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Russian property

transactions bewildering

By Svetlana Kuznetsova
and Denis Collins
Special to the State Journa!

Private property is a concept .
central to capitalism and foreign to |
Russians. Sipce the Soviet Union :
owned all land and buildings, citi-

zens had little choice but to accept
whatever apartment the govern-
ment assigned to them.

When the Soviet Union evaporat-
ed, each republic claimed owner-
ship. Then, less than two years ago,
the Russian government
privatizing land and buildings, giv-
ing citizens the options of renting
apartments from a landlord or buy-
ing their own for personal or busi-
Dess Durboses.

Compared o American apart-
ments, Russian apartments are
quite small, Typically, a family of

four shares a two-room apartment,
with kitchen and bathroom. Guesis
are entertained in either the par-
ent’s or children’s room. In addition
to a bed (which doubles as a chair
or couch), dresser and closets, the
parent’s room often houses a televi-
sion and dining table.

The process of gaining owner-
ship of your previously rented

apartment is simple: Visit the dis- ,

trict administrator, pay the fees

and the apartment you had rented '

is now yours. Unrelated families

who have been sharing one apart- :

ment due to prior housing shortages

were not given this option.
Purchasing a larger apartment

Is more difficult because few new

apartments are being built. Those
wanting to “move up” must ex-
change apartments with someone
who either rents or owns a bigger
one and pay the difference in price.
These transactions are a growing
business for new entrepreneurs.

The process can be much more
complicated if you are an entrepre-
neur looking to buy a building for
commercial purposes. In many
cases, it is difficult to - ascertain
who owns what property.

Many property transfers have
not been adequately documented,
resulting in some unoccupied build-
ings that nobody owns and some oc-
cupied buildings that multiple own-
ers claim. Even after visiting the

began |

district administrator, registering a
contract, paying the fees and col-
lecting all the appropriate legal

documents, one cannot be sure that ’

the building is one’s own.

For instance, assume you want
to buy a vacant building for busi-
hess purposes. Most likely, due to
inadequate records, the district ad-
ministrator cannot determine if
anybody owns the building and tells
you to take your case to city gov-
ernrment, where a Moscow adminis-

trator issues you the appropriate

documents.

Then, one month later, while |
building, a '

refurbishing  the
stranger appears and asks what you

are doing to his building. You show

your official documents from
the Moscow city government and he
shows you his official documents
from the district administrator.
You both have valig docurnents

. with all the appropriate stamps.

_ This situation can be explained
in several ways:

I‘Perbaps word of the sale did
not filter down from the city to dis-
trict government. -

M Perhaps a different district
administrator soid the building to
the Stranger while you were pur-
chasing it through the city govern-
ment.

N Perhaps that stranger bribed a
district or city administrator,

B Perhaps. due to all of the
political changes taking place, au-
thority over the property was
shifted to a different political dis-
trict without your knowledge.

The situation Involving con-
demned buildings i3 even more

problematic becange it involwsI

multiple families.

Usually, the case is that a gov-
ernment official declared a building
uninhabitable in the past due to un-
safe conditions, However, the mid-
dle~class farilieg inhabiting the
building were not given permission
to move due to a lack of alternative
apartments or some other bureau-
cratic problems. Nevertheless, on

official documents the land is listed .

as uninhabited.

Someone couldd them purchase

the land and later be surprised to
find not only a conderoned building
on the property, but one in which
families are still living.

In the United States, property
disputes are adjudicated in a court
of law. Russia lacks this legal tradi-
tion. Courts are places of last re-
sort, reserved primarily for crimi-
nal and divorce proceedings. Thus
most pecple prefer to settle their
new property disputes out of court.
How these issues will be gettled is
difficult to predict. ' |'

Generally, Russians view _pri-
vate property as a mixed blessing.'
While they now have the {reedom to
do what they want with their cur-
rent property, this freedom is
greatly restricted due to the lack of
new housing. For now, most people
aré simply stuck with whatever
apartment the government _as-
signed to them under communism,
and purchaging a building remains
a gamble
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