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Fig. 1 Growing Container Volumess (TEU)
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Fig. 2 West-versus East-bound Cargo: Total (TEU)
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Fig. 3 West-versus East-bound Cargo: Bilateral (TEU)
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Fig. 4 West-versus East-bound Cargo: Transit (TEU)
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Fig. 5 Increase in Empty Containers (TEU)
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Fig. 6 TSR Cargo Volume to/from Japan
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Fig. 7 TSR Transit Cargo to/from Japan
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The Booming Russian Economy Leads the Way in

International Use of the Trans-Siberian Railway

Hisako Tsuji
Senior Economist, Research Division, ERINA

Use of the Trans-Siberian Railway (TSR) isthriving to
an unprecedented degree. Reflecting bumper exports to
Russia, there has been rapid growth in cargo from the ROK
and China, and there has even been a recovery in the
volume of cargo from Japan, which underwent a prolonged
decline. This is the result of conditions favorable to the
TSR being put in place, such as strong consumer demand
supported by the booming Russian economy and soaring
marine freight charges, particularly from China. The
following is an overview of the state of TSR usein 2003.

The State of TSR Usein 2003

Since 2000, the volume of international container
cargo using the TSR has been growing steadily (Fig. 1).
According to data published by Vostochny International
Container Service (VICS), which is the cargo-handling
company at Vostochny Port, there have been significant
increases, with a rise of 49% on the previous year in 2002
and a further rise of 53% on that level in 2003. 177,167
TEU of containers was handled in 2003; this rises to
204,650 TEU if empty containers are included, eclipsing
the volumes handled during the port’s heyday in the 1980s.

Due to the increase in cargo volumes, five companies
entered the marine freight market between Vostochny and
ports in the ROK, while another three began competing on
routes between V ostochny and ports in China, with services
operating several times a week. In contrast, there is only
one company involved in freight transport between

Figure 1. Growing Container Volumess (TEU)
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Vostochny and ports in Japan, operating services twice a
month.

Looking at a breakdown of the figures, we can see that
transit and bilateral cargo are both growing, with the
balance between transit and bilateral standing at 55:45 in
2003.

In terms of the direction taken by this cargo, both
westbound and eastbound cargo volumes are increasing,
with the balance between westbound and eastbound cargo
standing at 69:31; in other words, westbound cargo, i.e.
export cargo from the ROK and China, continues to
outstrip import cargo by far (Fig. 2). Although there is a
relatively even balance between westbound and eastbound
transit cargo, at 58:42, there is a marked directional biasin
the case of bilateral cargo, at 84:16 (Figs. 3 & 4). This can
be attributed to the fact that athough there is return cargo
in the case of transit cargo to Finland, little progress has
been made in developing return cargo in the form of
exports to Russia and Central Asia that are handled as
bilateral cargo.

As aresult of the lack of eastbound cargo, the volume
of empty containers transported is increasing annually and
around 27,000 TEU was returned to Vostochny Port by rail
in 2003 (Fig. 5). This equates to 13.2% of all cargo
transported. It goes without saying that the rise in the
transport of empty containers is a burden on ports and
railways. Forwarders from the ROK, who have a large
volume of their own containers, are trying to generate
import cargo, but there are limits to what they can achieve
and the transport of empty containersis athorny issue.

Looking at the cargo in greater detail, the majority of
westbound cargo is ultimately destined for Russia in the
cases of both transit and bilateral cargo; one factor in thisis
the strong demand for imports that has been supported by
high economic growth.

Westbound transit cargo mainly consists of household
electrical appliances manufactured by ROK companies and
destined for Russia. These exports are usually transported
by sea to Vostochny Port from the ROK or the companies
manufacturing bases in China, before being transported to
Finland viathe TSR; after being stored for atimein bonded
warehouses in Finland, they are transported to Russia by
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