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Introduction 

With Russia's military offensive on Ukrainian territory beginning on 24 February 2022, the Russian 

Federation faced an economic counteroffensive due to sanctions imposed and supported by 

Western countries. Although these countries amount to only 19%1 of nations around the world, 

they account for 59% of world GDP2. The Kremlin has been trying from the outset to stem the 

economic damage on both the commercial and financial levels caused by the ever-increasing 

sanctions. In fact, these are not only economic restrictions and policies affecting the country's few 

government officials and oligarchs, but they affect almost the entire Russian population. 

Therefore, Russia is increasingly committed to shifting its commercial focus towards all those 

countries that are not part of the Western bloc3, in order to circumvent and make up for the 

shortcomings caused by the renewed sanctions regime. In fact, despite the fact that Russia's GDP 

is expected to fall by 9.6%4 (government estimates consider only a 6-8% decrease)5 contracts 6 and 

trade policies towards other countries, such as China and India, appear to be increasing in both 

the short and long term. In particular, in addition to the increase in hydrocarbon exports to these 

nations, import relations have also intensified, in an attempt to compensate for shortages 

especially in sectors such as7: microelectronics, telecommunications and IT, automotive 

mechanical engineering, pharmaceuticals goods, and luxury and consumer products/goods. 

 

Overview 

 
1 In chronological order from February 2022 the countries participating in the sanctions regime against Russia: EU 

member states, Japan, USA, Iceland, Taiwan, Australia, South Korea, UK, Canada, Norway, Singapore, Switzerland, 

Bahamas, New Zealand. For more details 

https://graphics.reuters.com/UKRAINE-CRISIS/SANCTIONS/byvrjenzmve/ 
2 ISPI Datalab, “Tutti i buchi delle sanzioni”, 11 Aprile 2022 

https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/tutti-i-buchi-delle-sanzioni-alla-russia-34533 
3 Countries in the 'Western bloc' such as those belonging to the Atlantic pact and participating in the sanction’s regime 

imposed against the Russian Federation (see footnote 1). Conversely, countries that do not participate in the sanction’s 

regime (such as the BRICS and ASEAN) can be considered part of the 'Eastern bloc'. 
4 Anna Pestova, Mikhail Mamonov, Steven Ongena, “The price of war: Macroeconomic effects of the 2022 sanctions 

on Russia”, University of Zurich, 2022. 

https://www.zora.uzh.ch/id/eprint/218249/1/Macroeconomic_effects_of_the_2022_sanctions_on_Russia.pdf  
5 Д.Р. Белоусов, О.Г. Солнцев, К.В. Михайленко, “О некоторых параметрах среднесрочного прогноза: 

адаптация к условиям санкций”, ЦЕНТР МАКРОЭКОНОМИЧЕСКОГО АНАЛИЗА И КРАТКОСРОЧНОГО 

ПРОГНОЗИРОВАНИЯ, 2022. 

http://www.forecast.ru/_Archive/analitics/DB/foreparam2022.pdf  
6 As an example: during the 25th annual Economic Forum in St. Petersburg (SPIEF), contracts totalling 5.6 trillion 

roubles were signed, many of them with Asian partners. 

https://newsunrolled.com/economy/37639.html 
7 Иван Ткачев, 5 отраслей, в которых будет сложнее всего заместить импорт, июн 2022. 

https://trends.rbc.ru/trends/industry/62cee0039a7947a572ab50c1  



 

As a consequence of the import ban in several sectors, the Russian system will, once the current 

stocks of the above-mentioned goods run out, risk finding it difficult to meet the demand for these 

products. In fact, before the start of the military conflict, total imports into the Russian Federation 

were as follows (Graph 1). 

 

Considering the analysis of the first two quarters of 20218, it can be seen that among the top 20 

countries for imports to the Russian Federation, 70% of them (specifically Germany, the United 

States, South Korea, Italy, France, Japan, Poland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, the Czech 

Republic, Ukraine, Finland, Spain, and Switzerland) currently participate in the sanctions regime, 

thus partially or totally blocking the shipment of products and goods. However, considering the 

current situation9 (Graph 2) only 9.9% of Russian imports from the US and EU (USD 29.4 billion in 

total) are subject to sanctions 10. 

 

        

 
8 Ru-Stat, Export and import of Russia by goods and countries, Import to Russia – All products, January 2021 – April 

2021. 

https://en.ru-stat.com/date-M202101-202201/RU/import/world 
9 Иван Ткачев, Татьяна Цвирова, Новые санкции: какая доля внешней торговли России попала под ограничения, 

РБК, 01 июн 2022 

https://www.rbc.ru/economics/01/06/2022/6294c5da9a7947c9651b977e 
10 See footnote 8. 

 

Graph 1. Percentages of total imports, data for the first two half-years 2021. Source: RBC economia. 



 

 

The sanctioned goods imported from the US represent a total value of USD 2.5 billion. Specifically, 

they are 1.1 billion for aircraft and aviation components, 0.8 billion for dual-use goods, and 0.6 

billion for luxury goods. Together with the goods sanctioned by the EU, this amounts to a total of 

USD 29.4 billion. 

                

Furthermore, the import goods sanctioned by the EU amount to USD 20.85 billion. Precisely, these 

are 11.8 billion of military-usable products, 4.1 billion of luxury goods, 3.1 of aircraft/vehicles, 1.8 

billion of equipment used for oil refining and gas liquefaction, 0.05 billion of war material (as 

Graph 2. Import percentages from EU and USA. Source: RBC economics. 

Graph 3. Sanctioned imports in billions of dollars: USA. Source: RBC economia. 



 

previously reported, together with the goods sanctioned by the US, the total amounts to USD 29.4 

billion). 

            

In addition, there are trade restrictions imposed by other countries, including the UK, Japan and 

Canada. These are also significant: for example, London reported that, as of 9 May, the total value 

of goods in bilateral trade between Russia and the UK subject to UK export or import sanctions 

exceeded £4 billion ($5.05 billion at current exchange rates). In addition, Russian exports and 

imports are affected by blocking sanctions against a number of individuals11 and against banks 

financing foreign trade, as well as restrictions on transport12.  

 

In the following paragraphs, both qualitative and quantitative data from Ros Biznes Consulting 

(RBC) and The Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC) will be used, necessary to properly 

assess the increase in import flows from the different countries outside the aforementioned 

Western bloc. The conclusion will propose an assessment of the prospect of change for Russian 

imports, concerning the Eastern bloc market and how it can possibly make up for the current 

shortcomings. 

The countries chosen for analysis were selected from the following subgroups: among the largest 

 
11 For example, Severstal (Russian steel group) stopped supplies to the EU due to the sanctions against Alexei 

Mordashov. 
12 The EU also banned Russian ships from entering its ports and Russian trucks from circulating in the Schengen bloc. 

Graph 4. Sanctioned imports in billions of dollars: EU. Source: RBC economics. 



 

trading partners for the Russian Federation13, exporters to Russia of the same (or similar) type of 

goods sanctioned by other 'western nations'14, not openly and/or actively taking sides in the 

sanction’s regime. 

 

Analysis 

a) China 

Between all the countries outside the Western bloc, in addition to being one of the 5 nations 15 

not having condemned Russia's military offensive on Ukrainian territory during the UN General 

Assembly, China is Russia's largest trading partner (as depicted in the first graph above). 

Therefore, since the beginning of Western sanctions, Russia has sought to accelerate the growth 

of trade relations with China. In particular, the trade balance16 Russia-China grew by 25%17 in the 

four-month period from January to April 2022, with exports from China increasing by 11.3% and 

those from Russia by 37.8%. At the beginning of February 2022, the two countries adopted a plan 

to increase import-export flows to USD 200 billion by 2024; subsequently, Russia's trade surplus 

already reached USD 10.61 billion in January-April 2022 with an increase of 2.7718 times compared 

to the same period in 2021. China exports mainly smartphones, industrial and specialised 

equipment, toys, shoes, vehicles, air conditioners and computers to Russia. China's total imports 

and exports in the first four months of the year increased by 10.1% in dollar terms. According to 

forecasts reported by the Russian media RBC, Chinese exports of goods and services to Russia 

could reach USD 93 billion by 2024. The increase in the supply of basic industrial goods from China 

could reach 50% due to the export of cars, railway and metro transport components, 

petrochemicals, building materials, metal products, etc. Exports of textiles, clothing, footwear, 

furniture and toys could increase by around 36% and those of agricultural products by 25%. 

 

 

 
13 See Graph 1. 
14 See footnote 1. 
15 Belarus, North Korea, Syria, Russia and China 

www.infodata.ilsole24ore.com/2022/03/05/assemblea-onu-solo-cinque-paesi-la-risoluzione-condanna-dellinvasione-

russa/ 
16 To be understood as the total account of imports and exports recorded by a state. 
17 Жанна Антохина, Товарооборот России и Китая вырос на 25% за январь—апрель, РБК, 2022 

https://www.rbc.ru/economics/09/05/2022/6278ac1c9a794756b6d7d38f 
18 Oil, natural gas and coal account for most of Russia's imports into China. The country also receives Russian copper 

and copper ore, timber, fuel and seafood. 

https://www.rbc.ru/economics/09/05/2022/6278ac1c9a794756b6d7d38f


 

b) India 

Among the largest trading partners outside the NATO bloc, India also stands out19. In January 

2022, the year-on-year increase in Russian imports from India is mainly explained by the increase 

in imports of various products and goods20. In particular, in the areas of: 

• mechanical engineering: heating equipment ($9.14 million, or 1.65%),  

• pharmaceuticals: vaccines, blood, antisera, toxins and cultures ($8.01 million, or 9.18%) 

• materials of industrial use: large flat-rolled stainless steel ($4.53 million, or 76.7%). 

 

c)  Vietnam 

Vietnam is also another trade ally for Russia, which has seen its imports from this country grow. In 

fact, in January 2022, Russia exported USD 160 million and imported USD 391 million from 

Vietnam, resulting in a negative trade balance of USD 231 million. Between January 2021 and 

January 2022, Russia's exports increased by USD 71.4 million (80.2%), from USD 89 million to USD 

160 million, while imports increased by USD 19.7 million (5.32%), from USD 371 million to USD 391 

million. In January 2022, the year-on-year increase in Russian imports from Vietnam was due to 

the increase in imports of telephones ($70.8 million or 119%), broadcasting accessories ($24.3 

million or 225%) and other electrical machines ($6.83 million or 204%). 

 

d) ASEAN and BRICS countries as possible new major importers for Russia 

In light of the data highlighted, it is important to emphasise the importance of the BRICS countries 

for Russia. In fact, from a geopolitical point of view, three members - China, India and South Africa 

- abstained from voting on the UN resolution. Brazil21 voted in favour of the motion, but Brazilian 

President Jair Bolsonaro refused to condemn the invasion. He declared that Brazil would not take 

sides. 

In terms of economic significance, the BRICS together account for about 42% of the world's 

 
19 In the first half of 2022, India purchased over 40 million barrels of Russian oil from Russia, about 20 per cent more 

than in the whole of 2021. 
20 OEC data: https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/rus/partner/ind 
21 Although total Russian imports from Brazil in January 2022 amounted to $212 million, the imported goods are not of 

the same type as the sanctioned goods. In fact, among the largest imported goods in January 2022 were: soya ($36.6 

million), coffee ($18.2 million), ferroalloys ($17 million), poultry meat ($17 million) and frozen beef ($16.7 million).  

https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/rus/partner/bra 

https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/rus/partner/ind


 

population, 23% of GDP, 27% of land and 18% of trade. Together, they are larger than the 

eurozone and, unless China slows down dramatically, the economic size of the BRICS will soon 

equal that of the US22.  

These figures, when compared to those described above for countries participating in the 

sanctions regime23, allow us to understand the reason for the Kremlin's renewed interest in 

shifting economic attention to the BRICS countries24. Furthermore, Russia-ASEAN relations also 

seem to be intensifying. In fact, given the current geopolitical situation, the opportunities for 

Russian and EEU companies to redirect to ASEAN markets have increased. The TASS news agency 

reports that the new financial infrastructure and the shift to local currencies will help increase 

trade turnover between the countries of the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) and the countries of 

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).  Although Singapore took part in the 

sanctions regime against Russia, the remaining member countries did not do so. As a result, 

ASEAN can also be an important additional trading partner despite the fact that its GDP 

(representing 3.4%) is lower when compared to 59% (of the sanctions-participating countries) and 

23% of the BRICS countries. 

Quantitative and qualitative comparison of imports 

a) Quantitative comparison 

Comparing the number of Russian imports from EU countries and the US, which totals USD 

111.9 billion (EU 82.5; US 29.4) in 2021 (data reported by RBC25), and taking into account the 

largest trading partners (analysed above among the 20 largest), i.e. China, India and Vietnam, 

imports in 2021 alone amount to a total of USD 58 billion (China 52.028; India 2.78; Vietnam 

3.15). This figure is evidently lower than the combined figure of the EU and the US. 

Thus, it can be seen that, from a quantitative point of view, current imports (without taking 

into account possible future growth forecasts) from the largest trading partners (which do not 

adhere to the sanctions regime) do not even reach the quota represented26 by EU members 

and US (Graph 5).  

 
22 Projections reported by DW: 

https://www.dw.com/en/putin-urges-brics-nations-to-cooperate-with-russia/a-62236984 
23 See footnote 1. 
24 See footnote 21. 
25 See footnote 9. 
26 Imports from other 'Western bloc' countries (see footnote 3) were excluded from the analysis, as they are not part of 

the subgroup represented by the Russian Federation's largest trading partners. 

https://www.dw.com/en/putin-urges-brics-nations-to-cooperate-with-russia/a-62236984


 

         

 

b) Qualitative comparison 

A qualitative comparison of Russian imports from EU countries and the US shows a difference 

between the market for civil/private use and the government/public market. Regarding the 

market for civil use, many imports from China, India and Vietnam cover several important sectors 

of Russian imports27: 

- China: computers, toys, and broadcasting equipment (for broadcasting or television); 

- India: packaged medicines, transmission equipment, and tea; 

- Vietnam: telephones, transmission equipment, and electrical machines of various types; 

In contrast, in imports of goods for public/government use, goods such as aircraft and other 

aircraft, aircraft and aviation components, goods for military/security and policing, equipment for 

oil refining and gas liquefaction, and luxury goods of various kinds remain insufficient (Graph 1 and 

Graph 2). 

 

c) Growth forecasts on imports 

Despite some surreal Kremlin predictions regarding increased trade flows (and consequently 

imports) with the Asian market28, countries such as India, Vietnam and Brazil29 do not seem to 

 
27 See footnote 7. 
28 Represented by the 'Eastern Bloc' countries (see footnote 3). 
29 See footnote 21. 

Graph 5. Restated data, total imports 2021. Sources: RBC economia, OEC. 



 

fully satisfy (from a quantitative point of view) the import needs previously represented by the 

western market30. 

However, China could have a more substantial impact on future imports, accounting for a key part 

of imports (and also exports) in the Russian market. Specifically, forecasts concerning the 

achievement of 9331 billion dollars of Chinese exports to Russia, could be a solution to the EU and 

US import shortfalls. But along with this forecast, it is worth analysing further circumstances. 

Among the latter, two relevant ones can be identified: 

a) China exports fewer (or no) goods that the Russian Federation needs to replace, compared 

to previous US and EU exports (see Graph 3 e Graph 4, Qualitative Comparison). In 

particular, these are planes and aircraft, aircraft and aviation components, goods for 

military or security use, and luxury goods. While Chinese exports to Russia, considering 

OEC's 2020 data32, consist mainly of broadcasting equipment (4.63 billion), computers 

(2.84 billion), and toys (1.1 billion). 

b) Despite the fact that exports from China are expected to be worth USD 93 billion in 2024 

(reported by RBC) if the average growth trend from 1995 to 2020, i.e. 14.6% per annum, 

were to be followed, exports would amount to USD 59-60 billion in 2022 and only USD 78 

billion in 2024 (see Graph 6). 

                 
 

30 Composed of the 'Western Bloc' countries (see footnote 3). 
31 Forecasts reported by RBC. 
32 OEC data: https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/chn/partner/rus 

Graph 6. Chinese export growth forecasts, revised data. Source: OEC. 



 

 

d) Market transition 

Given the instability of the current situation due to the continuing military conflict on Ukrainian 

territory, it is possible that further import sectors will be affected by the Western sanctions 

regime. What is clear is the willingness of both the Kremlin and Russian private companies (large 

and medium/small) to intensify trade relations with new allies, mainly in Asia. But this process 

takes time, as it also requires a transformation of public opinion in this regard33. In fact, the 

majority of the Russian population living in the geographically European regions of Russia consider 

themselves European rather than Asian. One of the most significant obstacles to this transition is 

the conservative tendencies of the Russian population, in addition to language and cultural 

barriers34.  Experts' opinions on this are conflicting35, between those who argue that the 

replacement of the Western market by the Asian market will take a minimum of 10 years and 

those who believe that this process can never fully come about. 

 

Conclusions 

The import gap left by the Western sanctions blockade will not be easily filled in the short term. In 

fact, it can be predicted that, following the data analysed above, if the current economic regime 

does not change, it will be very difficult if not impossible for Russian companies to obtain supplies 

of certain types of goods and products (see Quantitative Comparison and Qualitative 

Comparison). Moreover, contrary to what public opinion driven by the Kremlin tries to make 

people believe, the alternatives (i.e. the non-Western countries analysed above) cannot currently 

supply Russia to the same extent, especially considering the small quantities exported by India or 

Vietnam (see Quantitative Comparison). Unlike the latter, it is clear that China will be a key trade 

ally for the Russian Federation in the process of replacing lost Western imports36. Nevertheless, as 

demonstrated above (Growth forecasts on imports), before exceeding the imports given by the 

EU and the US (2021 figures), following the current growth rate (Graph 6), only in 2027 China will 

meet Russia's import needs. Consequently, it is not possible for the Russian Federation to replace 

 
33 Prominent among the various opinions expressed in this regard is the speech of the Deputy Director of the Russian 

Development Bank Institute, Yulia Makarenko, who states that this transition will take a long time (if not almost 

impossible) to complete. This includes building infrastructure, growing trade and implementing programmes. 
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/5407040 
34 See footnote 35. 
35 Many of these are reported by 'Kommersant': https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/5407040 
36 See footnote 3. 



 

imports (of the categories of goods analysed in the previous paragraphs) from Western bloc 

countries with new imports from different countries in the short term. 
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