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Abstract. The research aims to determine the impact that the global COVID-19 pandemic had on labor migrants
and the migration policy in Central Asian countries. During the research, the authors use statistical and sociological meth-
ods. Thus, the authors determine the number of arrivals and departures for a particular period, the composition of mi-
grants, and the migration direction. The restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic have exacerbated many issues of
migration from Central Asia and the situation of migrants in Russia. If the impact of COVID-19 restrictions continues and
the income of migrants continues to decrease, migration participants will be forced to take emergency measures by ac-
tively returning to their homeland. Under these conditions, socio-economic tension in the donor countries may grow. The
research establishes that the existing sanitary and epidemiological restrictions could contribute to the transformation of
migration processes in the countries of Central Asia, including the reorientation of labor migrant flows to new directions
and the strengthening of the tendency to receive the right to obtain a Russian passport. The authors propose several
practical recommendations to reduce the negative impact of the pandemic on the migration processes in Central Asia. As
the research shows, creating and developing new jobs in Central Asian countries is an issue of prime necessity, as is a high
dependence of the economy on remittances from migrant workers.

Keywords: migration policy, labor migration, remittances, Central Asia, Coronavirus pandemic

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised a host of questions for the governments of many
nations, in addition to public health concerns, about the need to level the socio-economic
impact on society and populations. Central Asian countries are no exception. Since most
Central Asian countries do not have strong and diversified national economic systems,
the COVID-19 pandemic can cause significant damage to the working population and
have a long-term impact on the economic structure [1]. The reason is the importance of
labor migration for ensuring the economic sustainability of the countries in the region.
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on labor migration began in the spring of 2020 and
turned out to be the most pressing issue for Central Asian countries in general and local

216


https://doi.org/10.19181/demis.2024.4.4.13
https://www.elibrary.ru/tqtuth
https://doi.org/10.19181/demis.2024.4.4.13

MUTPALINA U MUTPALIMOHHAA NONNTIKA « MIGRATION AND MIGRATION POLICY

communities that are heavily dependent on remittances from migrant workers, in partic-
ular".

The sanitary and epidemiological restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and
the temporary suspension of international passenger traffic have become important fac-
tors in reducing the influx of labor migrants from the countries of Central Asia to the Rus-
sian Federation by 1.5-2 times in 2020, as well as a growth in the flow of returning labor
migrants to their homelands in the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result,
the socio-economic processes in the region, strongly dependent on labor migration, esca-
lated during the pandemic: unemployment and poverty increased the volume of remit-
tances from abroad, and therefore household incomes and domestic consumption of
goods and services decreased. As research shows, in Russia, these negative trends were
temporary and smoothed out as labor migration and adaptation of labor migrants recov-
ered.

This research aims to identify the impact and degree of dependence on the socio-
economic development of Central Asian countries from migration labor during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The research object is labor migration and migration policy in the
context of combating the COVID-19 pandemic. The research subject is a set of possible
political solutions that can, on the scale of the current migration policy, help solve the dis-
cussed problem to the greatest extent.

The authors analyze the role of labor migration and its influence on the situation in
three Central Asian countries: the Kyrgyz Republic, the Republic of Tajikistan, and the
Republic of Uzbekistan.

The paper proves that labor migration affects the socio-economic condition of the
countries in the region. This conclusion is also relevant regarding measures to respond to
the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methodology

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on international population migration has
been studied in the works: M. B. Denisenko and V. I. Mukomel [2]; N. Imanbekova [3];
A. D. Filippov [4]; and S. V. Ryazantsev, Z. K. Vazirov, and F. M. Garibova [5]. Labor mi-
gration plays an important role in the economic development of sending Central Asian
countries and receiving countries. This problem has been studied in the works of
K. V. Arshin [6]; K. P. Kurylev, R. M. Kurbanov, A. B. Makenova, and A. A. Khotivrishvili
[7];and V. I. Mukomel [8-9].

To better understand the specifics of the functioning of a national economy of this
type, it is necessary to focus on several theoretical aspects. The emergence of the phenom-
enon of labor force donor countries is closely related to the categories of labor costs inside
and outside the national economy. At the end of the 20 century, the economic growth of
the countries of East and Southeast Asia was associated with the transfer of industrial
production from the developed countries of Western Europe and North America®, when

1 COVID-19 crisis response in Central Asia// OECD: [site]. 16.11.2020. URL:
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/covid-19-crisis-response-in-central-asia_5305f172-en.html  (accessed
on 03.09.2024).

2 Europe and Central Asia Economic Update, Spring 2021: Data, Digitalization and Public Administra-
tion. Washington : World Bank, 2021. 172 p.
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cheap labor was required to be used together with the relocated production capacities.
Nowadays, the post-industrial service economy requires greater mobility of labor re-
sources, whereas, in accordance with the principle of service production, their consump-
tion occurs directly together with production [10]. Accordingly, there is a request for the
outflow of population from countries with cheap labor resources to countries with a grow-
ing service sector in the national economy, where the residents’ employment brought ad-
ditional costs while not bringing a significant increase in gross net profit for the company
due to low qualification requirements’. If economic growth continues in the country re-
ceiving migrant workers, then the incentives for employment there are increasingly
greater for the migrants who derive increased economic rents from the growth without
having to increase labor productivity. Labor migration becomes one of the most profitable
occupations for the population of the labor donor country, as well as the washing out the
maximum possible number of able-bodied citizens of the economy. When a country that
serves as a source of permanent migration, regardless of seasonal or year-round outflows,
manages its economic structure based on the importance of migrants’ income as the pri-
mary or dominant source of national income, the country, in accordance with generally
accepted terminology, can be designated as a labor donor state.

Results

The influence of migration on the economic structure is a much more powerful irri-
tating factor for a source state than for any other institutionalized actor in this process
[11]. The reason for this is that if (on the part of the receiving community) a fairly small
part of the population is migrants (especially those who live and participate in the eco-
nomic division of labor permanently), which is segmented by origin and possession of
certain professional skills, then the source country, depending on its capacity and the de-
velopment of the economic environment, loses a significant segment of the most able-
bodied and active population. There is a more pronounced trend indicating the migration
of young people. As a more socially and economically active category of the population,
young people strive to gain and retain a privileged position in their community in the
shortest time from a material and status point of view, which is not always possible due
to the limited number of such positions for youth and a large number of young people,
which leads to additional and not always economically justified competition.

Due to the specific effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, most migrant workers were
forbidden to enter the Russian Federation, which left most migrants in their home coun-
try without a permanent income source*. Accordingly, if the coronavirus restrictions per-
sist and the standard of living continues to decline, migrants will be forced to take emer-
gency measures, becoming economic refugees, because the social infrastructure of Cen-
tral Asian countries cannot manage the influx of many new consumers of state aid and the
economic system cannot provide the able-bodied population with jobs. However, the is-
sue affects not only the Central Asia countries, but Russia too, because the restrictions

3 Study of Labour Migration Dynamics in the Central Asia — Russian Federation Migration Corridor.
Consolidated Report 2021. Moscow : I0M, 2021. 90 p.

4 COVID-19 and Central Asia: Socio-Economic Impacts and Key Policy Considerations for Recovery.
New York: UNDP, 2020. 22 p. URL: https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/eura-
sia/COVID19report_CentralAsia.pdf (accessed on 03.09.2024).
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have shortened the amount of the workforce available for the country. As a result, some
of the spheres where migrant workers have usually dominated, have become under-
staffed.

The problem is exacerbated by specific obstacles to resuming the mechanism of
cross-border movement of people [8].

First, the resumption of passenger traffic occurred disproportionately to demand.
The number of people wishing to leave Central Asian countries exceeds the capacity of the
flights and railroads launched. For various reasons, including non-purely market
grounds, the transfer cost for potential migrants has become incongruously high in rela-
tion to their financial capabilities.

Second, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, illegal methods of crossing the border
have become popular despite some easing of the migration policy in the host countries.
This trend can lead to deportation and prohibition of legal (and most beneficial in terms
of potential benefits) employment, which entails certain legal consequences because of
expulsion from the host country and a ban on subsequent entry.

The number of foreigners expelled from Russia reached 252 thousand people in 2019.
Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, about 250 thousand people were expelled from
Russia in 2020.

Accordingly, under conditions of insufficiently active regulatory state policy, a
change of permanent residence and employment seems a much more promising outcome
in terms of potential gain. For instance, the Republic of Tajikistan occupies a special place
among Central Asian countries. Every year about 200 thousand young people enter the
labor market, 90% of whom are forced to look® for a source of income abroad®. Addition-
ally, the existing economic structure also has an impact”: vital sectors of the economy, not
always privileged from a material and status point of view (e. g., education, healthcare,
and logistics), may require more active personnel rotation with the involvement of many
young specialists.

The migration situation in 2020 has undergone a cardinal change due to the COVID-
19 pandemic and the termination of communications between the countries of departure
and Russia®. About 6-7 million foreign citizens, labor migrants, and their families could
not leave the Russian Federation. The number of potential migrants who could not enter
Russia may be about 2 million people.

A large and quite stable migration corridor — one of the largest in Eurasia and the
world — has formed between the Central Asian countries and the Russian Federation. The
stability of this corridor is determined by historical, socio-economic, socio-cultural, and
geopolitical factors. Even the pandemic situation, as well as economic and geopolitical

5 Assessing the Foreign Labor Needs of Employers in Key Regions of the Russian Federation. Moscow :
IOM, 2021. 112 p.

6 COVID-19 crisis response in Central Asia// OECD: [site]. 16.11.2020. URL:
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/covid-19-crisis-response-in-central-asia_5305f172-en.html  (accessed
on 03.09.2024).

7 Assessing the Foreign Labor Needs of Employers in Key Regions of the Russian Federation. Moscow :
IOM, 2021. 112 p.

8 Murpanrtam u3 ctpan LlenTpansHoii A3uu, ocTaBiMMcs 6e3 CpeICTB K CYLIECTBOBAHMIO, CPOYHO TPe-
6yercss momortub / HoBoctn OOH. Opranmsamms OObeaumneHHblx Hamwmit : [caiit]. 15.05.2020. URL:
https://news.un.org/ru/story/2020/05/1378202 (nara obparuenus: 03.09.2024).
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crises, cannot yet radically change the direction of migration flows, which are directed
from Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan to the Russian Federation and partly to the
Republic of Kazakhstan (Table 1).

According to the accounting system, about 19.5 million foreigners were registered in
Russia through the offices of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Russia in 2019. The
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 reduced the number of registered to 9.8 million people. Sim-
ilarly, the number of migrants from Central Asia decreased from 9.5 million to 6.6 million
people, although the whole number of registered migrants increased from 50% to 68%
(due to a greater reduction in migrants from other countries).

Table 1
Number of registrations of Central Asian labor migrants in the Russian Federation
in 2019-2022

. . . Migrant registration with the purpose of entry “work”
TR EIETZIED 2019 2020 2021 2022 (January-March)
Kazakhstan 136 208 60 461 163 938 37734
Kyrgyzstan 453702 190 312 884133 214 805
Tajikistan 1179 423 507 255 2439198 822 006
Turkmenistan 4813 3906 7880 2 0%
Uzbekistan 2107 302 1011028 4519 618 1370 499

Source: developed and compiled by the authors based on ICMPD?

In recent years, the number of migrants from Central Asian countries has progres-
sively increased and naturalized in the Russian Federation (Table 2).

Table 2
Citizens of Central Asia who received migration status in the Russian Federation
in 2019-2021 (people)

Countries of Temporary residence permit Residence permit Citizenship of the Russian Federation
citizenship 2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021
Kazakhstan 48901 2231 31788 14 450 25278 27 406 50 492 43 404 49 862
Kyrgyzstan 7638 3814 7141 5086 9087 10 072 93N 11865 19 241
Tajikistan 46 004 31416 43 342 29 635 48 691 57 4bt4 44707 63 389 103 681
Turkmenistan 1824 2085 2371 1972 221 1966 1361 2451 3628
Uzbekistan 25022 14 624 14 693 20 888 24 055 23 817 19 388 23131 31867

Source: developed and compiled by the authors based on the Ministry of Internal Affairs
of the Russian Federation®

Over the past 20 years, labor migration has been the main migration flow in the Cen-
tral Asian region in terms of scale and consequences. According to approximate esti-
mates, more than 80% of all labor migrants are sent to the Russian Federation. In recent
years, Kazakhstan has also begun actively accepting labor migrants from Central Asia.

9 ICMPD Migration Outlook 2021: Seven Things to Look Out for in 2021. Vienna : International Centre
for Migration Policy Development, 2021. 20 p.

10 Cratuctuyeckue cBe/IEHHS IO MUTPAIIMOHHOM cHTyarmu // MEHHCTEPCTBO BHYTPEHHUX J1e1 Poccuii-
ckoii  ®enepanuu: [caiit]. URL: https://meia.pd/dejatelnost/statistics/migracionnaya (mara oOparieHus:
03.09.2024).
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However, Kazakhstan has not been able to switch over the flows of labor migrants en-
tirely.

An average of 3.9 million migrant workers from Central Asia worked on the Russian
territory annually [12]. The role of labor migration is significant in developing the socio-
economic sphere of Central Asian countries sending migrants and the receiving state, the
Russian Federation™. Migrant workers fill the needs of the labor market for qualified spe-
cialists and unskilled workers in the host countries [13], relieve tension in labor markets
with a labor surplus, and contribute to poverty reduction in the Central Asian region. Cen-
tral Asian countries, their industries and regions are closely linked to labor migration. On
the other hand, in Russia such workers satisfy the demand for the workforce in various
fields, including the construction sector, delivery services and other spheres, which are
either unpopular among the Russians or require rather cheap workforce thus making it
more beneficial to recruit migrant workers.

Research shows that job loss during the COVID-19 pandemic was a major factor
pushing Central Asian migrants from Russia in 2020. The situation has changed dramat-
ically for migrants who have returned to their homeland. At the beginning of June 2020,
only 40% worked in their home country, and more than 50% did not have a job. Returned
migrants faced the same difficulties as at their former place of work abroad due to the
restrictive measures taken against COVID-19. More than 30% of the migrants who re-
turned home were construction workers; more than 19% were service workers; about 10%
were students. Among all respondents, about 52% were employed, 25% looked for a job,
6% were unemployed, 7% were students, 6% were homemakers, and 5% were pensioners
[9]. At home, labor migrants retained high motivational attitudes toward new migration
to Russia despite the difficult situation. While at home during the COVID-19 pandemic,
many migrants looked forward to returning to Russia for work and did not even try to find
ajob there. At the time of the survey, it was revealed that about 54% of potential migrants
from Central Asia planned to come to Russia for more than three months; 11% planned to
return for less than three months; the rest did not decide. Among the migrants who were
going to leave for Russia for the first time, 35% were going to spend more than three
months in migration, about 23% planned to spend less than three months, and the rest of
the respondents did not decide on the answer. About 57% of migrants who returned from
Russia in 2019 and 2020 planned to return there for more than three months [9]. This in-
dicates that over the years of active labor migration, the Central Asian countries formed a
stable category of “circulating labor migrants” who consider work abroad as their main
life strategy.

The research also shows the peculiarities of the migration attitudes of highly skilled
workers from Central Asian countries in Russia, who showed the highest rates of social
adaptation during the COVID-19 pandemic [2]. Highly qualified Central Asian migrants
have strengthened their position in the labor market of Russia, considering the situation
as temporary during the first wave of the pandemic (spring 2020), making sure to find
work in Russia, and being unwilling to leave it even temporarily. During the second wave
of the COVID-19 pandemic in the fall of 2020, the optimism of migrants increased even

11 Assessing the Foreign Labor Needs of Employers in Key Regions of the Russian Federation. Moscow :
IOM, 2021. 112 p.
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more based on the assessment of opportunities to find a decent job in Russia with favor-
able conditions and good wages. The mass departure from the Russian labor market of
skilled migrants from Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova, the main competitors of highly
skilled Central Asian migrants, played no small role. Considering the uncertainty of the
prospects for the return of qualified migrants to the Russian Federation from other post-
Soviet countries, we can predict that the “migrant” niches of highly skilled labor will be
filled by qualified migrants from the Central Asian countries in the coming years. Con-
sidering the abovementioned lack of alternatives for the Russian market this is likely to be
true for the spheres where migrants have the significant share of workplaces. This is true
even considering the tensions with migrants within the Russian society and attempts to
curb their numbers on the market. Lack of alternatives makes migrant workers from Cen-
tral Asia essential for Russia and that’s likely to remain intact.

The procedure for the return of Central Asian migrants to their home countries was
significantly complicated during the COVID-19 pandemic®. By the end of 2021, the cost of
air tickets to the capitals of Central Asian countries from Moscow averaged 18—-25 thou-
sand rubles, which is 10%-15% higher than in 2019-2020". According to experts, during
the COVID-19 pandemic, migrants were forced to spend money on leaving Russia (e. g.,
air tickets cost 300—400 euro, tests for COVID-19 cost 2.5 thousand rubles, etc.). With a
decrease in the incidence figures in 2022, ticket prices dropped to 10-15 thousand rubles.

Conclusion

Evaluating the proposed initiatives in accordance with the criteria formulated above
for the effectiveness of migration policy, it is necessary to note the continuing importance
of labor migrants from Central Asian countries to the labor market of Russia, to which
there are no alternatives in the foreseeable future. Based on this, the strategy for optimiz-
ing migration policy should proceed from the principles of close coordination with the
Government of the Russian Federation and the general requirements for those employed
in the Russian economy.

COVID-19 pandemic has shown some flows that both parties should seriously con-
sider. For Central Asia it is the inability to host the returning workforce, making the peo-
ple to return to Russia and look for job opportunities there. At the same time, it became
obvious for Russia that lack of migrant workers from the Central Asia has a potentially
bad influence on the economy, crippling the sectors where these migrant workers domi-
nate.

The pandemics has also shown the issues with migration routes, showing that the
capabilities of these routes are way behind the demands, making it hard for all the work-
ers to enter Russia. That's beside the limitations the pandemics have established. Thus,
the illegal routes have been used.

Addressing the issues of migration routes, restrictions for migrants and inability to
provide alternatives for them at home in case of such pandemics or other situations that

12 Central Asian migration to Russia: Legalization in 2020 // Voices on Central Asia: [site]. 18.02.2021.
URL: https://voicesoncentralasia.org/central-asian-migration-to-russia-legalization-in-2020/ (accessed on
03.09.2024).

13 Auabuners Jlyman6e — Mocksa // Tutu [caii]. URL: https://avia.tutu.ru/flights/?from=234&t0=491
(mata obpamenus: 15.09.2022).

222


https://voicesoncentralasia.org/central-asian-migration-to-russia-legalization-in-2020/
https://avia.tutu.ru/flights/?from=234&to=491

MUTPALINA U MUTPALIMOHHAA NONNTIKA « MIGRATION AND MIGRATION POLICY

make the migrants return to their home countries, should become the priority. Russia
does need the workforce and Central Asia needs money influx it gets from migrants. So,
all the conditions should be made to improve the existing routes and migration flows. One
shouldn’t forget that pandemics can occur again, so one should be ready for restrictions
and the return of migrants to their home countries, where they should be provided with
work and income, otherwise these migrants have no reason to return to their homeland.

Additionally, we should consider the low readiness of Russian secondary specialized
educational institutions to provide additional professional training. Because of the influx
of low-skilled foreign labor, the prestige of the profession and the level of income in sev-
eral industries have become unattractive to the indigenous population.

Thus, the main steps of Central Asian governments in the framework of migration
policy should be, based on an assessment of the current situation, to create conditions to
accelerate the resumption of international transport links, which will allow migrant work-
ers to overcome the consequences of the continuing decline in living standards. Addition-
ally, since the economy’s dependence on migrant workers’ remittances makes it difficult
to create and develop new jobs in other industries, it is important to compensate for this
by expanding the geography of countries where migrants from Central Asia can be sent
for further employment.
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AHHomauyus. Llenbto uccnedosaHus sensiemcs onpeodesieHue 8nUsSHUA 2n06anbHou naHoemuu COVID-19 Ha mpydo-
8bIX MU2PAHMO8 U MU2PAYUOHHYIO MOAUMUKY 8 cmpaHax LlempanbHoti A3uu. B xode uccnedosaHus asmopbl UCONb3yom
cmamucmuyeckue U coyuosoauyeckue Memoodsl. Tak, asmopsl onpedensiom Koau4yecmeo npubbIBWUX U 8bI6bIBWIUX 3a
mom unu uHou nepuod, Cocmas Mu2paHmMos U Hanpasnexue muepayuu. O2paHuyeHus, 8bizeaHHble naHdemuel COVID-19,
o06ocmpunu MHo2ue 80Mpochkl Mu2payuu u3 LiekmpanbHou A3uu u nonoxeHus muzpaHmos 8 Poccuu. Ecnu enusiHue oz2pa-
Hu4eHut COVID-19 npodomxumcs u 00X00bl MU2PAHMO8 NPOAO/MKAM CHUXAMbCS, Y4aCMHUKU Mu2payuu 6yoym eblHYX-
OeHbl aKMUBHO 8038PAWAMBCA HA POOUHY. B 3mMuX YC/108USX MOXem yCunumbCs COYUAnbHO-3KOHOMUYECKAN HaNPSKeH-
HoCmb 8 cmpaHax-0oHopax. B uccnedosaHuu ycmaxoeneHo, YmMo cywecmeylowue CaHUMapHo-3nudemuonoauyeckue
02PaHuyYeHus Mo2ym crnoco6cmeosamps mpaHcGopMayuu Mu2payuoHHbIX MPoyeccos 8 cmpaxax LlenmpanbHol A3uu, 8
mom yucne nepeopueHMayuu MOMoKo8 mpydosbix MUZPAHMO8 HA HOBble HAMPAsJeHUs U YCUNeHU MeHOeHYUU Ha fo-
NyyeHue pocculicko2o nacnopma. Aemopsi npednazarm psd Npakmuyeckux pekoMeHoayul Mo CHWXeHUK HeeamuaHo20
8/1USHUS NaHOeMUU HA MU2payuoHHble npouyecchl 8 LleHmpanbHoU A3uu. Kak noka3bieaem uccnedogaHue, co30aHue u
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MUTPALINA U MUTPALIMOHHAA NONNTIKA « MIGRATION AND MIGRATION POLICY

passumue Ho8bIX paboyux Mecm e cmpaHax LienmpanbHoli A3uu f815emcs 0npocom nepeocmeneHHol Heo6xodumMocmu,
PAeHO KaK U 8bICOKAs 3a8UCUMOCMb IKOHOMUKU 0m OeHeXHbIX nepeeodos8 mpydoebix MU2paHmos.

Knioyeeble cnoea: muzpayuoHHas nonumuka, mpydoeas muzpayus, deHexxHble nepeeodsl, LlenmpanbHas A3us,
naxdemus KopoHasupyca
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