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Abstract 

In 2014, Russia imposed an import ban against a large variety of western food products. The 

ban served as a shield against foreign competition, including from Russia’s neighbours. In 

2015-2016, a major drop in the Russian rouble’s exchange rate heightened Russia’s food 

products’ competitiveness versus its neighbours’. Both these events acted as trade shocks to 

Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors’ as they suddenly created an uneven 

competitive balance between their sectors and Russia’s. However, while previous research has 

documented disruptions to political cooperation between Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan 

following these shocks, researchers have yet to quantify the influence of heightened Russian 

agricultural sector competitiveness on its neighbouring countries’ agricultural sectors. This 

Master’s thesis studies Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors’ capacity to maintain 

competitiveness versus Russia’s during both these shocks by analysing the developments of 

and the causes behind these developments for two indices measuring the countries’ Revealed 

Comparative Advantage between 2014-2019. Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors 

competed rather well with Russia’s during both these events. However, while Belarus had the 

overall most internationally competitive agricultural sector out of the three countries, 

Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector’s competitiveness better withstood the negative effects of 

increases in Russian competitiveness. Overall, Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector emerges as 

having the most rapidly growing international competitiveness out of the three countries. 

Keywords: RCA, Competitiveness, Comparative Advantage, Agriculture, EAEU, Integration, 

Import ban, Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan  
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Introduction 

In August 2014, Russia imposed an import ban on western food products as a “counter-

sanction” against western sanctions over Russia’s invasion of Crimea and its involvement in 

the conflict in Eastern Ukraine. The import ban shielded Russia’s agricultural sector from 

foreign competition and had unintended protectionist side-effects, which gave Russia an 

advantage over its regional economic partners. Russia’s 2015-2016 economic crisis also had 

negative spill-over effects on neighbouring countries; the Russian rouble’s suddenly lowered 

exchange rate caused by the crisis helped Russian producers to increase their price 

competitiveness against Russia’s neighbours, which disrupted regional trade patterns.1 

Russia’s most recent and perhaps most successful attempt to integrate economically, 

politically and culturally with the former Soviet states is the Eurasian Economic Union 

(EAEU) founded in 2015.2 The import ban and the 2015-2016 economic crisis gave Russian 

producers favourable preconditions to advance their competitiveness against Russia’s 

regional economic partners, acting as trade-shocks on regional trade patterns; and the EAEU 

members’ strong bilateral trade ties with Russia made their agricultural sectors highly 

exposed to these trade-shocks. However, it is unclear whether these events created any long-

term structural improvements to Russia’s agricultural sector’s competitiveness which had 

lasting negative effects for its neighbours’ competitiveness.  

The aim of this quantitative study is to explain what capacity selected subindustries of 

Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors had to maintain global competitiveness, while 

under external pressure from Russia’s 2014 import ban and the 2015-2016 economic crisis. 

To study this, I will map selected agricultural subindustries’ competitiveness in Russia, 

Belarus and Kazakhstan in the product categories contained in Russia’s 2014 import ban 

categorized at a 4-digit level between 2014-2019. I will use the Comparative Advantage 

Theory applied in the form of two indices, which in different ways measure Revealed 

Comparative Advantage (RCA). The yearly and quarterly developments of these product 

categories’ RCAs will be analysed for each country based on the categories’ levels of input, 

their stability and distribution over time will also be analysed. The indices capture 

underlying structural changes in the subindustries; and an analysis of their trends and 

developments can therefore explain if these external shocks had long-term structural effects 

on Russia’s, and lasting negative effects for its neighbours’, subindustries’ competitiveness. 

Through my choice of indices and analysis of the stability and distribution combined with 

my choice of timeframe, relatively low level of product aggregation and country selection, I 

apply a unique methodological approach to this problem which gives a new perspective on 

previously understudied quantitative developments in competitiveness.  

 
1 Esenaliev, D; Azylbek Kyzy, G. (June 16, 2017). Eurasian Economic Union policies and practice in 

Kyrgyzstan. SIPRI. (Accessed 09-05-2022). From: https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-

backgrounder/2017/eurasian-economic-union-policies-and-practice-kyrgyzstan 
2 Khitakhunov, A; Mukhamediyev, B; Pomfret, R. (2017). Eurasian Economic Union: present and future 

perspectives. Economic Change and Restructuring, vol. 50(1). pp. 60-62. URL: 

https://www.academia.edu/42272573/Eurasian_Economic_Union_present_and_future_perspectives     

https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2017/eurasian-economic-union-policies-and-practice-kyrgyzstan
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2017/eurasian-economic-union-policies-and-practice-kyrgyzstan
https://www.academia.edu/42272573/Eurasian_Economic_Union_present_and_future_perspectives
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According to Smutka et al. Russia’s agricultural sector somewhat improved it’s RCA 

through the 2014 import ban.3 However, the study’s timeline is too short (2013-2014) and 

thus unable to evaluate any lasting effects, and wholly misses any effects from the 2015-

2016 economic crisis. Moreover, they do not group the product categories’ based on their 

levels of input and therefore miss indications of specialization. The 2015-2016 economic 

crisis has previously been shown to have disrupted regional agricultural trade and tilted the 

trade-advantage into Russia’s favour. However, no studies have investigated whether this 

crisis created any long-term changes in Russia’s competitiveness versus its neighbours’.4 

Using various macroeconomic indicators, Khitakhunov notices a trend from 2010-2019 

where Russia improved its agricultural trade balance versus the other EAEU member states; 

primarily, he finds Russia to slowly develop into a regional meat supplier.5 However, since 

Khitakhunov does not use a specific trade theory his study lacks explanatory reach for 

determining any underlying structural changes to Russia’s agricultural sector or lasting 

negative effects to its neighbours’ competitiveness. 

My study differs from previous studies both through the methods employed and through the 

applied timeframe. It thus gives a unique insight into the resilience of Belarus’ and 

Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors’ global competitiveness and will help researchers and 

political actors understand Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors’ ability to maintain 

and develop competitiveness when exposed to external shocks from Russia. It also 

contributes to the understanding of what policy decisions should be taken to ensure the 

creation of an environment which enhances all EAEU countries’ global competitiveness. 

For this study, I therefore pose the following research question: 

• How did Belarus and Kazakhstan compete against Russia on the global market in 

selected agricultural subindustries between 2014-2019, while under pressure from 

external economic shocks? 

Considering the results of previous studies, Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors’ 

competitiveness can be expected to have been hampered from improvements in Russia’s 

competitiveness during these shocks, primarily in the Meat industry. However, since 

Russia’s economy also experienced negative effects from the 2015-2016 economic crisis and 

since Belarus and Kazakhstan already were strong suppliers of certain agricultural products 

to Russia before 2014, this is not certain. 

 
3 Smutka, L; Spicka, J; Ishchukova, N; Selby, R. (2016). Agrarian import ban and its impact on the Russian and 

European Union agrarian trade performance. Agricultural Economics, vol. 62(11). pp. 504. URL: 

https://doi.org/10.17221/294/2015-AGRICECON  
4 Strzelecki, J. (2016). The Eurasian Economic Union: A time of crisis. OSW Commentary No. 195. pp. 6. URL: 

https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/commentary_195.pdf; Shagina, M. (2020). The collateral Damage of 

Russia’s Countersanctions for the EAEU. Russian Analytical Digest No. 247. pp, 9. URL: 

https://www.academia.edu/42083520/The_Collateral_Damage_of_Russias_Counter_Sanctions_for_the_EAEU  
5 Khitakhunov, A. (2020). Agriculture in the Eurasian Economic Union: Analysis of Trends and Challenges. 

Eurasian Research Journal, vol. 2(2). pp. 49–50. URL: http://erj.eurasian-

research.org/yonetim/icerik/makaleler/46-published.pdf 

https://doi.org/10.17221/294/2015-AGRICECON
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/commentary_195.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/42083520/The_Collateral_Damage_of_Russias_Counter_Sanctions_for_the_EAEU
http://erj.eurasian-research.org/yonetim/icerik/makaleler/46-published.pdf
http://erj.eurasian-research.org/yonetim/icerik/makaleler/46-published.pdf
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Disposition 

This thesis is organized as follows: First, a Background section explains the history of the 

problem. This section is followed by the Literature review, where previous research on 

Russian competitiveness and its role in regional agricultural trade is presented. This section is 

followed by the Theory and Methodology section, which develops a theoretical, 

methodological, and conceptual framework of how to study the problem. Explanations are 

also given for the data selection and various strengths and problems of this selection are 

discussed. The Result’s section presents and discusses the findings of the study and is 

followed by a discussion on how these findings tie into the aim, research question and 

previous studies’ findings. This is followed by the conclusions of this study and suggestions 

for future research. 
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Background 

This section covers the previous events and significant developments which led up to this 

study’s research problem. Firstly, important events for Russia’s agricultural sector leading 

up to the 2015-2016 economic crisis are presented. Secondly, it presents the thought behind 

and some economic effects of the import ban introduced by Russia in 2014. Thirdly, it 

presents how Russia’s import ban, and the 2015-2016 crisis affected the EAEU’s political 

cooperation. 

After 1991, Russia was left with an uncompetitive agricultural sector that decreased 

substantially in size and output during Russia’s economic crisis in the 1990’s. During the 

2000’s, Russia replaced its previously large agricultural sector with imports and became a net-

importer of agricultural products, especially of meat products.6 After the 2008-2009 global 

financial crisis, many countries increased their food self-sufficiency due to fears of future 

disruptions on the global food market. In 2010, the then Russian President Dimitry Medvedev 

signed the doctrine on “Food Security”. This doctrine oriented the agricultural sector towards 

national security by defining food security in terms of its reliance on imports instead of 

availability (which is the most common definition). Food security was to be achieved by 

increasing production and decreasing the reliance on imports.7 

In 2015, the rapidly decreasing oil price caused a steep rouble depreciation. This produced a 

ripple effect throughout the Russian economy that, along with the effects from western 

sanctions, initiated a broad economic decline and made Russia’s economy move into 

recession. The immediate effects were higher inflation and a dramatically lowered exchange 

rate. This gave consumers lowered purchasing power and made imports more expensive, 

making consumers spend more money on food. The subsidies to the agricultural sector were 

decreased to help the budget deficit, while the inflation simultaneously decreased the 

subsidies’ value. Russia’s agricultural sector was also in some ways helped by the crisis as the 

lowered exchange rate after 2015 made its domestic goods more price competitive on the 

international and domestic market.8 While inflation increased the machinery costs for other 

industries, Russian agricultural producers were shielded since the level of mechanisation was 

low. Nevertheless, this crisis hindered a much-needed update of the agricultural producer’s 

machinery stock and created a further strain on domestic production which tried to meet the 

increased domestic demand following the import ban.9 

 
6 Stefan, H. (2018). Russia’s ´food superpower´ vision: opportunities and pitfalls. Geopolitical Intelligence 

Services. (Accessed 21-09-2021). From: https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/russias-agriculture-sector/; Liefert, 

M, W; Liefert, O. (2020). Russian agricultural trade and world markets. Russian Journal of Economics, vol. 6(1). 

pp. 59-60. URL: https://doi.org/10.32609/j.ruje.6.50308; Liefert, M, W; Liefert, O; Serova, E. (2009). Russia’s 

Transition to a Major Player in World Agricultural Markets. The magazine of food, farm and resource issues, 

vol. 24(1). pp. 48. URL: https://www.choicesmagazine.org/UserFiles/file/article_78.pdf 
7 Wegren S, K; Elvestad, C. (2018). Russia’s food self-sufficiency and food security: an assessment. Post-

Communist Economies, vol. 30(5). pp, 566-568. URL: 
https://journals.scholarsportal.info/details/14631377/v30i0005/565_rfsafsaa.xml&sub=all 
8 Ibid, pp. 573; Aganbegyan, A, G. (2018). Agriculture — A Driver of Socioeconomic Growth in Russia. 

Problems of Economic Transition, vol. 60(5-6). pp. 465-466. DOI: 10.1080/10611991.2018.1547599 
9 Aganbegyan, A G. (2018), pp, 479; Borodin, K. (2018), pp. 343-344. 

https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/russias-agriculture-sector/
https://doi.org/10.32609/j.ruje.6.50308
https://www.choicesmagazine.org/UserFiles/file/article_78.pdf
https://journals.scholarsportal.info/details/14631377/v30i0005/565_rfsafsaa.xml&sub=all
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The import ban 

The EU, the USA, Norway, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand imposed sanctions on 

Russia’s financial sector and on technology exports to Russia after the Russian occupation of 

Crimea and Russia’s military involvement in Eastern Ukraine conflict. On 7 August 2014, 

Russia imposed “counter-sanctions” banning the imports of certain food products from these 

countries. The ban was initially made for one year but has been continually extended since.10 

Before the import ban, Russia was the second largest single country destination for the EU’s 

food exports. The agricultural sectors of several EU countries were severely affected by the 

ban, while others were barely affected since Russia only accounted for a small percentage of 

their food exports. Russia was also itself negatively affected by the import ban. In 2013 the 

EU alone stood for 50% of all of Russia’s food imports, Russia’s domestic production 

therefore became increasingly strained and domestic prices rose sharply.11 

Suddenly, Russia’s agricultural sector had gained a shield from western food products which 

its neighbouring countries’ agricultural sectors did not have. After imposing the import ban, 

Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev stated that: “We are a country that can and must 

feed itself – and not only feed itself but supply other countries,” acknowledging Moscow’s 

intention of becoming a global food exporter.12 The Russian authorities’ initial plan was to 

replace the products in the import ban with domestically produced products through an import 

substitution strategy – bringing it in line with the Food Security doctrine; and Medvedev 

urged Russian agricultural producers to make good use of the situation and expand their 

shares on the domestic market.13 Russia’s newfound way of using sanctions therefore had 

protectionist side-effects by shielding it from foreign competition which its neighbours were 

still exposed to. Moreover, the import ban’s geographical effects were allowed to go beyond 

the West and intertwined with the goals of Russia’s Food Security doctrine to replace foreign 

goods with domestic products and rid itself of any import dependency. As soon became 

noticeable, this had a negative impact on Russia’s existing regional economic cooperation in 

the post-Soviet space. 

  

 
10 Putin has extended the import ban until December 31st, 2022: Putin extends counter-sanctions until end of 

2022 – decree. (2021, September 20). TASS. (Accessed 11-02-2022). From: https://tass.com/politics/1340157 
11 European Parliament. (2017). Russia’s and the EU’s sanctions: economic and trade effects, compliance, and 

the way forward. pp. 18 and 26. URL: 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/603847/EXPO_STU(2017)603847_EN.pdf 
12 Wegren, S, K. (2015). The Russian food embargo and food security: can household production fill the void? 

Eurasian Geography and Economics, vol. 5(55). pp. 492. DOI: 10.1080/15387216.2014.992449 
13 Agroberichten Buitenland. (February 7, 2021). Import substitution of food products in Russia: failed or win? 

(Accessed 09-05-2022). From: https://www.agroberichtenbuitenland.nl/actueel/nieuws/2021/07/02/import-

substitution-of-food-products-in-russia-failed-or-win; Linden, J. (August 26, 2015). How is import substitution 

affecting Russian agriculture? Feed Strategy. (Accessed 09-05-2022). From: 

https://www.feedstrategy.com/europe/how-is-import-substitution-affecting-russian-agriculture/; Wegren, S, K; 

Nilssen, F; Elvestad, C. (2016). The Impact of Russian food security policy on the performance of the food 

system. Eurasian Geography and Economics, vol. 57(6). pp. 673. DOI: 10.1080/15387216.2016.1222299 

https://tass.com/politics/1340157
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/603847/EXPO_STU(2017)603847_EN.pdf
https://www.agroberichtenbuitenland.nl/actueel/nieuws/2021/07/02/import-substitution-of-food-products-in-russia-failed-or-win
https://www.agroberichtenbuitenland.nl/actueel/nieuws/2021/07/02/import-substitution-of-food-products-in-russia-failed-or-win
https://www.feedstrategy.com/europe/how-is-import-substitution-affecting-russian-agriculture/
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The EAEU’s political cooperation in times of trade shocks 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia created the Commonwealth of Independent 

States (CIS) to try and retain some of its economic and political influence in the post-Soviet 

space. In 2000, Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan established the 

Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC), which promoted the formation of a customs 

union and single economic space. Several new agreements followed in 2003, 2006, 2007, 

2010, 2011 and 2012, until in 2014, Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan signed the Treaty on 

the Eurasian Economic Union at the session of the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council 

(with Armenia and Kyrgyzstan joining the Union the same year).14 Many researchers 

believe that Russia created the EAEU to maintain geopolitical control over its near abroad 

and hinder these countries from integrating with the West or China, and the EAEU is 

generally assumed to be an attempt at mimicking the EU’s integration scheme.15  

After the creation of the EAEU, Russia soon sought to implement a multilateral sanctions 

policy and turned towards its economic allies for support. Since the other EAEU members 

had all joined the Union for their separate economic interests, they were not interested in 

engaging in Russia’s economic war with the West. Being more interested in good trade 

relations with the West, the other EAEU members voted against imposing multilateral 

sanctions. The first months of EAEU cooperation did not progress smoothly, with Kazakh 

analysts early on criticizing the Union’s economic partnership for being unequal and tilted 

in Russia’s favour. Kazakh business leaders said that varying levels of subsidies for the 

countries’ agricultural sectors created unfair levels of competition, and that Russia 

prioritised its domestic interests (such as the Food Security doctrine) by "containing 

competition from Kazakhstan using financial and non-financial leverages."16 

The EAEU countries instead tried to profit from Russia’s import ban by re-exporting food 

products from the EU in 2014-2015 relabelled as originating from the EAEU, a scheme which 

Russia soon noticed. In early 2015, Russia therefore began to impose Non-Tariff Barriers 

(NTBs) against Kazakh and Belarusian agricultural products, which initiated a minor trade 

war within the Union.17 Russia’s move to impose NTBs further protected its domestic 

producers from foreign competition, allowing them to better take advantage of the positive 

competitive effects from the import ban. In 2015-2016 the Union was heavily affected by 

Russia’s macro-economic problems. Russia’s overall economic slowdown also reduced intra-

union trade and the Russian rouble’s sharp devaluation negatively affected regional 

currencies’ developments, decreasing the other member states’ price competitiveness against 

 
14 Khitakhunov, A; Mukhamediyev, B; Pomfret, R. (2017), pp. 60-62. 
15 Dragneva, R; Wolczuk, K. (2017). The Eurasian Economic Union: Deals, Rules and the Exercise of Power. 

Chatham House Research Paper, Royal Institute of International Affairs, London. pp, 4-6. URL: 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3036882; Krapohl, S; Vasileva-Dienes, A. (2020). The region that isn’t: China, Russia 

and the failure of regional integration in Central Asia. Asia Europe Journal, vol. 18. pp. 353. URL: 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-019-00548-0 
16 Abdurasulov, A. (April 26, 2015). Kazakhs find uneven playing field in Russia’s trading bloc. BBC. 

(Accessed 09-05-2022). From: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-32403837  
17 Lillis, J. (April 16, 2015). Kazakhstan and Russia Trading Punches in Import-Export Row. Eurasianet. 

(Accessed 09-05-2022). From: https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-and-russia-trading-punches-in-import-export-

row; Strzelecki, J. (2016), pp. 6. 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3036882
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-019-00548-0
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-32403837
https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-and-russia-trading-punches-in-import-export-row
https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-and-russia-trading-punches-in-import-export-row
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Russian products. To not have their markets flooded by Russian goods, Belarus and 

Kazakhstan tried to shield themselves by imposing NTBs.18  

Thus, Russia’s import ban’s protectionist side-effects and its suddenly increased price 

competitiveness during the economic crisis created political disputes within the Union, which 

negatively affected the trade flows and cooperation between the EAEU countries. While 

documented political disputes and analysts’ comments indicate that these shocks also 

negatively affected Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s competitiveness, this is a relatively unexplored 

question in previous scientific literature.   

 
18 Esenaliev, D; Azylbek Kyzy, G. (June 16, 2017). 
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Literature review 

This section covers previous studies on agricultural sectors’ competitiveness in the EAEU. 

Firstly, it presents the problem of creating an equal competitive environment as well as some 

findings from descriptive statistics on changes in agricultural sector competitiveness within 

the EAEU. Secondly, it presents previous findings on Russia’s agricultural sector’s Revealed 

Comparative Advantage (RCA) and general competitiveness. RCA is a vital part of modern 

trade theory and aims to explain if a country has a trade advantage on the global market. 

Creating trade barriers and thus distorting cost-effective global trade patterns counteracts one 

of the main points of the EAEU identified by Vinokurov as being to: “forge an environment 

conducive to improving their global competitiveness”.19 Several authors suggest that the 

Union should avoid protectionism and excessive state interference and instead foster an 

environment favourable to all EAEU countries’ global competitiveness, which is assumed to 

have positive dynamic effects for all the Union’s members.20 Russia’s protectionist strategy 

completely disregards this, and its import ban’s protectionist side-effects can therefore 

exacerbate already existing asymmetries between the economies of large and peripheral 

countries within the Union, causing the largest economy to reap the most benefits. Market 

monopolization and encouragement of protectionism can also lead to intra-union market 

distortions that create higher prices, food shortages and supply chain disruptions.21 Skewed 

market access and the market distortions that come with it can therefore have negative 

effects for other EAEU member countries’ competitiveness. In the long run it can have 

negative side-effects for Russia too, since hampering its neighbour’s growth possibilities will 

decrease the positive dynamic effects on various Russian economic sectors. 

Since previous research has focused on western countries or Russia’s domestic markets, 

there is little research on how the import ban or the 2015-2016 crisis affected the competitive 

relationship between the EAEU-countries’ agricultural sectors.22 Historically, Belarus has 

been a major meat exporter to Russia, and Belarus’ high economic diversification and 

industrialization has kept its economy competitive within the EAEU. In contrast, 

Kazakhstan’s low level of industrialization and manufacturing is believed to have made its 

agricultural sector largely uncompetitive with Russia’s. Prior to 2015, higher food prices had 

allowed Kazakhstan to catch up with Belarus, but the 2015-2016 crisis is thought to have put 

an end to this. By 2019, Kazakhstan’s agricultural exports’ share in total exports had barely 

increased since 2001, while Belarus’ had nearly doubled, and Russia’s almost quadrupled.23 

 
19 Vinokurov, E. (2017). Eurasian Economic Union: Current state and preliminary results. Russian Journal of 

Economics, vol. 3(1). pp. 55. URL: https://rujec.org/article/27982/download/pdf/289078 
20 Ibid; Eder, J. (2021). Moving towards developmental regionalism? Industrial cooperation in the Eurasian 

Economic Union from an Armenian and Belarusian perspective. Post-Communist Economies, vol. 33(2-3). pp. 

334, 350-351. DOI: 10.1080/14631377.2020.1793590; Hartwell, A. C. (2016). Improving competitiveness in the 

member states of the Eurasian Economic Union: a blueprint for the next decade, Post-Communist Economies, 

vol. 28(1). pp. 65-66. URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14631377.2015.1124554; Khitakhunov, A. (2020), pp. 49-

50; Borodin, K. (2018). A Concept of the Russian Agro-Food Sector. Problems of Economic Transition, vol. 60. 

pp. 353. URL: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10611991.2018.1547590?journalCode=mpet20K 
21 Eder, J. (2021), pp. 332. Khitakhunov, A. (2020), pp. 50. 
22 See for instance: European Parliament. (2017). Wegren, S, K; Elvestad, C. (2018). Borodin, K. (2018). 
23 Khitakhunov, A. (2020), pp. 39, 46–48. 

https://rujec.org/article/27982/download/pdf/289078
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14631377.2015.1124554;
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10611991.2018.1547590?journalCode=mpet20K
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Previous studies on competitiveness 

While studying Russia’s agricultural sector’s RCA in relation to its export destinations, 

Smutka et al. employ the original Balassa index together with Vollrath’s and Lafay’s RCA 

indices. They find that Russia had a longstanding comparative advantage versus Asia in 

grain exports, and a relatively new advantage against the EU. However, Russia had a 

steadily growing disadvantage in primary products, a low but stable advantage in by-

products and a steadily growing advantage in processed food products versus the CIS 

countries between 1998-2010.24 

While Vollrath’s and Lafay’s RCA indices are still used today, both indices reliability as 

cardinal measurements are disputed. Moreover, Smutka et al. aggregate the analysed 

products into 3 categories based on their degree of processing: primary products, processed 

products and by-products.25 This level of aggregation makes them unable to find any 

“socially desirable specialization patterns along narrow product lines”, which is pointed out 

by Vollrath as one of the important contributions of RCA theory. To find such patterns, one 

must analyse the RCA for different product categories by level of input and on lower levels 

of aggregation.26 Smutka et al’s choice of comparison by degree of processing would be the 

same as if product codes 0210 (a category of processed meat) and 0403 (a category of 

processed milk) in Russia’s 2014 import ban, were compared solely based on them both 

containing processed products. While in reality, the milk and meat industries demand 

different sorts of inputs. The comparison by degree on processing could be relevant if one 

wanted to see how competitiveness had been affected by processing improvements through 

for instance machinery development. However, when it comes to studying specialization and 

competitiveness, this method is undesirable. 

In their 2016 study, Smutka et al. employ Lafay’s RCA index (LFI) while studying Russia’s 

import dependency, self-sufficiency, and competitiveness in the products included in the 

import ban. The study notes substantial falls in agricultural imports by Russia and increased 

Russian self-sufficiency in the agricultural products included in the import ban. Out of the 

Meat, Dairy, Vegetables and Fruits and Berries industries Russia had the lowest import 

dependence in meat and vegetable products in 2014 (18% and 15% respectively) and the 

highest import dependency in fruits and berries (70%). Most notably, Russia’s import 

dependency in meat products had been steadily decreasing since 2000. However, they 

conclude that the results only give indications of a future RCA in the products contained in 

the import ban, provided those Russian producers saw favourable conditions.27 

 

 
24 Smutka, L; Ishchukova, N. (2013). Revealed Comparative Advantage of Russian Agricultural Exports. 

Mendel University Press, vol. 61(4). pp. 949. URL: https://acta.mendelu.cz/artkey/acu-201304-0014_revealed-

comparative-advantage-of-russian-agricultural-exports.php 
25 Smutka, L; Ishchukova, N. (2013), pp. 944 
26 Vollrath, L, T. (1991). A Theoretical Evaluation of Alternative Trade Intensity Measures of Revealed 

Comparative Advantage. Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv, vol. 127(2). pp. 266. URL: 

http://www.jstor.com/stable/40439943 
27 Smutka, L; Spicka, J; Ishchukova, N; Selby, R. (2016), pp. 495-496, 505-506.  

https://acta.mendelu.cz/artkey/acu-201304-0014_revealed-comparative-advantage-of-russian-agricultural-exports.php
https://acta.mendelu.cz/artkey/acu-201304-0014_revealed-comparative-advantage-of-russian-agricultural-exports.php
http://www.jstor.com/stable/40439943
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Since their study was conducted shortly after the ban’s implementation, the analysis only 

covers the period 2013-2014 which severely limits its ability to analyse any effects of the 

import ban. Moreover, neither the period for, nor the development and distribution of the 

LFI is shown. The index is simply presented, without mentioning what year or period it is 

referring to. They do note that despite there being a growth in the RCA of several product 

groups, Russia’s RCA in most products decreased between 2013-2014, but which products’ 

RCAs increased or decreased is never presented. If one simply states the RCA, it tells little 

to nothing. However, if one shows its development over time and analyse the chosen 

products by level of input as suggested by Vollrath, it can be related to other simultaneous 

developments and give a nuanced explanation of the broader direction for a sector’s RCA’s 

development. 

Khitakhunov analyses the EAEU countries’ agricultural sectors’ competitiveness between 

2010-2019 by using several descriptive statistical measurements of key variables. He finds 

that the various ways in which the EAEU member countries supported their agricultural 

producers (for instance through market protection) affected the agricultural production 

within the Union. The only EAEU member with a positive trade balance in food-products 

between 2010-2018 was Belarus. However, Khitakhunov finds that the other EAEU-

members did not develop any export advantages from increased export shares to the Russian 

market after the import ban. He instead finds that Russia increased its role as a regional meat 

supplier throughout the period. While some Kazakh and Belarusian traders earned money on 

the re-export scheme, it did not contribute to any positive structural economic developments 

for the re-exporter countries. Moreover, allowing for continued trade between the West and 

Russia hindered their own agricultural exporters from taking advantage of the new market 

shares which had become available in Russia.28  

Studying the RCA specifically (and more thoroughly than above mentioned studies) would 

put these developments into a more specified theoretical framework and give a clearer 

understanding of the changes in competitiveness since it would encapsulate the 

contemporary shocks’ structural and lasting effects. By giving a timeline development of key 

variables, Khitakhunov’s study nevertheless provides an indication for the direction of 

Russia’s competitiveness over its neighbouring countries, and thus for its comparative 

advantage. For instance, trade balance (net-trade) is one of the most important things to 

measure to understand competitiveness, a development of which Khitakhunov’s study 

provides.29 

  

 
28 Khitakhunov, A. (2020), pp. 51. 
29 Smutka, L; Spicka, J; Ishchukova, N; Selby, R. (2016), pp. 505. 
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Theory and methodology 

This section covers the theoretical developments of comparative advantage theory and 

presents the methodology used for this study. Firstly, an overview is given of the original 

theory of Comparative Advantage, and its development into Revealed Comparative 

Advantage (RCA) is presented along with various critiques against the original RCA’s 

theoretical and methodological foundations. Secondly, the RCA indices used for this study 

are presented along with the study’s timeframe, the considerations taken on country 

selection, categorization of product codes, construction of the database used and the 

classification of goods. After this, the validity and reliability of the study is discussed, and 

lastly, the study’s analytical approach is presented. 

Theoretical development 

The idea of comparative advantage was first put forth by economist David Ricardo, who 

claimed that the reason why international trade arose was due to varying opportunity costs 

for labour between countries.30 If Country B needs 3 units of labour to produce good X and 5 

units to produce good Y trade would arise with country C which needs 5 units if labour to 

produce good X but only 3 to produce good Y. Countries B and C then have a comparative 

advantage in the production of good X and Y respectively. In 1919 the Swedish economist 

Eli Heckscher published a paper on comparative advantage, which after the contributions of 

economist Bertil Ohlin became the Heckscher-Ohlin theory. According to their model, a 

country will “export goods that are intensive in production in its abundant factors and import 

goods intensive in its relatively scarce factors.” Disparities in the costs of different factors of 

production is thus what creates trade.31  

Both Ricardo’s and the Heckscher-Ohlin theory preselect specific production factors and try 

to deduce which factor a country gains the most from through specialization. In 1958, 

Liesner was the first to instead use post-trade data to study comparative advantage. In 1965, 

Bela Balassa coined the term “Revealed Comparative Advantage” (RCA) while adjusting 

Liesner’s methodology. Post-trade data proponents argue that by determining specialization 

from pre-trade data one is using relative prices in a trade-distortionless world, while post-

trade data incorporates distortions arising from the trading process.32 As Balassa remarked: 

“Comparative advantage appears to be the outcome of a number of factors, some 

measurable, others not, some easily pinned down, others less so. One wonders therefore, 

whether more could not be gained if, instead of enunciating general principles and trying to 

apply these to explain actual trade flows, one took the observed pattern of trade as a point of 

departure”33 

 
30 Augustyn, A. (2021-12/22). Comparative advantage. Britannica. URL: 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/comparative-advantage 
31 Duignan, B. (2020–6/16). Heckscher-Ohlin theory. Britannica. URL: 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Heckscher-Ohlin-theory; Heckscher, F.E; Ohlin B. (1991). Heckscher-Ohlin 

Trade Theory. The MIT Press, Cambridge. pp. 25-26. ISBN: 0-262-08201-2. 
32 Vollrath, L, T. (1991), pp. 267-268. 
33 Balassa, B. (1965). Trade Liberalization and “Revealed“ Comparative Advantage. The Manchester School of 

Economic and Social Studies, vol. 33(2). pp. 116-117. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/comparative-advantage
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Heckscher-Ohlin-theory
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Balassa thought that by studying real-world country/commodity trade patterns, relative trade 

costs (such as exchange rates) and various non-price factors (such as machinery or other 

productivity improvements) would be accounted for, hence the “revealing” of the countries’ 

comparative advantages. Balassa’s equation (BRCA) relates the export market’s share for a 

selected product or sector in a country to its total export share in world exports:34 

𝐵𝑅𝐶𝐴𝑗
𝑖 = (𝐸𝑗

𝑖/𝐸𝑗)/(𝐸𝑖/𝐸) 

Where 𝐸𝑗
𝑖 is country i’s exports of commodity j, 𝐸𝑗 is the world’s total exports of commodity 

j, 𝐸𝑖 is country i’s total exports and 𝐸 is total world exports. 

Some problems have been persistent for economists seeking to modify the BRCA: Firstly, the 

index is asymmetric and ranges from zero to infinity, where everything below 1 shows a 

comparative disadvantage, while everything above 1 shows a comparative advantage. 

Theoretically then, a comparative disadvantage is finite (0-1), while a country can have an 

infinite amount of advantage in a product (1- ∞).35 Secondly, the equation is sensitive to a 

country’s export diversity. If two countries export the same amount of goods, the country with 

the most diversified exports will have a lower index. This limits the index to only being able 

to compare similar countries.36 Thirdly, it only uses export values, and thus does not reflect 

net trade. Balassa replied to this criticism of his index in 1989 and agreed that including net-

trade was indeed important. This is because it equals the difference between domestic 

production and consumption and therefore includes the possibility that countries may import 

goods which they also export.37 Fourthly, the possibility to use it as a cardinal measurement 

has been criticized due to its distributional problems across time, countries, or sectors, which 

has spurred the question on whether the BRCA is relevant as a cardinal, ordinal, or 

dichotomous measurement.38 Many later indices have also tried to account for trade openness 

of the economy. Trade openness is considered important for measuring comparative 

advantage since more trade can give domestic producers new opportunities and force them to 

improve their productivity and innovation by being more exposed to foreign competition.39 

In 1977, Kunimoto introduced an analytical framework which became widely accepted as a 

cornerstone component in later RCA indices. The Kunimoto framework holds that a country’s 

 
34 Vollrath, L, T. (1991), pp. 265-266; Andersson E; Lingheimer, I. (2015). The Effect of Abolishing Milk 

Quotas – A study of comparative advantages amongst European member states. Swedish University of 

Agricultural Sciences. Master’s thesis. pp. 8. URL: 

https://stud.epsilon.slu.se/7869/1/Andersson_et_al_150423.pdf 
35 See for instance: Gibba, A. (2017). Revealed Comparative Advantage And Trade Competitiveness In Global 

Vegetable Products. Journal of Scientific & Technology Research, Vol. 6(5). pp. 9. URL: 

https://www.ijstr.org/paper-references.php?ref=IJSTR-0517-16840 and Gnidchenko, A. A; Salnikov, A. V. 

(2015). Net Comparative Advantage Index: Overcoming the Drawbacks of the Existing Indices. National 

Research University Higher School of Economics, Working Paper 119/EC/2015. pp. 6. URL: 

https://www.hse.ru/data/2015/12/29/1136287015/119EC2015.pdf 
36 Gnidchenko, A. A; Salnikov, A. V. (2015), pp. 5. 
37 Ibid, pp. 9–13. 
38 Kaveri, D; Bodhisattva, S. (2016). On Empirical Distribution of RCA Indices. University Library of Munich, 

MPRA Paper 74087. pp. 1. URL: https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/74087/1/MPRA_paper_74087.pdf 
39 Ibid, pp. 4-14; Jackson, S. (2015, November 23). Growth and development: Why openness to trade is 

necessary but not sufficient. (Accessed 24-05-2022). From: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-

development/2015/11/23/growth-and-development-why-openness-to-trade-is-necessary-but-not-sufficient/  

https://stud.epsilon.slu.se/7869/1/Andersson_et_al_150423.pdf
https://www.ijstr.org/paper-references.php?ref=IJSTR-0517-16840
https://www.hse.ru/data/2015/12/29/1136287015/119EC2015.pdf
https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/74087/1/MPRA_paper_74087.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2015/11/23/growth-and-development-why-openness-to-trade-is-necessary-but-not-sufficient/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2015/11/23/growth-and-development-why-openness-to-trade-is-necessary-but-not-sufficient/
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trade can be expressed in terms of its actual-to-expected trade. It expects a country’s trade of a 

specific product to be distributed equal to its partner’s share in world trade for that same 

product. In RCA indices, a country’s “comparative-advantage-neutral point” is the 

demarcation point above (below) which a country holds a comparative advantage 

(disadvantage). Using the Kunimoto framework, a country will hold a comparative advantage 

if its actual trade is higher than its expected trade (i.e. its partner’s share). In RCA indices 

using this framework, one therefore says that a country exceeds (falls below) its actual-to-

expected trade when it has a comparative advantage (disadvantage).40  

Hinloopen et al. were the first to question the reliability of the Balassa index’ distribution in 

cross-country comparisons. They brought up the need for studying the distribution of the 

results to reveal unexpected patterns of mobile and persistent developments of RCAs. Doing 

this also helps to identify outliers, which could show if any observation distorts the overall 

results.41 An example of the implementation of this is Ferto et. al’s study from 2002 of 

Hungary’s agricultural sector’s RCA during the 1990’s. The distributional analysis showed 

that Hungarian RCA in agricultural products was stable versus the EU during the 1990’s, 

despite the sector showing an overall rocky road to gaining competitiveness under transition.42 

Researchers are also divided on whether to use additive or multiplicative indices for 

measuring RCA. Leromaine and Orefice proposed a multiplicative regression-based index, 

which considers sectorial productivity, technological level and more. They constructed a 

database for their model, which due to the required data only consists of 20 countries. As data 

availability stands today, this model is not suitable for studying countries with little statistical 

data such as transition countries.43 While Bebek is sceptical of additive indices, Yu et al. and 

Gnidchenko and Salnikov argue that additive indices can in fact produce reliable results. As 

Bebek also concludes in his study, no specific additive or multiplicative index can be taken 

for being the superior one, and it is up to the researcher to decide which one to use.44 

 
40 Vollrath, L, T. (1991), pp. 270-271 and Gnidchenko, A, A; Salnikov, A, V. (2015), pp. 3, 15. 
41 Hinloopen, J; Van Marrewijk, C. (2001). On the Empirical Distribution of the Balassa Index. 

Weltwirtshaftliches Archiv, vol. 137(1). pp. 3. URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/40440821 
42 Ferto, I; Hubbard, L, J. (2002): Revealed Comparative Advantage and Competitiveness in Hungarian Agri-

Food Sectors Technology Foresight in Hungary. Hungarian Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Economics, 

IEHAS Discussion Papers, No. MT-DP - 2002/8. URL: http://hdl.handle.net/10419/108046 
43 Gnidchenko, A. A; Salnikov, A. V. (2015), pp. 17–20. 
44 Bebek, G, U. (2017). RCA: Choosing the Right Measure. University of Birmingham. pp. 19. URL: 

http://www.etsg.org/ETSG2017/papers/rca-choosing-the-right-measure.pdf; Gnidchenko, A. A; Salnikov, A. V. 

(2015), pp. 4, 9 and 27; Yu, R; Cai, J; Leung, P. (2009). The normalized revealed comparative advantage index. 

The Annals of Regional Science, vol. 43(1). pp. 280. URL: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/23961680_The_normalized_revealed_comparative_advantage_index 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40440821
http://hdl.handle.net/10419/108046
http://www.etsg.org/ETSG2017/papers/rca-choosing-the-right-measure.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/23961680_The_normalized_revealed_comparative_advantage_index
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Methodology and data for this study 

RCA indices 

Since it is important that an RCA study uses a method consistent with the research fields’ 

current methodological consensus, I have chosen two additive indices which solve some of 

the most common previous critiques of the BRCA, contrast each other’s results and which 

conform to the available data.45 Furthermore, I will study the stability and distribution of the 

indices as recommended by Hinloopen et al.  

I have chosen the following indices for my study: 

• The Normalized Revealed Comparative Advantage index (NRCA) 

• The Symmetric Net Comparative Advantage index (SNCA) 

These indices are chosen due to their different constructions. The NRCA only includes 

exports, and its results are therefore contrasted by the SNCA which includes net-trade. The 

results gained from contrasting a one-way index (measuring only exports) with a two-way 

index (measuring net-trade) broadens this study’s conclusions’ explanatory value and 

increases the study’s reliability. According to Escaith, comparing specifically the SNCA and 

NRCA will yield the most contrasting results if one wants to capture the differences between 

one- and two-way indices.46 

The NRCA was first suggested by Yu et al. and is a symmetrical index that ranges from -0.25 

to 0.25 with 0 being the demarcation point, if a country’s NRCA value is above (below) 0 it 

has a comparative advantage (disadvantage). It uses the Kunimoto framework to compare 

actual-to-expected trade. It has also been proven to be comparable across, time, countries, and 

sectors and has proven useful for studying regional RCA developments. Furthermore, Kaveri 

and Bodhisattva showed that the NRCA out-competes other additive and multiplicative 

indices as a cardinal measurement. The NRCA is defined by:47 

𝑁𝑅𝐶𝐴𝑗
𝑖 = ∆𝐸𝑗

𝑖/𝐸 =  (𝐸𝑗
𝑖 − (𝐸𝑖𝐸𝑗)/𝐸)/𝐸 

Where 𝐸𝑖 is the total exports of country i and 𝐸𝑗
𝑖 is the exports of commodity j for country i. 

Consecutively, 𝐸𝑗 is world exports of product j and 𝐸 is the world’s total exports. First, the 

product of total exports of country i and world exports of commodity j are divided by the 

world’s total exports, showing the expected trade of country i. The expected trade is then 

subtracted from country i’s actual exports of commodity j, and lastly the index is normalized 

by dividing with total world exports. 

 

 
45 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). (2003). Trade reforms and food security: 

Conceptualizing the linkages. Publisher: FAO. pp. 250. URL: http://www.fao.org/3/a-y4671e.pdf  
46 Escaith, H. (2020). Contrastic Revealed Comparative Advantages when Trade is (also) in Intermediate 

Products. University Library of Munich, MPRA Paper 103666. pp. 31-32 URL: https://mpra.ub.uni-

muenchen.de/103666/. For a more thorough explanation, see the analysis subsection. 
47 Kaveri, D; Bodhisattva, S. (2016), pp. 26; Andersson, E; Lingheimer, I. (2015), pp. 8–9; Yu, R; Cai, J; Leung, 

P. (2009), pp. 267–282.  

http://www.fao.org/3/a-y4671e.pdf
https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/103666/
https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/103666/
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First suggested by Gnidchenko et al., the SNCA is a symmetrical index that ranges from -∞ to 

∞ with 0 being the demarcation point. If a country’s SNCA value is above (below) 0 it has a 

comparative advantage (disadvantage). The SNCA accounts for net trade, and by measuring a 

good’s trade intensity relative to GDP, the same equation can also be decomposed into a 

country’s relative trade openness. In the original Kunimoto framework, expected trade is 

calculated as a country’s share of world exports. While in the SNCA index, it is calculated as 

a country’s share of world GDP. By using GDP, the SNCA introduces a more complex 

variable to account for country size than the NRCA, since the GDP contains more aspects of 

economic change than total exports. The SNCA is defined as: 48 

𝑆𝑁𝐶𝐴𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 = 𝑅𝑁𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 × 𝑅𝑂𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 × 𝑆𝑅𝑇𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 

𝑅𝑁𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 =  (𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡−𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡)/(𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + 𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡) 

𝑅𝑂𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 =
((∑𝑖𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + ∑𝑖𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡)/𝐺𝐷𝑃𝑐,𝑡)

((∑𝑖∑𝑐𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + ∑𝑖∑𝑐𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡)/∑𝑐𝐺𝐷𝑃𝑐,𝑡)
 

𝑅𝑇𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 =  
((𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + 𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡)/(∑𝑖𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + ∑𝑖𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡))

((∑𝑐𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + ∑𝑐𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡)/(∑𝑖∑𝑐𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + ∑𝑖∑𝑐𝑀𝑖,𝑐,𝑡))
 

𝑆𝑅𝑇𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 =  
𝑅𝑇𝑖,𝑐,𝑡

(𝑅𝑇𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 + 1)
 

Where X is exports, M is imports, i is a product, c is a country, and t is time. 𝑅𝑁𝑋𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 is the 

relative net exports, 𝑅𝑇𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 is the relative trade intensity of good i and 𝑅𝑂𝑖,𝑐,𝑡 is the relative 

trade openness of country c. The SNCA is the product of the RNX, RO and the SRT. The 

SRT is a normalized version of the RT, making the index less sensitive to extreme values. 

My use of two contrasting indices and a stability and distribution analysis combined with my 

choice of timeframe, country selection and low level of product aggregation is unique to my 

study, and I have not been able to find previous research attempting a similarly thorough 

examination of the chosen countries’ competitiveness.  

Timeframe 

The timeframe of this study stretches from January 2014 to December 2019. The start date is 

chosen to capture the change from pre-countersanctions in the first half of 2014; the end date 

is chosen to halt the study before the Covid-19 pandemic, which produced large ripple effects 

throughout world trade, especially in agricultural products. The timeframe contains 2 shocks 

to Russia’s and the region’s agricultural sector’s competitiveness, the import ban and the 

2015-2016 economic crisis. This timeframe therefore makes the study able to track the effects 

of the import ban and the crisis, without other large shocks such as the Covid-19 pandemic 

interfering with the results. Through this timeframe the study also captures a longer time-

period than previous studies and broadens the study’s ability to draw conclusions of lasting 

effects on the studied countries’ agricultural sectors’ competitiveness. 

 
48 Gnidchenko, A. A; Salnikov, A. V. (2015), pp. 14–17. The SNCA has also been identified by Escaith as being 

well suited for analysing RCA in intermediate products. Escaith, H. (2020), pp. 29. 
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Countries selected for the study 

Kazakhstan and Belarus are chosen for comparison with Russia for several reasons. Firstly, 

these countries EAEU-membership significantly decreases their trade barriers with Russia and 

levels the “playing field” for competition. Secondly, they are similar since both are 

hydrocarbon-export dependent post-Soviet countries, and both stayed highly integrated with 

Russia between 1991-2019. Thirdly, they are neighbouring countries to Russia which makes a 

comparison easier since the effect of geographical distance is smaller. As stated earlier, the 

intra-EAEU comparison also helps assess how shocks to regional trade patterns that positively 

affect Russia’s competitiveness can negatively affect the Union’s goal of creating a 

competitive environment favourable to all member countries. These countries also differ from 

Russia amongst themselves. Belarus is smaller than Kazakhstan both geographically and 

population wise. While it is in many ways more industrialized than Kazakhstan, Belarus is 

also more integrated with Russia through the Union-state agreement signed in 1999.49 By 

comparing countries of varying size, with different factor endowments, level of 

industrialization and level of integration with Russia, the study’s complexity is increased. 

Moreover, Russia had by the start of 2015 had approximately 6 months to divert its trade from 

its old EU-partners; and in 2016 both Belarus and Kazakhstan were among Russia’s top 10 

agricultural trading partners. This shows that they were a part of the outcome from Russia’s 

short-term trade diversion and that they were among the best competitors since they managed 

to stay competitive after the import ban’s imposition and after the 2015-2016 crisis.50 

The reason for excluding Armenia and Kyrgyzstan is mainly due to these countries’ small 

markets and hence, their inability to compete with Russia. Moreover, both countries also have 

low levels of industrialization compared to Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan. While Armenia 

has increased its agricultural production in recent years, its agricultural sector still lacks the 

scale to be comparable with Russia’s.51 There is also the availability problem of countries not 

reporting their data, and Armenia’s and Kyrgyzstan’s statistics reported to UN COMTRADE 

has proven scarce. Since they both constitute a small portion of the EAEU’s intra- and extra-

regional trade, excluding them only slightly limits the study’s geographical reach. 

Categorization of the product codes 

The products studied in this thesis have partly been categorized to capture the differences 

within each subindustry (Meat, Dairy, Vegetables and Fruits and Nuts). This helps to nuance 

the results, since the production of (for instance) fresh, frozen or through other means 

preserved products require slightly different production methods and inputs. The groups also 

slightly differ in the interplay of different types of machinery used and by which value chains 

they are connected to. Cost-differences may therefore arise, which could cause the groups’ 

developments to split off. Certain products are presented alone and make out their own 

categories; for instance, product code 0711 is the only product code containing preserved 

 
49 Ray, M. (2022-03/02). Creation of a Union State. Britannica. URL: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Treaty-

on-the-Creation-of-a-Union-State 
50 Wegren S, K; Elvestad, C. (2018), pp. 576. 
51 Khitakhunov, A. (2020), pp. 40 and 50. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Treaty-on-the-Creation-of-a-Union-State
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Treaty-on-the-Creation-of-a-Union-State
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vegetables, making it stand alone among the other vegetable product codes. The 

categorization has also partly been done to comprise and focus the thesis, since analysing the 

results for each different product code on a 4-digit level is beyond the scope of this study.  

A list of all the products analysed in this study along with their various groups is presented in 

Appendix 1. When grouping products, it is important to find suitable weights by which to add 

their RCAs, since otherwise, the groups’ RCA-values would become distorted. For the NRCA 

groups, the product codes are weighted by each product code’s export’s share in the group’s 

total exports. For instance, if product code 0201 shows an NRCA-value of 0.1 but only makes 

out 10% of the group’s total exports, its NRCA value in the group will become 0.01. Since the 

SNCA contains both exports and imports and focuses on total trade turnover (i.e. exports + 

imports), the product codes in the SNCA groups are weighted after their total trade turnover's 

share in the group's total trade turnover. 

Construction of the database and the classification of goods 

The United Nations International Statistics Database (UN COMTRADE) is provided by the 

United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD). The database has more than 170 reporter 

countries/areas that provide their annual and monthly trade statistics in commodities/services 

with their partner countries. It is the world’s largest database for trade data and is the only 

database which provides monthly and yearly world trade data on a 2-, 4- and 6-digit level of 

disaggregation. Trade values are converted from national currencies into US dollars by using 

exchange rates supplied by the reporter countries. If no exchange rate has been supplied, it is 

derived from monthly market rates and volumes of trade. Commodities are classified along 

the SITC classification (revisions 1, 2 and 3 from 1962, 1976 and 1988), the Harmonized 

System (HS) from 1988 with revisions 1996, 2002, 2007, 2012 and 2017, and the Broad 

Economic Categories (BEC) classification.52  

The HS is an international nomenclature for categorizing products, with the participating 

countries using it to classify traded goods for customs purposes and revising the codes 

together every few years. It comprises around 5300 articles/products and provides 

disaggregation from 2- to a 6-digit level, with each two digits making the disaggregation more 

specific. The trade statistics used in this thesis may have mixed HS codes from different 

years. This is because UN COMTRADE shows monthly data by the reported HS-code. All 

three countries in the study adopted the HS 2012 revision on 01-01-2012, and the HS 2017 

revision on 01-01-2017.53 The months prior to 01-2017 will therefore most likely contain data 

categorized along the HS 2012 and the years after 01-2017 will contain data categorized along 

HS 2017. This, however, should not affect the study since none of the chapters included in the 

 
52 “What is UN Comtrade?”. United Nations International Trade Statistics Knowledgebase. 2020. (Accessed 03-

03-2021). From: https://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradekb/Knowledgebase/50075/What-is-UN-Comtrade  
53 Position of Contracting Parties to the Harmonized System Convention and Non-Contracting Party 

Administrations. World Customs Organization. pp. 2-8. (Accessed 17-02-2021). From: 

http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/overview/hs-contracting-

parties/positions-of-cp/situation_hs.pdf?db=web 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradekb/Knowledgebase/50075/What-is-UN-Comtrade
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/overview/hs-contracting-parties/positions-of-cp/situation_hs.pdf?db=web
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/overview/hs-contracting-parties/positions-of-cp/situation_hs.pdf?db=web
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import ban were changed between HS 2012 and HS 2017 except for seafood-products.54 

Seafood-products are excluded from this study both due to the conversion problem between 

the HS revisions and for methodological reasons (see below). 

This thesis will study the RCA for the product codes in the import ban on a 4-digit level, this 

is the most used level of disaggregation in the original import ban and its revisions. A few 

categories are defined by Russia on an 8- or even 10-digit level, but since HS codes only exist 

up to a 6-digit level these product categories have been excluded from the study. While there 

are also products banned on a 6-digit level, none of these are present in all revised versions of 

the ban between 2014-2019. Due to the same reason, I will not include the 5 product 

categories categorized on a 4-digit level added in the modified decision of 25 October 2017.55 

The products categorized at a 4-digit level from the original decision are however present in 

all adopted revisions issued throughout the studied period and they are therefore coherent with 

the chosen timeframe. For a full list of the products included in this study see Appendix 1.56 

Validity and Reliability 

Like previous researchers have done, one could use various descriptive measurements or 

study key variables like “self-reliance” for certain products. However, to measure any 

qualitative change in Russian and nearby countries’ competitiveness one must integrate the 

quantitative export and/or import changes into a theoretical framework which reveals 

qualitative improvements, such as the RCA theory. Previous research has shown that the 

NRCA and SNCA can measure the things they are intended for and produce valid results, 

which proves the reliability of the indices.57 For an RCA’s development to be stable it will 

also have to show a positive trend, stable underlying developments or positive values despite 

external shocks. Since for instance, temporary RCA improvements caused by exchange rate 

developments would not indicate a stable RCA but reflect export boosts from a higher 

exchange rate. The validity of the findings is further assured by grouping the products into 

four subindustries with separate groups in each subindustry to analyse the product categories’ 

developments based on inputs. This will help discern if specialization according to product 

lines developed as expected and help to determine the strength of the conclusions drawn for 

each subindustry. A comparison between the NRCA and SNCA backed up by various key 

variables’ nominal developments will also ensure accurate and consistent (valid and reliable) 

results. 

 
54 World Tariff Profiles 2016. Chapter IV. Special Topic - 2017 version of the Harmonized System. World Trade 

Organization, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development and the International Trade Centre. pp. 

215. URL: https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_e/wtp2016_special_topic_e.pdf   
55 For translations and previous versions of the import ban decisions, see: Russian import ban on EU products. 

European Commission. (Accessed 2022-05-23). From: https://ec.europa.eu/food/horizontal-topics/international-

affairs/eu-russia-sps-issues/russian-import-ban-eu-products_en  
56 An analysis made solely with 2-digit disaggregation would contain many products that are not present in the 

import ban, which would distort the result. The UNSD also warns that trade data may be classified, in which 

case there is a greater chance of values being visible at higher levels of disaggregation. Methodology Guide for 

UN Comtrade User on UN Comtrade Upgrade. 2019. UN COMTRADE. pp. 10. URL: 

https://comtrade.un.org/data/MethodologyGuideforComtradePlus.pdf 
57 For instance, see: Gnidchenko, A. A; Salnikov, A. V. (2015), pp. 21-26. 

https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_e/wtp2016_special_topic_e.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/food/horizontal-topics/international-affairs/eu-russia-sps-issues/russian-import-ban-eu-products_en
https://ec.europa.eu/food/horizontal-topics/international-affairs/eu-russia-sps-issues/russian-import-ban-eu-products_en
https://comtrade.un.org/data/MethodologyGuideforComtradePlus.pdf
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To broaden this thesis’ explanatory reach, the study includes countries with different factor 

endowments, differing levels of industrialization and various population sizes. This increases 

the study’s ability to explain how changes in Russia’s competitiveness affect its neighbouring 

countries’ competitiveness. The data availability also determines the geographical reach for 

which conclusions can be drawn, and Russia’s major fish-trade partners or China are excluded 

since including them would make the results too broad and measure geo-economic 

developments outside of this study’s scope. Furthermore, the selected time-period ensures 

accuracy, both by studying long-term changes (since short-term changes do not necessarily 

indicate long-term results) and since the time-period’s limits ensure that no other major 

shocks interfere with the results. 

When relying on countries to self-report there is always the risk of data manipulation being 

conducted by the reporter-country. This is an inevitable risk since there is no other way to 

obtain the country’s “real” trade data. The UN’s decision to collect data in this way is based 

on the organisation’s long experience and the expertise of the Trade Statistics Branch at the 

UNSD. While there is no sure way of knowing if the trade has been manipulated, 

methodological considerations have been taken to include as valid and reliable data as 

possible. This has been done in the form of including and excluding certain countries, by 

comparing export and net-trade effects, by using the original aggregation level for the 

products from the import ban and by using a well renowned database. 

Analysis 

Since Russia has strong bilateral agricultural trade ties with both Belarus and Kazakhstan and 

since both of these countries’ trade flows with Russia were disrupted by these external shocks, 

changes in Russia’s competitiveness should create reactive responses in Belarus’ and 

Kazakhstan’s competitiveness. To explain Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors’ 

selected subindustries’ capacities to maintain global competitiveness while under pressure 

from Russia’s 2014 import ban and the 2015-2016 economic crisis, this study employs the 

previously described NRCA and SNCA indices. According to RCA theory, these indices 

encapsulate relative trade costs (such as exchange rates) and various non-price factors such as 

machinery or other productivity improvements. The developments of the indices therefore 

reflect both short- and long-term changes to underlying factors of the subindustries’ 

competitiveness, and long-term patterns or trends in these indices will imply structural 

changes from the two shocks on these countries’ subindustries’ competitiveness. 

To support these arguments, I relate these index-changes to the developments of two key 

variables: GDP (displaying economic activity) and Relative Trade Openness (RO). Both 

variables are contained within the SNCA index, but the effects of them can become clearer 

when they are displayed separately. Since certain products may display higher volatility than 

others, the yearly NRCA developments will also be complemented by a comparison of the 

quarterly NRCA developments to be able to spot effects of extreme value months. At the end 

of the Results-section I will analyse the stability and distribution of the RCA-indices to see if 

these reveal any unexpected patterns of mobile and/or persistent developments in 

competitiveness.58 The explanatory value of this study’s conclusions is sharpened, and its 

 
58 As suggested by Hinloopen, J; Van Marrewijk, C. (2001), pp. 3. 
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reach broadened by employing the NRCA (a one-way index) and the SNCA (a two-way 

index). Since using two indices which measure RCA differently will help ensure the 

accurateness and consistency (validity and reliability) of the conclusions, and since it allows 

for a broader interpretation of the results.59 

The analysis will thus examine the underlying changes behind the product categories’ short- 

and long-term RCA-developments to explain how these two shocks affected Belarus’ and 

Kazakhstan’s selected agricultural subindustries’ capacities to compete with Russia’s between 

2014-2019.  

Due to the SNCA being a relatively new index I have been unable to find any previous 

research confirming the possibility to use it as a cardinal measurement, and I will therefore 

only use it as an ordinal measurement.60 Conclusions will therefore be drawn for which 

country had a higher or lower SNCA than the other and what underlying changes made the 

SNCA increase or decrease but not on whether any one product category’s/group’s SNCA 

was higher than another at any given time. Distributional results are therefore only presented 

for the NRCA index. Moreover, since I have been unable to find any quarterly GDP data for 

Belarus and Kazakhstan, quarterly developments will only be presented for the NRCA index.  

  

 
59 The most contrasting results are given by comparing the NRCA and SNCA indices. Escaith, H. (2020). pp. 29.  
60 “The ordinal interpretation means that the RCA results provide a ranking of countries by comparative 

advantages for a given commodity.” In this study’s case, for a product category. Ibid, pp. 6. 
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Result 

For the results section, one graph will be presented for the yearly developments of each index 

and each product category (group/code). A description of each product code according to the 

Harmonised System (HS) classification and their respective groups can be found in Appendix 

1. The product categories are grouped in their respective subindustries according to their 2-

digit HS code: Meat (02), Dairy (04), Vegetables (07) and Fruits and Nuts (08). The analysis 

will relate to graphs showing the quarterly development of the NRCA index as well as to 

certain key variables, which can be found in Appendices 2 and 3. Lastly, an analysis of the 

stability and distribution of the two RCA indices will be presented. 

The Y-axis will sometimes show the index-values in scientific notation, for instance “-2e-5”. 

The first “dash” indicates that the number is negative; the number following “2e-“ indicates 

the number of decimals, out of which the last one is 2 and the preceding ones are 0. 

Therefore,“-2e-5” means -0.00002 and similarly “2e-5” means 0.00002. For negative values, 

more decimals mean that the value is closer to 0, i.e. closer to the indices’ demarcation 

points. 

The NRCA index ranges from -0.25 to 0.25 and the SNCA ranges from -∞ to ∞. For both 

indices, a value above (below) 0 indicates a comparative advantage (disadvantage). 0 is the 

comparative advantage neutral point, where a country neither holds a comparative advantage 

nor disadvantage. 

Results recap: The results show that Russia was only able to utilize both shocks to gain a 

stable increase to its RCA for the Meat industry. While also gaining large increases in certain 

product categories it did not manage to gain a stable RCA increase for any other subindustry 

as a whole. Belarus’ strongest RCA developments were in the Dairy industry and 

Kazakhstan’s in the Vegetable industry, but both countries overall competed well with Russia 

across all subindustries. Only for the Fruits and Nuts industry was Belarus’ RCA negatively 

affected by both shocks to such an extent that it did not recover, while Kazakhstan managed 

to utilize the 2015-2016 economic crisis to raise the competitiveness in its Vegetable industry. 

Overall, Belarus was the most internationally competitive agricultural producer of the three 

countries. However, Kazakhstan’s NRCA developments show the strongest distributional 

shifts towards becoming a more internationally competitive agricultural producer. 
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The Meat industry 

Group 1 (Fresh or Chilled Bovine Meat) 

Graph 1: The graph shows the yearly NRCA development of Group 1, containing the product codes 

0201, 0202, 0203 and 0207. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

 
 

Graph 2: The graph shows the yearly SNCA development of Group 1, containing the product codes 

0201, 0202, 0203 and 0207. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 1 shows that Belarus was the only country to have an NRCA in Group 1 (Fresh or 

Chilled Bovine Meat) during the entire period. No notable differences can be seen between 

the group’s yearly and quarterly NRCA-developments. 

While slightly decreasing its exports after 2014, Kazakhstan’s comparative advantage was not 

affected by Russia’s import ban. Kazakhstan’s and Russia’s NRCA indices followed a similar 

pattern of development with a positive trend throughout the period and a decrease after 2016. 

This shows that Kazakhstan’s NRCA was unaffected by Russia’s import ban and its 

temporarily heightened comparative advantage from the 2015-2016 crisis. Belarus’ NRCA 
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decrease in 2014-2016 shows that its competitiveness was negatively affected by Russia’s 

boosted competitiveness from its lower purchasing power and cheaper exports during the 

2015-2016 crisis. However, its NRCA does not appear affected by the import ban. Since 

Kazakhstan’s curve follows Russia’s and is on a higher level, there is nothing to indicate that 

Russia could overtake Kazakhstan’s NRCA while Belarus is likely to remain the most 

internationally competitive country in the near term. In the end, Russia managed to improve 

its comparative advantage and establish itself at a higher level, however, it appears to have 

been unable to hold on to this as it began decreasing after 2016. 

Graph 2 shows that Belarus ranked number 1 for all years and was the only country with an 

SNCA throughout the period. Russia ranked number 2 among the three countries in five out 

of six years and Kazakhstan ranked number 3 for all years except 2015.  

The indices’ trends are quite different from Graph 1. Russia’s SNCA increased throughout the 

period. This is due to Russian imports decreasing after 2014 and remaining low while its 

exports increased throughout the period. Russia’s lower imports after 2014 indicate a positive 

long-term competitive effect of the import ban; and despite lower exports after 2016, Russia’s 

temporary export increase from the 2015-2016 crisis helped it to gain a stable increase in its 

comparative advantage. 

In 2014-2015, Belarus and Kazakhstan improved their trade balance by simultaneously 

decreasing both imports and exports. With Russia being both countries’ largest export market 

in the post-Soviet region, they both likely lost market shares in Russia due to the import ban. 

At the same time, both countries could have redirected these exports towards the domestic 

market, temporarily lessening their import dependence and thereby retaining a strong trade 

balance. After 2015 however, both Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s exports remained largely stable 

while their imports kept increasing throughout the period. This indicates that Russia managed 

to utilize its price competitiveness from its lowered exchange rate in 2015-2016 to strengthen 

its position as a regional meat supplier. However, Belarus had by 2019 managed to stabilize 

its SNCA around a higher level than in 2014, while Kazakhstan became unable to compete 

and was surpassed by Russia. 
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Product code 0210 (salted, brined, dried and smoked meat or offal and edible flours and meals 

made of meat or offal) 

 
Graph 3: The graph shows the yearly NRCA development of product code 0210 for each country. See 

Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

 
Graph 4: The graph shows the yearly SNCA development of product code 0210 for each country. See 

Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 3 shows that none of the countries had an NRCA in product code 0210 (salted, brined, 

dried and smoked meat or offal and edible flours and meals made of meat or offal) during the 

period. 

All three countries’ NRCA-curves followed the same pattern with an increase between 2014-

2015, a sharp decrease in 2016 and then increasing in 2017. In graph 3, it looks as if the initial 

increase happened during 2015, but in the quarterly development in Appendix 2 one can see 

that the increase before the crash occurred in the beginning of 2016. The crash in NRCA 

during 2016 was caused by the rest of the world’s large export increases of product code 
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0210, which in 2016 had more than tripled compared to 2015. While Belarus, Kazakhstan and 

Russia also increased their exports of product code 0210 in 2016, their actual trade increased 

less than their expected trade, worsening their NRCAs. Since there was no drop in exports, 

the crash in international competitiveness was caused by a slower growth in exports than the 

rest of the world, likely caused by the 2015-2016 economic crisis which kept economic 

activity down. One could argue that the similar effects seen for all countries in 2016 in graph 

3 could be the result of product code 0210 not being aggregated by being part of a group with 

other product codes. However, no product code for any country in Group 1 shows a similar 

drop in NRCA which could have been outweighed by the others in the group like 0210 does. 

More likely is that the similar development was caused by the countries having strongly 

interconnected value chains and input dependence to production of these products. Neither 

Belarus’ nor Kazakhstan’s competitiveness show signs of having been negatively affected by 

the import ban. By 2017 world exports had returned to their 2015 levels, and all three 

countries NRCA’s rebounded, also ending up on a higher level compared to 2014. Therefore, 

while Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s competitiveness was negatively affected by the 2015-2016 

crisis, they were not more or less affected by it than Russia, and their developments moved in 

the same direction. 

Graph 4 shows that Belarus was the only country with an SNCA and ranked number 1 

throughout the period. Russia overtook Kazakhstan after 2014 and ranked number 2 

throughout the period with Kazakhstan ranking number 3. 

When net-trade, GDP and trade-openness is accounted for, the 2016 “crash” in RCA never 

happens. Between 2014-2015, Russian imports of 0210 were halved by the import ban. 

Between 2015-2016 they more than halved again, likely by the lowered purchasing power. 

Due to this, Russia strongly improved its trade balance in product code 0210 and was thereby 

able to utilize these events to gain a stable improvement to its competitiveness. Belarus and 

Kazakhstan both experienced a large drop in exports after 2014 and Kazakhstan’s imports 

dramatically increased in 2015. This further strengthens the argument from Group 1, that 

Belarus and Kazakhstan lost export shares due to the economic crisis and/or Russia’s import 

ban after 2014. While Belarus managed to redirect these exports to the domestic market, 

Kazakhstan was unable to compete with the cheaper Russian products. 

By accounting for trade balance and GDP developments, the effects of domestic market 

demand on competitiveness become clear. When only measuring exports, Russia’s meagre 

export increase in 0210 and the high increase of world exports in 0210 led to an estimated 

decrease in competitiveness. Belarus and Kazakhstan were both negatively affected by the 

import ban, while it helped Russia to gain a stable improvement in its comparative advantage. 

Furthermore, while Kazakhstan’s exports and thus its comparative advantage rebounded after 

the crisis, its imports increased. Thus, Russia was able to utilize both shocks to steadily 

increase its competitiveness, making Kazakhstan unable to compete in the long run. 
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The Meat industry 

All countries had their competitiveness affected by either Russia’s import ban or by the 

2015-2016 economic crisis. The import ban boosted Russian comparative advantage after 

2014 by reducing imports, and Russia managed to utilize its temporarily increased price 

competitiveness after the 2015-2016 crisis to steadily improve its comparative advantage. By 

accounting for the domestic markets influence on comparative advantage, the SNCA gives a 

more complex picture of the regional trade developments. 

Kazakhstan’s competitiveness for either category was unaffected by the import ban since it 

was able to either quickly increase exports or redirect them to maintain a strong trade balance. 

However, due to Russia’s temporarily increased price competitiveness during the 2015-2016 

crisis, Kazakhstan’s imports increased, which worsened its comparative advantage. Being a 

well-established meat exporter, Belarus largely fared better than Kazakhstan after the 2015-

2016 crisis. However, having Russia as its main market also made Belarus more sensitive to 

effects from the import ban. Belarus’ NRCA shows that its exports’ competitiveness for 0210 

were not affected by the import ban, while its exports of the product codes for Group 1 was. 

On the other hand, the SNCA for 0210 shows that while Belarus might have improved its 

actual-to-expected export ratio, its trade balance (and thus competitiveness) was negatively 

affected by both the import ban and the economic crisis. Kazakhstan’s SNCA slightly 

improved after 2014 for Group 1, which shows that its competitiveness was relatively 

unaffected by the import ban. This could be due to export-destination differences between 

Belarus and Kazakhstan, and a general decoupling of Kazakhstan’s Meat industry from 

Russian value chains. Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s NRCAs for 0210 increased up until 

2015/2016 due to improvements in their actual-to-expected trade, meaning that their export 

developments kept pace with world market developments. The one-sidedness of the NRCA-

index is therefore what makes Belarus’ NRCA increase in graph 3 between 2014-2015 while 

its SNCA decreases for the same period in graph 4. It kept pace with actual-to-expected 

export developments, but the negative effects of the import ban on Belarus comparative 

advantage is shown clearer when capturing domestic market changes. 

The lower economic activity following the 2015-2016 crisis made both Belarus and 

Kazakhstan’s exports decrease or increase slower than their expected trade, while Russia’s 

temporarily low exchange rate increased its price-competitiveness. While Kazakhstan’s 

relatively weak meat production was outcompeted by Russian food products after crisis, 

Belarus redirected its lost exports towards the domestic market. This allowed Belarus to retain 

a strong positive trade balance and comparative advantage while Kazakhstan never attained a 

comparative advantage and saw its competitiveness worsen versus Russia’s. This 

development is not accounted for by the NRCA but can be better understood with the SNCA. 

The SNCA’s more complex way of accounting for size through GDP improves Belarus’ index 

results since it had the lowest GDP of all three countries but the highest trade turnover to GDP 

ratio, making it highly internationally competitive. While Russia’s import ban and lowered 

exchange rate helped its meat industry to increase its global competitiveness, there is nothing 

indicating that Russia could come to overtake Belarus as being the most internationally 

competitive meat provider in the region. 
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The Dairy industry 

Group 2 (Milk and Cream products) 

 
Graph 5: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Group 2, consisting of 

product codes 0401 and 0402. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

 
Graph 6: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of Group 2, consisting of 

product codes 0401 and 0402. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 5 shows that Belarus was the only country to have an NRCA in Group 2 (Milk and 

Cream products) during the period. No notable differences can be seen between the group’s 

yearly and quarterly NRCA-developments. 

Russia gained in competitiveness for the product codes in Group 2 during the 2015-2016 

crisis seen by its stark NRCA increase. Belarus’ NRCA decreased in 2014-2018, indicating 

negative effects from both shocks. Kazakhstan on the contrary shows a strong increase in its 

NRCA after 2014, indicating that its competitiveness was not affected by the import ban, 

perhaps due to it having different market destinations than Belarus. As in the meat industry, 
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all countries were negatively affected by the 2015-2016 economic crisis. Even if 

Kazakhstan’s NRCA increased between 2016-2017, its increase was not as sharp as in 2014-

2016, indicating that despite the NRCA increase its competitiveness was still hampered by the 

crisis. It is worth noting that while both Russia’s and Kazakhstan’s NRCAs show positive 

trends, Kazakhstan’s trend is by far the strongest. However, neither country’s NRCA 

development shows any indication of overtaking Belarus at the end of the period. 

Graph 6 shows that Belarus was the only country with an SNCA and ranked number 1, Russia 

number 2 and Kazakhstan number 3 throughout the period. 

While both Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s exports decreased after 2014, Kazakhstan’s 

competitiveness still appears unaffected by the import ban. Kazakhstan’s trade balance also 

improved between these years, indicating that Kazakhstan’s dairy industry had the ability to 

redirect its lost exports to the domestic market. While Belarus did not meet its actual-to-

expected export ratio after 2014, its trade balance still improved to such an extent that its 

SNCA increased between 2014-2015. While all three countries’ exports were affected by the 

2015-2016 crisis as seen by the decreasing SNCAs, Belarus and Kazakhstan improved their 

overall trade balance greatly between 2014 and 2019 for Group 2 by redirecting lost exports 

to their domestic markets and thus lessening their import dependency. While Russia’s imports 

decreased for both product codes in Group 2, its exports also continuously decreased 

throughout the period for product code 0402. This makes Russia’s SNCA have a negative 

trend, while Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s are positive. 

At the end of the period, Kazakhstan is very close to overtaking Russia’s number 2 rank. 

While Kazakhstan still would not have a positive SNCA or be close to overtaking Belarus’ 

number 1 ranking, these strong index increases show that although not internationally 

competitive, Kazakhstan’s dairy industry’s regional competitiveness strongly improved 

during the period. 

Group 3 (Yoghurt and Whey products) 

 
Graph 7: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Group 3, consisting of 

product codes 0403 and 0404. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 
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Graph 8: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of Group 3, consisting of 

product codes 0403 and 0404. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 7 shows that Belarus was almost the only one out of the three countries to have an 

NRCA in Group 3 (Yoghurt and Whey products) during the period, with Russia only having 

an NRCA in 2016-2017.  

As in Group 2, Belarus’ NRCA for Group 3 decreased in the period’s first years, while 

Russia’s and Kazakhstan’s increased. This was largely due to a strong decrease in exports 

for Group 3, likely caused by lower exports to Russia following the import ban and from 

losing market shares in Russia due to the lowered purchasing power. Russia’s exports for 

Group 3 decreased between 2014-2015, but it still managed to improve its NRCA, likely 

thanks to the temporarily increased price competitiveness. There is reason to be sceptical of 

the NRCA’s estimation of Kazakhstan’s NRCA changes between 2014-2015. Since the 

increase largely pertained to its exports of these product codes initially being 0 in 2014, any 

increase from this would mean a large jump in competitiveness. However, Kazakhstan 

increased its exports throughout the period after 2015. Despite Kazakhstan’s production of 

the product codes in Group 3 being nascent in 2014 they picked up after Russia’s import 

ban; while Belarus, an already established dairy producer, lost export shares. 

In the quarterly development, Belarus’ and Russia’s NRCAs are seen to rebound at the start of 

2016, causing Russia to gain a comparative advantage in 2016Q1. While the NRCA-value 

itself is small, the increase in 2016Q1 was strong enough to give Russia a positive NRCA for 

the year 2016. This shows how a few months of strong NRCA can play a decisive role in 

determining the full year NRCA, and that it is worth being critical towards the NRCA’s 

sensitivity to extreme values. This also emphasizes the relevance of studying quarterly 

developments, at least when investigating the NRCA. After 2016, Russia’s NRCA shows a 

negative trend while Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s trends rebound. This clearly shows that while 

Russia benefitted from a lowered exchange rate in the 2015-2016 crisis, it was unable to 

maintain these gains for long. After the crisis, when GDP and general economic activity 

picked up, Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s industries were again ready to export, and Kazakhstan’s 

exports even soon overtook Russia in international competitiveness. It is worth noting that 
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throughout the period, Kazakhstan’s NRCA shows the highest positive trend indicating that 

over time its comparative advantage was growing strongly.  

Graph 8 shows that Belarus was the only country with an SNCA and ranked number 1, Russia 

number 2 and Kazakhstan number 3 throughout the studied period. 

After 2014, imports almost halved for all three countries, which for Kazakhstan indicates that 

its dairy industry was stronger than its meat industry since it was able to replace imports with 

domestic production. Belarus increased its trade balance largely by slowly lessening imports, 

while Kazakhstan’s trade balance mostly improved due to slowly increasing exports. Either 

way, it shows that Russia’s increased competitiveness during the 2015-2016 crisis as seen in 

Graph 7 did not negatively affect Belarus’ or Kazakhstan’s competitiveness.  

Russia dramatically lessened its import dependence after the import ban, which translated into 

a positive effect on its comparative advantage. However, its exports decreased in 2015 and its 

imports began increasing after 2015, which made its trade balance worsen. When accounting 

for the effects of the domestic market, the large export increase in the beginning of 2016Q1 

does not translate into a boost of Russia’s comparative advantage. The SNCA’s ability to even 

out effects of extreme values becomes useful here, as it evens out the roll which Russia’s 

lowered exchange rate played in 2015-2016, showing that it in fact barely helped Russia’s 

comparative advantage in the short term and certainly not in the long term. It is worth noting 

that Kazakhstan’s SNCA shows steady improvements from 2014-2019. Although decreasing 

slightly between 2017-2019, Russia’s negative SNCA-trend throughout the period makes it 

possible that Kazakhstan could overtake Russia in the coming years. 

Group 4 (Butter and Cheese products) 

 
Graph 9: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Group 4, consisting of the 

product codes 0405 and 0406. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 
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Graph 10: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of Group 4, consisting of 

product codes 0405 and 0406. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 9 shows that Belarus was the only country that had an NRCA in Group 4 (Butter and 

Cheese products) during the period. No notable differences can be seen between the group’s 

yearly and quarterly NRCA-developments. 

Belarus’ NRCA-decrease after 2014 shows a negative effect from the import ban. After this 

initial decrease, Belarus exports picked up after 2015 and steadily increased throughout the 

period. Kazakhstan’s exports however increased sharply in 2015, indicating that its 

production of Butter and Cheese products were not affected by the import ban, but seems to 

have been affected by the 2015-2016 crisis as its exports decreased after 2015. Russia’s 

exports also decreased after 2014, however it kept pace with its actual-to-expected trade, 

making its NRCA increase. Russia was unable to utilize its short-term exchange rate decrease 

to gain a lasting increase in its competitiveness but had established its NRCA at a higher level 

in 2019 compared to 2014. 

The developments in Graph 10 show similarities with the ones in Graph 9. Kazakhstan’s 

export-decrease was not accompanied by an import-increase, and its trade balance in 2016 

was better than in 2014 even if its exports decreased. Russia’s imports dramatically decreased 

after the import ban, which translated into a positive effect on its SNCA. However, Russia 

saw no great increases in its exports during the 2015-2016 crisis which means it was unable to 

utilize its temporarily increased price competitiveness. In the long run, Russia was unable to 

replace its imports with domestic products and in 2019 its trade balance had worsened 

compared to 2014 due to higher imports. Belarus again stabilized its trade balance after the 

import ban and steadily decreased its import dependence throughout the period leading to a 

highly strengthened comparative advantage by 2019. While Kazakhstan could have been 

affected by the 2015-2016 crisis in the form of lowered economic activity in 2016 which 

made its exports temporarily decrease after 2015, its exports picked up again while its imports 

largely remained the same. In the coming years, Kazakhstan could therefore be on its way to 

achieve a positive comparative advantage. 
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These developments show that both Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s competitiveness in Butter and 

Cheese products were largely unaffected by the 2015-2016 economic crisis, but that Belarus 

seems to have been negatively affected by the import ban. While the import ban helped 

Russia improve its SNCA between 2014-2015, it was unable to rid itself of its import 

dependence. Furthermore, it was unable to utilize its temporarily increased price 

competitiveness in 2015-2016 since neither Kazakh nor Belarusian exports or imports appear 

to have been affected by it. Instead, both Belarus and Kazakhstan improved their 

competitiveness over the period, while Russia’s worsened. 

The Dairy industry 

Russia’s 2014 import ban and the subsequent 2015-2016 crisis affected the countries’ dairy 

industries differently than their meat industries. For the Meat industry, Russia established a 

long-term advantage through the import ban and utilized its lowered exchange rate during the 

2015-2016 crisis to further strengthen this advantage against Kazakhstan and Belarus. 

However, for the dairy industry Russia was unable to utilize the 2015-2016 crisis to maintain 

its initial competitive gains from the import ban. While Russia’s NRCA indices initially 

increased between 2014-2016, its NRCA began a slow but steady descent after the positive 

price competitive effects had worn off. The SNCA’s more nuanced RCA-calculations better 

help to explain the regional developments between the countries. As in the case of Graph 7, 

the NRCA likely overestimates Russia’s NRCA increase in 2016 which largely belonged to 

temporary developments in Q1. Despite initially decreasing its imports, Russia began to 

slowly increase them after 2015 for all product codes in groups 1, 2 and 3, while the exports 

either remained the same, decreased or only slowly increased throughout the period.  

It is worth noting that while Kazakhstan never achieved an RCA, its developments always 

show positive trends. Kazakhstan’s dairy industry’s competitiveness does not seem to have 

been affected by Russia’s import ban as its indices increase between 2014-15. Since Russia 

was unable to hold on to its temporarily increased competitiveness gained from either shock, 

Kazakhstan either surpassed Russia (as seen in Graph 7) or Russia saw its index 

developments slowly diverge from Kazakhstan’s at the end of the period (like in Graph 10). 

Seeing Kazakhstan’s rather stable and steadily improving index developments for its dairy 

industry, and its ability to either redirect its exports to the domestic market or find new 

markets points towards it being stronger than its meat industry. 

Despite Kazakhstan’s production of the product codes in Group 3 being nascent in 2014 they 

picked up after the time of Russia’s import ban and their competitiveness increased; while 

Belarus lost export shares after the import ban and saw its competitiveness decrease. Belarus 

competitiveness was negatively affected by lowered economic activity and lost export shares 

to Russia during the 2015-2016 crisis but began increasing again after the crisis. As in the 

case with the Meat industry, Belarus could be more sensitive to changes from the import ban 

than Kazakhstan due to a larger export dependence on Russia. Nevertheless, Belarus remained 

the most internationally competitive country in the dairy industry. Both thanks to its strong 

export sector as well as its ability to redirect exports to the domestic market and maintain a 

steadily improving trade balance. 

For the Dairy industry, economic openness could also be significant reason to Belarus’ and 

Kazakhstan’s relative gains over Russia, and Kazakhstan’s faster RO increase than Russia’s 

after 2017 can be related to its SNCA diverging from Russia’s at the end of the period. For 
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instance, comparing Belarus’ SNCA in Graph 6 with its RO in Appendix 3, one can see that 

the developments are almost exactly matched. As estimated by the SNCA, Belarus’ and 

Kazakhstan’s higher trade openness should theoretically have enhanced the effects of their 

ability to maintain stable, positive and improving trade balances. As previously mentioned, 

this is since trade can give domestic producers new opportunities and force them to improve 

their productivity and innovation by being more exposed to foreign competition. 

The Vegetable industry 

Group 5 (Fresh, Chilled or Frozen vegetable products) 

 
Graph 11: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Group 5, consisting of 

product codes 0702, 0703, 0704, 0705, 0706, 0708, 0709 and 0710. See Appendix 1 for a description 

of the product codes. 

 
Graph 12: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of Group 5, consisting of 

product codes 0702, 0703, 0704, 0705, 0706, 0708, 0709 and 0710. See Appendix 1 for a description 

of the product codes. 
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Graph 11 shows that Belarus was the only country to have an NRCA in Group 5 (Fresh, 

Chilled or Frozen vegetable products) during the entire period. Kazakhstan had an NRCA for 

two years (2017 and 2019) while Russia never had an NRCA. 

In the short term, Belarus’ NRCA for Group 5 was negatively affected by both the import 

ban and the 2015-2016 crisis despite export increases, however, it began increasing again 

after 2016; while Kazakhstan’s NRCA was unaffected by either the import ban or the 

economic crisis. Russia’s NRCA-peak in 2016 before steadily declining for the rest of the 

period shows the same development as seen in previous NRCA graphs: That Russia was 

unable to gain stable improvements from its temporary price competitiveness in 2015-2016. 

In the short term, Russia’s NRCA-improvement from the 2015-2016 crisis hampered 

Belarus’ competitiveness during these years. Later, as GDP picked up for both Belarus and 

Kazakhstan and Russia’s exchange rate stabilized, Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s 

competitiveness began improving. Looking at the quarterly development in Appendix 2, 

Kazakhstan’s NRCA is very close to the demarcation point throughout the studied period. It 

shows that Kazakhstan had an NRCA in 2014Q4 and in ¾ of the quarters in 2018, but these 

temporary boosts were not strong enough to translate into an NRCA for the whole year. 

Since the NRCA value for 2017Q2 was negative, 2019 was the only time where Kazakhstan 

had an NRCA throughout the whole year. 

Graph 12 shows that while Belarus was the only country to ever have an SNCA during the 

studied period, it only managed to gain one after 2017. In contrast to previously presented 

groups, Belarus for the first time ranked number 3 for one year (2016). 

Russia’s imports decreased after the import ban and continued to decrease throughout the 

period, which helped Russia to establish its SNCA on a permanently higher level for the rest 

of the period. Belarus’ initially sharp SNCA-decrease was caused by its imports peaking in 

either 2015 or 2016 for all product codes in Group 5 while its exports either increased slowly 

or decreased. Compared with Russia’s export increases in the same period, Russia likely won 

export market shares to Belarus due to its temporarily increased price competitiveness from 

the 2015-2016 crisis. Since some of Belarus’ exports increased slowly in 2015-2016 while its 

imports increased, Belarusian producers could have been more focused on exports due to 

finding higher prices abroad. Consequentially, they allowed cheaper Russian imports to 

replace domestic goods on the home market. Kazakhstan’s imports of all product codes in 

Group 5 continuously decreased throughout the period, and it either slightly increased or 

decreased its exports. Again, Belarus having relatively stronger trade relations with Russia 

than Kazakhstan made the 2015-2016 crisis have a higher impact on Belarus, and 

Kazakhstan’s competitivess appears largely unaffected by either shock according to both 

indices. 

Belarus’ trade balance began improving again after 2015 mostly thanks to large continuous 

import decreases. As Kazakhstan’s trade balance peaked in 2017, Belarus’ continued to 

improve, giving it the strongest SNCA by far at the end of the period. While Belarus’ SNCA 

did improve slightly for several of the product codes in Group 5, most of them remained 

slightly negative throughout the entire period. Instead, the increase in SNCA for Group 5 was 

mostly driven by an unusually stark increase in its SNCA for product code 0701 (Fresh or 

Chilled Potatoes) caused by an improved trade balance. 
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Product code 0711 (Preserved vegetable products) 

 
Graph 13: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of product code 0711. See 

Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

 
Graph 14: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of product code 0711. See 

Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 13 shows that Belarus was the only country to have an NRCA in product code 0711 

(Preserved vegetable products) during the period. 

Looking at the quarterly development in Appendix 2, neither the NRCA of Belarus nor of 

Russia was stable during the period. This could be due to similarities in the industries’ 

production cycles since the peaks are caused by export spikes at the quarter of each year. 

Nevertheless, Belarus competitiveness seems to have been affected by the import ban as its 

yearly NRCA decreases, while Kazakhstan appears unaffected. 
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While Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s NRCA’s increased in 2016, Russia’s decreased, since its 

exports dwindled between 2015-2018. This indicates that Russia did not manage to utilize 

neither the economic crisis nor the import ban to achieve a stable increase in its comparative 

advantage. Kazakhstan was the only country to have a stable, and slow but steady increase in 

its NRCA.  While Russia’s NRCA curve is slightly positive, and close to Kazakhstan’s in 

2019Q4, it is not certain that Russian exports would not have experienced a sudden export 

drop from the Covid-crisis in 2020 since it appears more volatile than Kazakhstan’s. 

Therefore, Russia is unlikely to overtake Kazakhstan in the near future. 

Graph 14 shows that Belarus ranked number 1 throughout the period. Kazakhstan number 2 

for 2015-2019, and Russia number 3 for the rest of the period after 2014.  

Russia’s SNCA was improved by its imports following the import ban, and its higher exports 

(which peaked in 2015). Both Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s exports and imports decreased in 

2015, this shows that both countries were likely affected by the import ban but managed to 

quickly redirect their lost exports to Russia towards their domestic markets. While this helped 

Kazakhstan to increase its comparative advantage, Belarus was negatively affected in the 

short term. Despite this, Belarus was still able to increase its exports and decrease imports in 

2016, strengthening its competitiveness. Belarus’ sudden index drop 2018-2019 was mainly 

caused by its imports almost doubling while its exports only decreased slightly. This could be 

the effect of Belarusian producers finding higher prices for its products abroad and decreasing 

supply for the domestic market, leading sellers to import more from cheaper countries (like 

Russia or Kazakhstan). A scenario like this could be coupled with temporarily higher demand 

and/or a bad harvest to cause this index drop, either way the drop was likely of a temporary 

nature. 

Kazakhstan’s low exports but relatively strong SNCA shows that although nascent, it was 

able to maintain a steadily improving its competitiveness. Russia seems to have retained a 

stable increase in its comparative advantage from the import ban since its imports decreased 

throughout the period. However, despite having increased its exports and decreased its 

imports by 2019 compared to 2014, it did not manage to utilize either shock to gain for any 

long term gains in competitiveness over Belarus or Kazakhstan. Instead, Kazakhstan once 

more arises as a strong regional competitor to Russia, as seen by the countries SNCA-indices 

steadily diverging throughout the period. 
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Group 6 (Dried or Fresh vegetable products) 

 
Graph 15: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Group 6, consisting of 

product codes 0712, 0713 and 0714. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

 
Graph 16: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of Group 6, consisting of 

product codes 0712, 0713 and 0714. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 15 shows that Russia had an NRCA in 2015-2019, Kazakhstan had one 2016-2019 and 

Belarus never gained an NRCA throughout the period in Group 6 (Dried or Fresh vegetable 

products). 

Rapidly overtaking both Belarus and Kazakhstan after 2014, Russia had the highest NRCA 

for (almost) the entire period. Looking at the quarterly development in Appendix 2, Russia’s 

NRCA is negative throughout 2014. It then suddenly jumps in 2015Q2 and remains positive 

for almost the entire period, only showing a negative value in 2017Q1. While having negative 

but slightly improving NRCAs for product codes 0712 and 0714 in Group 6, 98% of Russia’s 

exports for the group belonged to product code 0713, who’s NRCA dramatically improved 

after 2014 thanks to large export increases. However, after 2017, even its throughs are 
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relatively high above 0, indicating that Russia was able to use the 2015-2016 crisis to gain a 

stable increasing NRCA in some Dried or Fresh vegetable products.  

While Kazakhstan’s NRCA steadily improved for product codes 0712 and 0714 throughout 

the period, its NRCA increase after 2015 also pertained to a dramatically improved NRCA 

index for product code 0713 which made up over 94% of its exports in Group 6. Contrary to 

Russia’s and Kazakhstan’s developments, Belarus’ NRCA worsened for its most exported 

product code 0712 (especially in 2015) which stood for over 80% of the group’s exports, 

while only slightly improving its NRCA in the other 2 codes. While Kazakhstan’s 

competitiveness was unaffected by the 2015-2016 crisis, Belarus was therefore clearly 

negatively affected in the long term. 

Graph 16 shows that Russia ranked number 1 in 2014-2016 but was overtaken by Kazakhstan 

in 2017. Russia had an SNCA for the whole period, while Kazakhstan gained one after 2015. 

Belarus ranked number 3 for the whole period and never gained an SNCA. 

Russia’s imports decreased after 2014, after which it acquired a stable and positive trade 

balance for all product codes in Group 6 that steadily improved its competitiveness. While 

Belarus’ imports grew throughout the period and its exports only periodically increased 

slightly, Kazakhstan’s exports mostly increased, and its imports decreased. Belarus does not 

seem to have been affected by the import ban since its exports grew in 2015. However, the 

2015-2016 crisis does seem to have had a long-term negative effect on its competitiveness 

due to Belarus’ imports steadily increasing after 2015. Moreover, the lowered Russian 

purchasing power following the crisis seems to have affected Belarusian exports in 2016. 

After this crisis, Belarus steadily lost export shares throughout the period. The steadily 

decreasing exports and increasing imports is what makes Belarus SNCA have a slightly 

negative trend after 2015. The 2015-2016 crisis therefore created a long-term negative effect 

on Belarus’ competitiveness. 

Kazakhstan appears to have gained a stable comparative advantage increase from the 2015-

2016 crisis and it have been unaffected by the import ban. It is however notable that 

Kazakhstan’s exports of 0712 had sharply decreased by 2019, while its imports had more than 

quadrupled compared to 2014. This could stem from intra-regional trade patterns where 

Belarus supplied Kazakhstan with its most exported Dried or Fresh vegetable products (0712). 

Kazakhstan’s curve’s strong similarities with Russia’s after 2017, and all countries 

experiencing the same improvement in SNCA in 2017-2018, also indicates high intra-regional 

trade dependencies. At the end of the period. Kazakhstan remained the most competitive 

producer, with Russia not showing any clear signs of overtaking it. 

The Vegetable industry 

The effects on the countries’ RCA-developments from Russia’s import ban and the 2015-

2016 crisis vary between the subindustry’s categories. In all categories, Russia appears to 

have been able to establish long-term improvements to its competitiveness after the import 

ban. However, for Group 5 and product code 0711 it was unable to utilize its temporary price 

competitiveness from the 2015-2016 crisis to gain any long-term advantages.  

While Belarus’ competitiveness in Group 5 (Fresh, Chilled or Frozen vegetable products) was 

negatively affected by the import ban, Kazakhstan’s improved. Their import increases during 

the 2015-2016 economic crisis could have been caused by Russia’s temporarily increased 



44 
 

price competitiveness asserting a temporary negative effect on these countries’ comparative 

advantages. For product code 0711 (preserved vegetable products), both Belarus and 

Kazakhstan decreased their imports and exports in 2015, indicating that they managed to 

redirect any lost exports to Russia towards their domestic markets. However, Kazakhstan’s 

competitiveness for 0711 still appears unaffected by the import ban, while it had a negative 

effect on Belarusian competitiveness. During the 2015-2016 crisis, Russia’s temporarily 

increased competitiveness for 0711 hampered Belarus, while Kazakhstan remained 

unaffected. This crisis helped Russia’s competitiveness raise itself to a higher level, but it did 

not create any stable long-term improvements. Unlike in previous cases of the Meat and Dairy 

industries, Belarus’ producers were not always the most internationally competitive ones. 

While Belarus remained the overall most internationally competitive producer for Group 5 

and product code 0711, Russia’s and Kazakhstan’s sectors outdid Belarus in Group 6 (Dried 

or Frozen vegetable products). This was the only category in the Vegetable industry for which 

Russia was able to establish long term improvements in its comparative advantage both from 

the import ban and from the 2015-2016 crisis. Since Belarus’ comparative advantage 

increased in 2015 for Group 6, it does not seem to have been affected by the import ban. 

However, it was affected by Russia’s increased competitiveness after the 2015-2016 crisis. 

Kazakhstan’s competitiveness for Group 6 appears unaffected by both the import ban and the 

2015-2016 crisis. Overall, Kazakhstan’s indices in the Vegetable industry show positive 

trends as well as stable and increasing competitiveness in all three categories, always 

unaffected by either Russia’s import ban or the 2015-2016 economic crisis. As in the case of 

Dried or Fresh vegetable products, Kazakhstan even seems to have been able to achieve a 

stable comparative advantage increase from the economic crisis. Kazakhstan’s exports both in 

product code 0711 and Group 6 were rather small. Thus, Kazakhstan’s vegetable industry 

may have been small, but it was still resilient to external shocks and clearly highly 

competitive. This is likely due to access to more stable markets and stable production factors, 

indicating a general decoupling from Russian value chains. 
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The Fruits and Nuts industry 

Group 7 (Fresh or Dried Fruits and Nuts) 

 
Graph 17: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Group 7, consisting of 

product codes 0801, 0802, 0803, 0804, 0805, 0806 and 0813. See Appendix 1 for a description of the 

product codes. 

 
Graph 18: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of Group 7, consisting of 

product codes 0801, 0802, 0803, 0804, 0805, 0806 and 0813. See Appendix 1 for a description of the 

product codes. 

Graph 17 shows that no country in the study had an NRCA in Group 7 (Fresh or Dried Fruits 

and Nuts) at any point during the period. No notable differences can be seen between the 

group’s yearly and quarterly NRCA-developments. 

Kazakhstan’s competitiveness for Group 7 appears to have been negatively affected by the 

import ban after 2014, but its competitiveness soon recovered as seen by its NRCA increase 

in 2016. However, Kazakhstan seems to have been negatively affected by Russia’s 

temporarily increased competitiveness during the economic crisis and was unable to recover 
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fully from this. This is the second time that Belarus did not hold an NRCA at any point 

during the studied period, however, its NRCA seems unaffected by both the import ban and 

the 2015-2016 crisis. For both Kazakhstan and Belarus, 2016 was a turning point after which 

their yearly NRCAs dropped, and for Russia this turning point was 2017. Since all countries 

in general increased their exports, this decline had to do with all countries worsening their 

actual-to-expected trade relative to world trade. It could be that while Kazakhstan was 

temporarily affected by Russia’s increased price competitiveness in 2015-2016, all countries 

exports of Fresh or Dried Fruits and Nuts gained in international competitiveness during the 

2015-2016 crisis (as Kazakhstan’s NRCA also peaks in 2016). After the crisis, all countries 

then lost in competitiveness when the rest of their export sectors and total trade increased, 

marginalizing their export developments of Fresh or Dried Fruits and Nuts. 

Looking at the SNCA index, no country had an SNCA throughout the period. Russia ranked 

number 1 in 2014 but was then overtaken by Kazakhstan in 2015, and then again in 2018-

2019. Belarus ranked number 3 throughout the period. 

Kazakhstan’s SNCA shows that its competitiveness was unaffected by both the import ban 

and Russia’s increased NRCA from the 2015-2016 economic crisis. While Russia’s imports 

decreased in 2015 following the import ban, its exports also decreased for many of its 

products in Group 7. Russia’s export increase for most products in Group 7 throughout the 

period was offset by its inability to decrease its import dependency, which held down its 

competitiveness. Kazakhstan on the other hand, had by 2019 increased its exports and 

decreased its imports. This difference between Russia’s and Kazakhstan’s trade balances 

grew and made their SNCA developments diverge after 2018. Throughout the period, 

Belarus’ exports of the product codes in Group 7 either decreased while its imports were 

unaffected, or its imports increased faster than its exports. Belarus’ exports decreased from 

the 2015-2016 economic crisis while its imports simultaneously grew rapidly. Since Russia’s 

imports of these products decreased in 2015, Belarus probably lost both export market shares 

and domestic market shares to Russian producers. This had negative effects on its 

competitiveness from which it was never able to fully recover. 

While Russia managed to establish its export advantage at a higher level, it was unable to 

hold on to this which is seen from its decreasing NRCA after 2017. Kazakhstan was the only 

country that managed to both lessen its import dependency and increase its exports, in the 

end making its producers the strongest international competitors of the three countries. 
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Group 8 (Fresh fruits) 

 
Graph 19: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Group 8, consisting of 

product codes 0807, 0808, 0809 and 0810. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

 
Graph 20: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of Group 8, consisting of 

product codes 0807, 0808, 0809 and 0810. See Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 19 shows that Belarus had an NRCA in Group 8 (Fresh fruits) throughout the period, 

Kazakhstan had an NRCA after 2017 and Russia never gained a NRCA. No notable 

differences can be seen between the group’s yearly and quarterly NRCA-developments. 

Russia’s NRCA improved in 2015-2016 due to increased price competitiveness from the 

crisis, which appears to have negatively affected Belarus’ NRCA. Kazakhstan appears 

largely unaffected by the crisis, but unlike Belarus, its NRCA appears to have been 

negatively affected by the import ban (causing an export decrease in 2015). Nevertheless, 

Russia was unable to establish a stable improvement to its NRCA from either the import ban 

or the 2015-2016 crisis. 
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While Belarus’ exports increased sharply in 2015, positively affecting its competitiveness, 

its NRCA appears to have been unable to recover from the negative effects on its exports 

from the 2015-2016 crisis, and after 2015 it began a slow but relatively steady decrease in 

competitiveness and was eventually overtaken by Kazakhstan. This shows that Kazakhstan’s 

export sector for Group 8 was the strongest, not greatly affected by the import ban and even 

gaining in long term competitiveness from the 2015-2016 crisis. 

Graph 20 shows that no country had an SNCA for the entire period. Russia ranked number 1 

in all years except 2017 and 2019 when it was overtaken by Kazakhstan, and Belarus ranked 

number 3 for all years except 2014.  

After the import ban, Russia’s imports of Fresh Fruits decreased immensely which 

strengthened its SNCA. However, it was unable to keep imports down, they instead began to 

increase steadily and had by 2019 often surpassed its 2014 levels. The reason for Russia’s 

index being so stable is that its exports increased steadily throughout the period after 2015 

(often doubling or tripling) which stabilized its trade balance. However, Russia’s trend 

turned negative after 2017 since its imports began to increase faster than its exports. Despite 

being able to increase its exports from the 2015-2016 crisis, Russia therefore appears to have 

been unable to gain a long-term advantage from the import ban or the 2015-2016 crisis. 

While Belarus’ exports increased in 2015 (showing no effects from the import ban), its 

imports increased, indicating heightened foreign competition which penetrated its domestic 

market. By 2016, the downturn in economic activity and higher competition from abroad 

made exports decrease dramatically. Since there was no similarly large drop in imports, this 

does not seem to have adhered to exports being redirected towards the domestic market. 

Belarus’ steep SNCA decrease instead shows that it was outcompeted by foreign producers 

(likely Kazakhstan and Russia) during the crisis. Only in 2017 did Belarus manage to begin 

decreasing its imports and regain some of its comparative advantage.  

Kazakhstan’s exports increased in 2015, while Kazakhstan’s NRCA index was slightly 

negative for 2014-2015, accounting for more factors through the SNCA shows that there 

could in fact have been an improvement in its comparative advantage between these years. 

Imports also increased in 2015, showing higher competitiveness from abroad with foreign 

products penetrating the domestic market. Exports suddenly dropped in 2015-2016, since 

Russia’s SNCA kept increasing, this drop in Kazakh SNCA could have been due to 

increased competitiveness from Russia. However, in 2018 (while Russia’s SNCA decreased) 

Kazakhstan’s imports suddenly jumped (almost doubling) while its exports still increased. 

Therefore, Kazakhstan may have been negatively affected by higher competitiveness from 

another country between 2015-2019 rather than Russia. 
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Product code 0811 (Frozen Fruits and Nuts) 

 
Graph 21: The graph shows each country’s yearly NRCA development of Product code 0811. See 

Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

 
Graph 22: The graph shows each country’s yearly SNCA development of product code 0811. See 

Appendix 1 for a description of the product codes. 

Graph 21 shows that Belarus was the only country to have a positive NRCA throughout the 

period for Product code 0811 (Frozen Fruits and Nuts). No notable differences can be seen 

between the group’s yearly and quarterly NRCA-developments. 

Neither Kazakhstan’s nor Belarus’ NRCAs were affected by the import ban. However, 

Belarus appears to have been negatively affected by Russia’s NRCA increase in 2016. 

Similarly, when Russia’s NRCA decreased in 2018-2019, Belarus regained its previously 

lost NRCA. This shows that Russia was unable to create steadily improving gains in 

competitiveness from the 2015-2016 economic crisis. However, after 2015 it did manage to 

establish its exports at a higher level of competitiveness than in 2014. While Kazakhstan’s 

exports were always relatively low, its nascent production was still more competitive than 
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Russia’s (as seen in other cases). Kazakhstan’s NRCA appears neither affected by the import 

ban nor the 2015-2016 crisis and instead increased its competitiveness for these years.  

Graph 22 shows that Belarus was the only country to have and SNCA and ranked number 1 

throughout the period, while Kazakhstan ranked number 2 and Russia number 3. 

Since Belarus increased both exports and imports in 2015-2016, its competitiveness appears 

unaffected by the import ban but negatively affected by the temporarily improved Russian 

competitiveness during the 2015-2016 crisis. Russia’s imports decreased greatly after the 

import ban which translated into a positive effect on its SNCA. However, after 2015 its 

imports began increasing again while its exports slowly decreased. Since Belarusian exports 

were still relatively high in 2015-2016, its producers seem to have chased higher prices in 

foreign markets and let Russian products take over their domestic market. When Russia’s 

period of heightened competitiveness was over, Belarus decreased its imports again, which 

improved its competitiveness in 2017. Its NRCA decreased in 2017 since exports remained 

unchanged, but both its SNCA and NRCA jumped considerably when exports picked up 

again in 2018. Kazakhstan’s exports were negligible during the period, and it also appears to 

have been affected by Russia’s increased price competitiveness during the 2015-2016 crisis 

since its imports increased. However, its exports were not affected and kept steadily 

increasing during the period which gave it a stable index despite the slight negative trend. 

While gaining a short-lived comparative advantage from its import ban, Russia was unable 

to get rid of its import dependence or establish an internationally competitive export sector 

after the 2015-2016 crisis for Frozen Fruits and Nuts. While Russia’s short-term export 

advantage during the crisis decreased Belarus’ competitiveness considerably, Kazakhstan’s 

competitiveness was only slightly affected. Although low, Kazakhstan’s exports kept 

increasing throughout the period and its production of Frozen Fruits and Nuts was more 

competitive than Russia’s. Despite being heavily affected by the 2015-2016 crisis, Belarus 

remained the only internationally competitive country for Frozen Fruits and Nuts. 

The Fruits and Nuts industry 

While Russia sometimes slightly improved its comparative advantage after the import ban, 

and while it temporarily increased its comparative advantage during the 2015-2016 

economic crisis; Russia appears to have been unable to both rid itself of its import 

dependence or to achieve any stable (long-term) gains in competitiveness from the 2015-

2016 crisis in fruits and nuts.   

For Group 7, no country had an NRCA or SNCA for the entire period. While Belarus’ 

NRCA does not show that its competitiveness was affected either by Russia’s import ban or 

by the 2014-2015 crisis; the more complex SNCA shows that it was. Simultaneously losing 

export markets abroad and giving up domestic market shares to cheaper foreign products 

made its competitiveness slump to a level which it was unable to come back from. In Group 

7, the countries’ initial NRCA improvements could have become undone by large increases 

in their other economic sectors. However, while their actual-to-expected trade ratio slumped, 

the countries made progress in other areas. Kazakhstan was the only one out of the three 

countries that managed to both increase its exports and decrease its imports. This makes it 
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the overall strongest international competitor of all 3 countries for Group 7, due to its ability 

to withstand regional external shocks and being able to rid itself of its import dependency. 

For Group 8, Belarus’ competitiveness appears to have been unaffected by the import ban. 

However, it was negatively affected by the 2015-2016 economic crisis and both its NRCA 

and SNCA was unable to rebound to their previous levels after this. In 2016, a downturn in 

economic activity and higher competition from abroad made Belarus’ exports decrease 

dramatically. Since there was no simultaneous drop in imports, this does not seem to have 

adhered to exports being redirected towards the domestic market. Belarus’ steep SNCA 

decrease instead shows that it was outcompeted by foreign producers (likely Kazakhstan and 

Russia) during the crisis. Russia was unable to rid itself of its import dependence or to 

establish a stable increase to its exports’ RCA, and once again, Kazakhstan emerges as the 

strongest international competitor out of the three countries, with its NRCA-developments 

overtaking Belarus’ in 2017 and with its SNCA-developments steadily gaining on Russia. 

Kazakhstan also appears relatively unaffected by either Russia’s import ban or its 

temporarily heightened price competitiveness following the 2015-2016 crisis. 

While Russia’s decreased imports of product code 0811 after the import ban improved its 

competitiveness, neither Belarus’ nor Kazakhstan’s competitiveness was affected by it. 

Although Belarus’ competitiveness was negatively affected by the 2015-2016 crisis, its 

competitiveness recovered starkly and began improving already in 2017 when imports were 

phased out. Russia was unable to establish any stable improvements to its competitiveness 

from the 2015-2016 economic crisis, and was unable to decrease its import dependence, 

causing its index to slowly decrease.  

Belarus competitiveness for groups 7 and 8 was quite weak, showing a high dependency on 

imports and strong sensitivity to temporarily improved Russian price competitiveness. 

However, Belarus was clearly the strongest international competitor when it came to product 

code 0811. Although showing a negative trend, Kazakhstan’s competitiveness is always 

stronger than Russia’s, and in 2016, even relatively close to Belarus’. Kazakhstan’s 

competitiveness development is the most stable and it was the strongest international 

competitor out of all three countries for Group 7 and 8. For having such a small production 

and having such strong overall interconnectedness with the Russian economy, this stability is 

surprising. Being already well-established on existing markets and having relatively stable 

input and production factors could provide low sensitivity to external shocks. Its smaller 

industry could also be relatively decoupled from the Russian market, both in the form of 

export destination and inputs. 
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The indices’ stability and distribution 

Studying the stability and distribution of the results can reveal unexpected patterns of mobile 

and persistent developments of the RCA. The stability is based on a binary interpretation (if a 

country had a positive RCA or not, i.e. above 0) while the distribution shows a more dynamic 

development. For the NRCA, stability is displayed by the row showing how large share of the 

studied products were above 0 for each country at a given year, while for the SNCA the 

stability is displayed in Table 2. The distribution is shown by the share of product codes, 

which were above or below certain NRCA thresholds for each country at any given year. For 

example: In 2014, Russia had an NRCA value below -2e-5 for 23% of the products in the 

study, while it had an NRCA value below -2e-6 for 94% of the products.  

Table 1: The table shows Russia’s, Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s share of products in the study, which 

fell below or exceeded certain NRCA values for each year. 

Russia 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

<-2e-5 23% 17% 6% 9% 23% 20% 

<-2e-6 94% 86% 89% 86% 86% 80% 

<-2e-7 100% 97% 94% 94% 97% 97% 

<0 100% 97% 94% 97% 97% 97% 

>0 0% 3% 6% 3% 3% 3% 

>2e-7 0% 3% 6% 3% 3% 3% 

>2e-6 0% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

>2e-5 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Belarus 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

<-2e-5 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

<-2e-6 0% 3% 0% 0% 0% 3% 

<-2e-7 40% 34% 40% 34% 31% 37% 

<0 51% 40% 46% 49% 49% 46% 

>0 49% 60% 54% 51% 51% 51% 

>2e-7 49% 54% 51% 51% 49% 49% 

>2e-6 34% 37% 26% 34% 34% 34% 

>2e-5 11% 6% 6% 9% 9% 9% 

Kazakhstan 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

<-2e-5 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

<-2e-6 26% 20% 14% 17% 20% 20% 

<-2e-7 94% 83% 80% 80% 77% 77% 

<0 97% 100% 97% 91% 91% 86% 

>0 3% 0% 3% 9% 9% 14% 

>2e-7 0% 0% 3% 9% 9% 9% 

>2e-6 0% 0% 0% 0% 3% 3% 

>2e-5 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Note: The NRCA values are presented in scientific notation. See explanation in the Result chapter’s 

introduction. 
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Table 2: The table shows the stability of the SNCA for each country by showing the shares of products 

in which a country had an SNCA or not. 

SNCA >0 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Russia 0% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

Belarus 40% 40% 37% 40% 40% 43% 

Kazakhstan 9% 14% 17% 11% 11% 11% 

No large differences can be seen between the stability of Russia’s NRCA or SNCA. Table 1 

shows that Russia did not have an NRCA in more than 6% of the products in the import ban 

per year, but still overall slightly improved its NRCA-values. By 2019, while the percentage 

of products below zero had only decreased by 3 percentage points, the percentage of products 

below -2e-6 had decreased by 14 percentage points. Two large distributional shifts took place 

which indicate improved competitiveness for Russia. First, the number of products both 

below 0 and below -2e-6 and -2e-5 decreased right after the import ban. Secondly, the number 

of products below -2e-5 decreased greatly in 2016 due to the increased price competitiveness. 

However as noted in the subindustries’ analyses, while Russia in many cases did manage to 

lift its competitiveness to a higher level after 2014, it was mostly unable to maintain this 

increase to create a stable improvement to its comparative advantage. This is reflected in 

Table 3 by the number of products below -2e-5 beginning to increase again after 2016. 

Belarus’ SNCA is more stable than its NRCA, as the “jump” in NRCA for 2015 is not 

reflected in the SNCA. Most likely, this pertains to the SNCA encompassing more variables 

and being less sensitive to extreme values. Belarus overall competitiveness slightly improved 

throughout the period. Only certain agricultural subindustries experienced any immediate 

effects from the import ban, as in 2015 the number of products below -2e-6 increased and the 

number of products above 2e-5 decreased. However, Belarus was more affected by the 2015-

2016 economic crisis as seen by the share of products above 2e-6 decreasing or the share of 

products above 0 increasing in 2016. This shows that Russia’s competitiveness improvements 

negatively affected Belarus in the short term, however, it is not clear that it had any long-term 

effects. If Russia’s RCA-improvements had any negative effect on specific product codes for 

Belarus, then Belarus had in the end managed to balance this out by improving its 

competitiveness in other product codes. 

Kazakhstan’s SNCA shows higher levels of increase than its NRCA. This likely pertains to 

the SNCA considering domestic market competitiveness where Kazakhstan managed to 

decrease imports while also increasing exports. Kazakhstan’s competitiveness made the best 

overall distributional developments throughout the period. For instance, seen by the number 

of products below -2e-7 decreasing by 17 percentage points between 2014-2019, or by the 

number of products having an NRCA increasing by 11 percentage points between 2014-2019. 

Kazakhstan appears to have been relatively unaffected by the import ban as the number of 

products below -2e-6 and -2e-7 decreased in 2015. Its competitiveness even appears to have 

been overall positively affected during the 2015-2016 crisis, as 2016 was a milestone for it to 

gradually increase the number of products above 0. This relates to the developments seen in 

the various subindustries, where Kazakhstan often emerges as the second strongest competitor 

and sometimes overtakes Russia and/or Belarus. 
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Discussion 

An examination of the underlying changes behind the product categories’ short- and long-

term RCA-developments has shown that Belarus and Kazakhstan often had the capacity to 

maintain global competitiveness in the selected subindustries versus Russia during these two 

shocks, and sometimes even strengthened their competitiveness from them. However, Russia 

was in some cases able to utilize these shocks to create long-term improvements to its 

competitiveness. These findings indicate that the shocks to some extent had systemic 

implications for the countries’ agricultural competitiveness. So, how did Belarus and 

Kazakhstan compete against Russia on the global market in selected agricultural 

subindustries between 2014-2019, while under pressure from external economic shocks? 

As seen in the stability and distribution tables, Belarus was the overall most internationally 

competitive producer out of the three countries. While both shocks to various extent 

negatively affected the competitiveness of Belarus’ Dairy industry in the short term, the 

changes where not lasting. Belarus’ Dairy industry was either able to increase its exports 

again after 2016, or to balance out its import dependency with domestic production, making it 

retain a strong trade balance and increase competitiveness throughout the subindustry’s 

categories. Only for the Vegetable and Fruits and Nuts industries (Groups 6, 7 and 8) did 

these two shocks sometimes create large enough disruptions for Belarus not to be able to 

recover its previous level of competitiveness, either through lost export markets or through 

increased import dependency. While Russia was unable to utilize these shocks to establish 

stable long-term improvements to its RCA for these subindustries, the shocks still lowered 

Belarus’ RCA or improved Russia’s to such an extent that Russia’s comparative advantage 

relative to Belarus was improved.61 This means that while Belarus had overall highly 

competitive production in these subindustries, the shocks had negative structural effects to 

Belarus’ production of specifically fresh and/or dried vegetables or fruits and nuts. This 

indicates a structural weakness specific for these production methods which makes their 

competitiveness susceptible to Russia’s import ban and exchange rate shocks. 

The Meat industry was the only subindustry for which Russia managed to utilize both shocks 

to gain long-term improvements to its RCA-developments in both categories. Russia’s 

NRCA-developments show that its competitiveness began to decrease for Group 1 after the 

price competitive effects of the economic crisis had worn off, and that the 2015-2016 crisis’ 

shock to economic activity kept its exports below its actual-to-expected trade for product code 

0211. Nevertheless, Russia’s NRCA had in both cases established itself at a higher level by 

2019 compared to 2014. The more complex SNCA index shows that Russia was able to gain 

and maintain lower imports and higher exports from both the import ban and the 2015-2016 

crisis; and that these shocks negatively affected Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s competitiveness to 

such an extent that Russia’s RCA came closer to Belarus’ and in both meat industry 

 
61 The indices show how the shocks closed this relative competitiveness gap in different ways: In graphs 18 and 

20, Belarus’ SNCA was mostly lowered relative to Russia’s, which remained stable and higher than Belarus’ 

throughout the period. In graphs 15 and 16, Russia’s NRCA and SNCA both increase rapidly while Belarus’ 

indices slowly decrease. In Graph 19, Belarus’ NRCA is higher than Russia’s, but the shocks lower the relative 

difference between them. 
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categories surpassed Kazakhstan’s. Initially, Kazakhstan was able to redirect lost exports to 

the domestic market, but Russia managed to establish a stable comparative advantage over 

Kazakhstan during the economic crisis. 

As assumed in the beginning of this study, the Meat industry was where Russia excelled over 

its neighbours. This indicates that the import ban had the intended effects on the Meat 

industry’s competitiveness, and that the 2015-2016 economic crisis enhanced these effects for 

Russia. It strengthens Khitakhunov’s findings in his 2020 study that Russia had been 

strengthening its position as a regional meat supplier. It also matches Smutka et al’s findings 

of Russia’s low import dependency in meat products and strengthens the relevance of 

studying the import-dependency variable in connection to RCA. However, while Belarus’ and 

Kazakhstan’s Meat industries were hampered by these shocks, Belarus was still able to 

stabilize its international competitive standing. Belarus’ RCA was for both categories in the 

Meat industry (almost) always positive, while neither Russia nor Kazakhstan achieved an 

RCA in either category. 

Kazakhstan’s Dairy, Vegetable and Fruits and Nuts subindustries’ competitiveness were 

largely unaffected by either the import ban or the 2015-2016 crisis. Its Dairy and Fruits and 

Nuts industries’ competitiveness were clearly negatively affected by the 2015-2016 economic 

crisis in the short term. However, Kazakhstan quickly recovered from this while Russia was 

unable to establish stable improvements to its RCA. At the end of the studied period, 

Kazakhstan’s index developments in several cases (groups 2, 3, 4, 7, 8 and product code 

0811) diverge from Russia’s, and the latter often shows negative trends after 2016 while 

Kazakhstan shows positive trends. Kazakhstan’s Vegetable industry even appears to have 

been boosted during the 2015-2016 economic crisis, with its indices surpassing Russia’s in 

graphs 12, 14 and 16, and sometimes even Belarus’ (graphs 15 and 16). Khitakhunov assumes 

that Kazakhstan’s agricultural industry’s catch up effect with Belarus stopped after the 2015-

2016 crisis, and points towards Kazakhstan’s much lower output levels than Belarus and 

Russia by 2019. The results from my study show that Kazakhstan’s catch up effect was not 

stopped by the 2015-2016 crisis, at least not for the products contained in Russia’s import 

ban. Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector’s competitiveness instead remained stable or increasing 

during the studied period. Its competitiveness’ resilience to external shocks is also reflected in 

the stability and distribution analysis, as Kazakhstan steadily increases the share of products 

for which it has an RCA faster than Russia in the distributional table.  

Only the production structure of Kazakhstan’s Meat industry was negatively affected in the 

long term. However, Kazakhstan’s mostly stable and positive RCA-developments show an 

overall strong capacity to withstand negative effects from Russia’s import ban and exchange 

rate shocks. Notably, Kazakhstan’s Vegetable industry’s production structure was oriented in 

such a way that it was able to utilize the 2015-2016 economic crisis to improve its 

comparative advantage. This indicates that Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector (except for the 

Meat industry) may be relatively decoupled from Russian value chains, which makes its 

industries’ inputs and export markets unaffected by these shocks. If its production is increased 

and its competitiveness maintained, Kazakhstan could therefore become both a stronger 

international and regional food supplier. 
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Effects of methodological approaches 

Khitakhunov’s or Smutka et al’s methods have proven useful in giving indications to which 

direction the competitiveness is heading; but as previously mentioned, by not employing 

indices up to date with the RCA research field, using undesirable categorization of products or 

by solely using key variables, these studies conclusions lack explanatory reach. By 

categorizing the products at a 4-digit level, using desirable groupings to examine 

specialization and by using the NRCA and SNCA indices, my study has mapped previously 

unexplored developments of competitiveness for these countries’ agricultural sectors. 

In contrast to Smutka et al’s 2016 study, my study’s use of product codes disaggregated at a 

4-digit level has allowed for a search of the “socially desirable specialization patterns along 

narrow product lines” mentioned by Vollrath. By grouping certain products based on 

production methods and inputs, I have been able to isolate if there are certain product 

categories or codes which steer the agricultural sector’s overall competitive development. 

Between 2014-2019, Kazakhstan shows strong signs of specialization in Vegetable products; 

while having a generally strong competitive agricultural sector, Belarus’ indices have the 

strongest positive trends for the Dairy industry; lastly, Russia shows clear signs of 

specialization in its Meat industry. Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s capacities to maintain 

competitiveness while exposed to Russian trade shocks were likewise the strongest in their 

respectively most specialized sectors. 

The SNCA gives a more comprehensive picture of the regional trade developments than the 

NRCA does by accounting for the domestic markets’ influences on comparative advantage. 

The countries’ NRCA developments are more steered by international developments’ trade 

fluctuations (as seen in Graph 3), and the interplay between the countries’ domestic and 

foreign market competitiveness therefore becomes harder to discern. Therefore, the NRCA 

explains less of the shocks effects through the high level of trade inter-dependency between 

the countries than the SNCA. When analysing the NRCA, negative GDP effects can keep 

export competitiveness down by a general decrease in economic activity (as in Graph 3). A 

slowly or negatively developing relative trade openness (RO) can also influence the exports 

competitiveness by reducing competition and decreasing the necessity for innovation and 

efficiency. However, the SNCA encapsulates both these variables and thus successfully 

explains competitive developments on both domestic and foreign markets. On the other hand, 

monthly GDP developments can be hard to find for some countries due to limited data 

availability. The NRCA can therefore be applied to a broader range of countries than the 

SNCA and is more useful for conducting detailed or nuanced timeseries studies. If one uses 

the NRCA, the yearly developments should be replaced with or accompanied by the monthly 

developments to avoid overestimations from the yearly results (as in graphs 7 and 11). 

Ultimately however, including both indices and complementing them with the development of 

certain key variables has enabled a comprehensive analysis of the problem. Their differences 

complement each other, and a combined analysis of both indices’ results helps to strengthen 

the accuracy and relevance of this study’s findings. 
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Conclusions 

I set out to explain what capacity selected subindustries in Belarus’ and Kazakhstan’s 

agricultural sectors had to maintain global competitiveness, while under external pressure 

from Russia’s 2014 import ban and the 2015-2016 economic crisis. My study has shown that 

over the course of 2014-2019, both Kazakhstan and Belarus had a strong capacity to maintain 

their global competitiveness during both these shocks; and between 2014-2019, both countries 

improved their agricultural sectors’ overall comparative advantages in the studied product 

categories. 

Belarus’ agricultural sector often had the highest initial RCA-values, which it was mostly able 

to keep in the long term and even steadily increase in some instances. However, for 2 out of 3 

products categories in the Fruits and Nuts industry, Belarus’ competitiveness was negatively 

affected by at least one of the two shocks in the long term. Kazakhstan appears to have had a 

better capacity to maintain its competitiveness against both shocks as it was largely unaffected 

by either the import ban or the 2015-2016 crisis. Likely, thanks to being relatively more 

decoupled than Belarus from Russian value chains. Both countries therefore competed rather 

well with Russia during the studied period. Overall, Kazakhstan’s agricultural sector showed 

strong RCA trends and strong distributional shifts towards becoming more internationally 

competitive both despite these shocks and sometimes perhaps thanks to the 2015-2016 crisis. 

Kazakhstan also emerges as the strongest competitor to Russia, as it often threatens Russia’s 

position as having the second strongest internationally competitive agricultural sector. Only 

for the Meat industry was Russia able to establish a clear and steady increase to its RCA, 

clearly surpassing Kazakhstan and moving closer towards Belarus in the long term. These 

findings suggest systemic implications to various extent of both shocks on the studied 

countries’ agricultural competitiveness, which indicate that all countries to some extent 

underwent structural changes which enhanced or lowered their international competitiveness 

from these shocks. 
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The study’s limitations, suggestions for future research and policy recommendations 

While this study has attempted to provide a thorough examination, there are more aspects of 

the agricultural sectors’ competitiveness within and between these countries to explore. This 

study’s focus on the product codes contained in the import ban mainly enables it to explain 

the agricultural sectors’ selected subindustries’ capacities to maintain competitiveness for 

these specific product codes. Since these product codes are the ones that can be assumed to 

have been affected by the import ban, it is a reasonably imposed limitation on this study. 

However, there is always the chance of the import ban’s effects reaching farther than planned. 

To be able to give a full picture of this problem, one would therefore need to include every 

subindustry of the countries’ agricultural sectors and weigh their developments against each 

other while also exploring intra-industrial trade ties. To do this while also maintaining a focus 

on specialization along narrow product lines, one would need to thoroughly investigate effects 

on each subindustry. Alternatively, one could lose the focus on specialization and simply 

group and display the RCA results according to the agricultural sectors’ respective 

subindustries.  

While my study’s use of both the NRCA and SNCA broadens and nuances the picture of the 

studied countries’ RCA-developments, these indices’ relatively low data requirements also act 

as limitation to their explanatory reach. There are other RCA-models which better explain 

underlying causes of changed competitiveness such as regression models; however, as 

previously stated, the data requirements for these models are often too large and they are 

therefore not suitable for studying countries with low data availability such as transition 

countries. One could choose to supplement missing data through extrapolation if one wishes 

to use models with large data requirements for future research. Another suggestion would be 

to include more RCA indices with relatively low data requirements, contrasting their results 

and conducting a statistical analysis of which ones work best with the available data set.  

Another limitation of this study is its limited geographical reach. There were more countries 

than Belarus and Kazakhstan with strong agricultural trade ties to Russia after 2014. 

However, data limitations set constraints for conducting RCA-studies of effects on for 

instance Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. Nevertheless, one could gather the data to conduct an RCA 

study on as many of Russia’s top 10 agricultural trade partners after 2014 as possible. For the 

countries with low data availability, one could make a supplementary analysis using key 

indicators like the ones used by Khitakhunov. On the other hand, my study’s geographical 

reach is also broad since it covers developments of competitiveness in three countries with 

large agricultural sectors. Therefore, one could conduct a more geographically focused RCA-

study of the developments in a single country, thereby narrowing down the geographical 

scope while broadening the explanatory value for a single country. Since Kazakhstan showed 

surprisingly strong RCA results during both shocks it would be an interesting country to study 

for future RCA-studies wishing to further explore its agricultural sector’s competitiveness. 

Today, the effects from the import ban and the 2015-2016 economic crisis pale in comparison 

to what may come of Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. This invasion should not only have a 

disruptive influence on regional value chains due to Ukraine being cut off from regional trade, 

but also due to the extensive economic sanctions laid upon Russia and Belarus by the West. In 
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the light of Russia’s increasing international isolation on the world’s political and economic 

arenas, the EAEU becomes even more important for Russia both as a source of political 

legitimacy and as a source of trade. However, some EAEU countries could chose to shy away 

from further economic and political integration within the EAEU due to Russia’s increasing 

isolation. Since Russia and Belarus are the only EAEU countries under heavy sanctions from 

the invasion, the war could also lead to a strengthening of their trade bonds, should they 

remain under sanctions and begin to bilaterally integrate their economies further. 

If the EAEU member countries do choose to continue their integration process, Russia would 

do well in laying short-term domestic political goals aside for the EAEU’s agricultural 

cooperation to be successful in the future. The Russian Government may have wanted to 

decrease its overall import dependency to score points on the domestic political arena, but in 

the long term, Russia mainly managed to decrease its imports for its already most import 

independent agricultural subindustry (The Meat industry). Market forces appear to generally 

re-establish the competitive relationship between the countries according to their comparative 

advantages, and the shocks generally do not have long term effects on the regional dynamics 

of agricultural competitiveness. Russia might not want to drop the import ban to lose face on 

the domestic and international political arenas. However, it may not have to do this to 

somewhat lessen the strain on the state budget, the citizens’ wallets and to continue the 

EAEU’s integration process. By simply acknowledging the regional trade competitiveness’ 

tendency to revert to the initially established competitive balance, Russia would pave the way 

for more efficient trade flows and political cooperation. Treating its EAEU partners on an 

equal footing would allow for Russia to spend less resources on developing agricultural 

subindustries which in the long term anyway decrease in competitiveness. This would also 

decrease the pressure on domestic food production, thereby lowering food inflation which 

would allow Russian citizens to save money and probably buy higher quality products. 

Between today’s war and 2019 also lays the period of the Coronavirus pandemic’s negative 

influence on world trade. A period which deserves its own focus of study. While it is too early 

to tell what effects may come from the war, a continuation of my study’s findings could begin 

by analyzing the effects on Russia’s, Belarus’, and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors’ 

competitiveness between 2020-2021 to study the pandemic’s effects on these regional 

competitive relationships. 

In today’s globalized economy, economic integration becomes ever more important for 

achieving growth. Countries therefore wish to increase their own competitiveness to assure 

that they correctly exploit this globalization so that their own citizens are not left poorer than 

other countries’. If applied correctly, trade barriers might help a country to increase its 

production and develop previously unexplored comparative advantages. However, to use 

trade barriers correctly, one must understand the dynamics and foundations of global, regional 

and of one’s own competitiveness. This study’s contribution to the knowledge of the EAEU 

countries’ agricultural competitiveness dynamics in times of trade shocks has improved this 

understanding for Belarus’, Russia’s and Kazakhstan’s agricultural sectors. Hopefully, this 

study’s results can therefore be of use to policy makers working to establish effective and 

sustainable trade policies which strengthens both regional and global trade openness. 
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Appendix 1 

Table 1: The table shows a product description of all product codes analysed in this study. On 

the left are the product codes belonging to a specific group, and on the right are the 

separately analysed product codes. 

 

 

Group 1 

MEAT OF BOVINE ANIMALS FRESH OR 

CHILLED (0201) MEAT OF BOVINE 

ANIMALS, FROZEN (0202) MEAT OF 

SWINE (PORK), FRESH, CHILLED OR 

FROZEN (0203) MEAT AND EDIBLE OFFAL 

OF POULTRY (CHICKENS, DUCKS, GEESE, 

TURKEYS AND GUINEAS), FRESH, 

CHILLED OR FROZEN (0207) 

 

 

 

0210 

MEAT AND 

EDIBLE MEAT 

OFFAL, SALTED, 

IN BRINE, DRIED 

OR SMOKED; 

EDIBLE FLOURS 

AND MEALS OF 

MEAT OR MEAT 

OFFAL. 

 

 

 

Group 2 

MILK AND CREAM, NOT CONCENTRATED 

NOR CONTAINING ADDED SWEETENING 

(0401) MILK AND CREAM, 

CONCENTRATED OR CONTAINING 

ADDED SWEETENING (0402) 

 

 

0711 

VEGETABLES 

PROVISIONALLY 

PRESERVED (BY 

SULFUR 

DIOXIDE GAS, IN 

BRINE ETC.), 

BUT 

UNSUITABLE IN 

THAT STATE 

FOR IMMEDIATE 

CONSUMPTION 

 

 

Group 3 

BUTTERMILK, CURDLED MILK AND 

CREAM, YOGURT, KEPHIR ETC., 

WHETHER OR NOT FLAVORED ETC. OR 

CONTAINING ADDED FRUIT OR COCOA 

(0403) WHEY AND OTHER PRODUCTS 

CONSISTING OF NATURAL MILK 

CONSTITUENTS, WHETHER OR NOT 

CONCENTRATED OR SWEETENED, NESOI 

(0404) 

 

 

0811 

FRUIT AND 

NUTS 

(UNCOOKED OR 

COOKED BY 

STEAM OR 

BOILING 

WATER), 

WHETHER NOT 

SWEETENED, 

FROZEN 

 

Group 4 

BUTTER AND OTHER FATS AND OILS 

DERIVED FROM MILK (0405) 

CHEESE AND CURD (0406) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Group 5 

POTATOES (OTHER THAN SWEET 

POTATOES), FRESH OR CHILLED (0701) 

ONIONS, SHALLOTS, GARLIC, LEEKS AND 

OTHER ALLIACEOUS VEGETABLES, 

FRESH OR CHILLED (0703) CABBAGES, 

CAULIFLOWER, KOHLRABI, KALE AND 

SIMILAR EDIBLE BRASSICAS, FRESH OR 

CHILLED (0704) LETTUCE (LACTUCA 

SATIVA) AND CHICORY (CICHORIUM 

SPP.), FRESH OR CHILLED (0705) 
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CARROTS, TURNIPS, SALAD BEETS, 

SALSIFY, RADISHES AND SIMILAR 

EDIBLE ROOTS, FRESH OR CHILLED (0706) 

LEGUMINOUS VEGETABLES, SHELLED 

OR UNSHELLED, FRESH OR CHILLED 

(0708) VEGETABLES NESOI, FRESH OR 

CHILLED (0709) VEGETABLES 

(UNCOOKED OR COOKED BY STEAM OR 

BOILING WATER), FROZEN (0710) 

 

 

 

Group 6 

VEGETABLES, DRIED, WHOLE, CUT, 

SLICED, BROKEN OR IN POWDER, BUT 

NOT FURTHER PREPARED (0712) 

LEGUMINOUS VEGETABLES, DRIED 

SHELLED (0713) 

CASSAVA (MANIOC), ARROWROOT, 

SALEP, JERUSALEM ARTICHOKES, SWEET 

POTATOES AND SIMILAR ROOTS ETC. 

(HIGH STARCH ETC. CONTENT), FRESH 

OR DRIED; SAGO PITH (0714) 

  

 

 

 

Group 7 

COCONUTS, BRAZIL NUTS AND CASHEW 

NUTS, FRESH OR DRIED (0801) NUTS 

NESOI, FRESH OR DRIED (0802) 

BANANAS, INCLUDING PLANTAINS, 

FRESH OR DRIED (0803) DATES, FIGS, 

PINEAPPLES, AVOCADOS, GUAVAS, 

MANGOES AND MANGOSTEENS, FRESH 

OR DRIED (0804) CITRUS FRUIT, FRESH 

OR DRIED (0805) GRAPES, FRESH OR 

DRIED (0806) FRUIT, DRIED, NESOI 

(OTHER THAN THOSE OF HEADINGS 0801 

TO 0806); MIXTURES OF NUTS OR DRIED 

FRUITS OF THIS CHAPTER (0813) 

  

Group 8 MELONS (INCLUDING WATERMELONS) 

AND PAPAYAS (PAPAWS), FRESH (0807) 

APPLES, PEARS AND QUINCES, FRESH 

(0808) APRICOTS, CHERRIES, PEACHES 

(INCLUDING NECTARINES), PLUMS 

(INCLUDING PRUNE PLUMS) AND SLOES, 

FRESH (0809) FRUIT NESOI, FRESH (0810) 

  

Source: United States International Trade Commission. 
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Appendix 2 

 
Diagram 1: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 1, consisting 

of the product codes 0201, 0202, 0203 and 0207. 

 
Diagram 2: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of product code 0210. 
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Diagram 3: The diagram each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 2, consisting of 

product codes 0401 and 0402. 

 
Diagram 4: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 3, consisting 

of product codes 0403 and 0404. 
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Diagram 5: The diagram each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 4, consisting of the 

product codes 0405 and 0406. 

 
Diagram 6: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 5, consisting 

of product codes 0702, 0703, 0704, 0705, 0706, 0708, 0709 and 0710. 
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Diagram 15: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of product code 0711. 

 
Diagram 13: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 6, consisting 

of product codes 0712, 0713 and 0714. 
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Diagram 17: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 7, consisting 

of product codes 0801, 0802, 0803, 0804, 0805, 0806 and 0813. 
 

 
Diagram 19: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Group 8, consisting 

of product codes 0807, 0808, 0809 and 0810. 
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Diagram 21: The diagram shows each country’s quarterly NRCA development of Product code 0811. 
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Appendix 3 

 
Graph 1: The graph shows the yearly development of Belarus’, Kazakhstan’s and Russia’s GDP 

between 2014-2019. 

Source: World Bank. 

 

 
Graph 2: The graph shows the yearly development of Belarus’, Kazakhstan’s and Russia’s relative 

trade openness (RO) between 2014-2019.  

Source: Based on own calculations from UN COMTRADE trade data. 
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