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Stylized aims of transition reforms

• Macro level: Transformation from plan to market

• In agriculture:
• Increase productivity by moving toward market 

agriculture

• Encourage individualization of agriculture: transfer from 
large corporate farms to smallholdings

• Implement policies to attenuate the sharply dual farm 
structure: augmentation of household plots, creation of 
peasant farms, facilitation of transfer between 
organizational forms (household plots → peasant farms, 
enterprises → peasant farms)



Individualization despite the 
inevitable fragmentation
• The individualization strategy was implemented 

despite the risks of fragmentation and the “curse of 
smallness” 

• Family farms were believed to be free from the 
moral hazards and agency obstacles responsible for 
the inefficiencies of Soviet agriculture



Sweeping shift from corporate to 
family farming (individualization)
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In 2019, 70% of CIS agriculture is 
in family farms
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Four distinct patterns of 
individualization

Individualization

category

Countries Latest individual 

sown area shares

Latest individual GAO 

shares
Sweeping Armenia

Georgia

Azerbaijan

Kyrgyzstan

Tajikistan

Uzbekistan

90% 90%

Moderate Kazakhstan 40% 80%

Sluggish Moldova

Russia

Ukraine

50% (Mol)

40% (Rus)

50% (Ukr, 2015)

50% (Mol)

40% (Rus)

40% (Ukr, 2015))
Insignificant Belarus 15% 20%



Average farm sizes in some CIS 
countries
The six countries with 
sweeping individualization

Country Average farm size 

(ha)
Armenia 1.38

Georgia 0.96

Azerbaijan 1.86

Kyrgyzstan 3.80

Tajikistan 3–5

Turkmenistan 4–5

Source: farm-level surveys, 2000–2010

Russia (“sluggish” 
individualization)
Farm type Average farm size 

(ha)
Census year 2016 2006

Corporate farms 3,187 2,848

Peasant farms 330 147

Household plots – all 0.52 0.38

Commercial household 

plots

2.38 1.24

All individual farms 1.68 0.96

All farms 4.69 4.61

Source: Russian agricultural census 2006 and 2016



Relative productivity = share of individual 
farms in GAO over their share in land use

• Anomalously high 
values in the Soviet 
period and the early 
1990s: individual farms 
produce a large share 
of GAO on very little 
land

• Relative productivity 
converges to the 
normal values of 1 as 
individual farms acquire 
more land
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Productivity (as approximated by GAO per 
ha) has been growing in all countries after 
initial “transition decline”
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A quick look at EU farming 
structure (2016 data)
• The vast majority of the EU's farms are family farms 

(96.0 %) – highly individualized structure

• Most of the EU's farms are small (78% manage less 
than 10 hectares) – high fragmentation

• The EU farming structure is also strongly dual with 
53% of land in 3% of farms that are larger than 100 
ha (up from about 40% in 1990; compare to 5% of 
sown land in 95% of farms in Russia in 1990).

Source: Eurostat, Farms and farmland in the European Union
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Farms_and_farmland_in_the_European_Union_-_statistics#cite_ref-1

CIS comparisons from Lerman, Csaki, and Feder, Agriculture in Transition (2004).

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Farms_and_farmland_in_the_European_Union_-_statistics#cite_ref-1


Unmet expectations

• The household plots remain frozen at low 
commercialization levels

• The household plots failed to evolve into the next 
stage of peasant farms

• In some major countries, the corporate farms are 
still dominant



Obstacles: the universal
“Curse of Smallness”
• Lack of market power creates barriers to marketing 

and input supply

• Restrictions on access to credit and finance

• Difficulties with access to agricultural advice and 
consulting

• Difficulties with access to technology limit 
productivity improvement

• Difficulties with access to non-agricultural 
employment opportunities (lack of skills, 
remoteness)



Overcoming the “curse of smallness”: 
partial menu of policy options

• Creation of agricultural cooperatives supported by 
long-term, persistent education and public 
awareness campaigns (not necessarily subsidies!)

• Intensive development of wide-ranging agricultural 
consulting and advisory systems geared to the 
needs of smallholders

• Development of smallholder-friendly finance 
systems



Further links

• All my publications are listed on 
https://economics.agri.huji.ac.il/zvilerman/publication

• Most are downloadable from 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Zvi-Lerman/publications

• A set of graphs showing the development of sown land 
and GAO during the transition can be viewed at 
https://economics.agri.huji.ac.il/zvilerman/publication > List of 
Publications > cis structure sown and gao by farm type.pdf

Thank you for your attention

https://economics.agri.huji.ac.il/zvilerman/publication
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