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Introduction

This book examines Russia’s role in the contemporary international agrifood system. For several decades Russia’s role in the global food trade
system was as food importer because the Soviet command economy had
difficulty keeping food shelves full or providing adequate choice for urban
consumers. In the contemporary period, Russia remains a significant
food importer by dollar value, but its role has evolved since 2000 as
Russia’s food production has rebounded. If Russia as a food importer
is the old story, a new development has occurred that makes this book
relevant. Twenty years ago, Russia’s agricultural recovery was only beginning and the country was not a significant food exporter. In recent years,
Russia has returned to its historical role as a major food exporter. During
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1909–1913, for example, Russia was Europe’s largest grain exporter,
and its grain exports accounted for 30 percent of the world’s grain
exports.1 Since 2010, Russia has become a major wheat exporter, ranking
either first or second in wheat exports by volume during 2014–2020.
Grain importing countries and regions around the world have a stake
in Russia role in the international food market. In calender year 2020,
more than 130 countries imported Russian grain, and for the 2020/2021
agricultural year 125 nations are expected to import food from Russia.2
Russia’s agricultural rebound has led to a qualitative and quantitative change in its role in the international agri-food trade system, and
subsequent chapters explore different dimensions of that occurrence. But
is Russia’s rise to a prominent player as both a significant importer
and exporter sustainable? The purpose of this introductory chapter is
to examine this core question, with a timeframe covering the next 10–
15 years. In the sections below we discuss the variables that affect Russia’s
trade sustainability. We adopt a macro-view and make no attempt to
predict actual levels or values of food imports and exports.

2

Prospects for Sustainability
as an Agri-Food Importer

A country becomes a food importer for a variety of economic and political reasons. For example, common reasons for importing include: trading
opportunities via a regional free trade agreement; economic advantages
of importing that allow allocation of resources to other purposes; the
building or maintenance of international alliances; the constellation of
political interests within a nation that favour imports; the political philosophy of an administration in power that may favour open trade; and a host
of other economic and political reasons.3 Being a food importer does not
necessarily connote deficiencies in domestic production or an inability to
feed its population, although in some countries those factors are certainly
relevant. Importing companies may discover a new product from abroad
that they think will sell domestically. Or perhaps a company detects an
unfulfilled market niche. An example of a country that imports food but
is not food deficient in the United States, which is the largest importer
of food in the world by dollar value, but it is also one of the world’s
largest food producers by volume. The United States, for example, in
2017 imported more than $137 billion in food and beverages, or almost
five times the dollar value as in Russia in that same year.4 At the same
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time, the United States has a high per capita caloric intake, more than
3,600 calories a day, and the United States is the world’s leading food
exporter by dollar value. Thus, being a food importer does not have to
mean that a country is food deficient.
In the post-Soviet period, four main trends characterise Russia’s agrifood imports since 1992. The first three trends are well-known. First,
there has been a change in the composition of Russia’s imports from
grain imports in the early 1990s to meat products by mid-decade and
continuing into the 2000s (see Chapter 2). Meat import levels continue
to decline and since about 2010 Russia’s meat imports have declined from
about 2.5 million tonnes per year to 600,000 tonnes in 2020. The emergence of vegetarian ‘meat’ should not have a major impact on the demand
for real meat within Russia.5
Second, there was a rise in the dollar value of Russia’s agri-food
imports from 2000 to 2013, although the increase was not linear due
to variable economic conditions. Russia’s population, the largest among
European nations, suggests that its food market will remain attractive for
domestic and foreign business. Third, Russia’s food embargo in 2014
led to a decrease in the dollar value of its agri-food imports. The dollar
value of Russia’s food imports has increased from its low in 2016 ($25.1
billion USD), but remains far below the peak year 2013 when imports
were valued at $43.2 billion USD. During 2018–2020, for example, the
dollar value of Russia’s food imports was under $30 billion USD.
The fourth trend, which is less well-known, is that the share of Russia’s
agri-food imports as a percentage of total imports has declined significantly since 2000 even though the dollar value of food imports rose,
thereby reflecting the fact that the import of non-food products was
increasing faster than food imports. In short, food imports have become
less important to the national economy. The decline in the share of
agri-food imports as a percentage of total imports is shown in Table 1.
The table shows that the share of Russia’s food imports to total imports
declined during 2000–2013 even as the dollar value of food imports was
increasing. This trend was due to an impressive increase in domestic food
output. Since 2014, the ratio of food imports to total imports continuously fell due to import substitution policy. The decline in the share
of food imports was also due to a lower-cost structure of food imports
because Russia has changed its trading partners from the European Union
(EU) to China and other non-Western nations where production costs are
lower. The upshot of the table is that Russia over time has become more
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Table 1

Russia’s food imports as percentage of its total imports (billion USD)
Dollar value of total
commodity imports

2000
2005
2010
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018
2019
2020

$33.9 billion
$98.7 billion
$229.0 billion
$317.2 billion
$315.2 billion
$297.0 billion
$182.9 billion
$182.2 billion
$227.8 billion
$238.4 billion
$254.5 billion
$239.7 billion

Dollar value of Russian food
imports
$7.3
$17.4
$36.3
$40.6
$43.2
$39.9
$26.2
$25.1
$28.9
$29.7
$29.9
$29.4

Food imports as
percentage of total
imports (%)

billion
billion
billion
billion
billion
billion
billion
billion
billion
billion
billion
billion

21.5
17.6
15.8
12.8
13.7
13.4
14.3
13.8
12.7
12.4
11.8
12.2

Note Percentages have been rounded
Sources Rosstat, Rossiiskii statisticheskii ezhegodnik, various years; author’s calculations

food self-sufficient in the production of certain basic commodities (see
Chapter 4).
It is likely that Russia will remain a significant food importer simply
because some of the products it imports cannot be grown in Russia. Being
an importer is a natural condition for large-population nations, and with
more than 146 million people Russia represents the largest single-country
food market in Europe. Large-population countries import food even if
they are generally food secure. Russia ranks in the top ten countries for
food imports based on dollar value, trailing large-population nations such
as the United States, China, Germany, Japan, and France. Thus, Russia
will remain an agri-food importer, but here we note that the structure of
Russia’s agri-food imports has changed and will likely continue to evolve
as shown in Table 2.
The table reflects the impact of food policy in terms of reducing
imports for some commodities. Specifically, the dollar value of imported
meat (exclusive of poultry meat) fell and its ranking based on dollar
value dropped from 1st in 2005 to 3rd in 2018; the dollar value of
imported poultry meat was halved and its ranking dropped from 4th to
9th; and the dollar value of imported raw sugar fell dramatically and its
ranking dropped from 5th to 10th during the same period. Significant

INTRODUCTION: IS RUSSIA’S ROLE IN THE INTERNATIONAL …

5

Table 2 Top 10 commodities in Russia’s agri-food imports by dollar value,
2005–2018 (USD)
2005

Alcoholic and
non-alcoholic
drinks
Apples, fresh
Bananas
Butter
Citrus fruits
Fish and
seafood
Meat
(exclusive of
poultry)
Milk and
cream
Poultry meat
Raw sugar

2010

2015

2018

Rank in
2005/rank
in 2018

$1.5 billion

$2.2 billion

$1.7 billion

$2.6 billion

2/1

$297
$451
$245
$484
$926

$669 million
$704 million
$504 million
$1.2 billion
$1.9 billion

$387 million
$910 million
$311 million
$1.2 billion
$1.2 billion

$518 million
$1.1 billion
$432 million
$1.2 billion
$1.6 billion

8/6
7/5
10/8
6/4
3/2

$1.9 billion

$4.7 billion

$2.4 billion

$1.4 billion

1/3

$247 million

$795 million

$598 million

$503 million

9/7

$865 million
$744 million

$940 million
$1.1 billion

$365 million
$191 billion

$364 million
$4.9 million

4/9
5/10

million
million
million
million
million

Notes
a 2005 is used as base year for top 10 commodities
b commodities are listed alphabetically
c citrus includes fresh and frozen
d fish and seafood include fresh and frozen
e meat includes fresh and frozen
f milk and cream include condensed and non-condensed
Sources Rosstat, Rossiiskii statisticheskii ezhegodnik, various years

increases in the value of imports and a rise in rankings occurred for fresh
apples, butter, citrus fruit, fish and seafood, and milk and cream. Alcoholic
and non-alcoholic drinks remained a large-value import throughout the
2005–2018 period. Given the priorities of state food policy, we expect
that the value of imported meat and poultry meat to decline in the
future. In the sections below, we discuss several variables that impact the
sustainability of Russia’s agri-food imports going forward, presented in
alphabetical order.
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2.1

Food Production

The Russian government has been explicitly concerned with food production levels since 2008 when its first food security doctrine was drafted and
subsequently adopted in 2010. Since then, food security has been a core
principle in Russia’s food policy, although usage of the term food security
by Russian policymakers has a dual meaning, referring to trade protectionism and self-sufficiency as well as the more traditional meaning of
adequate caloric intake.6
For the past decade, in order to fulfil the goals of the 2010 Food Security Doctrine, the volume of raw food production has increased thereby
creating more supply for Russian processors and exporters, and reducing
the need for imports of several commodities. Domestic production of
pork and poultry meat currently meets domestic demand, which means
that Russia is basically self-sufficient. Domestic poultry meat production
has increased from 3.4 million tonnes in 2009 (90 percent of which
produced by farm enterprises) to 4.9 million tonnes in 2019 (91 percent
from farm enterprises).7 Russia has become self-sufficient in poultry meat
and started to export. Through the first ten months of 2020, poultry
meat exports were about 280 thousand tonnes which ranked Russia 11th
in the world, and equalled a 33 percent increase over the same period in
2019.8
Russia’s pork production rose from an average of 2.7 million tonnes
during 2011–2015 to 3.7 million tonnes in 2018. In 2019, Russia
became self-sufficient in pork production.9 At its annual meeting in
November 2020, the National Union of Pork Producers noted that the
combination of Russia’s 25 percent import tariff and rising international
pork prices due to African Swine Flu curtailed Russia’s pork imports by
93 percent.10 In 2020, Russian analysts argued that for the first time in
30 years, Russia will be essentially import-free, in comparison to the mid2000s when imports comprised 50 percent of consumption.11 By 2025,
Russia’s pork production is forecast to reach 6 million tonnes, 1.5 times
the level of 2019.12 With the expected increase in pork production, the
need for imports will disappear and exports should increase. Pork exports
were around 143 thousand tonnes in 2019 and were projected to reach
200 thousand tonnes in 2020.
Other branches of animal products are trending positively too. There
are indicators that production in the beef sector may be ending after a
25 year slump, as the rate of decline in number of cattle has slowed.13 A
tariff-rate quota on beef imports has been in place since 2003. The quota
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will be retained for 2021, but starting in January 2022 the tariff-rate
quota on imported beef may be replaced by a flat tariff of 27.5 percent.14
That policy change is expected to lead to a retail price increase of up to
one-third, which, if occurs, will put downward pressure on demand and
lower the need for beef imports. Higher retail prices should also attract
investors and perhaps lead to higher domestic production.
After many years of decline, domestic milk production increased in
2017, 2018, and 2019. In 2020, raw milk production exceeded 32
million tonnes, up from its low of 29.8 million tonnes in 2016, and
equal to meet 84 percent of national demand.15 The target in the
January 2020 version of Russia’s Food Security Doctrine is 90 percent
of demand.16 Russian experts expect that when the food embargo ends,
Russia will no longer need to import milk from the European Union
(even assuming that supply chains could be reestablished, which have
already been disrupted for seven years).17 The point is that positive
production trends in Russia’s animal husbandry put downward pressure
on the need for imports.
In addition, domestic vegetable production is supported by a rise in
greenhouse vegetables, which more than doubled in volume from 2013
to 2019. In 2019, greenhouse vegetable production reached about 1.3
million tonnes and was estimated at 1.4 million tonnes in 2020. Production is on track to reach 2 million tonnes by 2024.18 The rise in domestic
vegetable production is reducing vegetable imports. In 2019, Russia
imported 558 thousand tonnes of tomatoes and about 100 thousand
tonnes of cucumbers. By 2025 those volumes are expected to decrease
to 347 thousand tonnes and 36 thousand tonnes, respectively.19
2.2

Constraints on Food Production

Going forward, we identify three variables that will affect Russia’s food
production. First, Serova argues that the ‘resource curse’ affects Russia,
by which she argues that ‘the availability of vast land and water resources
and relative biodiversity do not yet pose an urgent need for the country to
preserve’.20 Environmental degradation is widespread, evidenced by soil
leached of its nutrients; wind erosion; streams, rivers, and ponds polluted
with animal waste; rivers fowled with chemical runoff; and a degradation
in soil biodiversity. Although Russia has a large amount of agricultural
land (in 2019, Russia had 193.3 million hectares of agricultural land, of
which 115.7 hectares were arable, and 79.6 million hectares were sown),
it faces a range of problems related to land use: 20 percent of agricultural
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land has saline soils, 18 percent is subject to water erosion, 12 percent
is marshland, and 8 percent is subject to wind erosion.21 Russia’s federal
government adopted a land reclamation project that ran 2014–2020 with
the goal to improve more than 3 million hectares by draining, irrigating,
and repairing irrigation systems. By 2025, the Ministry of Agriculture
hopes to bring back into production 4 million hectares of arable land
that previously was abandoned or unused land, which it claims will add
1 million tonnes of grain production.22 The problem is that formerly
unused land has lower yields per hectare and is more expensive per unit
of output.
Second, the country lacks a national strategy for food losses. Food
loss is defined as a decrease in quantity or quality along the supply chain
and this loss affects the amount of food that is available to consumers.23
Serova notes that in some branches of Russian agriculture food losses
reach 40 percent of output, which means that resources are used to
produce food that is never consumed.24 For context, throughout Europe
in 2016, post-harvest food losses averaged just over 15 percent.25 The
implication for Russia is that food losses need to be remedied, but Serova
argues that Russia’s taxation system is an obstacle.
Third, the financial aspect is important. The rise in Russia’s food
production correlates with an increase in state financial assistance to agriculture, including credits, loans, subsidies, and investment. Private sector
investment also increased as the agricultural sector became profitable, but
state assistance has led the way. Russian state assistance has not come
close to the level of state support in the United States or EU. Moreover,
companies involved in production, processing, storage, and transportation expect state assistance. We cite just two examples from 2020. In
December 2020 the State Duma considered a first reading of bill for
a new state insurance policy for 2021. The government is interested
in increasing the participation in crop and animal insurance due to the
frequency of weather anomalies that can have devastating financial effects
(see Sect. 3.2 below). In the proposed new system, federal subsidies for
insurance premiums will double from the R2.2 billion level of funding
in 2020. In addition, the state will pay 80 percent of the insurance
premiums for small and medium-sized farms. For other farms, the state
will pay 80 percent of the first year’s insurance premium, which in subsequent years would decline to 50 percent of the premium.26 The second
example also comes from December 2020 when the Ministry of Agriculture suggested to compensate grain millers for their grain purchases, up
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to 50 percent of the difference between current domestic market prices
and the average price for the previous three years during a comparable
time period, adjusted for inflation.27 Put in perspective, financial trends
in agriculture could be worrisome in that expectations may exceed capability. Depressed oil prices and the economic effects of the pandemic led
the Russian government to lower its budget allocation to agriculture in
2021 to R256 billion, down from R308 billion in 2020.28
2.3

Knowledge-Based Innovation

Knowledge-based innovation in the agricultural sector affects food
production and food imports. Although there are indicators of a nascent
technology boom in Russia’s agriculture through the introduction of
automation and robotics on farms, pilotless driver equipment, and other
‘smart’ technology, Russia remains far behind agri-firms in the West. A
big reason for Russia’s disadvantage is a severe generation gap in its
agricultural sciences, exacerbated by the fact that during the 1990s the
influx of a new generation of scholars into science declined dramatically.
In addition to a deficit in human and intellectual capital in the agricultural sciences, state funding for agricultural sciences is only a fraction
received by other branches in the economy. Serova notes that the planning
horizon for Russia’s agribusiness companies is four to five years whereas
the research and development cycle of new technology can span 12–
20 years.29 The takeaway is that bridging the technology gap may increase
efficiency, lower production costs, reduce loss and waste, and therefore
may contribute to reduce food imports, but this is not something that
will happen in the near term.
The economic power of agricultural science is seen by the rebound in
food production that has been greatly augmented by increases in yield per
hectare, milk output per cow, and meat yield per cow, results that come
from greater use of high-yield seeds and animals. Russia imports most
of its high-yield animals at present. To help boost domestic production,
Russia’s federal government exempted the import of high-yield pedigree
cattle from the value-added tax starting in 2016, which was to last to the
end of 2020. In November 2020, President Vladimir Putin signed into
law an extension for the tax exclusion through 2022.30

10

S. K. WEGREN AND F. NILSSEN

2.4

Per Capita Income and Value of the Ruble

The value of the ruble against the dollar, which as the international
currency is used for most trade transactions, is an influential factor that
affects import levels. During 2014–2015, for example, the devaluation
of the ruble against the U.S. dollar made imported food more expensive
and, combined with a drop in real per capita income, contributed to a
decline in the value of Russia’s food imports (see Table 1). Russia’s aggregate value of food imports will continue to be affected by the value of the
ruble and trends in per capita income. If the value of the ruble falls against
the dollar, Russian importers face higher import bills and may be cautious
due to uncertainty over the ability to sell more expensive products.
2.5

Politicalisation of Food Trade Policy

Recent years have witnessed the politicalisation of Russia’s food policy.
The Russian government’s definition of food security is very narrow,
referring to production of several basic commodities. But upon closer
examination it becomes obvious that the Russian version of food security,
i.e., lessened dependence on imports, is far from reality. Despite official
proclamations of food security, Russia imports a high percentage of its
seeds; high percentages of farm machinery and equipment are imported;
high percentages of pedigree livestock are imported; and foreign agrifirms have a substantial presence in food processing and market share in
food retailing. All of these factors are central to a nation’s food security,
suggesting that the government’s narrow fixation on the production of a
few commodities does not offer a complete view of Russia’s actual food
security. In addition, political leaders’ expressed concerns over food insecurity have been used as political symbolism rather than an indicator of
inadequate food consumption among Russian consumers.31
In Russia, the term ‘food security’ is politicised to justify trade protectionism. Food import policy has been politicised in the form of countersanctions, originally introduced in August 2014 but extended through
2022 by presidential decree in September 2021.32 This protectionist
policy tool has been used to rally nationalist feelings and anti-Western
sentiment. Moreover, Russia’s food trade in general has been politicised.33 This occurrence is reflected by numerous temporary import
limitations on milk and dairy exports from Belarus, or outright food
import bans against former Soviet republics such as Ukraine since 2016,
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or Uzbekistan in 2020.34 Russia has also waged a hot and cold ‘tomato
war’ with Turkey that witnessed a ban on tomato imports from November
2015 to November 2017 when the ban was completely lifted (although
restrictions were partially lifted starting in fall 2016). From May 2018 the
ban was replaced with an import quota on Turkish tomatoes, originally
set at 50,000 tonnes during the winter months, but the quota was gradually increased several times.35 In 2020 a disagreement arose over Turkey’s
import tariffs on sunflower seed and oil.36 The point is that ‘objective’
factors such as the level of food production and population trends are not
the sole drivers of Russia’s food imports. Objective factors send signals to
Russia’s food market, but decisions about country origins of food imports
and import levels are also based on political calculations.
2.6

Population and Food Consumption

A final variable that affects food imports is the size of the population and
its demographic characteristics. In Russia’s case, according to government
estimates, the total population is projected to decline slightly from 147.1
million in 2018 to 146.9 million in 2036, but the urban population will
increase from 109.3 million to 114.0 million during that same period.37
The rising number of urban residents is accompanied by higher levels of
per capita food consumption among urban consumers. While the size of
the urban working-age cohort is expected to decrease slightly from 62.1
million in 2017 to 61.3 million in 2030, higher food consumption levels
may offset the decline.38 At the same time, Russia’s population is aging
and life expectancy is not high compared to other developed states. As
the Russian population continues to age and a higher percentage becomes
too old to work, there will be downward pressure on demand for food
imports.

3

Prospects for Sustainability
as an Agri-Food Exporter

While Russia has long been a net food importer, its role as a substantial exporter in the international food trade system is relatively new.
The Ministry of Agriculture claims that Russia exported its grain to 138
nations in the world in 2020.39 Russia’s rise to significance has been rapid
in recent years, leading President Vladimir Putin in 2018 to decree that
the dollar value of food exports should reach $45 billion USD by 2024.40
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A general increase in the dollar value of Russia’s food exports has occurred
since 2000, as shown in Table 3, and this trend is expected to continue.
Data from the Russia’s Ministry of Agriculture show that in 2020 Russia’s
agri-food exports equalled $28.9 billion USD, a 18 percent increase over
the same period in 2019. Grain exports accounted for $9.7 billion USD;
fish and seafood exports were second at $5.2 billion USD; oilseed was
in third place at $4.6 billion USD; and processed foods were in fourth
place at $4.1 billion USD. Currently about 6 percent of Russia poultry
meat and pork production is exported, but Andrei Dal’nov, an analyst
at Rossel’khozbank, believes that meat exports will reach 10 percent of
output. If new markets can be opened, meat exports could reach 1 million
metric tonnes a year.41 In 2020, China was the single largest importer of
Russia’s agri-food products with a value of $3.9 billion USD, with fish
and seafood the single largest category at $1.5 billion USD; followed
by the European Union at $3.2 billion USD, with fish and seafood the
Table 3

2000
2005
2010
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018
2019
2020

Russia’s food exports as percentage of its total exports (billion USD)
Dollar value of total
commodity exports

Dollar value of Russian food
exports

Food exports as
percentage of total
exports (%)a

$103.0 billion
$241.4 billion
$397.0 billion
$524.7 billion
$525.9 billion
$497.3 billion
$343.5 billion
$285.6 billion
$357.7 billion
$449.5 billion
$426.0 billion
$336.3 billiond

$1.6 billion
$4.4 billion
$9.4 billion
$16.8 billion
$16.2 billion
$19.8 billion
$17.0 billion
$17.8 billion
$21.6 billion
$24.9 billion
$24.8 billionb
$30.4 billionc

1.5
1.8
2.4
3.2
3.0
3.9
4.9
6.2
6.0
5.5
5.8
9.0

Notes
a Based on dollar value of exports. Percentages have been rounded
b Dollar value of food exports in 2019 is from the federal customs agency. The ministry of
agriculture’s data is a bit higher at $25.6 billion
c Dollar value of food exports in 2020 is from the federal customs agency. The ministry of agriculture’s
data for exports is a bit lower at $28.9 2020 is from the federal customs agency
Sources Rosstat, Rossiiskii statisticheskii ezhegodnik, various years; Ministry of agriculture export
data (https://mcx.gov.ru/ministry/departments/departament-informatsionnoy-politiki-i-spetsialnykhproektov/industry-information/info-operativnaya-statistika/); author’s calculations
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single largest category at $1 billion USD; and Turkey in third place at
$3.0 billion USD, with grains the single largest commodity at $1.7 billion
USD.42 Together, those three countries account for about 36 percent of
the total dollar value of Russia’s agri-food exports.43
The table shows an upward trend in Russia’s food exports in dollar
value and in percent of total exports, rising from 1.5 percent of total
exports in 2000 to 9 percent in 2020 (based on data from the Federal
Customs Agency). That said, food exports continue to have a small share
in overall export revenue, a theme discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.
Oil and gas and other mineral exports will remain Russia’s primary generators of revenue from exports for the next decade at least, although
Aleksei Kudrin predicts that during the 2030s other Russian exports will
become more important due to the decline in global demand for oil and
other fossil fuels in the effort to combat climate change.44 To a significant
degree, the increase in the share of agri-food exports is due to a decline
in total commodity exports.
To be sure, Putin’s $45 billion USD food export target was always as
much about political signalling as it was economics. After the May 2018
decree, a political campaign mobilised regional leaders who were expected
to draw up plans to increase food exports and to report on fulfilment
towards the target. But politics cannot change economic realities and in
2020 Russia’s Ministry of Agriculture identified a number of risks and
limitations to different branches of production that would affect agri-food
exports even in the best of conditions.45
Thereafter, the combination of Putin’s political goal imposed from
above, the COVID-19 pandemic and its economic effects on consumers,
and the litany of risks identified by the ministry led to an extension of the
deadline to 2030 to reach the $45 billion USD agri-food export goal.46
The new target is to reach $34 billion USD in agri-food exports by 2024.
Going forward, a variety of economic and political factors affect Russia’s
sustainability as a major food exporter. As with food imports, we discuss
several variables that affect the sustainability of Russia’s food export levels
in alphabetical order.
3.1

Agri-Food Export Policy

Russia’s agri-food export policy has become a story of contradictions, torn
between two impulses since 2018. The first impulse is to protect domestic
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consumers from higher prices and possible shortages, thereby reflecting
the importance of food security that continues to resonate among top
policymakers. The second impulse is to increase food exports, expand to
new markets, and deepen market presence in existing markets.
The first impulse was evidenced in previous years by Russia’s export
ban on wheat exports during August 2010-July 2011 due to drought
and severe harvest losses, which led to an export tariff on grain starting
February 2015 (subsequently lowered to zero in 2019). The anomaly
today is that Russia is more food secure than ever and grain harvests
have been strong for several consecutive years, but the government is
restricting wheat exports in an effort to maintain stable domestic prices
and to prevent shortages as a result of a weak ruble and potential excess
exports.
The impulse to protect the domestic population continues to be
evident. In 2020, an export quota of 7 million metric tonnes was enacted
during the second half of the 2019/2020 agricultural year, from 1 April
to the end of June 2020. For the 2020/2021 agricultural year, the
Ministry of Agriculture returned to an export quota despite a very strong
harvest, originally suggesting a quota of 15 million metric tonnes from 15
February 2021.47 Wheat exporters pushed back and complained about
the monetary losses that they would incur.48 In response, the ministry
increased the quota to 17.5 million metric tonnes effective from 15
February 2021 to 30 June 2021.49 The size of the quota was allocated among exporters in February 2021, based on their share of grain
trade during July-December 2020, a practice that critics allege drives
small traders out of business.50 Without a quota allotment, an export
company is unable to access transportation or ports. As it turned out,
the quota allotment was in fact highly concentrated. Although a total
of 234 companies received an allotment, the top ten wheat exporting
companies received 70 percent of the quota.51 Two grain companies
from Rostov-na-Donu were allocated 27.5 percent of the quota.52 As
a further disincentive to export, or to put it differently, keep grain within
Russia, an export quota was also levied (see Chapter 1). For the entire
2020/2021 season, Russia’s total wheat exports were expected to exceed
40 million metric tonnes, close to the record of 41 million metric tonnes
exported in 2017/2018.53 The concern over too much grain being
exported was reflected in President Vladimir Putin’s comment in his yearend press conference at which he stated that it had been a mistake for the
government to subsidise food exports.54
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Wheat is not the only commodity that either has been restricted or
there are appeals for restrictive measures. In October 2020, Russia’s
Oilseed Union called for limits on the export of oilseed. In November
2020, animal husbandry unions asked for restrictions on corn exports
in order to slow the rise in price of animal feed. Livestock and flour
producers in Russia support export tariffs on grain to prevent higher cattle
feed prices and higher domestic grain prices for wheat to be milled.55 In
December 2020, the Oilseed Union requested an increase in the export
tariff on sunflower seed from 6.5 percent up to 30 percent in order to
slow the price increase in sunflower oil.56 The Union also asked for and
received an increase in the export tariff on soybean to 30 percent.
The second impulse, to increase food exports, has been followed since
Putin’s May 2018 decree on the national development strategy to 2024,
which emphasises an increase in the value of agri-food exports. Russian
food policy took a turn from food security through protectionism, import
substitution, and self-sufficiency to emphasising agri-food exports and
an expansion into new markets. A Federal Analytical Center within the
Ministry of Agriculture was created to assist exporters to enter markets,
produce analyses to help exporters understand foreign demand, and
offer guidance about negotiating and concluding contracts (see www.aem
cx.ru). A state project on food exports was adopted in late 2018 with its
own budget line to facilitate food exports (R400 billion allocation upon
inception, which of course is subject to change). In 2019, R38 billion
of multidimensional state support was allocated to increase food exports.
State support is budgeted at R47 billion in 2021, approximately the same
level as in 2020.57 State support for food exports is scheduled to rise to
R69.5 billion in 2022 and R80.8 billion in 2023.58
As part of the national project, the number of Russian foreign trade
attaches is increasing. There has also been a rise in the number of
memoranda of understandings and cooperative agreements in agriculture
between Russia and foreign governments (see Chapter 6). In September
2020, as part of the national project on food exports, an information
system called ‘One Window’ was unveiled. The purpose of this information system is to simplify the process between exporting companies
on the one hand and ministries and regulatory bodies on the other
for the purpose of reducing operating and administrative costs incurred
by exporters.59 The One Window system essentially allows exporting
companies to order services they need, from logistics to consulting.60 In
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October 2020 the government extended subsidisation for the certification of products to be exported. Under the new expanded rules, exporters
who work through an intermediary are eligible for compensation from the
state for the cost of certification for their products.61 Taken together—
the creation of a bureaucratic entity to promote exports, the adoption
of a national project attached to money, the increase in foreign attache
offices, and the creation of a service provider to exporters—suggest that
the Russian government considers food exports to be sustainable.
3.2

Climate Change and Effects on Food Production

The level of food production, particularly crops, is a variable that depends
to a large degree on the weather. For the past decade there has been
year-to-year fluctuation in Russia’s grain output but the overall trend has
been upward. Weather and weather-related anomalies play a key role,
of course, but so far agricultural output has continued to rise despite
frequent drought and flooding in different regions of Russia. A future
trend line in which food production declines over several years, however,
will set off political concerns about food supplies and generate pressures
to increase food imports and decrease exports.
In recent years there are numerous regional examples of weather
‘anomalies’ that are believed to stem from climate change. Because Russia
is so large, the effects of climate change and anomalous weather are felt
differently depending on the location of a specific region. Severe flooding
in recent years in the Far East, wildfires in Siberia, and rising air temperatures in the Far North are attributed to climate change. Table 4 presents a
summary of weather anomalies and their economic cost to the agricultural
sector during 2010–2020.
The impact of climate change on Russia’s agriculture sector affects
prospects for food exports. Climate change could bring lower volumes
of grain production in traditional grain-growing regions and more grain
production in non-black earth regions where yields are lower and production costs are higher.62 If Russia’s south produces less grain due to climate
change, the entire agricultural profile of Russia may shift from being
a major grain exporter, thereby putting stress on global grain supplies.
The entire structure of grain production would change, and non-black
earth regions would become relatively more important. This scenario is
problematic for three reasons.
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2010
2012
2013
2013
2015
2017
2018
2019
2020
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Effects of climate change on Russian agriculture, 2010–2020
Event

Number of regions
affected

Land area affected
(hectares)

Value of monetary
loss to agriculture
(rubles)

Drought
Drought
Flooding
Drought
Drought
Drought
Drought and
flooding
Drought
Drought, flood

43
22
7
10
13
20
27

13 million +
5.5 million
458 thousand
2 million
9 million
489 thousand
5.8 million

41 billion
21 billion
8.7 billion
11.5 billion
7 billion
3.6 billion
7.3 billion

25
12

3.5 million
4.2 million

13 billion
8 billion

Note 2020 data are through October
Sources Compiled from various reports in the Russian press

First, it raises the prospect of food insecurity for low-income groups
as prices rise due to tighter supplies. Non-black earth regions generally are less suitable for agricultural production due to soil composition,
a prevalence of forested land, and shorter growing seasons. Two of
Russia’s Western regions—the Central and Northwest Federal Districts—
have marginal farm land that lacks the natural fertility of Russia’s south.63
These two non-black earth districts have experienced significant land
abandonment, rural depopulation, and farm closures during the past
30 years, and as a result there are demographic ‘black holes’.64 These
black holes in the non-black zone reflect insufficient human capital in
addition to deficiencies in physical infrastructure and poor land quality
for agriculture.65 It would be a monumental task to reverse demographic
trends, if it could be accomplished at all, which means that non-black
earth regions cannot be depended upon to replace lost food production
in the south.
Second, Russia’s role in the international food trade system would
change. If Russia’s dependence on grain production had to shift to nonblack earth regions, the country would undoubtedly lose its position as
one of the world’s top wheat exporters. Grain production in non-black
earth regions would become much more expensive with lower yields per
hectare and lower volumes of production. Given the fact that federal
policymakers have indicated that productive and profitable farms are to
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receive the most state support, it is not clear how directing more resources
to marginal agricultural areas would play out since farms in the south
would be unwilling to give up their advantaged position even if their
production declined.
A third problem is that if Russia’s south becomes hotter, drier, and
less productive, Russia’s grain exports may decrease which in turn affects
world grain supplies. At a time when the global population is increasing
and the need for more food production is greater, global reserves would
decline and the entire world would be much more vulnerable to spikes in
food prices if drought or other weather conditions affected production in
the United States, Canada, Australia, or Argentina. There are also international political implications. During 2010–2012, several grain-producing
countries curtailed their grain exports which in turn caused global grain
shortages and a spike in global commodity prices. In the Middle East,
many countries experienced chronic food insecurity, high rates of poverty,
high unemployment, and inequality for many years. Russia’s grain cutoff
of grain exports in 2010–2011 to the Middle East contributed to political instability that led to the Arab Spring and the collapse of regimes in
Tunisia and Egypt, and the outbreak of civil war in Syria.66 Today, among
Middle Eastern nations, Turkey, Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, and
United Arab Emirates are among the biggest buyers of Russian grain (see
Chapter 9). In addition, Russia provides food assistance to Syria.
3.3

Foreign Competition and Russia’s Competitiveness

Wheat will remain Russia’s most valuable food commodity export for the
foreseeable future. Russia’s wheat exports in turn are affected by foreign
competitors: the United States, Canada, Australia, France, and Argentina.
As a major player in the international grain market, Russia competes
for market share. A particularly good harvest for a competitor increases
competition for Russia’s exporters, just as a poor harvest among one
or more competitors creates opportunity. Together, producer countries
influence the level of world reserves and international grain prices.
Many variables affect world grain production such as weather, rainfall,
and fuel prices, thereby making it difficult to forecast exact production. That said, the FAO determined that global reserves for cereals
will increase slightly during the 2020/2021 agricultural year despite
the economic effects of COVID-19.67 Longer-term forecasts are more
problematic due to a high degree of variability. The United States
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Department of Agriculture (USDA) predicts that world grain prices are
likely to decline to 2029 as production and reserves increase, which could
create fewer incentives to export depending on the magnitude of decline.
Against those trends, the USDA forecasts that Russia will continue to
increase production thanks to higher yields, which will lead to higher
grain exports but that the growth rate in exports will not match those in
the 2010s (see Chapter 2).
On the demand side, the United Nations projects that the world’s
population will increase from its current 7.7 billion to 9.7 billion by
2050.68 The fastest population growth rates will be in developing countries where the structure of the diet is oriented towards grain, starches,
and carbohydrates, which plays into Russia’s strength. To feed the new
population, the FAO estimates that cereal production will need to rise
by about one-third and annual meat production will need to more than
double by 2050.69 In developing countries, yields of major crops have
been dropping, which means that their net imports of cereals will more
than double to 300 million metric tonnes by 2050.70 The expected
food situation in developing countries presents an opportunity for grain
exporting countries such as Russia.
A second aspect of foreign competition is food trade policy used by
other countries. Russia’s exports are obviously susceptible to import tariffs
and non-tariff barriers that may be used by other states. The World Trade
Organisation noted a general rise in trade import restrictions among G20
countries in 2019.71 In 2020, the number of trade restrictions decreased,
but mainly because the spread of COVID-19 reduced the growth rate
in international trade.72 The general rise in protectionism as a result of
populist governments may also enhance the general drift towards more
restrictions on trade. Furthermore, Russia’s grain exports are impacted
not only by objective needs in the purchasing country, but also by the
presence (or absence) of regional trade agreements that the importing
country may have with other states; the status of political relations with
the importing country; the comparative quality of Russia’s grain; and the
actual terms of the deal that is negotiated.
A third factor that affects the competitiveness of Russia’s export of
food commodities is quality and food safety. The Ministry of Agriculture
has made clear that the promotion of Russian food brands requires accurate labelling of food products if Russia is to be successful in expanding
its food exports abroad.73 A favourable reputation is necessary to expand
exports because, in the words of Deputy Minister of Agriculture Oksana
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Lut, Russia is engaged ‘in a competitive battle for consumers throughout
the world’.74 In recent years there have been concerns that Russia’s
dairy and other milk products may contain unsafe additives or labels may
not accurately reflect the content. Falsification of product content is not
unique to the post-Soviet food system, but may have become worse since
2014 in the push for food self-sufficiency. In February 2019, Rospotrebnadzor raised the possibility of criminal penalties for product falsification
by domestic food producers.75 In March 2019, senators in the Federation Council began to consider changes in penalties for misrepresentation
of goods, services, and labour, which had not been revised since 2007.
Misrepresentation by companies involving false advertising or mislabelling
would see fines increase tenfold to R300,000-R400,000. If the falsification threatens health or lives of humans, plants, or animals, companies
could face fines of R500,000-R800,000.76
To crack down on counterfeit food, the re-export of food from banned
countries through transit countries such as Belarus and Kazakhstan, and
to increase consumer confidence in food safety, in May 2019 the government announced the introduction of a system for product certification
called ‘Merkurii’ for packaged milk, yogurt, kefir, and several types of
cheeses. Starting 1 July 2019 a pilot system for digital labelling was
introduced for sweetened milk and sour cream and different cheeses,
not including pasteurised milk products. Obligatory digital labelling for
all dairy products was supposed to begin in March 2020 for milk and
cream, dry milk and cream, kefir, yogurt, cheeses, butter, tvorog, and
other dairy products, but the start date was delayed. Digital labelling of
food products allows a product to be traced and tracked. Three ministries
(Agriculture, Trade, and Communications), Rossel’khoznadzor, Rospotrebnadzor, the Federal Customs Agency, and the Federal Security Service
(FSB) are responsible for implementation and compliance with labelling
regulations.77 Following several postponements, the Ministry of Trade
announced that mandatory digital labelling would be phased in starting
in 2021. According to the latest schedule as this chapter is completed,
labelling for dairy products was on a voluntary basis starting in January
2021. Beginning in June 2021, mandatory labelling was required for ice
cream and cheeses. Starting in September 2021, mandatory labelling was
required for dairy products that have an expiration date of more than
40 days. From December 2021, mandatory labelling was required for
dairy products that have an expiration date of less than 40 days.78 Those
timeframes obviously are subject to modification as they have since 2019.
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By 2024, the government expects digital labelling to expand to other food
products besides dairy.
The introduction of digital labelling raised strong objections in the
private sector against the government’s plan. Dairy producers and processors have raised many complaints, one of which is that digital labelling
will impose high costs on producers of dairy products, estimated between
R15,000–R35,000 for a small enterprise. But this estimate has been
called into question. The General Director of Russia’s Milk Union, Artem
Belov, implied that cost estimates are too low by pointing out that a
company would have to buy a machine capable of reading the digital
codes, equipment for applying the codes to product packaging, and would
need to integrate digital labelling with the information systems used in the
enterprise.79 For small producers, those added costs could be the difference between profitability and having to close. Other objections included:
(1) digital labelling would lead to higher prices for consumers as companies pass on their costs; (2) digital labelling does not stop producers
from misrepresenting products’ contents; and (3) some dairy processors
do not have the equipment to begin digital labelling according to the
government’s timeline, and therefore interruptions in supplies may occur.
For example, the General Director of Russia’s Ice Cream Union, Natalia
Utkina, asked for digital labelling to be postponed to at least 1 December
2021 because the branch is unprepared to begin labelling by 1 June 2021
and the machinery needed to label ice cream is only available in Italy
and Denmark. She indicated that packaging prices would increase by an
estimated 40 percent, and that if labelling began in June 2021 production would have to be interrupted during peak demand in order to begin
labelling.80 Finally, (4) digital labelling in Russia may create an opportunity for black marketeers to increase their market share because they can
offer lower prices.
The government rejects these arguments, indicating that retail prices
are likely to rise only modestly. The head of the Ministry for Industry and
Trade, Denis Manturov, argues that he expects a one-time price increase
of 1.8 percent for dairy products that are digitally labelled, a price rise that
he termed ‘hardly even noticeable’. Further, he indicated that producers
are eligible for loans with interest rates below 1 percent to help them
reduce production costs.81 In addition, the Ministry of Agriculture does
not accept the notion that there will be interruptions in supplies.82
The takeaway from this discussion is that the government is interested in building a ‘produced in Russia’ brand that has a solid reputation
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abroad. The private milk and dairy sector is concerned about its bottom
line. The introduction of obligatory digital labelling presents an interesting case study of the private sector pushing back against a government
initiative. Previously, the relationship between the government and agricultural interests had been mostly cooperative and corporatist during the
Putin administrations. At the end of the day, it is likely that state interests
will ‘win’. The state holds powerful policy levers—licensing, subsidies,
loans and credit, tax audits—over private companies and can use those
levers to force compliance. Moreover, the public and private sectors have
a common interest. Private producers benefit from domestic consumers’
trust in their products. The Russian state benefits from foreign purchases
having faith in the quality of its food exports.
3.4

Regional Foreign Demand Based on Population Trends

Russia is expanding the number of food trade partners by signing regional
and free trade agreements, memoranda of agreements, and bilateral trade
agreements with other nations (see Chapter 6). Russia’s largest export
customers are, in order: Asia, Europe, and the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA). Population trends in those regions are discussed.
In Asia, Russia’s attempts to increase market share in the enormous
Chinese market go hand in hand with the geostrategic pivot to China that
occurred more than a decade ago. Trade relations are steadily improving
and the two countries hope to reach $200 billion USD in total trade
turnover by 2024 (see Chapter 7). Bilateral agri-food trade is growing
although it remains quite modest in a comparative perspective. Russia’s
prospects for increasing food exports to China are affected by three demographic realities, one positive and two negative. The first reality is the
size of China’s middle class, estimated at up to 500 million consumers,
who represent a potential base for Russia to increase its market share as
consumers’ income and preferences change. The second reality is that
China faces a looming demographic decline. Its fertility rate has been
below the population replacement rate of 2.1 since the early 1990s and
presently stands at 1.6 according to the Chinese government. Other estimates place China’s fertility rate at 1.4 and in major cities it may be below
one child per woman.83 As a result, China will see its population peak in
2027, after which its working-age population will decrease by 100 million
from 2015 to 2040 according to the United States Census Bureau. The
working-age population under the age of 30 may decrease by 30 percent
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during the same time period.84 A third reality is that China’s over-65
population will increase very rapidly, from 135 million in 2015 to at least
325 million in 2040, which means that in 2040 China could have twice
as many people over 65 as children under the age of 15.85 Older people
on average need and consume fewer calories per day than working-age
people. The effect of the two negative demographic trends on Russia’s
ability to increase food exports remains to be seen, but Russia’s policymakers cannot count on ever-expanding demand for its exports from
the Chinese population. Assuming that the political relationship remains
friendly, we envision a rise in Russia’s food exports to China for the next
10 years or so, then a flattening of the curve, followed by long-term
stagnation or even decline.
In Europe, despite Russia’s ban against food imports from the European Union, the EU continues to buy Russian food exports, and the value
of these exports has actually increased a bit during 2009–2019. That said,
Russian food exports to the EU pale in comparison to the sale of its
energy and manufactured goods to the EU.86 In 2019, Russia exported
4 billion euro worth of agri-food products to the EU, compared to 97
billion euro worth of energy.87 In aggregate, EU members comprise a
large food market with almost 448 million consumers who had an average
per capita income of more than $37,100 USD in 2019. In other words,
on the positive side, the EU is a valuable food market and although many
nations within the EU have contracting total populations and workingage populations, food demand will remain strong due to high income.
On the negative side, Russia does not have any regional free trade agreements with the EU and thus faces high tariffs on its exports which puts
it at a disadvantage vis-à-vis low cost producers who as members of the
EU enjoy free trade with other member states. As a result, Russia’s food
exports to the EU may be expected to grow slowly in coming years.
The population in the Middle East and North Africa is projected to
double to more than 650 million people by 2050, thereby exceeding the
population of the EU, which means that the size of the food market
will be significant. Russia’s main food export to MENA is grain. Based
on its demographic structure, large numbers of Middle East youth will
enter the workforce in the coming years, which means that they will
have increased income and higher demand for food because employed
individuals require higher caloric intake than unemployed persons. Russia
is actively increasing trade ties and agricultural cooperation with Middle
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East countries (see Chapter 9). Based on these trends, Russia’s agri-food
exports to MENA could grow rapidly in the coming years.

4

Outlook

Since 2010, Russia has experienced repeated weather anomalies (see Table
4), a recession, significant devaluations of the ruble in 2014–2015 and
2019–2020, sluggish economic growth, a decline in the price of oil which
affects revenue, increasing trade protectionism at home and abroad, and
a global pandemic. Through it all, Russia’s domestic food production
has increased, import substitution has improved food self-sufficiency, and
the dollar value of the nation’s agri-food exports has almost tripled. As
a result, Russia’s role in the international agri-food trade system has
changed from importer to importer and exporter. A lot has gone right
to get Russia to this point, and state food policy appears determined to
maintain that positive momentum.
Returning to the original question posed at the beginning of the
chapter whether recent trade trends are sustainable, Russia will remain
a food importer. For all of the hoopla from the Russian government
surrounding progress in food security, import substitution, and rise in
self-sufficiency, actual reductions in food imports have occurred for
mainly meat products (see Table 2). In the early 2000s, Russia imported
2.5–3 million tonnes of meat annually, now, it is around 600 thousand
tonnes thanks to protectionism and increases in domestic production.88
Russia remains a large importer of milk and dairy products, although the
supplier has changed from the EU prior to 2014 to Belarus after 2014.
Belarus now accounts for almost 80 percent of Russia’s milk and dairy
imports. Due to its climate and geographical position, Russia is likely to
continue to be an importer of fruits and vegetables.89 The point is that
the structure of imports may continue to evolve, as will trading partners,
but Russia will remain a food importer.
Regarding the sustainability of food exports going forward, a lot could
go wrong. There could be a long-term economic downturn. Foreign
markets could turn drastically more protectionist. The China market may
not turn out to be as lucrative as expected or may be arbitrarily closed.
Australia serves as an example of the fickleness of the Chinese market. In
response to complaints by the Australian government, in 2020 Chinese
leaders essentially closed their market to Australian goods: coal was unable
to unload; wine sat stranded on the quay in Hong Kong, barley, sugar,
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timer, lobster, and copper were been banned, and as of early December
2020, a ban on wheat was expected to follow.90 While Russian–Chinese
relations are favourable now, there is always the possibility that a disagreement may arise that will lead China to curtail access or even close its
market to Russian food exports.
Other factors that impinge on sustainability of Russia’s food exports
include: climate anomalies could worsen in severity and duration;
domestic food production may not generate the surpluses needed to
expand exports; investment in food processing may fall short of plans;
and Russia may lose out to other foreign competitors in the Middle East.
Moreover, as was documented above, domestic political concerns about
food security within Russia can curtail food exports. In short, Russia’s
food exports do not depend only upon food production and market
conditions. Whereas Russia’s recent food production trends are positive
and support food exports, cautious optimism is warranted about prospects
to sustain food exports because the future is unpredictable. The chapters that follow explore in more detail Russia’s food trade policies and
practices, as well as regional aspects of its food trade.
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