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1 Introduction

Amidst the backdrop of ever heightening tensions between the United
States and China, a June 2019 meeting of the Russian and Chinese presi-
dents witnessed their bilateral relationship upgraded to a ‘comprehensive
strategic partnership of coordination in a new era’. In the summit’s joint
statement, Russia and China agreed to expand bilateral agricultural coop-
eration, including for soybean trade. President Vladimir Putin later that
year would remark that the U.S.–China dispute offered a window of
opportunity for Russian producers to fill gaps in the Chinese market,
a market from which he claimed the United States had ‘voluntarily
withdrawn’.1

The China–U.S. trade war paused in the beginning of 2020 with the
signing of the Phase One economic and trade agreement. However, ques-
tions remain as to how the shifting geopolitical landscape is impacting
trade in general, and food trade in particular. Indeed, the politicisa-
tion if not weaponisation of food trade among the great powers is
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evidenced not only by the China–U.S. soybean battle, but also by Russia’s
ongoing countersanctions against Western food imports. Unsurprisingly,
Russia–China agricultural cooperation is framed and interpreted within
the broader context of both countries’ tensions with the West.2

This chapter explores Russia–China agri-food trade as part of that
context, as part of a relationship marked by increasingly close rapproche-
ment if not entente. However, in agricultural trade as in the broader
political relationship, high-level declarative cooperation is tempered by
the countries’ respective national and domestic priorities, which are not
always aligned. China is and will remain an important trade partner for
Russia to reach its main export goals for 2024. However, the chapter
thus cautions there are a number of technical as well as political hurdles
to enhance trade cooperation.

The chapter proceeds with an overview of Russia–China economic rela-
tions, before turning to agri-food trade relations in particular—which
has only recently begun to feature as a priority in that relationship. The
chapter then turns to their respective national priorities in the agricul-
tural trade sector. On the Russian side, priorities are marked by ambitious
export-oriented targets as well as a broader economic turn to the (Far)
East. On the Chinese side, authorities emphasise self-sufficiency and
prioritise domestic production, particularly in terms of grain. However,
China has also become irreversibly dependent on foreign markets, and is
also interested in mitigating overseas supply chain risks through the diver-
sification of its agricultural trade partners. The fourth section outlines the
prospects and challenges of deepened trade cooperation in specific agri-
cultural commodity and product groups, with an emphasis on Russian
exporters’ access to Chinese markets. The chapter finally turns to a
number of broader structural barriers to deepened bilateral agri-food
trade, before concluding with a medium-term outlook.

2 Bilateral Relations

In the more than three decades since the normalisation of diplomatic rela-
tions between the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China,
relations between the neighbouring powers have grown to become a
constitutive feature of international relations.3 Long-standing territorial
and border demarcation issues were worked out throughout the 1990s,
and definitely resolved in 2005. Already by 1996, the relationship had
formally become a ‘strategic partnership’, entailing the establishment of
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annual meetings of prime ministers with policy consultation along with
a number of issue domains. And in 2001, at the beginning of Putin’s
first term, a Russia–China ‘Treaty of Good Neighbourliness, Friendship
and Cooperation’ was signed, which also included a number of strategic
provisions, including strengthened bilateral military cooperation as well
mutual defence consultation.

The two powers have, over the past three decades, aligned in their crit-
icism against Western military interventionism, and become outspoken
proponents of a ‘multipolar’ world order. They often hold joint positions
on key global issues—including as permanent members of the UN Secu-
rity Council. The two also have common if not shared foreign policy
emphases on state sovereignty and similar threat perceptions, as well as
domestic political governance models antithetical to the Western liberal
democratic norms. There is a considerable amount of speculation and
analysis as to whether a formal alliance is in the cards for the future:
though officials’ statements suggest that it is not (indeed, this would
violate basic tenets of China’s non-alignment foreign policy).4 But there
also remains a degree of ambivalence regarding the nature of the rela-
tionship. Throughout the early 2000s, Russian foreign and economic
policy was oriented towards the West rather than East. Russia policy-
makers exhibited concerns over sensitive technology transfers, Chinese
migration in the Russian Far East, as well as Chinese encroachment in
the broader post-Soviet space. Meanwhile, China’s own priorities centred
around maintaining a stable external environment for domestic economic
growth; its foreign policy attention was therefore primarily oriented
towards its main trade and investment partners in the United States and
other developed countries. Many aspects of the relationship thus remained
declarative: high-level, but with limited operational substance.

By the late 2000s, however, it was increasingly clear that Russia’s exper-
iment with the Western integration had reached a limit. A pivot to the
East took shape, one that coincided with the emergence of China as
economic powerhouse. Since the 2014 crisis in Ukraine, Russia’s drive to
improve ties with China has intensified. Previous ideas that the relation-
ship with China constituted an ‘axis of convenience’ rather than a strategic
priority for Moscow, have become less relevant.5 Indeed, previous stum-
bling blocks in the bilateral relationship have since been resolved. In
addition to the 2014 signing of a long-term gas deal, Russia has also
begun selling its most advanced weapons systems the S-400 anti-aircraft
system and its Su-35 fighter jets to China.6 Russia invited China to
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participate in Vostok-2018, held in the Russian Far East and its largest
military exercise since 1981, and the two have conducted joint air patrols
since.7 In 2015, their respective flagship foreign economic initiatives, the
Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and China’s Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) also signed a cooperation agreement.

On the Chinese side, economic and political tensions with the United
States have visibly worsened since 2018, which have likewise stimulated
a desire for deepened cooperation with Russia. In declarative terms,
the relationship between the two countries had by 2011 already been
upgraded to a ‘comprehensive strategic partnership of cooperation’, a
singular category in China’s foreign relations that applies to Russia alone.8

President Xi Jinping, who came to power in 2012, has embarked on more
state visits to Russia than any other country.9 On his state visit to Moscow
in June 2019, Xi referred to Putin as ‘my closest foreign colleague, and
best friend’, while Putin referred to the relationship as a ‘truly compre-
hensive partnership and strategic interaction’ and as having reached an
‘unprecedentedly high level’.10

At the same time, however, the high-level pronouncements by Moscow
and Beijing are belied by more anaemic cooperation on the ground.
This is particularly the case in the economic realm where programmes
and plans usually face disappointing follow-up and delivery in practice.11

Latent tensions remain, including Sinophobia and concerns over territo-
rial sovereignty.12 Economic relations have long been asymmetric, with
Russia frequently referred to as the ‘junior partner’ in the relationship:
the Chinese economy has only grown and improved while Russia’s is
stagnant and remains largely based on extractive commodities. Indeed,
while China has been the largest trade partner for Russia outside of
the European Union (EU) since 2010, Russia ranked only 10th among
China’s trade partners in 2019, rising from just 0.8 percent in 2018
to just under 3 percent of China’s overall trade turnover.13 Meanwhile,
China accounted for about 15.8 percent of Russia’s total trade turnover
in 2018, at about $108.2 billion USD. For comparison, U.S.–Chinese
trade exceeded $659.8 billion USD in 2018, over six times the Russia–
China level. Russia, moreover, largely supplies the Chinese economy with
raw materials, with Russia becoming China’s largest supplier of crude oil
in 2018.

Meanwhile, the extent and success of Putin’s pivot eastwards have been
debated, given unmet expectations that China would be able to fill the
gap of Western investors and trade partners.14 Russian actors also tend
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to emphasise that their pivot eastwards is not limited to China, but is
also oriented towards strengthening partnerships with Asian governments
including South Korea and Japan. Concerns of overreliance and becoming
outcompeted domestically, are present for both Russian policymakers
and in EAEU-BRI negotiations regarding free trade.15 Nevertheless,
enhancing trade is a policy goal on both sides. At the September 2019
Heads of Government meeting in St. Petersburg, the countries agreed to
nearly double the current level of trade, to a targeted $200 billion USD
by 2024.

2.1 Bilateral Agricultural Trade Relations

During the first half of the 1990s, up to 1997, Russia was a net importer
of agricultural goods from China. The agricultural trade balance began to
even out in the rest of the decade, but the overall volume remained low,
peaking at just over $1 billion USD in 1993.16 From the 2000s onwards,
however, the volumes of agri-food trade have seen steady growth in both
directions, increasing approximately 16 percent annually between 2000
and 2014—when the bilateral agricultural trade volume reached $3.85
billion USD. Prior to the Ukraine crisis, Russia counted as China’s 15th
largest agricultural trade partner, amounting to approximately 2 percent
of China’s agricultural trade.17 In terms of agricultural commodities,
Russian trade with China has been relatively balanced (see Fig. 1).

Agri-food exports from Russia to China show a steady increase since
2014, and then a big jump in 2018 to just under $3 billion USD, a result
of Russian opportunism during the U.S.–China trade war (see Fig. 2).
While China is the largest export market for Russian agri-food products,
Russia accounted for only 2 percent of China’s agricultural imports in
2018, reflecting the overall direction of economic dependency.18 More-
over, agriculture still represents a rather small proportion of Russian
exports to China, amounting to only 4.5 percent of the total in 2018.19

In the first half of 2020, Russian exports increased to $1.9 billion USD
worth of agricultural products, a pace that would lead to a record level if
maintained for the duration of 2020.20 Going forward, there is ambition
by both sides to raise the level of agricultural trade and cooperation as
part of the broader economic, political, and strategic relationship under
a so-called ‘new era’ of bilateral cooperation between China and Russia.
Given the attention of the highest political leadership, this means that
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Fig. 1 Russia-China agricultural trade balance (Source Author’s rendition from
data in Chatham House, ‘Exploring Interdependencies in Global Resource
Trade’, 2018. http://resourcetrade.earth/, accessed 29 October 2020)
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Fig. 2 Russian agricultural exports to China (Source Author’s rendition from
data in Chatham House, ‘Exploring Interdependencies in Global Resource
Trade’, 2018. http://resourcetrade.earth/, accessed 29 October 2020)

there is likely to be increased policy support for enhanced cooperation in
agricultural trade.

The main Russian agricultural export to China during the past two
decades has consistently been fish and seafood. Exported largely as raw

http://resourcetrade.earth/
http://resourcetrade.earth/
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materials for Chinese processing, these products consisted of up to over
90 percent of Russian agricultural exports to China up until the early
2010s.21 Since then, there has since then been some diversification in
the structure of Russian agri-food exports to China, particularly in the
direction of oilseeds and fat products as well as some processed food-
stuffs. In 2018, fish and crustaceans accounted for 59 percent of agri-food
exports to China; oilseed and oilseed products 15 percent; and higher-
value-added processed food products at 13 percent.22 Russian imports
of Chinese agricultural goods, on the other hand, have strongly reflected
Chinese comparative strengths in labour-intensive goods such as vegeta-
bles and fruits. In 2018, those two categories accounted for nearly half of
Chinese exports to Russia.

3 Respective National Priorities

There are important domestic drivers for agricultural cooperation on both
sides. At the same time, however, those self-same national domestic prior-
ities also create certain limiting conditions for the future. For example, it
is important to note that both Russian and Chinese agri-food policies are
marked by strategic considerations, in particular, national self-sufficiency.
Since at least the early 2010s, the Russian state has embarked on an
ambitious import substitution campaign, of which agriculture features
prominently.23 Contours of this policy were outlined in the 2010 Food
Security Doctrine, which set self-sufficiency targets in various agricul-
tural product categories. These were made more stringent in a 2020
update. Russia’s import ban against Western agricultural products in 2014
was also framed as contribution to those goals; the Russian Ministry of
Agriculture has celebrated the reduction of agricultural imports by one-
third since the ban was imposed.24 In short, Russian leadership, while
reorienting its trade relations away from the West, has simultaneously
endeavoured to limit imports more generally. At the same time, there
are ambitious agri-export targets, as exemplified by Putin’s statement in
2012, that ‘in the next four to five years we must fully ensure our inde-
pendence in all major types of food production, and Russia must then
become the world’s largest producer of food’.25

China has likewise held a long-standing policy of self-sufficiency in
staple grain products, including wheat, corn, and rice, since the mid-
1990s.26 These priorities limit the complementarily of the two markets,
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given that the current structure of Russian agricultural exports is concen-
trated in grain. However, Chinese remains a significant agricultural
importer outside of the grain category, and demand is growing. China
is actively seeking to diversify its suppliers for key agricultural commodi-
ties, as well as seeking further agricultural investment opportunities and
markets abroad, not least due to the trade tensions with the West. The
following subsection describes their respective policies and priorities in
greater detail, focusing on Russia’s export strategy as it relates to China
as well as its vision for internal agricultural development, for which China
is seen as a key partner. It also details Chinese policy priorities in this
regard.

3.1 Russian Export Targets and RFE Development Priorities

Current Russian export goals are defined by the 2018 Executive Order
‘On national goals and strategic objectives for the development of the
Russian Federation for the period up to 2024’. This tasks the Russian
government with increasing the volume of exports of non-primary non-
energy goods to $250 billion USD by 2024. Specific sub-targets include
increasing exports of agricultural products to $45 billion USD, more than
double the export value in 2017.27 In late 2020, Russia’s Ministry of
Agriculture acknowledged that the $45 billion USD goal was unlikely to
be reached and the deadline needed to be extended, although the general
trend in agri-food exports was upwards. As defined by the Ministry of
Agriculture’s plan ‘Exports of AIC [agro-industrial complex] Products
(2018–2024)’, agri-exports of all categories should grow, but with a
reduction in the proportion of grain exports towards meat and dairy,
oilseed products, and processed goods.28 The plan also sets a target for
agricultural exports to China to increase to $7.7 billion USD by 2024,
and China also features as an explicit target market in individual product
categories.29

Related to these ambitious export targets, a priority for the Russian
state is agricultural development in the Russian Far East (RFE), which
borders China. While the underdevelopment of the RFE has been a
historic issue for authorities in Moscow, it began to receive more sustained
attention alongside the broader pivot eastwards.30 A specialised Ministry
for the Development of the Far East was established in 2012, and Putin
would highlight the development of Siberia and the Russian Far East as
a ‘national priority for the entire twenty-first century’.31 This has been
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recently reconfirmed at, among other venues, the 2018 Eastern Economic
Forum (EEF) during which Putin reiterated that ‘the development of the
Far East is an absolute priority’ and part of a ‘consistent, long-term policy
for the country’. He also singled out agriculture as a particular sector
for investment as well as part of the region’s comparative advantage.32

A follow-up draft ‘National programme for the development of the Far
East for the period up to 2025 and to 2035’ was developed in 2019.33

The Russian government plans to increase agricultural exports from the
RFE from $3.8 billion USD to $5.9 billion USD by 2024.34 Much of
that increase is expected to come from fish, seafood, and soybean, whose
production is concentrated in the RFE. However, whether those goals will
be reached substantially depends on whether promised levels of federal
funding and support will be dispersed. RFE development programmes
have a habitual tendency to be underfunded; during a 2019 Presidium,
it was noted by RFE regional officials that such programmes very often
do not have sufficient implementation mechanisms, and that sources of
funding have in the past been dispersed only at the level of 10–20 percent
level of original promises.35

To facilitate development, foreign direct investment into the RFE
has long been sought, particularly from Northeast Asian partners and
not limited to China.36 However, Chinese investment in the region is
most notable, and still is considered critical. In 2016, for example, a
Russia-Chinese Agro-Industrial Development Fund of $10 billion USD
was announced, of which nearly 90 percent of the capital was to be
provided by Chinese investors.37 At the 2018 EEF—a forum set up to
attract foreign investors—Putin estimated that the Chinese were involved
in around 30 ongoing projects in the RFE, with an investment volume
of approximately $200 billion USD.38 However, it is important to note
that data about foreign investments tend to be incomplete, with underre-
porting across both Russian and Chinese governmental departments and
agencies.39

Agriculture has featured in bilateral regional development plans,
including the Program of Cooperation between the Regions of the Far
East and Eastern Siberia and the Northeast of the People’s Republic
of China (2009–2018), the first long-term regional cooperation plan to
include agriculture.40 The Sino-Russian Cooperation and Development
Plan in Russia’s Far East Region (2018–2024) also contains provisions on
agriculture. The document recognises that the lower food self-sufficiency
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of the RFE creates opportunities for increased Chinese investment, while
also aimed at increasing RFE agricultural exports to China.41

In addition to providing investment, Chinese individuals and compa-
nies also farm a significant amount of RFE territory.42 Much of China’s
agricultural activity in Russia is concentrated along those border regions,
and there are estimates that this constitutes anywhere from 350,000
hectares to 400,000 hectares of farmland. There is some uncertainty due
to the informal nature of some leasing arrangements: the governor of
the Jewish Autonomous Oblast, where Chinese presence is purported to
be the largest, notes that official land titles do not reflect the reality of
Chinese production, due to informal leasing practices.43

Thus, Russia’s desire for development in the RFE for which both
Chinese capital and labour are critical, juxtaposes with concerns about
economic overreliance as well as the encroachment of Chinese nationals
on domestic territory. Agriculture-specific concerns also include puta-
tive predative exploitation by Chinese farmers, and possible longer-term
reduction of soil fertility due to intensive agricultural practices and use of
chemical fertilisers.44 This leads to a fickle and uncertain policy environ-
ment for Chinese investors.45 For example, the aforementioned bilateral
agreements to enhance imports from China contradict other domestic
guidelines to make the region less reliant on imports from China.46

4 Prospects for Increasing Russian Exports

As noted in Fig. 2, since 2014 there has been significant growth in the
volume of agricultural trade between Russia and China, and in particular
in the volume of Russian agricultural exports to China. One impor-
tant driver of the increase has been the devaluation of the ruble.47

But the increase also reflects that Russia has now gained access to the
Chinese market in key product categories, with the clearing of impor-
tant phytosanitary hurdles in the past five years when protocols for grain,
soybeans, poultry, beef, and dairy, and other items have been signed. This
certainly bodes well for the future of Russia–China agricultural trade.
However, it is worth pointing out that the current increase is from a
negligible baseline.

Separate from market access is a question of market competitiveness,
for which according to Karlova and Serova Russia’s advantages are ‘fairly
limited’.48 As officials in Russia’s Ministry of Agriculture acknowledge,
‘China is the country to which all export-oriented countries want to
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supply their products. We are no exception’.49 Rising living standards and
changing dietary patterns in China will continue provide to Russia oppor-
tunities to increase food exports. But Russia faces competition against
already-dominant exporters of soybeans, oilseeds, meat, and dairy, as well
as from emerging markets with whom China has been concurrently culti-
vating closer agricultural trade ties in recent years. The westernisation of
Chinese consumption entails greater demand for higher-value products—
with a commensurate focus on quality—which are not historically Russian
strengths although that situation is changing.

In addition, the Chinese economy is not only marked by significant
demand. China also dominates in the global production of many agricul-
tural commodities. Besides being the world’s largest single producer of
grain, it is also one of the world’s largest exporters of fruits and vegeta-
bles, and fish and seafood. The latter it exports at twice the level of
Russia, even while serving as Russia’s largest buyer. Further, for a number
of sensitive commodities, including by not limited to wheat, corn, rice,
sugar, and wool, China applies strict tariff-rate quotas (TRQs). In the
long run, this puts an upper limit on what Russian producers can hope
to export. Given these considerations, the following analysis discusses
Russian prospects for increasing the presence of the Chinese market in
a few important product categories. I then return to broader structure
barriers to enhancing agri-food trade.

• Grain: The Chinese market was closed to Russian wheat export
since 1997 due to discovery of karnal and dwarf bunt pathogens.
However, phytosanitary barriers were resolved in 2015 after the two
sides signed a protocol for wheat, corn, rice, soybeans, and rape-
seed.50 As of 2020, wheat exports are allowed from seven Russian
regions, including Chelyabinsk, Novosibirsk, Omsk, Amur, Krasno-
yarsk, Altai, and Kurgan.51 Current volumes of export are limited.
In 2018, Chinese imports amounted to a mere 86.7 thousand
tonnes. Corn imports were equally limited at 40 thousand tonnes.52

However, in general more and more grain categories are open for
Russian exporters. In 2018, a protocol on allowing Russian exports
also of buckwheat, oats and oatmeal, millet, as well as other products
including semolina and rye flour to China.53
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China regulates grain trade through TRQs. Within quota tariffs for
edible grains are set at a low 1 percent but outside the quota tariffs
are a prohibitive 65 percent, and with limited licences that usually go
to the major Chinese state-owned enterprises.54 What imports do arrive
are usually of very high quality and for a niche market. There is little indi-
cation that Chinese authorities will loosen their food security principles.
At the same time, basic staple commodities such as corn, rice, wheat, are
also becoming less important for the Chinese diet. Thus, according to
Arkady Zlochevsky, the president of the Russian Grain Union, ‘there are
no particular prospects for the growth of grain sales’.55

• Fish and seafood: One of the areas where Russia has a strong
foothold in the Chinese market is fish and seafood and these have
comprised the bulk of Russian agricultural exports to China for a
long time. In 2018, China accounted for 47 percent of Russia’s
fish and seafood exports, with an export value of $1.2 billion USD.
China serves as Russia’s main fish and seafood market, meanwhile
Russia serves as China’s largest foreign source of frozen fish. Russian
fish exports to China are dominated by frozen pollock, approxi-
mately half the supply, as well as crabs. However, currently these
Russian exports are for the most part unprocessed and low value
added.

• Meat: China is one of the world’s largest meat producers as well
as importers.56 Pork is the main source of animal protein in the
Chinese diet, for which China has historically been more or less
self-sufficient. But starting from 2018, the African Swine Flu (ASF)
and decimation of China’s pig stocks have led it to turn more to
international markets, as well as to alternative meats. China has only
recently opened as a destination for Russian meat exports, but as of
the first half of 2020 it has already become the main destination.57

At a September 2019 Russian Ministry of Agriculture meeting dedi-
cated to the export of meat products, China was identified as one of
the most promising markets, with an emphasis on poultry.58 Poultry
indeed exports currently comprise the bulk of meat exports to China.

After being banned in 2005 due to outbreaks of avian influenza, the
two countries signed a protocol for mutual trade of frozen poultry in
November 2018. In February 2019, the first shipment of 54 tonnes
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came from the Russian company Miratorg.59 The company Cherkizovo,
Russia’s largest poultry producer, also began exporting chicken in May
2019.60 By the end of 2019, Russia had exported approximately 62 thou-
sand tonnes, worth $143.4 million USD, to China. Currently, chicken
wings as well as chicken feet are primary parts being sold, in light of
competition against dominant poultry exporters for parts for which Russia
is not competitive. A number of requirements unique to the Chinese
market, including on the processing side, however, remain to be met
across the poultry industry.61 Despite being the second largest producer
in the world, China’s poultry consumption and its imports are also
expected to continue to grow.62

In January 2020, Cherkizovo also began to export turkey meat to
China with an initial volume of 27 tonnes. In terms of beef, China
has become one of the world’s fastest growing markets: from a low
starting point of 20,000 tonnes of beef imports in 2011, China imported
nearly 1.7 million tonnes in 2019 and is now the world’s second largest
importer behind the United States.63 In 2020, the companies Miratorg
and Zarechnoe were provided licences to export beef to China, and a first
shipment of 21.4 tonnes arrived in Shanghai in May.64 Chinese imports
of Russian beef will certainly grow from such a small baseline. However,
Russian beef production is currently not produced at a competitive price,
and in scale it is unlikely to challenge Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, and
Australia for any significant share of the Chinese market.

Growth in Chinese demand for poultry and beef is partly due to a
substitution effect. ASF had decimated China’s pig stocks by at least half
(one-quarter of the world’s production) by the end of 2019.65 China’s
pork imports rose that year to 2.11 million metric tonnes and were
expected to peak in 2020 before domestic production can recover.66

Whether and how much the crisis-induced diversification towards other
meat products will continue long-term remains to be seen. However, it
is notable that even in 2018, analysts were predicting that China had
reached ‘peak pork’, due both to a switch to alternatives in beef and
poultry, but also due to government emphasis and consumer interest in
reducing meat intake in general.67

As of mid-2020, Russia does not export any pork to China; pork
exports to China were banned in 2008 due to ASF concerns. Russia’s
comparative advantages against larger exporters like the EU, Brazil, and
Canada that are interested to taking advantage of the increased demand
are also not obvious.68 Nevertheless, projections by the Chinese Ministry
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of Agriculture are that meat imports will continue to increase during the
next decade.69 To the extent that Russian meat production keeps pace,
the Chinese market will continue to represent an opportunity for growth.

• Dairy: Since 2010, China has also been the world’s largest importer
of dairy products, amounting to over one-fifth of the global
market.70 At the end of 2018, an agreement on the import of 22
categories of Russian dairy products was also reached. Until then, ice
cream was the only dairy product entering into the Chinese market.
However, due to logistical factors including cold storage, high trans-
port costs, quality control issues, as well as consumer preferences,
traditional dairy products such as milk or yogurts from Russia are
less competitive.71 However, more processed dairy products may
have room for growth—though falsification and quality control here
remains an issue.72

• Soybean and oilseeds: A category of significant attention by poli-
cymakers on both sides is soybeans, largely imported for animal
feed in China. Since China abolished its import quota system for
soybeans as part of its WTO accession commitments, it has become
the world’s leading importer and accounts for two-thirds of the
international market. Due to insufficient if not diminishing arable
land, water, and other resource constraints, dependence on foreign
soybeans is viewed as largely irreversible. In mid-2018, China placed
an effective ban on soybean imports from one of its largest suppliers.
Since then, Chinese authorities and state-owned enterprises have
been explicit about the need to diversify China’s soybeans import
structure, to involve more South American states, Canada, as well as
the Black Sea region encompassing Russia and Ukraine, as well as
Kazakhstan also.73 As the president of state-owned China Oil and
Foodstuffs Corporation (COFCO), China’s largest grain trader and
food processing company Yu Xubo stated, longer-term supply diver-
sification of soybeans will present a ‘historic opportunity for other
countries’.74

Five Russian provinces were allowed to export soybeans to China in
2015, after phytosanitary approval by Chinese authorities. That year was
the first in which any meaningful volumes were exported by Russia to
China; by 2018 the volume reached 817 thousand tonnes. During Xi’s
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visit to Moscow in June 2019 the two sides signed a ‘Plan for Deep-
ening Cooperation between Russia and China in Soybeans’ according to
which the goal is for China to import 3.7 million metric tonnes of Russian
soybean by 2024.75 This has since been connected to the larger project
of reaching $200 billion USD in total bilateral trade by 2024.76 In July
2019, the Chinese General Administration of Customs approved imports
of soybeans from all territories of Russia, as well as expanding modes of
transport to include sea shipping.77

China is the primary buyer of Russia’s soybean crop. The volume,
however, is notably small when compared to China’s overall imports of 88
million metric tonnes. Russian targets are expected to more than double
the value of soybean exports from 2018, to $600 million USD by 2024.78

Estimates regarding the potential of soybean export vary, however. Some
experts are sceptical that 3.7 million metric tonnes to China can even
be reached considering climate, geographic factors, and the scarcity of
available arable land.79 According to Dmitry Ryl’ko, head of the Insti-
tute for Agricultural Market Studies, the RFE’s potential for soybean is
already ‘practically exhausted’ and a maximum of 2 million metric tonnes
is more likely.80 Finally, Russian soybeans are non-GMO. There are also
advantages to this (see below), but among other issues, including pests
and lower yields, Russian soybeans are not competitively priced against
other major exporters.81 Thus, while there are prospects for growth, it is
likely that Russian soybeans will remain a negligible part of China’s overall
demand.82

As for other oilseeds and oilseed products, sunflower oil has notably
been competitive in the Chinese market. Sunflower oil is a relatively
niche product, viewed as a healthier alternative to standard cooking oils.
Different packaging standards and expectations—for example litre size—
however, can limit its appeal.83 Moreover, Russia faces high competition
from Ukraine, including due to infrastructural issues and port capacity.84

Regarding other intermediary products, a 2019 protocol for Russian
export of soybean, rapeseed, sunflower meal was also signed.85

• Ecological products: Genetically modified (GM) foods are seen in
a negative light by a substantial proportion of Chinese consumers.
Since GM production was banned in Russia in 2016, an opportunity
exists for Russia to expand its non-GMO exports to China.86 For
example, soybean imports are suitable for niche ‘ecological’ markets,
in particular for non-animal feed uses of soybean.87 Other niche
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markets include processed products such as soy milk, soy sauce, tofu,
and other seasonings. Non-GMO food presents an advantage for the
marketing of healthy products for higher-end markets. Russian legis-
lation including the 2020 federal law ‘On Organic Products’ on this
should assist with labelling and quality standards in this regard.88

Notably, the development and marketing of ecological products is
also a part of Russian export strategy.

• Higher value-added products: Russian leadership is quite clear about
the need to move up the supply chain, towards processed and
value-added products rather than raw agricultural materials and bulk
commodities export. In this area, Russia’s chocolate confectionary
products have a strong showing on the Chinese market, comprising
$112.6 million USD of $438 million USD total Chinese imports of
chocolate products in 2019.89 Russian brands of beer and ice cream
have also made inroads into the Chinese market.90

Overall, to reach its export targets for 2024, Russia’s exports will need
to move beyond bulk commodities and raw agricultural materials exports.
This requires not only domestic processing, but also vertical integration
both at industrial and regulatory levels, across the wider value chain. This
includes quality control, monitoring, and inspection, but also packaging,
product promotion, and retail, in order to raise the profile, reputation,
and overall competitiveness of Russian products on the Chinese market.91

5 Agri-Food Trade in Context:

Remaining Obstacles

It is clear that the agricultural trade relationship between the two coun-
tries is deepening. At the same time, however, declarative statements from
officials, such as the putative bilateral ‘soybean industry alliance’, belie
the fact that cooperation is proceeding from an extremely low starting
point. The removal of phytosanitary barriers for a range of products is
very recent. This might invite some speculation that the opening of the
Chinese market is motivated by geopolitical factors. However, negotia-
tions and groundwork for such agreements take place over several years,
the fruits of which are only now starting to be realised. Russian producers
and distributors themselves point to growth being driven by their better
understanding of the ‘rules of the game’, and their adaptation to Chinese
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demands over a longer period of time.92 Finally, any increased accommo-
dation and policy facilitation for Russian exporters should be placed also
in the context of China’s opening towards a broader range of countries.
In 2019 alone, China expanded access to its market to meat imports for
an additional 16 countries.93 Moreover, it is ironically under conditions of
strained U.S.–China relations that China has been locked increased vastly
increased purchases of U.S. agricultural products under the Phase One
trade deal. However, Russian exporters will not be substantially affected
due to dissimilar trade profiles vis-à-vis the United States.94

Indeed, Russia–China agri-food trade over the last several years has
more been marked by the removal of existing political and technical
bottlenecks to the point of more normalised market-based relations.
Thus, while wider geopolitical dynamics and any broader Russia–China
entente are not irrelevant to the agri-food trade, other factors loom larger.
These include, for the medium if not long term, obstacles including
broader policy misalignment, market dynamics, as well as operational
barriers of both hard and soft infrastructure.

At a basic level, Russian export strengths are not necessarily well
aligned with Chinese demand due to China’s grain self-sufficiency poli-
cies. The ‘Export of AIC Products (2018–2024)’ plan also explicitly notes
the difficulty of gaining access to the Chinese market due to domestic
protectionism. But similar policies on the Russian side also limit the
prospects for increasing Chinese exports to Russia, where there has been
increasing focus on substituting imports of fruits and vegetables. And
despite other Russian statements to the contrary, Chinese demand for
unprocessed soybeans is also potentially misaligned with Russian goals
to increase the export of higher-value products, as Russian Minister of
Agriculture Dmitrii Patrushev has noted.95

Non-tariff barriers also hinder trade. According to a joint report
by authors from the Russian International Affairs Council and Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, these ‘have the greatest negative impact
on mutual trade in agricultural products’.96 Sanitary and phytosanitary
measures for export to China are extremely strict. Though new protocols
have been signed, in many cases Russian companies still need to obtain
individual export licences. China follows the principle of regionalisation
for some product categories. While this is better than wholesale bans, it
also means that individual Russian regions need to be cleared for export.
Other categories are on the whole not allowed into the Chinese market.
Russian exporters must also comply with tough technical regulations
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regarding quality certification, specific packaging and labelling require-
ments, as well as complicated customs formalities.97 This goes both ways:
in 2019 and 2020 alone, there were a number of restriction imposed on
Chinese agricultural exports to Russia, including a ban on stone fruits
from China in August 2019, and in January 2020 restrictions on citrus
fruits as well as certain fish and seafood products. During early 2020,
many Russian food retailers also suspended Chinese agricultural supplies
due to concerns over COVID-19.98

On the market side, China is often idealised as having unlimited
absorptive capacity, but it is also among the ‘most demanding’ markets
in the world not only to penetrate but also navigate.99 Understanding if
not meeting specialised Chinese tastes and consumer preferences requires
investment in baseline market analytics. As Patrushev has admitted, ‘the
Chinese are a difficult people, it takes a very long time to convince
them that our products are better. They are picky and, of course, self-
interested’.100 In terms of competitiveness in higher-value products,
particularly in the oilseeds, livestock, and dairy sectors, Russia lags well
behind established players.101 Russia must also compete with as well as
emergent agricultural players and fellow CIS countries such as Ukraine,
Kazakhstan, as well as a range of other countries that are seeking to
increase agricultural exports to China in areas where Russia has advan-
tage. Meanwhile, growing consumer emphasis is on the quality of food,
to include food safety, healthiness, as well as organic production.102

Quality control including resolving issues with counterfeit products for
eco-brands or dairy will be important.103 How much Chinese consump-
tion will continue to grow in volume is another question. Most recently,
Xi Jinping’s August 2020 directives which place responsibility on indi-
vidual citizens to cut (wasteful) food consumption, may also soon be
reflected in the market.104

Another important obstacle is infrastructure. The bulk of Russian agri-
cultural production is currently concentrated in the European part of the
country. Transport either proceeds via freight, which is quicker but more
expensive, through the body of the continent, or via marine shipping
from the West passing Europe, Africa, and the Indian Ocean. From the
western part of Russia, it can take up to 60 days for products to reach their
destination in China’s eastern seaports.105 The Ministry of Agriculture’s
export plan entails an additional R30 billion of development of ‘transport-
oriented agricultural logistics’ by 2024. For the time being, however,
even RFE’s proximity to China does not necessarily translate to cheaper
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or more efficient logistics. Lack of, or underdeveloped infrastructure,
including grain terminals and port facilities, makes a range of invest-
ment, development, storage as well transport activities more expensive.106

Current vehicle-based transport modalities, slow customs procedures, and
outdated facilities in the RFE add to the inefficiency. Lengthy customs
procedures can hinder the transport of perishable products.107

Finally, RFE agricultural development in general continues to face deep
challenges, with or without Chinese capital.108 There has been a long-
term shortage of local labour in the region, and although the region
has depended on Chinese immigrants for labour, their contribution was
waning even before the COVID pandemic.109 During the COVID-19
pandemic, the Minister of Agriculture for Primorskii krai, Andrei Bronz,
reported that due to the lack of Chinese and other foreign migrants
usually engaged in vegetable cultivation, alternative labour was found
through the use of students and convicts.110 This practice also affects soy
cultivation.111 Finally, extreme weather events, including massive floods
in the RFE in 2013 and again in 2019, which took tens of thousands of
hectares of farmland out of commission and decreased crop yields, may
increase as consequences of climate change worsen.112

6 Outlook

While there are elements of market complementarity between the two
markets, overall trade is strongly shaped by domestic political priorities
on both sides, which are not always aligned. The evolution from adver-
saries to strategic partners in recent years means that politics continue to
influence trade in general and agricultural trade, both directly and indi-
rectly. Moreover, self-sufficiency policies are unlikely to change on either
side. Russian officials are less interested in the level of bilateral trade than
they are in increasing exports. And it means that there is limited scope
for expanding grain (soy) exports to China. So far, Russia does not yet
feature as a significant player in Chinese agri-food markets outside of fish,
seafood, and chocolate confectionaries.

Nevertheless, with the recent opening of the Chinese market to a range
of Russian products, prospects are certain that agri-food trade value will
grow in long if not medium term, and in the export-oriented direction in
which Russian policymakers are seeking. Whether the current trajectory
is sufficient to help meet the 2024 export target of the Russian govern-
ment remains to be seen. On the Chinese side, its demand for Russian soy
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will surely be influenced by trade relations with the United States and the
fulfillment of the Phase One Trade Deal. On the Russian side, funding
for overcoming the range of obstacles to enhance agri-food trade listed in
this chapter, including infrastructure, will be necessary. Finally, beyond
accessing the Chinese market, the broader competitiveness of Russian
agri-food products on the Chinese market will also require substantial
work by Russian industry players themselves.
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