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Россия – Япония: современное состояние и перспективы развития 

экономических отношений1 

И.Тимонина, 

д.э.н., проф.ИСАА при МГУ 

 

В статье анализируется современное состояние экономических 

отношений России и Японии,  факторы, влияющие на динамику и структуру 

экономических связей двух стран, определяются  перспективные 

направления развития взаимовыгодного сотрудничества в будущем. Автор 

показывает, что  значимость экономического взаимодействия  между 

Россией и Японией для каждой из стран нельзя оценивать только по 

статистическим данным.  Важно понимать,  решению каких 

стратегических задач социально-экономического развития страны, 

отдельных отраслей экономики, регионов, отдельных производств  может 

способствовать экономическое сотрудничество с партнером.   

Ключевые слова: российско-японские экономические отношения, внешняя 

торговля, прямые иностранные инвестиции, корпоративные стратегии, 

энергомост, экспорт инфраструктуры 

 

I.Timonina. Russia – Japan: current status of economic relations and future 

developments 

 

This article analyzes the current state of economic relations between Russia and 

Japan, the factors that influence the dynamics and structure of economic ties 
                                                            
1 Статья подготовлена на основе доклада, представленного автором на международной конференции «Japan-
Russia Relations and Implications for the US-Japan Alliance» (Вашингтон,  16-17 ноября 2015 г., организаторы: 
Sasakawa Peace Foundation USA, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace). 
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between the two countries, defines perspective directions of development of 

mutually beneficial cooperation in the future.The author shows that the importance 

of economic cooperation between Russia and Japan for each country should not be 

measured  only by statistical data. It is important to understand what strategic 

goals for social-economic development of the country as a whole, certain sectors 

and regions in particular can be reached throughout such cooperation.  

Key words: Russian-Japanese economic relations, foreign trade, foreign direct 

investment, corporate strategy, energy bridge, export  of  infrastructure 

 

If we talk about Russian-Japanese economic relations, there is widely spread 

opinion that the scale and quality of such relations are incomparable with 

economic potential of the Countries. In this case it is important to define the term 

“economic potential”. If we talk about the size of the economies, yes, both 

countries can be considered majors. Japan is number 3 country in the world per 

GDP value (4,6 bln USD at current rate, 2014), Russia is number 10 with 1,9 bln 

USD.2 Besides, Russia and Japan are neighbors. Russia is rich in natural resources, 

while Japan experiences lack of them. Are these conditions sufficient to constitute 

the grounds for active and developing economic co-operation? 

Current situation: trade 

Statistical data, reflecting the volumes of mutual trading, doesn’t show large 

numbers.  Russia doesn’t represent one of major trading partners of Japan (see 

Table 1 below). 

Table 1. The share of Russia in foreign trade of Japan (%) 

 
 Export Import
2005 0,8 1,2 
2006 1,1 1,2 
2007 1,5 1,7 
2008 2,1 1,8 
2009 0,6 1,6 
2010 1,1 2,3 
2011 1,4 2,2 

                                                            
2 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD   
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2012 1,6 2,4 
2013 1,5 2,8 
2014 1,3 3,1 
Reference 
1975(USSR)

2,0 4,7 

 
Calculated by: Japan's International Trade in Goods (Yearly) 

http://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/statistics ; Iaponiia v sisteme mirovykh khoziaistvennykh 
sviazei. – Moskva: Nauka, 1977, pp. 227, 229. 

 

Neither Japan accounts for significant share in external trade of Russia (see Table 2 

below). 

Table 2. The share of Japan in foreign trade of Russia 

 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
Export of the Russian Federation to Japan 
Million $ 3404 3740 4457 7665 10327 7251 12835 14643 15590 19649
Japan’s share of 
in the exports of 
the RF export 
(%) 1,9 1,5 1,5 2,2 2,2 2,4 3,2 2,8 3 3,7 
 Japan's share in 
the exports of the 
RF in the non-
CIS countries * 
(%) 2,2 1,8 1,7 2,6 2,6 2,8 3,8 3,3 3,5 4,3 
The Russian imports from Japan 
Million $ 3941 5834 7787 12717 18586 7252 10301 15017 15676 13563
 Japan’s share in 
RF  import (%) 5,2 5,9 5,7 6,4 7 4,3 4,5 4,9 5 4,3 
Japan's share in 
RF imports from 
non-CIS 
countries* (%) 5,9 7,3 6,7 7,5 8,1 5 5,2 5,8 5,8 4,9 

 
Note: * Excluding exports/import to Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Ukraine 
Calculated according to customs statistics. In actual prices. 
http://www.gks.ru/wps/wcm/connect/rosstat_main/rosstat/ru/statistics/ftrade/#  
 

It is important to mention that the situation hasn’t changed significantly since 

Soviet times. In export of USSR share of Japan was 2, 8% and in import – 4,7%, in 

Japanese external trade share of USSR was 2,0% and 2,8% respectively. If we look 
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at dynamics of trading relations, the trend zoomed up by 55 times  for the period 

from 1958 to 1975 mainly due to low base. 3 

If we look at modern dynamics for the recent 10 years growth of export from  

Russian Federation to Japan was faster in comparison with general increase in 

external trade of RF (by 5,8 times and 2,9 times respectively). Import from Japan 

demonstrated the opposite trend: growth by 3,4 times versus overall import  

increase by 4,2 times. Among external trading partners of Russia (excluding CIS 

countries) Japan  is number 6 in export operations and number 5 in import (2013). 

For Japan Russia has 17th rank in export and 9th in import.4 

The trade intensity index5 between Japan and Russia in 2013 was 0, 83, analogue 

index for Russian-Japanese trade relations was 0, 84.6 In both cases the indicator is 

lower than 1 (which means insufficient level of mutual trade relations). The 

indicator for major part of Asian neighbors of Japan (reflecting the intensity of 

external trade of Japan with these countries) is much higher. 

 

What influences the trade turnover? 

In modern globalized world the intensity of international economic cooperation is 

highly dependent on the level of mutual complementarily within inter-company 

relations.  Under conditions when production structures of the companies, 

including Japanese ones, are represented by multi-branches’ international 

networks, the subject of international trade is more added value and not goods and 

services.  International, more appropriate to talk about cross-border trade is getting 

more and more inter-company. In accordance with UNCTAD data around one 

third of the world export is represented by cross-border transfer of goods and 

                                                            
3 Iaponiia v sisteme mirovykh khoziaistvennykh sviazei. – Moskva: Nauka, 1977, pp. 227,229 
4 http://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/statistics   
5 The trade intensity index of country i and country j = (the amount of exports from country i to country j / the total 
amount of exports by country i) / (the total amount of exports from the world to country j / the total amount of 
exports by the world). An index value of above 1.0 is interpreted to mean a strong trade linkage between the two 
countries 2011 JETRO Global Trade and Investment Report, p. 7 
6Calculated by: World Trade Organization International Trade Statistics 2014, p. 26 
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_e/its2014_e/its14_toc_e.htm  ; Japan's International Trade in Goods 
(Yearly) http://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/statistics ; 
http://www.gks.ru/wps/wcm/connect/rosstat_main/rosstat/ru/statistics/ftrade/#  
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services within TNC structures. Herewith the share of semi products – materials, 

parts and components is increasing. In 1998-2011 contribution of semi products to 

Japanese export growth amounted to 75%, while for China the respective figure is 

around 40%, in Eastern Asia (excl. China) – 60%, ASEAN countries (Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam) – around 77%.7 

The structure of  Russian-Japanese trade is totally different.  As previously major 

products, exported from Russia are mineral fuel (82, 3% in 2013) and metals (8%). 

Thanks to import from Russia Japan covers around 7% of mineral fuel needs. In 

Japanese export to Russia complex hi-tech products prevail – around 83% of 

import is made up by three product groups: vehicles (63%), general engineering 

(15%) and electronics (5%).8 Thus trade between Russia and Japan continues to 

develop in accordance with quite “archaic” model of mutual complementarily 

(exchange of natural resources for engineering products). 

Current situation: investments 

Nowadays the development of economic relations and mutual interest in 

partnership is defined as never before by location of production capacities in the 

country-partner.  

How attractive the market of  RF for Japanese investors? Currently we can hardly  

talk about investment attractiveness of Japan for Russian companies, as it is very 

difficult even for big Western companies to enter on complicated and still closed 

(in spite of globalization) Japanese market. It is often achievable only through 

Japanese partner.  

 International investment attractiveness ranking can give some “big picture”, but 

don’t fully reflect the reality. In accordance with World Bank ranking “Doing 

business 2016” 9  Russia is on the 51st place for business climate (while Japan - 

34th).  Low scores of Russia in the rating are mainly attributed to construction 

permit procedure, connection to the power grids, the level of minority 

                                                            
7Regional Economic Outlook: Asia and Pacific. April 2013, p.8, 18 - 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/reo/2013/APD/eng/areo0413.htm  
8 http://www.stat.go.jp/english/data/nenkan/1431-15.htm   
9 http://www.doingbusiness.org/reports/global-reports/doing-business-2016  
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shareholders’ security, external operations regulations10. However, these are quite 

formal and average indicators. For example, China being on the 84th place in this 

ranking, in 2014 managed to attract 128 bln USD of FDI into its economy. The 

figure exceeds the volume of FDI into US economy and any into other country in 

the world for the comparable period. 

If we talk about investment attractiveness of Russia for Japanese business it is 

worth “listening to the voice” of the Japanese companies themselves and to look at 

the results of the questionnaires.  Based on the survey, conducted by JETRO11, 

published in March 2015, major part of the companies, which took part in the 

survey (big, medium and small businesses from different sectors), was quite 

optimistic in respect of potential for development of the business in Russia. 

The structure of respondents by groups and industries is shown below (see Fig 1). 

It is important to mention that this structure indirectly reflects general allocation of 

Japanese business  in Russia. 

 

Figure 1. No. of respondents by type of industry 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
10 http://www.stat.go.jp/english/data/nenkan/1431-15.htm   
112014 Survey on Business Conditions of Japanese Affiliated  in Russia. JETRO, March 2015  
https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/survey / 
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Source: 2014 Survey on Business Conditions of Japanese Affiliated  in Russia. JETRO, March 
2015  https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/survey / 
 

In 2014 53, 2% of companies reported an operating profit and forecast that they 

would improve upon their performance in 2015 (see Fig.2). Bearing in mind that 

major part of the respondents operate within sales and distribution, it is not 

surprising that these companies focus on sales growth and see market of RF still as 

unsaturated and highly potential. It should be mentioned that the survey was 

conducted before winter 2014-2015, when the currency volatility reached its peak, 

therefore currency fluctuation though was cited as a risk, but didn’t change the 

forecasts for more pessimistic. In fact collapse of Russian ruble, started in 

November 2015 significantly affected the profitability of sales in RF. 

 
Figure 2. Reasons for forecasting an 
“Increase” in 2015 operating profits  
(multiple answers).  
 
Source: 2014 Survey on Business 
Conditions of Japanese Affiliated  in 
Russia. JETRO, March 2015  
https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/survey 
/ 
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Figure 3. Challenges in terms of 

production (manufacturing 

industries only) (Multiple answers) 
 Source: 2014 Survey on Business 

Conditions of Japanese Affiliated  in Russia. 

JETRO, March 2015  

https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/survey 
 

  

Those Japanese companies, which 

decided to locate production facilities 

in Russia see the following challenges 

for their operations (see Fig.3). 

 

 

 

It should be noted that difficulties in procurement and quality control were 

significantly more rarely cited in 2014 vs. 2013, which could testify a certain 

improvement of business climate and infrastructure (local suppliers, logistics, etc.).   

Another important factor for foreign both production and distribution companies is 

geographical concentration of financial, human and infrastructural resources in the 

central part of Russia (mainly in Moscow and Moscow region – see Fig.4), which 

leads to increased competition, excessive demand for regulatory services, etc. For 

those companies, which decide to locate their business in other regions of Russia it 

is important to find the right place in terms of infrastructure, human resources, etc. 

And again all these regions are very far from the Eastern part of the country.  

 

Figure 4.  Composition of federal subjects in which respondents are located 
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Source: 2014 Survey on Business Conditions of Japanese Affiliated  in Russia. JETRO, March 

2015  https://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/survey 

 

Hence, geographic structure of economic relations between Russia and Japan also 

remains traditional: major concentration is in the western part of Russia. At the 

same time for some eastern regions of Russia relations with Japan are of a great 

importance. For instance foreign trade of  Magadan region with Japan amounted to 

50,9 mln USD, which constitutes 11,9% of the total foreign trade of the region.12 

Among additional challenges for Japanese business it should be emphasized such 

response as “Unstable political and social climates” was cited quite often (74.2%, 

previously 37.1%), which is not surprising. The factor of hasn’t lost it actuality 

throughout 2015. 

Another frequently cited risk was “Volatility of exchange rates” - 78.5% 

(previously 48.4%). Currently it’s early to make the conclusions on the influence 

of these two risks on the presence of foreign business in general and Japanese in 

particular in Russia. 

Above we have seen the intentions and outlook for Japanese business in Russia. 

And what are the real figures of Japanese FDI in Russia? 

                                                            
12  http://www.ved.gov.ru/news/20188.html  
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They are not significant as in absolute terms and in relative shares in total attracted 

FDI in Russia (see Tables 3, 4 below). 

 

Table 3. The share of Russia Japan's in Total Outward  FDI (end of FY)

  
 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

FDI flow (Based on Balance of Payments, net) 

US$ 

millions 
 

95 160 99 306 391 350 339 757 447 291 

% 0,21 0,32 0,13 0,23 0,52 0,61 0,31 0,62 0,33 0,24 

Stock (International Investment position) 

US$ 

millions 
 

157 258 373 668 954 1 220 1 725 2 734 2 499 1 691

% 0,04 0,06 0,07 0,10 0,13 0,15 0,18 0,26 0,22 0,14 

Calculated by: http://www.jetro.go.jp/en/reports/statistics     

   

Table 4. Foreign investment in the Russian economy: Japan's share 

  
 Total 

millions $ 
From Japan 
millions $ 

The share of Japanese investment in 
the total amount in investments in 
the Russian economy (%) 

Stocks (the end of 
Dec. 2013) 384 117 9 978 2,6

 FDI 126 051 1 296 1,03
 Portfolio 
investments 5 691 6 0,1

 Others 252 375 8 676 3,4
Inward Flows
(2013) 170 180 2 624 1,5

 FDI 26 117 1 027 3,9
 Portfolio 
investments 1 091 0,2 0,02

 Others 142 972 1 597 1,1
Source: Rosstat 

 http://www.ved.gov.ru/exportcountries/jp/jp_ru_relations/jp_rus_projects   

 

Although in some sectors of Russian economy Japanese investments are 

quite material (see Table 5 below). 
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Table  5. The priority areas of the Japanese investments in the Russian 

economy (2013) 

 The largest 
investor 

Ranking of 
Japan 

Japan's Share
(%) 

Agriculture, hunting and forestry Cyprus №2 7,5 
Mining Cyprus №3 10,2 
 Mining and quarrying of energy
minerals Cyprus №2 13,4 

Production of vehicles and equipment Germany №2 16,1 
Source: Rosstat      http://www.ved.gov.ru/exportcountries/jp/jp_ru_relations/jp_rus_projects  

 

In production sector traditionally one of the most attractive spheres for Japanese 

investments in Russia is oil and gas. Major projects in this sphere are Sakhalin-1 

and Sakhalin-2 with 30% and 22, 5% of Japanese investment shares respectively. 

More than 75% of LNG, produced within Sakhalin-2 is exported to Japan. 

Cooperation in oil and gas sector in Far East of Russia is developing actively. 

Conclusions. 

Generally, figures, which reflect trade and investment relations between Russia 

and Japan, are constantly insignificant. Along with that there is no clear connection 

between sanctions and the scale of cooperation. Traditionally Russia has been 

always more oriented towards Europe in its economic relations. Meanwhile, 

geographically close to Japan Far East region doesn’t represent a considerable 

market (the population of the region is around 6 mln people). Russian producers 

cannot propose to Japanese market competitive high added value product, which 

could increase the efficiency of Russian export to Japan and contribute to its value. 

However, the importance of economic relations between Russia and Japan shuld 

not be measured only by statistical data on trade turnover, investment flows and 

other traditional indicators. It is important to understand what strategic goals for 

social-economic development of the country as a whole, certain sectors and 

regions in particular can be reached throughout such cooperation.  

For Japan cooperation with Russia is one of the instruments of the policy aimed at 

diversification of energy resources import. Currently the share of Russian gas 
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reaches 10% of total import (10 years ago it was around 4%). For Russia under 

conditions of certain re-orientation of economic relation from West to East 

diversification of hydrocarbon resources export is also beneficial (including 

diversification in the region, where major customer of the resources is China). 

 

Among potentially attractive spheres for multilateral and bilateral cooperation 

we can mention the following.  

Energy spheres: multilateral  cooperation.   Currently Asia-Pacific region is 

becoming more and more important in the world economy. For Russia cooperation 

within the region is being focused also. One of the strategic directions of 

cooperation is energy sphere. During the speech, held at Eastern Economic Forum 

President Putin claimed that one of strategic goals of Russia is to make an energy 

bridge, which would connect it with Asia-Pacific region13. It should be mentioned 

that the term “bridge” can be treated in the context not only as an object of tangible 

infrastructure, but also as a complex of relations in energy sphere.  

Head of Energy development fund Mr. Pikin considers energy bridge between 

Japan and Sakhalin as project number one: “When we talk about energy bridge, 

we bear in mind not only electricity supply via power cables, but also probable 

construction of underwater gas pipeline from Sakhalin to Japan. Anyway Japan 

and China are our major partners and our major products are energy, gas and 

oil.”  

We can agree with opinion of expert Mr. Krichevsy, who thinks that President 

Putin’s speech was not only about energy bridge, rather about energy 

convergence.  “Bridge is more an engineering object, while energy convergence 

assumes alignment of energy sectors developments not only Russia and China, but 

also India and other countries”.  He supposes that those mutual acts, which were 

signed during Eastern Economic Forum represent such convergences of energy 

sectors of Russia and Asia-Pacific countries.14 

                                                            
13 http://actualcomment.ru/energomost-na-vostok.html  
14 http://actualcomment.ru/energomost-na-vostok.html   
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Indeed, for Russia and Japan development of energy infrastructure doesn’t only 

comply with the interests of both countries, but also contributes a lot to creation of 

regional energy infrastructure. One of such international projects within “building” 

of energy bridge in Asia-Pacific region is Yamal LNG project, in which Japanese 

companies received major subcontracts. In April 2013 OJSC Yamal LNG upon the 

results of the tender signed a contract with JV Technip (France) and JGC Corp. and 

Chiyoda (Japan) for project works, equipment and materials supply, construction 

and put into operation (EPC subcontract) of a production complex for liquefaction 

of natural gas at South-Tambey field.15  In January 2014 Yamgaz SNC concluded a 

contract with Japanese company Yokogawa Electric for supply of integrated 

management and security systems (ICSS) for Yamal LNG project.  

Major investors of the projects are independent Russian gas company Novatek 

(60%), Total, France (20%)  and  CNPC, China (20%).16 Nevertheless, it should be 

mentioned, that Novatek was included in sanction list, which limits its access to 

financing.  Novatek tries to overcome the difficulties with the help of government. 

In September 2014  Novatek filed for 100 bln Rub from National Reserve Fund to 

finance Yamal LNG project.  In February 2015 during the economic session held 

by the president of Russia it was decided to grant the required funds of 150 bln 

Rub as investments into Yamal LNG bonds.17 This example illustrates the 

consistency of Russian government in energy strategy realization.   

It is important to emphasize that the project is being realized with active 

participation of Chinese partners. Russia and China signed the inter-governmental 

agreement, which came into force. The agreement envisage creation of favourable 

conditions for investments within Yamal LNG project.  Russian party fixes tax 

regime for the project, while China assumes liabilities to purchase minimum of 3 

mln tons on LNG per year and to stimulate financing of the project by Chinese 

financial institutions.18 

                                                            
15 http://actualcomment.ru/energomost-na-vostok.html  
16 Vesti Finance, 19.09.2014 http://pro-gas.ru/gas/jamal   
17 http://www.pro-gas.ru/gas/jamal   
18 http://www.novatek.ru/ru/business/yamal-lng/yamal_press_release   
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Infrastructural systems. Within the strategy of export of infrastructural systems, 

which constitutes a part of Abenomics, Japanese companies can rely on 

governmental support (political and economic) in entering to the Russian market. 

There are real projects in this sphere, which seize modernisation of urban 

environment, recycling, project works and construction of “smart” cities, which 

would combine high technologies with comfortable and secure urban environment. 

Russia is definitely interested in investments, technologies and management 

decisions, which could be brought by Japanese companies into production and 

social infrastructure (e.g. medical sector) into different regions, including Far East. 

Manufacturing. Japanese companies (the number of which in Russia exceeds 600) 

solve the strategic goals by extension of the presence in Russia as in an emerging 

market in terms of localization of production (which could lead to cost-saving), 

establishing representatives offices and productions plants, which could provide 

services and supply goods not only to Russian market, but also to CIS and Eastern 

Europe countries, that leads in its turn to logistics cost-saving.  

As an example we can look at Takeda Pharmaceuticals, which was one of the first 

companies to claim its plans to enter to Russian market. Takeda plant constructed 

in Yaroslavl starting from 2014 started commercial production of the goods. Total 

capacity of the Plant enables to supply the production not only to domestic market, 

but also to other countries. For Russia such type of investments brings not only 

financial resources, but also technologies, management solutions and new working 

places. 

Research projects. Japanese companies may be interested in Russian R&D 

potential, which could be used in joint research projects. For instance Japanese 

companies are keen to participate in joint oncology diagnosis and medicine 

research project, both conducted under auspices of Skolkovo Fund.19 Another 

promising direction for cooperation is space research.  

                                                            
19http://www.ved.gov.ru/news/?action=archive&non_country=0&q=&month=&year=2015&country=248&category
1=11&category2  
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As it was noted by the member of National space strategy under the Cabinet of 

ministers of Japan Hiroshi Yamakawa Russian-Japanese cooperation in space 

research has a long history: “Russian equipment was used at Japanese space 

stations, and Japanese antennas were installed at Russian satellites. One of the 

project, which can be realised in the nearest future is joint Mars exploration. 

Japanese JAXA and Roskosmos are to participate in the project. We would like to 

develop the relations in this sphere”.20 

For Russian R&D organization such cooperation could help to accelerate 

innovative processes, to increase the commercial part of the activity. 

Agriculture. There is also a relatively new sphere for potential economic 

cooperation between Russia and Japan – agriculture. It is discussed to lease the 

land plots in Amur region to Japanese companies for soya, fruits and vegetables 

cultivation with the help of Japanese technologies. The production is to be sold 

both in domestic (Russian) and external markets (in particular Japanese). 

Conclusions. Hence, there is a number of potential spheres to develop economic 

relations between Russia and Japan, which may not contribute a lot to mutual trade 

and investment figures, but could favor a lot solution of infrastructural issues, 

diversification of trade relations of both countries and enrich R&D potential. 

As far as multilateral cooperation is concerned the most feasible here is energy 

convergence in the region, which is in line with current trends in regional and 

global infrastructure.  
 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
20 http://www.ved.gov.ru/news/17826.html   
 


