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Abstract

Chukotka, located in Russid sfar northeadt, isone of severd territories of the Russian North whererein
deer herding is the main occupation of indigenous residents. | nthe Soviet period, reindeer herding was
collectivized and centrdly managed within sovkhozy (Sate farms). With the collgose of the Soviet Union
came the gpplication of Russd s privatization program to these sovkhozy, and many smal privatized
reindeer herding enterpriseswere created. However, these enterpriseswere unableto survive independ-
ently, and their failure triggered a.collgpse of reindeer herding in Chukotka, which had dire consequences
for the rura resdents that depended on it for their living. One of the solutions proposed by indigenous
advocates in the 1990s was to give rura residents more loca control by alowing them to form

obshchiny, or “ancestral communities,” aspecia category of land tenure defined in Russian federd law.
Although obshchiny had been established by indigenous groups in other parts of the Russian North,
Chukotkan regiond authoritieswere morere uctant to give up centralized control of loca production and
adminigtration, and so opposed the formation of obshchiny there. Instead, they developed aplantore-

gain control of privatized reindeer herding enterprises by forcing them to convert into municipa property.
This paper followsthe case of one of thefew obshchiny established in Chukotkain theearly 1990s. An
examination of how and why it wasformed, and how it wastreated by regiond authorities, highlightsthe
contested nature of land, property and loca autonomy in Chukotka

! Patty Gray, Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology, P.O. Box 11 03 51, D-06017 Halle (Seele), Germany, E-
mail: gray @eth.mpg.de



I ntroduction: Post-Soviet Chukotka

Chukotkaisamountainous, tundraregionin thefar northeast of Russiathat is so remote and so unimag-
inableto the average European Russan that many cameto know it only though aseries of humorous (to
Russans) and dightly surred anecdotes about Chukchisthet circulated in the 1980s. To thisday, Chu-
kotkaremainslittle known to the world beyond Russa. Situated asadmost amirror image of Alaskaon
the Bering Strait, it was maintained during the Soviet period as atense military zone that even Russian
citizens had to have specid permisson to enter. Sincethe collgpse of the Soviet Union, it begantogan
margind internationd attention, particularly in nearby Alaska, asaplacewhose socid and physicd infra
structure had so completely collgpsed as to warrant emergency humanitarian aid to prevent locd res-
dents from starving and freezing through the extremely cold Arctic winter. More recently, the once uni-
meaginable Chukaotka has now prominently entered the Russian imagination through aflood of articlesin
national mediacovering theeection of one of Russa smost well-known oligarchs— Romean Abramovich
—asgovernor of the region in December 2000.

This paper ded's primarily with events and conditions occurring under the regime of Abramovich's
predecessor, Aleksandr Nazarov, a man who is generdly reviled in Chukotka as having attempted to
maintain aniron grip on power at the expense of the devel opment of Chukotka' seconomy and, in some
extreme casesthe very surviva of its population. From 1993 to 2000, the years of Nazarov' sregimein
Chukotka, the popul ation dropped by more than half as residents— most of them immigrantsfrom Euro-
pean Russa— fled theailing region. Systematic neglect meant that roads and buildingsliterdly crumbled,
telephone lines disintegrated, transportation became desperately inaccessible, and residentsbegantofed
generdly beseged. The first savera months of Abramovich’s adminigtration were primarily occupied
with arresting or undoing various destructive processesthat Nazarov' sadministration set inmotion. It is
bitterly ironic that, for these very reasons, Chukotka became an interesting test case for how the conse-
guences of privatization, conceived in European Russia, were experienced in aregion far away from, and
seemingly forgotten by, the center.

| firgt traveled to Chukotkain 1995 to investigete the region’ s fledgling indigenous movement for my
Ph.D. dissertation. It soon became clear that the movement had been moreor lesstillborn, inlarge part
as aresult of Nazarov’s repressive policies. In the course of my research, | spent two monthsin one of
Chukotka's severa tundra villages, which are populated predominantly by the region’ s indigenous in-
habitants. Although in some casesthese villages are located in the vicinity of ancient settlements, for the
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most part they are artificia conglomerations of Native and | ncomer? residents brought together to staff
Chukotka s state farms (sovkhozy). These sovkhozy were based primarily on Chukotka stwo main
pre-Soviet economies: sea mamma hunting on the coast, and reindeer herding in the tundra (my own
specidization), supplemented by fishing, hunting, and fur farming.

Collectivization was begun in Chukotkain the 1920s, dthough it was not until the late 1930s that kol -
khozy (collective farms) became firmly established. By the 1950s, almost 100 kol khozy had been cre-
ated across Chukotka. In the 1960s and 1970s, in the name of creating a more “efficient” system,
neighboring kol khozy began to be combined into larger, joint enterprises, and then converted into sovk-
hozy, a process that was called “ consolidation” (ukreplenie). This often entalled closng down whole
villagesand moving their resdentsto alarger village nearby. Thisprocessradicaly atered the practice of
reindeer herding in Chukotka. Where private herders had once migrated hundreds of kilometersto seek
pastures and engage in trade with coastal communities, collectivized herds were obliged to remain not
only within the territory of their sovkhoz, but within the even more narrowly delimited territory of abri-
gade (asingle sovkhoz might have 8-10 such brigades).

It was during my first vidit to areindeer herding villagethat | began to understand the disastrous effect
of Russia's privatization plan on the Chukotka reindeer herding economy,® and to shift my attention to
studying the postsocidist transformation of Chukotka ssovkhozy. In the Soviet period, rendeer herding
in Chukotkawas aways heavily subsidized by the federal government. When this government support
was withdrawn, the reindeer herding economy began systematically to collapse.* From its pesk in the
late 1980s of over 500,000, the reindeer headcount has plummeted to the current level of 80,000, and it
isdtill dropping, abeit more dowly. Sovkhoz workers, who once counted on receiving aregular sdary,
were left with virtualy no income once the reorganized sovkhozy were left to their own profit-making
devices, becausetherewas no profit to be madein reindeer herding and therefore no source fromwhich
to pay workers. The top tier of professona staff amply fled their positionsin the sovkhozy and emi-
grated out of the villages, so that by the late 1990s many of these once multi- ethnic villageswere popu-
lated mainly by Natives who had no place to emigrate to and in any case felt spiritualy attached to the
tundra and not inclined to abandon it atogether.

2«Native” isaterm of collective reference to Chukotka' s indigenous residents, which include Chukchi’s, Y upik
Eskimos, Chuvans, Evens, Koryaks, and lukagirs. “Incomer” isaterm of collective reference to Chukotka s non-
indigenous residents, who are overwhelmingly Russian, but also include Ukrainians, Belorussians, and a broad
sampling of other formerly Soviet nationalities.

% Theimpact on reindeer herding varies dramatically in different regions of Russia, as research by fellow Max
Planck researchers Florian Stammler and Aimar Ventsel shows. Chukotka, it appears, has been the worst affected.
* See Gray 2000 for a detailed analysis of this collapse.
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Throughout the 1990s, the situation in Chukotka' s villages became bleaker and blegker. The endless
pleas and lobbying efforts of indigenous activists toward the regiona adminisiration fell upon desf ears.
Nevertheless, ahandful of indigenous activists worked diligently to devise solutionsto the domino-like
criss growing in Chukotka s villages, drawing upon ideas from other parts of the Russan Far North.
Oneof themost popular of these solutions, which indeed had become by the mid- 1990saphenomenon
in many parts of the Russian Far North, was the concept of therodovaia obshchina, loosdy trandat-

able as“ancestrl community.”

The obshchina and thereorganization of sovkhozy in Chukotka

The concept of obshchina isdifficult to trandate precisaly — it means something more than smply “the
community,” dmost something like* commune,” but does not carry quite the semantic load thet the latter
word carriesfor English speakers. For clarity’ ssake, | will continueto use the Russian word obshchina
(plurd: obshchiny). Obshchiny tend to be established by indigenous peoples, and they usualy function
asaway to organizeloca economic activitiesaswell asbeing aform of loca sdf-government. Theissue
of the obshchina in the North is particularly timely, because in July 2000 Russan Presdent Vladimir
Putin signed afedera law on obshchina,® alaw that has been the subject of lobbying by indigenous ad-

vocates for a decade (the provisonsof thislaw will be discussed in thefina section of this paper). Dur-

ing atrip to Chukotkain 1998, | happen interviewed AnnaKutynkeva, the head of what wasclaimed to
be Chukotka sfirst obshchina, established in 1993 and known as Kaettyn. Kutynkevaexplainedtome
that thisobshchina was not engaged in any economic activities of itsown, but was established purely as
an organ of locd sdf-government. The resdentsthat it united were themsalves members of four sepa-

rate, recently privatized reindeer herding enterprises. In Fall 2000, a Kutynkeva sinvitation, | wasable
to vigt the obshchina Kaettyn.

® This phrase is sometimes translated “ clan community” (Fondahl et al. 2000, Ziker 1998), since the Russian word
rod (“family,” “kin") can also be translated as “ clan.” However, although many Siberian indigenous peoples may
have had clan-based social systemsin their past, not all did, and in any case such clan-based organization is not
alwaysrelevant today. Rodovoi glosses as “ancestral” or “patrimonial,” and | find that “ancestral community”
better captures the more generic intent of the phrase rodovaia obshchina, especially in Russian law, since such
communities are not restricted to indigenous peoples but should somehow be based on either extended family
ties or long-term co-residence on a particular territory.

® Federal’ nyi zakon ot 20 iulia 2000 g. No. 104-FZ “Ob obshchikh printsipakh organizatsii obshchin koren-
nykh malochislennykh narodov Severa, Sibiri i Dal’ nego Vostoka Rossiiskoi Federatsii” (Federal law of 20
July 2000 No. 104-FZ “On the general principlesfor the organization of obshchiny of the Native L esser-Numbered
Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federation”).



Map 1. Chukotka showing territory of obshchina Kaiettyn
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| decided to study this phenomenon of the obshchina in conjunction with my continuing study of the
reorganization of former sovkhozy because | could see how thetwo wereintimatdy related. There have
aready been afew studiesthat consider obshchiny e sawhereinthe Russian North (Anderson 1998 on
Tamyr, Fondahl 1998 on Transbaikadia, and Sirina 1999 on the Republic of Sakha). Until recently, it
had not been aterribly relevant issue in Chukotka because so few obshchiny had been established —
besdestheonel vidited, | was ableto confirm that only two others had been established (onein thevil-
lage of Krasnenoin Anadyrskii digtrict and oneinthevillage of Beringovskii in Beringovskii didtrict). The
matter iscomplicated in Chukotkabecause the region has passed no local legidation supporting any kind
of lega gtatus for would-be obshchiny, unlike other regions, such asthe Republic of Sakhaand Khe-
barovsk Krai (Kriazhkov 1994, 1999). On the contrary, Nazarov, in his capacity as chair of the Com-
mittee on the affairs of the North and L esser-Numbered Peoples of the Council of the Federation, Rus-
sa supper house of legidature, actively opposed the idea of federd legidation on obshchina. Further-
more, Chukotkain the 1990s restricted rightsto loca self-government and attempted to centraize and
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monopolize control over the economic activity of reindeer herding that is often associated with
obshchiny.

Although | recognized from the tart the interrelation between these two processesin Chukotka—the
reorganization of sovkhozy on the one hand, and the formation of obshchiny on the other —inmy own
mind | tended to think of theobshchina and the reindeer herding enterprise (based on the former sovk-
hoz) astwo digtinct entities, abet potentidly cooperative. | cameto find out it isnot nearly sotidy, nei-
ther in practice nor in the minds of the people involved with obshchiny and reindeer pastoralismin Chu-
kotka. For some, obshchina and enterprise are indistinguishable, and the need to regard them as sepa-
rate entities would seem incomprehensible. For others, the differenceisclear, and yet somein thissec-
ond category would prefer purposdly to blur the distinctions, while otherswould prefer to clarify them. It
IS possible to distinguish three categories of personsin Chukotkaon the basis of differing, often incom+
patibleideas about how reindeer herding should be managed and how obshchiny should fit into the pic-
ture.

1) Employees of the Chukotkaadminisiration, both at the overal regiona level and at the district levd,
who are charged with managing a village economy dominated by reindeer herding (it should be men-
tioned that, at least in its early phase, Abramovich’s adminigtration continued to be staffed by bureaur
crats from Nazarov' s administration, especialy outsde the regiona center of Anadyr’);

2) Indigenousintellectud activisgswho livein citiesbut argue primarily in defense of therightsandin-
terests of indigenous peoples living in the villages and the tundra of Chukotka;

3) The village and tundra resdents themsdaves, most but not al of them indigenous peoples, over
whom those in categories 1 and 2 are in continual debate.

| will arguethat in redlity those in the first two categories pay little atention to the views and prefer-
ences of village and tundraresdents. What seems moreimportant to themisto pay atention to form, as
if in the hope that substance will follow, i.e. that the atitudes of thelocad people will conform to the na
ture of the adminigtrative gpparatus built around them. In fact, the communication and transportation in
fragtructureisin such astate of dissolution, and most villages are so remotely located, that it isredlly not
possibleto maintain any on-going didoguewith loca resdents. Nor isit possblefor resdentsto mantain
adeady inflow of regiond information relevant to them. Thusthey are dependent on outsidersto make
decisons on their behdf, and they are often confused about who ismaking the decisons and what their
own gatusis. This makes them vulnerable to being manipulated, as | will demonstrate below.

This remoteness and isolation is perhaps the strongest argument for local salf-government insuchvil-
lages, so that decison-making power over the fates of the villagersrestsin the hands of those who best
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understand the loca conditions. Thisisin fact the judtification that the head of the Kaiettyn obshchina
givesfor why she established it in thefirst place. Ironically, she could establishit only by srugglingwith
adminigrators in the hdls of power far from the obshchina, and without the full awareness of the
obshchina resdents. And yet the same remoteness that drove the head of theobshchina to seek more
local control aso drove the administration to seek more centraized control, over both administration of
thelocal community and the management of the local economic enterprises, so that there would be no
need to coordinate decison-making with a poorly-accessble locd authority. The smplest way to
achieve thiswasto collgpse, at least offidaly, thefunctions of community administration and economic
enterprise into one. Thisisin fact what the administration did.

Itisimportant here to understand the nature of “local sdf-government” asdefined by Russan law and
as carried out in practice. Since loca salf-government is regulated by federd law, local authority is
passed down from organs higher up the adminigrative chain of command. In the early 1990s, thismeant
that any obshchina had to register inthe digtrict center, and the Kaiettyn obshchina wasinfact soregis
tered — a movement that involved initiative going up from below, and which was caried out by
Kutynkeva as the elected head of the obshchina. However, the generd policy of the Nazarov admini-
dration wasto acquire nearly totditarian control over virtudly everythingintheregion. This, dongwith
thedaim that financid resourceswereinsufficient to support individud adminigrationsin eachvillage, led
the Nazarov administration to take advantage of aclausein thefederal law onlocal sglf-government” and
grip loca authority from villages, collgpsng it into the next higher adminigtrative leve, thedidtrict (there
areonly eight districtsin Chukotka— amuch more manageable number for aregime seeking greeter cen
tralized control). In practica terms, this means that where there used to be eected mayorsin each vil-
lage, there is now an gppointed deputy of the (very powerful) head of the district adminigtration, and
these deputies answer to the district head and not to the village population.

To complete theobshchina’ squest for officialy recognized locd authority would have hadtoinvolvea
downward directed initiative from the district administration viathe appointed village administrator. Y et
any community that sought local autonomy and sdf-determination presented a distinct threst to the
Nazarov adminigtration, and so thiswas an initiative the adminisiration had no intention of taking. Thus,
the obshchina was never ablefully to activate the authority it desired to makeloca decisions about locd
metters. Rather, the district administration continued to make decisions on behdf of the resdentswithout
their consent, perfectly in accordance with the Nazarov adminigration’ s policy of denying the existence

" Federal’ nyi zakon ot 28 avgusta 1995 g. No. 154-FZ “ Ob obshchikh printsipakh organizatsii mestnogo
samoupravleniia v Rossiiskoi Federatsii” (Federal law of 28 August 2000 No. 154-FZ “On the general principles
of the organization of local self-government in the Russian Federation”).
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of locd sdf-government even whereit potentidly existed, and ingsting that what existed inits placewas
a more efficient, top-down management of people and production. From the perspective of the
obshchina residents, thiswas business-as-usud asin Soviet times. They were more aware of the after-
effects of these decisons than they were aware of their existence as an obshchina whose theoretica
rights to sdf-determination could not be activated in the current context.

At the gtart of my research on obshchiny in the summer of 2000, | paid avisit to the head of the De-
partment of Agriculture in Chukotka's capitd city. When | told him | was interested in studying the
Kaettyn obshchina, he cavdierly waved hishand and said, “ Thereis no obshchina anymore. That' sdl
over with.”® For him, theobshchina wasalayer of redlity thet did not exist, or at least that hewished did
not exist. During the sameinterview, he opined that everything had worked much better when therewere
big sovkhozy dl across Chukotka, and the best thing to do would beto get back to something smilar.
He, like many othersinthe Department of Agriculture, had worked hisway up through thesovkhoz sys
tem, coming to his current desk job directly from aposition as director of asovkhoz. For such people,
the sovkhoz system presentsan understandablelogic; al they know of the privatized sysemisthet it has
brought heedaches and hardships, and their imaginations havefalled to offer them any fresh solutions. So
they long to go back to what they know makes sense.

Ancther example will illugtrate the perspective of the resdents of the Kaiettyn obshchina. In the
course of ahouse-to-house survey | madein September 2000, | asked residents about theobshchinain
which they lived. To aman, they al answered that there was no obshchina. | actudly obtained three
categories of answers.

1. Obshchina? What Obshchina? If there was an obshchina here, | would know about it.

2. Obshchina? Oh yes, | remember they talked about establishing one here, but nothing ever

cameof it.

3. Obshchina? Oh yes, but it exists only on paper. (This answer tended to come from relatives

of the head of the obshchina)

At first | wasrather taken aback by thisand thought that | had come along way to find out that | had no
subject to study. Granted, Kutynkeva had warned me that the obshchina was“lessactive’ thanit hed
been in the past, dthough at that timeit remained unclear what she meant by thisand how an obshchina
could be“active.” But lill, | had arrived with the expectation that the res dentswould at | east recognize
that an obshchina existed, and would see themselves as members of it. And from what | had seen, an

8 Interview with Viktor lvanovich Podgainii, head of the Department of Agriculture, Commerce, Production and
Fishing, in his office on 26 July 2000.
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obshchina did exig, at least what | thought congtituted an obshchina. Let me now shift to adescription
of the obshchina itAf.

The Obshchina Kaiettyn

The obshchina | vigted islocated in Bilibinskii didrict, which is an area of mixed taiga and tundra lo-

cated on the western end of Chukotka, bordering on the Sakha Republic, Magadan Oblast’ and the
Koriak Autonomous Okrug.’ The physica location of theobshchinaisthe site of what had been Smply
adivison of the former sovkhoz in the village of Omolon. It was cadled in Russian aperevalbaza —a
way dtation, adistribution point for suppliesto tundrareindeer brigades. Although theobshchina bears
the name Kaiettyn, after theriver dongwhichit wasbuilt, most resdentstoday refer to thelocation Sm-

ply asbaza, “the base.” Thebaza islocated about two days away from themain village, and four or five
daysaway from the digtrict center, if oneistraveling either by reindeer ded or snowmobilein winter, or
in any season by passenger tank (vezdekhod) (these are the most common forms of transportation to-

day; inthe past, helicopter flightswere dso common). Itisoneof three such baza formerly connected to
the now-defunct sovkhoz in Omolon. Each had four or five reindeer brigades associated with it, their
camps scattered acrosstheterritory that was assigned to thebaza. Thereindeer herderswould periodi-

caly cometo thebaza for suppliesor for medica attention; physicaly it consisted of just afew houses, a
store, and abasic medicd clinic. Inthe pagt, thisbaza had absol utely no independent status; it wasnot a
naselennyi punkt, a“populated point,” thet is, aplacethat could be officidly shown onamap asatown

or village. Thebaza buildings werethe property of thesovkhoz; itsresidents, who wereal employeesof

that sovkhoz, were registered as resdents of the village of Omolon. Even the reindeer herderslivingin
the tundra had permanent gpartments in Omolon. In fact, you will not find thislocation pin-pointed on
any published map of Chukotka.

Today, this baza isthe only one of the three origina bazy that is till inhabited on a permanent basi's
(athough | wastold one of the othersis beginning again to resemble a permanent settlement). Inthefal
of 2000, it had a population of about 63 resdentsliving at thebaza itsdlf, plus about 66 more scattered
In camps across the surrounding taigaand tundra. In contrast to the genera atmosphere of disarray and
disntegration that was felt in most other Chukotka villages, this little community seemed to be thriving,
eveninthemidst of hard economictimes. Itsbuildingswerein relatively good repair, and therewaseven

° 1t is often incorrectly thought that the “Chukchi Peninsula” is Chukotka, but in fact the peninsulaitself com
prisesonly asmall portion of thetotal territory of Chukotka. Most of Chukotka liesto the west, off the peninsula,
and is dominated by taiga and tundrainterspersed with low, rugged mountains.
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evidence of new condruction, ararity in Chukotka at that time — a bath house was built in 1999, and
whilel wastherein 2000 | saw agreenhouse under construction. Thebaza boasted the only local one-
room school house in Chukotka with a full-time teacher, which enabled children up to the third gradeto
sudy in close proximity to their working parents, rather than being sent off to theresdentia school inthe
village of Omolon (after third grade they had no choice but to continue their schooling there). Almost
everyone a the baza was employed by ahunting, herding, fishing and gathering enterprise based there
(OAO“IlIguveem” — OA O standing for otkrytoe aktsi oner noe obshchestvo, or open joint-stock com:
pany). The unemployed and pensonerswere regularly provided with firewood and drinking water ona
voluntary basis by the employees of the OAO, and they received medicd atention from afull-timeres-
dent medic. There was afull-time vet who trested not only reindeer, but also dogsand cats, and there
wasafull-time socid worker who looked after thefew elderly resdents. Theseweredl the hdlmarks of
what | would have expected from a red-live obshchina.

The comparative success of thistiny community madeit fairly wel-known in Chukotka, and it begged
the question: what was the secret of its success, when dmost everywhere ése in Chukotka one found
only poverty and despair? And why did the residents not perceive themsalves as congtituting an
obshchina? Peopleinthethree categories| identified above would each explain thisapparent successin
adifferent way, in accordancewith aparticular biasregarding loca self-government. Theadminigration
would attribute it to the extent to which the baza was integrated into district and regional support pro-
grams, theindigenous activistswould attributeit to the accomplishments of theobshchina onbendf of its
resdents, theloca residents would attribute it to the fact that help came from the outside, regardiess of
who actudly sent the hep—and the residentswere rarely ableto explainthe precise origins of any of the
ad they received.

Thislast point highlights the remoteness and isolation of the community, which &t least partidly ac-
countsfor their lack of sef-consciousness as an obshchina. The pogtive developments at thebazawere
the result of a patchwork of efforts and resources of widdly varying origin -- the teacher was provided
by the village of Omolon, the medic wasprovided by the district hospital, and the vet by the district vet-
erinary station. Even the new construction was carried out by employees of the OAQO, an enterprise cont
trolled by the didtrict adminigtration. However, these were dl services for which the director of the
obshchina planned eventudly to take over respongbility. Herel think it is necessary review briefly the
origins of this obshchina in the context of the reorganization — the so-caled “privatizaion” -- of the

Omolon sovkhoz of which this baza was once an integral part.
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Privatization, “ de-privatization,” and the fate of the Obshchina

Up until 1992, the village of Omolon congtituted the heedquarters of the sovkhoz “Omolon,” which
managed 15 separate herds of reindeer organized in brigades scattered acrossits vast territory. Begin
ningin 1992, in response to the Russian privatization program, thissovkhoz wasgradualy dismantled. It
had once been the heart and soul of thevillage, administering its store, school, hospital, heeting and elec-
tricity station, and many other socia services, but these componentswere now carved away and passed
over to other authorities, ether at thevillage or the digtrict level. Where it had once commanded the ac-
tivitiesof its 15 reindeer herding brigades, four of these now split off to form their own independent col-
lective enterprises, fermerskie khoziaistva, or “farming enterprises.” An additiona four smal enter-
prises hived off from these, dthough they proved to be short-lived. The other 11 original brigades re-
mained connected to the headquartersin Omolon and werereorganized into a“limited liability company”
cdled TOO“Omolon” (tovarishchestvo s ogranichennoi otvetstvennosti), an entity which everyone
nevertheless continued to refer to, and relate to as, thesovkhoz, evenif it no longer performed itsformer
wide-ranging socid functions. Four of these brigadeswere eventudly liquidated asamyriad of complex
factors caused reindeer headcounts in Chukotka to plummet. In 1998, Department of Agriculture re-
cords showed atotd of nine separate enterprises on theterritory of what had been asinglesovkhoz. By
that year the records aso showed that the reindeer headcount for al enterprises combined had falento
9,152 (from 33,898 in possession of the sovkhoz in 1985).

In 1993, members of the four reindeer herding brigadesthat were located on theterritory of thebaza
Kaiettyn—whichincuded three of the newly-independent “farming enterprises’ and one brigade till be-
longing to the main collectivein Omolon — held amesting to discusstheir common fate. Thefirg itemon
the agendawastitled, “ On the salf- government of the citizensliving on theterritory of thedivison‘Kaet-
tyn’ of thesovkhoz ‘Omolon.” Thepoint wasmadethat federd law adlowed loca resdentsthe option of
establishing their own organ of locd sdf-government. The Protocol reads. “If you support such apro-
posa — to take responghility for resolving questions concerning the tundra-dwellers (tundroviki) of
‘Kaettyn,” the pensoners, the primary school — then let's discuss it, and dect an organ of sdf-
government. A genera gathering of citizens hastheright to dect ahead of theobshchina, an obshchina
council, and acouncil of elders” Inthe end, the gathering voted unanimoudly to establish theobshchina
and to apped to the didrict adminigration officidly to hand over local adminidrative contral to the
obshchina, so that its resdentswould no longer be subject to the administration of the far-away village

of Omolon.
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Initsfirg few years, the obshchina was quite active in trying to take on the rights and responsibilities
of an autonomous adminidrative unit. Although the question of officidly assuming full adminigrative
power was never resolved, the obshchina did manage to get the district administration to register the
obshchina under thetitle“Organ of territorid public saf-government of theancestrd community ‘Kaet-
tyn'.” It dso obtained funding from the district and from the Chukotkan adminigtration to renovate and
outfit its school, and to hire (on the digtrict payroll) the teacher, the medic, the socid worker, and the
veterinarian, asdiscussed above. Mogt of thiswas achieved more-or-lesssingle-handedly by thedected
head of theobshchina, AnnaKutynkeva, aChukchi. Kutynkeva s profilewill highlight the complexity of
the atus of this tiny and remote tundra community. Although her entire family ill lived a the
obshchina, she hersdf was officialy resdent in Bilibino, the digtrict center, where shewasemployedin
the district adminigtration asthe speciaist for indigenous peoples. Later she was elected to the regiond
legidature of Chukotkaand began to spoend several weeks ayear in Anadyr’, the capital. Her mobility
and politica connectionssurdly facilitated her successin obtaining benefitsfor theobshchina. Sheispo-
gtioned squardly asamember of the second group | outlined above, theindigenousintellectud activists
who routinely argue on behaf of the rights of Chukotka s indigenous peoples.™
As stated above, three of the reindeer herding enterprisesthat operated on the territory of the newly-
established obshchina Kaettyn wereindependent “farming operations,” whilethe fourth wastill part of
theorigina collective based in thevillage of Omolon. Inthe crissthat ravaged Chukotkan reindeer herd-
ing during the 1990s, exacerbated by the remoteness of their location, they too struggled to survive, in

19 This position isfurther reinforced by the fact that she isthe cousin of Vladimir Etylin, the most highly-visible
Chukchi activist in Chukotka. Etylin himself was born and raised on the territory of Kaiettyn, and his elderly
mother still livesthere. Although he was once a high-placed politician, the head of the regional |egislature of
Chukotka, his opposition to Nazarov’ s adninistration caused him to fall out of favor, and left him no possibilities
for employment in the political sphere for the duration of Nazarov’s regime. In the 1990s, he took refuge in the
regional research institute, working as the Head of the Laboratory of Traditional Resource Management and Eth-
nosocial Research. He continued to pursue his political aspirations by seeking el ection either as governor or as
representative to the federal legislature, but it was not until the new governor, Abramovich, took office that Etylin
succeeded in obtaining election to the latter, with Abramovich’ s visible backing. Abramovich entered politicsin
1999 as Chukotka’ s el ected representative to the federal |egislature (Duma) with sponsorship from Nazarov, but
Abramovich soon became disenchanted with Nazarov. In 2000 he sought election to the governorship in direct
opposition to Nazarov, and suddenly Nazarov’ s enemies became Abramovich’s friends— chief among them
Etylin. Etylin later became the Advisor to the Governor on Native Affairsin Abramovich’s new administration,
and immediately began to campaign to fill the seat in the Duma vacated by Abramovich (and he won election to
this seat). But since in the 1990s he was seen as an opponent of Nazarov, his political connections were not use-
ful to the obshchina during the years when it was struggling to become established. On the contrary, Kutynkeva
came under pressure from her non-indigenous colleagues in the Chukotka legislature as aresult of her geneal ogy.
I am myself connected to Etylin, sincein his capacity as a scientific colleague at the research institute, he rou-
tinely arranged the paperwork | needed in order to travel to Chukotka. My first contact to Kutynkeva was made
through Etylin. | was therefore inextricably enmeshed in these webs of connections long before | even saw where
the links led, and once | began to understand the implications, | could only ride the wave that fate had set me
upon.
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spite of the presence of an obshchina that was ostensibly there to support them. Thethree independent
enterprisesin desperation collectively hired an outside director, aRussan economist (formerly employed
in the Omolon sovkhoz) whom they hoped would provide the expertise and connectionsthat would save
them in the new “market rdaions.” For a couple of years things seemed to sabilize; but then, inasce-
nario that became al too common in Chukotka, this director embezzled alarge sum of money from the
enterprises and fled Chukotkafor Moscow. By 1998, therewere very few reindeer left, and dl three of
the enterprises were, for al practical purposes, defunct. But the people had to find some way to live.

Hereiswhere group No. 1, the Chukotkan administration, steps more prominently into the picture. In
1998, faced with a crissin reindeer herding thet it could neither hide nor deny, the Chukotkan admini-
dration devised a plan that it claimed would lift reindeer herding out of its criss and stabilize it once
again. Theplan, which cameto be caled “municipaization,” involved yet another thorough reorganization
of reindeer herding enterprises. When | discussed this plan with officidsin the Chukotka Department of
Agriculture in 1998, they admitted that many details had till not been worked out. But the basic idea
was to create, out of the myriad smal, privatized reindeer herding enterprises al across Chukotka, a
smaller number of entities that would be caled “Municipa Unitary Enterprises’ (MUP). Thiswould be
anaogousto the change in the basic structure of loca government in Chukotka discussed above, which
collgpsed adminigtrative authority into the next higher levd.

Although al reindeer herding operationswere now ostensibly ether private or collective property —in
any case cartainly NOT state property — the new plan stipulated that the state, in the form of there-
cently-reorganized eight district municipdities of Chukotka, would once again take on & least partid
ownership of reindeer herding enterprises. The plan stipulated thet at least 51% of the property of each
enterprise should belong to the district government — the remaining 49% could till belong to the mem:
bersof the enterprise, asther sharesinits property. The point was clearly to give the districts the “ con-
tralling share’ (kontrol’ nyi paket) in each enterprise, so that they could effectively command itsactivi-
ties. In many cases, the district administration became 100% owner of the enterprise™ In order toim:
plement the plan, the regiona administration sent representativesto each and every reindeer herding en-
terprise in Chukotka and presented a basic ultimatum: hand over 51% or more of your assets (which
congsted primarily of reindeer), and the adminigration will give you unlimited asssance as a vested
partner. Refuse to hand over the assats, and you will be left to fend for yoursdf. By dl accountsit was
meant to be an offer they could not refuse.

" The direct owner of the enterprise at the Kaiettyn baza is listed as Komitet po upravieniiu imushchestvom
Bilibinskogo raiona, Committee for the administration of the property of Bilibinskii district.
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The reasoning behind the plan, which was repested to me severa times by various representatives of
the Department of Agriculture, wasthis The government cannot render materid or financia aidtofarm-
ing operaionsthat are privately owned. Therefore, the government istaking on partial ownership so that
it has the right to render this much- needed aid. The reasoning seems flawed—to my knowledgethereis
no basisin Russan law that preventsthe government from rendering materid or financid aid to apriveate
firm. Thisof course happensall thetimeal over theworld, intheform of state-backed loans, grants, tax
breaks, etc. But thisdisclaimer had clearly become aparty line of the Chukotka Department of Agricu-
ture.

Infact, the adminigtration was atogether on shaky legd ground with itsmunicipdization plan. The Fed-
erd Civil Code of Russaclearly sates, in Article 113, “the property of aunitary enterpriseis indivisble
and cannot be distributed asinvestments (portions, shares), including among workersof the enterprise.”
Y et here severd of the newly-municipaized enterprises in Chukotka were being divided into shares—
51% or more held by the adminigtration, and the remaining 49% divided among the members. Inonly a
few caseswerethe enterprises converted into 100% municipa property. Inthe case of theformer, these
wereofficidly registered as OA O (open joint-stock company) rather than as MUP, presumably to skirt
the potentid legd problems. Although Department of Agriculture officidsweretypicaly ambivaent about
this, | was given the impression that establishment of these OAOs might be a preiminary step toward
complete municipdization of these enterprises. Moreover, the Russian civil code continues. “Only state
and municipa enterprises can be created in the form of unitary enterprises.” Y et these wereprivatized
enterprises being created in theform of unitary enterprises. In an anonymous document circulated in the
Department of Agriculture in 1998, the author muses on this problem: “1n accordance with the Civil
Code of the Russian Federation, article 113, only state and municipa enterprises can be created in the
form of unitary enterprises. Therefore the property of these farms should be fully given over to ether
date or municipa property.” Severd of my consultees described a process whereby the members of
privatized enterprises were given a document to sign indicating that they “voluntarily” gave over ther
property to state ownership. They felt they had no choice but to sign this document, and in some cases,
members gpparently did not even understand what they were Sgning. When | pressed one officid inthe
Department of Agricultureon thelegdity of theseissues, hisanswersweredmaost comicdly evasive, and
eech time| pinned him down in his

12| nformatsiia po vypolneniiu raboty po reorganizatsii sel’ khozpredpriiatii Chukotskogo avtonomnogo ok-
ruga v razreze raionov (Information on the completion of the work of reorganizing agricultural enterprises of the
Chukotka autonomous okrug by district).
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logic, he smply repeated the phrase, “ There are nuances.”

In ameseting | had with the Deputy Head of the Department of Justice in Chukotka in 2001, she
touched on the questionable legdity of the whole municipdization plan. Smiling wryly, she sad she
thought the whole thing was carried out in violation of thelaw, but that it was probably fairly innocent - -
people trying to solve a problemand failing to understand the law asthey went dong. Y et the author of
the above- mentioned anonymous document clearly understandstheimplications, and goeson to recom:
mend that, particularly with regard to the enterprises that were proposing to become 49% privady
owned / 51% state owned, “ corrections [should] be carried out in accordance with Article 113 of the
Civil Code of the Russian Federation.”

In spite of the shaky lega ground, the Department of Agriculture forged ahead with itsmunicipalization
plan. A list of al thereindeer herding enterprisesin Chukotkaas of January 2000, categorized by type of
property, showed atota of 40 enterprises, compared with 57 in 1998, indicating that 17 enterpriseshad
been liquidated in the course of the municipaization plan. Of the 40 enterprisesthat existed in 2000, only
ten were classed as “municipd,” five were “51% municipa (mixed),” while 25 were classed as elther
“joint” or “inshares,” meaning these were enterprisesthat had not handed over any of their sharestothe
adminigtration (see Table 1). Thusit ssemstha many reindeer herding enterprises ressted the admini-
sration’s proposad to municipaize. However, of these 25 nortmunicipal enterprises, it appearsthat 12
quickly became defunct, with no reindeer and no gppreciable productive activity, leaving only 13 vigble
non-municipa enterprises, plusthe 15 that are either fully are partially municipa —for atotal of 28 enter-
prises existing as of first quarter 2001 (see Table 2).

Table 1. Reindeer Herding Enterprisesin Chukotka by type asdefined by the Chukotka Department
of Agriculturein 2000

Form of property Number. of Deer 1998 | Deer 2001
enterprises

“Municipa” 10 77 886 49 609

“51% municipa (mixed)” 5 18 301 14 935

“In shares” 21 43 262 20 829

“Joint” 4 3400 574

TOTAL 40 142 849 85 947

Source: Data provided by the Chukotka Department of Agriculture.
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Table 2. Sizes of Existing Reindeer Herding Enterprisesin Chukotka as of 1% Quarter 2001

Total number of deer number of enterprises
0 (i.e enterprisehasnodeeratal) | 2

1-500 6

501-1000 1

1001-5000 14

5001-10 000 3

10 001+ 2

TOTAL: 28

Source: Data provided by the Chukotka Department of Agriculture.

Oneofficid admitted that whet they were redly after in thereorgani zation effort werethelarger enter-
prisesthat till had some reindeer |eft — the assumption seemed to be that the smdler oneswould smply
fade away, and the people involved would end up joining larger enterprises. In fact, from comments by
former members of some of these now- defunct enterprises, it seemsthey did not smply “fadeaway” but
found the new conditions created by the Department of Agriculture sufficiently hogtile asto make their
continued survival impossible. Ironically, this reduction in the number of enterprisesis reminiscent of the
earlier phase of “consolidation” mentioned in the introduction, when the large number of kol khozy were
combined for efficiency’ ssakeinto asmaler number of sovkhozy. Infact, it israther Striking to notethet
at the point in the 1970s when the collectivization and “ consolidation” of rurd agriculture in Chukotka
was considered by the Soviet state to be “complete,” there were precisaly 28 sovkhozy — seemingly a
magic number, from the perspective of plannersin Chukotka™

At Kaettyn, two of the three privatized reindeer enterprises that had been swindled by the Russan
economist were persuaded to take up the adminigtration’ soffer to municipaize. So once againthey were
united under a Single director, only thistime it was not one chosen by them, but rather appointed by the
digrict adminigtration. Many of the members of the enterprises knew him, because he had been em+
ployed as a hunter by the old sovkhoz “Omolon.” A new enterprise was created, one of the 51% mu-
nicipa (mixed) type, with the name OAO (Open Joint- Stock Company) “1lguveem” (otkrytoe aktsion
ernoe obshchestvo). This enterprise becamethelegal successor (pravo ???emnik) to the property of
the two formerly independent enterprises, and dl the remaning reindeer — 3455 head in dl -- were
driven together to form a single herd. Although there remain prickly unanswered questions about the

3 |eont’ ev (n.d., but published sometime in the 1970s) provides a schematic representation showing this process
of consolidation, with the final stage neatly showing atotal of 28 sovkhozy.
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transfer of property, in particular reindeer belonging to individuas who have chosen NOT to become
employees of the new enterprise, most residents of the baza Kaiettyn expressed satisfaction with the
work thisnew director was performing. And indeed, hisenergy andinitiative were clearly respongblefor
much of the overdl pogitive aamogphere, in spite of thefact that hisofficid resdenceremaned inthedis-
trict center of Bilibino, and he spent only afew months of the year a thebaza. He had coordinated the
construction of anew bath house, an underground cold storage, and a greenhouse, aswell asthereno-
vation of the school. He organized the gathering of berriesthat he regularly traded for staplefoods, which
he then supplied to hisworkers. And he directed his own employees to supply firewood and drinking
water to al resdents, including those notin hisemploy. 1t should also be pointed out, however, that sev-
erd baza resdentsfound thisnew director impossbleto work with, and either refused to accept hisof-
fers of employment, or quit the OAO after years of working with the herdsin their previous property
form. Some | ft the baza dtogether to settle in the village of Omolon.*

Given the circumstances at Kaiettyn, it is no wonder thet the lines between obshchinaand OAO re-
main fuzzy for theresdents of thebaza, and heretheissue of property becomeseven fuzzier. Remember
that Kaiettyn origindly existed only as an outpost of the sovkhoz located inthevillage of Omolon. The
obshchina was never officidly handed by the digtrict adminigtration the powersof alocd organ of gov-
ernment. Therefore, the baza continuesto exigt very muchinlimbo—infact, one could say that, froman
officid point of view, it doesnot exis a dll. Itsresdents are il registered asinhabitants of the village of
Omolon, so on paper it looks asif no onelivesat Kaiettyn. Itsbuildings, once property of thesovkhoz,
were transferred to the privatized enterprises, but these no longer exist, so that today no oneisredly
surewho ownswhat. One might suspect they smply belong to the new enterprise OAO “ llguveem” But
each building isrequired to have aset of documents, called a* passport,” which show the physica speck-
fications of the building, and these documents di sappeared about the time the money was embezzled by
the former director. So on paper it looks asif thereareno buildingsat Kaettyn. | surveyed resdents of
the baza about whose property the buildings were, and al were sumped by the question, including the
director of the OAO. The only one who could give a definitive answer was Kutynkeva, the absentee
head of the obshchina, and what she told me was that, officidly, they smply did not exist.

So the net effect wasthat Kaiettyn remained asmal community whose very existence and legd status
was contested on many fronts. In the minds of its residents, there was no sense that thebaza could be

administered separately and independently from the reindeer herding enterprise for which many of the

1t has been reported to me that this man has now been appointed director of OAO “Omolon,” in addition to his
duties as director of OAQ “lIguveem” — adevelopment that remains to be investigated.
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baza resdentswork. So far there has been insufficient impetusto disabuse them of the sensethat nothing
hasredly changed from sovkhoz days. In the minds of indigenous activigts, the obshchina stood asa
symbol of Native salf-determination, and represented the only answer to the problems of securing both
daly survivd and thefuture culturd surviva of the community. Intheminds of theregiond adminigration,
which held the most power, the obshchina was so indggnificant asnot to exist. What the adminigtration
preferred to draw attention to was the newly municipalized enterprise, which was herd ded asasymbol
of itsaleged concernfor itsvillage resdents. At the sametime, the municipaization plan could be seenas
afurther attempt at totditarian control.

A new erafor obshchiny in the Russan North?

As mentioned previoudy, in July 2001 afederd law on obshchina was sgned by President Putin (see
footnote 7). Thislaw, and the eection of anew governor, have set in motion an entirely new set of dy-
namics in Chukotka. There are no longer any legd — and few bureaucratic — obstacles to establishing
obshchiny in Chukotka, and rural resdents have responded with what might be called an obshchina
movement in Chukotka

Thefedera law on obshchina hasexisted in draft form sincethe early 1990s, and one of the key fig-
ures on the Duma subcommittee respongblefor drafting thelaw was Vladimir Etylin. Thefind law was
stripped of many of the provisions intended by the drafters. As Etylin himsdf explained,® the law was
meant to provide rurd (indigenous) residents with three fundamentd legd rights:

1) Ownership and use of land

2) Economic activity on those lands

3) Sdf-government
However, Etylin lamented that the firgt provison was entirdly removed from the law —infact, thevery
word “land” (zemlia) does not appear once in the text of thelaw. Land isaparticularly difficult issuein
Russiageneraly, not only for indigenous peoples. The newly passed Land Code,"® which findlly format-
izesthe sde of land in Russia, excludes agriculturd land, which thus remains effectively the property of
the state even when given over for long-terminheritable userights. The second provision, economic ac-

tivity, isonly partialy present—the law defines an obshchina as anon-commercia enterprise producing

> Interview with Vladimir M. Etylinin his office at the Administration Building of the Chukotka Autonomous Ok-
rug, 27 April 2001.

16 Zemel’ nyi kodeks Rossiiskoi Federatsii ot 25 oktiabria 2001 g. No. 136-FZ (Land Code of the Russian Fed-
eration of 25 October 2001 No. 136-FZ).
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for subsistence purposes, but dso alows for it to sal “surplus’ products. Only thethird provison, sdif-
government, isleft intact in the law — and Etylin consders this to be the least important provision.

Nevertheless, Etylin expressed satisfaction that at |east there was now afedera lega bassfor thees-
tablishment of obshchiny anywhere in the Russian North, including Chukotka. He outlined a Strategy
whereby rights should be secured through additiond legidativework intwo pardle veins: 1) introducing
amendmentsto exiging legd actsthat have relevancefor indigenous peoples (two other recently passed
laws— on the status of indigenous peoples and on territories of traditional resource management™’ —do
contain referencesto the kinds of rightsindigenous peoples can expect to have in regard to land), and 2)
linking exigting federd lawsthrough practice, including theintroduction of additiona legd insrumentson
theregiond level that hein any case sees asanecessary intermediary step toward implementing federa
law locally. Russan federa lawsare notorioudy generd, and very weak in terms of enforcement meche:
nisms. Thus, it isamatter of policy (certainly in Chukotka) that whenever afederd legd act gppears, an
anaogous regiona act should aso be passed, and loca implementation will be carried out primarily in
referenceto thislocd lega act. | had often heard this argument made in Chukotka as an explanation for
why the establishment of obshchiny was discouraged — because no federa |aw had been passed regard-
ing them. (However, thisfact did not prevent the Sakha Republic and Khabarovsk Kral from passing
their own obshchina laws in the early 1990s)*®

In Chukotka, due to the conditions of information dearth described above, the July 2000 law on
obshchina remained practically unknown until April 2001, when it was prominently heralded and dis-
cussed at the Third Congress of Native L esser-Numbered Peoples of Chukotkain Anadyr’, theregiond
capitd. Thiscongresswasinitsalf an unprecedented event. Thefirst two congresses (in 1994 and 1997)
had been orchestrated and heavily manipulated by the Nazarov adminigration. Although an Association
of Native Lesser-Numbered Peoples of Chukotkaexists and many assume that the Association organ-
ized the congresses, in fact they were inventions of the Nazarov adminigtration, which | have esewhere
argued were conscious attempts to co-opt the agenda of the Association to better suit the ends of the

Nazarov adminigtration (Gray 2000). Thus, thefirst two congresses were mere rubber- samping exer-

" Federal’ nyi zakon ot 30 aprelia 1999 g. No. 82-FZ “ O garantiiakh prav korennykh mal ochislennykh naro-
dov Rossiiskoi Federatsii” (Federa law of 30 April 1999 No. 82-FZ “ On guarantees of the rights of Native Lesser-
Numbered Peoples of the Russian Federation”) and Federal’ nyi zakon ot 7 maia 2001 g. No.49-FZ “ O territori-
iakh traditsionnogo prirodopol’ zovaniia korennykh mal ochislennykh narodov Severa, Sbiri i Dal’ nego
Vostoka Rossiiskoi Federatsii” (Federal law of 7 May 2001 No. 49-FZ “On territories of traditional resource man-
agement of the Native L esser-Numbered Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federa-
tion”).

8 Much of thisisdirectly related to sovereignty struggles between Russia' s regions and its center that devel-
oped after Y eltsin encouraged regions to take more sovereignty for themselves after the Soviet Union was dis-
solved. See Dunlop 1993:62-65. See also RFE/RL News Briefs Vol.2, N0.26, 14-18 June 1993, p.1.
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cises, at which non-indigenous bureaucrats (such as digtrict heads) sat among the delegates and dictated
how they were to vote on each motion that wasraised. The Third Congress, however, washeld shortly
after theeection of Chukotka snew, progressive governor, Roman Abramovich. The excitement a this
congresswas papable, as ddegates sensed thet, for thefirst time, they could openly discussissueswith
out fear of serious retaiation back in their didtricts, and they were free to vote according to their con
sciences on al motions.

The congress was preceded by a specia session organized by the ChukotkaDuma tofamiliarizedde-
gateswith federd and loca legidation relevant to indigenous peoples. Chief among these was the new
federa law on obshchina, and the text of this law was digtributed to dl delegates. Over lunch bresks
during the subsequent congress, | overheard and was even drawn into excited discussonsof theimplica:
tionsof thislaw, and heard plans by delegatesto return to their home districts, spread theword, and be-
ginegtablishing obshchiny. | later followed del egatesfrom Bilibinskii digtrict back to Bilibino, thedigtrict
center, and less than two weeks later attended the congress of the didtrict-level Association of Native
L esser-Numbered Peoples in the nearby village of Keperveem. The atimosphere of excitement in dis-
cussing obshchina continued, athough here, far from theregiond capita, the old practice of loca bosses
seeking to intimidate del egates to the congress had not yet been abandoned. Nevertheless, after the con
gress, | met with two young men who wereaready in the process of preparing documentsto register an
obshchina in Keperveem. They said they had many acquaintancesin rura areasthroughout the digtrict
who had asked to see their founding documents once they were registered, so they could usethemasa
templatefor preparing their own documents. When | returned to Anadyr’ and visited the Department of
Justice, | learned that this obshchina had been successfully registered. Meanwhile, another obshchina
had been registered in Tavaivaam, avillage neighboring Anadyr’. It seemed the Chukotkaobshchina
movement had begun.

Conclusion

Under the auspices of Abramovich’'s new administration, Chukotka appearsto be entering aperiod of
political and economic stabilization, dthough many remain suspicious of Abramovich and his motives,
given his persond higtory. In the Russian nationd media, Abramovich isreviled as one of the notorious
“oligarchs,” Russanindudridigt billionaireswho built their empiresthrough the privetization of large Sate
enterprises under suspect circumstances. Many of these have since become activein politics on the na-

tiona and/or regiond level. Abramovich isbest known aschairman of the giant oil conglomerate Sbneft
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(apogtion he has given up since his entrée into politics), and more recently for hisrole in creeting the
world's second | argest- producing al uminum concern, Russian Aluminum. *® Upon hiselection asgover-
nor, Abramovichimmediatey began an ail drilling operation in Chukotka s southernmost district of Ber-
ingovskii. This causes someto worry about adventurism and potentia environmenta damage, dthough
othersseeit asanecessary step in the devel opment of Chukotka seconomy. Indigenousresidentsgen
erdly view Abramovich asther new, perhaps heaven sent, benefactor. At thevery leedt, there are al-
ready clear indicationsthat Abramovich's administration fegls no compulsion to match the level of cor-
ruption and repression of Nazarov’s adminidration.

There has been some evidenceto indicatethat, in other parts of the Russan North (such as Y amd and
the Sakha Republic) indigenous residents have received some benefits when loca industry is well-
developed. A healthy economy can perhaps create conditionsin which indigenousresidents are freer to
pursuetheir own palitica and economic godss, including establishing locally- autonomouscommund forms
such as obshchiny. Thetrade-off has dway's been the ensuing conflictsover land— direct conflicts over
userightsto particular parcels of land aswell asmore genera conflictsover negativeimpactson theen
vironment fromindustrid practice (and in Russahas been particularly egregiousin causng environmentd
pollution). Land and local autonomy, with the addition of property rights, are precisdy the three compo-
nents that seem to be most a stake for rura residents of Chukotka. These are analogous to the three
elements Etylin says were originaly meant to be defined by thefederd law on obshchina (land owner-
ship, locd sdf-government and private economic activity). Chukotka promisesto be aunique test case
for working out each of these componentsin practice. It is alatecomer to the obshchina movementin
the North, and this meansit will be one of the few places — perhaps the only — where the new law on
obshchina will be implemented without the basis of exigting local precedent.

One question that remains open isthe status of the threeobshchiny that did manageto become estab-
lished inthe early 1990s. All three were rendered effectively obsolete by Chukotka s municipdization
plan; but could they legitimately claim theright to continue their existence under the new federd law? Or
must they — and would they want to— establish themselvesanew? In any case, the*fuzziness’ (Verdery
1999) of property asaresult of the privatization of sovkhozy, further complicated by themunicipaization
of the resulting privatized enterprises, makesit very difficult to determine who can claim property rights
to buildings, homes of obshchina members, machinery, hunting and fishing equipment, reindeer.

1%t Isn’t Always Normal To Discover aMogul In the Arctic Snow” by Andrew Higgins, The Wall Street Jour-
nal, Wednesday, June 13, 2001.
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Findly, the outcome of dl of these questionswill be largely dependent on the participation of therurd
residents themsdlves, and the very nature of their participation promisesto bring about atransformation
of palitical reaionsin Chukotka. It isno longer amatter of administration policy to marginglize and si-
lencerurd residents, nor to manipulate and co-opt urban intdlectud activids. Improvementsin the com:
munication and trangportation infrastructure mean that an information-bearing indigenous network can
now develop in Chukotka, to begintofill that information vacuum discussed earlier. A rurd-urban coali-
tion seems to be a prerequisite to establishing obshchiny in remote rura areas, given that obshchina
documents must be properly prepared by loca residents and then forwarded to the regiona center for
gpprova and regidration. The conditionsfor such acodition—and for afull-fledged obshchina move-
ment in Chukotka -- have now been set.
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