The Jewish Autonomous Oblast (JAO) is a small region in the Russian Far East, bordering China. It was established in 1934 as a homeland for Soviet Jews, but today only about 1% of its population is Jewish. Despite its name and history, the JAO is not very autonomous—it is part of the Khabarovsk Krai and subject to the federal laws and policies of Russia.

You might think that the JAO would be a poor and backward place, given its remote location, harsh climate, and lack of natural resources. You might also think that it would suffer from the authoritarian and kleptocratic rule of Vladimir Putin, who has been cracking down on dissent and civil liberties in Russia since he came to power in 2000.

But you would be wrong. The JAO is actually one of the most dynamic and prosperous regions in Russia, with a high level of economic growth, social development, and quality of life. How did it achieve this remarkable feat?

According to a recent paper by Ruslan Gulidov and Elena Veprikova, the JAO has several competitive advantages that have enabled it to overcome its limitations and potentials. These include:

· A diversified industry, with a focus on wood processing, machinery, food, and light manufacturing. The JAO exports most of its products to China, Japan, India, and the United States, taking advantage of its proximity to these markets and its access to the Trans-Siberian Railway.
· Large-scale agriculture, with a specialization in soybean production. The JAO is one of the largest soybean producers in Russia, supplying both domestic and foreign demand. Soybeans are a valuable crop that can withstand cold temperatures and poor soils, and also provide animal feed and biofuel.
· A dens transportation network, with roads, railways, airports, and river ports connecting the JAO to other parts of Russia and the world. The JAO also benefits from the development of the Eastern Siberia-Pacific Ocean oil pipeline, which passes through its territory and provides jobs and revenues.
· A high level of human capital, with a well-educated and skilled workforce. The JAO has a high literacy rate, a low unemployment rate, a high labor productivity rate, and a high average wage. The JAO also has a strong scientific and cultural potential, with several research institutes, universities, museums, theaters, and libraries.
· A favorable social environment, with a low crime rate, a high life expectancy, a low infant mortality rate, and a high level of public health. The JAO also has a rich ethnic and religious diversity, with Russians, Ukrainians, Koreans, Armenians, Tatars, Buddhists, Orthodox Christians, Jews, Muslims, and others living peacefully together.
· 
These factors have allowed the JAO to achieve impressive results in terms of economic growth. According to the Observatory of Economic Complexity, the JAO exported $8.1 million worth of goods in November 2019, making it the 33rd largest exporter out of the 85 regions in Russia. This is remarkable considering that the JAO has only about 150 thousand inhabitants, making it one of the smallest regions in Russia by population.

The JAO’s economic growth has also been resilient to external shocks and internal pressures. Despite the global financial crisis of 2008–2009, the sanctions imposed by Western countries after the annexation of Crimea in 2014, and the political unrest in neighboring Khabarovsk Krai in 2018–2019, the JAO has maintained a positive trade balance and a stable budget.

The JAO’s economic success has also translated into social progress. According to PubMed, the JAO has improved its medical demographic indices over time, increasing its population size by 35 thousand people since 2017. The JAO has also reduced its migration losses by attracting more people from other regions of Russia and abroad.

The JAO’s story is an inspiring example of how a small and remote region can defy the odds and prosper in spite of unfavorable conditions and oppressive policies. The JAO shows that economic development is not only possible but desirable in the Russian Far East—a vast and underpopulated area that has immense potential for growth.

The JAO also shows that economic development does not have to come at the expense of democracy and human rights—on the contrary, it can foster them. The JAO has been one of the few regions in Russia where opposition parties have won elections and where civil society has flourished. The JAO has also preserved its unique identity and culture as a Jewish homeland—even if most of its residents are not Jewish.

The JAO is not perfect—it still faces many challenges and problems that need to be addressed. But it is certainly an example worth studying and emulating by other regions in Russia and beyond.
