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Moscow’s continued strength is a humbling result for the U.S. and its allies.

By Ana Swanson

Feb. 16, 2024

After Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, Western nations imposed the most

extensive sanctions and trade restrictions in history on Moscow. Today, Russia

appears to be doing OK.

Its economy is growing steadily. Russia can’t buy much from the West but has

found new providers for drones, surveillance gear, computer chips and other gear.

Its oil and gas sales are still strong, despite attempts to stop them. Russian officials

say they have plenty of money to pay for their war.

Moscow’s continued strength is a humbling result for the U.S. and its allies. These

nations make up more than half of the global economy, and they tried to weaponize

their influence over trade and finance to weaken Russia. They hoped to make

President Vladimir Putin a pariah and maybe even stop the war. Today, I’ll explain

why those efforts have fallen short — and whether they can be made to work

again.

Why Sanctions Haven’t Hobbled Russia
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Absorbing the blows

The measures against Russia go far beyond traditional sanctions, which

historically have targeted banks and elites. Those rules limit how much tech Russia

can import, and they direct shipping companies and insurers to cap the price of

Russia’s oil at $60 per barrel — well below market rate.

The sanctions took a toll. They raised the cost of many items for Russian civilians

and forced the military to buy shoddier missiles and semiconductors. For Russian

energy companies like Gazprom and Rosneft, exports to the West have plunged.

But the Russian economy has proved surprisingly adaptable, thanks partly to its

relationship with China.

It may seem surprising that Russia could so quickly replace so much of its trade

with the U.S., Japan and the E.U. But the rest of the global economy — especially

China’s — is large enough that the shift didn’t take long. China already makes

much of what Russia needs and can buy much of what it sells. Trade between

China and Russia hit a record high last year as Russians turned to Chinese cars,

electronics and weapons components. “China has to a large extent blunted the

pain,” said Eswar Prasad, a trade economist at Cornell University.

Change in imports to Russia by country
Compared with the first quarter of 2019

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/10/30/business/economy/russia-trade-ukraine-war.html
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Note: Data is through the third quarter of 2023. • Source: Silverado Policy Accelerator, Global Trade
Tracker, UN Comtrade, ASEANstats, and national statistics offices • By Ashley Wu

Another change has been the rise of a network of shipping companies, insurers and

oil traders that does not answer to Western rules. This network, based in countries

like China, India and the United Arab Emirates, has expanded since the war began

to provide new channels for Russian oil. Thanks to this shadow fleet, Russia can

get around the Western price cap on its oil by using shipping companies that don’t

comply with it. And Russians are still getting TVs, chips and cellphones through

traders in Central Asia and the Middle East who buy them from the West and sell

them at a markup.

The West chose not to put in place some tough measures, such as a full oil

embargo, for fear they could disrupt the global economy. Unlike some nations the

U.S. has penalized before — think of Cuba, Iran and Venezuela — Russia is better

integrated into world trade. It exports commodities other countries need, such as

steel and fertilizer. And it still provides much of Europe’s energy. Pain aimed at

Russia would be felt well beyond its borders.
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The limits of Western power

Finally, the newest sanctions — the ones that try to constrain Russia’s access to

technology and its oil sales — have not been as effective. The U.S. wields much less

influence over these sectors than it does over the banking sector, which is tethered

to the dollar. The new measures, imposed in 2022, made it harder and more

expensive for Russia to do business abroad. But they haven’t wounded its economy

enough to make most Russians question the war. “The mood in Russia is, the whole

world is against us, but we are managing quite well,” said Maria Snegovaya, a

senior fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies.

U.S. officials acknowledge all this. Still, they say they imposed costs that other

nations will have to weigh before violating international law. Officials call that a

win, even if the measures didn’t send Russia into a recession or end the war.

Putin sees it differently. “The instruments and the policies of the United States are

ineffective,” Putin bragged during his interview last week with Tucker Carlson,

according to a Russian government translator.

He is surely not the only leader to notice the U.S. failure to cripple Russia. When

China wants to menace Taiwan or India wants to assassinate perceived enemies on

foreign soil, they will know that Washington couldn’t turn Russia into a pariah

when it broke the rules. In that way, sanctions in Russia have exposed the limits of

U.S. power.

For more

Russia has found ways to flout global technology bans.

Read how India profits from its neutrality in the Ukraine war.

Aircraft parts made by Boeing, Airbus and others are flowing to Russian airlines,

despite sanctions.
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