
HOW TO INVEST IN RUSSIA

THE AEB gUIdE TO INVESTINg IN RUSSIA



61 

 How to Invest In RussIa| entRePReneuRsHIP In RussIa

harles F. waterman, the fa-
mous author of many fish-
ing and hunting books, said: 

‘Most of the world is covered by water. 
A fisherman’s job is simple: pick out 
the best parts.’

Recently, I had the pleasure to spend a 
day in Urk, a quintessential Dutch fish-
ing village with a fishery culture dat-
ing back to the tenth century. I had 
meetings and discussions with inspir-
ing ‘urker’ entrepreneurs representing 
fishing companies, shipbuilders, ma-
rine equipment producers, fish proces-
sors and traders who are looking at the 
opportunities that the 7 billion euros 
Russian fishery market provides. After 
my presentation on the opportunities 
of the Russian fishery sector, many 
companies expressed their interest 
and intention to take their first steps 
towards building a business in Russia. 
In this article I try to share their en-
thusiasm for the opportunities in the 
Russian market and the steps needed 
to capitalise on these opportunities.

Russia has 40,000 km of shoreline, bor-
ders 12 different seas and has 102,000 
km of inland waterways. You would ex-
pect that a country with such charac-
teristics has an impressive fishery sec-
tor and indeed, Russia’s fishery sector, 

being the 4th largest in the world after 
China, the usa and Indonesia, is im-
pressive in size. Russia’s fishing indus-
try accounts for 7 billion euros of its 
GDP, and this figure is rising 5% each 
year. Russia’s marine fishery sector ac-
counts for about 4.5% of the world’s 
marine fish production and its fishing 
fleet numbers over 2,000 vessels. Rus-
sia has several huge fishing ports in 
Kaliningrad, st. Petersburg, Murmansk, 
sakhalin, nakhodka, vladivostok, as-
trakhan and novorossiysk. Russia ex-
ports a lot of pollock, cod, salmon and 
herring. the main export destinations 
are China, south Korea, Japan and, 
surprisingly, the netherlands. there 
are several huge Russian fishing com-
panies, such as norebo Group, Russian 
sea Fishery Company, sakhalin-based 
Gidrostroy, Okeanrybflot, Nakhod-
ka active Marine Fishery Base, FoR 
Group of Companies, Preobrazhenie 
Base for trawl Fleet (PBtF) and north-
west Fishery Consortium (sZRK). the  
smaller companies operate around 20 
fishing vessels and the larger ones 
over 40 vessels. the annual revenue 
of these companies ranges from 200 
million us dollars to 800 million us 
dollars. 

despite these impressive statistics, the 
Russian fishing fleet as well as the fish-
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ing port infrastructure is obsolete and 
needs to be upgraded. Most of Russia’s 
2,000 fishing vessels were built in the 
1980s, and many of them do not meet 
today’s safety requirements. accord-
ing to the Russian Fisheries agency 
(RosRybolovstvo), Russia needs ap-
proximately 400 fishing vessels: 220 
fishing boats and 180 medium-range 
and large-range vessels. the total in-
vestment required to build a new fish-
ing fleet is 738.9 billion roubles, out 
of which 128 billion roubles will be 
allocated from the federal budget. In 
the next five years, Russia is planning 
to build 40 vessels and several large 
processing facilities. In reality, Russian 
fisheries built only six vessels from 
2013 to 2016. Five out of these six 
vessels were built in foreign shipyards. 
therefore, there are strong doubts 
as to whether Russian shipyards are 
capable of fulfilling such ambitious 
plans and whether they are equipped 
to build high-tonnage fishing vessels. 
In terms of the technological develop-
ment of Russia’s fishery sector, there 
are still big steps to be made, and 
western companies can play an im-
portant role in making Russia’s fishery 
sector bigger and better. Hence, the 
opportunities that the Russian fishery 
sector offers to european companies in 
shipbuilding, processing and trading.

Shipbuilding
Russian shipbuilding yards that are 
particularly active in building fishing 
vessels are the october Revolution 
shipyard, vyborg shipyard (usC), the 
leningrad shipyard ‘Pella’, the sev-
ernaya shipyard, the nobel Broth-
ers shipyard and the Yantar shipyard 
(usC). some of the largest shipyards 
are part of united shipbuilding Com-
pany (usC), the largest state-owned 
consortium of shipyards. usC compris-
es 40 shipyards, accounting for 80% of 

the design and production capacities 
of Russia’s shipbuilding industry and 
employing more than 95,000 work-
ers. the biggest shipyards are located 
around st. Petersburg.

Russia requires more than 400 new 
fishing vessels, 40 of which should 
be built in the next five years. Many 
of these vessels will be built in these 
Russian shipyards because of the Rus-
sian localisation policy. through this 
localisation policy the Russian govern-
ment is trying to stimulate the Russian 
shipbuilding industry by providing in-
centives to Russian fishery companies 
to place orders with Russian yards. In-
centives take the form of allocation of 
fishing quotas depending on the vol-
ume of domestic investment. 

despite this localisation policy there is 
still a strong dependence on foreign 
know-how and technology. Fishing 
vessels have to be built in Russia, but 
parts and special equipment are usu-
ally imported, and design and engi-
neering is performed by international 
companies with good experience. 

Russian yards have a particular need 
for on-board fish processing complex-
es, main engines with a gearbox and 
shaft, line shafts, screw propellers and 
propulsion systems, deck equipment, 
marine electrical equipment, general 
marine set-up systems and electronic 
devices. 

the main foreign shipbuilding compa-
nies active in Russia hail from norway 
and Iceland.

Fish processing
The fish processing sector poses  
another big challenge for the Russian 
fishery industry. Overall, the Russian 
fish processing sector is underdevel-

oped. 70% of Russian fish produc-
tion and almost 90% of Russian fish 
exports still consist of raw and frozen 
fish. Fish processing equipment in Rus-
sia is largely outdated and the need 
for investments in new fish processing 
technology is estimated to be around 
3 billion euros. as a result of differ-
ent state support programmes for fish 
processors, processed fish exports are 
steadily growing and with it the de-
mand for fish processing equipment. 
the more value that can be added to 
fish products inside Russia, the bigger 
profits will be in Russia and the better 
it will be for the Russian fish industry. 

There are opportunities in fish process-
ing to sell on-board and on-land fish 
processing technologies.

There are two types of fish processing 
equipment that are in demand: equip-
ment for processing on board the vessel 
and equipment for processing in typical 
land-based facilities. there is demand 
for primary processing (cleaning, freez-
ing), which is usually done on board. 
on-board processing is different for dif-
ferent types of fish and seafood. The 
most ‘popular’ fish in Russia – cod, pol-
lock and haddock – can already be pro-
cessed to fillet or minced on board. As 
most of the unprocessed fish is now ex-
ported, processing it on board will add 
great value and increase profits. This is 
why on-board processing has become 
a strategic direction among the major 
fishery companies in the last few years.

on land, the processing industry needs 
equipment for salting, drying, smok-
ing, filleting and mincing fish.

Some of the dominant fish processing 
companies are Dobroflot, Russian Aq-
uaculture, Meridian, Baltiyskiy Bereg, 
and Kurilskiy Bereg. 
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A large part of the fish processing in-
dustry also produces semi-conserved 
and conserved products. some of 
the leading producers of canned 
fish are RusFishWorld, Zarodinu, Yu-
zhmorriybflot, Roskon, 5Morey, and 
Glavprodukt.

In the Russian market for fish process-
ing equipment, you will find competi-
tors from Germany, Iceland, sweden, 
spain and Japan.

Fish trading
In fish trading, the opportunities for 
western companies in Russia mainly 
concern the sourcing of fish in Rus-
sia. Russia is a major exporter of pol-
lock, cod, herring and different types 
of salmon. according to Russian sta-
tistics, around 30% of all Russian fish 
exports are exported to the nether-
lands. I asked Dutch fish traders why 
they hold such a prominent position 
in importing fish from Russia. They 
explained that fish stocks are de-
creasing in traditional fishing areas 
and that they see Russia as a stra-
tegic supplier to Western fish proces-
sors and traders. 

Because of the Russian sanctions, most 
fish exports from Europe to Russia are 
banned. only hatchlings, canned and 
processed fish and seafood are al-
lowed for export to Russia.

The Russian fishery shipbuilding and 
fish processing market is too big to  
fail – and big enough to succeed! Get-
ting a piece of that pie requires taking 
the right steps.

simply put, the right steps seem to be 
as follows:

▪ to take your top sellers and make 
a competitive comparison based on 
functionality, quality and price. the 
Russian market is becoming more 
and more price sensitive. arguments 
based on ‘lifecycle cost of ownership’ 
do not always convince Russian buy-
ers, who have increasingly tighter 
capex budgets.

▪ to start networking, networking, 
networking. don’t spend too much 
time on studying the market from 
behind your desk. simply come to 
Russia to learn about the market 
and meet with potential clients, dis-
tributors and colleagues. although it 

is harder to get access to decision 
makers in Russia than it usually is in 
europe, you will open all the doors 
you need to open when you have a 
good product or solution that stands 
out in the market. networking may 
demand more time than in europe 
because ‘networking in the Russian 
context’ means building and main-
taining relationships.

▪ to define your value proposition. we 
often observe european companies 
wasting time on offering solutions 
in Russia that are not in demand. 
Your value proposition is where your 
strengths overlap with your custom-
er’s needs, but do not overlap with 
your competitor’s strengths. 

▪ to learn about Russian business prac-
tices, rules, regulations and culture. 

▪ to prepare documentation in Russian.

▪ to prepare certification.

▪ to start business development and 
lead generation.

▪ to be ready to localise step by step. 
the Russian localisation policy is ‘here 
to stay.’ although it is obvious to Rus-
sian companies that the market will 
continue to need foreign equipment, 
technology and expertise, it is a real-
ity that any western company wanting 
to be active in Russia needs to show 
some degree of localisation. this does 
not mean that you immediately need 
to establish an office or production 
site in Russia, but you need to have 
a localisation strategy. steps in such a 
localisation strategy can be: a Russian 
language website, a Russian subcon-
tractor, a Russian distributor or rep-
resentative, your own legal entity, a 
single-person office, a full local office, 
or a partnership. 

▪ to be regularly present in Russia. 
You cannot manage your Russian 
business development at an arm’s 
length. In Russia you need to stay in 
the driver’s seat of your business!  


