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MONGOLIAN VECTOR OF RUSSIA’S “TURN TO THE EAST”: 
INFRASTRUCTURE AND ECONOMIC CONNECTIVITY

The article examines the development of the Mongolian vector of the Russian “Turn to the East”, raises ac­
tual issues on strengthening infrastructure connectivity and modernization of border checkpoints. Particular atten­
tion is paid to the analysis of the interim trade agreement signed in June 2025 between the Eurasian Economic 
Union and Mongolia, and an assessment of the possibilities of preferential trade. Along with the intensification 
of economic relations, the need of cultural exchanges development and cooperation in the field of education is 
noted.
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МОНГОЛЬСКИЙ ВЕКТОР РОССИЙСКОГО «ПОВОРОТА НА ВОСТОК»: 
ИНФРАСТРУКТУРНАЯ И ЭКОНОМИЧЕСКАЯ СВЯЗАННОСТЬ

В статье рассматривается развитие монгольского вектора российского «Поворота на Восток», подни­
маются актуальные вопросы по усилению инфраструктурной связанности и модернизации пограничных 
пунктов пропуска. Особое внимание уделено анализу подписанного в июне 2025 г. временного торгового 
соглашения между странами Евразийского экономического союза и Монголией, оценке возможностей 
преференциальной торговли. Наряду с активизацией экономических отношений отмечена необходимость раз­
вития культурных обменов и сотрудничества в сфере образования.

Ключевые слова: инфраструктурная связанность, пограничные пункты пропуска, временное торговое 
соглашение, ЕАЭС, тарифные обязательства.

Logistics and cross-border infrastructure
It’s crucial that cross-border infrastructure projects have political support and cooperation from all par­

ties involved. Enhancing cross-border infrastructure connectivity between Russia, Mongolia and China is an 
issue that has been discussed for many years, the main impetus being the China-propelled Belt and Road Ini­
tiative. Much of the projected infrastructure underpins the China -  Mongolia -  Russia Economic Corridor 
Program, jointly adopted in 2016 and aimed at competitive integration with global logistics routes and re­
gional development. Many projects planned are aimed at improving the transport infrastructure (primarily 
on the territory of Mongolia) and linking it with the infrastructure of neighboring countries. Despite low 
activity in practical delivery o f the projects, the parties are still keen on cooperation, the best evidence being 
regular meetings between the heads of Russia, Mongolia and China that traditionally take place on the side­
lines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization summit.

In the active reorientation o f transport and logistics flows that began in 2022, Russia has been looking 
into ways to improve logistics and to increase transport access to the Far East and connectivity of its regions, 
that’s why country is paying great attention to the capabilities of land checkpoints in the East -  along the 
long border with China and Mongolia. As researchers rightly note, the development of border infrastructure, 
which until recently could have seemed like a peripheral issue, is now acquiring strategic national signifi­
cance. Now, as never before, favorable conditions are being created for infrastructure connectivity in 
the cross-border area o f Russia, Mongolia and China. In other words, the idea of the establishment of China
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-  Mongolia -  Russia Economic Corridor has received new impetus, and the previously announced pro­
jects have become the focus o f attention o f all parties. While on the Chinese side, border infrastructure 
has been built consistently over the past two decades, Mongolia is just beginning the active phase o f rail­
ways and highways network construction within the framework o f the “New Recovery Policy” adopted at 
the end o f 2021. Along with this, the aggravation o f the geopolitical situation is adjusting -  as noted, Rus­
sia’s interest in the possibilities o f transport corridors in the east has increased, including the transit direction 
through Mongolia to China and further to other Asian countries.

There are sixteen border crossings along the almost 3500 km long border between Russia and Mongo­
lia, but not all o f them are operational. Currently, ten border crossings are operational, including two railway 
and eight road border crossings. Passenger and cargo flows vary significantly between them -  historically 
established trade routes and the specific development o f the transport network have determined the high im­
portance o f the Kyakhta -  Altanbulag (automobile) and Naushki -  Sukhebaatar (railway) border crossings. 
Not only most o f bilateral trade carried out through these key border crossings, but transit goods also pass 
through. Cargo flows through these border crossings are growing from year to year, in 2024 amounting to 
342 thousand tons through the Kyakhta road checkpoint and 8.5 million tons through the Naushki railway 
checkpoint [Ситник 2025]. The remaining border crossings are o f more local importance for the movement 
o f passengers and cargo. However, as road corridors, and in the future railway corridors, develop in Mongo­
lia, the importance o f border crossings is expected to increase both along the western section o f the Russian- 
Mongolian border (primarily Tashanta -  Tsagaan-Nuur) and the eastern section (Solovyovsk -  Ereentsav) 
[Намжилова 2023].

The list o f priority border checkpoints o f the Russian Federation that ensure the main traffic flow, pre­
viously compiled by the Federal Ministry o f Transport, included five out o f ten operating checkpoints 
on the Russian-Mongolian section of the state border: Kyakhta, Khandagaity, Mondy, Naushki and Tashanta. 
These checkpoints are subject to modernization in accordance with unified requirements, as a result of which 
their capacity will be significantly expanded, especially at Tashanta and Mondy road checkpoints. The 
events o f the past three years have made additional adjustments -  the urgent need to develop land check­
points in the east o f Russia has led to a number o f decisions not only on the border with China, but also on 
the border with Mongolia. Thus, following the meeting on the development of Far Eastern cities (March 14,
2023), the President gave a number o f instructions on infrastructure development, including an assignment to 
include the Verkhniy Ulkhun and the Solovyovsk checkpoints, located in the Trans-Baikal Region, in the list 
o f priority checkpoints across the state border o f the Russian Federation. The priority status implies the prio­
rity funding not only for the reconstruction o f checkpoints, but also for the roads construction. Thus, most 
o f the operating checkpoints on the Russian-Mongolian border are awaiting modernization (table).

Table
Current checkpoints on the Russian-Mongol border by location in the regions of the Russian Federation
Region 

of the Russian 
Federation

Border checkpoint 
(Russia)

Border
checkpoint
(Mongolia)

Checkpoint status 
and type

Included in the list of 
priority checkpoints of 
the Russian Federation

1 2 3 4 5

Republic of Altai Tashanta Tsagaan-Nuur International road 
border checkpoint

+

Republic of Tuva

Khandagaity Borshoo International road 
border checkpoint

+

Shara-Sur Tes Bilateral road border 
checkpoint -

Tsagaan-Tolgoi Arts-Suur Bilateral road border 
checkpoint -

Republic 
of Buryatia

Mondy Khankh Bilateral road border 
checkpoint

+ (change of status 
to international is ex­
pected after recovery)

Naushki Sukhbaatar International railway 
border checkpoint

+

Kyakhta Altanbulag International road 
border checkpoint

+
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End of the table 1
1 2 3 4 5

Verkhniy Ulkhun Ulkhan Bilateral road border 
checkpoint

Presidential
Assignment

Trans-Baikal
Region Solovyovsk Ereentsav International road 

border checkpoint
Presidential
Assignment

Solovyovsk Ereentsav Bilateral railway border 
checkpoint -

Based on the data: [Пункты пропуска

The modernization o f checkpoints on the Russian-Mongolian border is taking place in the context of 
a large-scale transformation o f transport and logistics flows. It is necessary not only to bring the checkpoints 
into a regulatory state and expand the physical parameters o f the throughput capacity -  much depends on 
the timely interaction o f the transport departments of the two countries, border services, and customs autho­
rities. In addition, reopening o f two border checkpoints is under the consideration: Zheltura and Ainek-Gol 
checkpoints, located in the Dzhidinsky and Zakamensky districts o f the Republic o f Buryatia. The regional 
Ministry o f Economy is studying the feasibility o f reopening to import live cattle for meat-processing on 
local meatpacking plants. Both checkpoints are located far from the main highways (the railway and the 
AH-3 highway). To open the checkpoints, colossal funds are required to bring the roads up to standard, cre­
ate local infrastructure, and maintain them. But there is an opinion that economic feasibility is not so im­
portant as the resumption o f bilateral contacts at the local level -  it is geopolitically important to increase 
border contact.

Interim  Free Trade Agreem ent betw een Eurasian Econom ic Union and M ongolia
On June 27, 2025, an interim free trade agreement was signed in Minsk between the member states 

o f the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and Mongolia, it covers 367 commodity sub-items for each party, 
on which customs duties will be zeroed out or reduced from the date the document enters into force. This 
landmark event reflected the processes o f intensification o f Russian-Mongolian business ties and dialogue 
between government agencies, and in a broader sense, also the processes of Eurasian integration and the 
Russia’s Turn to the East. The format o f the temporary agreement (valid for three years) with a limited set 
o f trade preferences allows Mongolia and Russia to comfortably resolve pressing issues of trade and eco­
nomic cooperation, and the integration association -  to expand its experience in creating economic connec­
tivity in Eurasia [Вардомский, Пылин 2024].

Russia and Mongolia began a dialogue on the development o f preferential trade cooperation within the 
EAEU several years ago. In 2020, a joint research group was created to analyze the possible effects of trade 
liberalization and develop various approaches to deepening trade and economic relations between the EAEU 
and Mongolia. At the 25th meeting o f the Russian-Mongolian Intergovernmental Commission on Trade, Eco­
nomic, Scientific and Technical Cooperation, held in October 2023 in Ulaanbaatar, the parties agreed to in­
tensify the development o f a temporary agreement. It is worth noting that anti-Russian sanctions have sharp­
ly updated the EAEU as a tool for solving trade, economic and logistical problems [Смирнов, Сутырин
2024]. The year 2023 became very important in terms o f the development o f the EAEU's international activi­
ties: a full-scale trade agreement was concluded with Iran, negotiations were held with Egypt, the United 
Arab Emirates and Indonesia, and memorandums of understanding were signed with the governments of 
Myanmar and Nicaragua. After six months o f close consultations, on the meeting o f the Supreme Eurasian 
Economic Council on May 8, 2024 in Moscow, the leaders of the EAEU countries supported the proposal to 
officially initiate negotiations on concluding a temporary trade agreement between the EAEU and Mongolia.

The initial draft o f the Interim Trade Agreement (ITA), aimed “to liberalize and facilitate trade in 
goods”, “to support economic and trade cooperation” and “to encourage expansion and diversification of 
trade” was eventually approved by the Eurasian Economic Council on September 24, 2024. According to the 
draft, the EAEU and Mongolia defined lists o f tariff commitments for 375 commodity items for each party 
(at the level of six signs of the foreign economic activity commodity nomenclature), for which “in no case 
a rate o f a customs duty applied by a Party... shall be higher than the respective bound agreed rate”, equal 
to 0 %. In other words, customs duties are being zeroed out for a wide range o f goods. Thus, the Mongolian
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side agreed on preferences for almost all key goods imported from the EAEU: confectionery and dairy pro­
ducts, petroleum products and petrochemicals, and motor vehicles. In turn, the EAEU countries agreed on 
the preferences required by the Mongolian side for the supply o f agricultural products, primarily meat and 
meat products, as well as light industry products such as cashmere and leather. It is important to note that the 
draft agreement concerns the activities o f participants in foreign economic activity in terms o f preferential 
rates o f customs duties and rules for determining the origin of goods, while not touching upon issues o f cus­
toms formalities, tax regulation, as well as non-tariff barriers and certification.

However, the signing o f the temporary trade agreement between the EAEU and Mongolia, expected in 
December 2024, was postponed -  at the final stage o f the approval o f the military-technical cooperation pro­
ject in Mongolia, questions were raised about the impact o f such a decision on the economic stability of 
the country. The National Chamber o f Commerce and Industry issued a statement to the government about 
the postponement o f the signing o f the military-technical cooperation agreement and the need to discuss with 
the business community the possible negative consequences o f the adopted tariff commitments. From Janu­
ary 7 to 10, 2025, the Ministry of Economy and Development o f Mongolia held hearings with the participa­
tion of representatives o f industry enterprises and business associations. Concerns were mainly associated 
with challenges to the competitiveness o f local goods if  a number o f foreign products were to receive easier 
access to the domestic market. At the same time, the general conclusion was to support the signing o f the 
military-technical cooperation agreement, but with a certain delay. Following additional consultations, 
the Mongolian side submitted a proposal to the Eurasian Economic Council to maintain import duties 
on two dozen key goods that are critical to the country’s food security. As a result, the parties agreed to re­
move eight commodity items (individual sub-items o f dairy and vegetable products) from the list o f Mon­
golia's tariff commitments, and an agreement was reached on quotas or a certain reduction in the most- 
favored-nation rate for eleven items. Thus, on May 14, 2025, the Eurasian Economic Council issued a deci­
sion to approve the ITA draft with an updated list o f goods subjects to preferential treatment (367 instead 
o f the previously agreed 375 commodity items for each o f the parties) [Решение совета...]. The approved 
ITA draft was then sent to the EAEU member states for intrastate procedures. After signing, ratification pro­
cedures will take some time and, according to an optimistic scenario, the agreement will enter into force 
within a year.

Trade turnover between the EAEU and Mongolia has shown positive dynamics over the past de­
cade (pic. 1). Among the EAEU member states, Mongolia's main trading partner is Russia, accounting for 
$2.9 billion out o f $3 billion in total trade in 2024. For other countries, trade volumes with Mongolia amount 
to only a few tens o f millions o f dollars: Kazakhstan -  $54.1 million, Belarus -  $24.6 million, Kyrgyzstan -  
$4.2 million, Armenia -  $0.7 million. For these countries, signing a trade agreement with Mongolia with 
the prospect of launching full-fledged free trade carries few economic risks, but it seems like a significant 
step following the intensification of political contacts in recent years.
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Pic. 1. EAEU trade with Mongolia in 2015-2024 
Based on the data: [Гндэсний статистикийн хороо (1)].
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The need to intensify trade and economic relations has long been the focus of official negotiations 
between Russia and Mongolia. The negative effect of the breakdown of economic ties in the 1990s has been 
felt for decades and has become painfully perceived against the backdrop of the rapidly growing Mongo- 
lian-Chinese economic rapprochement. Although Russia is currently Mongolia’s second largest foreign 
trade partner, it accounts for only 10.2 % of total trade turnover with foreign countries, while China acco­
unts for 72.4 %. And while Russia’s presence in Mongolia’s imports is significant (25.8 %), its share in 
exports is less than 1%.

The key pressing issue is a significant imbalance in mutual trade. Russia's trade turnover with Mon­
golia is characterized by uneven dynamics, but the trade balance is always formed with a high surplus for the 
Russian side -  currently 95 % of the trade turnover comes from Russia and only 5% from Mongolia. Such 
a bias in the trade imbalance is partly associated with inflated customs duties and non-tariff barriers, strict 
veterinary sanitary requirements for Mongolian livestock products, which are potentially promising for ex­
port [Данаажав 2021]. The historical maximums that Russian-Mongolian trade has demonstrated in recent 
years (more than $2 billion per year) are achieved exclusively by increasing Russian exports, including non­
raw materials and non-energy exports.

The approval of the project in a relatively short time frame indicates the high interest of the parties in 
implementing the agreements and the desire to test trade preferences. The expected effect, according to a 
preliminary estimate by the Eurasian Economic Council, was as follows: an increase in exports from the 
EAEU countries to Mongolia by 10-15 % (by $200-300 million) and a twofold increase in imports of Mon­
golian goods (by $150 million). In terms of goods, the maximum growth in EAEU supplies is projected for 
food products (vegetable oils, dairy products, beverages, alcohol) and some industrial goods (petroleum 
products, chemical products, special equipment, etc.). In terms o f supplies from Mongolia, growth is ex­
pected for the meat product group (horse meat, cattle meat, canned goods), cashmere and certain types 
of clothing.

In the future, it is possible to expand the range of goods for preferential trade and prolong the validity 
of the military-technical cooperation, as well as to conclude a full-fledged free trade agreement. In the lat­
ter case, various conditions are possible, starting from establishing the stages of zeroing customs duties to 
defining a list of exceptions and introducing quota restrictions so that the agreement is comfortable for the 
parties and the very essence o f this format of interaction is preserved -  simplification of mutual trade. There 
is always the possibility of establishing exceptions from the free trade regime for goods, the duty-free import 
of which may be of particular sensitivity for national producers of the contracting parties. For now, the tem­
porary trade agreement is considered as the first stage o f the integration of the EAEU and Mongolia. It seems 
that the key effect of the interim trade agreement will be in the implementation of the very possibility of 
a dialogue between the Eurasian integration association and Mongolia.

People-to-people ties: tourism  and education
The importance of the Mongolian vector is growing not only in terms of ensuring the rapid movement 

of goods, but also in terms o f servicing passenger flows. Although the development of border checkpoints 
is currently more focused on servicing the growing international freight traffic, people flows in the cross­
border area of Russia and Mongolia gradually recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic, and almost excee­
ded pre-pandemic levels. According to the statistical data, number of Russian passengers visited Mongolia 
in the last decade has more than tripled from 73.5 thousand in 2015 to 223.8 thousand people in 2024 
(pic. 2).

Further development of cross-border passenger traffic will be influenced by various factors, the main 
ones being the intensification o f people-to-people ties and the development of international tourism. Chan­
ging the status of individual border checkpoints to multilateral will be relevant. It is expected that several 
factors will influence the growth o f crossing the Russian-Mongolian border: the intensification of business 
and humanitarian ties, the development of the tourist brand of the Great Tea Road, the stimulation of in­
bound tourism in Mongolia (2023-2025 have been declared the years o f visiting Mongolia), as well as the 
choice o f the airport of the Mongolian capital by Russians as a transit point to other countries (relevant after 
the cancellation of direct air traffic due to anti-Russian sanctions).
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Pic. 2. Number of foreign passengers visited Mongolia in 2015-2024, by country
Based on the data: [Гндэсний статистикийн хороо (1)].

The growth o f passenger traffic will primarily affect the large border crossings of Kyakhta -  Altanbu- 
lag, Naushki -  Sukhbaatar, Tashanta -  Tsagaan-Nuur, but in addition to them, it will also affect the border 
crossing o f Mondy -  Khankh. The latter's appeal is linked to the development of tourist recreation on Lake 
Khovsgol in Mongolia and Lake Baikal in Russia, and assigning multilateral status to the border crossing 
will allow tourists from third countries to visit both lakes at once.

People-to-people ties are crucial for promoting understanding, trust, and cooperation between nati­
ons. Nowadays education is seen as a key factor o f sustainable cooperation between Russia and Mongolia, 
as evidenced by the landmark event that took place in July 2025 in Buryatia -  the first Forum of Rectors 
o f Russian and Mongolian Universities. More than sixty rectors of leading universities from the two coun­
tries gathered to strengthen humanitarian partnerships, develop academic exchanges and launch joint re­
search projects. Participants emphasized the strategic importance o f developing and implementing joint 
educational programs with Mongolian universities in priority fields, the need for greater efforts to increase 
the attractiveness of Russian education among Mongolian youth.

Relations between Russia and Mongolia have undergone a period of stagnation in modern history, 
affecting various areas, including cultural exchange and economic ties. Enhancing infrastructure connecti­
vity between Russia and Mongolia is becoming a basic condition for the development o f both bilateral ties 
and the development o f economic connectivity in Eurasia. Expanding cooperation through the conclusion 
o f an interim free trade agreement between the EAEU and Mongolia is of strategic importance and marks 
an important step towards activating trade and economic ties, eliminating imbalances and creating new op­
portunities for mutually beneficial cooperation. The option o f limited trade liberalization is convenient for all 
parties: commitments are limited, but opportunities for test-run are opened. However, to achieve real results, 
it is necessary not only to reduce tariff barriers, but also to assist businesses in fulfilling non-tariff conditions, 
passing certification o f goods, etc. It is also important to continue developing cooperation at all levels, in­
cluding cultural exchanges, educational partnerships, and business collaborations, in order to create sustaina­
ble and mutually beneficial economic integration in the Eurasian region.

Статья подготовлена в рамках государственного задания (проект «Разработка методологии обо­
снования направлений стратегического развития депрессивного региона в условиях эколого-эконо- 
мических ограничений») № 121030500092-7.
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