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ANALYSIS

Russia’s Role in the International Fish and Seafood Trade1

Frode Nilssen (Nord University Business School)

DOI: 10.3929/ethz-b-000530882

Abstract
Russia’s seafood trade policy has changed significantly over time. During the Soviet period, almost all pro-
duction was directed to the domestic market. Since 2000, which marked the end of the “wild” Yeltsin period, 
Russia has increasingly pursued both import and export, although under increasing federal governance. This 
article predicts that Russia’s seafood exports will increasingly tilt towards Asian markets, with European 
markets playing a much less important role.

1	 This paper draws on “Russia’s Role in International Fish and Seafood Trade,” chapter 5 in Russia’s Role in the Contemporary International 
Agri-Food Trade System, ed. Stephen K. Wegren and Frode Nilssen (London and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022).

2	 Indirect regulations mean that the import per se was not subject to regulation, but the Russian government relied on a system of strict appro-
val of exporters to Russia which in practice limited the flow of seafood to the Russian market. See Christel Elvestad and Frode Nilssen, 

“Restricting Imports to the Russian Food Market: Simply an Act of Protectionism?” Post-Communist Economies 22, no. 3 (2010): 267–282, 
DOI: 10.1080/14631377.2010.498679.

3	 Ibid.
4	 Ivan Stupachenko, “Russia Wants to Double Revenues from Seafood Exports by 2024,” Seafood Source, February 12, 2019, https://www.

seafoodsource.com/news/supply-trade/russia-wants-to-double-revenues-from-seafood-exports-by-2024, accessed November 12, 2020.
5	 Ministry of Agriculture, “Operativnyi obzor eksporta produktsii APK,” December 27, 2020, www.mcx.gov.ru, accessed January 10, 2021.
6	 Susanne Kraats, “The Russian Embargo: Impact on the Economic and Employment Situation in the EU,” European Parliament Policy Brief-

ing PE 536.291, October 12, 2014, DOI: 10.2861/73046 (pdf).

The Food Embargo and Its Impact on 
Russia’s Global Seafood Trade
Over the past 20 years, Russia’s seafood trade policy has 
changed from open trade to a regulated system where 
exports and imports are governed by the federal author-
ities. In particular, imports are subject to regulations 
and restrictions—these are indirect but nevertheless 
quite effective.2 At the federal level, Russia’s main goal 
in imposing such regulations is to ensure Russia’s food 
security: the government seeks to secure stable and suf-
ficient domestic supplies of foodstuffs while prevent-
ing foreign suppliers from assuming a dominant role. 
An important and fundamental change in the Russian 
food import policy during this period has been the 2010 
implementation of the Food Security Doctrine.3 The 
Doctrine gives the Russian government increased con-
trol over the import of foodstuffs to Russia. The execut-
ing body is the Federal Service for Veterinary and Phy-
tosanitary Surveillance (known as Rossel'khoznadzor). 
Within a few years of its establishment, the “nadzor” had 
worked out a system for tight control over approved for-
eign as well as Russian food exporters and importers.

Since 2012, Russian exports of fish and seafood have 
been growing steadily. Moreover, both commercial inter-
ests and the Russian government have advocated for 
even higher levels of seafood exports.4 Seafood exports 
play an important role in the country’s trade with such 
neighboring regions as the European Union (EU) and 
Asia. For example, through December 27, 2020, Russia 

had exported $3.2 billion in food to the EU in 2020, of 
which fish and seafood accounted for $1.1 billion. To 
the same date, Russia had exported $3.9 billion of food 
to China, of which $1.6 billion was fish and seafood.5

Russia became a member of the World Trade Organi-
zation (WTO) on August 22, 2012. When it took this step, 
there was an expectation that Russia would join the liberal 
global trading order and lower the barriers to entry to the 
Russian food market. After all, in the run-up to formal 
accession to the WTO, Russia had modified its laws and 
customs policies, promised to reduce tariffs and non-tar-
iff barriers, agreed to limit its subsidies to agriculture, and 
indicated a willingness to open certain sectors of its econ-
omy to competition (banking, insurance, automobiles).

Yet it quickly became clear that the expected trade 
liberalization from Russia’s accession to the WTO would 
not materialize. Less than two years later, on August 6, 
2014, Russia banned the import of agri-food products 
from selected Western countries in response to West-
ern sanctions that had targeted certain sectors of Rus-
sia’s economy. Prior to the food embargo, Russia had 
been the second-most important destination for EU 
agricultural products, trailing only the United States. 
The main agricultural exports from the EU that were 
affected by Russia’s countersanctions were pork (58.9 
percent of Russia’s total imports); milk and milk pro-
ducts (37.4 per cent of Russia’s total imports); and veg-
etables and fruits (31.9 and 23.5 percent of Russia’s total 
imports, respectively).6
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Notably, Russia’s food embargo (countersanctions) 
on the EU did not include seafood but focused on agri-
food. Norway, however, was hit by Russian countersanc-
tions for seafood exports because it is not part of the EU. 
As shown in Table 1, Russian imports of seafood from 
Norway—which had previously dominated the market, 
providing 45–50 percent of Russian imports—ceased 
almost immediately after countersanctions were intro-
duced. To replace Norwegian seafood, Russia needed 
to find other suppliers. The decline in Russia’s seafood 
imports in 2015 and 2016 reflects the initial struggle to 
secure alternative suppliers (as well as the devaluation of 
the ruble and an economic recession). Eventually, three 
smaller—but still substantial—producers of farmed 
Atlantic salmon and other farm-raised fish entered the 
Russian market: Greenland, the Faroe Islands, and Tur-
key. In addition, Chile significantly increased its market 
share compared to the pre-sanctions period. Greenland, 
the Faroe Islands (EU), and Chile supply farmed Atlan-
tic salmon, while Turkey is a new supplier of farmed 
whitefish, such as sea bass and seabream. In addition, 
some Norwegian farmed salmon found its way to the 
Russian market through Belarus, although the volumes 
were marginal compared to previous direct exports to 
Russia. Norway was not the only country from which 
seafood transited through Belarus, which became a kind 
of legal trading hub for seafood from countries under 
sanctions. Table 1 on p. 14 indicates the countries of 
origin for Russia’s seafood imports in 2001–2019.

The table shows three notable dimensions of the 
change in seafood trade in the aftermath of the 2014 
embargo. First, there was a change from one dominant 
supplier (Norway) to a higher number of suppliers, each 
of which exported lower volumes of seafood to Russia 
than the one dominant supplier had in the pre-embargo 
period. Norway went from being the dominant supplier 
in 2013 to virtual irrelevance, with its seafood exports 
to Russia falling to 1 percent of market share in 2019. 
Second, after countersanctions were introduced, the 
main suppliers captured a much higher share of Rus-
sia’s total seafood imports. Taken together, the group of 
main suppliers increased their market share from 72 per-
cent in 2013 to 85 percent in 2019. Third, in the post-
countersanctions period, the main seafood suppliers to 
Russia came to be distributed across a wider spectrum 
of geographical regions, including Asia, South America, 
and Europe. Chile increased its market share from 10 
percent in 2013 to almost 22 percent in 2019; China’s 
share rose too, from 9 percent in 2013 to nearly 15 per-
cent in 2019. That said, countersanctions contributed to 

7	 Rosstat, Rossiiskii statisticheskii ezhegodnik 2019 (Moscow: Rosstat, 2019), 607.
8	 “Itogi deiatel'nosti Federal'nogo Agenstsva po Rybolovststvo goda 2020 i zadachi na 2021 god,” https://fish.gov.ru/about/kollegiya-rosrybolovstva/, 

accessed January 10. 202.

a decline in the value of Russia’s seafood imports from 
$2.8 billion in 2013 to around $1.6 billion in 2018 (the 
value includes fresh and frozen fish and seafood).7 This 
reduction in seafood imports is explicable by the com-
bination of reduced import volumes and the purchase 
of less expensive seafood (the volume of farmed salmon, 
for instance, declined).

In the aftermath of the 2014 countersanctions, Rus-
sian seafood exports did not experience the same change 
as occurred with imports. On the contrary, the pri-
mary purchasers of Russia’s seafood have remained stable, 
with the Asian countries representing by far the largest 
Russian export market. China, the Republic of Korea, 
and Japan have been particularly stable markets, buying 
70–80 percent of total Russian seafood exports. The vol-
ume of seafood exports to Asia coincides with Russia’s 
seafood resource base in the Russian Economic Zones 
in the Far East: in 2020, 71.8 percent of total Russian 
catches of seafood came from Russian Far East waters.8

The aforementioned three Asian countries buy large 
quantities of Alaska pollack, salmon, and pelagic species 
(mackerel and herring). In Europe, the traditional cus-
tomers (Norway, Germany, Denmark, and the UK) are 
purchasers of Northeast Atlantic cod. Compared to the 
seafood trade in the Russian Far East, the value is quite 
small, but it is stable and did not change much as a result 
of countersanctions. Since 2013, the Netherlands has 
become a relatively large consumer of Russian seafood, 
increasing its share from about 10 percent in 2013 to 
over 17 percent in 2019. In total, European markets 
received about 20 percent of Russia’s seafood exports in 
2017–2019. The distribution of Russia’s seafood exports 
between the main buyers is shown in Table 2 on p. 15.

The Putin period of consolidation also brought 
attempts to establish an institutional setup for govern-
ance of Russia’s role in the global seafood trade. The fed-
eral government has tried to establish a system of incen-
tives to provide control over seafood exports as a valuable 
asset. Russia’s export of fish has played an important role 
in strengthening its relations with large trade partners 
in the Far East. Russia seems to have succeeded with 
the strategy of assuming some control of the export. It 
is evident that Russia’s government intends to remain 
involved in the seafood trade as part of its overall food 
security strategy. In January 2020, President Putin 
signed a new Food Security Doctrine to replace the 
2010 version. Notably, the target for self-sufficiency in 
seafood was raised from 80 percent to 85 percent (in live 
weight). The 2020 version, in the chapter “Strategic Goal 
and Key Objectives of Ensuring Food Security,” states:

https://fish.gov.ru/about/kollegiya-rosrybolovstva/
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The strategic goal of ensuring food security is to 
provide the country’s population with safe, qual-
ity and affordable farm products, raw materials 
and food in quantities that satisfy balanced food 
consumption. Based on food independence 
requirements, the major sources of foodstuffs 
are products of agricultural, forestry, fishery and 
hunting sectors, as well as food industry products. 
The agricultural, fishery and food industries play 
central role in ensuring food security.9

Not only does the new food security doctrine provide 
more detail than the previous version, but it also con-
tains several strategic measures and directions for the 
desired future development of the food sector.

In addition, April 2020 governmental order (razpo-
riazhenie) No. 993-r laid out a new “Strategy for Devel-
opment of the Agribusiness and Fishery Sectors of the 
Russian Federation to 2030.”10 The Strategy, which con-
siders economic models for development, is closely tied 
to the new food security doctrine and other official pro-
grams related to strategic development. Its goals include: 
increasing the share of value-added products and mak-
ing them available to Russian consumers; and increasing 
exports of food products to at least $45 billion per year, 
a goal that was subsequently modified to $34 billion by 
2024. To increase exports, the order advocates the elim-
ination of trade barriers, the stimulation of export-ori-
ented businesses, and the promotion of Russia’s agricul-
tural and fish products in export markets.11

Outlook
Russia’s role in the global seafood trade has changed over 
time. The first change is to its role as a seafood importer. 
Russia has stabilized as a less prominent importer in the 
global seafood market. The overarching theme of Rus-
sia’s seafood trade since 2000 has been self-sufficiency—
that is, producing enough to meet Russia’s own needs.

The early post-Soviet era was characterized by heavy 
import of low-value seafood and the export of high-

9	 “Ukaz Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii ot 21.01.2020 g. No. 20. Ob utverzhdenii Doktrina prodovol'stvennoi bezapastnosti Rossiiskoi Fed-
eratsii,” January 21, 2020, http://kremlin.ru/acts/bank/45106, accessed January 12, 2021.

10	 Pravitel'stvo Rossiiskoi Federatsii, “Rasporiazhenie ot 12 Aprelia 2020 g. N 993-r, Strategii razvitiia agropromyshlennogo i rybokhoziaist-
vennogo kompleksov Rossiiskoi Federatsii na period do 2030 goda,” April 12, 2020, http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/rus195965original.
pdf, accessed January 12, 2021.

11	 Domestic fisheries (commercially farmed fish) are seen to hold great potential for increasing production of aquatic resources, the reason being 
that the wild catch at sea is limited and fluctuates naturally over time. That said, commercial aquaculture will continue to play an insignifi-
cant role in the production and economics of the fishery sector, even though its average annual production growth rate has been about 15 per-
cent. Commercial aquaculture is a part of the total fish production that is possible to control and increase. Current output from this indus-
try is, however, modest and not subject to export.

12	 Stephen K. Wegren and Christel Elvestad, “Russia’s Food Self-Sufficiency and Food Security: An Assessment,” Post-Communist Economies 
30, no. 5 (2018): 565–87.

13	 Arina Motova and Fabrizio Natale, “Impacts of the 2014 Russian Trade Ban on Seafood,” European Commission, JRC Science and Policy 
Report 94726 (2015), https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC94726/lbna27113enn.pdf.

14	 Wegren and Elvestad, “Russia’s Food Self-Sufficiency and Food Security.”
15	 Stephen K. Wegren, Alexander M. Nikulin, and Irina Trotsuk, “The Russian Variant of Food Security,” Problems of Post-Communism 64, 

no. 1 (2017): 47–62.

value seafood. Since 2010, Russia’s net production has 
exceeded domestic demand and consumption. Over the 
past decade and in particular since the 2014 embargo, 
Russia has reduced the value of its food imports: the dol-
lar value of these imports fell from a post-Soviet high of 
$43 billion in 2013 to less than $25 billion in 2016.12 The 
dollar value of Russia’s food imports has increased since 
2016 but has not come close to the pre-2014 level. The 
dollar value of seafood imports also fell due to counter-
sanctions, although this has stabilized since 2017. The 
2020 food security doctrine prescribes more self-suffi-
ciency in seafood.

Seafood imports from Europe fell dramatically as 
a consequence of the food embargo, reinforcing Rus-
sia’s reduced role as a seafood importer. The major sea-
food trade inflows most affected by the ban are imports 
of Atlantic salmon, herring, and trout from Norway and 
cold-water shrimp from Canada. Even if the import ban 
against the EU has been compensated for somewhat 
with imports from other countries, the big picture is 
still a reduction in seafood imports.13 A parallel trend 
in Russia’s seafood imports is the gradual shift from 
European to Asian countries, where China has main-
tained its position as the second-largest foreign supplier 
of seafood to Russia, increasing the volume thereof by 
23 percent in 2010–2016 (see Table 2 on p. 15). New-
comers among the top ten exporters of seafood to Rus-
sia are Vietnam, Peru, Morocco, Thailand, and India, 
allowing Russia to further distance itself from West-
ern countries.14

Russian food security issue is clearly a  political 
ambition strongly related to independence of seafood 
imports in order to self-supply the domestic market. 
As indicated above, the Russian model of food security 
emphasizes that reliance on foreign food sources makes 
the nation vulnerable.15 At the same time, the Russian 
economy’s trade surplus in the seafood sector helps to 
bolster sectors that have a negative trade surplus (such as 
agriculture). Based on statements by government leaders, 

http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/rus195965original.pdf
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/rus195965original.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC94726/lbna27113enn.pdf
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official documents and plans, institutional arrangements, 
and business interests within Russia, I predict that Rus-
sia’s role as a seafood importer will remain stable.

The second change is to Russia’s role as a seafood 
exporter. Over the past 15 years, Russia has become 
an  increasingly dominant seafood exporter. In 2003, 
Russia ranked 35th globally in dollar value of seafood 
exports. By 2020, Russia had risen to 6th, behind only 
the traditionally large seafood-exporting countries of 
China, Norway, the US, Chile, and India. Russia’s rank-
ings as seafood importer and exporter in 2003–2019 are 
shown in Table 3 on p. 15.

Going forward, Russia’s room for maneuver as 
a global actor in the seafood trade will be affected by 
resource accessibility; organizational behavior; and the 

state’s political aims, goals, and institutional capabil-
ities. The Russian government has made clear that it 
intends to play a direct role in seafood exports. Since 
2000, a range of economic and institutional measures 
have been implemented. Legal institutions, regulations, 
and various incentive measures have been introduced, 
together with the transfer of power to such federal con-
trol organs as the Federal Customs Service, Rossel'khoz-
nadzor, and more sector-specific organs that give the 
state the ability to move seafood exports in desired direc-
tions. With regard to seafood exports, there is little to 
suggest a pull-back in Russia’s export orientation. Stable 
and high levels of fishing will allow Russia to maintain 
its role as a prominent actor in the global seafood trade.
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Table 1:	 Market Share of Main Suppliers of Russia’s Seafood Imports, 2001–2019

  2001 2005 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Norway 45.8% 47.1% 44.2% 41.3% 44.8% 39.9% 22.1% 0.6% 0% 0% 0.6% 1.0%

Chile 1.2% 3.1% 3.8% 0.5% 4.9% 10.4% 16.0% 24.3% 23.5% 20.2% 25.6% 21.5%

China 1.2% 4.0% 9.5% 1.1% 9.6% 9.2% 12.0% 12.2% 15.5% 14.6% 1.5% 14.9%

Vietnam 0.1% 2.4% 3.7% 4.2% 3.3% 2.8% 3.6% 5.6% 6.4% 6.2% 4.8% 6.0%

Argentina 0% 3.2% 1.0% 1.3% 0.9% 0.8% 1.4% 1.5% 2.2% 3.4% 3.5% 4.7%

India 0% 0.1% 0.1% 1.3% 1.2% 1.4% 2.9% 2.3% 4.2% 4.2% 4.9% 5.4%

Greenland, 
Faroe Isl.,Turkey 0% 0.4% 1.5% 2.3% 4.2% 5.2% 10.1% 28.0% 28.3% 31.6% 26.6% 25.2%

Belarus  0% 0% 0% 0% 0.8% 2.2% 4.3% 7.1% 7.4% 7.2% 6.5% 6.6%

Sum 48.3% 60.3% 63.7% 51.8% 69.6% 71.9% 72.2% 81.7% 87.5% 87.5% 73.9% 85.4%

Note: Percentages are based on dollar value of imports.

Source: Trade statistics for international business development, https://www.trademap.org/.
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Table 2:	 Distribution of Russia’s Seafood Exports to Main Buyers, 2001–2019

  2001 2005 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
China 18.8% 27.9% 41.4% 39.6% 37.2% 36.0% 31.9% 35.3% 34.2% 31.3% 34.9% 36.2%
Korea, 
Republic of 26.8% 1.9% 3.8% 38.5% 40.3% 39.5% 36.4% 34.8% 33.6% 34.2% 32.0% 31.8%
Japan 27.3% 20.8% 9.1% 8.2% 10.0% 7.2% 7.4% 9.4% 9.1% 7.3% 8.2% 6.2%
Netherlands 1.9% 1.7% 6.1% 7.1% 5,0% 9.9% 16.4% 13.2% 14.3% 19.7% 16.1% 17.1%
EU countries 
and Norway 13.0% 13.0% 2.0% 2.0% 2.0% 1.0% 1.0% 1.0% 1.0% 2.0% 2.0% 3.0%
Belarus  0% 0% 0% 0% 1.1% 1.9% 2.5% 1.7% 0.2% 1.6% 1.5% 1.4%
United States 
of America 0.5% 2.4% 0.7% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 0.2% 0% 0.4% 0.4%
Sum 88.3% 67.5% 63.1% 95.8% 95.4% 95.7% 96.0% 95.8% 92.5% 95.7% 95.3% 95.9%

Note: Percentage of exports based on dollar value of exports.
Source: Trade statistics for international business development, https://www.trademap.org/.
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Table 3:	 Russia’s Place in the Global Seafood Trade

Ranking of the eight largest seafood-exporting countries 

2003 2007 2010 2015 2019 2020
1 China Norway China China China Norway
2 Norway China Norway Norway Norway China
3 USA USA Vietnam USA Vietnam Vietnam
4 Vietnam Vietnam USA Vietnam India India 
5 India Canada Canada India Chile Chile
6 Canada Chile Thailand Canada USA Russia (6)
7 Chile Spain Spain Chile Russia (7) Canada
8 Sweden Thailand Chile Sweden Sweden Sweden

Russia (10) Russia (35) Russia (12) Russia (10)

Ranking of the eight largest seafood-importing countries 

2003 2007 2010 2015 2019 2020
1 Japan Japan Japan USA USA USA
2 USA USA USA Japan China China
3 Spain Spain Spain China Spain Japan
4 France China France Spain Spain Spain
5 Italy France China France France France 
6 China Italy Italy France France Sweden
7 Sweden Germany Germany Sweden Sweden Korea repub.
8 Hong Kong Rep. of Korea Sweden Germany Rep. of Korea Italy

Russia (21) Russia (14) Russia (11) Russia (19) Russia (18) Russia(18)

Note: Ranking is based on U.S. dollar value
Sources: International Trade Statistics; Federal Customs Service, Russia; Rosstat; and UN Comtrade.

https://www.trademap.org/
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