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HUMAN CAPACITY BUILDING: A KEY TO ‘9 BRIDGES’ SUCCESS

Dr. Sergei M. Smirnov

Director, International Dept.

Admiral Nevelskoy Maritime State University
Vladivostok, Russian Federation
Ssmirnov@msun.ru

ssmvld@gmail.com

Russians have appeared on the Coast of East Sea 158 years ago — a very
short period of time comparing to multi-millennial history of Chinese, Korean and
Japanese civilizations. Europeans (mostly Ukrainian and Russian nationals) in the
Far East of Russia never accounted for more than 4% of the total population in
Northern China, Korea and Japan. And not more than 60% of them have settled
here and linked their families’ life and destiny with the Far East.

However, the influence of the fact that a major European power has capitally
settled in the Western Pacific should not be underestimated. The foundation of
Vladivostok in 1860 and its transformation into fortress city and naval base has
triggered a chain of landslide events in NE Asia, including the 1904-1905 Russo -
Japanese War, foundation of the naval port Chinhae and even the present division

of Korean Peninsula.



This little digression into history was necessary to stress the importance of
Russia’s mission and position in NE Asia affairs. True, the time has changed and
military might alone may not be regarded as principal factor of influence.
Economics and trade are meaning much more today; and the level of economic
development in the Far East of Russia is substantially less than its strategic
influence in Asia — Pacific.

There are grounds to believe that it is not only an internal problem for
Russia. Close trans-border cooperation on various levels gives significant economic
benefits for all participants in today’s globalized world. This is exactly the case
with Russian Far-Eastern territories. It is not only the export of hydrocarbons and
other natural resources from Russia to neighboring economies. Trans-continental
logistic services utilizing inland communications as well as the Northern Sea Route
may be equally important for Korea and other NE Asia nations.

It would be unfair to consider that the government of Russian Federation did
not seriously deal with this problem. A number of initiatives, strategies and
programs focused on development of the Far Eastern territories were approved,
huge sums of budget money invested, but without tangible results so far. Many
government initiatives declared the development of human capital here. Such as, for
example, the controversial Federal Law #119-FZ dated May 01, 2016 “On the Far

Eastern Hectare”. Theoretically any adult Russian citizen may choose and get 1

hectare of land for free for 5 years, with obligation to put this land into economic
use. In reality 90% of accessible ‘Far Eastern hectares’ cannot be used in any
reasonable way due to the absence of infrastructure and other objective reasons.
Meanwhile, the exodus from the Far East continues. The population of the
Far Eastern Federal District of Russia (nine provinces, including Primorye, Sakhalin,
Kamchatka, Yakutia) was 6,182,679 in January 2017. A year after it decreased by
12,290. Demographic losses of 2018 are estimated as 30,000 people. The remaining
population is gradually aging. What is worse, official statistics does not count the
people who left the region without notifying immigration offices. According to
rough estimates, up to 50,000 - 70,000 residents of Russian Far East are
permanently working abroad, mostly in China and Korea; three times as much are

‘domestic’ labor migrants who flew to Moscow, St. Petersburg or Black Sea coast.
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They are leaving because of lack of assurances for decent life and income.

Their jobs are taken by foreigners, mainly — the citizens of Central Asian
states. Unfortunately, the professional qualities of these migrants do not suit the
needs of local economy. Apart are the construction and agricultural workers from
DPRK who performed useful functions in the critical industries — until recently.
UN sanctions prohibiting the use of North Korean labor abroad have seriously hit
the Far Eastern territories of Russia.

Thus, we all face a rather complicated reality. For one side, Russia and NE
Asian economies need a radical growth in selected industries in the Far East —
trans-border logistics, energy resources, Arctic transit navigation. The list may be
continued, but these ones are hopefully in everybody’s priority list. Technologies,
financial resources are available (to some degree, of course). But, we see a deficit
of qualified personnel. Chinese workers today are too expensive for Russian
employers (Sic/). Labor migrants from SE Asia are not accustomed to severe
climate conditions in the Far East and their professional skills are not among the
top. Domestic labor migrants were often deceived in the past by unscrupulous
contractors (Vladivostok APEC Summit-2012 facilities construction period provided
a long history of fraudulency incidents) and the best professionals would not risk it
again.

Resulting options are few, and the training of local staff utilizing best
practices of NE Asia industry leaders is maybe the best one. Naturally, trained
local personnel should be assured to get a decent job after completing education. It
is expected that many new jobs would be created by multi-national projects, and
the employees must be ready to work in multi-cultural environment.

All of the above applies not only to Russians living in the Far East. Joint
education and training for Koreans, Chinese, Mongols etc, who intend to participate
in mega projects like “One Belt, One Road” or “Nine Bridges” will be definitely
useful as they would be introduced to the best practices and expertise of Russian
navigators, engineers and scientists who conquered the Extreme North.

Certainly, it is easier to present on paper then to implement in real life.
Many serious challenges exist on the way. Language barrier, absence of Bologna -

type unified educational standards in NE Asia, different mentality, historic mutual
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suspicions — again, the list may be continued. But, the experience of seafarers
indicates that all this can be overcome. The unified self — regulating global system
of training and watch keeping for merchant mariners has been developed and
implemented under the auspices of International Maritime Organization. Several key
elements of such system have been introduced in the industry of offshore
hydrocarbon extraction. Why not transfer this experience to related inland
industries?

A rapid progress of leading Chinese universities in extending academic
exchange programs with Russian partners is worth noting. They have impressive
government support (both from Beijing and on provincial level) and offer attractive
terms of Master’s level education on wide variety of majors. Recently PRC
universities started to introduce the Master’s courses taught fully in English — a big
step forward in academic exchanges. Of course, it should be understood that China
is following these practices not out of charity. Their rapidly growing economy
demands foreign specialists familiar with the way of doing things ‘Chinese — style’
and promote Beijing products and interests far abroad.

The political and cultural ties between Korea and Russia have been constantly
growing in recent years. We are very close geographically and psychologically as
well. Simplified visa regime has pushed forward human contacts on all levels.
254,000 Korean tourists visited Russia in 2017 which is a 58% rise comparing to
2016. Vladivostok serves 5 regular air flights with Korean cities, and they are
always full. Against this background, the level of academic cooperation between
Korean and Russian educational institutions is demonstrating lower dynamics. It is a
bit disappointing taking into account the universally recognized highest level of
Korean applied sciences such as international logistics, shipbuilding, electronics and

information technologies. “Nine Bridges” are waiting to be constructed together!
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