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Steady, but Evolving: An
Overview of Russia’s Migrant

Labour Market
Rajoli Siddharth Jayaprakash

Abstract

Russia has long depended on migrant labour. However, the COVID-19
pandemic, the conflict in Ukraine, and a devaluing Ruble have impacted
migrants economically. These developments, coupled with institutional hurdles
and rising xenophobia in Russia, have pushed migrant labourers to seek
alternate employment destinations. Notably, workers from countries such as
Kazakhstan, Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine are swaying away from
Russia, even as those from the Kyrgyz Republic, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan
continue to prefer the country. This paper assesses the recent trends in Russia’s
migrant labour market.
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Introduction

ince the Soviet era, Russia has consistently experienced a high

demand for labour. As its median age nears 40 (as of 2022),'

Russia must increasingly contend with an ageing population and

the resultant shortage of workers. In 2023, Russia reported a

shortage of 4.8 million workers.” To address this issue, Russia
relies heavily on migrant labour, particularly from the former Soviet
republics, such as the Kyrgyz Republic, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan. In 2020,
Russia had the world’s fourth-largest migrant population, totalling 11.6
million.?

Labour migration in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)*
countries strongly correlates to their GDP per capita incomes. Labour
migrants from Eastern Europe or the energy-rich Caucasian nations do
not have a considerable role in Russia’s migrant labour market; most of
Russia’s migrant workers are from the remittance-dependent Central
Asian countries.* According to the 2020 CIS Statistics Committee, the
wage rate in the Russian Federation is two times higher than in Uzbekistan
and 3.5 times higher than in the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan; migrant
workers from these countries earn between US$500 to US$800 a month
in Russia.” These countries have a demographic dividend but have
fewer job opportunities and offer low wages. As such, Russia became
the preferred destination for migrants from Central Asia. However, the
COVID-19 pandemic impacted migrant workers in Russia. For instance,
lockdowns forced workers to return to their home countries due to a lack
of jobs in the early stages of the pandemic. Although labour migration to
Russia improved in the immediate aftermath of the pandemic, the war
with Ukraine has now presented another challenge for migrant workers.
Tougher working conditions determined by stringent laws governing
migrant workers, the devaluation of the Ruble, which has impacted the
value of remittances, apprehensions about working in the newly occupied
territories, and coercion by Russian law enforcement agencies to sign
military contracts are some of the issues migrant labourers must contend
with while working in Russia.

a  The CIS was formed after the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, and focuses on political,
economic, environmental, humanitarian, cultural, and other important issues among the former
Soviet Republics. Its nine full members are Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz
Republic, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.



Introduction

In non-democratic migration regimes like Russia, informal power
structures and extra-legal negotiations shape migration governance
processes.® However, there is a gap in understanding the impact of the
government’s immigration policies. As such, this paper assesses labour
migration into Russia and the changing trends in the country’s foreign
labour market. It also seeks to understand how the Ukraine conflict and
other structural changes have impacted labour migration to Russia and
how migrant workers have responded.

As 1ts median age nears 40,
Russia must increasingly
contend with an ageing

population and the resultant

shortage of workers.
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round 10 million people (predominately ethnic Russians)

returned to Russia after the dissolution of the Soviet Union

in the 1990s. These migrants were either the victims of

forced migrations during the Soviet era (1930-1952)" or were

working in the Soviet republics, which became sovereign
states post the dissolution.” There was a rapid growth in labour migration
into Russia in the 2000s as its economy grew and the post-Soviet economies
declined. Another reason for large-scale migration is Russia’s visa-free
border regime with the CIS countries. Over time, Russia became a crucial
migration hub, but the political elite and society were unprepared to deal
with the growing number of immigrants.

In 2002, Russia introduced its first migrant labour law (The Law on the
Legal Status of Foreign Citizens in the Russian Federation) to regulate the
flow of immigrants. The law introduced ethnic and cultural conditions that
migrant workers had to fulfil to secure a residence permit and citizenship.?
Since 2002, the country has introduced cumbersome measures such as
migration cards, quotas for residence permits, visa-related procedures,*
and registration at the place of residence and work. The law was amended
in 2006, simplifying the legalisation process for immigrants, giving
migrant workers the choice to either apply for a work permit (which would
enable them to switch employers) or secure a work permit through the
employer. The Federal Migration Service (FMS) determined the number
of work permits to be issued based on the labour demand. The number
of documented migrants increased from 570,000 in 2006 to 2.4 million
in 2008. Half of these permits were issued to workers from Tajikistan, the
Kyrgyz Republic, and Uzbekistan.?

In the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis, the flow of migrants
declined to about 20 percent; the FMS reduced the quotas from six million
in 2007 to 3.8 million in 2008.'" As the Russian economy rebounded, the

b Inthe immediate aftermath of the end of the Soviet Union, over 25 million Russians lived in the
newly formed countries. Several social and ethnic groups were deported to the Caucasian and
Central Asian Republics between 1930 and 1952. Although many relocated after Stalin’s death,
numerous Russians lived in these republics.

¢ Under the visa-free regime, migrant workers had to leave Russia after 90 days but could
sometimes not re-enter for a stipulated period of time.
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quotas were increased, but there was a year-on-year decline in the number
of quotas issued. This was primarily due to bureaucratic hurdles, such as
excluding small business owners and entrepreneurs. The patent (out-of-
quota work permit system) was introduced to incorporate smaller-scale
employers, followed by adding a chapter on the employment of foreign
citizens in the Russian labour code in 2014. In 2015, work permits were
replaced with patents, which became the sole document necessary for
foreign labourers to work in Russia. The same year, Russia abolished its
90-day exit rule, which required workers from the CIS countries to exit
Russia after 90 days before re-entering. Notably, although the number of
patents issued declined, the number of migrants from the CIS countries
increased. In 2021, 2.2 million patents were issued to labourers; in 2022,
it was closer to two million.'"" During the first three months of 2023, 1.4
million patents were issued.'? However, the number of migrants in Russia
was much higher (see Table 1). As undocumented migration grew, the
number of restrictions and amendments to the labour laws also increased.

While Russia has between nine million and 11 million migrants, the
actual number is likely closer to 18 million when also accounting for
illegal immigrants." This is because of Russia’s visa-free regime with most
CIS countries and the cumbersome patent registration process, which
results in most workers entering Russia and working illegally. As of 2023,
Russia has over 10 million foreign workers,'* with most located in cities
such as Moscow, Novosibirsk, Krasnodar, St. Petersburg, Tyumen, and
Yekaterinburg.



Table 1: Number of migrant workers
in the Russian Federation registered at

the place of stay (2019-2021)

Number of Migrants registered Number of Migrants registered
at the place of stay for the
at the place of stay
purpose of work
2021 2021
2019 2020 | (January-| 2019 2020 | (January-
June) June)
Total 18,951,004{9,340,798 | 4,972,497 | 5,478,249| 2,358,827 | 3,654,462
From
Central Asian | 9,504,176 |6,409,267 | 3,538,920 | 3,881,448| 1,772,962 2,971,637
Countries
Percentage
Shareof 5 | 68.6 71.2 70.9 75.2 81.2
Central Asian |~ ' ' ' ’ '
Countries
Uzbekistan |4,739,789 |3,404,660 | 1,841,595 |2,107,302|1,011,028| 1,685,166
Tajikistan 2,652,867 [1,829,270|1,017,505 |1,179,423| 507,255 |828,125
Kyrgyz 1,039,374 [722,880 (456,085 |453,702 [190,312 |384,833
Republic
Kazakhstan 692,840 |368,619 |199,584 |136,208 |60,461 70,199
Turkmenistan| 121,848 83,838 24,151 4,813 3,906 3,314

Source: International Organisation for Migration

Survey of Russia’s
Labour Market

The growth in the Russian economy saw the rapid expansion of the
service sector; the percentage of women workers participating in domestic
work and the service sector surged from 41 percent in 1995 to 62 percent
in 2015."° Women migrant workers generally arrive in Russia alongside
their spouses, who are also workers. In 2019, most of the women migrants
to Russia were from Ukraine (28 percent), Kazakhstan (13.7 percent),
Uzbekistan (12.2 percent), Tajikistan (12.1 percent), Armenia (7.9 percent),
and the Kyrgyz Republic (7.8 percent).!”
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Labour Regulation Regime

Although people from the CIS countries can enter Russia without a visa,
they need a work permit (or patent) to work there. Given the rise of illegal
migration, Russia has tightened its labour-related regulations in recent
years. For instance, between 2012 and 2015, the country adopted 50 laws
to reduce undocumented migrations,'” enforced through criminal and
administrative penalties. In 2013, entry bans were introduced, restricting
the re-entry of anyone found to be an illegal migrant for three to 10 years.

Since 2015, migrant workers have had 30 days to obtain a patent. An
individual would have to undergo an exam ascertaining language fluency
and awareness of Russian law and culture, get medical insurance, and
pay the first month’s taxes, along with a monthly fee for the patent; this
amounts to a one-time fee of around 30,000 rubles (US$350),'° which
may be exorbitantly high for most migrants. The rules even mention that
workers have to live in the place of residence given, and restrictions have
been set on the number of people who can live in a space. Such tedious
and bureaucratic laws are introduced to disincentivise unskilled migration
into Russia.

Over the years, the FMS has been granted significant powers; it is a law
enforcement body with extrajudicial powers to curb illegal migration.

One reason Russia’s migration regime is so tightly regulated is perhaps
the rising anti-migrant sentiments in local society. For instance, one survey
found that two-thirds of Russians wanted politicians to curb migration.
The intense migration to Europe triggered by the Syrian refugee crisis has
further exacerbated negative attitudes towards migrants.*? As such, the
Kremlin elite are not tolerant of non-Russian labour.?!

d  Increased migration by Muslim refugees to Europe saw a rise in anti-immigrant sentiments,
including in Russia. As Europe becomes more multicultural because of migration, Russia has
focused on protecting its Slavic heritage and traditions, and is averse to accept migrants who do
not understand the Russian way of life.
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Impact of Ruble Devaluation

In the first devaluation of the Ruble caused by the imposition of sanctions
following Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, the official migrant labour
force in Russia declined from 3 million to 1.8 million in 2015.* Migration
from Tajikistan and Uzbekistan to Russia declined by 22.2 percent and 15.6
percent, respectively, in 2015.*> The situation stabilised as more patents
were granted to workers. However, following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
in 2022, the Russian central bank imposed capital control laws and raised
the interest rate from 9.5 percent to 20 percent* to stop capital flight and
stabilise the Ruble. Further, Russian firms were barred from transferring
foreign money overseas and faced a six-month cap on amounts withdrawn
from Russian banks. Russian firms receiving payments in foreign currencies
had to convert 80 percent of those earnings into Rubles. As a result, the
Russian economy could withstand shocks from Western sanctions in the
first year of the invasion.*

However, devaluation began to take shape in 2023. In August 2023, the
exchange rate for US$1 crossed 100 Rubles; the rise in military spending,
collapse in export revenues due to sanctions, and escalation of capital
outflows resulted in a substantial Ruble devaluation. Since 2023, the Ruble’s
exchange rate against the Kyrgyzstani Som fell by 22 percent, 18 percent
against the Uzbekistani Som, and 25 percent against the Armenian Dram
and the Kazakh Tenge. This sort of devaluation makes migration to Russia
less desirable. This has impacted the remittances to many of the main
migrant-providing countries. For instance, remittances account for over 32
percent of Tajikistan’s GDP (2023),%° but the decline in remittances saw
the GDP growth rate decelerate from 8 percent in 2022 to 6.5 percent in
2023. In Uzbekistan, the contribution of remittances to GDP has declined
from 21 percent in 2022 to 18 percent in 2023. In the Kyrgyz Republic, the
volume of remittances decreased by 14 percent, from US$2.94 billion in
2022 to US$2.51 billion in 2023.?” On the other hand, Kazakhstan’s GDP
is not highly dependent on remittances from Russia; in fact, the country is
experiencing a growth in Russian migrants.*®
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Impact of the Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic was another stressor for migrant workers in
Russia. The volume of transfers through payment systems to former Soviet
countries at the height of the pandemic in April 2020 was 1.7 times lower
than in April 2021.%

An overcentralised state decentralised pandemic management, giving
regional governors the authority to determine when to impose lockdowns.
This resulted in different regions having different laws on managing
the pandemic, impacting migrant workers significantly. For instance, if
a patent were issued to a worker in Moscow, it would only be valid for
that city. If the worker found a better job in St. Petersburg, they would
have to spend another US$400 and restart the process. Therefore, during
the pandemic, many workers were forced to work illegally, and the police
did not intervene because of the huge demand for labour.”” The closing
of borders and cancellations of flights resulted in migrant workers being
stuck in Russia. Over one million workers from Uzbekistan, 500,000 from
Tajikistan, and 350,000 from the Kyrgyz Republic were among the 4.2
million workers stuck in Russia during the pandemic.?!

Between 2012 and 2015, Russia
adopted 50 laws to reduce
undocumented migrations,

enforced through criminal and
administrative penalties. In 2013,
entry bans were introduced,
restricting the re-entry of anyone
found to be an illegal migrant for
three to 10 years.
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Key Challenges for Migrant

L.abourers in Russia

part from the legal challenges, migrant labourers in Russia
face some internal challenges, which, over time, will add to
the economic stresses and can disincentivise workers from
seeking or sustaining employment in Russia.

Legal and Social Issues

A critical challenge many migrant labourers must confront is excessive
policing in Russian cities. The police often hold inspections at metro
stations or shared living spaces to check the validity of patents. Many
migrant workers live in cramped apartments, sharing the space with others
even though the registration permits only two people to live in a single
space. These are grounds for deportation. Additionally, if their patent has
expired or does not fulfil the preconditions, they could receive an entry ban
(five to 10 years) upon deportation. Furthermore, many younger migrant
workers are not fluent in the Russian language, which could create an issue
in securing good jobs and dealing with police and other officers. As a result,
they may need to use posrednik (intermediary) to find employment.*

Amendments to migrant-related rules and rigid law enforcement is
a significant hurdle for migrant workers. As such, becoming ‘legal’ or
‘illegal’ may depend on contextual factors®* (such as the time, space,
and circumstances of encounters with the law). To circumvent such state
coercion, the workers turn to their local (village or country) networks in
Russia,* resulting in a reliance on a ‘shadow economy’. Migrants have
a trust deficit in the legal system and often rely on informal and illegal
channels. When entry bans are issued, migrant workers rely more on
their networks and intermediaries than the courts. Migrants pay a bribe
to the registratsiyachi (a residence registration intermediary) to temporarily
suspend their entry bans, during which they can legally re-enter Russia
and obtain a new patent. After the ban is reinstated, the worker remains
untraceable by the police and FMS. Migrants also rely on various extralegal
documentation schemes run by immigration officials, police, border
control officials, lawyers, activists, and immigration consultancy firms.*’

11



Xenophobia is also on the rise in Russian society and politics. Migrant
workers are depicted as gasterbaitery (a German word for guest workers,
used with a negative connotation in Russia to mean illegal). Migrants are
assumed to be eager to commit crimes, and such racist narratives are
disseminated by the media, stoking anti-migrant sentiments. For instance,
a 2020 poll found that 73 percent of Russians had an unwelcoming
attitude towards migrants (see Figure 3).*° Russian President Vladimir
Putin has also stated that the country should adopt a ‘selective approach’
to immigration policies, welcoming only those who are aware of Russian
culture and speak the language (this would mean only migrants from
Slavic nations, such as Belarus, Moldova, or Ukraine, or those with a Slavic
heritage).”’

Figure 3: Opinion on Potential Policies
Related to Migrant Workers

2017

2018
B Restrict the influx of migrant
workers

2019 B Encourage work migration

O] don’t care

2020
B Can’t say

2021

Jill

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Note: The graph represents responses to the question: “What Policy do you think the Russian
government should follow concerning migrant workers?”

Source: Levada Centre®®

Key Challenges for Migrant

L.abourers in Russia
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Key Challenges for Migrant

L.abourers in Russia

Women migrant workers face additional discrimination based on their
gender and ethnicity. Women are often employed in the lowest-paying
jobs in the service and hospitality sectors, with little job security. They
also face the risk of sexual coercion and violence. In a pan-Russia survey
of 442 migrant women workers, 100 percent of those working in the
entertainment industry and 20 percent in the retail sector said they had
been forced to provide sexual services.*

In recent months, many migrant workers who were apprehended by law
enforcement officers have been coerced by the FMS and police into signing
military contracts to work as helpers in the Russian army with the promise
of gaining Russian citizenship. Many workers fear that signing these
contracts will result in being deployed to fight in Ukraine. Some migrants
attempt to flee the country after acquiring Russian citizenship during the
two-week grant period given to new citizens before joining the military.*
In such cases, their citizenship can be revoked.*' Apart from warfighting,
signing military contracts could mean working in Russian-occupied regions
in Ukraine as porters and on infrastructure development projects.*?

When entry bans are issued,
migrant workers often rely on
thelr networks and intermediaries
rather than the courts to resolve
these issues.

13



Labour Migration

Trends Since 2022

ussia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 did not result in an

immediate decline in the number of migrant workers in the

country, which can be attributed to the social and economic

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, with many workers

seeking to replace lost incomes from the pandemic years
(especially since the Ruble had not devalued due to the intervention of
the Bank of Russia). However, labour migration declined in the first half
of 2023 by 40 percent compared to the first half of 2022 amid the Ruble
devaluation.* Ukrainian labour migration has naturally declined since the
conflict began. In Moldova, a significant chunk of migrants are choosing to
learn the German language and to work in Germany rather than in Russia.*
The number of workers from Kazakhstan, Georgia, and Azerbaijan has also
declined because of the high degree of economic growth, employment, and
education standards in those countries.*® At the same time, the number
of migrants from Belarus,*® Uzbekistan,*” Tajikistan,*® and the Kyrgyz
Republic* continues to increase. Given Russia’s rigid migration regime
and the devaluation of the Ruble, workers are looking to other countries
for employment. This trend will persist if the Russian economy remains
volatile and anti-migrant sentiments persist stance persists.

For instance, Uzbekistan has cooperated on labour migration with
Turkiye, the UK, and the Baltic states. Ttrkiye is becoming a lucrative
destination for Central Asian female migrants, who are employed in the
hospitality and services sector and earn substantially more than male
Central Asian migrants.” Despite comparatively lower wages than in
Russia, the migrant-friendly immigration regime and the liberal labour
laws make Tiirkiye a lucrative destination. Uzbekistan has also held
discussions with Goldcliff Stark, an international labour law firm based
in Germany, to provide labour assistance by employing Uzbek workers.”!
The EU’s 2019 Action Strategy for Central Asia aims to boost migration
cooperation, shifting focus from security to expanding labour migration
beyond Russia. This move aligns with broader strategies to reduce Russia’s
influence by limiting its access to Central Asian labour.”® Uzbekistan has
also signed similar agreements with Israel and Saudi Arabia. The Kyrgyz
government has also signed an agreement with the South Korean Human
Resource Development Service to create 5,000 job openings for Kyrgyz
citizens in South Korean companies.”

14



Labour Migration

Trends Since 2022

Additionally, Kazakhstan is emerging as a new potential destination for
migrant workers. The average wage in Kazakhstan is US$720 per month,
which is set to rise in the coming years.* Astana attracts labour migrants
from the Kyrgyz Republic,”® Uzbekistan,”® Tajikistan,”” and Russia; about
10 percent of the 724,534 International migrants in Kazakhstan are from

Russia, as of the first quarter of 2023.%

Central Asian governments are cautious when dealing with Russia. They
do not want to outrightly discourage immigration to Russia as they do
not have adequate employment opportunities for their workers (this is
especially true in countries that are highly dependent on Russia for their
remittances). As such, many have discouraged their citizens from accepting
Russian citizenship and fighting in Ukraine,* but to a limited degree.

Another noticeable trend is that migrant labourers opt not to work in

Russia’s colder regions and northern cities (this could explain the labour
shortage during the winter months®). Some regions (such as Nizhny
Novgorod, Tula, Samara, Novosibirsk, and Ekaterinburg) have seen a
higher demand for labour since the start of the war as they have many
defence industries.®’ With defence industries expanding, the Russian
government is trying to incentivise labour migration because of labour
shortages. Workers from the civilian sector have shifted to the defence
industries to satisfy the increased labour demand there, resulting in a
labour shortage in the civilian sectors (such as manufacturing and the
agro-industrial complex).%

The Ukraine conflict and sanctions on Russia have resulted in an
increased number of Russians working for the federal government. The
Republics of Buratiya, Altai Krai, Altai, Chechnya, and Dagestan have
seen the fastest income growth for low-income groups,® primarily because
individuals from these groups are now employed by the Russian armed
forces, with substantial funds disbursed to the families of the wounded
and deceased. This indicates that the economy is highly dependent on
the State, and the State, in turn, is dependent on the revenue generated
from Russian energy.®® While this is sustainable for the local population, it
disincentivises migrant labourers from working in Russia as the remittance
value will shrink.

15



Labour Migration

Trends Since 2022

Notably, Central Asian countries are seeking to structurally reform their
economies and move away from traditional growth-based strategies of
commodity and labour exports to generate economic growth. In pursuit
of such strategies, these countries would have a massive demand for
labour. Consequently, in 2023, Uzbekistan implemented state employment
programmes to encourage youth employment and reduce the outflow of
labour.”” The Kyrgyz Republic has adopted similar programmes.®

Although Russian society is most conducive to those with a high fluency
in the Russian language, there is a significant volume of skilled migration
from non-CIS countries. Most skilled professions are outside the realm
of the patent requirement and are covered by work permits. In 2021,
15.7 percent and 31.5 percent of the total work permits were granted to
Vietnamese and Chinese citizens, respectively.” Although there has been
some decline in labour migration from non-CIS countries, the trend of
skilled migration from these countries continues.®

The number of Indian migrants to Russia has also increased, with some
firms hiring unskilled workers (such as packers, container assemblers, and
production line operators).® However, it is difficult to ascertain the exact
number of such workers as many enter Russia illegally on a tourist visa and
do not have the language proficiency required to acquire a patent. There
have been some reports that Indian workers were coerced into signing
military contracts with the Russian army and fighting in the Ukraine war.”
Subsequently, the Indian government issued a warning to Indian citizens
to avoid signing military contracts and began pursuing the early discharge
of the Indians working in the Russian army.

16



Conclusion

igrant labour is a critical asset for Russia. Since 2022,

the birth rate has declined by 3.2 percent. Additionally,

the population declined by 17.2 percent in 2023 as

compared to 2022 levels.”! Russia’s median age is 40,

and trends indicate the average age will rise—not fall—
in the future. As such, migration is a panacea for the country’s declining
population problem; a 2023 poll indicated that 47 percent of Russians now
favour migration (the survey did not reveal any preferred nationality).” To
encourage migrant labourers to come to the country and spread awareness
about labour laws, Russia aims to develop a digital platform containing
learning materials to assist foreign citizens in learning the Russian language
and adapting to the Russian way of life.” The government has also eased
the norms for work permits to encourage high-skilled workers to migrate
to Russia, but there are still no changes to the patent system.”

In the short term, labour migration to Russia may increase due to the
high wages offered in military-intensive industries. In the long term, if
the conflict with Ukraine persists, the value of the remittances will decline.
Additionally, extensive legal and bureaucratic hurdles arising from a
reluctance to allow migrants into the country to avoid the ‘hybridisation’ of
Russian society will make securing jobs and living in Russia more difficult
for migrant workers. Nevertheless, the demand for labour will remain
high, and how Russia navigates meeting this need even as it seeks to protect
its culture will be noteworthy.®@RF

The author thanks Vaishali Jaipal, ORF Research Intern, for assisting with preparing
the final graphs.

Rajoli Siddharth Jayaprakash is @ Research Assistant with ORF's Strategic Studies
programme.
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