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1 Introduction

Recent years have witnessed the rise of populism and economic nation-
alism. International trade in general is attacked from the political left and
political right. In the United States, the Trump administration has led the
way in attacking free trade. The political left points to rising inequality,
loss of jobs, and stagnant incomes for the working class. The political
right points to high trade deficits. On the political left, critics argue that
trade agreements favour the interests of corporations over workers. On
the political right, critics maintain that agreements put international inter-
ests above national interests.1 Both sides blame trade. A contrary trend,
however, has been an increase in the popularity of regional trade agree-
ments, (RTAs).2 Some RTAs are narrow in range, focusing mainly on
reducing tariffs for specific types of goods. However, modern RTAs often
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include a wider range of areas such as trade in goods, services, invest-
ments, public procurement, competition, and intellectual property rights.
There are over 300 RTAs in force and there is an expanding worldwide
RTA network.

Russia started to negotiate regional free agreements later than other
countries, but since 2015 it has been an active player. This chapter is
important because although Russia has pursued a specific variant of food
security since the 2008–2010 period, a variant that emphasises trade
protectionism, the story is more nuanced than commonly portrayed.
While it is true that food self-sufficiency and import substitution have
dominated Russia’s food policies since 2014, trade patterns show not a
withdrawal from international food markets but rather an adjustment and
recalibration of partners. Thus, this chapter sheds light on how Russia’s
regional trade policies and agri-food trade patterns have changed after the
introduction of countersanctions in 2014.

The purpose of this chapter is to: (1) examine Russia’s regional trade
strategies as the driving force of Eurasian regional trade integration,
focusing on agri-food policies as a key component; (2) review Russia’s
free trade agreements through the Eurasian Economic Union; and (3)
access the role of agri-food trade in signed and upcoming agreements, as
well as how food trade relations have changed in the period after sanc-
tions were introduced in 2014. The final section provides a look into the
future of Russia’s free trade agreements and agri-food trade.

2 International Context

Regional and preferential economic cooperation has attracted increasing
attention as free trade agreements have expanded in number and scope
and become an important part of the global trading system.3 The prolif-
eration of RTAs is important for most countries regardless of their level
of economic development. Because RTAs allow for more favourable terms
of trade, the share of global trade between members of RTAs has been
steadily growing in recent decades.

In addition to an increase in the number of RTAs, from about 50
agreements in the 1990s to over 300 agreements in 2020, RTAs are
becoming more complex.4 Modern RTAs often go beyond tariff reduc-
tion in certain sectors and products, instead covering a wide range of
policy areas. There have been a stronger emphasis on reducing and
removing non-tariff barriers to trade such as unnecessary or overly
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bureaucratic technical regulations and procedures that can hinder or even
stop trade completely.5 There is also a growing trend for RTAs to not
just liberalise trade in goods, but also to liberalise services, investment,
and areas such as intellectual property rights, government procurement,
competition policy, and issues like environmental and labour standards.6

Furthermore, RTAs can be concluded between countries located
within or across regions (inter- or intra-regional agreements). Bilat-
eral agreements are still common, but RTAs can also include a
multiple countries, for instance the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP
11) or the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).7

In some cases, the agreements are signed between regional trade
blocks, for example between the European Union (EU) and the
Southern Common Market encompassing Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay,
and Paraguay (MERCOSUR).8 Furthermore, regional trade blocs often
coordinate at the multilateral level to try to increase their influence in
relevant international organisations. For instance, the EU has suggested
a comprehensive approach to push forward modernisation of the Word
Trade Organization (WTO).9

Why do countries sign RTAs? The classic answer from the economic
literature is the benefit of net welfare gain that such trade agree-
ments provide. By removing or reducing trade barriers, transaction costs
are lowered and economic growth through internationalisation can be
realised. The international political economy literature provides an analyt-
ical framework with four categories of motives behind RTAs, following a
political–economical dimension and a domestic–international dimension.

The first category ‘International Economic Motives’ refers to the use of
RTAs as a strategy to accommodate and shape the international environ-
ment, making it fit the country’s economic ambitions in the international
arena. Since RTAs provide for better terms of trade, it gives a competitive
edge and potential ‘first mover’ advantages. Another important motive
can be the need to cover a new issue that is missing in WTO/multilateral
negotiations.10 A negative view is that it is a mistake to put all efforts
on new free trade agreements instead of focusing on multilateralism and
thus supporting the World Trade Organization.11 However, to negotiate
RTAs can alternatively be viewed as a constructive response to the lack
of progress at the multilateral level. RTAs may not pose a threat but may
function as building blocks of trade liberalisation to be multilateralised
at a later stage.12 The typical example of this is the desire to include
investment in RTAs, since an agreement is still lacking in this area at
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the multilateral level. Another variant of international economic motives
behind RTAs is the desire to extend domestic reforms to the international
level using RTAs as reform anchors to test and benchmark reforms on a
wider scale of economic integration.13

A second category, ‘International Political Motives’, refers to ambitions
to create new coalitions or to strengthen existing ties between countries.
Sometimes economic reasons are not decisive and regional agreements
arise as a result of politically motivated efforts emphasising the geograph-
ical or historical characteristics of the relationship. For instance, the initial
motivation of the United States under former President Obama was to
make the Trans-Pacific-Partnership (TPP) the centrepiece of its strategic
axis to the Asia–Pacific region.14 In other words, there can be a strong
geopolitical motivation behind RTAs, emphasising and strengthening
relationships between countries in and across regions. Furthermore, actors
at the national level will try to influence RTA negotiations to fit their
interests, and negotiators will try to absorb and take into consideration
what outcomes can be accepted by domestic interest groups.15

A third category ‘Domestic Economic Motives’ refers to the quest for
better market access for goods and services in order to satisfy the interests
of national competitive industries. A classic motivation is to use RTAs as
an instrument to promote its export-oriented sectors by opening relevant
export markets. In other words, RTAs are used to liberalise trade in order
to meet national trade interests.

The fourth category, ‘Domestic Political Motives’, on the other hand,
refers to the use of RTAs in a way that is designed to maintain barriers
or even put up new barriers to trade in order to defend national trade
interests. A way to protect sectors that are not competitive is to treat the
entire sector or specific goods as off-limits to liberalisation in RTAs. Typi-
cally, this type of protectionist strategy restricts agricultural concessions in
RTAs. Agri-food is a so-called sensitive sector for many countries and as
a result, trade liberalisation in the agricultural sector is more limited.16

Agriculture has only undergone one round of negotiations through the
Uruguay Round the WTO. The Doha Round, started in 1997, was
supposed to deal with agriculture but negotiations ended in 2008 and
never restarted, thereby leaving agricultural tariffs generally high.17 The
lack of agreement on agricultural goods is important because generally
RTAs can help lower trade tariffs and barriers. We see that the share of
global agri-food trade between countries with RTAs rose from about 20
percent in 1998 to nearly 40 percent in 2009.18
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Thus, RTAs reflect both domestic and international interests, and for
each of the countries involved economic and political interests can come
into play. Furthermore, the interests between the negotiation parties
may coincide or be contrary to each other, making negotiation of RTAs
a complex balancing act. Regarding Russia, one may discern elements
of each of the four categories of motives, although during 2014–2018
the primary impulses have been domestic economic and domestic polit-
ical. Starting in 2019, however, international economic and political
motives have gained in importance. The earliest international motivations,
however, may be traced to the creation of the Eurasian Economic Union
(EAEU) to which we turn below.

3 Russia and the EAEU

This section examines Russia’s role as the dominant partner and driving
force of Eurasian regional integration. Agri-food policies have been a
key component of Russia’s trade strategies. One of the most notable
features of Russia’s modern trade policy is the search for the best possible
model of regional partnerships.19 During the last decade, Russia has tried
to revive integration projects with the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS), as well as to sign trade agreements by drawing from best
practices in international trade relations.

In 1994, CIS countries took measures to transition to a common free
trade regime to ensure stability in the region. However, the parties failed
to agree on a general list of exemptions. Therefore, the 1999 ‘Protocol on
Amendments and Additions to the Agreement on the Establishment of a
Free Trade Area’ allowed for temporary exemptions from the free trade
regime on a bilateral basis. Starting from the early 2000s, Russia initiated
negotiations on a new CIS free trade agreement which was finally ratified
in 2012 by Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Moldova, and Ukraine.20 This phase of post-Soviet integration has been
labelled a case of ‘holding-together regionalism’ of countries originally
forming a single political entity struggling to find an effective form of
cooperation.21

The establishment of the Eurasian Economic Union in January 2015
brought together Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia, and Kyrgyzstan
(see Chapter 8 for more institutional detail). Prior to the establishment
of the EAEU, Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan formed a Customs Union
that existed during 2010–2011.22 A Single Economic Space replaced the
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Customs Union during 2012–2014. The Eurasian Economic Treaty was
signed in May 2014 which became effective in January 2015, thereby
bringing the EAEU into existence. By design, the EAEU is a type of
regional integration, featuring free trade between the member states,
a common external tariff and suppression of internal customs controls
(Customs Union), and further integration into a single market for all the
‘four freedoms’, for goods, services, labour, and capital. In fact, however,
the EAEU has some features of an FTA and some of a Custom’s Union.23

That said, there are several shortcomings in the EAEU.24 One problem
is that the Eurasian Economic Commission as the executive body and
the Supreme Eurasian Council as a legislative body adopt and approve
decisions, but both bodies have little power to regulate controversial situ-
ations or settle disagreements between members. This situation points
to the fact that Russia wanted to form the Union in order to integrate
post-Soviet states, but having done so, does not appear committed to
making the organisation work and certainly is not willing to cede much
sovereignty to the Union.25

A second problem is disagreement on several key issues which brings
to light the limited ability to resolve intra-EAEU disputes among EAEU
members. Armenia and Belarus disagreed with Russia about gas trans-
portation prices within the EAEU.26 In 2014, Belarussian President
Alexander Lukashenko did not support Russia’s position during the
Ukrainian crisis, for example, refusing to recognise Russia’s annexation
of Crimea, and for the next several years the two nations engaged in a so-
called ‘milk war’. The contested situation after the presidential election
in Belarus in August 2020 also created tensions among EAEU members.
Armenia’s recent doubts about participation in the EAEU further compli-
cate the integration process, despite the fact that the most of Armenian
agricultural exports are directed to Russia.27

A third area of concern encompasses carry over effects from Russia’s
2014 food embargo against the West. Several examples are discussed.
First, during the formation of the Customs Union between Russia,
Belarus, and Kazakhstan, negotiations on free trade agreements with
foreign countries outside the CIS were subject to coordination with
Customs Union partners. Since the creation of Eurasian Economic Union
in 2015, all trade agreements are to be signed on behalf of the block.
However, before 2014, Russia negotiated free trade agreements with a
wide range of partners. But most of those negotiations were either frozen
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or suspended or did not enter an active phase, which means that they
never rose to the level of including other EAEU members.

Second, the legal basis for economic relations between the EU and
Russia is the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), which was
originally signed in 1997 and ran for ten years. It expired in 2007 and
was renewed annually after then. In 2007 the EU and Russia entered
into negotiations on a New Agreement. Russia proposed the creation of
a free trade area but this idea was not embraced by the EU.28 The New
Agreement was to provide a comprehensive framework for bilateral rela-
tions and would have been built on the basis of WTO rules and would
have included stable, predictable, and balanced rules for bilateral trade
and investment relations. Negotiations started in 2008, but they were
stopped in 2010 because no progress was made in the Trade and Invest-
ment part.29 Following the 2014 Ukrainian crisis, the negotiations were
suspended. Since 2014, the relationship between Russia and the EU are
sporadic and fragmented. The contact between the parties should have
be transferred to the EAEU level, but the EU has not been ready to
accept this position and deals with EAEU member countries on a bilateral
basis.30

Third, there were eleven rounds of negotiations between The Euro-
pean Free Trade Association (EFTA) and Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan
since 2011, but these negotiations were suspended in March 2014 over
the Ukrainian crisis.31 There have also been several attempts to negotiate
preferential terms of trade with countries in the Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC), like with New Zealand. The access to New Zealand
as a part of the APEC market was very important for Russia, but the
agreement faced opposition from Belarus who believed that free access
for New Zealand products to the EAEU market and the Russian market
would put its agricultural exports at risk. The negotiations with New
Zealand started in 2013, but they were suspended in 2014 because of
the West’s sanctions and Russia’s countersanctions.

Fourth, the Ukrainian crisis of 2014 and Russia’s countersanctions led
to the banning of food products from the United States, the EU, Canada,
Australia, Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Albania, and Montenegro,
including meat, fish, milk, vegetables, fruits, and nuts. Russia’s coun-
tersanctions have been extended several times and in late 2021 were
extended through 2022. Russia’s food embargo has led to a reduction in
food imports in general as consumers buy more domestic food products;
and agri-food trading partners have changed. Domestic food products
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now account for more than 80 percent of was is sold in retail outlets,
compared to 60 percent before the sanctions regime was implemented
in 2014.32 However, when countersanctions were introduced in August
2014, Belarus and Kazakhstan refused to join the ban against Western
products.33 As a result, Russia’s import substitution programmes were
implemented exclusively in Russia, outside the Eurasian context, and
without any use of the resources and capabilities of the EAEU countries.
Belarus was, for instance, not in a position to participate in the import
substitution programmes, even though Belarus products have traditionally
had been approved for import substitution to Russia.34

The upshot is that at present, there is no comprehensive agricultural
policy among EAEU members, although they do have a common agree-
ment on tariff-rate quotas (TRQs) for meat imports into the EAEU.35

Further, there is evidence of movement towards greater cooperation and
coordination. When speaking about agricultural policy among EAEU
members, Russian President Vladimir Putin stated that, ‘We foresee large
reserves in expanding mutual supplies of food. It is hardly logical to
import vegetables, fruit, milk, and meat products from distant countries,
placing orders with foreign suppliers when our own producers are ready
and willing to work and enter a common Eurasian market with products
that are not inferior and, in fact, often superior in quality’.36

In August 2020, the Eurasian Economic Commission and Russia’s
Ministry of Agriculture discussed the creation of a single internal market
for agricultural products. This integration project is in its infancy, aiming
to foster cooperation in agricultural science, training of agricultural work-
force, and exchange of experience and knowledge in agriculture. There is
also in the works a treaty on creating a single market for organic agricul-
tural products within the EAEU. The purpose of the proactive approach
towards a common agricultural policy for organics is to maximise export
potential to meet growing global demand.37 The heads of the EAEU
states created ‘The Council for EAEU Agro-Industrial Policy’ to ensure
effective interaction between the ministries of agriculture of the member
countries and to coordinate their policies. In addition, the Council has
discussed food security in response to the coronavirus pandemic. A
comprehensive act is being drafted that will define general principles
and approaches to ensuring food security for the EAEU countries. The
minister in charge of the industry and agricultural sector in the Eurasian
Economic Commission, Artak Kamalyan, noted that, ‘in the context of
the coronavirus pandemic, issues of stable saturation of the market with
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food products are becoming increasingly acute and urgent. In addition
to maintaining the stable and uninterrupted functioning of the Union’s
internal agri-food market, we must join our efforts and take concerted
action to find new export niches’.38

4 Trade Agreements

Within the framework of the EAEU, Russia has concluded free trade
agreements with a number of countries: Vietnam, Serbia, Iran, and Singa-
pore, with other negotiations ongoing. The first such agreement has been
in effect since October 2016 between the EAEU and Vietnam, and in the
first year about half of all import custom duties were set to zero. Within
ten years, 90 percent of goods will be duty-free. For trade in general,
Russia has not been able to increase its exports to Vietnam as much as
Vietnam increased its exports to Russia, and thus Russia runs a trade
deficit with Vietnam.39

The FTA between the EAEU and Serbia was originally signed in
October 2019 and it was ratified by Russia’s Federation Council in
October 2020, with the agreement taking effect in November 2020.40

The FTA with Serbia fully harmonises trade terms with Russia, Belarus,
and Kazakhstan and establishes the same terms of trade for agricul-
ture with Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. However, Serbia excluded items like
some sugar, tobacco, and undenatured alcohol items and some tariff
quotas like for processed cheese and some spirits and tobacco prod-
ucts for the EAEU countries except Russia. The EAEU excluded some
poultry items, processed cheese, sparkling wine, undenatured alcohol,
and tobacco items. Furthermore, EAEU will apply tariff quotas for some
cheese, spirits, and tobacco products, but will allow a limited amount of
these goods to be imported duty-free from Serbia.

In October 2019 a Temporary Agreement on Free Trade between the
EAEU and Iran was signed. The temporary agreement with Iran was
expected to be replaced with a permanent free trade agreement by the
end of 2020.41 The FTA with Iran includes reductions on import duties
on 360 Iranian commodities and 502 commodities from the EAEU.
Concerning agri-food trade, Iran will reduce import duties on commodi-
ties such as beef, mutton, legumes, and vegetable oils. The EAEU gives
trade preferences to Iran on products such as cheese, plant items, nuts
and fruits, fresh vegetables, processed vegetables and fruits, confectionary,
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and bakery items.42 The EAEU-Iran agreement has benefited Russia–
Iran agri-food trade. In 2018, Iran was number eight on Russia’s top
list of export destinations for agricultural products. Unlike the United
States and the European Union, Russia has not imposed sanctions on
Iran and has aimed for buying up to 500,000 barrels a day of Iranian oil
in exchange for Russian equipment and goods.43

In addition, a Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic
Partnership between the EAEU and Singapore was signed in October
2019.44 Press coverage of the agreement noted that agreement with
Singapore ‘provides for duty-free trade in almost all the types of
goods except for the list of sensitive items from the EAEU member
states….[and] will also regulate the existing trade ties and will expand
the opportunities for cooperation’.45 The FTA with Singapore allows all
goods from the EAEU countries to Singapore duty-free. After a transi-
tion period ranging from three to ten years depending on the product,
87 percent of goods from Singapore will be exempted from duties to
the EAEU. Market access for food products is especially important to
Singapore, as the country has no agricultural sector. But Singapore cannot
supply the EAEU/Russian food market as it is fully dependent on food
imports. It is interesting to note that Singapore has made substantial
investments in the Russian agricultural sector by investing in grain manu-
facturing.46 A list of free trade agreements between the EAEU and other
countries is presented in Table 1.

Generally, Russia is shifting its attention to the East in the search for
new FTA partners.47 Negotiations are ongoing between the EAEU and
India, Egypt, Indonesia, Brunei, and Cambodia (see Table 2).

In addition, FTA negotiations have been opened with Israel. The
ability to increase its influence in the Middle East has been one of Russia’s
motives for starting FTA negotiations with Israel, from which Russia will
be the main beneficiary. According to Israeli Charge d’Affaires in Russia,
the deal could be completed by the end of 2020.48 Since the collapse of
the USSR, Russia and Israel have developed closer relations and not only
in trade, indicated by Putin’s visit to Israel in January 2020 during which
Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu referred to Putin as a ‘great friend’ and
said that he and his wife are ‘pleased to host you again at our home
here in Jerusalem’.49 Another country in North Africa that is a long-term
trading partner for Russia is Egypt (see Chapter 9), with whom negotia-
tions for a FTA started in 2017. Although there is no official information
about the negotiations, it is assumed that a traditional FTA is on the table.
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Table 1 EAEU-third country free trade agreements

Trade partners Type of agreement Year/status Comments on scope/coverage

Vietnam Free trade
agreement—FTA

2016 FTA including a wide range
of sectors/areas

Iran FTA 2019 FTA limited in scope (50%
of mutual trade), interim
agreement until 2021

Serbia FTA 2019 FTA including a wide range
of sectors/areas

China Trade and Economic
Agreement

2019 Non-preferential agreement,
focus on technical
regulations and Intellectual
Property Rights

Singapore FTA
(Memorandum of
Understanding, 2016)

2019 Investment, trade in goods
and services

Source EAEU, http://www.eaeunion.org/

Table 2 EAEU-third
country free trade
agreements and
memoranda of
understanding/FTAs
under negotiation

Trade partner(s) Year/status

India MoU 2017, FTA negotiations
Israel MoU 2015, FTA negotiations
Egypt MoU 2016, FTA negotiations
Indonesia MoU 2019, FTA negotiations
Cambodia MoU 2016, FTA negotiations
Brunei MoU negotiations
Peru MoU 2015
Chile MoU 2015
South Korea MoU 2016
Faroe Islands MoU 2018
Morocco MoU 2017
Cuba MoU 2018
Greece MoU 2017
Moldova MoU 2017
Jordan MoU 2017
Mongolia MoU 2015
Bangladesh MoU 2019
Thailand MoU 2018
Mongolia MoU 2015
Argentine MoU 2019
Ecuador MoU 2017

Source EAEU, http://www.eaeunion.org/

http://www.eaeunion.org/
http://www.eaeunion.org/
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Even without a FTA, Egypt is a large purchaser of Russian wheat on an
annual basis. In 2014 Egypt ranked third in dollar value for imports of
Russian food exports, rising to second place in 2018 at more than $2.1
billion USD. In November 2020, Russia received permission to export
dairy and fish products to Egypt.50 Once a FTA is concluded it may be
expected that the value of Russian agri-food exports will increase, perhaps
challenging China for first place.

In addition to the ongoing negotiations with the aforementioned
countries, there is a list of more than 20 Memoranda of Understanding
(MoUs) with individual countries (see Table 2). The EAEU has also
established MoUs with other trade blocks including ASEAN (2018),
Mercosur (2018), the Andean Community (2019), the Pacific Alliance
(2019), and the African Union (2019). MoUs are not binding inter-
national agreements, but declarations of intent to promote cooperation
and increase trade and investment between the parties. A typical MoU
includes areas of cooperation related to trade liberalisation and economic
integration with specific chapters on issues like trade facilitation, customs,
technical regulations, sanitary and phytosanitary measures, government
procurement, and sector-specific provisions such as cooperation between
the parties in the area of agriculture. All of the MoUs made publicly
available by the Eurasian Economic Commission have specific sections
on agriculture. Thus, liberalisation of agricultural trade is or will be an
important part of the free trade agreements between the EAEU and these
countries. We now assess the role of agri-food trade in current free trade
agreements and how agri-food trade relations have changed after 2014.

4.1 Agri-Food Trade

Russia’s list of top trading partners for agricultural imports and exports
has changed considerably after 2014, a result of Russia turning away
from the West.51 Regarding nations that exported agri-food products
to Russia in 2014, the top ten list of countries included Belarus, Brazil,
Ukraine, Germany, Turkey, China, Poland, United States, The Nether-
lands, and France. In 2018, Belarus was still number one, while China
advanced from number six to number two on the list. The United States
dropped out of the top ten between 2014 and 2018 (see Chapter 10).
Ecuador, Indonesia, and Azerbaijan were newcomers to the 2018 list,
but some European countries remained important agricultural suppliers
despite Russia’s countersanctions. For instance, even though the total
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value of Italy’s agricultural exports to Russia has declined, Italy is still
on the top ten list of countries supplying Russia with agricultural prod-
ucts. The reason is simply that there is a strong demand in Russia for
Italian food products like wine, pasta, peeled and pulp tomatoes, and food
oils, as well as other products not covered by Russia’s countersanctions.52

The top ten agri-food exporting nations to Russia in 2014 and 2018 are
shown in Table 3.

Belarus, being on Russia’s border and a former Soviet republic, has a
long-standing trade relationship with Russia. Belarus accounts for a large
percentage of Russia’s milk and dairy imports, as much as 80 percent
according to some calculations. In 2014–2015, the press in Russia humor-
ously noted that Belarus had become famous for its seafood exports to
Russia, even though the country is landlocked. For the Russian govern-
ment, however, the serious issue was that Belarus served as a transit
country for banned food products from the West, a fact that has been a
sore point in the relationship since 2014. Russia has also accused Belarus
of exporting more apples to Russia than it grows, implying that banned
apples from Poland are being re-exported. The food trade relationship
between the two has turned quite contentious, with periodic Russian
bans on Belarussian milk and dairy, as well as Russia’s Rossel’khoznadzor

Table 3 Top 10 countries of origin for export of agri-food products to Russia
in 2014 and 2018 (million USD)

2014
Rank

Country Total agricultural
exports

2018
Rank

Country Total
agricultural

exports

1 Belarus 3,750.2 1 Belarus 4,046.9
2 Brazil 3,593.9 2 China 1,901.2
3 China 1,917.1 3 Germany 1,409.4
4 Turkey 1,765.3 4 Brazil 1,361.4
5 The Netherlands 1,571.6 5 Ecuador 1,288.6
6 Germany 1,547.8 6 Turkey 1,144.5
7 United States 1,394.3 7 Italy 1,118.4
8 Italy 1,303.1 8 Indonesia 896.8
9 France 1,290.7 9 France 850.7
10 Ecuador 1,240.5 10 Azerbaijan 526.2

Source Author’s calculations based on data from World Integrated Trade Solutions by the World
Bank, https://wits.worldbank.org

https://wits.worldbank.org
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essentially insisting on control over Belarussian dairy factories. The re-
export of banned food, unsafe additives, and counterfeit labelling has
been major drivers behind Russia’s push for digital labelling, truth in
content labelling, and the tracing of the origins of products, including
for grain.53

Turning to Russia’s agri-food exports, by 2018 China had become
Russia’s number one export market (see Table 4). The importance of
China for Russian trade will most likely continue to grow, as the Chinese
economy is growing and the conflict with the West continues.54 Russia’s
turn to the East also has clear geopolitical motivations. Considering first
total bilateral trade between Russia and China, we can see that it has
grown significantly since 2014. In 2014, gross bilateral trade turnover
between Russia and China was $90 billion USD, which fell to $64 billion
USD in 2015 as a result of the downturn in the Russian economy. In
2017 total trade turnover rose to $87 billion USD. In 2018, Russia–
China trade turnover exceeded $108 billion USD, of which $56 billion
USD was Russian export. In 2019 Russia–China trade turnover surpassed
$110 billion USD, with Russia exporting nearly $57 billion USD to
China. In September 2019, the two countries signed agreements to
increase bilateral trade to $200 billion USD by 2024. The agreements

Table 4 Top 10 destinations for Russian agri-food exports in 2014 and 2018
(million USD)

2014
Rank

Country Russia’s total
agricultural

exports

2018
Rank

Country Russia’s total
agricultural

exports

1 Turkey 2,372.9 1 China 2,521.6
2 Kazakhstan 1,692.7 2 Egypt 2,147.4
3 Egypt 1,386.6 3 Turkey 1,860.9
4 Korea 1,192.0 4 Korea 1,584.9
5 China 1,095.0 5 Kazakhstan 1,524.6
6 Belarus 1,007.9 6 Belarus 1,253.5
7 Azerbajian 772.3 7 The Netherlands 869.8
8 Netherlands 649.7 8 Iran 791.3
9 Ukraine 584.8 9 Ukraine 671.8
10 Georgia 367.9 10 Vietnam 576.0

Source Author’s calculations based on data from World Integrated Trade Solutions by the World
Bank, https://wits.worldbank.org

https://wits.worldbank.org
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encompass trade, economic cooperation, aviation, infrastructure, agricul-
ture, and science and technology.55 For context, $200 billion USD in
trade turnover for these countries is not particularly large, but it does
represent movement in the desired direction. In comparison, for example,
American-Chinese trade turnover exceeded $659.8 billion in 2018 and
that was despite an ongoing trade war.

Russia’s goal to increase its agri-food exports will be greatly enhanced
if Russia continues to expand agricultural trade with China. Bilateral agri-
cultural trade turnover between Russia and China has risen since 2014.
Russian agri-food exports to China increased from less than $500 million
USD in 2000 to $1.1 billion USD in 2014. An important milestone was
reached in 2015 when the two sides signed an agreement that opened the
Chinese market to Russian wheat and soybean.56 Agricultural trade began
to increase steadily after 2015. By 2018, total bilateral agricultural trade
turnover reached about $4.5 billion USD, with Russian exports totaling
$2.5 billion USD. In 2019 bilateral agricultural trade turnover exceeded
$5 billion USD for the first time. During the first ten months of 2020,
Russia exported 3.7 million metric tonnes of agri-food products to China,
valued at $3.2 billion USD.57 The top ten list of nations to which Russia
exports agri-food products is shown in Table 4.

Going forward, from the Russian perspective there are several oppor-
tunities to increase agricultural trade with China even without a FTA
between the EAEU and China (see also Chapter 7). One opportunity
to increase agricultural trade is the general economic development of the
Russian Far East (RFE). From the Russian side, the Director of the Insti-
tute of Agricultural Market Conditions, Dmitry Ryl’ko, is quite optimistic
that RFE can increase its food exports to China. He indicated that ‘the-
oretically’ soybean exports could expand to 1.5–2 million metric tonnes,
up from 1 million tonnes that are currently exported from the region.
While admitting that climatic conditions in the Russian Far East make
the expansion of crop products modest, Ryl’ko maintains that the export
of poultry and pork to China has a ‘large potential’ and good growth
prospects, particularly of chicken feet and wings that are highly valued by
Chinese consumers and for which Russia does not face much competition
from Brazil or the EU.58

A second opportunity for Russian exporters is the enormous demand
for food from China’s urban middle class. No one knows exactly the size
of China’s urban middle class other than it is large and growing. At the
low end, the Economist Intelligence Unit estimates that 10 percent of
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the population is middle class, or about 132 million people.59 At the high
end, a different set of authors estimate that 50 percent of all urban house-
holds may be in the middle class, or more than 500 million people.60

Whatever its size, the gradual lowering of trade barriers following China’s
accession to the WTO was accompanied by rising income and living
standards as well as changes in consumption habits. By 2013, China
was importing nearly $26 billion USD in agricultural products from the
United States alone.61 During 2016–2018, China averaged more than 15
percent of total U.S. agricultural exports, more than any single country.62

Since then, China has become the world’s largest agricultural importer by
dollar value, with total annual agricultural imports reaching almost $140
billion USD in 2017 and 2018. Thus, there is an enormous opportunity
for Russian food exporters to increase their market share.

As Chinese consumers’ incomes rise, their preferences gravitate
towards higher-cost animal husbandry products and it is for that reason
that Russian animal husbandry exports will be more valuable than crop
exports. Pork is traditionally one of the most popular sources of protein in
the Chinese diet and China is the world’s largest producer and consumer
of pork. In 2019, China’s pork imports are estimated to have ranged
between 3.1 and 3.3 million metric tonnes in 2019 with projections to
reach 4.6 million metric tonnes in 2020.63 Against this context, Russia’s
pork production has increased substantially in the past decade, rising from
2.6 million tonnes in 2008 to 4.7 million tonnes in 2018 (all categories
of farms). Within this overall rise, the number of pigs and pork produc-
tion from households declined while pork production on corporate farms
rose and in 2018 comprised 61 percent of total production.64

The opportunity for Russian exporters to increase their share in
China’s pork market is supported not only by rising Russian output but
also by outbreaks of swine flu in China since 2016. In 2019 alone, the
number of pigs in China contracted by more than 50 percent, from nearly
5 million pigs in January 2019 to fewer than 2.5 million pigs by late
2019; and pork production plummeted from 60 million tonnes to less
than 30 million tonnes during that same period.65 That said, the oppor-
tunity created by falling domestic pork production in China is offset by
shifting consumer preferences away from pork due to health concerns and
more towards poultry and eggs.66

A final opportunity for Russia’s exporters grows out of the U.S.–China
trade war that during 2019 and into 2020 decimated American exports
of soybean to China. Although Russia will not be able to fill the void
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completely, the Foreign Agricultural Service forecasts total Russian soy
exports rising from 930 thousand metric tonnes in 2019/2020 agricul-
tural year to 1 million metric tonnes in the 2020/2021 agricultural year,
of which somewhere between one-half to three-quarters will be sold to
China.67

In addition to food trade with China, trade with Vietnam has also
expanded significantly. Above we noted that for total trade Russia runs a
deficit vis-à-vis Vietnam, but if agri-food trade is considered the picture is
more positive. Data from the World Bank show that there has been a sharp
increase in Russia’s agricultural exports to Vietnam after the FTA entered
into force.68 In 2018, Vietnam was number ten on Russia’s top list of
export destinations for its agricultural products, (see Table 4). Prior to the
FTA between Russia and Vietnam, agri-food trade was minimal, less than
$1 million USD a year in 2000 and there was not much improvement
over time. Once the FTA was signed in 2016, however, Russia’s agri-food
exports to Vietnam increased quickly to $400 million USD in 2017, and
since 2017 Russia’s exports have surpassed the value of agri-food imports
from Vietnam. Overall, Russia’s agri-food exports grew from less than $1
million USD in 2008 to almost $600 million USD in 2018.69

5 Outlook

Taking a long view of Russia’s agri-food trade policy and partners reveals
a high degree of resilience on the part of Russia to changing geopolitical
and geoeconomic conditions. Since the 1980s, Russia has gone through
at least three iterations in trading partners since 1992. The first iteration
was the change from a concentration on intra-bloc trade in the Soviet
period—nations that would become CIS members in 1992—to the devel-
opment of trading relations with the West, most notably the EU, although
that relationship was based neither on RTAs nor FTAs. During the 1990s
agri-food trade with the EU overtook that with CIS members despite
the latter having integrative advantages that continued from the Soviet
period. The EU in particular became Russia’s most important trading
partner by volume and value, including agricultural and non-agricultural
goods. That trade relationship continued during the 1990s up to 2014.

The second iteration dates from the introduction of Russia’s counter-
sanctions against Western nations in August 2014. This period is marked
by Russia’s turn away from agri-food imports with the West and the EU,
although Russia continues to export food to EU members. Flowing from
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the second iteration, a third iteration has been the expansion of trade
partners and actual trade beyond the EAEU, beyond the EU, and encom-
passing new partners in the Middle East and Asia, especially China. This
third iteration is characterised by RTAs and FTAs that were examined in
this chapter. The composition of countries in the third iteration—non-
Western, some developing economies—is important because it reflects
new political alignments. The composition also reflects the consolidation
of trade relations with non-Western nations, which raises the question
of not just when but whether Russia-Western trade can ever be revi-
talised. Further, the composition of trade partners in the third iteration
holds importance for Russia’s food security in that imports from devel-
oping nations are cheaper, thus benefiting consumers, but also may raise
food safety and phytosanitary concerns, which obviously is not good for
Russian consumers.

Across all three iterations, Russia has been an active participant in the
global agri-food trade system as both an importer and exporter. Going
forward, we do not expect Russia’s role in the international food trade
system to decrease in the years ahead. Although Russia is a relative late-
comer to RTAs and FTAs, it has been active since 2014. Russian officials
claim that the EAEU has received more than 50 proposals from various
countries to establish or expand trade and economic relations. With a
large number of MoUs, plus ongoing negotiations with Egypt, Ecuador,
and Indonesia, we expect Russia to continue to expand its RTA profile.

In essence, Russia’s trade resilience entails a three-part strategy since
2014. First, Russia has not severed relations with the WTO and continues
to make periodic reports about its phytosanitary standards and other
information as required by WTO rules. But agri-food trade with the West
has diminished considerably, even to the point of irrelevance in the case
of the United States (see Chapter 10). Second, Russia has increased the
number of RTAs and FTAs that it participates in, whether temporary or
permanent, preferential or non-preferential, and we expect the number to
continue to grow. Third, Russia is committed to using the EAEU as an
instrument to increase trade and various agreements, although it also is
trying to increase bilateral ties as well. In this regard, analysts claim that
the EAEU as well as EAEU external trade agreements primarily serve
Russia’s geopolitical agenda.70

All of the above is notable because a decade ago one would have
expected that if Russia increased its RTAs and FTAs, it would be with
the Western nations. Today, we know that is no longer true and Russia is
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putting most of its energy in developing trade with non-Western nations.
While it is true that the EU is still Russia’s most important trade partner
as a recipient of Russia’s exports (mainly energy), a free trade agree-
ment is unlikely in the foreseeable future. At the same time, Russia’s turn
to the East holds major implications for its trade relations, the volume
and direction of its agri-food trade, and the overall global geostrategic
balance.
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