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“PRIVATE SECTOR” OF THE RUSSIAN CITIES: 
FROM HERITAGE OF SOVIET URBANIZATION 

TO THE “INNER SUBURBS” 

The report raises the problem of the spread of suburbanism as a lifestyle in the 
vast tracts of estate development, defined in Russian cities as the "private sector". It 
is shown that the "private sector" occupies a significant part of the space of provin-
cial cities, but the specifics of its post-Soviet transformations remain beyond the 
research attention. On the basis of several variants, the hypothesis is proposed that it 
is the "private sector" and its communities that can perform as the main field for the 
spread of suburbanism in post-Soviet Russian cities. 
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“The post-socialist suburban revolution”, recorded by researchers as one 
of the key trends in urban development of post-Soviet countries in recent 
decades” [Stanilov, Sykora 2014], in Russian conditions is much less dy- 
namic. Despite the fact that the suburbs of large cities remain the only points 
of preservation and even population growth [Mkrtchyan 2017; Grigorichev, 
2018], it is still difficult to talk about a radical change in the role of suburbs 
in the settlement system in Russia. This is reflected in the relatively low 
growth rates of migration beyond the administrative boundaries of cities, 
and in the preservation of the model of using suburban housing as a second 
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and/or seasonal as a base, and in the prevalence of urban "elite" housing as a 
sign of high social status. Suburban settlements often remain a zone of reset-
tlement of migrants from rural areas as an effect of incomplete Soviet urban-
ization [Breslavsky 2014], a zone of forced resettlement of citizens displaced 
from prestigious urban areas as a result of reconstruction or economic insta-
bility [Kazakova 2017]. Living on the periphery of a large city often be-
comes a territorial stigma [Kazakova 2017], forming the image of suburbia 
as socially disadvantaged suburbs. Examples of mass movement of citizens 
to the suburbs [Grigorichev 2013] as a conscious choice of suburban life-
style remain, rather, options for the possible future, but not the dominant 
trend. 

One of the key reasons for this situation, in my opinion, lies in the spe-
cifics of the spatial, architectural and social organization of the Russian city. 
Express Soviet urbanization 1930–1950ss established significant specifics of 
development of the Soviet cities, one form of which was the so-called "pri-
vate sector" – areas of low-rise individual housing construction, developing 
on the basis of the spontaneous development of migrants from the village, 
where  rural practices of organisation of communities and everyday life 
were reproduced. Embodying the phenomenon defined by 
V. L. Glazychev as "urban slobodization" [1995], this sociospatial pheno- 
menon persists in most Russian cities outside the metropolitan areas. Even 
in the largest cities-millionaires of Siberia (Omsk, Krasnoyarsk, Novo- 
sibirsk) "private sector" occupies vast arrays, not only filling the voids be-
tween blocks of multi-storey buildings, but also forming entire areas with a 
specific "non-urban" organization of space and communities, leaving a seri-
ous imprint on the nature of both spatial and social development of the city. 
In smaller cities-regional capitals the "private sector" often makes up a large 
part of the built-up area, and the population living here-a significant part of 
urban communities. 

Since its formation this phenomenon has been described in power rheto- 
ric and urban planning documentation as a temporary and marginal for the 
city. It was assumed that in the future this "side effect" of urbanization will 
give way to planned development within the framework of the concept of 
"socialist city". As a consequence, communities formed in "private sector" 
areas were seen as temporary, and their "non-urban" way of life as transi- 
tional, temporary state. The preservation of vast tracts of "private sector" in 
Russian cities has led to the preservation of this transition for decades. As a 
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result, Russian cities have formed the phenomenon of transitional communi- 
ties that preserve their marginal status throughout the life of the already two 
or three generations. In ordinary consciousness, power rhetoric and, often, in 
a few academic texts, areas of the "private sector" are a priori defined as 
areas of marginalized groups and often discursively criminalized. This per-
ception of a significant segment of the urban space of Russian cities and the 
communities living in them persists to the present time, and the ideas about 
the post-Soviet transformations of the Russian city do not de facto apply to 
them.  

At the same time, field observations in Omsk, Khabarovsk and a few 
more studied cases in Irkutsk show that it is the "private sector" that is be-
coming one of the most important reception spaces of suburbanism as a way 
of life. Visually, the most visible manifestations of the penetration of subur-
ban lifestyle inside the city limits are the enclaves of cottage development, 
which arise on the borders of the arrays of the "private sector" with prestig-
ious areas of multi-storey buildings, or with recreational spaces. Communi-
ties of such enclaves are formed on the model of gated community [Low 
2003], which probably reflects the general post-Soviet trend of spatial and 
symbolic isolation of new elites [Gasior-Niemiec, Glasze, Pütz 2009; Hirt 
2012]. The obvious differences from the adjacent "private sector" in the ar-
chitectural appearance, in the organization of the living space and the estate 
are emphasized in a different way and the rhythm of life. 

However, the emergence of such closed communities is not the dominant 
option for the penetration of suburbanism within the city limits.  A much 
larger trend is the change in the appearance of the main body of the private 
sector. Long-term (more than 10 years) observations of a small area of the 
"private sector" of Irkutsk suggest that the key trend of its development was 
the transformation of the model of "inner suburbs". For example, one of the 
objects of my observation is a small street in the North-Western part of the 
city, constructing  with tall buildings of which is not planned due to the na-
ture of the soil (proximity to the floodplain), as stated in the general plan for 
the development of Irkutsk. During the observation of the 47 estates located 
here, 12 were completely rebuilt and significantly rebuilt another 17. New 
and rebuilt houses differ from the original appearance of the "private sector" 
as a new layout and materials, and the presence of a full range of utilities 
based on local technologies (own water wells, water treatment systems, sani-
tation, etc.). Not only residential premises are being rebuilt, but also the 
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space of the estate, which almost completely loses its supporting function 
(as a subsidiary farm), acquiring mainly recreational value. It is important to 
emphasize that among the owners of the rebuilt estates there are both repre-
sentatives of the indigenous community (the second and third generation 
living in this locality) and visitors. Investments in capital con- 
struction together with changes in the organization of space and functions of 
estates, in my opinion, are a marker of reflexive choice of settlement outside 
of multi-storey buildings. A number of interviews collected in such locali-
ties confirm the choice of such a settlement as a special way of life, the clos-
est to the characteristics of suburbanism [Walks 2013]. 

Thus, it seems to me possible to assume that one of the most popular var-
iants of suburbanization in regional cities of post-Soviet Russia is the trans-
formation of the "private sector" on the model of the inner suburbs. The 
spread of suburbanism here, despite its considerable scale, is poorly reflect-
ed in both academic and managerial discourse due to the stereotypical per-
ception of such localities as marginal. However, the "private sector" can be a 
basic space distribution of suburbanism in modern Russia. 
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