
Post-Soviet land use 
change in the Eastern Bloc



Theory

● Under the Soviet system, agricultural production was amalgamated into 
state-owned farms (sovkhoz) and collective-owned farms (kolkhoz).

● Agricultural products were redistributed by the state throughout the USSR.
● With the collapse of the USSR in 1992, the agricultural system collapsed and 

workers returned to their native homelands or moved to urban areas in search 
of work.

● Lead to large-scale land abandonment throughout the Eastern Bloc.
● Natural land reclamation and succession from fields into grassland, into 

forests.



Existing literature

● Agrees that since the dissolution of the USSR, agricultural land abandonment 
has led to an increase in forest cover.

● Abandonment occurring first in marginal lands, e.g., less fertile, poor 
accessibility and rough terrain (Taff et al. 2009).

● Rates of deforestation and reforestation linked to the the state’s post-Soviet 
economic development (forest transition model) (Taff et al. 2009).

● Also lead to a change in fire regimes - increase in fire extent, occurrence and 
mean size in Kazakhstan’s steppeland  (Dara et al. 2020).

● Potential for increased carbon sink strength with forest expansion 
(Kuemmerle et al. 2011). 

● Very little research into the subject.



Existing literature: Potapov et al.,2014

● Land cover classification of Landsat archive for 1985-2012 independent to Hansen’s map



FAO stats
Period 1992-2019

Czechia & 
Slovakia - 
1993-2019



Hansen’s map - Loss/Extent/Gain (Red/Green/Blue)

● Overall picture is 
mixed

● Logging in Baltic 
states

● Larger areas of 
reforestation in 
deeper Russia



Hansen’s 
map - 
Forest 
cover gain 
2000-2012



Moldova 

● 28.9% gain in forest cover 1985-2012 (Potapov et al. 2015)
● 17.4% gain in forest cover 1992-2019 (FAO) 
● More than any other post-Soviet state



Moldova - Hansen’s map
● Appears to 

have little 
change 





Moldova - FAO



Discretions between data sets

● Different methods (classification techniques and definition)
● FAO data mainly from manual estimations and official data reported to FAO 

questionnaires by countries
● Different time periods - Hansen’s map begins 8 year after the fall of the 

USSR, classification shift from arable fields to “forest” occurring during this 
period



Forestry & logging in the baltics



Farmland abandonment in Russia - near Bryansk
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