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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 Luhansk 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 Luhansk Oblast is the third in a series of six reports,®
each detailing the timeline and modus operandus of the policy of pillage that Russian
occupying authorities executed in Ukraine-occupied territories.

The Donbas region of Ukraine, encompassing the Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts, is
known for its robust manufacturing industry and significant agricultural output. Until
2014, Luhansk had an agricultural production comparable to that of neighboring oblasts,
but it declined that year after the separation of its southern region following Russian
occupation (approximately 35% of the territory including Luhansk City, its capital).”
Ukraine’s grain production decreased by about 21% following the occupation of most of
Luhansk in 2022.2 Luhansk Oblast had the second-highest cropland abandonment rate
in the country, contributing to about a third of the overall decrease in Ukraine's 2022 grain
production.® Between 2014 and 2022, 285,651 people (about 13% of the total population)™
were displaced from the separatist-controlled southern part of Luhansk.
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2. RUSSIAN PROPERTY SEIZURE IN LUHANSK

Russian authorities seized Ukrainian property in Luhansk in two waves. The first one
from 2014-2022 following the Russian-backed separatists take over of Luhansk and the
declaration of independence of the Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR).? During this phase,
the LPR authorities Russian proxies, nationalized Ukrainian public property through
legislative and executive decisions. The second wave took place from September 2022
onwards, following the Russian full-scale invasion, occupation,and annexation of Luhansk.
In the second wave, Russian authorities followed a similar approach as in other oblasts
and directly appropriated Ukrainian private property. Like Zaporizhzhia, in Luhansk, the
Russian occupying authorities seized the property via a seemingly “legal” procedure,
placing it under Russian control by transferring it to the Russian property registry and
subjecting it to Russian law. Then, a corporate structure is established comprising three
Russian-controlled companies to collect and transfer Ukrainian grain to Russia.

Phase 1 (2014 - September 2022) - LPR Nationalization of Ukrainian Property

The first wave of Ukrainian property seizure in Luhansk began in November 2014 following
the LPR's declaration of independence in April of that year. Russia recognized LPR's
independence in 2022 and then annexed its territory.”

In November 2014, LPR began nationalizing Ukrainian property. On November 4, 2014,



the Luhansk People's Council, LPR’'s law-making body, passed a bill nationalizing all
Ukrainian state-owned or “ownerless” property in LPR. Then, in 2018 and 2019, Sergey
Kozlov (*KOZLOV"), LPR Chairman of the Government, declared numerous properties
(state-owned and private) as ownerless, confiscated them, and transferred them into
LPR state ownership.”®

HEAD OF THE “LPR”
(the position is also known as “governor”)

Valery Dmitrievich Bolotov (2014)
Igor Venediktovich Plotnitsky (2014 - 2017)
Leonid Ivanovich Pasechnik (2017-Present)

CHAIRMAN OF THE GOVERNMENT OF THE “LPR”
(formerly known as the “Council of Ministers”)

Gennady Nikolayevich Tsypkalov (2014-2015)
Sergey Ivanovich Kozlov (2015-2024)
Egor Viktorovich Kovalchuk (2024-Present)

MINISTER OF STATE SECURITY OF THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE AND FOOD
“LPR” OF THE “LPR”
Other ministries
Leonid Ivanovich Pasechnik (2014-2017) Yuriy Aleksandrovich Pronko (2017-2022)
Anatoly Andreyevich Antonov (2017-Present) Evgeny Dmitrievich Sorokin (2022-Present)

*Schematic representation of the LPR relevant occupying authorities in December 2024.1°

Following the Russian full-scale invasion on February 24,2022, the LPR’s People's Council
passed Law N2 402-11l on August 4, 2022, granting the government discretion to transfer
abandoned real estate to state property without defined criteria. On August 20, 2022,
KOZLOV issued decree N2 632/22 establishing the procedure for the transfer, including
compensation for the owners.”” Under this procedure, LPR could nationalize properties
if owners failed to pay housing and communal services under the LPR-imposed
administrative regime for five or more years. Individuals who served in or supported the
Ukrainian armed forces or who were facing war crimes charges before LPR or Russian
courts were denied compensation.’®

On September 28, 2022, a new law authorized nationalizing property owned by foreign
Statesthatcommit “unfriendly” actsagainst the LPRor toindividuals aligned or controlled
by them, “regardless of their place of registration or place of predominant economic
activity." The LPR could appropriate Ukrainian citizens’ private property under this law.
The law uses similar wording to a decree the occupying authorities issued in Kherson
on the same day, showing the Russian pattern of seizing Ukrainian property.?° These
laws and decrees developed the legal architecture the LPR authorities progressively
used to appropriate Ukrainian property. It began with appropriating public property
and gradually expanded to appropriate private property under arbitrary criteria such as
loyalty to Ukraine or lack of use.

On September 30, 2022, the LPR Government nationalized 17,849 private and public
properties, including land plots, residential premises, and administrative buildings; and
government properties,suchasschoolsand hospitals.? Theyalso nationalized commercial
enterprises, including agricultural entities.?? It is unclear whether real estate owners or
owners who fled Ukraine can file for compensation. The LPR also looted apartments
under the pretext of repairing them and then nationalized them.?



Phase 2 - Russian direct seizure of Ukrainian property in Luhansk

On September 30, 2022, Russian Federation President Vladimir Putin announced the
annexation of the LPR to Russia, following the signature of what they referred to as
accession treaties.?* The United Nations (UN) General Assembly found the attempted
annexation illegal and called for its immediate reversal.?®> Thus, Luhansk Oblast was
formally under occupation according to International Law. This led to the second wave of
Ukrainian property appropriation. In this opportunity, the Russians directly appropriated
the property in a similar pattern as in other oblasts.

The annexation placed Luhansk under Russian law, effectively suspending specific LPR
laws, such as Law N2 402-1Il mentioned above. Subsequently, in 2023 and 2024, Leonid
Pasichnyk (“PASICHNYK"), a Ukrainian-born collaborator who served as “Head of the
LPR"” since 2017, issued laws and decrees on the State management (not ownership)
of “ownerless” non-residential immovable property, movable property, and residential
premises.?®

While the decree regarding non-residential immovable property addresses only
management rights and does not imply full appropriation, it excludes properties already
recognized as federal assets of the LPR—specifically, those in the list of 17,849 nationalized
properties, including at least 273 agricultural entities. Consequently, the nationalization
of these properties, which occurred just four days before the accession, was irreversible,
with no opportunity for appeal.

This contrasts with the situation in Zaporizhzhia, where a post-accession decree required
new occupation authorities to register previously declared ownerless properties with the
federal land registry and, then after three months, petition the court for State ownership.
This process allowed rightful owners a three-month window to appeal.?’” Therefore,
Ukrainian owners expropriated by the LPR had no legal recourse to recover their property.
No additional information has surfaced regarding recent expropriations of business
properties since issuing the decrees mentioned above. Concerning residential property,
the National Resistance Center (NRC) reported that recent legislative changes aim to
transfer ownerless homes to security forces and migrants from Central Asia.?®

3. THE RUSSIAN TRANSFER OF UKRAINIAN EXTRACTIVE AND
AGRICULTURAL COMPANIES TO EXTERNAL MANAGEMENT?*

One of the strategies the Russian occupying authorities used to seize Ukrainian
property was to place companies under the external management of Russian-
aligned companies. The principle of external management, derived from Russian
bankruptcy law, allows authorities to put companies under the temporary
administration of a third party or entity.* In 2022, the LPR authorities placed 17,849
Ukrainian nationalized properties under external management; this includes
at least 273 agricultural enterprises. The Russian authorities transferred some
companies to already identified Russian-aligned actors, such as the LPR “Ministry
of Agriculture and Food,”' the State Unitary Enterprises “Agrarian Fund” (AGRO
FUND)*2 the “Regional Agrarian Holding of the Luhansk People's Republic,”** and
the Municipal Unitary Enterprise “Starobilsk Elevator” (STAROBILSK ELEVATOR).**
The authorities included the remaining Ukrainian companies in a list pending
transfer to external management. Furthermore, the LPR Council of Ministers
issued a decree imposing external management on nationalized properties.



Russian authorities have been using the principle of external management since
2014, following Russia’s initial aggression against Ukraine. Between 2014 and 2017,
the Russian-aligned LPR authorities placed coal and railway companies under
external management.*® Additionally, the LPR authorities created a so-called
“temporary entity” to lead the transition from nationalized property to its “new”
ownership. The entity was dissolved on July 25, 2023.%¢

On May 21, 2022, KOZLQV, as LPR Chairman of the Government, issued a resolution
placing “STAROBILSK ELEVATOR" LLC, “Nibulon” LLC, and “Agroton Public Limited” under
the external management of the newly established municipal unitary enterprise, which
they renamed using the same name of STAROBILSK ELEVATOR. All of these companies
are located in newly occupied parts of Luhansk Oblast.®” On July 1, 2022, KOZLOV gave
“Luhansk Agricultural Company” LLC external management over Nibulon and Agroton
through a lease. Alexey Melnikov (“MELNIKOV”") directed“Luhansk Agricultural Company”
LLC, which was constituted two days before the transfer. MELNIKOV is a former high-
ranking official in Russia’s Krasnodar province. These two critical resolutions were not
made public on the official website of the LPR.*® No other similar resolutions concerning
the other agricultural properties could be retrieved. The limited scope of the property
seizure in Luhansk suggests that the appropriation of the STAROBILSK ELEVATOR was
orchestrated and intentional.

The Russian Seizure of STAROBILSK ELEVATOR

The Ukrainian Prosecutor General's Office (PGO) pre-trial investigation suggests that the
transfer of property of the STAROBILSK ELEVATOR was a coordinated operation involving
multiple levels of Russian and LPR authority. The PGO issued notices of suspicion against
MELNIKOV;* Yuriy Pronko (“PRONKQ"), LPR Minister of Agriculture;*® and Serhiy Shilov
(“SHILOV"), former Executive Director of Agroton and later Executive Director of “Luhansk
Agro-Industrial Company,” who collaborated with MELNIKOV.#

On May 19, 2022, two days before issuing the resolution transferring STAROBILSK
ELEVATOR to external management, KOZLOV met with PRONKO, MELNIKOV, and
Yevheniy Khvorostina (“KHVOROSTINA"), CEO of JSC Firm “Agrocomplex Tkachev”
(“AGROCOMPLEX"), to agree on a joint project for the integrated development of the
LPR agro-industrial complex. On May 25, 2022, KOZLOV sent a letter to Marat Khusnullin
(“KHUSNULLIN"), Deputy Prime Minister of the Russian Federation, informing him about
the joint project that would exceed 125,000 hectares and requesting permission for
AGROCOMPLEX's operation in Luhansk.? KHUSNULLIN also led a national commission
that participated in the transfer of allegedly non-functioning and abandoned enterprises
in the four newly occupied regions.“*The national commission, based in Moscow, decided
on the transfer of major enterprises, including mining and energy facilities.** However,
KOZLOV's letter suggests that the national commission may have overseen the transfer
of some major agricultural facilities.

In late 2022, AGROCOMPLEX took over 161,874 hectares of Ukrainian farmland, including
101,171 hectares held by Agroton and 20,234 hectares held by Nibulon in Luhansk.*®
MELNIKQOV oversaw the preparation and grain harvesting of 51,000 hectares of land. These
facts demonstrate that KOLZOV, PRONKO, MELNIKOV, and AGROCOMPLEX operated in
coordination to appropriate Ukrainian property and grain, including seizing STAROBILSK
ELEVATOR, given its importance to Luhansk's grain production.



The Russians established a company network to control grain exports in Luhansk

The STAROBILSK ELEVATOR is the largest elevator complex in Luhansk Oblast, with a
capacity of 157,700 tons.“® On March 2, 2022, the Russians occupied its facilities and have
been using it as the principal transshipment hub for grain export to Russia since June
2022.47 Its connected railroad infrastructure provides immediate access to Luhansk's
City transport system. From there, the Russians can ship agricultural goods to the grain
reprocessing facilities in the Russian city of Millerovo, Rostov Oblast, near the border,
and to the nearby Russian ports of Taganrog and Rostov-on-Don. On June 10, 2022, the
STAROBILSK ELEVATOR exported the first batch of 650 tons of grain to Rostov-on-Don in
Russia, which the occupying authorities publicized as a success.*®

The Agrarian Fund (“AGRO FUND") is another leading unitary enterprise in LPR’s grain
trade chain. AGRO FUND was established in 2015, before the full-scale invasion, and
is part of the LPR's integrated agro-industrial development plan conceived in May
2022. lvan Ivanovich Mareechev (“MAREECHEV"), a collaborator from Luhansk Oblast,
directs AGRO FUND.*? In 2016 and 2017, LPR’s Council of Ministers transferred different
agricultural products belonging to dozens of farming companies to the AGRO FUND,
including 10,000 tons of grain in 2017 and 7,700 tons of grain in 2019.°° These modest
volumes supplied the domestic market in Ukraine.

In 2019, AGRO FUND started running two new State-financed storage facilities,
Lutuginsky and Zimogoryevsky.®® AGRO FUND also gained external management over
the Solidarnensky Elevator, located southwest of Starobilsk, with a capacity of 15,000 tons
of grain, and over a warehouse in Rovenki (located south of Luhansk on the way to the
Russian city of Rostov-on-Don).

Gelios Plus LLC (GELIOS PLUS) is another company involved in the Russian export
scheme for Ukrainian grain. GELIOS PLUS first exported grain stocks dating back to 2019
from Zimogoryevsky and then from Rovenki in the months before the full-scale invasion.
Subsequently, GELIOS PLUS’ exports greatly surpassed its trade volumes from the 2016-
2019 period, reaching 63,000 tons of wheat in total from September 2021 to July 202252

In July 2022, AGRO FUND's exports abruptly ceased, and STAROBILSK ELEVATOR, under
Russian control, began shipping wheat to GELIOS PLUS, reaching at least 50,000 tons in
August 2022 alone.®®* However, AGRO FUND continues purchasing grain from farmers,>
suggesting it might export some of it under the name of STAROBILSK ELEVATOR.
Additionally, STAROBILSK ELEVATOR may be using AGRO FUND’'s warehouses, as it
reportedly sends 1,000 tons> of the 2,500-3,000 tons* received daily to storage facilities
belonging to other companies. In late November 2022, the National Resistance Center of
Ukraine reported that STAROBILSK ELEVATOR transferred nearly 900 tons of stolen grain
to the AGRO FUND.*”

Overall, this indicates that the Russians set a structure conformed by STAROBILSK
ELEVATOR, AGRO FUND, and GELIOS PLUS to control the export of Ukrainian grain from
Luhansk to Russia. Evidence indicates that MELNIKOV organized the companies’ grain
transport and interconnected operations after July 1, 202258



4. LEGAL ANALYSIS

Luhansk 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 Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia, Donetsk, and Kherson Oblasts factually amount to
occupation. Therefore, Russia is bound by the responsibilities of an Occupying power
under IHL.

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

Luhansk is occupied under International Law

Russia’s control over the Luhansk Oblast began in May 2014 with its support for separatists
declaring independence from Ukraine. This took place just after the annexation of Crimea
in March 2014. At the start of the large-scale invasion in February 2022, Russia recognized
the independence of the LPR for the first time. Following that, Russia annexed the LPR
on September 30, 2022. Given that the territory of the Luhansk Region is “actually placed
under the authority of the hostile army,"® the relevant law of occupation is triggered, as
is the application of IHL rules.

Since Russia assumed control over the Luhansk Oblast in 2014, it has made legislative
efforts to alter the legal framework on property relations. The table below demonstrates
multiple rounds of legislative and executive changes concerning properties and property
management in LPR.

First, on November 4, 2014, the Luhansk People’'s Council, LPR’'s law-making body,
passed a law nationalizing all State-owned and ownerless property on the LPR’s territory.
Then, KOZLOV, the Council's Chairman, issued decrees declaring individual properties
ownerless, which resulted in LPR’s State ownership over these properties.

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

November 4, 2014 | First round of property nationalizations starts - LPR starts
nationalizing ownerless state property following Law N2 36-I.

2016 -2017 | The LPR Council of Ministers issues resolutions settling the
transfer of agricultural products from farming companies to the
Agrarian Fund.

April 25,2017 | LPRissues Procedure Decree N2 216/17 on establishing temporary
external property management.

2018 — 2019 | LPR Council Chairman Sergey Kozlov (KOZLOV) issues orders
declaringnumerousindividual propertiesownerless,confiscating
them, and then transferring them into LPR State ownership.




May 21,2022 | Resolution N2 462/22 imposes external management over the
property complexes of STAROBILSK ELEVATOR LLC.

August 4, 2022 | LPR Luhansk Peoples’ Council issues Law N2 402-Ill, enabling
the transfer of abandoned private real estate to State ownership

August 20, 2022 | Implementing decree N2632/22 issued on converting immovable
property into State property.

September 28, | Second round of property nationalizations starts - Law N2 414-1l|
2022 | nationalizes “enemy property” in the LPR;
A list of 17,849 nationalized properties in the LPR is issued.

July 4,2023 | Decree YI-189/23 implements Federal Resolution N2 2474 on
State management of ownerless property implementing ©?

February 8,2024 | Law N2 43-| regulates property rights in relation to ownerless
movable property located on real estate objects.

March 27,2024 | LPR issues Law N2 52-1 on the identification, use, and recognition
of the right of municipal ownership of municipalities of the LPR
to residential premises with signs of ownerless property.

Second, the August 4, 2022 law transfers abandoned private real estate to State
property. The law declares that the LPR Government will determine which properties
are abandoned, and therefore will be transferred. However, the law does not provide
any grounds for the LPR Government's decisions regarding the determination of
abandonment and the subsequent transfer. On August 20, 2022, KOZLOV issued an
accompanying decree detailing the procedure for converting real estate to State
ownership and stipulating compensation payments for owners.®® Under this procedure,
properties can be transferred to State ownership if owners have not paid for housing
and communal services for five or more years, with compensation provided through
cash payments. Individuals who participated in hostilities on the side of Ukraine's armed
forces or those subject to LPR and/or Russian court procedures on alleged war crimes
were not entitled to compensation.®*

Third, on September 28, 2022, LPR passed a law nationalizing property owned by foreign
States that commit “unfriendly” acts on the LPR, as well as foreign persons associated
with such States and persons controlled by such foreign persons, “regardless of their
place of registration or place of predominant economic activity."® This law potentially
applies to the private property of Ukrainian citizens and thus overlaps with the previous
law.

These laws are in contravention of IHL. 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 s0.°¢ 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.

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
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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 Luhansk. 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 Luhansk.

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.®®

In 2019, many media sources began publishing information about the forced
passportization of Ukrainian citizens in the LPR. This followed President Putin's decree on
the simplified granting of Russian citizenship to Ukrainian citizens born and residing in
the Crimea, Luhansk, and Donetsk Regions.”® An LPR resident reported on social media
that Russians (most likely representatives of the Occupying Authorities or the Russian
military) came to his acquaintances, owners of medical businesses, and gave them an
ultimatum — get a Russian passport within a month, otherwise “he and his business
will be ruined.”” After that, the administration began checking businesses looking for
employees without Russian passports. Owners were asked to provide the relevant lists of
theiremployees: men —to local military enlistment offices and women —to the occupation
“administration.””?

Following the adoption of several acts on passportization, LPR authorities required
business owners to present proof of Russian identification or risk losing their property. By
doing this, the occupying authorities breached the IHL rule not to compel the population
on the occupied territory to swear allegiance to the Occupying Power.” The Occupying
Power cannot lawfully circumvent this rule by enacting such legislation.” The failure
by the Russian Federation to fulfill its obligation as occupying authority in Luhansk to
maintain the existing legislation of the occupied territory has been and continues to be
in violation of IHL.

4.2. The appropriation of public property under UHL

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.”®
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On November 4, 2014, the Luhansk People’s Council passed a law nationalizing all
Ukrainian State-owned property located on its territory.”” Based on this law, KOZLOV
issued orders in 2018 and 2019 declaring numerous individual properties as ownerless.
The properties were then confiscated and transferred to LPR State ownership. KOZLOV's
orders, published on the official LPR Government website,”® concern former Ukrainian
State properties in addition to private companies.

On September 28, 2022, the Luhansk People’'s Council passed another law nationalizing
property owned by foreign States that commit “unfriendly””® acts on the LPR in addition
to property owned or controlled by the State of Ukraine.®°

This means the occupational administration has not acted solely as an administrator
and beneficiary of these properties in compliance with IHL. Instead, they transferred
property management to other Russian-aligned entities in Luhansk. The 2022 list of
17,849 nationalized properties specifies that the property was transferred to external
management. For some enterprises, the table indicates that “it [is] planned to transfer
[them] to temporary external management”; for others, it is already indicated in the list
to whom they were transferred. Entities exercising external management include the
LPR “Ministry of Agriculture and Food,”® the State Unitary Enterprises AGRO FUND,??
the “Regional Agrarian Holding of the Luhansk People’'s Republic,"®* and the Municipal
Unitary Enterprise “STAROBILSK ELEVATOR."&*

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

The Russians appropriated Ukrainian Property in Luhansk in Two Waves

Two rounds of property appropriation can be identified in Luhansk. The first round of
property nationalization concerning private property in the LPR started on November
4, 2014, with the Luhansk People’'s Council's law nationalizing all “ownerless” property
located on its territory.®> Based on this law, KOZLOV issued orders in 2018 and 2019 that
declared numerous individual properties as ownerless. Afterwards, the properties were
confiscated and transferred into LPR State ownership. KOZLOV'’s orders® concern both
formerly Ukrainian State properties as well as private companies. The second wave took
place from September 2022 onwards, following the Russian full-scale invasion,occupation,
and annexation of Luhansk. In the second wave, Russian authorities followed a similar
approach as in other oblasts and directly appropriated Ukrainian private property.

The Russian Appropriation Protocol violates IHL and International Criminal Law

The Russian appropriation of Ukrainian property in Luhansk 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 by military
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.
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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, 202222 In addition, Ukraine became a State Party to the Rome Statute on January 1,
202523

Article 8 of the 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.

The Elements of Crimes provide that
the following establish the war crime of
pillage:

1. The perpetrator appropriated certain
property.

2. The perpetrator intended to deprive
the owner of the property and to
appropriate it for private or personal
use.

3. The appropriation was without the
owner’s consent.

4. The conduct took place in the
context of and was associated with
an international armed conflict.

5. The perpetrator was aware of
the factual circumstances that
established the existence of an

The Elements of Crimes provide that
the following establish the war crime
of destroying or seizing the enemy’s
property:

1. The perpetrator destroyed or seized
certain property.

2. Such property was the property of
an adversary.®®

3. Such property was protected from
destruction or seizure under the
international law of armed conflict.

4. The perpetrator was aware of
the factual circumstances that
established the status of the
property.

5. The destruction or seizure was not
required by military necessity.

armed conflict.® 6. The conduct took place in the

context of and was associated with

an international armed conflict.

7. The perpetrator was aware of factual
circumstances that established the

existence of an armed conflict.?®

The last two elements for both crimes are identical and are satisfied here.

The instances of appropriation of property in the Luhansk Oblast described in this report
were carried out by Russian occupying forces from 2014 onwards and following the full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. They occurred, therefore, in 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 Luhansk shortly after assuming key
governmental positions in the Luhansk People's Council or the LPR Government. This
allowed them to control the market, agricultural production, and Ukrainian businesses.
The implementation of the policy and subsequent conduct furthering it took place in
connection with Russia's occupation and annexation of the Luhansk Region, which was
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only made possible through the military invasion of the territory.
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 Luhansk Oblast's first nationalization round of 2014, accompanied by orders in 2018
and 2019, resulted in confiscation of private “ownerless” properties and their transfer into
the LPR “State” ownership. The pattern of conduct intended to deprive the Ukrainian
owners of their property and to appropriate it for private or personal use. The fact that a
public entity, ostensibly representing the Occupying Power, appropriated property does
not, in itself, negate a finding of pillage as public entities can be used to appropriate
property for personal use. Thus, the LPR committed pillage. First, the LPR cannot be
regarded as a public entity, regardless of its name, given its illegal status connected with
the occupation and annexation of the Luhansk territory.?® Second, the property transfer
into the LPR ownership did, in fact, result in the properties’ appropriation for private or
personal use, considering the lack of military necessity justifications.®®

Similarly, transferring properties to external management, including the LPR “Ministry
of Agriculture and Food,"'® the State Unitary Enterprises AGRO FUND,“" the “Regional
Agrarian Holding of the Luhansk People’s Republic,”? and the Municipal Unitary
Enterprise STAROBILSK ELEVATOR'® does not prevent the conduct from being qualified
as pillage. 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 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.”1°4 The transfer of the properties to third entities within the LPR
for external management thus does not prevent the legal qualification of pillage.

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.'® Such was
the case in the Luhansk Oblast. Alleged perpetrators targeted “ownerless” properties,
which potential perpetrators identified in orders from 2018 and 2019. In these instances,
the absence of identified owners indicates the lack of consent.

A witness from the Svatove City of the Luhansk Oblast occupied during the full-scale
invasion in February 2022, stated that “occupiers first sealed the premises and then re-
registered them to the Agrarian Fund (AGRO FUND) enterprise.” When the company
objected to this practice, the Russian military imprisoned a company’s accountant and
took them into custody in Starobilsk and Luhansk with the aim of obtaining information
about the enterprise and elevator. As a result, the Russians forced the imprisoned
accountant to give them all the company’'s documents.'?”

The second round of nationalization occurred following the full-scale invasion of 2022 and
was accompanied by decree N2 632/22 detailing the procedure for converting private real
estateto State ownership andstipulating compensation paymentsforowners. Itisunclear
whether real estate owners or owners who fled Ukraine could file for compensation and
how.°® The LPR also looted apartments under the pretext of repairing them and then
nationalized them.”® The LPR did this without the owners’ consent, qualifying them as

pillage.
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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
Luhansk. The seized property was civilian-owned private property —including immovable
property, such as land plots, residential premises, and administrative buildings, as well as
commercial enterprises, including agricultural entities 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. It is undisputed that the Russian occupying authorities
in Luhansk knew that they were seizing civilian-owned private property. The occupying
authorities kept detailed property records, including ownership information, and their
re-registration policy specifically included private property.™

Additionally, military necessity cannot justify the seizure 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
Luhansk violate IHL rules protecting property and constitute war crimes of pillage and
seizure of enemy property under international criminal law. Most property transfers in
Luhansk meet the elements of the war crime of pillage. In cases where the property was
taken from owners but not transferred to third parties, the elements of the war crime of
seizing enemy property are satisfied.

The appropriation of grain as a war crime under International Criminal Law

STAROBILSK ELEVATOR and AGRO FUND predominantly appropriated grain in the LPR.
STAROBILSK ELEVATOR was the principal transshipment hub for grain export to Russia
from June 2022 onward,” and AGRO FUND was a key stakeholder in the grain trading
chain in the LPR established in 2015. The chain was part of the integrated development
of the agro-industrial complex in LPR, which was conceived in May 2022 and in which
STAROBILSK ELEVATOR plays a leading role. In 2016™ and 2017, the LPR “Council of
Ministers” issued resolutions transferring different agricultural products from dozens
of farming companies to AGRO FUND. The 2017 resolution covers nearly 10,000 tons of
grain, and a 2019 article refers to 14 contracts covering the purchase of 7,700 tons.™ These
modest volumes served LPR’'s domestic market. This pattern of Russian appropriation of
grain in Luhansk constitutes a war crime under International Criminal Law, and it is not
justified under 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 Luhansk.

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."”
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There is no public record of an Occupying Power commander making such a demand
in Luhansk

Third, the Occupying Power must ensure that fair value is paid for any requisitioned
goods.”™ The 2016 and 2017 resolutions of the LPR “Council of Ministers” implemented a
free-of-charge transfer of agricultural products to AGRO FUND. Hence, the owners did
not receive payment for the expropriation. Moreover, the authorities non-consensually
expropriated the products of owners who fled the oblast due to the occupation, leaving
grain and other products in their enterprises’ warehouses. A witness reported nothing
left in his warehouse when he returned. Namely, the Russians took 12,000 tons of wheat,
7,000 tons of sunflower seeds, 250,000 tons of fertilizers, and about 1,000 tons of colza
while he was away from the region and without compensation.™

Inotherinstances, procurement records indicate that AGRO FUND continued purchasing
grain from farmers,”° and concluded contracts with the agrarians. Even if this appears
consensual, the farmers had no alternative but to sell their grain to entities controlled by
the Occupying Authorities, which meant they were virtually forced to accept the contracts
and payment conditions offered by the Russians. This implies they were selling under
coercion. By comparison, in Zaporizhzhia, farmers were forced to accept grain prices that
are up to two times lower than the price that the State Grain Operator advertises it will
pay'? or are left with a fraction of the sum agreed.”? Additionally, farmers in Zaporizhzhia
were threatened with confiscation of their grain if they refused to accept a low price from
the occupying authorities.””® Post-World War |l tribunals 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.?*

Therefore, in the absence of a military commander issuing the requisition order for
the Russian army’s needs and proper compensation for the grain owners, the Russian
Occupying Power's appropriations of grain in Luhansk may amount to war crimes of

pillage.

5. CONCLUSION

The nationalization and confiscation policies of the Russian occupying authorities in
the Luhansk People's Republic (LPR) represent systematic and deliberate efforts to
seize control of both private and public property. Since the beginning of the Russian
occupation of parts of Ukraine's Luhansk Oblast in 2014, these actions have evolved
from isolated property seizures to a coordinated pattern aimed at seizing property,
including industry, agriculture, and infrastructure. Evidence suggests close cooperation
between the occupying authorities, Russia-controlled entities, and affiliated individuals
in implementing these measures. This highlights a centralized plan or policy to exploit
the region’s assets.

Since 2014, the authorities in Russia-occupied Luhansk Oblast have issued numerous
legislative acts aimed at seizing control of property under the guise of nationalization.
These acts disregard the obligations of an Occupying Power to preserve the legal
framework of the occupied territory and ensure the protection of private and public
property for the benefit of the local population. Instead, these measures serve political
and economic interests aligned with the Occupying Power, amounting to economic
exploitation.

The ICC has had jurisdiction over the Situation in Ukraine since the two self-referrals
of Ukraine in 2014 and 2015. Ukraine itself became an ICC State Party as of January 1,
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2025. The Office of the Prosecutor has been investigating the Situation in Ukraine since
March 2, 2022, following the referral of 39 States Parties to the Rome Statute. The initial
chapeau element of Article 8 of the Rome Statute establishes a jurisdictional threshold
for prosecuting war crimes, particularly when committed as part of a plan or policy. The
systematic appropriation of properties in the Luhansk Oblast constitutes pillage, which
entails a violation of international humanitarian law and a potential war crime under the
Rome Statute. This satisfies the elements for the existence of a plan or policy to commit
such acts. These practices involve Russian companies, military-civilian authorities,
and higher-level officials, highlighting the organized nature of the actions and their
alignment with broader political and economic objectives. Identifying the full network of
individuals and entities responsible and bringing them to justice is essential for national
or international legal proceedings and the imposition of targeted sanctions.

APPENDIX | - COMPREHENSIVE TIMELINE

April 7, 2014 A group of pro-Russian citizens (most often called “separatists”)
seizes the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU)™?® building in the city
of Donetsk and proclaims the creation of the so-called Donetsk
People's Republic (DPR).?¢

April 27,2014 Pro-Russian separatists seize the SBU building in the city of

Luhansk and proclaim the creation of the so-called Luhansk
People's Republic (LPR).?7

May 11-12, 2014 So-called “referendums on self-determination” are held on
the claimed territories of the DPR and LPR, resulting in both
separatist “republics” proclaiming their “independence” from

Ukraine.?®

November 4, 2014 Law N2 36-l, nationalizing ownerless State property, launches

the first round of property nationalizations.

2016-2017 LPR “Council of Ministers” issues resolutions settling the transfer
of agricultural products from farming companies to the Agrarian
Fund.

April 25, 2017 Procedure decree N2 216/17 on the establishment of temporary
external property management is issued.

2018-2019 LPR “Council Chairman” Sergey Kozlov issues orders that declare

numerous individual properties as ownerless, confiscating the
property to then transfer them into LPR “State” ownership.

February 21, 2022

Russia signs documents on the recognition of the Donetsk and
Luhansk People’'s Republics.?

February 24,2022

Russia launches its full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

May 21, 2022

Resolution N2 462/22 imposes external management over the
property complexes of STAROBILSK ELEVATOR LLC.

August 4, 2022

Law N2 402-11l, enabling the transfer of abandoned private real
estate to State ownership, initiates the second round of property
nationalizations.
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August 20, 2022

Implementing decree N2 632/22 on the conversion of immovable
property into State property is issued.

September
2022

23-27,

A sham referendum is held in the Russian-occupied part of
Luhansk Oblast, after which Russia declares the annexation
of Luhansk Oblast (and the simultaneous annexation of the
Donetsk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson Oblasts).™°

September 28,2022

Law N2 414-11l nationalizes “enemy property” in the LPR; a list is
issued of 17,849 nationalized properties in the LPR.

September 30,2022

Putin signs “accession treaties” stating that the DPR, LPR,
Zaporizhzhia,and Kherson Oblasts of Ukraine are to be integrated
into the Russian Federation.

October 2,2022

The Russian Constitutional Court approves the above annexation
treaties.”

October 4, 2022

Putin signs federal laws ratifying the “treaties on the acceptance
into the Russian Federation” of the occupied territories of
Ukraine, including the LPR.13?

July 4, 2023

Decree YI-189/23 is issued on State management of ownerless
property, implementing Federal Resolution N2 2474133

February 8, 2024

Law N¢ 43-] regulates property rights in relation to ownerless
movable property located on real estate objects.

March 27, 2024

Law N2 52-| is issued on the identification, use, and recognition of
the right of municipal ownership of municipalities of the LPR to
residential premises with signs of ownerless property.
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