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1. INTRODUCTION

Since the start of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, reports emerged
about the pillaging and occupation of farms, agricultural products, and agribusinesses.!
After failing to take Kyiv in April 2022, Russia occupied most of the territory of four
oblasts:? Kherson, Zaporizhzhia, Donetsk, and Luhansk,? in addition to Crimea, which had
been occupied since 2014. During the early days of the occupation, Russian armed forces
and paramilitary groups* inspected and, sometimes, took over agricultural facilities,
including those that stored grain and other products, vehicles, and valuable equipment.®
Soon after, the Russian occupying authorities began re-registering Ukrainian businesses
in the Russian legal sphere and redistributing so-called “ownerless” businesses and their
properties to Russian companies. This brief illustrates this pattern of appropriation and
discusses its legal implications in the Zaporizhzhia Oblast.

Since early 2022, Project Expedite Justice (PEJ) has supported small-scale Ukrainian
agrarian farmers and larger entities in their quest to document international crimes and
harms and help them access accountability mechanisms. These acts include attacks
against the civilian population, destruction of civilian property and infrastructure,
pillaging, plunder of resources, improper mining, destruction of the environment,
sanctions violations, and related issues. PEJ's Ukraine work centers on capacitation,
investigations, and legal filings. Direct investigative activities and information collection
support judicial cases and sanction submissions.

The present report focusing on the Zaporizhzhia Oblast is the second in a series of
six reports® detailing the Russian occupying authorities’ pillage policy and timeline in
Ukraine’s partly or wholly occupied oblasts. The following report will focus on Luhansk
Oblast, part of which Russia de facto took over through separatist proxies in 2014 and
then almost entirely annexed along with Donetsk during the 2022 full-scale invasion.
The remaining reports concern Mykolaiv; the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the
City of Sevastopol, illegally annexed in 2014; and Kharkiv Oblast, which is partly and
temporarily occupied but not declared as annexed.” Russia officially announced the
(illegal) annexations of these four oblasts on September 30, 2022, following the signature
of treaties with the four pro-Russian leaders of the oblasts and President Putin’s signature
of federal constitutional laws on accession on October 4,2022. All reports conclude with a
preliminary legal analysis that may serve as the basis for launching criminal investigations
into the conduct of responsible officials and business people.

The Zaporizhzhia Oblast is critical to Russia’'s war economy in Ukraine as it is among
Ukraine’s top-ranking grain-producing oblasts.8 Additionally, it is near the Crimean Black
Sea ports and has its own port of Berdyansk on the Azov Sea, connecting to the Black
Sea, which Russia now considers part of its territory.

Currently, most of Zaporizhzhia Oblast remains under Russia’s exclusive control.° Russian
occupying authorities control the larger southern part of the oblast, which neighbors
Kherson Oblast in the southwest. Zaporizhzhia City, its capital located in the north,
remains unoccupied. Although there is no reliable oblast-specific data, estimations
show that more than half of the pre-war population in 2022 occupied areas fled after the
invasion.”® During 2022, grain production in the Zaporizhzhia Oblast plummeted by 34%."
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2. THE RUSSIAN POLICY OF OWNERLESS PROPERTY
APPROPRIATION AND REDISTRIBUTION IN ZAPORIZHZHIA

In Zaporizhzhia, after and during the full-scale invasion, the Russian occupying
authorities followed a three-step process to seize Ukrainian assets. First, Russian
occupying authorities established regional authorities (Feb. 2022 - August 2022). Second,
the authorities developed procedures and issued regulations enabling the seizure of
property (August 2022-October 2023). Finally, the occupying authorities executed such
procedures to seize Ukrainian property, giving it to Russian-aligned actors (November
2023 onwards). This process differs from other oblasts, where the seizure of Ukrainian
property follows a different pattern. Unique to Zaporizhzhia is that property is seized
via a seemingly “legal” procedure to legitimize the seizure, placing the property under
Russian control by transferring it to the Russian property registry and subjecting it to
Russian law.

Russians seized Ukrainian property in Zaporizhzhia using three avenues: (1) declaring the
property ownerless; (2) directly ordering the transfer of property to a Russian owner “in
order to preserve and save it;"" and (3) through nationalization.

Thereafter, Russians captured Zaporizhzhia's grain production through a State-owned
company monopoly and forced Ukrainian farmers to sell their crops at below-market
prices, essentially bankrupting them.



Timeline of property appropriation, nationalization, and transfer of Ukrainian
property in Zaporizhzhia

March, 2022 Russian occupying forces captured large parts of Ukraine's
Zaporizhzhia Oblast and established the so-called Military-
Civilian Administration of Zaporizhzhia, the occupiers’ de facto

government.

May 15, 2022 The occupational administration of Zaporizhzhia established the
so-called State Grain Operator (GZO) and took over two dozen
facilities.

June, 2022 The occupational administration of Zaporizhzhia issued

nationalization decrees regarding public property transfer.

August, 2022 Zaporizhzhia's occupational authorities began declaring
“ownerless” private properties as public property to facilitate
nationalization.

August, 2022 The Russian-established Interdepartmental Commission started
transferring occupied Ukrainian companies to Russian private and
parastatal companies.

September- Russia officially declared the illegal annexations of Donetsk,
October, 2022 Kherson, Luhansk, and Zaporizhzhia Oblasts.

September, 2023 | The occupational administration of Zaporizhzhia issued a
resolution on the procedures for declaring properties “ownerless.”

November, 2023 | The occupational administration of Zaporizhzhia nationalized 400
Ukrainian public social infrastructure facilities.

December, 2023 | The occupational administration of Zaporizhzhia took over the
management of more than 400 Ukrainian private enterprises (in
addition to the “public social infrastructure facilities” nationalized
the month before).

a. Russian authorities create governmental institutions and appoint pro-Russian
authorities in Zaporizhzhia to facilitate Ukrainian property seizure

In February 2022, during the early days of the full-scale invasion of the Russian Federation,
the Russian army took control of the Zaporizhzhia Oblast. The Russians formalized their
control by establishing the so-called Regional Military-Civilian Administration. Then,
Russia held a sham referendum in Zaporizhzhia similar to those held in other occupied
territories to legitimize the occupation and proceed with annexation. On September
30, 2022, following the sham referendum in Zaporizhzhia, Russian Federation President
Vladimir Putin announced the annexation of the region.* Condemning the referenda,
the United Nations (UN) General Assembly found the attempted annexation illegal and
called for its immediate reversal.®

In 2022, following the occupation, the Russians appointed Yevhen Balytskyi (“BALYTSKY!")
as Governor of the Military-Civilian Administration of the Zaporizhzhia Region due to his
close alignment with the Russian occupational authorities.’® BALYTSKYI is a Russian-
Ukrainian politician and businessman who played a pivotal role in supporting the
formation of a pro-Russian governmentin his birth city of Melitopol, Zaporizhzhia.”” Before
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, BALYTSKYI served as a member of the Ukrainian



Parliament (2012-2019), representing the pro-Russian Party of Regions® and later the
pro-Russian Opposition Bloc. In September 2022, BALYTSKYI officially attended the
ceremony in Moscow where Vladimir Putin announced the annexation of Zaporizhzhia.”

On June 2,2022, BALYTSKYI, as de facto Governor of the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhia
Regional Military-Civilian Administration, issued a decree authorizing the nationalization
and ownership transfer of Ukrainian-owned land plots, natural resources, and objects
of economic strategic sectors to the Zaporizhzhia Region Administration.?® BALYTSKY!
clarified that nationalization did not apply to private property and stated that strategic
objects included roads, railways, power stations, and land plots belonging to the National
Academy of Sciences.”

On June 29, 2022, BALYTSKYI contacted the Russian Minister of Agriculture, Dmitry
Patrushev, requesting him to supply 60-70 grain harvesters and related equipment
to expedite grain harvest in occupied Zaporizhzhia.?? Subsequently, on July 25, 2022,
BALYTSKYI asked for Russian and Belarusian support for equipment manufacturing
and repair while urging measures to “reorient” Zaporizhzhia's agricultural output for
integration into Russian and Belarusian markets.®

BALYTSKYI's Deputy, Andrei Trofimov, echoing BALYTSKYI's statements, announced that
authorities would examine and register all other (privately owned) abandoned property
in addition to the nationalization of abandoned State property. The Interdepartmental
Commission, a Russian-created entity, decides on future temporary management of
such property either by the State or by private entities.?*

b. Pro-Russian occupying authorities in Zaporizhzhia develop procedures and issue
legislation to expropriate and seize Ukrainian property

From August 2022 onward, the occupying authorities in Zaporizhzhia began declaring
thousands of private properties as “ownerless” —e.g., private businesses, apartments,
houses, and vehicles— in newspapers, on notices posted at the premises, and later on the
regional government'’s official website. Titleholders contesting the ownerless declaration
must prove rights in three days to the regional Ministry of Property and Land Relations
in Melitopol to avoid having their property registered as ownerless.

At that time, the Zaporizhzhia occupying authorities based their decisions on a dedicated
procedure set up by the so-called Head of the Military-Civilian Administration of
Zaporizhzhia, Anton KOLTSOV. KOLTSOV is a Russian politician who served as Chairman
of Russia's Vologda Oblast government before the full-scale invasion and held high
offices in the country’s steel and mining industry.?> At the same time, KOLTSOV presided
over the Interdepartmental Commission.

In August 2022, the Interdepartmental Commission began deciding on property
transfers based on so-called protocols on management transfers. A reliable Ukrainian
website leaked minutes of the Commission meetings from August to October 2022,
demonstrating how it transferred the management of hundreds of businesses, previously
registered as ownerless, to Russian private and parastatal companies.?®

Nine monthslater,onJune 28,2023, BALYTSKYlissued a decree authorizing Zaporizhzhia’'s
Ministry of Land and Property Relationsto file applications before the federal land-registry
authorities to register properties as ownerless real estate. The decree also authorized the
Ministry to apply for recognition of State ownership over Zaporizhzhia Oblast property
before the Russian federal courts three months from the date of their registration as
ownerless real estate.?”



Three months later, on September 13, 2023, BALYTSKY! issued another decree updating
the procedure for determining property as ownerless, stating that determinations of
ownerless property made since August 2022 remained valid. The decree only authorized
Russian citizens or individuals with notarized powers of attorney issued on Russian
territory to challenge State appropriation procedures. This decree left Ukrainians without
meaningful recourse to recover their property.

The June and September 2023 decrees were adopted under the October 4, 2022, federal
constitutional legislation concerning the accession of Zaporizhzhia Oblast to the Russian
Federation.?® This law authorized the regional authorities of Zaporizhzhia to manage
ownerless property and set out procedures for property transfer. Additionally, the
decrees validate the actions of the occupying authorities in Zaporizhzhia under Russian
law, facilitating the re-registration of property and businesses in Russia.?® This pattern
demonstrates how the Russian occupying authorities established a formal process
to "legally" transfer Ukrainian property to Russia and impose Russian property law in
Zaporizhzhia. As a result, property owners face additional challenges in reclaiming their
property, further proving Russia's intent to pillage Ukrainian assets. Russia’s transfer of
property in this manner violates the laws governing occupation.*®

c. Pro-Russian occupying authorities seize Ukrainian property in Zaporizhzhia

After setting the legal foundation for the expropriation of Ukrainian property through
regulations and proceedings, pro-Russian occupying authorities in Zaporizhzhia seized
Ukrainian property. Although procedures were in place, in some cases, the Russian
authorities largely ignored them to expedite the expropriation. In other cases, the
occupying authorities manipulated the proceedings to justify the seizure of property.
Across all cases, the pro-Russian authorities either nationalized (State-appropriated) the
properties or transferred the ownership of Ukrainian property to Russian-aligned and
controlled companies.

Russia’s nationalization of Ukrainian property in Zaporizhzhia

On November 23, 2023, BALYTSKYI announced the inclusion of 400 social infrastructure
facilities, presumably public properties, in the property register of Zaporizhzhia Region,
and they were thus nationalized.®» One month later, in December 2023, KOLTSOV stated
that they had identified 400 manufacturing, agriculture, trade, and resort businesses
that were not operating or whose owners had fled.* The Occupying Authorities
transferred these businesses and properties to the external management of a temporary
administration. All companies and their assets were also included in the property register
of the Zaporizhzhia Region and therefore also nationalized.?*

The Russians ignored their own proceedings and arbitrarily seized Ukrainian property
in Zaporizhzhia

While the official announcements of ownerless property provided the public with notice
of these new decrees, the transfer protocols remained publicly unavailable, and owners
were not notified or consulted. In many instances, the Russians transferred the property
to Russian private and parastatal companies before designating them as ownerless. For
example,on September 28,2022, agribusinesses were transferred toand at the demand of
the state unitary enterprise State Grain Operator (GZO).** Nonetheless, the administration
declared these properties as ownerless on December 15, 2022 -three months after the
transfer.® The pivotal role of the GZO is further explained in Chapter 4 below.

In August 2023, several months ahead of the nationalization announcements that would



follow at the end of the year, occupying authorities in Zaporizhzhia urged business
owners to re-register their businesses per a national law adopted on November 16,
2022, and federal constitutional law.** The national law “On the timing of registration
of legal entities from new constituent entities of the Russian Federation” called for
business owners in Zaporizhzhia and Kherson to re-register their companies in the
Russian registry by June 30, 202457 Nonetheless, the occupying authorities arbitrarily
nationalized property before the deadline had passed. This process required each owner
to present two items: (1) proof of ownership (deed) and (2) Russian identification, thereby
violating the law of occupation that protects the occupied population from being forced
to pledge allegiance to the occupiers.®®

Russian officials have publicly admitted that they nationalized the property before the
deadline. They cited two extralegal justifications for ignoring the deadline: (1) suboptimal
use, meaning the properties were not being used, and (2) disloyalty, meaning a refusal to
re-register the property in Russian registries.

At a Moscow conference in June 2023, Dmytro VORONA (“VORONA"), the Russian-
appointed Zaporizhzhia Senator to the Russian Senate, justified the “nationalization”
of property of those “who failed to re-register in Zaporizhzhia Region before the set
deadline” claiming that they “did not use their enterprises, and did not create jobs."*
VORONA made these comments a year before the 2024 deadline set by national law,
which suggests there was already a plan to ignore the deadline and nationalize the
property. VORONA introduced the extralegal and arbitrary criteria of suboptimal use to
justify the seizure. This criterion was easy to prove in a war context and fractured economy
beyond business owners’ control.“°

The Russians also transferred the property of Ukrainians still living in Zaporizhzhia, who
refused to re-register it in the Russian registry. For example, the owners of 40 Years Agro,
one of the largest agricultural enterprises in the region declined to re-register. On August
19,2022, their farm was transferred to the management of Andrey Stepanovich Chernega,
a Russian collaborator from Crimea.* The property was not labeled as “ownerless” but as
being “without administrative control” in the transfer protocol.4? BALYTSKY| emphasized
that loyalty is demonstrated through re-registration. On January 2023, BALYTSKYI stated:
“We now transfer or take away property if we understand that a person supported the
Ukrainian regime.”®

These facts demonstrate Russia’s pattern of: (1) occupying Ukrainian territory, (2)
establishing a Russian administration in occupied territories, and (3) seizing/confiscating
assets through various avenues established by the occupying power. Russia then adopts
the most convenient justification to organize the seizure. To date, given this restrictive
scheme, most affected Ukrainian companies were forcibly registered in the Unified
State Register of Legal Entities of Russia, with the new Russian-appointed leadership re-
registering the companies as their own.

3. THE STATE GRAIN OPERATOR’S MONOPOLY IN ZAPORIZHZHIA

On May 15, 2022, Zaporizhzhia's occupational administration established the so-called
State Grain Operator (GZO) to centralize control over grain-related operations. GZO acts
as the sole wholesale grain operator in the oblast, thereby acquiring a monopoly in grain
processing and trade. This approach differs from the one taken in the Kherson Oblast,
where several companies obtained management rights over agribusinesses with the
Kherson Grain Company, a state unitary enterprise, sharing its position with two Russian



private companies that captured the storage and trading routes.**

On May 15,2022, GZO started operating from 16 branches in Zaporizhzhia Oblast.*> These
branches focus on providing the logistics that support grain sale, including elevators,
port and railroad storage, and other infrastructure. BALYTSKYI| approved GZO'’s charter(s).

According to GZO'’s updated charter,*® GZO added four branches in March of 2024, these
appear to be undeveloped real property.4” Two branches in Melitopol town (branches 15
and 16) serve as key storage and railway wagon loading and unloading sites, facilitating
grain extraction.”® Both Melitopol branches are located in the vicinity of Melitopol Elevator,
now a GZO entity.*®

Significantly, the branch addresses can be traced back to previously registered Ukrainian
companies that GZO now owns. In four of the 16 cases — branches 5, 6, 15, and 16 — the
registered branch addresses deviate from company premises for unknown reasons. The
branch addresses include the following:

e BRANCH No. 1- Akimovka village, Kurortnaya street 1, was the Akimovsky elevator of
OptimusAgro Trade, declared ownerless property on October 13,2022.%° The original
Ukrainian company publicly denounced the occupation of its facilities.”

e BRANCH NO. 2 — TOKMAK CITY, Shchavi street 84, 1S “TOKMAK ELEVATOR,” WHICH WAS A
PuBLIC JOINT STOCK COMPANY (PJSC) UP FOR PRIVATIZATION BEFORE ITS OCCUPATION.>?

® BRANCH NO. 3 — VASILYEVKA CITY, Vosmogo Marta street 75, was THE LOCATION OF THE
Ukrainian GRAIN company “VASILYEVKA-AGRO" LLC.>3

e BRANCH NO. 4 — POLOHY CITY, LOMONOSOVA STREET 36, was THE POLOGOVSKY OIL
EXTRACTION PLANT>* ON JUNE 1, 2022, it CONTESTED THE IMPOSITION OF EXTERNAL
MANAGEMENT.>> ON OCTOBER 23, 2022, THE PLANT WAS NEVERTHELESS DECLARED AS
OWNERLESS PROPERTY.”®

® BRANCH NO. 5 - BERDIANSK CITY, GORKOQO street 4, IS THE OFFICE OF THE INSPECTORATE
OF UKRAINE,”” LOCATED NEXT TO ASKET SHIPPING ON NR. 2°¢ that was declared ownerless
on October 13, 2022.5° GZO TOOK OVER Asket Shipping premises.®®

e BRANCH NO. 6 — KAMENKA-DNEPROVSKAYA city, Promyshlennaya street 1, a fruit and
vegetable canning company that was declared an ownerless property on October
3,2022.° It is located close to Nibulon's elevator on 1a, which GZO took over.

® BRANCH NO. 7 — TOKMAK CITY, SHCHAVI STREET 88, was where TOKMAK ZERNOPRODUKT
LLC OPERATED.®? This company is PART OF TESSLAGROUP, one of the largest suppliers
of grain transport logistics to international actors. It operates 19 elevators along
with a trading and logistics company, ranking among the top ten companies for
simultaneous grain storage capacity in Ukraine.®®

e BRANCH NoO. 8 — VERKHNIY TOKMAK VILLAGE, PRIVOKZALNAYA street 84, wasS THE
VERKHNETOKMAK DIVISION OF THE ALREADY MENTIONED OPTIMUSAGRO TRADE.®*

e BRANCH No. 10 — Troyany village Shkolnaya 1, IS A TROYANOVSKY ELEVATOR that
belonged to PJSC RozovsKy ELEVATOR.®®

e BRANCH No. 11— Pryshyb village, ELEVATORNAYA street 1, IS A GRAIN ELEVATOR THAT WAS
PURCHASED BY AGROMARKET-A LLC IN 2020.%¢

® BRANCH NO. 15 - MELITOPOL CITY, GETMAN SAGAYDACHNOQO street 212, IS THE HOSANNA
CONSTRUCTION STORE.?’ It is located right opposite the storage location along the
railway used for grain transfers.



® BRANCH NO. 16 — MELITOPOL CITY, GETMAN SAGAYDACHNOQO STREET 5], IS the Ahrotek
agricultural machinery and equipment company. It is located 500 meters from the
Melitopol elevator, which actually served as Branch 16.%®

The same companies that were declared ownerless and remain located at the same
address are now under BALYTSKYI's control. On June 11, 2022, BALYTSKY!| acknowledged
Russia’s civil administration role: “We have created our own grain company; it is State-
owned. We have taken control of several facilities — Akimovsky, Molochansky,®® Tokmaksky
open-type, Pologovsky elevators."”®

BALYTSKYI ordered GZO's takeover of the Ukrainian branches, ignoring the procedure
the occupying authorities had established.” On May 15, 2022, GZO took possession of
the branches. Thereafter, the Occupying Authorities issued transfer orders, and the
companies ceased to exist in the Russian company register, given that GZO absorbed
them.

GZO's takeover of some of the 16 Ukrainian branches happened in collaboration with the
Russian military. In one example, Russian troops were photographed at the Melitopol
elevator on July 14,2022.72 In another example, in May 2022, the Russian military occupied
the Tokmak Zernoprodukt and used it to repair vehicles.” On June 1, 2022, the Board of
the Pologovsky Oil Extraction Plant announced that the management of the enterprise
was in control of the armed formations of the Russian Federation since May 15, 2022.74
GZO management has further confirmed its collaboration with Russian armed forces in
several statements.”

On September 23, 2022, after taking possession of the branches in May 2022, an
interdepartmental protocol granted GZO management over another 23 agribusinesses
following GZO Director Nikita BUSEL's (“BUSEL") request. During a media interview
on August 22, 2022, BUSEL admitted the company took “abandoned objects ... under
protection.”” BUSEL gave this interview standing against the backdrop of trains in
Melitopol. On September 19, 2022, GZO announced that almost all elevators (at least six)
in the Zaporizhzhia Oblast had joined the enterprise.””

In addition to admitting to unlawfully taking over companies, GZO management has
also admitted to taking possession of “found” commodities. For example, on August
22,2022, GZO seized sunflower seeds from the Ukrainian company “Niva” (a division of
branch 12) and asked to prepare a shipment schedule.” Niva's owners did not consent to
the warehouse search or the products’ export.

GZO also likely appropriated 3,000 tons of grain that had been declared ownerless at
an address in Berdiansk Port”™ just opposite the grain storage of Branch 4. The storage
address is the office of the Ukrainian State company Berdiansk Sea Commercial Port,
which was under Russian occupation and control.&°

4. THE RUSSIANS CAPTURE ZAPORIZHZHIA'S GRAIN TRADE

GZO captured the majority of grain production in the oblast after gaining control over
most elevators. The company itself announced it had traded over 300,000 tons of grain,
oilseeds, and legumes during 2022.8' This included more than 240,000 tons of wheat,
which is consistent with the Ukrainian farmers’ projection for that year &

In 2023, Russia’s exports continued, despite the imposition of US sanctions in January,®
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followed shortly after by Ukraine®* and UK sanctions.®> Available trade records establish
that GZO (via shell companies to hide its illegal trade) exported 212,000 tons of grain
in 2023.26 By November 2023, GZO stated it had made 14 export shipments (in 2023),
totaling 600 tons of various crops, despite sanctions.®’

PEJ recorded 15 instances of grain transshipment from the Berdiansk Port. In June 2022,
the Berdiansk Port resumed operations under occupying authorities control.8® Before
that date, a ship had already exported 7,000 tons of grain from the port.® Then, on July
15,2022, another Russian-appointed administrator announced that they would transport
grain for export to the ports of Sevastopol and Berdiansk.?° Following his statement,
the occupying authorities facilitated the exports through the ports of Berdiansk and
Sevastopol.? In September 2023, Russia took direct control of the port and renovated its
infrastructure to improve its connection to Russia. Following this, large-scale investment
in the port began, including registering 39 property objects.?

In the summer of 2022, the Russians began sending rail shipments of grain from
Zaporizhzhia Oblast to Crimea. On June 7, 2020, the first grain train departed from
Melitopol. The occupying authorities reported sending grain from the Melitopol elevator
to the Sevastopol Port. %

5. FARMERS FORCED TO SELL GRAIN AT ROCK-BOTTOM PRICES

Since the Russian occupation began, farmers in Zaporizhzhia Oblast have been virtually
forced to sell their grain to GZO, as they cannot independently market their products.
Farmers cannot independently sell or export grain from the oblast or Ukraine because
GZO controls almost all grain elevators. Farmers cannot use trucks either, as they would
require special passes issued by the occupying authorities.®* Thus, Ukrainian farmers
are forced to transport their products by sea via GZO. The fact that GZO absorbed all
estimated grain production in Zaporizhzhia demonstrates its monopoly position.

GZO leverages its position to force farmers to sell their crops for a significantly reduced
price compared to the fair market value. Witnesses confirmed that farmers are being
forced to accept GZO-imposed grain prices, which are considerably lower than initially
agreed upon, and often receive only a fraction of that amount.®> While GZO advertised
that it would pay between $100 and $120 USD per ton of wheat—compared to the $180
USD per ton market price in Ukraine and Russia®*—the actual prices they agreed to pay
dropped to $60 USD per ton.”’

Reports indicate that occupying authorities are threatening farmers in Zaporizhzhia
with confiscating their grain if they do not accept the offered prices.®® In one case, in
the village of Ulyanivka, occupying authorities ordered farmers to bring their grain to a
designated location for purchase at a marginal price, only to later confiscate it without
compensation.®

GZO's Deputy Director General, Alexey Dzhurkin (“DZHURKIN"), publicly affirmed that
GZO buys grain far below market prices. He claimed that the enterprise purchased more
than 500,000 tons of grain, paying a total of 2.2 billion rubles.”®® This means the price per
ton was approximately 4,400 rubles or $65 USD.

The difference in purchase value is even more evident compared to prices in other parts
of Ukraine. For example, in the South Federal District, CPT Silo basis' wheat price was
13,000 rubles per ton ($200 USD per ton) from June to December 2022. Additionally, in
the southern region, controlled by Ukraine, the price of wheat was 6,500 UAH? per ton
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($177 USD per ton). Consequently, the wheat price paid in Zaporizhzhia, at $65 USD per
ton, was at least 60% lower than the prevailing market price.

6. THE PATTERN OF PROPERTY SEIZURE IN ZAPORIZHZHIA

The Russian seizure of Ukrainian property has varied from oblast to oblast due to the
inconsistent application of Russia’s law across regions. While occupying authorities have
regulated the appropriation of State property, it has failed to systematize the seizure
of abandoned or ownerless real estate. As a result, different oblasts have adopted
varied approaches. For example, in Zaporizhzhia, the occupying administration publicly
announced the designation of “ownerless” property, after which the Interdepartmental
Commission, chaired by the Head of Government, decided on the transfer. In contrast,
in Kherson, the Governor made transfer decisions without publishing designations for
ownerless property.'*

On October 19,2022, the Russians declared martial law in the four occupied oblasts. While
martial law does not permit the transfer of abandoned enterprises, it does allow for the
“limitation of rights and freedoms of citizens... irrespective of legal forms and patterns of
ownership.” Nonetheless, Russian legal experts anticipated that the occupying authorities
would issue a procedure for property transfer, as Russian martial law requires this process
to be conducted “according to federal law.""°* However, the occupying authorities have
not issued such a law, which suggests that the transfer of Ukrainian property has no legal
basis, even under Russian martial law.

The Russians have used martial law to apply the Russian legal principle of “external
management” to manage abandoned or ownerless property. However, this principle
only applies to bankruptcy situations under Russian law, according to a Russian legal
expert.'® The application of domestic Russian law to upset the occupied territories’ legal
order violates the law of occupation.'©®

In October 2022, shortly after the declaration of martial law, Russian Deputy Prime
Minister for Construction and Regional Development Marat Khusnullin (“KHUSNULLIN")
mentioned the creation of a “certain system” to transfer certain companies to external
Mmanagement by local occupying authorities and the Russian government. This seems
to refer to the Interdepartmental Commission’s decisions in Zaporizhzhia and the
Kherson Governor's orders appropriating “ownerless property.” KHUSNULLIN oversees
the economic development of the occupied territories.

KHUSNULLIN also led a national commission, composed of several ministries, that
participated in the transfer of allegedly non-functioning and abandoned enterprises
in the four newly occupied regions.”®” Although not formally established, this national
commission resembles, in title and mandate, the regional Interdepartmental
Commissions set up in both Zaporizhzhia and Kherson to manage ownerless property
transfers. This demonstrates a consistent pattern of appropriation in various occupied
oblasts.

One analyst found that regional commissions decided on the transfer of small businesses,
while the national commission, based in Moscow, decided over major enterprises,
including mining and energy facilities.”® The national commission may have overseen
the transfer of some major agricultural facilities to GZO that were not locally recorded as
ownerless, which requires further investigation.
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7. LEGAL ANALYSIS

7.1. The responsibility of the Occupying Power for breaching property rights

Zaporizhzhia is occupied under International Law

When analyzing the responsibilities of an Occupying Power under international law,
the first step is to establish whether an occupation situation exists. This determination
triggers the application of specific provisions of International Humanitarian Law (IHL),
known as the law of occupation. A territory is occupied when it is “actually placed under
the authority of the hostile army."'® The law of occupation imposes certain obligations
on the Occupying Power, particularly on the treatment of the civilian population." The
situations in Zaporizhzhia, Donetsk, Luhansk, and Kherson Oblasts factually amount to
occupation. Therefore, Russia is bound by the responsibilities of an Occupying power
under International Humanitarian Law.

Applying the law of occupation to the facts and circumstances of Zaporizhzhia, Russia’s
status as the Occupying Power in Zaporizhzhia Oblast does not end based on its
successful use of force to gain control over the region or its attempts to secure treaties
and referenda aimed at legitimizing its control, as these measures are illegal. Initially, the
Russian Federation organized “referenda” to legitimize the annexation. Subsequently,
President Putin and the Military-Civilian Administration of Zaporizhzhia Oblast (along
with those of Donetsk, Luhansk, and Kherson Regions) signed what they referred to
as peace treaties.” However, Article 2 of the United Nations (UN) Charter prohibits the
use of force,™ and the UN General Assembly condemned the “referenda,” declaring the
so-called peace treaty invalid. The UN thus deemed the attempted annexation illegal
and called for its immediate reversal. As a result, the territory of Zaporizhzhia Oblast is
“actually placed under the authority of the hostile army,""* triggering the application of
the law of occupation.

Russian seizure of Ukrainian property violates the law of occupation

On October 4,2025, the processes of re-registering Ukrainian businesses and designating
properties as ownerless began in Zaporizhzhia in accordance with Russian constitutional,
federal, and regional law, similar to the approach taken in Kherson."™

The national law “On the timing of registration of legal entities from new
constituent entities of the Russian Federation,” adopted on November 16, 2022,
required business owners in Zaporizhzhia and Kherson to re-register their
companies by June 30, 2024, requiring them to provide proof of ownership (deed)
and Russian identification. In August 2023, occupying authorities urged business
owners who lived in the region to re-register their businesses in accordance with
the November 2022 law, followed by forced property transfers before the deadline.

IHL stipulates that the Occupying Power must allow the territory to be administered as
it was before the occupation insofar as possible. This means they must respect the laws
existing before the occupation unless absolutely prevented from doing so."™ While IHL
recognizes that, in certain situations, the Occupying Power may adopt new legislation
in the occupied territory, it must be temporary and expire once the occupation ends.”
However, the Russian annexation of multiple regions and the efforts to definitely alter
property management, administration, and ownership rules suggest that Russian
legislation aims to be permanent, which violates the law of occupation.
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An Occupying power is only relieved of its duty to maintain the existing legal order of an
occupied territory in limited circumstances under IHL, namely when the existing laws:
(1) threaten the security of the occupied territory, (2) obstruct law and order, or (3) hinder
the application of IHL."™® None of these conditions exist in the Zaporizhzhia Oblast. Thus,
the Russian Federation violates IHL by failing to uphold its obligation to maintain the
existing legislation of the occupied territory as the occupying power in Zaporizhzhia.

First, there is no indication that the Russian occupying forces faced threats to security
or obstacles to public order that would warrant legislative changes in property
administration. Therefore, the Occupying Power had no authorization under IHL to
suspend or repeal Ukrainian property law.

Second, Ukraine's existing property law regime was not in breach or restricted the
application of any IHL provision in any way. Thus, the Russians had no legal basis to
change the property law regime to fulfill their IHL obligations as the Occupying Power.
Finally, even if exceptions to the obligation to respect the law of occupied territories
existed in Ukraine (which they do not), the legislation the occupying power enacts must
comply with IHL. This was not the case in Zaporizhzhia, as Russian legislation violates IHL.
Onthe one hand, the legislation facilitates the commission of the war crime of pillage. On
the other hand, it forces Ukrainian citizens to pledge allegiance to Russia by forcing them
to acquire Russian citizenship because proof of Russian identification is required in the
process of protecting their property. IHL prohibits the occupying power from compelling
the population of occupied territories to swear allegiance to them.™

7.2. The appropriation of public property under IHL

IHL authorizes occupying authorities to seize public property on the occupied territories
and use it in accordance with their needs. When it comes to immovable property, IHL
recognizesthatthe occupying State gainsthe position of anadministrator and beneficiary
of public buildings, real estate, forests, and agricultural estates formerly belonging to
the State under occupation.”® The list of immovable property is not exhaustive, and an
Occupying Power can also seize, for instance, airfields or naval dockyards in occupied
territories.”

The nationalization decree that the Russian authorities issued in Zaporizhzhia exceeded
the administration and usufruct powers granted to occupying authorities under IHL.
The decree allowed the transfer of ownership of allegedly abandoned or occupied State
property, granting property rights. For instance, in June 2022, the Zaporizhzhia Regional
Military-Civil Administration issued a decree declaring its ownership of the Ukrainian
regional land plots, natural resources, objects of strategic sectors, and other property in
breach of IHL. Strategic objects included roads, railways, power stations, and land plots
of the National Academy of Sciences.

7.3. The appropriation of private property as a violation of IHL and international
criminal law

The Russians developed an Appropriation Protocol following an Expropriation Pattern
in Zaporizhzia

In August 2022, the occupying authorities in Zaporizhzhia launched an information
campaign regarding ownerless private property aimed at appropriating it. This included
publishing lists of properties under review in newspapers, posting notices at the
properties, and posting on the regional government's official website. Once a property
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appeared on the website, titleholders contesting the ownerless declaration had to prove
their ownership to the regional Ministry of Property and Land Relations in Melitopol
within three days. If they failed to do so, the Ministry registered the property as ownerless.

Subsequently, the Interdepartmental Commission transferred ownerless properties
to the “external management” of third-party Russian companies in Zaporizhzhia. The
Head of the Regional Government, KOLTSOV, then signed the protocols formalizing the
appropriation process. A lengthy list of agricultural businesses was transferred to the
State Unitary Enterprise, GZO, without notice. In other cases, properties were declared
ownerless and transferred to third parties, even when the owners remained present but
refused to re-register under the new law.

The protocols issued by the Russians did not provide Ukrainian owners with genuine
opportunities to assert their rights, and the Russian authorities did not adhere to them.
The protocols were not made public, and property owners were neither notified nor
consulted. Despite the information camypaign, in many cases, properties were transferred
to Russian companies before they were even declared ownerless.

The Russian Appropriation Protocol violates IHL and International Criminal Law

The Russian appropriation of Ukrainian property in Zaporizhzia violates IHL and
International Criminal Law.

In the first instance, IHL regulates the protection and appropriate use of private and
public property during hostilities and under occupation. To ensure this, it forbids:

i. the seizure of the enemy’s property during hostilities, unless justified bymilitary
necessity;??

ii. the confiscation of private property under occupation;? and

iii. pillage during hostilities and under occupation.'?*

This restricts the circumstances in which the appropriation of enemy property is
permitted under IHL.

Furthermore, international criminal law case law widely recognizes the illegal
appropriation of property as a war crime.”> We apply the Rome Statute(RS) of the
International Criminal Court (ICC) as an analytical framework, considering that the ICC
has jurisdiction over the Situation in Ukraine,'”® and has been investigating it since March
2, 2022.%7 In addition, Ukraine became a State Party to the Rome Statute on January 1,
2025.128

Article 8 RS criminalizes the pillage and seizure of the enemy’s property as war crimes,
regardless of the property's private or public nature. This applies to and is associated with
both non-international and international armed conflicts, including military occupation.

15



The Elements of Crimes provide that | The Elements of Crimes provide that

the following establish the war crime of | the following establish the war crime

pillage: of destroying or seizing the enemy’s

property:

1. The perpetrator appropriated certain
property. 1. The perpetrator destroyed or seized

2. The perpetrator intended to deprive certain property.

the owner of the property and to |2 such property was the property of
appropriate it for private or personal an adversary ™

use.
o . ) f

3. The appropriation was without the 3. Such pr(?perty was protected from

destruction or seizure under the

owner’s consent. ) . 0 £ g i
4. The conduct took place in the context International law of armed conflict.

of and was associated with an |4 The perpetrator was aware of

international armed conflict. the factual circumstances that
5. The perpetrator was aware of the established the status of the

factual circumstances that established property.

the existence of an armed conflict.”? 5. The destruction or seizure was not

required by military necessity.
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7. The perpetrator was aware of factual
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existence of an armed conflict.”

The last two elements for both crimes are identical and are satisfied here. In June 2022,
Russian occupying forces began appropriating property in Zaporizhzhia Oblast following
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. This appropriation occurred within the context of an
international armed conflict between Ukraine and Russia. It is undisputed that potential
perpetrators were aware of the factual circumstances establishing the existence of
an armed conflict, given its widespread public recognition. Similarly, the perpetrators'
actions were linked to the armed conflict, as they implemented the expropriation policy
in occupied Zaporizhzhia shortly after assuming key governmental positions. This allowed
them to control the market, agricultural production, and Ukrainian businesses. The
implementation and actions furthering the policy followed the capture and occupation
of various locations throughout Zaporizhzhia. Thus, the military invasion of the territory
enabled the appropriation of Ukrainian property, with the armed conflict facilitating the
commission of the crime. Now, we will proceed with the analysis of the specific elements
for the crimes of pillage and seizure of enemy property.

War Crime of Pillage

In addition to the two elements presented above, the crime of pillage requires the
appropriation of property, the perpetrator’s intention to deprive the owner of it, and its
appropriation for private or personal use without the owner’'s consent.

The Russians carried their pattern of property appropriation in the Zaporizhzhia Oblast
with the intention of depriving the Ukrainian property owners of their rightful property
for private or personal use, whether for the perpetrators or third parties. This is supported
by the drafting history of the war crime of pillage under Article 8 RS, which shows that
the terms “private” and “personal” were meant to also encompass cases of property
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given to third persons. Case law similarly confirms that pillage “includes situations where
the perpetrator did not intend to use the pillaged items himself or herself."*? Therefore,
the Russian occupying authorities’ transfers of appropriated property to third-party
companies fulfill this element.”*

Appropriating property for military necessity and appropriating it for “private or personal
use” are incompatible with each other as they serve different interests, therefore, the
war crime of pillaging cannot be justified by military necessity. In Zaporizhzhia, the
appropriation of property was clearly for private or personal use, meaning it was not a
lawful appropriation justified by military necessity.

The final element of the war crime of pillage is that the appropriation occurred without
the owner's consent. Historically, violent expropriation was necessary to prove the owner’s
inherent lack of consent.® However, recent case law broadened the definition, allowing
the inference of lack of consent when the owner is absent or under coercion.®® In multiple
instances, the Russian occupying authorities took advantage of the owners' absence due
to the war to appropriate property in Zaporizhzhia. The occupying authorities labeled
the property as ownerless and then the Interdepartmental Commission placed it under
the “external management” of third-party Russian companies. In other instances, the
Interdepartmental Commmission transferred property to Russian-aligned entitiesfollowing
the owners' refusal to re-register the companies in the Russian registry. Both situations
qualify as pillage since the transfer of property lacked the owners’ genuine consent.
Several Ukrainian agribusinesses have filed or intend to file formal complaints before
Ukrainian law enforcement authorities concerning the loss of properties. Pologovsky Oil
Extraction Plant in Zaporizhzhia and Optimus Agro are among them."® Article 438 of the
Ukrainian Criminal Code enables the prosecution of pillage as a war crime.

War Crime of Seizing Enemy Property

The crime of seizing enemy property requires that the property seized belonged to an
adversary and was protected from seizure under IHL.

The Russian occupying authorities specifically seized Ukrainian private property in
Zaporizhzhia. The seized property was civilian-owned private property —including
businesses, agricultural land, and personal belongings— which are protected under IHL.

The crime of seizing enemy property requires that the perpetrator is aware of the
factual circumstances that established the status of the property and that its seizure
is not required by military necessity. There is no dispute that the Russian occupying
authorities in Zaporizhzhia knew that they were seizing civilian-owned private property.
The occupying authorities kept detailed property records that included ownership
information, and their re-registration policy specifically included private property.”’

Additionally, the seizure cannot be justified by military necessity as it sought to expand
the occupying authorities’ control and economic advantage in the region. There is no
indication that these seizures were carried out to serve a military necessity.

The Russian occupying authorities' appropriation and seizure of private property in
Zaporizhzhiaviolate IHL rules protecting property and constitute the war crimes of pillage
and seizure of enemy property under international criminal law. Most cases of property
transfers in Zaporizhzhia meet the elements of the war crime of pillage. In cases where
property was taken from owners but not transferred to third parties, the elements of
the war crime of seizing enemy property are satisfied. Further investigation is necessary
to establish and prove individual criminal responsibility for these war crimes, but the
pattern is clear.
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7.4. The appropriation of grain as a war crime under International Criminal Law

The Russian appropriation of grain in Zaporizhzhia constitutes a war crime under
international criminal law, as it does not meet the criteria for the legal exception of
requisition. An Occupying Power can legitimately acquire private and public property
during wartime through requisition. This means that, under its commander's authority,
the Occupying Power may demand temporary or permanent use of the property “for the
needs of the army of occupation” in exchange for compensation.”® This was not observed
in Zaporizhzhia.

First, the Russian occupying authorities never demanded the appropriation of grain for
the army’s needs. Instead, they exploited grain in the occupied territories and transported
it out of Ukraine for commercial purposes.

Second, the commander must demand the requisitions in the occupied territory.®
There is no public record of an Occupying Power commander making such a demand in
Zaporizhzhia.

Third, the Occupying Power must ensure that fair value is paid for any requisitioned
goods.® The victims of appropriations in Zaporizhzhia were not compensated fairly.
Farmers are being forced to accept grain prices that are up to twice as low as the price
advertised by GZO or are only given a small fraction of the amount promised.

Moreover, post-World War |l tribunals had already recognized that appropriating private
property in exchange for monetary compensation does not constitute a lawful requisition
if carried out against the will of the owner.

In Zaporizhzhia, the occupying authorities threaten the farmers with confiscation of
their grain if they refused to accept the offered low price, which is virtually selling under
coercion. For example, in the village of Ulyanivka, occupying authorities reportedly
ordered farmers to bring their grain to a specified location to purchase it at a marginal
price, then the authorities confiscated the grain.'*

Furthermore, GZO's monopoly over the market makes it impossible for local farmers
to independently sell their goods, forcing them to sell to GZO for unfairly low prices.
These coercive circumstances limit their free will and ability to genuinely consent to
transactions. Thus, the occupying authorities’ appropriation of grain cannot amount to
requisition and, instead, fits under the war crime of pillage.

8. CONCLUSION

Russian occupyingauthoritiesin Zaporizhzhiaviolated theirinternationallegal obligations
towards public and private property as an Occupying Power, and responsibilities are due.
Upon the accession of the oblast to the Russian Federation on October 4,2022, the federal
government handed down the authority to manage ownerless property and re-register
private property as Russian to the local administration. However, local authorities are
not mere executors of central policy and bear a separate and equal responsibility. Before
accession, Military Civilian authorities had already begun unlawfully appropriating
public and private property. Furthermore, local officials exceeded their mandate by
appropriating property based on arbitrary criteria, ignoring the protocols established by
the occupying authorities, and going beyond the mere execution of central policy.
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The occupying authorities have maintained official records of some appropriations and
transfers, which can serve as evidence in court or for international sanctions. However,
much remains unclear. For instance, some of GZO's takeovers were not fully documented.
There is also a legal gap regarding the administrative powers, criteria for transferring
companies to Russian companies' external management, and the rights associated with
such transfers. Furthermore, the interaction and coordination between local authorities
and the central commission in property transfers require further investigation, as does
the relationship between federal and regional authorities and the Russian companies
that benefit.

Most of the leading local and national officials and businesspeople mentioned in this
report continue to play a leading role in unlawful property appropriation, which may
constitute pillage, despite being internationally sanctioned in 2022 for their involvement
in the occupation. Further documentation of property appropriation, business transfers,
and related decisions—whether officially recorded or otherwise demonstrated—could
lead to additional sanctions but, more importantly, serve as a foundation for building
legal cases both nationally and internationally.

Remarkably, Ukrainian prosecutions advance as the conflict continues. Most of them
focus on the first level of perpetrators, but justice authorities are gearing up to target
those at higher levels of responsibility. The mass property takeover has profoundly
impacted agricultural communities, which deserve equal authorities’ attention as other
more visibly destructive war crimes. The meticulous record of Russian administrative
procedures offers significant opportunities for initiating cases.

Simultaneously, the ICC has been investigating the situation in Ukraine since March 2,
2022. The chapeau element of Article 8 RS establishes a jurisdictional threshold for the
ICC's exercise of jurisdiction over war crimes, particularly when committed as part of a
plan or policy. Although it is not a jurisdictional prerequisite for investigation, the policy
element proved through the creation of protocols for the pillage in Zaporizhzhia Oblast
supports ICC's interest in this case.
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