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GEOPOLITICS AND GEOECONOMICS OF THE RUSSIAN NORTHWEST:
IN THE CIRCLE OF BARRIER AND CONTACT FUNCTIONS OF THE BOUNDARY

The beginning of the 21st century has altered the estab-
lished pattern of economic development of the world and
its leading countries. The new reality is planetary processes
of integration of markets, finance, and economy under the
umbrella of a single concept of globalization. The prima-
ry reasons for rapid development of economic globaliza-
tion are the basic needs of the modern economy and socie-
ty: fast-paced market densification, increased competition,
and limited basic resources.’

Analysis of current trends in world development sug-
gests that the 21st century is likely to become an era of con-
frontation between two trends: the strive of nation states to
preserve their sovereignty and attempts to ignore the bound-
aries of a nation state as a result of the expansion and deep-
ening of the process of globalization and destruction of the
Yalta system.* “The world’s multinational corporations and
international banks depend on the free flow of goods and
capital to lobby the promotion of economic globalization
and liberal market ideology outside their home states. This
also underlies the systematic policy of spreading the West-
ern system of values, their imposition on other states who
seek to preserve their own ethnic and cultural identity, his-
torical memory, autonomy and independence in laying their
economic and political course.” In other words, globaliza-
tion was breaking down boundaries, both economically and
politically. In the meantime, up to a certain point, the glo-
balization processes entailed an obvious economic benefit,
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so Russia and its Northwest in particular learned to put up
with their negative implications.

L. Fawcett fairly observed, “Regionalization of world
economy is partly the result of resistance of states to the
destructive effects of globalization.”® The first two decades
of the new century have shown that “in response to rising
social costs and macroeconomic management problems, an
increasing number of countries will seek to insulate their
markets, companies, and economic clusters as a whole from
adverse external influences.”’

The economic significance of national boundaries
should be evaluated from various perspectives. From the
perspective of global processes, boundaries hinder the de-
velopment of integrative economic processes, create ter-
ritorial socio-economic differences and, at the same time,
the possibility of cross-boundary and near-boundary coop-
eration. To identify objective economic trends, econom-
ic boundaries are more important. In terms of the nation-
al interests of the country, their role is also contradictory.
Boundaries are where the integrative nature of the economy
in the past comes into conflict with the peculiarities of the
economy of a modern particular country. Near-boundary lo-
cation is of particular importance in the shadow economy.?

The Soviet Union as a whole, Leningrad and the Len-
ingrad Region as part of it, in terms of external relations,
most of the time were in geoeconomic isolation of varying
degrees. The boundary with “capitalist” Finland was near-
by, but inaccessible. Mind that the only external boundary
for the Leningrad Region and Leningrad was with Finland.
Relations with it were purely friendly. Convertible ruble
was used for trade with Finland. Soviet tourists went to Fin-
land quite rarely, but Finnish tourists, as we remember well,
learned the road to Leningrad since the 1970s.

Leningrad and the Leningrad Region had a special sta-
tus in the USSR and even some authority in the foreign
economic domain. Lenfintorg association carried out barter
deals that helped solve problems of providing the huge city
with essential goods in exchange for supplies of raw ma-
terials. The border was “locked” and it would be incorrect
to speak of a serious impact of foreign economic relations
with Finland on the model of socio-economic development
of Leningrad and the Leningrad Region. In Soviet times,
the world across the national boundary was perceived as
alien and hostile. The boundary, accordingly, had a barrier
function, not a contact function. The barrier of civilization
separated Russia from the rest of the world, and the sym-
bol of the barrier was the boundary. Contacts and commu-
nications with the world took place at the highest level, and
there were virtually no cross-boundary or near-boundary
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ties The “Finnish spirit” or Finnish goods were as present in
the Leningrad Region as they were in the Magadan Region.

The collapse of the Soviet Union led to a fundamental
revision of points of view on ensuring national security of
the state. The new economic, political, and geographical
position of Russia as the successor state requires some re-
flection. In fact, a whole range of economic, military, and
political tasks faced by the USSR turned out to be virtually
“inherited” by Russia. At the same time, the state and its in-
stitutions were forced to assume the responsibility for tak-
ing care of the interests of the country, even though the eco-
nomic, political, and geographic opportunities for doing so
were greatly diminished.!

Without touching the issues of the collapse of the So-
viet Union, let us resort to the definition given by V. P. Fe-
dorov, Corresponding Member of the RAS, Deputy Direc-
tor of the IE RAS: “...the new authorities inflicted defeat
on themselves, one after another, giving out the country’s
geography and history into the wrong hands.” Of course,
this process was not linear, and in addition to the negative
aftermath at the regional level, there were positive conse-
quences.

Since 1992, external and foreign economic relations
with Finland have been steadily growing. Apart from the
state, large, medium, and small businesses became actors
in these ties, and hundreds of thousands of residents of the
region received Finnish visas. Mutual influence between
southeast Finland and Northwest Russia did not need any
proof; it was evident even on the ground, in the landscape.

Certainly, according to the laws of dialectics, the ab-
solute positives came alongside the negative aspects, such
as those only too well known to the representatives of law
enforcement agencies; nevertheless, both Russia and Fin-
land expressed satisfaction with the developing external
ties. There was a similar situation in other boundary regions
of Russia, but for Leningrad Region, these processes were
central, since the “window to Europe” was cut here by Pe-
ter the Great and later secured by Alexander Pushkin in the
world culture. In the early 1990s, the model of foreign eco-
nomic openness returned and began to have a positive im-
pact on the regional economy.

At some point, it seemed as if this situation had become
permanent. Russian citizens bought property in Finland, the
number of joint ventures grew steadily, and thousands of
Russian-Finnish marriages were effected. Importantly, the
European Union supported cross-border cooperation pro-
grams. First, it was within the framework of TACIS, and
then under the Interreg programs, Russia — South-East Fin-
land, Cross-Border Cooperation and others.

Certainly, Russian regions, provinces, and republics
have different potential for European cooperation. The in-
tegration capabilities of our region led the Leningrad Re-
gion to membership in the Assembly of European Regions
(AER), and the story of St. Petersburg’s external relations
in the first two decades of the post-Soviet era could be very
long. By the end of the first decade of the 21st century, the
common practice was for residents of St. Petersburg to pay
in borderline Finland in rubles. And this practice suited ab-
solutely everyone. Then it was over. Strictly speaking, this
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is how it was supposed to happen: external and foreign eco-
nomic openness is a cyclic process, and once export open-
ness reaches a certain maximum, the rebound trends begin
to prevail.

Before proceeding with further analysis, we should say
that cross-boundary contacts are not always a good thing.
As professor 1. 1. Sigov noted, “Trade of Russian bounda-
ry regions with neighboring states is becoming more exten-
sive, to the detriment of the development of domestic eco-
nomic ties. This creates an economic basis for separatism
of these regions and their inclusion in other economic sys-
tems, rather than in the unified national economic complex
of Russia.” This crucial observation was made at the very
beginning of the 21st century, at a time when only a few
leading scientists could see it.

Boundary regions occupy a dual position in the eco-
nomic space of the state, being both the center of relations
and the periphery of their own country. “The periphery is
a dependent territory, which controls at best only its own
resources and is influenced by uncertainty even in distant
markets; it is isolated from all other regions, except the cen-
tral one, and contributes less to the communication flow
within the territory; it has little cultural potential, which is
fragmented and limited, and does not prevail in a political-
ly defined territory. In all these areas, the periphery depends
on one or more centers...”

Integration into the world economy, unfolding ava-
lanche-like in the 1990s, has led to a reassessment of the
accumulated regional wealth. For the international division
of labor, the extraction, processing, and transportation of
natural resources were of the greatest interest. Prediction
“The heartland of Russia risks being forgotten. There will
be disputes over infrastructure (‘I have an oil pipe, you have
o0il’)” was absolutely accurate.’ The struggle for control of
the Soviet raw material base was the true content of the re-
distribution of property in the early 1990s. However, the
sale of raw materials, due to the peculiarities of the rela-
tionship between the economic complex of the USSR and
the outside world, did not warrant a significant influence on
world pricing.

Sovereignization of the Russian regions meant their true
colonization: complete dependence on a single-channel ex-
port of raw materials without any influence on the raw ma-
terials market means that you are just that — a colony.® This
situation might have been an inevitable norm in 1993, but
in 2023 it could only be seen as an impasse.

The coordinated position of our opponents also implies
an adequate response at the national and regional level. Ex-
ternal ties of regions, previously seen as a competitive ad-
vantage (and not without reason), are now becoming a bur-
den for a number of key regions.

Let’s summarize. In the beginning of 2023, the EU lead-
ers once again announced that they would not change their
policy regarding Russia. Such “commitment” has led to
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global catastrophes in the 19th and 20th centuries. The in-
tention to organize a crisis at Russia’s boundaries has led
to an unusual economic result: “International investors are
conservative people... so if something goes bad in Russia,
they will withdraw everything they can from neighboring
countries as well.”!

The latest IMF report on the state of the world’s finan-
cial system (Global Financial Stability Report. April 2023)
designed to give an optimistic interpretation of the situation,
reports problems: “The outlook once again appears uncer-
tain amid turmoil in the financial sector, high inflation...
and three years of the COVID pandemic.” The authors of
the Report cannot but mention Ukraine and problems in
East Asia. The main thing, however, is not specified. The
cycle associated with globalization and foreign economic
openness is ending (or has ended?), and the stage of re-
gionalization is approaching. The question is how St. Pe-
tersburg and the Leningrad Region will be positioned in the
new context, and what will the “turn to the East” look like?
How can one lose some of the competitive projects and gain
others, taking advantage of the new geoeconomic situation?
A realistic answer to these questions must be found not only
at the national, but also at the regional level.

From our point of view, we can assume the following
scenarios for the adaptation of St. Petersburg and the Len-
ingrad region to the new economic and political conditions.
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Pessimistic scenario. Due to the geographical location
and specifics of the regional economy, St. Petersburg and
the Leningrad Region are more susceptible to external influ-
ences and inherent internal systemic problems. This scena-
rio presupposes an increase in crisis phenomena related to
regional, national and global objective problems. The nega-
tive effects of this scenario are intractable. In terms of tim-
ing, these challenges may be positioned as long-term ones.
Overcoming these challenges, including the challenges of
external isolation, is ultimately impossible. A complex sce-
nario of forced adaptation is likely to take place.

The most likely scenario can be described as a realistic
one. An optimistic, unproblematic scenario in the style of
“let’s wait and the problem will solve itself” will not happen,
this option is simply not possible in the current circumstanc-
es. The realistic scenario assumes that the nature of external
challenges for St. Petersburg and the Leningrad Region will
not change, but within the framework of the regional level’s
mobilization efforts, and with the support of the federal cen-
tre, the negative factors of development can be curbed. For
example, with the reduction of the “Baltic” arm of develop-
ment, the “Arctic” vector will develop successfully.

The history and geography of St. Petersburg show that
the current difficulties are not the first in our regional prac-
tice. However, each time they have been overcome. The
wind from the East will overcome the wind from the West.





