Russian Perspective on NEA Regional Economic Cooperation
Dr. Sergey TSYPLAKOV

Trade Representative, Russian Embassy in Beijing

For a long period of time Russian foreign trade economic cooperation was mostly done with Europe. This trend has many roots, some of them connected to the country’ including historic because Russia since 18th century has always tried to position itself as European state. Although Russia’s Far East and Siberia are reach in natural resources they remained to be underdeveloped. They account for only 10% of Russian population, but infrastructure - including railroads, automobile network and seaports - is far from perfect. Until the end of eighties – through out the history of USSR – Russia’s Far East remained a territory closed for the foreigners, the fact that had serious consequences on its economic development.
Since the beginning of market oriented economic reforms and disintegration of Soviet Union the territory had opened its doors to the outside world. But the hopes that the new policy would result in massive capital inflows never came true. Maybe the only exclusion was the Sakhalin island, that attracted oil and gas investment on very preferential terms. In general, economic situation in Russia’s Far East remained depressive. The trend for demographic contraction has become obvious, among the first to migrate to European part of Russia were the most qualified workers and personnel. During the nineties the investment into industrial and social infrastructure of the region was inadequate – the fact that also slowed down its economic development. 
The situation has seen some changes during recent years. In 2008 the Government program on social economic development of Eastern Siberia and Far East was adopted. Its aim is to create conditions for investment, including the investment into modernization in infrastructure, building of new transportation infrastructure projects, constructing the oil pipeline from Eastern Siberia to the Pacific coast. The first phase of this pipeline was completed by January 2010. The Program also calls for developing modern high-tech facilities in manufacturing and upgrading social infrastructures. 
The geography of external economic ties of the region mostly comprises the countries in North-East Asia and first of all – China. The trade with China accounts for over 50% of foreign trade of Приморский, Хабаровский, Забайкальский, Амурский regions, and in some cases reaches 80 to 90%. Despite such visible presence in foreign trade of these regions, China is not a major investor in their economies. It is estimated that even within modest volumes of attracted foreign investment the contribution of China doesn’t exceed 2-3%. The commodity structure of trade also reflects the structure of regional economy. Russia’s Far East  mostly exports timber (around 50% of its volume), the rest are metals, oil products,   fertilizers, fish and aqua recourses. The rate of machinery, equipment, high-tech products remains low.
In view of such unfavorable starting base, it is obvious that implementing of the Program of social economic development of  Eastern Siberia and Far East would require considerable effort and a lot of time.
One of the conditions which is necessary for modernization and successful development of the Far East areas, from our point of view, is the greater emphasis in foreign policy on the Asia-Pacific countries and on the North-East Asia in particular. As the lessons of the current global financial crisis illustrates, the economic development center of the world economy is increasingly shifting towards the Asia-Pacific region, and more specifically, that - in the Asia region. This is confirmed under the recent crisis conditions by the continuing high-growth economies of China, India, that are the largest countries in the region.
Speaking about the Northeast Asia region (NEA) and the countries participating in the Greater Tumen Initiative, in our view, there are objective conditions for establishing trade and economic cooperation on a multilateral basis. In this regard, it should be noted that the integration processes in East Asia are gaining strength. And China is the main driving force of this process. As we know, beginning from the January 2010 the Free Trade Area (FTA) China – ASEAN started its operation. The China-Hong Kong FTA is operating already. The negotiation process concerning the mainland China-Taiwan FTA is under way. The concept of establishing the China - Mongolia FTA, China - Republic of Korea FTA is discussed out at the expert level. The enhance multilateral cooperation in Northeast Asia looks quite natural on the background of integration processes.
This assertion, however, does not mean that I am a supporter of the immediate creation of the economic organization of the NEA countries or of the beginning of negotiations on FTA. As seen, conditions for this purpose have not ripened yet, and the current level of cooperation does not allow forcing the integration processes. At the same time, there is an opportunity for joint implementation of several projects of common interest. Therefore, the interaction in the Greater Tumen Initiative format (GTI) now appears to be optimal. 
I believe that the agreement between Russia and China on coordination of strategies for the development of East Siberia and Far East Russia and Northeast China reached in 2009, gives the additional impulse for the establishment of such interaction. This program includes such areas as cooperation in the field of transport, tourism, environmental protection, border infrastructure, i.e. its principal directions coincide with the aims and objectives of GTI. 
Another positive factor that will contribute to enhancing cooperation, is the forthcoming in 2012 the presidency of Russia in APEC and the APEC summit in Vladivostok. I hope that Russia's chairmanship of APEC will give a push for the greater attention to the Asia-Pacific region, including the region of Northeast Asia, not only for 2012, but for longer perspective. 
However, we should see that the revitalization of Russia's participation in integration processes in Northeast Asia is inextricably linked with the continuation of civilized opening of the country to the outside world, radically improving the investment climate for both foreign and domestic investors. The task of modernizing the country put forward recently by the Russian leadership can not be solved without substantial volume of foreign direct investment. And we are talking about the investments in the real economy, rather than the short-term speculative capital inflows, which we have seen in Russia on the eve of the global financial crisis. Foreign direct investment will enable the development of both new technologies and advanced management experience, and also be able to help commercialize capacity of scientific and technical developments available yet in Russia. 
As to the GTI is concerned, until now this project for Russia is regional in nature and it involves the Primorsky region only. The need to expand its activities to other regions and districts of the Far Eastern region of Russia is long overdue. The questions of the development of cooperation in the transport sector are still actual, first of all, we can talk about the modernization of ports in the Russian Far East, and establishing the transit of cargoes from northeast China through them to the south of China, as well as to Japan and the Republic of Korea. Mongolia which has no output to the sea may also be interested in the realization of the transport projects. 
Tourism is also a perspective area of cooperation. However, it is necessary for Russia to improve drastically the tourism infrastructure, service, to insure the safety of foreigners. It is difficult to expect significant progress in this direction without solving of these matters. 

