] if there is work for the people there is money, and there is infrastructure…(Dutch consultant) 
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The quote above reveals to a great extent the attitude of the Dutch interviewees towards social 

support. According to them, the sole responsibility of the farm towards the local people should be 

providing salary. If people earn money, they can spend it on anything they need. Moreover, they feel 

the government should be responsible for social services. Therefore, in their discourse they attribute 

solely an economic role to the farm management. 

 Even though the ideal role of the farm management according to them should be solely 

economic, all interviewees were able to provide examples of social services they were engaged in. 

Such social support often takes the form of a contribution to collective groups or institutions, such as 

a school, sport club or a bath house. Financial support to individuals is rare, as is the provision of 

resources for the household plots. Most interviewees are not familiar with the symbiosis between 

the farm enterprise and the household plots. However, this could be present on “their” farms 

without their notice, since few of them have been full-time present on a farm enterprise for a long 

period of time.   

 According to the interviewees, the provision of social services usually constitutes a small part 

of the budget and is arranged on an ad-hoc base when third parties approach the management. 

Most interviewees argue that the expectations of social services by the farm enterprise are a typical 

aspect with which farm managers in Russia have to deal: 

 
 Of course, in Holland, you don’t do that very often. There is a kind of…a small…budget, we have some 

 money for that to spend for those, uncertain, things. […] That’s also part of the culture. To help 

 sometimes, to give some money. […] in Holland you never do that (Dutch manager) 

 

Since the Dutch interviewees often feel motivated to provide at least some social support in the 

village(s) they operate in, it is relevant to differentiate between their motivations, since it reveals in 

which way they operate in line with motivations of the former farm management or if other, new 

factors play a role. Based on the wide range of answers provided by the interviewees, motivations 

could be classified into several groups. Often social services are still a means to foster “good 

relations”. This could be with the state (“to create goodwill at the government”) as well as with the 

rural populations (“to create understanding”, “to attract future workers” 36). Whether coming from 

‘above’ or from ‘below’, these motivations contain an element of interdependence. In this sense it is 

not something new, even though the quantity of social services is substantially lower than in the past.  

 Further, interviewees mentioned “charity” and “obligation” as reasons. The quote of a Dutch 

investor illustrates this: 

 

 No, we’re not taking part of social infrastructure. But we do some charity and financial contributions.  

 And sometimes we perform some tasks for the government, recently they wanted to renovate “the  

 banja” [bathhouse] and they needed a sponsor. But it is not something we are actively engaging in, we  

 don’t need a place in the newspaper for this. […] For us it’s not such a big contribution and as a big  

 company you have some social obligation. 

 

Even though the interviewees who stipulate the latter motivations do not mention that they get or 

expect anything in return, the term “obligation” at least suggests that they need the implicit 
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In the agricultural sector in Russia, there is a serious lack of qualified workers. By provide extra’s such as 
social infrastructure, farm managers try to attract future qualified workers.  
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permission of the local inhabitants and/or the government for their farm operations.  

 Finally, some of the interviewees who were engaged in a subsidiary part of a mother 

organisation, mentioned motivations for the provision of social services which could be classified as 

“corporate social responsibility”. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) seems to be used to legitimize 

farm operations vis-a-vis a whole range of global actors  -such as global shareholders, media and 

consumers. Although none of the interviewees considered it as the main motivation for social 

services, this could be so for the mother company, which is -as one interviewee stated- “glad to write 

a chapter about CSR in their annual report”.  So CSR is primarily a discourse rather than a real 

motivation for large corporate enterprises (an observation which of course is not unique to this 

context). Suiting the above mentioned global actors by the head quarter seems to be the main 

motivation. Considering the global trend toward CSR, it is likely that in the future more farm 

enterprises start to use the discourse of CSR. Therefore, the amount of social services will not 

necessarily decrease, but could also be revived by external investors.  

 So, despite the envisioned image of a farm management which only performs an economic 

role, in practice foreigners do engage in the provision of social services. A closer look showed that 

there is always a kind of pressure involved, though by various actors.  

 

§4.1.3 Changes in Bogatishchevo 

According to the villagers in Bogatishchevo, in the Soviet era the local sovkhoz was very successful. 

Bogatishchevo was actually built by the sovkhoz, providing its workers with apartments, garages and 

household plots. Everyone in the village could buy their produce (meat, milk, fodder, corn, potatoes, 

grain, beans) very cheaply. Moreover, the inhabitants told that the facilities in the village were also 

flourishing, which after Soviet times never fully returned to their previous state. In the 1990s, due to 

economic decline of the post-sovkhoz, the social role of the management was drastically reduced. 

The importance of the household plots declined37, not only due to reduced inputs from the farm 

enterprises and rising input prices, but also because more people started to work in cities when less 

jobs became available locally. Given the relative abundance of alternative jobs, villagers in 

Bogatishchevo less often had to fall back on their household plots, and if so, only for shorter periods.  

 When the Dutch management arrived, it faced social expectations inherited from the Soviet 

past.  In the beginning Ruskar had a canteen and shared meat (of its small animal stable) with the 

workers. Moreover, the Dutch management engaged more in sponsoring social sites in the village, 

such as the hospital,  ´house of culture´, kinder garden and the primary school. Over the past few 

years, the management of Ruskar, became “less social”, as mentioned by the owner-director, Peter: 

 

 In the past we have renovated two class rooms. Back then we were still stupid and naïve. We do still  

 support the nursery, but that is small-scale and not structural.  

 

 In the past we were much more social. We had a canteen. That is very important for Russians, it is the  

 second thing they ask for in a job interview after the salary. Also, we kept animals and shared the meat  

 with the personnel. […] [We did that] because it has always been like that, or even better.  

 

After the closure of the canteen workers had to bring their own food or were provided with a meal 

from the micro-wave during high seasons. One of the workers noticed:  “first everything went the 
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 Although it did not fully disappear. In a survey with 30 respondents in Bogatishchevo, 70% had a vegetable 
garden and 30% kept animals. Moreover, 56.6% of the respondents still regard household plots as important.  
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Russian way, now everything goes the Dutch way”. The main reasons for becoming less social are 

reductions in personnel and increased skepticism of the management38: 

 

 I have found out that giving, almost always, has the reversed effect. Everything you receive for free,  

 you are less grateful for than the things you have earned. That is just the nature of humans.(Peter) 

 

Despite these clear negative statements towards “giving”, the Dutch management has not fully 

renounced their social role. The farm management sponsors several festivities, be it on a level which 

is easily controllable and concrete. Furthermore, if not in use in for the farm, the workers can always 

borrow the tractors for their own personal plots. Moreover, the tractors are used to clean the roads 

surrounding their farm territory.  

 Although expectations regarding social services amongst villagers in Bogatishchevo are rarely 

expressed directly, there are several ways in which it becomes clear that such expectations are 

lingering. First of all, many people emphasized that Ruskar has sponsored (“Peter helped”) in the past. 

Furthermore, many repeatedly recall the social infrastructure which was present during Soviet times. 

Secondly, there are informal claims39 towards the resources of the farm enterprise, although 

declining. At Ruskar there were repeatedly stories by the Dutch management of theft, and a guard 

told that drunken people sometimes approach the gate in the middle of the night to demand tractors. 

Therefore, the declining social role of the farm management does not proceed without notice, and 

one could argue that it causes some frictions. 

 

§4.2 Relations with the state: 

Even though the formal influence of the state in farm enterprises declined after 1991, the state still 

has enough formal and informal power to influence the success of investments in agriculture, 

especially in a negative way. Therefore it remains important to cultivate good relations with the state. 

Foreigners involved in agriculture adapt to the pressures of the state in a pragmatic way trying to 

restrict the contacts with the state to ceremonial interactions. 

 
§4.2.1 Investment climate 

Although neglected during the 1990s and early 2000s, self-sufficiency in the agricultural sector 

became one of Russia’s national priorities in 2005. National programs have been introduced to 

provide more social infrastructure in the countryside. Investments in agriculture are currently 

stimulated with several instruments, such as tax benefits and subsidies (Visser et al. 2012, 911). 

Moreover, the conversion of agricultural land into land for constructing proposes and land lying 

fallow are more strongly discouraged by law than before (at least formally). 

 In which way do above mentioned measures benefit or discourage foreign investment? It 

seems to depend to a large extent on the local and regional government. First of all, they can 

implement the national programme in various ways which can be less or more attractive for foreign 

investors. Secondly, at the district and regional level policies regarding agriculture vary (Pallot and 
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 For the canteen’s closure other reasons were also important, such as: the prohibition by the government to 
keep livestock under the present conditions and the preference of the Dutch management for “Dutch” meals.  
39

These informal claims refer to “stealing” from a Western perspective, although it could be seen as 
entitlements in places in rural Russia. It is a difficult field of research, not only because of these different 
perspectives, but also because few people speak openly about it and it takes place in hidden forms 
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Nefedofa 2007). Thirdly, the trend outlined by the Dutch interviewees, is that in regions with an 

unsuccessful agricultural sector government officials place lower requirements on foreign investment 

than in regions where agriculture is better developed. This general pattern is confirmed by the 

situation in the district where Ruskar is located. Kashira district has recently introduced a new policy 

to attract investors, especially foreign investors.40 41 The vice-mayor of the town Kashira stated that 

the most important motivation to attract investment is to create more employment. However, as the 

case of Ruskar showed, work places have declined over the past few years. Still, the case of Ruskar 

functioned several times as an example for foreign investments in interviews with the local 

government. The reason for this could be that the agricultural sector in Kashira district is relatively 

weakly developed -a lot of land is lying fallow- and therefore less requirements are set regarding 

investments in agriculture. Moreover, as Ruskar was viewed by the government as an example for 

future foreign investors and, in terms of efficiency, for neighbouring enterprises . This could 

compensate for the limited employment they actually offer.  

 Fourthly, and maybe most importantly, the stimulation of foreign investors depend on the 

attitude of the government in the locality or district. As one interviewee stated: 

 

 We have a very good relationship [with the local government] in Stupino. […] Us, Mars, Pepsi Co,  

 Cimberly Clarx, Knauff, an Italian tile company. A few multinationals, who have invested there. And  

 thatis because that local government is just very skilled in attracting foreign investments. (Dutch  

 director  of agribusiness company) 

 

After probing what he meant by “skillful”, it became clear that the mayor was eager to make deals 

and always wanted to be informed.  

 

§4.2.2 dealing with the state 

  

And of course, such a local government, does not have any money. And if someone arrives of which  

 they think: “well, we can get liters of milk out of that”, than they try to exhaust you at once. And that  

 is the problem with the Russians, they don’t really know how to milk a cow. They think you have to  

 milk such an animal whole at once, that you do not have to feed it. Yes, than it dies…(Dutch  

 consultant) 

The above mentioned metaphor, “milking a cow” refers to the claims of the government towards 

investors, which the Dutch interviewees all experience, though in various degrees. The several 

examples which were given by them often have to do with influencing production or demanding 

employment and/or social services. Although these examples seem to imply that the state is still as 

pervasive as in Soviet times, the state clearly lost part it its influence. The local government does 

have the power anymore to steer the economy and force farm enterprises to do something. 

However, the government still has sufficient power to obstruct the functioning of farm enterprises. 

 Nikulin (2011) describes the current shift in rural Russia from the post-kolchoz to the agro-

oligarch. One of the changes this shift brings about, is the changed relationship between the farm 
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Although the necessity to get more land in cultivation also has led  the district authorities to involve the small 
private farmers (fermers) more in consultations with agrarian producers. 
41

During an interview, the vice-president of Kashira city mentioned some measures to attract (foreign) 
investors in agriculture. However, Ruskar’s management is skeptical towards these plans, having experienced 
that the authorities first want to see a sum of money before they are willing to provide some of their services. 
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management and the state. In the shift between the post-kolchoz and the agro-oligarch, the farm 

management becomes less a servant of the state and more a partner of the state. This is mainly due 

to the state, having become more interested in co-operating with a farm management having its own 

resources and efficient management in order to implement the national agrarian policy. Moreover, 

the relation is also different because of the changed attitude towards the state. In Nikulin’s case-

study, the manager of the agro-oligarch has less respect for its partner but only cooperates based on 

“the rational knowledge that the State is a stern bureaucratic force with which one must be able to 

come to an agreement” (p. 22). 

  This latter statement also seems to be the case for many Dutch interviewees. Contact with 

the state is still important, although it is often seen as a pure formality. Most interviewees stressed 

the ceremonial aspect of this contact:  

 

 Just to give you an example […] I will invite him [the mayor] when the investment has finished in  

 October. I will say: I would like you to come, to cut a ribbon, and then we will have a small ceremony.  

 He will say: fantastic. Well, then he will come. Then we drink a glass and eat a bite. Then he is also  

 involved, then he knows what is happening […] Just care that he can take part, that he can adjust a  

 little bit. It’s not that the latter is really taking place, but he must have this feeling. That is just  

 important. (Dutch director) 

In this way foreigners adapt to the expectations of the state, without losing much of their 

independency. In the case of Ruskar, the Dutch management wants to stay as independent as 

possible from the local government. Ruskar does not receive any subsidies and refuses to pay bribes, 

which makes this independency largely possible. Peter stated that he did not feel that the local 

government was of any help, and he felt that the meetings with the government official were 

nothing but a pure formality. However, below the quote shows that he has become more pragmatic 

over time and even sees the advantages of these formalities: 

 

 [He
42

] used to be “the man” in the past, and he is  still in that office. I really have to visit him once in  

 the two weeks. Terribly bureaucratic, but well. I have worried about it for years. But now I think: some  

 things you just have to leave that way. He does not costs me any money, and sometimes I also want  

 something from him too. 

 

§4.3 Conclusion 

This chapter dealt with the friction between intertwined versus detached relationships, which the 

farm management maintains with external actors. In the ideal model of a farm, Dutch interviewees 

do not see any broader role performed by the farm management than a purely economic one. 

However, in the Russian context, the farm management cannot ignore the expectations of the rural 

populations and the pressures of the state. Even if the interdependence seems to have declined, the 

rural population and the state always determine the ultimate legitimization and thus success of the 

farm enterprise. In many cases, foreigners involved in agriculture are adapting to those expectations 

and pressures. Even though this pragmatism means an aberration of the ideal of the purely economic, 

independent farm, it also contains a calculative element. By accommodating external relationships 

only in a ceremonial way, the farm enterprise can maintain much of its independence, while 

sometimes opening windows to get something done by local government.  

 

                                                           
42

 Name government official 
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Conclusions 

 

This paper addressed the following question:  which frictions concerning the role of the farm 

management arise resulting from foreign involvement in farm enterprises in Russia? By using socio-

technical systems and total institutions as a framework, three farm models were introduced to 

analyse. The “imposition” of the western family farm model by foreigners conflicts with the  

(post-)kolkhoz model largely adhered to by the rural population (and the local government), and the 

agroholding model which is largely supported by the rural and urban elite in the agribusiness.  

Therefore one could wonder whether the Dutch stakeholders actually change the Russian agriculture 

or if Russian agriculture changes the Dutch. 

 The three empirical chapters discussed the frictions between the three farm models. In 

chapter two, which deals with practices and perceptions regarding land, frictions were found 

between production volume and egalitarianism on the one hand and efficiency on the other. In the 

(post-) kolkhoz and the agroholding, quantity of production is seen as key, whereas in the western 

family farm efficient use of land gets priority. Moreover, while equality of land amongst villagers 

(adhering to the (post-)kolkhoz model) is highly valued, this could clash with the aim for rapid 

acquisition of land by agroholdings or (western style farms), and the stratification farm 

modernisation in Russia tends to generate (Gollub 2008, Nikulin 2003) 

 In chapter three, on labour relations, it became clear that there are both frictions between as 

within the farm models. In the (post-) kolkhoz model, the ideology of Taylorism creates distance in 

labour relations, which is enhanced by the strong influence of the state. However, due to the 

shortage economy and Soviet ideology in the kolkhoz model (and to some extent in the post-kolkhoz 

model), informal horizontal and vertical relationships were largely present, implying involvement 

between labourers. In the agroholding model, the distance between labourers which was present in 

the former kolkhozes is continued and strengthened, partly due to the assumption that modern 

equipment is more important than active and knowledgeable workers. Nevertheless, some farm 

units enjoy a certain autonomy and continue to engage in informal horizontal and vertical 

relationships. Stakeholders of the western family farm model strive for active and knowledgeable -

involved- labourers and take measures (such as efficient allocation of labour, participatory 

management, performance-related payments and trainings) to stimulate this. However, due to 

unintended consequences of these measures  and (its contradictions with Soviet traditions), 

involvement is hardly achieved (and distance is actually enforced). 

 Chapter four dealt with the broader role of the farm enterprise in the village(s). Different 

ideas and practices exist with regard to this role: whether it should be intertwined or detached from 

rural households and the local government. The collective farm was aimed at preserving  the rural 

economy. This intertwinement was present both on a formal, ideological level as well as on a 

informal level, with rural household and the collective farm often being in a symbiosis. The collective 

farm acted as a servant as the state and both parties were strongly intertwined. Within the 

agroholding model, a stricter property regime and reduced social services are strived after. This 

move suggests a detachment from village life (although this is not true for cases where pilfering is 

widely present). As for relations with the state, the corporate farm remains often fully intertwined 

with the state, although not acting as a servant, but on a more equal footing with the state (with the 

largest agroholdings even having the upper hand). Within the western family farm model a high 

autonomy of the farm enterprise is envisioned. Stakeholders of this model subscribe only an 
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economic role to the farm, detached from social life in the village(s). In practice it is accommodated 

to the expectations from the rural population and the local government in Russia to a certain extent, 

which suggest intertwinement.  However, these expectations are often only accommodated in a 

ceremonial way, with the farm enterprises keeping much of their independency.  

 What are the similarities between above mentioned frictions in these separate spheres? First 

in all spheres frictions between discourse and practice are present within each farm model. This 

shows that stakeholders of each model sometimes have to be pragmatic when facing inherent 

challenges of the socio-technical system or when they want to deal with other farm models which 

are around. Within our field study, this is especially true for Dutch managers and consultants who are 

working for agroholdings, since they daily have to give in on their ideas based on a western family 

farm model to accommodate to the ideals and practices of the agroholding. Second,the friction 

between intertwinement and detachment also carries a sense of involvement versus distance in it.  

 It seems that the (post-)kolkhoz and the western family farm are at the ends of the spectrum, 

whereas the agroholding is situated somewhere in between. This does not imply that it is an 

unilinear evolutionary line. The agroholding has a fundamentally different logic from the western 

family farm, as it is production-oriented, oriented towards capital  (instead of labour and knowledge) 

and intertwined with the state. However, one could visualize this spectrum as a model in which the 

agroholding has some similarities with the (post-)kolkhoz and some similarities with the western 

family farm, in addition to its unique characteristics. 

 

Figure 2.Overview of the three farm models in Russia 

      

 

  production-oriented     profit-oriented, surplus value 

hierarchy, division of labour   capital productivity   market economy 

intertwined with the state   “partner” of the state    

      

    

  intertwined rural population    intensive use land 

  egalitarianism     labour productivity 

  plan economy     participatory management 

  shortage economy    quality and knowledge 

  servant of the state    independent actor in market  

 

The characteristics which the agroholding and the (post-)kolkhoz share (production-oriented, 

hierarchy, division of labour and being intertwined with the state) are their shared difference 

compared with the western family farm model. The characteristics shared between the agroholding 

and the western family farm are that they are both profit-based, focused on productivity and are 

situated in a market economy.  

 The model above gives us insight in the tensions in farm reorganisations in rural Russia 

(through the angle of tensions between farm models).  Moreover, it demonstrates the more general 

difficulties of applying Western farming models abroad, which has relevance beyond Russia. Thus, 

Agro-

holding 

(post-)kolkhoz 
Western 

family farm 
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this study stresses the importance of looking at the (implicit) farm models which are part and parcel 

of global foreign land acquisitions. 

 Having discussed the frictions between different farm models, it to briefly look at the 

possibilities to overcome them. On the one hand foreign stakeholders involved in Russian farm 

enterprises have little influence, as their farm model conflicts with the agroholding and/or (post-

)kolkhoz model (as the stakeholders of this model have often little to gain from their model), which 

makes the implementation of new techniques (especially knowledge and work organisation) difficult. 

But which actual influence of foreign involvement in the Russian agriculture has been noticed so far?   

 If the Dutch stakeholders are in charge on Russian farm enterprises on a daily basis, they 

could make the farm enterprise (at least temporarily) more efficient. However, the notion of 

knowledge as key to efficiency advocated by the Dutch, finds limited response.  

 In case of efficiency, it seems important that foreign management is around on a daily basis 

to control the right implementation of their techniques and if there is no one-sided reliance on 

Russian partners or the state. However, it is questionable if this is a sustainable variant in the 

medium term, since Russians are not involved in management and ownership aspects. This division is 

visible at the front page of this paper, where the Dutch owner-director is the first one to start 

cultivating whereas a Russian farm employee has to wait at the side for his orders. If the foreign 

involvement stops, their efficiency gains are likely to fade away very rapidly. An solution could be to 

involve the rural villagers more in ownership and management tasks, which could increase their level 

of motivation and responsibility towards the farm enterprise. The experience of the privatized 

collectives in Russia shows that ownership of just a share does little to nothing to increase motivation 

and responsibility in itself (Visser 2006, 2008).  A deeper involvement in property and management 

issues, can only be achieved, it seems, if there is less distrust between those parties.  

 Many westerners assume that aspects of the Western family farm model could easily be 

transferred to a large-scale farming context, if local people would just be more responsive. However, 

a sustainable imposition of the western family farm model in rural Russia which the Dutch 

consultants, managers and investors strive for is difficult to achieve in reality. Especially regarding 

labour issues the differences between this model and the agroholding and  (post-)kolkhoz models on 

the other side are very profound. Therefore, the global debate about large-scale land deals, which is 

largely focused on property and land governance issues, should be broadened to include labour 

processes and the sustainability related with it as Li (2011) has argued for on a more abstract level.  

 Our study suggests that we have to go beyond the small-scale versus large-scale debate and 

look at more detail at what type of large-scale farming model is (often implicitly) introduced. The 

public debate about the future model of farming is often depicted as a battle between on the one 

hand investors, often in conjunction with state officials and international agencies like the WB, which 

are in favour of large-scale farming, and the local population and farmer associations and NGOs 

opposing this and promoting a continuation of (or a return to) small-scale farming. The case of Russia 

(and the former Soviet Union) shows that this conceptualisation does not always match reality. In 

Russia also large numbers of the rural populations are strongly in favour of (a continuation of) large-

scale farming (cf. Mamonova 2012). Most rural dwellers prefer a job as a farm worker instead of 

establishing a family farm themselves and speak negatively about the fate and perspectives of 

private farmers in Russia. They, more generally, see large-scale farms as the appropriate model. 

However, this does not mean that the newly introduced forms of large-scale farming which are 

therefore unproblematic or that the different actors agree on the future model of farming. 
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