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Аbstract. The article is devoted to one of the important aspects of the Stolypin 
agrarian reform – the practical activities of land settlement commissions in the 
field of land surveying in Southern Ukraine in 1906 – 1917. The personnel, tasks 
and functional responsibilities of members of land settlement commissions are 
clarified. The main types, volumes and results of land surveying works in the region 
are determined. It is proved that the practice of boundary works differed in the 
modernization of technical measures for the elimination of cross-strips, small-
strips, far-flung land, which led to improved field cultivation, increased agricultural 
yields and rising land prices. Special attention is paid to land management in the 
Bulgarian colonies of the region.
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The subject of agrarian reform, carried out by the government of the Russian 
Empire under the leadership of Peter Stolypin in the early XX century, is relevant 
today. This problem, actualized by life itself, put on the agenda the issue of land 
reform in many post-Soviet countries a century later. P. Stolypin’s agrarian reform 
was carried out on the largest scale in the Ukrainian governorates. At the beginning 
of the twentieth century, these governorates were the largest producers of agri-
cultural products of the state. The search for optimal ways of land reform in the 
modern period raises the issue of studying the historical experience of agrarian 
transformation in some regions of Ukraine, in particular the Southern Ukraine1). 
The experience of the region, which was recognized as a leader in land manage-
ment during the Stolypin agrarian reform, will help in increasing the potential of 
modern transformations of the agricultural sector in post-Soviet countries.

Despite the broad historiographical basis of the problem of Stolypin’s agrarian 
reform2), the practical aspects of land settlement commissions activity in the field 
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of boundary survey in the South of Ukraine have not been studied, which led to the 
choice of topic and purpose of research. This purpose is realized within the frame-
work of the following research tasks: to find out the personnel, tasks and functional 
responsibilities of the members of land settlement commissions; determine the 
main types, scope and results of boundary survey in the region.

As a result of the reform of the abolition of serfdom in 1861, the liberated peas-
ants received their allotments. But most of these peasants could not turn them into 
quality profitable farms. In the following years, boundary and land management 
works were gradually discontinued. This fact intensified the peasants’ acute need 
for land management at the beginning of the 20th century and demanded new land 
management measures from the government. That is why in 1905 the Main Depart-
ment of Land Management and Agriculture of the Russian Empire made it a prior-
ity to reform land relations and land management as a necessary prerequisite for all 
agronomic work for the sake of agriculture (Tretyak 2002, 25 – 26).

Despite all its complexity, P. Stolypin's agrarian reform was only part of the 
program of systemic reforms in the Russian Empire. Its main content was to al-
low peasants to leave the commune, to carry out land management to eliminate the 
striped area, to “plant” private peasant land property by providing peasants with a 
preferential state mortgage loan through the Peasant Land Bank and resettlement 
of peasants with state support to the outskirts of the empire (Proskuryakova 2004).

By the decree of Emperor Nicholas II of November 9, 1906, the implementation 
of the agrarian program began. It was aimed at creating small peasant property on 
communal lands. The government attached great importance to the task of chang-
ing the forms of land ownership by creating personal households – the individual 
(“khutor”) and holding (“otrub”) farms (Reient 2006, 7). It was planned to improve 
the welfare of the peasants by streamlining land management through the increas-
ing the area of land tenure, as well as improving the forms of land use3). 

The main tasks of reforming land relations and land management were deter-
mined by the procedure and conditions for the formation of peasant land owner-
ship. The South of Ukraine within the Katerynoslavska, Khersonska and Tavriiska 
Governorates had a number of features in this process, which defined it as a leading 
region during the Stolypin agrarian reform.

1) In the south of Ukraine, in comparison with other regions of the Russian 
Empire, there was a greater number of prosperous peasant farms, in which almost 
all the improved agricultural tools and mechanisms were concentrated. Strong 
owners actively bought landlords' land and employed hired labor. The yield in such 
farms was one and a half to two times higher (Proskuryakova 2004).

2) In the period preceding the reform of P. Stolypin private land ownership was 
dominated in the region (the area of which was 6 908 145 hectares/desiatines4) or 
51 % of the total area) (Tsybulenko & Tsybulenko 2015, 108). Due to the devel-
opment of capitalist relations in agriculture in the early twentieth century, South-
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ern Ukraine became a region of widespread individual farming (“khutor”) system 
(Pryimak 2002, 6).

3) The former serfs (landlordly peasants) received their allotments within the 
same limits in which they used the land during the serfdom. After the process of 
releasing peasants for ransom, each such peasant had an average of 2,3 hectares/
desiatines of land. That is, the peasants were not provided with the allotment of 5 
hectares/desiatines per person which was a sufficient and officially recognized at 
that time (Reient 2011, 207).

The lands of the peasants and the lands of the landlords were in a more or less 
complex strip holding (“cherespolositsa”). During the period of serfdom, peasant 
arable lands had a variety of contours that changed easily. After the land reform of 
1861, these contours were established as the legal boundary of the new peasant land 
ownership. But the boundaries of peasant and landlord lands were not actually fixed 
by boundary markers and did not have an accurate geometric description. Having a 
complex contour, peasant land plots turned out in an uncertain position for farming 
(Tretyak 2002, 26 – 27).

4) Due to the fact that the process of settlement and economic development 
of the southern governorates took place much later than in other parts of the 
country, and the level of capitalization of the agricultural sector was relatively 
high, the commune did not acquire the classical features (Pryimak 2002, 9). On 
the eve of the Stolypin reform, the total area of allotted land tenure in the South 
of Ukraine was 6 639 322 hectares/desiatines (or 40 % of the region’s land) 
(Pryimak 2009, 59).

Under communal land tenure, land was often redistributed between households 
depending on changes in personnel composition of the yard. The social principle 
of equalizing justice was laid down by the commune in the system of strip hold-
ing (“cherespolositsa”) (Pryimak 2009, 60). Each household often received land in 
several places that were very distant from each other, depending on the quality of 
the soil and other conditions. Under such conditions, high-quality tillage was im-
possible, because during sowing grain was wasted, and bread was overgrown with 
weeds from the borders (Tretyak 2002, 27). 

The communal system of land tenure negatively influenced the personal initiative 
of individual peasants and excluded the possibility of running an independent 
economy, thereby delaying the increase in the level of agricultural culture. Therefore, 
the reformers, along with the quantitative ones, saw the qualitative problems of 
peasant land tenure and land use, which adversely affected agriculture, leading to 
unjustified costs of national labor and significantly lowering the productivity of 
tens of millions of desiatines of the allotment fund (Davydov 2016, 433, 447). For 
these reasons, the redistribution of land ownership according to the needs of the 
farms was important. Both communal and private farms of the South of Ukraine 
were interested in practical land management works.
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On March 4, 1906, the decree was signed by Emperor Nicholas II on the es-
tablishment of the Committee for Land Settlement under the Main Department of 
Land Management and Land Use (MDLM&LU/GUZiZ). Governorate and county 
land settlement commissions were also established5). The commissions were creat-
ed as collegial bodies headed by representatives of the administration, but with the 
introduction of representatives of peasant societies and zemstvos. This was done 
to better accommodate local conditions (Proskuryakova 2004). According to the 
plan developed by the government during 1906 – 1907, land settlement commis-
sions were opened in all counties of Khersonska Governorate, seven counties of 
Katerynoslavska one, and four counties of Tavriiska Governorate6). These commis-
sions were established to regulate land settlement works on land redistribution, as 
well as to eliminate shortcomings in land use and land tenure (Teterin 2007, 62).

The course of the transformation was influenced by many factors, one of which 
had to become the quality of the staff of land settlement commissions. The staff of 
county and governorate commissions was quite representative. Governorate com-
missions were headed by governors, and county commissions were headed by local 
leaders of the nobility. The county commission included: the chairman of the coun-
ty zemstvo council; an indispensable member7) appointed by MDLM&LU/GUZiZ; 
county member of the district court or chairman of the congress of justices of the 
peace; a representative from the Department of Appanage; tax inspector; head of 
zemstvo; three representatuves of the district zemstvo; three representatives of dis-
trict townships (volost)8). The structure of the governorate land management com-
mission was similar. The only difference was that the relevant officials acted within 
the governorate, not the county (Selikhov 2011, 38).

According to the “Appendix to the order of land settlement commissions”, ap-
proved on September 19,  1906, a quite high salary of its members was set: the 
head of land management – 2500 rubles per year, an indispensable member of the 
county commission – 2 thousand rubles, senior surveyor – 1500 rubles, surveyor – 
900 rubles. In 1912, the tsarist government doubled the salaries of officials of land 
settlement commissions9). The average monthly salary of an agricultural worker in 
Ukraine was 10 rubles. Therefore, such salary rates can be described as rather high 
(Yakymenko 1996, 7 – 8).

One of the key figures in Stolypin’s land management was the figure of an in-
dispensable member of the land settlment commission. In the county commission 
he performed executive functions, he was entrusted with the management and su-
pervision of all work of land managers carried out in the county, he was responsible 
for general course of work on land management. In the governorate commission he 
had the same executive functions, he was responsible for the proper course of land 
management in the governorate10).

In the course of the reform the role of land managers was significant: they went 
to the places to find out the legal status of the case, natural and living conditions, 
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developed the conditions and provisions of future land management, constituted 
the relevant land management projects11). Such work required considerable techni-
cal force. But MDLM&LU/GUZiZ had only a few dozen topographers, and most 
importantly – there was a lack of officials who were experienced in surveying tech-
nique. Therefore, an institution of another department was appointed to assist land 
management – the Office of Boundary Part Management of the Ministry of Justice. 
This department was responsible for managing the technical part of land manage-
ment (Rittikh 1916, 14). 

Land management works in the South of Ukraine were carried out mainly in the 
communities of former state and landowner peasants (Pryimak 2009, 62). Priority 
in the activities of land settlement commissions was to regulate the allotment of al-
lotted land. During the first five years, land management works could be performed 
only with the general consent of the owners of all lands, which were subjected to 
land management12). 

More decisive measures for the land management of peasant communal lands 
were determined by three laws of June 14, 1910; May 29, 1911 and 1912. Under the 
first law, those communities in which land had not been redistributed for the past 
24 years were transferred to household (“podvornyj”) tenure (Teterin 2007, 61). 
The Law on Land Management of May 29, 1911 gave the right to land settlement 
commissions to assign allotments to individual householders without first leaving 
the commune13). From 1912 allotment on holding plots of lands of different owner-
ship, included in one dacha of allotment (i.e. the territory where land management 
was carried out in a particular area) was introduced (Davydov 2007, 73).

Surveyors and their assistants were engaged in the allotment of land plots, 
boundary works and drawing up plans, i.e. practical work on land management. 
Since 1906 their duties were supplemented by engineering work and economic 
calculations for the rational arrangement of the entire territory covered by land 
redistribution (Teterin 2007, 61 – 62). The ultimate goal of land management was 
to give each land tenure such an external form, which would, on the one hand, sat-
isfy the population, and on the other it could help to increase soil productivity and 
improve agriculture. The most suitable form of holding plots was rectangular or 
square form (Tretyak 2002, 31).

So, arrangement of practical work of surveyors aimed to achieve technical uni-
formity of performed work and full compliance with the requirements of survey-
ing art. However, according to the documents, in some governorates and counties 
surveyors couldn’t or didn’t want to follow the instructions for the proper conduct 
of boundary work. For example, in the Katerynoslavska Governorate, land man-
agement works were not carried out evenly in all counties, primarily due to the 
shortage of surveyors themselves. Secondly, drawing up a boundary plan was a 
challenge due to the diversity of the soils in the area, which was crossed by beams, 
rocky mountains, sands and swamps. Also, a serious shortcoming of the proper dis-
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tribution of land was the lack of water sources in the territory of Southern Ukraine, 
which made more complicated the arrangement of individual farms (“khutor”) and 
left holding farms as predominant form14). 

One of the reasons for violating the instructions during the boundary survey 
works was the personal material interests of land managers. In particular, encour-
aged by high wages, they tried to immediately distribute as much land as possible. 
Thus, in the report of the head of the zemstvo department Lytvynov on the audit 
of land management in the Khersonska Governorate in July 1909, it was stated 
that from the very beginning surveyors had included in the plan a large number of 
plots for allotment, for which the consent of the communities was not given. It was 
hoped that when the peasants saw the results of allotment in practice, there would 
be no protests from them. But the results were quite the opposite. In numerous 
peasant complaints, there were many indications of incorrect recording of com-
mune verdicts and falsification of peasants’ decisions (Dubrovskiy 1925, 62 – 63, 
65). For example, in October 1912, the peasants of the village of Varvarovka in the 
Alexandria district of the Kherson province filed a complaint with the village court 
against land surveyors who “unlawfully evicted them for cutting by the violent 
policy of Stolypin”15). 

Also, land settlement commissions in their work did not always take into account 
the interests of both ordinary and wealthy peasants. This fact led to the formation of 
the corresponding dissatisfaction and readiness to protest. Members of the commune 
saw the surveyors as their enemies, so peasants often hindered their work, did not 
provide them housing, and their assistants were constantly threatened with beatings 
(Kornovenko & Herasymenko 2017, 109 – 114). Women and children often went to 
the surveyors as petitioners. As a typical case, we indicate the collision in the village 
Antonivka, Ananiivskyi county, Khersonska Governorate. Despite all the protests 
members of the commune, the surveyors went to the field for delimitation work. 
Women and children came there, begging the surveyors to stop the work. Some wom-
en lay down on the survey tape, shouted, cried, and then, throwing away the pegs and 
tearing the tape, lifted the surveyor in their arms and carried him outside their land 
with a shout of “hurray”. When the police arrived, the villagers threw stones at them, 
which ended in mass arrests (Dubrovskiy 1925, 268).

According to the calculations of F.  Losʹ and O.  Mykhailiuk, 1973 peasant 
uprisings/protests took place in Ukraine during 1907  –  1914. In the first place 
according to the number of participants was the Right-Bank Ukraine (523 uprisings/
protests), then the Left-Bank Ukraine (368 ones) and then the South – 85 uprisings/
protests (Losʹ & Mykhaylyuk 1976, 235 – 237). Given these data, we can state that, 
in general, in the South of Ukraine Stolypin’s agrarian transformations took place 
more or less peacefully.

In general, the results of land settlement commissions activity in the South of 
Ukraine for 1906 – 1915 were successful. The reform took place in three gover-
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norates evenly and positively. The percentage of new individual households was  
13 % higher than in the rest of Ukraine. During these years, 54,3 % of peasants in 
the region left the commune, securing 36,9 % of allotted land. Individual and hold-
ing farms were created for 2 154 594 hectares/desiatines, which was a quarter of the 
total area of peasant land ownership (Pryimak 2002, 6 – 8). Of this number, 30,9 % 
of households in the Katerynoslavska Governorate went to individual and holding 
farms, in the Tavriiska Governorate – 30,6 %, in Khersonska Governorate – 22,6 % 
of all households in European Russia (Davydov 2013, 544).

Land management processes, which were related to the formation of individual 
households, gave good results. In particular, the cultivation of fields became much 
better in individual and holding farms. Reclamation works were also improved, 
most peasants switched to multi-field crop rotations with sowing fodder crops. As a 
result of such attention of the population to agriculture yields increased significant-
ly. The most important evidence of the increasing in the productivity of individual 
and holding farms in comparison with allotted land, was the rapid and significant 
rise in prices for peasant lands after their distribution. Thus, in the Khersonska and 
Katerynoslavska Governorates from 1906 to 1915 land prices doubled from their 
previous value (in the Khersonska Governorate – from 216 to 415 rubles per hect-
ares/desiatines; in Katerynoslavska – from 189 to 369 rubles) (Tretyak 2002, 35). 
The lowest cost of land remained in the Tavriiska Governorate – on average it 
ranged from 107 to 115 rubles per hectare/desiatine16). 

The process of land management was interrupted by the First World War. Since 
1915, delimitation works in the southern governorates of Ukraine almost hasn’t 
been held. Previous problems, such as strip holding ownership, dispersion of indi-
vidual small plots remained unresolved17). Land settlement commissions encoun-
tered financial and personnel difficulties, and the number of works decreased sig-
nificantly. Land management practice increasingly turned to the holding system, 
when the peasant remained with his estate in the old place, and his field plot was 
allocated into the holding at a considerable distance (Reient 2006, 12 – 13).

This study should also address the important problem of land management in the 
Bulgarian colonies of Southern Ukraine during the Stolypin agrarian reform. From 
the time the Bulgarians settled in the southern region until the beginning of the 
twentieth century, most of them lived in Bessarabska14) (103 225 people), Tavriiska 
(41 260 people) and Khersonska (25 685 people) Governorates (Derzhavin, 1914: 
16). In total, according to the population census of the Russian Empire in 1897, in 
these Governorates there were more than 170 thousand Bulgarians (3,13 % of the 
total population of the Governorates) (Lazarovych 2013, 190).

The Bulgarian population of Southern Ukraine lived mainly in rural areas in 
compact colonies. The largest Bulgarian colonies were formed in the Bender-
skyi and Izmailskyi counties of the Bessarabska Governorate. In the Khersonska 
and Tavriiska Governorates they lived in Velykyi and Malyi Buialyk, Kubanka, 
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Katorzhynka, Parkany, Ternivka, village Baltochokrak, Staryi Krym i village 
Kyshlav (Semenov-Tyan-Shanskiy 1910, 198). In 1914 the total number of Bul-
garian colonies in the Bessarabska Governorate was 65, in Tavriiska one – 45, in 
Khersonska one – 7 (Derzhavin 1914, 26).

The land issue in the Bulgarian colonies constantly remained relevant. Since 
the beginning of the settlement of the region, there has been established commu-
nal land use. The peculiarity of the landownership of the Bulgarian colonists of 
Southern Ukraine was that the land area at their disposal was not changed since the 
1860s and until the beginning of the Stolypin agrarian reform was 605,955 hect-
ares/desiatines, or 4 % of the total area of the three Governorates of the region. The 
situation was complicated by the fact that during last 50 years the population of the 
Bulgarian colonies doubled (from 87 thousand to 170 thousand people), but their 
land area remained the same (Derzhavin 1914, 55 – 56).

In accordance with paragraph 19 of the “Rules on the Arrangement of Peasant 
Owners (Former Colonists)” of May 31, 1871, Bulgarian communities were given 
the right to use and dispose of the lands provided to them at their own discretion 
in compliance with the following rules: 1) with the consent of two-thirds of the 
members of the commune who had the right to vote at the meeting, the commune 
could divide their own lands into household (“podvornyj”) tenure plots; 2) the al-
location of plots to individual owners from land which was in communal ownership 
was allowed by the verdict of two-thirds of the members of the commune. These 
rules were used by most Bulgarian colonies, which adopted a system of household 
(“podvornyj”) land use. As a result, in the Bessarabska Governorate the land tenure 
rate was about 50 hectares/desiatines per family, in Khersonska and Tavriiska ones 
– 53 hectares/desiatines per family.

But for 40 years of existence of the Bulgarian colonies, the distribution of their 
land ownership took a completely different form. The fact is that population growth 
has led to the division of household (“podvornyj”) land into smaller plots. As a 
result, the land tenure rate per family decreased on average to 18 – 20 hectares/
desiatines. For example, in the village Ternivka of Khersonskyi county in the dis-
tribution of land in 1849, each household received 53 hectares/desiatines, while the 
total number of yards then was 187 ones. At the beginning of the Stolypin reform, 
the same amount of land was already owned by 537 owners. Land tenure here was 
distributed as follows: the largest number of 113 hectares/desiatines had one house-
hold, from 53 to 86 hectares/desiatines – 6 households, all the rest had from 18 – 20 
hectares/desiatines and less (Derzhavin 1914, 56 – 58).

Thus, the mobilization of land ownership led to the social stratification of the 
peasantry. Such situation was typical of all Bulgarian colonies that lived on the 
rights of household (“podvornyj”) land tenure. In turn, in these colonies there were 
different land trends depending on the property status of the peasants. In particular, 
in the village Ternivka peasants decided to move to individual farming, in Malyi 
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Buialyk – the household (“podvornyj”) land tenure was more supported, in the 
colonies of Berdianskyi county most of the peasants wanted to move to communal 
land use. That is, the desire of peasants to choose one or another form of land use 
was directly proportional to the amount of land available to them. The tendency 
to switch to individual farming became stronger according to the amount of land 
owned by the household. Those households that had more than 50 hectares/desi-
atines, wanted to allocate their allotments in the holding plots, to collect together 
the land plots located in different parts of the field, and to start intensive farming 
on the whole field area. The situation was complicated by the fact that farms with 
1 hectares/desiatines of land and farms with 50 hectares/desiatines could not work 
next to each other. This fact led to the support of various forms of land use and led 
to frequent confrontations at meetings (Derzhavin 1914, 59, 64).

It is clear that this situation with land use, which existed in the Bulgarian colonies, 
required the tsarist government to revise the legislation on the right of land tenure of 
colonists, to develop a mechanism for their withdrawal from the commune and imme-
diate redistribution of communal land. However, during the years of Stolypin’s agrar-
ian reform, these issues were not resolved, which led to the crisis of agriculture in the 
colonies. In addition, the communal property of each colony was in fact the personal 
property of each owner within his household. It is worth noting that the communal land 
was preserved, it did not fall into the wrong hands, but inside the commune there were 
both large landowners and landless peasants (Derzhavin 1914, 69). 

Thus, it can be stated that the Bulgarian colonists in the southern Ukrainian 
lands during the years of the Stolypin agrarian reform were in a more favorable 
economic and legal position than the Ukrainian peasants. The Bulgarian colonies 
were distinguished by a large amount of land, which made it possible for them to 
develop a market economy aimed primarily at the foreign market (Derzhavin 1914, 
66). But, in comparison with other ethnic nationalities who lived in the region, for 
example, Germans and Jews, the situation of land management and land use in 
the Bulgarian colonies was in an unprofitable state. So, according to plans for the 
reorganization of state quitrent lands in the Jewish colonies of the Aleksandrovsky 
district of the Yekaterinoslav province, in 1911 – 1915. the peasants of the colo-
nies Veselaya, Gorkaya, Krasnoselki, Mezhirech, Trudolyubovka and Priyutnaya 
passed from the commune to farms18). The peasants of only two colonies – Novo-
Zlatopol and Roskoshnaya19) – moved to the cutting plots.

Compared to the German colonists, who also traditionally had a podvornyj land 
tenure, but with improved methods of management, the Bulgarian colonists needed 
a legislative regulation of the internal division of land between individual families, 
which could protect their farms from land shortages and ruin (Derzhavin 1914, 61).

Summing up, we can highlight several important points of this problem.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, a favorable atmosphere was created 

for the reform of peasant land tenure. Land settlement commissions were given the 
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main role in organizing agrarian transformations in the state. Despite numerous 
objective and subjective obstacles, these commissions have generally successfully 
implemented the basic laws of the Stolypin agrarian reform.

In a short period of time, a significant part of the rural population of Southern 
Ukraine were covered by land management works. The practice of boundary works 
was characterized by the modernization of technical measures for the elimination 
of strip farming, small-strip farming, outlands, etc. As a result, it has led to improv-
ing field cultivation, the development of reclamation works, increasing agricultural 
yields and higher land prices. In general, in the governorates of Southern Ukraine, 
we can see progressive growth of indicators of land management.

At the same time, various forms of land use and land ownership that were estab-
lished in the Bulgarian colonies of Southern Ukraine, the imperfection of legisla-
tion on land ownership rights, did not allow to begin large-scale agrarian transfor-
mation in these colonies. Property stratification of the peasantry and the crisis in 
the agriculture of the Bulgarian population became the result of the influence of 
these factors.

The First World War, which began in 1914, and the revolution of 1917 in Russia 
led to a radical change in land relations in the country and opened a new page in the 
history of land management.

NOTES
1. Definition of “South of Ukraine”, which is used in the article, refers to the 
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