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From destatization to land privatization to agrarian
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On the eve of independence from the Soviet
Union, a process of destatization, promulgated
into Soviet law in early 1990, was proceeding under Gorbachev’s leadership. Yet, significant shortcomings in vision, influenced by historical ideology and contemporary friction, mitigated the full
development of private land ownership. Leasing
of land from collective (Kolkhoz) and state (Sovkhoz) farms was legally permitted and proceeded
accordingly. Private ownership, with the ability for
purchase and sale, was not permitted; however, allocation of land for private household production,
with permitted sale of produce into local markets
became increasingly common. While leasing of
state land was aimed at fostering improvements in
productive efficiency in order to increase the volume of production for key state commodities (predominantly cotton and wheat), the distribution of
land for private household production, with perpetual user rights, was aimed at enhancing food
security within rural communities. Conventional

wisdom that destatization was initiated after independence from the Soviet Union is therefore not
strictly correct.
In 1996, the Government of Uzbekistan adopted
an agricultural development policy (Resolution
of the Cabinet of Ministers No. 157) to achieving food security and economic development.
The policy targeted economic growth in the agricultural sector, particularly in the development
and adoption of modern wheat and cotton varieties. Contemporary regulations on land use, land
tenure and land planning in Uzbekistan are underpinned by a ‘Land Code’, adopted into law by
the Supreme Council (Oliy Majlis) on April 30th,
1998, and superseding a previously adopted law
from 1993. In the decade following the promulgation of the ‘Land Code’, Uzbekistan had essentially
completed a state of reforms which was in line
with the pre-independence movement for destatization as opposed to land reform.
To be sure, a commonly held understanding of
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land reform is related to a process of parceling out large
tracts of land (government or private) to rural households,
through an organized and transparent distribution mechanism. Security in land tenure and land titling is a key facet
of land reform. In the context of Uzbekistan, large and relatively inefficient shirkat farms (agricultural cooperatives
which are transformations of former Soviet state farms
Kolkhoz and Sovkhoz) have been disintegrated, and replaced by private farms (fermerskie khozyaistva or fermer)
established. Yet, while parcelization had been achieved by
2008, the nature of lease agreements and the fragility under
which lease agreements were (and are) being honoured is
indicative of devolution of direct state intervention in the
planning of key strategic crops and not necessarily privatized ownership of land assets. One key indicator of the latter is the ability for farmers to decide on crop mix choices
which are responsive to local and international market incentives and not necessarily those which are tied to state
mandates.

gated lands, contracts with the state for cotton and wheat
permit security in the form of access to productive inputs,
subsidized credit and crop insurance mechanisms; yet, the
incentives for both classes of farmers are not necessarily
conducive to investing in sustainable land use management practices.
Secure land tenure is a powerful entry point for addressing issues of land degradation, resilience to climate change,
and in ensuring sustainable livelihoods for rural populations. In the absence of such, a number of options exist
in order to achieve a second best solution, and which are
likely to yield a range of desired outcomes in relation to
investments in sustainable land use management practices
as well as agrarian reform more generally:
1. Access to working capital, through inclusive and affordable sources (formal and informal) continues to challenge private farm production on land leased from the
state. Quite apart from supporting the timely purchase of
productive inputs, access to credit allows households to
smooth out consumption over agricultural seasons without having to dispose of assets (livestock or durable); facilitates access to educational services; and is likely to lead to
improved health status for rural households. While farmers producing state mandated crops (cotton, wheat) enjoy
access to state delivered financing mechanisms, privatized
farmers are restricted in choice and access to financing
mechanisms. Leaving aside issues related to limited numbers of private credit granting agencies, it is the lack of ability to offer secure collateral which restricts access to affordable and inclusive credit. Female headed farm households
are likely to be particularly disadvantaged in this regard.
Anecdotal evidence from the Kyrgyz Republic would suggest that while land reform is now almost complete - with
supporting legislation - cultural norms and a revival of so-

Significant progress has however been made in Uzbekistan
since 2008, in so far as moving closer to a generally accepted understanding of land reform. While all land continues to be owned by the state, an increasing number of
lease allocations to private farmers indicate a willingness
to permit an emerging class of private farmers, free from
restraint of state orders in the production of both crops
and livestock for home consumption as well as sale into
local markets. Recent evidence can be found in the 20,000
hectare increase in intensive gardening areas which were
released in 2015, relative to the 5,000 ha of gardens distributed in 2014. Largely allocated to rain-fed lands (with
limited irrigation potential), these private farmers have
also benefited from further parcelization of agricultural
cooperatives (shirkats). For those farmers who lease irri-
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cial traditions in rural areas may limit the functional rights
of women to ownership of land. Similar evidence in rural
areas of Tajikistan indicates a revival of more traditional
Islamic norms related to credit and usury. Whether or not
this is translated into greater demands for Islamic banking is moot but, in general, lessons for Uzbekistan include
the need for awareness in terms of inclusivity in access to
credit – between sexes, across generations, as well as between communities of practice in faith. The state has its
own rationale and strategy for why it wishes to continue
with land lease agreements which appear, on the surface,
to be plagued with arbitrary assignments and lack of clarity
in terms of duration. Existing lease agreements have been
executed in time frames of anywhere between 30 and 50
years, with little documentation or explanation for how
duration of lease is stipulated. Given the (ostensibly) arbitrary nature of lease distributions, including duration,
security in lease tenure and accompanying access to credit
is likely to promote effective investment in sustainable land
use management practices. These investments can also be
envisioned to extend into the rehabilitation of dilapidated
irrigation infrastructure, feasibility of which is linked to
profitability and sustainability of agricultural production.
In the absence of private land ownership, titles of which
are amenable for collateralization against credit, there is
a clear need for the state to endorse legalized options for
collateralizing lease agreements, through registration and
encumbrance. Collateralization of lease agreements would
be an effective avenue for enhancing efficiency, in terms
of production and allocation of investment (capital and
labour), which reflect the demands of society (state and
private) in relation to availability of scarce resources ( productive land, rationed credit resources as well as access to
agricultural commodities in local and national markets);

contracts, bundled with crop insurance, essentially locks
farmers into a system of production which is not based on
sound environmental and economic underpinnings. The
ability to introduce associated leguminous crops into the
current cotton-wheat rotation is limited by (perceived)
risk of loss as well as access to equipment. While the former may be adequately addressed through knowledge dissemination and outreach, the latter is clearly challenged by
access to finance. Credit is generally ascribed to access to
working capital, through interest bearing loans. Finance
includes a whole suite of products which include access
to credit (production, consumption educational and investment), deposits, and insurance (crop loss, livestock,
health). In its current form, the state model for underwriting crop loss insurance, together with bundled extension of
subsidized credit would appear to be beneficial to the state.
Farmer incentives are limited to the extent that credit provides access to liquidity through subsidized loans (3% versus market rates which average 12 to 14%) and insurance
ensures that credit is available in the following season in
the event of default due to the vagaries of weather. The ability to invest in equipment for sustainable land use management practices, rehabilitation of irrigation infrastructure
and shifting of crop mix choices continue to be limited by
challenges to access of affordable (private) credit, as well as
the ability to save and accumulate wealth. While insurance
is often viewed as a mechanism for risk management, there
are equally important aspects of insurance which protect
and build wealth – both in terms of productive livestock
assets as well as in terms of land productivity. The nature of
soil as a measure of wealth is often lost in current debates
on land privatization and not often linked to discussions
on the need to facilitate access to rural finance. Insurance
for stochastic (random) weather related risk protect farmers from unforeseen events, whereas investments in soil

2. The current (state) system for financing cotton and wheat
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health, through paradigm shifts in land use management
practices, protect farmers from idiosyncratic (privately inflicted) risk. The current state model for underwriting crop
insurance for cotton and wheat, and tied to state provision
of access to subsidized credit requires serious review; together with the need to uncover options for how best to
expand financial services to rural communities which are
not solely targeted to agricultural loans;

ronment where the focus has been on land privatization
as opposed to improving quality of life. Fostering inclusivity and equitability in access to land will require a gender
sensitive paradigm shift, away from an agenda solely concentrated on land ownership, and towards more of a focus on agrarian reform. A focus on land ownership relates
to issues of livelihoods and sustainable access to incomes,
whereas agrarian reform espouses reform across sectors in
order to enhance sustainable rural development and quality of life.

3. Fixed state prices for wheat implicitly tax farmers and
rural communities. With lower prices paid for grain, an
implicit subsidy accrues to consumers of flour and baked
products, predominantly in urban areas, and in line with
a state mandate for self-sufficiency in wheat production.
When state contracts for wheat bundle together subsidized
credit with crop loss insurance, at rates which cover loss at
the amount of credit advanced, an implicit risk in adjusting
crop patterns exists and largely in terms of for fear of loss.
Quite apart from financial loss, the incentive for farmers
to invest in more contemporary sustainable land use management practices – including the inclusion of associated
leguminous crops into a wheat rotation – is mitigated by a
perceived potential for risk of loss in land use rights. This
loss of rights may come about (rightfully or perceived) in
the event that state contracts and targets stipulated therein
are not met. In such a case, the ability to effectively impact
nutritional status through locally available sources of nonanimal proteins and carbohydrates is lost, as are enhanced
incomes through the sale of market valued commodities.
The role of nutrition in affecting childhood educational
outcomes is now well known and is of significant importance for Uzbekistan given growing evidence of malnutrition within rural communities.

Desirable outcomes from privatization include those of efficiency within economic theory; and when concurrently
analyzed through gender based theories and arguments,
for inclusivity, equity and well-being. However, options do
exist for approaching benchmark indicators for efficiency,
inclusivity and equity in the absence of privatization. The
ability to trade lease agreements would provide a strong
measure of efficiency, in terms of ensuring greater measures of productivity and investment through the placing
of market based economic values on lease rights. Yet, in
an environment where land privatization has been delayed
for reasons of national sensitivity and political economy,
tradeable lease rights may have limited appeal. A second best option, and one which is likely to be of limited
national sensitivity, is the consideration of legalized options for collateralizing lease agreements. Two immediate
beneficial outcomes arise from the ability to collateralize
lease agreements. The first is a sense of security in terms
of land use rights, both in terms of lower perceived risk of
loss to rights as well as in terms of the incentive to invest
in soil health. The second, linked to an incentive to invest
in land productivity, relates to an ability to access finance
in order to smooth out consumption – dietary as well as
social (education and health) – through rational crop mix
choices which are socially efficient, environmentally sound
and nationally strategic.

Equally important, and linked to the need for access to
finance, is the lack of incentives for investing in land use
management practices which are environmentally sound,
productively efficient, and with outcomes which extend
past incomes and livelihoods and into areas which impact
both health indicators and educational outcomes. Linking
agricultural innovation with innovations in other sectors
(particularly health and education) is therefore of significant national importance and particularly so in an envi-

Privatization of state land has always been a political process and through which desirable economic and social outcomes flow. In the early years of independence, land reform
was promoted as a natural move towards democracy and a
market based economic system. Despite ongoing economic debates on whether small (family owned and operated)
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farms are more efficient relative to larger farms with hired
labour, arguments related to efficiency were often promoted in order to increase appeal. Sustainable development,
from an environmental as well as social perspective, was
not, generally speaking, embedded into many of the early
discussions on land privatization.

has been attributable to a general lack of supporting policy
mechanisms, as well as a growing dependence on internationally financed project based support - with short time
horizons - and lack of attention to sustainable (business
driven) approaches to agricultural innovation.
The challenge for Uzbekistan remains one of an overwhelming (external) focus on land reform, as opposed to agrarian reform, and leads to a lack of acknowledgment that the
republic has taken a cautious path, influenced by political
economy, but not resistant to change. Testing options for
collateralizing land lease agreements would appear to be
a strategic step towards more effective implementation of
agrarian reform; and linked to the need for uncovering a
range of acceptable business driven approaches to agricultural innovation which are supported by an enabling policy
environment.

A focus on soil and water management is crucial for sustainable agriculture in Uzbekistan, and in general for Central Asia. Much has been done in this area in terms of a
research and knowledge dissemination. ICARDA and a
number of other international research centres within the
GGIAR network have partnered effectively with national
research centers in the generation of relevant technologies
and contemporary production practices which are particularly suited to small and marginalized farm household.
Yet, an enabling environment for supporting broad uptake
of these has been slow in development. In large part, this
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Laws and normative-legal acts, which regulate land relations in the Republic of Uzbekistan
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