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This regional fi eld assessment was prepared by a team of internati onal and nati onal experts with the support of the 
IOM missions in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. IOM Kazakhstan, Sub-regional coordinati on offi  ce for Central 
Asia, had the overall management and coordinati on of the project. The assessment was made possible by the support 
of the American people through the United States Agency for Internati onal Development (USAID). The contents are 
the sole responsibility of the IOM and do not necessarily refl ect the views of USAID or the United States Government. 

This report is the fruit of a collaborati ve eff ort of Government offi  cials, internati onal and nati onal experts and IOM mis-
sion focal points from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. The fi ndings, interpretati ons and conclusions expressed 
herein do not necessarily refl ect the views of IOM or its Member States. The designati ons employed and the presen-
tati on of material throughout the work do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM 
concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or of its authoriti es, or concerning its fronti ers or 
boundaries.

IOM is committ ed to the principle that humane and orderly migrati on benefi ts migrants and society. As an intergov-
ernmental organizati on, IOM acts with its partners in the internati onal community to: assist in meeti ng the operati onal 
challenges of migrati on, advance understanding of migrati on issues; encourage social and economic development 
through migrati on; and uphold the human dignity and well-being of migrants.

The editors owe a deep grati tude to the many individuals who contributed to making this report possible. First and 
foremost, we thank the authoriti es of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan for their support in making it possible for 
this independent assessment and analysis to be carried out. The expert team had the opportunity to meet and discuss 
its analysis with offi  cials of the Governments of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan and benefi ted from access to 
documents and to stati sti cal informati on. We also wish to thank IOM NGO partners in all involved countries in facilitat-
ing and organizing interviews and focus groups with migrants, community and religious leaders; last but not least we 
also would like to thank the migrants themselves who trusted us and shared their life stories  and gave us the oppor-
tunity to study, analyse and understand in depth the challenges and problems they face. This will enable us to bett er 
address the issues and challenges at hand and aim to propose realisti c and feasible soluti ons in close cooperati on with 
government and non government stakeholders, donors and other internati onal organizati ons.

The report was developed by the lead author, Mr Piotr Kazmierkiewicz, Internati onal Consultant, and the expert team. 
In parti cular, Mr. Alexander Maier/Internati onal Consultant, Mr. Farrukh Irnazarov/Internati onal Consultant, Ms. Giulia 
Panicciari/IOM Sociologist; Mr. Igor Savin, Consultant/Kazakhstan, Mr. Mametbek Myrzabaev, Consultant/Kyrgyzstan, 
Mr. Alisher Yarbabaev, Consultant/Tajikistan and Mr. Rashid Abdullaev, Consultant/Tajikistan.  

We owe special thanks to Mr. Timur T. Shaimergenov, Deputy Director  of the  Library of the First President of Kazakh-
stan (Nazarbayev Center) for contributi ng to the assessment and endorsing this regional fi eld assessment under the 
auspices of the Library and to Mrs. Tati ana Hadjiemmanuel, Deputy Coordinator for Central Asia, IOM Kazakhstan 
Sub-regional coordinati on offi  ce for  Central Asia,  for providing overall coordinati on of the project.

The following Government agencies were consulted and contributed in diff erent stages of the project: 
Kazakhstan – Akimats of Aktau, Almaty, Astana; Committ ee for Religious Aff airs; General Prosecutor’s Offi  ce; Migrati on 
Police; Ministry of Finance; Ministry of Foreign Aff airs; Ministry of Healthcare and Social Development; Ministry of 
Internal Aff airs; Ministry of Nati onal Economy; Nati onal Bank.

Kyrgyzstan – State Border Service; General Prosecutor’s Offi  ce; Department of Social Development of the Government 
Administrati on; State Service on Migrati on; Ministry of Foreign Aff airs; Ministry of Internal Aff airs; Ministry of Labour 
and Social Development; Ombudsman; Committ ee on Social Aff airs, Educati on, Science, Culture and Health Care of the 
Jogorku Kenesh; State Registrati on Service; State Commission for Religious Aff airs.

Tajikistan – Executi ve Offi  ce of the President of the Republic of Tajikistan; Ministry of Economic Development and 
Trade; Ministry of Foreign Aff airs; Ministry of Internal Aff airs; Ministry of Labour, Migrati on and Employment of Popula-
ti on (including State Agency on Social Protecti on, Employment and Migrati on; Migrati on Service); General Prosecutors' 
Offi  ce; Center for Strategic Studies under the President of the Republic of Tajikistan; Center for Islamic Studies under 
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Migrant workers from Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan have played a pivotal role in ensuring the sustainable live-
lihood of households and communiti es in regions where other sources of income are hard to come by. Social networks 
established by migrants helped them overcome a range of diffi  culti es on the Russian labour market, such as the steep 
economic downturn of the Russian economy aft er 2008, strong competi ti on in sectors of employment and vulnerabil-
ity to sancti ons due to irregular work status. However, the additi onal stress factors operati ng since 2014, such as the 
prolonged contracti on of the Russian economy, devaluati on of the ruble as well as of the Central Asian currencies and 
large-scale impositi on of sancti ons, in parti cular re-entry bans, have all made the migrants’ positi on unstable. This has 
exposed a large number of them to new or deepened vulnerabiliti es, ranging from the loss of fi nancial resources to a 
sense of desperati on and lowered self-esteem.

The failure of the established long-term strategies has pushed some of the more vulnerable migrants toward a search 
for new ways of coping with these challenges. Over the past two years a number of reports (offi  cial statements, policy 
research and media) have begun to associate the growing socioeconomic vulnerability of migrants with the risk of 
exposure to radical religious propaganda and, in isolated cases, involvement in extremist acti viti es. However, the re-
ports could not be fi rmly verifi ed as litt le was known about the extent and mechanisms of radicalizati on in this group. 
The issue was framed in security terms and reliable testi monies from within the migrant community and migrants’ 
families could not be collected as they were reluctant to discuss the issue. As a result, the link between migrati on and 
radicalizati on was tenuous, based mainly on anecdotal evidence. This made it diffi  cult for the authoriti es, internati onal 
community and non-governmental organizati ons to defi ne the problem and target preventi on acti viti es properly.

The Central Asian governments and internati onal donors came to acknowledge the need to identi fy the specifi c factors 
and circumstances that can potenti ally trigger radicalizati on among migrants and to establish the links between mi-
grants’ broader socio-economic vulnerabiliti es and the radicalizati on risk. At the request of USAID and with the support 
from the Governments of the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic and the Republic of Tajikistan, the Interna-
ti onal Organizati on for Migrati on (IOM) Sub-regional coordinati on offi  ce for Central Asia undertook a regional fi eld 
assessment that aimed to fi ll the gaps in knowledge on the scenarios of radicalizati on among Central Asian migrant 
workers who returned to their countries of origin or were in transit in Kazakhstan aft er receiving bans on re-entry to 
Russia. The regional assessment, covering Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan built on the results of IOM’s fi eldwork 
among Tajik re-entry banned migrants in 2014 and on the rapid fi eld assessment in 2015, carried out in Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan.1, 2

 
The regional fi eld assessment fi lls an important gap in addressing the socio-economic roots of radicalizati on from a 
right-based perspecti ve. It acknowledges the various initi ati ves of the Central Asian governments at preventi ng and 
countering extremism (PVE and CVE) in the region while noti ng the need to complement the predominant security 
approach with a broader approach that tackles the long-term grounds for radicalizati on. It also identi fi es women as 
the parti cularly important group among migrants and in their communiti es for defusing radicalizati on potenti al, which 
so far received relati vely litt le att enti on in this context. Finally, it demonstrates that migrant diasporas and informal 
support networks play a decisive role in preventi ng the onset of radicalizati on.

This executi ve summary provides an overview of the dynamics of human mobility and in parti cular of labour migrati on 
within and out of Central Asia, demonstrati ng multi ple consequences of the current economic downturn and applica-
ti on of re-entry bans in Russia. It refl ects on the socioeconomic impact of the precarious positi on of Kyrgyz, Tajik and 
Uzbek migrant workers on the Russian labour market and outlines some of the coping mechanisms: return, irregular 
stay and search for alternati ve desti nati ons, in parti cular Kazakhstan. The regional fi eld assessment relies on a com-
binati on of interviews with government and non-government stakeholders, experts and migrants, it points to some 
specifi c vulnerabiliti es, aff ecti ng certain categories of migrants, taking into account the deteriorati on of their legal, 
economic and social status. Finally, it relates these vulnerabiliti es to the potenti al for social and ideological radicaliza-
ti on, outlining a number of scenarios that could come into being should the vulnerability factors remain unaddressed.

1  Tajik Migrants with Re-entry Bans to the Russian Federati on. IOM: Dushanbe 2013
2  “Returning Central Asian Migrants: Between Radicalizati on and Re-integrati on”  IOM Central Asia Field Assessment in Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan, August/September 2015
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1.1 MIGRATION TRENDS AND IMPACT
Russia’s economic downturn over the past two years in combinati on with a more stringent migrati on policy has impact-
ed on migrati on fl ows and mobility from and within Central Asia, the predominant region of origin of migrant workers 
in the Russian Federati on. Decreasing demand for foreign labour in a worsening economic climate has made Russia 
less of an att racti ve desti nati on for Central Asia’s working-age populati on seeking employment abroad. In additi on, the 
introducti on of bans on re-entering Russia for foreigners who committ ed administrati ve infringements is preventi ng 
more than 1.5 million individuals, most of whom are Central Asian migrant workers, from returning to Russia for a 
period of up to fi ve years. Offi  cial Russian migrati on stati sti cs show that the overall number of Central Asian migrants 
in Russia has decreased over the past two years, with a parti cularly strong decline among the migrant populati on from 
Uzbekistan that dropped from 2,343,000 individuals in 2014 to 1,756,000 individuals in 2016 (Fig. 1). There has been 
a similar, albeit less expressed decrease in migrati on from Tajikistan, declining from 1,034,000 registered migrants in 
2014 to 879,000 migrants in 2016. Mobility from Kyrgyzstan in the wake of its accession to the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EEU) has remained more stable, showing a slight increase from 526,000 persons in 2014 to 547,000 persons in 
2016.

The changing economic and regulatory framework in Russia has led to shift ing migrati on fl ows within Central Asia, 
too. Kazakhstan is increasingly becoming a country of transit and desti nati on for migrant workers from Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan seeking for alternati ves to employment in Russia. In 2015, almost 950,000 citi zens from 
these three Central Asian republics have temporarily resided in Kazakhstan, signifying a sharp increase from the ca. 

Fig. 1. Central Asian migrants registered in Russia, 2014-2016 (thousands of persons)

Source: Federal Migrati on Service of the Russian Federati on, available at htt ps://гувм.мвд.рф/about/acti vity/
stats/Stati sti cs/Stati sti cheskie_svedenija_po_migracionno

5

Source: Federal Migrati on Service of the Russian Federati on, available at htt ps://гувм.мвд.рф/about/acti vity/
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500,000 temporary residents in 2011. Uzbek citi zens make up the by far largest subgroup among this populati on, hav-
ing increased from 530,683 individual migrants in 2014 to 797,982 migrants in 2015. Migrati on from Kyrgyzstan is less 
pronounced, although a growing number of citi zens of these two countries have taken up employment in Kazakhstan 
over the past two years, leading to the assumpti on that Kazakhstan is becoming an alternati ve desti nati on for Central 
Asian migrant workers who are unable to return to or fi nd employment in Russia.

Although migrants’ strategies seem to be adapti ng to the new realiti es, the economic downturn in Russia nevertheless 
has taken a toll on a region that depends to a signifi cant extent on migrants’ remitt ances. These have seen a sharp 
decline from 2014 to 2015, thus slashing the disposable income of many Central Asian households. According to data 
from the Central Bank of the Russian Federati on, remitt ance levels to Kyrgyzstan have decreased by 47% in US dollar 
terms, remitt ances to Uzbekistan fell by 58% over the same ti me span while personal money transfers to Tajikistan have 
dropped by 66% (Fig. 2). 

Even though the real decline in purchasing power is much weaker than these numbers suggest, because Central Asian 
currencies have seen a devaluati on to the US dollar similar to that of the ruble, households with family members 
working abroad face a worsening of their living standard that might even push some into poverty due to the decrease 

Source: Central Bank of the Russian Federati on, available at htt p://www.cbr.ru/stati sti cs/CrossBorder/C-b_trans_coun-
tries_15.xlsx; htt p://www.cbr.ru/stati sti cs/print.aspx?fi le=CrossBorder/C-b_trans_countries_14.htm
Source: Central Bank of the Russian Federati on, available at htt p://www.cbr.ru/stati sti cs/CrossBorder/C-b_trans_coun-
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Fig. 2. Remitt ances to Central Asian countries from Russia, 2014-2015 (million USD)

in money transfers. This issue is further exacerbated by a shortage of provisions to accommodate returned migrants’ 
needs and further their potenti als. 

Analysis of the dynamics of Central Asian migrati on to Russia suggests that the economic crisis and re-entry bans in-
duced a change in the gender compositi on of labour migrati on fl ows. (Fig. 3) Between August 2015 and April 2016, the 
number of Uzbek men registering their residence in Russia dropped by around 290,000, and nearly 100,000 fewer Tajik 
men migrated to Russia over that period. The decline among Uzbek women was less pronounced while it was minimal 
among Tajik women. While both the Uzbek and Tajik labour migrati on to Russia consists mainly of men, these changes 
may point to certain shift s in the strategies of migrant households, which can no longer rely on the steady and suffi  cient 
source of income in the form of remitt ances sent by man alone.



1.2  INTEGRATION OF RETURNING MIGRANTS IN CENTRAL ASIA

The impact assessment of the re-entry bans on Central Asian migrants’ welfare, review of the measures facilitati ng 
their integrati on in home and transit countries as well as links between vulnerabiliti es and potenti al for radicalizati on 
have been conducted with reference to legal and strategic documents, existi ng surveys and studies as well as inter-
views carried out by the IOM expert team with 55 offi  cials and 36 experts in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan3.  
Moreover, nati onal stati sti cs were received from state authoriti es through IOM’s offi  cial request. This secti on presents 
general regional trends with regard to the challenges and opportuniti es for the integrati on of returning migrants. The 
legal and insti tuti onal developments in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are treated in respecti ve secti ons of the 
country reports below.

According to the data of the Federal Migrati on Service of the Russian Federati on, a total of 1,607,000 re-entry bans 
were issued between 2013 and 2015 and as many as 513,300 foreigners were expelled from Russia in that period. At 
the beginning of 2016 the total number of persons subject to the ban reached 1,650,000. An overwhelming majority of 
those aff ected have been citi zens of Central Asian states – an esti mated 1,000,000 Uzbeks, 330,000 Tajiks and 108,000 
Kyrgyz citi zens. Moreover, it is esti mated that around 2,200,000 persons are at risk of falling under the ban while 
crossing Russia’s border. Since by most accounts the majority of re-entry banned migrants chose to stay in Russia, the 
primary challenge is to protect their rights and cater to their vulnerabiliti es in the workplace, vis-à-vis the authoriti es 
and the host community.

A major issue with regard to the protecti on of re-entry banned migrants’ rights is the fact that especially in the initi al 
period of applicati on of the bans, many were unaware of being subject to them. The grounds could involve failure to 
comply with administrati ve procedures (late residence registrati on or receipt of work permits and submission of in-

3  Respondents were selected from among representati ves of the Ministry of Labour, Foreign Aff airs, Internal Aff airs, Economy and 
Finance, Migrati on Police/Service, Border Guards, Prosecutor’s Offi  ces, Agencies for Religious Aff airs, Regional Employment Centers as well as 
offi  cials at the Presidenti al Administrati on, the Parliamentary Committ ees,  the Ombudsman’s Offi  ce and the Nati onal Bank. Experts dealt with 
either the socio-economic impact of migrati on or the link between migrati on and radicalizati on.

 Source: Federal Migrati on Service of the Russian Federati on, available at: htt ps://гувм.мвд.рф/about/acti vity/stats/Stati sti cs/
Svedenija_v_otnoshenii_inostrannih_grazh/item/5850/
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Fig. 3. Gender distributi on of Central Asian migrati on to Russia, 2015-2016



Fig. 4. Barriers to integrati on of re-entry banned migrants

correct documents), oft en due to the negligence or fault of an intermediary. Thus, the governments of Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan sought in the fi rst place to minimize the impact of re-entry bans by reducing the durati on of the sancti on for 
a signifi cant part of its nati onals. Through bilateral agreements, the number of Kyrgyz re-entry banned migrants was 
lowered by 39% by April 2016 while as many as 103,440 Tajik migrants saw their ban term expire in 2016 (in 2014 about 
10,000 expired; in 2015 about 22,000 expired). Nevertheless, the number of the persons subject to the bans is not 
likely to drop signifi cantly as new bans conti nue being issued to Central Asian migrants and both offi  cials and experts 
expect a more restricti ve turn of the Russian migrati on policy in the coming years.

Re-entry bans have a seriously disrupti ve character, reducing migrants’ ability to deploy their usual strategies of cop-
ing with their precarious legal, economic and social status. Interviews with experts and interviews and focus groups 
with returning migrants confi rm that the re-entry banned persons face primarily the challenge of re-establishing their 
economic standing, on which their community status and self-esteem are directly dependent. As Fig. 4 summarizes, 
this oft en proves diffi  cult as migrants need to compete for scarce jobs. Although some successful precedents exist for 
integrati on programmes (e.g. work with returning ethnic compatriots) and local NGO initi ati ves have provided infor-
mati on on migrants’ rights and employment opportuniti es, systemic soluti ons have not been put in place. The issues 
range from absence of dedicated defi niti ons and mechanisms through insuffi  cient or lacking funding to low awareness 
among migrants.

Both the review of legislati on and strategic documents and interviews with experts, offi  cials and migrants confi rm that 
returning migrants have so far not been the target of dedicated measures, which appear to be necessary given that this 
group faces re-integrati on diffi  culti es on the legal, administrati ve and economic levels. This is an especially urgent issue 
in the new desti nati ons selected by the returnees (such as industrial centers of Kazakhstan but also the urban centers 
of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan) where there has been litt le experience of acti ve integrati on measures for newcomers. 
Both the interviews with experts and sociological fi ndings testi fy to the crucial role played by ethnic diasporas, which 
off er a variety of services—ranging from economic assistance through legal counseling to psychological and cultural 
support. Some of the successful initi ati ves, launched by governments of migrant-sending countries, have involved 
ethnic diasporas in providing migrants with legal informati on and running cultural acti viti es. Nevertheless, the respon-
dents admit that eff ecti ve management of return migrati on and protecti on of migrants’ rights requires elaborati on of 
dedicated policies in this fi eld and sustained state support.

Source: IOM interviews with state offi  cials and experts, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, February-June 2016
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1.3   RADICALIZATION, PREVENTING AND COUNTERING VIOLENT EXTREMISM

Interviews with experts and offi  cials who work on preventi ng and countering radicalizati on as well as sociological re-
search carried out among returning Central Asian migrants (especially re-entry banned ones) reveal a complex relati on 
between migrati on and radicalizati on. The fi ndings suggest that the link between labour migrati on and radicalizati on 
is not direct, but rather presupposes the co-existence of several vulnerability factors: deteriorati on of economic status 
and a resulti ng diminished sense of self-worth accompanied by the alienati on from both state insti tuti ons and from the 
own community. While it has not been shown that migrati on is in itself suffi  cient to account for cases of radicalizati on 
of migrants, the study points to the impact of the economic downturn, the presence of radical messages in religious 
communiti es in both the country of desti nati on and origin and the sense of social injusti ce and desperati on, felt by 
certain migrants when faced with the loss of legal status and an uncertain economic future.

While migrant workers as a group have not been shown to be parti cularly prone to radicalizati on, they share certain 
broader socioeconomic vulnerabiliti es that aff ect populati on segments in Central Asia. Interviewed experts in the fi eld 
of radicalizati on suggest that migrants might become more recepti ve to ideological messages that are acti vely dissemi-
nated by extremist organizati ons and preachers when they display a combinati on of economic and social vulnerabiliti es 
(Fig. 5). They indicate that ideological arguments become acti vated only when they resonate with the target audience’s 
existi ng concerns. This may happen when the deteriorati ng personal and household well-being is associated with the 
percepti on of social injusti ce and a sense of inability to improve this situati on.

Fig. 5. Long-term grounds for radicalizati on in Central Asia    

Source: “Returning Central Asian Migrants: Between Radicalizati on and Re-integrati on”  IOM Central Asia Rapid Field 
Assessment in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan - interviews with experts, August 2015; interviews with offi  cials and experts 
in Tajikistan, June 2016
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Interviewed experts stress that radicalizati on potenti al is highest when objecti ve (socioeconomic) and subjecti ve (psy-
chological) factors act jointly on an individual who has no recourse to external sources of support (alienati on from 
both the state and community). (Fig. 6). They point out that the personal percepti on of the situati on as below one’s 
expectati on (relati ve deprivati on) and failure to deal with the deteriorated welfare are more likely to fuel radicaliza-
ti on than actual poverty, which is accepted as a constant fact of a migrant’s existence. Thus, self-assessment of the 
socioeconomic positi on is considered to be the crucial element of the radicalizati on process. However, as confi rmed 
by the sociological fi eldwork, of equal importance is the migrant’s relati on to the larger environment (both the formal 
insti tuti ons and his or her informal support network). In the higher-risk scenario, the migrant is alienated both from 
the state insti tuti ons and from the community (diaspora and/or home community).

Experts note that radicalizati on is a process that can occur at various stages of migrati on. They point to a crucial role 
played by intermediaries who either enjoy or win trust of migrants and provide a safe environment for disseminati ng 
radical ideas. Intermediaries who may be former migrants off er help out of the fi nancial diffi  culti es, promising aid, 
including facilitati ng trips to third countries. Those migrants who upon return home cannot locate adequate employ-
ment or otherwise are not able to support their families may then experience a sense of socio-economic and politi cal 
injusti ce. These senti ments may then be channeled through radical interpretati on of religious texts, in which author-
iti es are viewed as hosti le or uncooperati ve. Those migrants who become alienated from state insti tuti ons and from 
the community are then being tracked and given an ideological “fi nal push”, which induces them to leave for Syria or 
Iraq or to join radical groups. The following diagram presents some scenarios of the process of radicalizati on, taking 
place at diff erent stages of migrati on.

Interviewed experts and offi  cials do not believe that so far the potenti al for radicalizati on among Central Asian mi-
grant workers and their households has exceeded that of other social groups. They point out to such strong deterrents 
as the primacy of supporti ng households among married men who account for the vast majority of Uzbek and Tajik 
migrant workers, and the social sti gma associated with failure to deliver as breadwinners. Unti l the onset of the cur-
rent economic downturn and broad applicati on of sancti ons, these migrants clearly felt accountable to the family and 
community. However, they warn that two scenarios could be contemplated that could change that situati on. Firstly, 
the sense of individual frustrati on with limited advancement or actual deteriorati on of economic standing could be 

Source: IOM Central Asia assessment team analysis February-May 2016

Fig. 6. Linking migrants’ vulnerabiliti es and radicalizati on potenti al
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Source: IOM interviews with experts and government offi  cials, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, April-June 2016

Fig. 7. Scenarios of migrant vulnerabiliti es at various stages
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coupled with the loss of legal status and resulti ng shame, inducing the migrant to seek assistance from outside their 
own ethnic or professional community. Secondly, the sense of frustrati on could grip an enti re migrant community and 
be translated into a broader percepti on of discriminati on or even hosti lity from the host society. This social percepti on 
could then be given a more solid shape in the form of religious messages, in which the current socioeconomic reality 
could be explained through a radical interpretati on of religious ideas.

Experts recognize that two general approaches have been deployed in the region to deal with the threat of radical-
izati on. The security approach seeks to minimize the threat by eliminati ng the agents of radicalizati on (extremist 
groups) and concentrates on the ideological sources of the process. In that framework, the key role is played by the 
law enforcement agencies that seek to counter the spread of ideological messages and isolate both the agents and 
the intermediaries. In turn, the integrati on approach, applied primarily by agencies on religious issues as well as em-
ployment and social service insti tuti ons addresses the broader socioeconomic vulnerabiliti es, which oft en serve as the 
ground for the spread of radical messages among social groups, such as, for instance, migrant workers. The integrati on 
approach targets primarily the potenti al adherents of radical ideologies as well as the larger communiti es in which 
they live through identi fying and responding to genuine economic needs and resulti ng societal frustrati ons. A number 
of experts come to the conclusion that eff ecti ve work on countering violent extremism (CVE) requires going beyond 
the security approach and that more prominence needs to be given to the integrati on approach as complementary 
to security measures. This involves fi rst of all acti viti es aiming at preventi ng violent extremism (PVE), including long-
term engagement with the vulnerable migrants, their families and home communiti es. Experts note the priority of 
countering radical messages through religious educati on, disseminati ng knowledge of traditi onal beliefs and values 
and raising awareness of extremists’ recruitment techniques. They also point to the crucial role that women play in 
transmitti  ng values and shaping opinions, which might be powerful deterrents to radicalizati on.



2.1.1  TRENDS AND IMPACT

Kazakhstan’s migrati on profi le diff ers signifi cantly from that of its Central Asian neighbours. Steady economic growth 
has turned Kazakhstan into predominantly a country of transit and immigrati on that att racts skilled workers from vari-
ous countries and, increasingly, becomes a desti nati on for low-skilled migrant workers from Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan. Close to 950,000 citi zens of these three countries have temporarily resided in Kazakhstan in 2015, up from 
ca. 500,000 in 2011. Uzbek citi zens are by far the largest group, which disposes of the strongest migrant networks due 
to kin ti es along the Uzbek-Kazakh border. From 2014 to 2015, Uzbek migrati on has increased from 530,683 to 797,982 
individual migrants, which accounts for the largest part of the overall increase in migrati on to Kazakhstan (Table 1). Kyr-
gyz and Tajik citi zens migrate in lesser numbers to Kazakhstan, although more pronounced migrati on fl ows from these 
two countries have been noted as well over the past two years.

Table 1. Registered Central Asian temporary residents in Kazakhstan, 2011-15
Country of Origin 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Uzbekistan 404,468 431,919 495,167 530,683 797,982
Kyrgyzstan 93,848 103,001 93,127 94,313 114,385
Tajikistan 10,915 10,193 12,917 18,463 33,036
TOTAL 509,231 545,113 601,211 643,459 945,403

Source: State Migrati on Service of the Republic of Kazakhstan May 2016

This trend coincides with the onset of the economic downturn in Russia and the beginning of the impositi on of re-entry 
bans, leading to the hypothesis that Central Asian migrants who cannot return to Russia for economic or legal reasons 
are now striving to enter Kazakhstan instead. Although no stati sti cs on the number of migrants banned from re-enter-
ing Russia currently working in Kazakhstan exist, our research could confi rm the hypothesis that many Central Asian 
migrants are either seeking out Kazakhstan as an alternati ve desti nati on country or decide to remain in Kazakhstan 
upon being denied entry at the Russian-Kazakh land border.

Low oil prices and the Kazakh tenge’s devaluati on have taken a toll on the Kazakh economy, making it more diffi  cult 
for migrants to send home savings. According to data from the Nati onal bank of Kazakhstan, between 2014 and 2015 
remitt ances from Kazakhstan to Kyrgyzstan fell by 15% (from 73.82 to 62.32 million USD), while remitt ances to Uzbeki-
stan decreased by 17% (from 191.87 to 159.10 million USD). In contrast, private money transfers to Tajikistan increased 
from 11.87 million USD to 15.74 million USD over the same ti me span, most likely due to the strong increase in migra-
ti on from Tajikistan to Kazakhstan that almost doubled from 2014 to 2015. In additi on to the negati ve eff ects of the 
economic downturn, Kazakhstan is set to introduce changes to its migrati on law that is going to restrict employment 
opportuniti es for low-skilled migrant workers. These developments will likely make it more diffi  cult for many Central 

2. COUNTRY FINDINGS

2.1 KAZAKHSTAN
photo:  licensed Adobe stock images



Asian migrant workers who are banned from re-entering Russia to fi nd legal work in Kazakhstan. The increasing num-
ber of expulsion orders issued to Uzbek, Kyrgyz and Tajik citi zens (from 2101 expulsions in 2014 to 8741 in 2015) shows 
that Kazakh offi  cials are taking the issue of irregular migrati on seriously and are willing to protect the nati onal labour 
market through prioriti zing employment of their own citi zens.

Kazakhstan’s economic development, however, will in the long run increase the demand for both low- and high-skilled 
foreign labour. Growing migrati on numbers despite the economic downturn demonstrate that employers see a need 
for labour that the domesti c workforce cannot fulfi l. Return migrati on to Kazakhstan remains relati vely low, with fewer 
than 1,000 Kazakh citi zens returning to the country for permanent residence in 2015. Emigrati on of Kazakh citi zens for 
permanent residence abroad remains signifi cantly higher, numbering 33,468 in 2015 (86% of these emigrants left  for 
Russia).

In light of these developments, it remains likely that the trend of increasing migrati on from Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan to Kazakhstan will conti nue, especially if the Russian economy conti nues to stagnate while immigrati on 
regulati ons become more restricti ve. 

2.1.2  REINTEGRATION AND INTEGRATION

The economic situati on, which manifested itself in the contracti on of the GDP growth to a mere 0.1% in 2015, has had 
serious implicati ons for the management of Kazakhstan’s labour market. 2015 was the fi rst year when unemployment 
rates no longer declined even though the number of registered vacancies rose from 185,000 to 287,000 compared to 
2014. Although the interest in work in Kazakhstan has been on the rise among Uzbeks and Tajiks in parti cular, the eco-
nomic downturn and the persisti ng unemployment of 444,000 own citi zens have led to increased  controls on foreign 
work in the country to ensure that irregular employment is reduced. The applicati on of a more restricti ve approach 
has resulted in the increase of the number of citi zens of neighbouring Central Asian countries subject to administra-
ti ve sancti ons (up from 64,366 in 2014 to 78,451 in 2015) and expulsions (fourfold increase from 2101 to 8741 cases 
between 2014 and 2015).

Minimizing the negati ve impact of migrati on fl ows on the nati onal economy and att racti ng migrant workers with qual-
ifi cati ons and skills in demand have been among the long-standing principles of Kazakhstan’s migrati on policy, as for-
mulated in the nati onal migrati on policy concept as well as basic legal acts, regulati ng the conditi ons of non-nati onals’ 
access to the domesti c labour market. In recent years a number of instruments have been introduced to improve the 
management of foreign employment. Since January 2014 physical persons may hire foreigners for rendering domesti c 
services but under new rules elaborated in 2016, the patents will be issued within a quota determined by local admin-
istrati on. 

The interplay of economic (declining real wages) and administrati ve factors (more restricti ve conditi ons of residence 
and employment) had the strongest impact on the group of migrant workers from Tajikistan and Uzbekistan who 
have been banned from re-entering Russia and either got stranded in Kazakhstan on the way back home or chose the 
country as an alternati ve desti nati on for the durati on of the Russian ban. While the size of this vulnerable group is not 
known, the mechanisms of their vulnerability are familiar to offi  cials, experts and practi ti oners. Unaware of the legal 
requirements, stranded returnees have at ti mes failed to register their residence within the allott ed 5-day period. In 
turn, while the Uzbek migrants may rely on their extensive and well-established networks, the Tajiks have oft en lacked 
such support in the new desti nati on. 

Kyrgyzstan’s accession to EEU has not removed all the barriers to their eff ecti ve integrati on in Kazakhstan. This is at-
tributed fi rstly to insuffi  cient awareness of the new procedures among both migrants and their employers. Secondly, 
to be eff ecti ve, the guarantees of equal access for Kyrgyz nati onals to the labour market and to associated social rights 
need to be further elaborated in the Kazakhstani nati onal legislati on and in bilateral agreements.
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A review of the conditi ons for integrati on of migrant workers in Kazakhstan has established barriers of legal, admin-
istrati ve and sociocultural types. On the legal plane, several key ILO conventi ons on labour migrati on as well as a 
range of technical conventi ons, regulati ng various types of labour (domesti c work), remain to be rati fi ed4. Some of the 
guarantees, e.g. legal counsel, cannot be easily used by migrant workers due to a lack of state assistance in this regard 
(free dedicated services). With regard to the administrati ve procedures, the State Labour Inspecti on lacks suffi  cient 
competence to undertake unannounced checks on the contractual terms and actual conditi ons of migrants’ employ-
ment. Finally, most migrant workers do not seek assistance from either state insti tuti ons or local NGOs, preferring to 
take advantage of their own ethnic support networks. This is a symptom of low sociocultural integrati on, which is on 
the one hand a result of poor accessibility and scope of services off ered by various providers (see below) and the lack 
of trust between migrants and the host community (see sociological fi ndings).

Apart from the restricti ve terms for legalizing one’s status, other issues limiti ng the opportuniti es for the socioeco-
nomic integrati on of Central Asian migrants in Kazakhstan are the accessibility and scope of services off ered by vari-
ous providers (Table 2). Neither the non-governmental organizati ons nor private employment agencies, which serve 
as important intermediaries between the migrants and the authoriti es and employers, are suffi  ciently accessible on 
account of either limited own funds (NGOs) or cost to the migrants (agencies). These shortcomings have frequently 
been addressed through the involvement of ethnic diasporas, which enjoy migrants’ trust and have been successful in 
maintaining close informal ti es with them.

Таble 2.  Providers of integrati on services to migrants in Kazakhstan

Providers of integrati on 
services

Services Accessibility

Migrati on Police - Provision of documents
- Provision of informati on on other 
integrati on opportuniti es 

Highly accessible due to its special 
authority to issue documents to 
migrants 

NGO - Provision of informati on on inte-
grati on opportuniti es
- Legal advice
- Mediati on between migrants and 
other providers

Moderately accessible depending 
on available special projects run 
from ti me to ti me and means of 
informati on (leafl ets, stands) 

Private Employment 
Agency

- Search for vacancies
- Mediati on between migrants and 
employers or migrati on police

Low degree of accessibility as mi-
grants lack funds to pay for agen-
cy’s services 

Ethnic Diaspora - Facilitati on of return to homeland 
- Facilitati on of employment through 
informal channels 
- Provision of informati on on inte-
grati on opportuniti es

Highly accessible due to informa-
ti on being disseminated through 
informal networks and high level of 
mutual trust

Source: IOM interviews with Government offi  cials and NGOs, Kazakhstan, April-June 2016

4  See e.g. Conventi ons No. 97 (Migrati on for Employment) and 143 (Migrant Workers) or 189 (Domesti c Workers Conventi on).
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2.2.1 TRENDS AND IMPACT

Labour migrati on from Kyrgyzstan to Russia and Kazakhstan conti nues to play an important role for the country’s eco-
nomic development and the livelihoods of many households with one or more family members in migrati on, whose 
remitt ances are oft en the main source of income in rural regions with high poverty rates. As of June 2016, more than 
750,000 Kyrgyz citi zens were living and working abroad, the vast majority in Russia (563,000) and Kazakhstan (111,000). 
The ongoing regional economic downturn so far had litt le eff ect on migrati on levels from the Kyrgyz Republic. The 
number of Kyrgyz migrants in Russia remains stable, and even shows a 5%-increase from 2015 to 2016. Migrati on from 
Kyrgyzstan to Kazakhstan has increased as well, rising from 94,313 Kyrgyz citi zens temporarily registered in Kazakhstan 
in 2014 to 114,385 in the following year. Women play a parti cularly important role in Kyrgyz migrati on: female migrant 
workers make up close to 40% of the enti re Kyrgyz migrant populati on in Russia. 

Kyrgyzstan’s accession to the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) in August 2015 is likely to be a decisive factor for ongoing 
migrati on trends despite the economic slowdown in the two main desti nati on countries for Kyrgyz migrants. Simplifi ed 
employment procedures within the EEU exempt Kyrgyz migrants from quota requirements and the obligati on to obtain 
a work permit for employment in Russia and Kazakhstan. Strong migrant networks and the presence of Kyrgyz diaspo-
ras in these countries further contribute to the conti nuing trend of outbound migrati on from Kyrgyzstan.

Stable migrati on levels, however, did not spare the Kyrgyz economy and migrants’ households from the negati ve eff ects 
of decreasing remitt ances. According to data from the Central Bank of Russia, remitt ances fell from 2.03 billion USD 
in 2014 to 1.08 billion USD in 2015, a sharp decline of 47%. The Kazakh Nati onal Bank’s stati sti cs on personal transfers 
from Kazakhstan to Kyrgyzstan show a similar trend, with money transfers dropping from 73.82 million USD in 2014 to 
62.63 million USD in 2015. Much of this decrease, however, is due to the Russian ruble’s and the Kazakhstani tenge’s 
depreciati on against the dollar. In relati ve terms, remitt ances as a share of GDP in Kyrgyzstan have remained stable at 
25.6% in 2015 (compared to 26.8% in 2014). 

The eff ects of the regional economic slowdown have been felt most strongly by those Kyrgyz migrant workers who be-
came subject to re-entry bans in Russia ranging from three to fi ve years. Because wage levels in Russia remain higher 
than in Kyrgyzstan and because returning migrants face diffi  culti es re-integrati ng into the local labour market, receiving 
a re-entry ban can threaten the livelihood of migrants and their families. Through bilateral agreements with Russia, 
the Kyrgyz government successfully managed to lift  the ban of 76,000 Kyrgyz citi zens in February 2016, leading to a 
decrease of the total number from 194,000 to 118,000 re-entry banned migrant workers. This agreement, however, did 
not exempt Kyrgyz citi zens from being subject to the ban, and at the end of the fi rst quarter of 2016 the total number 
increased slightly to 119,000.

The lack of stati sti cs on return migrati on of seasonal migrants makes it diffi  cult to draw conclusion about the socio-eco-
nomic situati on of returnees. The increasing diversifi cati on of Kyrgyz migrant workers’ countries of desti nati on, with 
111,000 Kyrgyz citi zens working in Kazakhstan, 14,000 in South Korea and 8,000 in Turkey, can be seen as a reacti on to 
the economic decline in Russia and remaining hurdles of Kyrgyz citi zens’ access to the Russian labour market like the 
re-entry bans. 

2.2 KYRGYZSTAN

 15

photo:  licensed Adobe stock images



Conti nued large-scale migrati on has a parti cularly strong impact on the welfare of the more disadvantaged regions of 
the country. The regions of Batken, Jalal-Abad and Osh, which are characterized by the lowest gross regional product 
(25,300; 36,400 and 36,900 som respecti vely compared to 146,800 som in the capital city) and high levels of unemploy-
ment, are also major areas of origin of migrant workers (Table 3). Considering the limited opportuniti es for employ-
ment (either in quanti tati ve or qualitati ve terms) that these regions currently off er, experts and offi  cials do not expect 
major return fl ow of migrants to these locati ons.

Table 3. External migrati on and unemployment rate in regions of Kyrgyzstan

External migrati on (November 2014–
October 2015)

Registered unemployed

Region People 
arriving

People 
departi ng

Migrati on 
infl ow, 
outf low (-)

Number of 
registered 
unemployed

Share of registered 
unemployed in 
Kyrgyzstan

Jalal-Abad Region 911 2,478 -1,567 12,438 21.94%

Osh Region 1,672 1,755 -83 11,463 20.22%

City of Bishkek 7,575 2,914 4,661 6,648 11.72%

Batken Region 904 1,655 -751 6,206 10.94%

Naryn Region 1,338 2,703 -1,365 5,590 9.86%

Chuy Region 5,977 3,078 2,899 5,509 9.72%

Issyk-Kul Region 1,022 2,299 -1,277 4,433 7.82%

Talas Region 389 1,311 -922 2,263 3.99%

City of Osh 1,963 3,389 -1,426 2,153 3.80%

Source: State Migrati on Service of the KR. Unifi ed Report on Migrati on in the Kyrgyz Republic. Bishkek, 2015

2.2.2 MITIGATING MEASURES AND REINTEGRATION

In view of the conti nued labour migrati on out of the country, the key objecti ve of nati onal migrati on services has been 
to protect the rights of Kyrgyz citi zens abroad and seek to minimize the impact of re-entry bans. Kyrgyzstan’s accession 
to the EEU was widely expected to be a major step toward improving the positi on of Kyrgyz migrant workers in Russia. 
However, the outcome is mixed. On the one hand, under new conditi ons legally employed Kyrgyz nati onals are put on 
a more solid footi ng (extension of the registrati on-free period to 30 days, ability to conclude another work contract 
in case of terminati on of previous employment and a range of social guarantees). On the other hand, interviews with 
experts, offi  cials and migrants reveal that a substanti al part of the workers are sti ll employed irregularly as the onset of 
the economic downturn induced Russian employers to cut costs. A survey, carried out by the State Migrati on Service 
of KR between 15 August and 15 September 2015, revealed that in the conditi ons of reduced income, Kyrgyz migrants 
in Russia actually feel more vulnerable to such threats as insuffi  cient awareness of their rights, regular police raids and 
ID checks as well as diffi  culti es in securing registrati on and delayed wage payments. The Ombudsman reports that Kyr-
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gyz nati onals working abroad turn to his offi  ce in connecti on with issues regarding employment, personal documents, 
rights of migrants’ children, “black list”, illegal detenti on, slavery and human traffi  cking. To address these issues, the 
Ombudsman’s offi  ce intends to post its staff  in the Russian Federati on. The State Migrati on Service considers providing 
informati on and legal assistance in the desti nati on country through opening its representati ve offi  ce as according to its 
offi  cials only a fracti on of migrants bound for a foreign country seek advice of the Service prior to departure.

At the same ti me, the accession of Kyrgyzstan to the EEU provided a framework for removing a signifi cant part of Kyrgyz 
migrants from the “black list” and reducing the negati ve impact of the sancti ons. In July 2015 the Russian Federati on 
allowed the re-entry of Kyrgyz nati onals banned for three years provided their ban expired in less than 18 months. The 
grace period that lasted unti l 1 November 2015 was applicable to over 174,000 Kyrgyz migrants in Russia although 
data on the actual number of those who made use of the scheme are not available. Nevertheless, the bilateral agree-
ment did not establish a permanent mechanism for terminati ng the bans, and each new round of amnesti es requires 
re-launching negoti ati ons.

Nati onal legislati on does not feature “return migrants” as a separate category, but the Laws on External Migrati on 
and Internal Migrati on declare equal access to rights as citi zens residing in the country. Although legislati on places 
responsibility for aiding returnees on several state agencies, strategic documents on development and migrati on man-
agement fail to specify dedicated re-integrati on objecti ves and measures5.  Nevertheless, these documents and key 
legislati ve acts contain norms that could form the basis for developing such programmes. Although reintegrati on of 
returning nati onals is not among the legally specifi ed competencies of the State Migrati on Service, a representati ve 
of the Service expressed interest in undertaking acti viti es in this fi eld on behalf of this insti tuti on.  An essenti al step 
towards a more eff ecti ve management of migrati on fl ows is the creati on of a unifi ed system for tracking external mi-
grati on (ЕСУВМ), which has been under development since 2014.

Migrants who return to Kyrgyzstan from abroad are likely to encounter integrati on problems similar to those experi-
enced by internal migrants. Interviews with offi  cials suggest that both categories have used available public services to 
a limited extent due to diffi  culti es in securing residence registrati on and to low awareness of rights and of employment 
opportuniti es. Considering the growth of return migrati on (as a result of either the re-entry bans or the impact of un-
certain economic situati on), state acti viti es in job creati on need to be intensifi ed – in 2015, out of the total 463,000 re-
cipients of unemployment benefi ts, around 12,500 persons were provided with jobs and 6,200 undertook public work.

5  Nati onal Sustainable Development Strategy of the Kyrgyz Republic for 2013-2017, Program of Sustainable Development of the Kyrgyz 
Republic and Program of Facilitati ng Employment of the Populati on and of Regulati ng External Labour Migrati on unti l 2020.
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2.3.1 TRENDS AND IMPACT

Among the countries that were studied in this report, Tajikistan was aff ected the most by the economic downturn in 
Russia and the ti ghtening of migrati on regulati ons. Given the long history of Tajik migrati on to Russia that started in 
the 1990s and led to the establishment of widespread migrant networks and diasporas in the Russian Federati on, sea-
sonal labour migrati on has become one of the sources of income of mainly rural Tajik households. This strong reliance 
on labour migrati on that made Tajikistan the most remitt ance-dependent country in the world has come under strain 
following the regional economic slowdown and the decreasing demand for foreign low-skilled labour in Russia. Migra-
ti on stati sti cs refl ect this trend, with the number of Tajik migrants registered in the Russian Federati on dropping from 
1,034,000 in March 2014 to 963,000 in March 2015 to 879,000 in April 2016. 

This decrease of 15% over a ti mespan of two years remains moderate compared to the steep decline observed among 
Uzbek migrants (exceeding 25%), which shows the resilience of Tajik migrant workers in the face of the economic 
downturn. At the same ti me, lack of alternati ves has induced the vast majority of the Tajik migrants to conti nue to stay 
or seek to re-enter the Russian Federati on, and the scale of movement has actually risen among women who either 
join or replace men in migrati on. Relati vely few choose third desti nati ons, such as Kazakhstan, which is increasingly 
becoming an alternati ve desti nati on for Central Asian migrant workers who are banned from re-entering Russia. A lack 
of substanti al migrant networks reduces interest in this desti nati on. As a result, the relati vely small outf low to Kazakh-
stan cannot make up for the loss of income by Tajiks who are unable to maintain seasonal migrati on to Russia due to a 
re-entry ban or a lack of jobs.

Migrant remitt ances to Tajikistan have accordingly also taken a hit. Money transfers from the Russian Federati on have 
declined, falling in the wake of the ruble’s devaluati on by 66% from a pre-crisis level of 3.8 billion USD to 1.28 billion 
USD in 2015 according to data of the Central Bank of the Russian Federati on. Although the impact is less severe due 
to the parallel loss in value of Tajikistan’s nati onal currency, the somoni, remitt ances as a percentage of GDP have 
dropped from 49.6% in 2013 to 32.1% in 2015. Despite conti nuing GDP growth that is set to rise further in 2016, many 
households face a decrease of their disposable income and thus their standard of living due to the decrease in money 
transfers from migrant workers abroad. 

Loss in revenue is parti cularly strongly felt by Tajik re-entry banned migrants. According to the Russian Federal Migra-
ti on Service, at the end of 2015 over 330,000 Tajik citi zens were under the ban and were forbidden to enter Russia for 
a period lasti ng from three to fi ve years. A large share of these bans are set to expire during 2016 (more than 100,000 
according to the Tajik Ministry of Labour’s esti mates): between January 1, 2016 and April 1, 2016, the total number of 
Tajik citi zens banned from re-entering Russia decreased by 2,719 — less than 1% of all banned migrant workers. 

The Tajik Migrati on Service’s stati sti cs show that only a small share of all banned migrants return home upon receiving 
a ban. Only 36,000 returnees registered with the state insti tuti on, which can lead one to assume that the majority of 
Tajik migrants with re-entry bans is remaining in Russia irregularly to wait out the expirati on of their ban. The economic 
diffi  culti es of returned migrants might explain the reluctance to return home. A mere 10% of re-entry banned Tajik 
migrants are registered as employed in their region of origin. Low wages and the defi cit of permanent jobs remain a 
major obstacle to the reintegrati on of returned Tajik migrant workers.

2.3  TAJIKISTAN
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Fig. 8. Schedule of expiry of bans on the re-entry of Tajik migrants to Russia, 2014-2018 (number of persons)

Source: Migrati on Service of the Ministry of Labour, Migrati on and Employment of the Republic of Tajikistan, April 2016

2.3.2 MITIGATING MEASURES AND REINTEGRATION

Tajikistan remains outside the Eurasian Economic Union while being a country of origin of a large diaspora in Russia. 
This positi on has made it imperati ve to seek protecti on of Tajik migrant workers through bilateral arrangements as well 
as through close collaborati on with the diaspora. Under the terms of the Agreement between Tajikistan and Russia, 
Tajik nati onals are exempt from the registrati on requirement for stays less than 15 days long while according to the 
Protocol to the Agreement they may be issued work permits for a period of up to three years. Work conti nues on an ad-
diti onal four bilateral agreements, including on cooperati on in labour migrati on and social security as well as organized 
recruitment of migrant workers. Tajik authoriti es are also seeking to prolong the period of applicati on for patents up to 
90 days and the standard durati on of work permits for up to three years. To facilitate the re-entry into Russia, the joint 
Tajik-Russian expert group receives applicati ons from certain categories of migrants whose ban expires in less than 18 
months and who have a clean criminal record. Besides, fi ve categories of citi zens were defi ned for those who may qual-
ify for a lift ing of their ban. By the end of 2015, over 5,000 applicants had been granted permission to re-enter Russia 
under this procedure. Кроме того, определены 5 категорий граждан Республики Тажикистан, применительно к 
которым могут быть отменены данные запреты. 

A crucial component in protecti ng Tajik migrant workers’ rights has been the legal assistance and provision of informa-
ti on, carried out by the representati ve offi  ce of the Tajik Ministry of Labour in the Russian Federati on. Good practi ces 
include reclaiming migrants’ salaries from their employers, contesti ng unlawful court rulings on various levels and 
organised employment of migrants, carried out with the support of the Embassy and consular offi  ces of Tajikistan in 
Russia. The offi  ce also cooperates closely with NGOs and Tajik diaspora organizati ons, running informati on and aware-
ness-raising campaigns among migrants on the issues of legal stay and labour in the Russian Federati on as well as 
preventi on of radicalizati on of migrant workers. Cooperati on with 81 diaspora organizati ons in Russia has been given a 
boost through the implementati on of the Concept on Engaging Compatriots in the Development of Tajikistan, whose 
objecti ves include sti mulati on of diaspora investment in the nati onal economy and involvement of diaspora organiza-
ti ons in reaching out to migrant workers.
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Surveys and interviews with returning migrants indicate that while psychological and sociocultural issues posed prob-
lems to a limited number of returnees, economic reintegrati on proved diffi  cult for the majority. The challenge of secur-
ing adequate and stable employment by returning migrant workers has been recognized in the draft  Nati onal Strategy 
of Labour Migrati on of Tajik Citi zens for 2016-2020. Key integrati on issues range from the shortage of vacancies in 
depressed regions of the country and low wages to limited social assistance. According to a survey, nearly 97% of re-
spondents do not have access to the pension or social security scheme as they either did not contribute to the nati onal 
fund or their pension capital could not be transferred back home. 

Notwithstanding the diffi  cult economic situati on, in 2015, over 205,000 jobs were created (9% of which in the public 
sector). However, the impact on the labour market remains limited as nearly 70% of the new jobs were temporary or 
seasonal. This may explain the fact that among the 36,292 re-entry banned migrants who returned to the country and 
registered with the Tajik Migrati on Service, only 3,692 were offi  cially employed. A major barrier is also the migrants’ 
unfamiliarity with job-creati on schemes. Only 21.6% of the surveyed returnees were aware of the existence of state ac-
ti viti es in the area of job creati on, and only 29.7% of those who knew these programs, made use of them. At the same 
ti me, returning migrants proved over ti me to be more and more capable of securing employment on their own—46.2% 
of all returnees were employed in Tajikistan in 2015 (compared to 19.1% in 2009).
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3.1.1 OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The primary objecti ves of the present sociological assessment are to verify the impact of re-entry bans to the Russian 
Federati on on the strategies of Kyrgyz, Tajik and Uzbek migrant workers, to identi fy the main types of vulnerabiliti es 
to which these migrants are subject, and to consider their main integrati on needs in the countries of origin and in Ka-
zakhstan, serving as an alternati ve desti nati on. The assessment team posed the hypothesis that re-entry bans could 
have serious consequences through creati ng one of the most vulnerable groups of Central Asian migrant workers in 
the medium to long term, and that especially in the mid-term of the ban period migrants would undergo a process of 
social isolati on and alienati on that would further reduce their resilience or coping ability. 

For the purpose of the analysis, three countries have been assessed: Kazakhstan as a transit and alternati ve country of 
desti nati on of migrants from Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan as countries of origin 
and return. Thirteen locati ons across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan were selected with the aid of local NGOs 
assisti ng migrants as areas of migrants’ origin or transit.6

               Map 1. Locati ons of interviews and focus groups with migrants

6  Kazakhstan: Astana, Almaty, Aktau, Petropavlovsk, Shymkent; Kyrgyzstan: Bishkek, Osh; Tajikistan: Dushanbe, Farkhor,  Kulyab, Yovan, 
Qurghonteppa, Tajikobod

3.1  VULNERABILITIES AND MIGRANT STRATEGIES: 
REGIONAL FINDINGS

3. Sociological Findings
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To bett er identi fy the most vulnerable and isolated groups of migrants, a qualitati ve approach has been used, em-
ploying semi-structured interviews, focus groups and group interviews with the total of 214 respondents (including 
62 women). The majority of respondents (135) had been issued a re-entry ban to the Russian Federati on between 
2012 and 2015, while the remaining number (79) included migrants without a re-entry ban that had vulnerabiliti es 
in common with the fi rst group (see below). The respondents identi fi ed by the IOM team included seasonal migrants 
who resided in the Russian Federati on for periods ranging from 6 months to 1.5 years, and regularly returning to their 
country of origin for a period of 1 to 3 months while eventually leaving again. Only a small part of them had stayed in 
Russia for longer periods of ti me.

3.1.2   TYPES OF VULNERABILITIES

Data collected from the regional fi eld assessment revealed that re-entry banned migrants had been aff ected by a range 
of vulnerabiliti es prior to the impositi on of the ban. They fell in three categories: economic, legal and rights-based, and 
social and network related. 

Rights-based and legal vulnerabiliti es consist in migrants’ low level of awareness of their human rights, as well as low 
trust and awareness of the role of State and non-State insti tuti ons in providing protecti on and assistance. These factors 
increase the risks of falling into irregularity in the host country. Due to limited awareness of relevant legal requirements 
and procedures, the migrants oft en fail to comply with them and thus fi nd themselves in a precarious situati on, lack-
ing a work permit, a writt en contract, and in eff ect are unable to enforce their rights in the workplace (such as limited 
working ti me). Additi onally, the fi eld assessment revealed that those respondents with litt le knowledge on how to 
legalize in the host country oft en fell prey to dishonest mediators, obtaining forged documents (the migrati on card or 
the registrati on document) or losing both money and identi ty documents that were taken by employers or mediators. 
Irregular status had a further eff ect of alienati on, in which instead of turning to authoriti es, interviewees hid from them 
for fear of getti  ng punished and as a result would not turn to them for help in redressing their wrongs.
 
Economic vulnerabiliti es include pre-existi ng conditi ons of relati ve or extreme poverty and limited economic out-
comes of labour migrati on. Findings show that migrants’ criti cal economic situati on is not the only reason for leaving 
but, once abroad, becomes a decisive factor for the migrants’ regularizati on of their status. The shortage of funds 
discourages migrants from seeking to legalize their status as they fi nd the procedure inaccessible (in parti cular, some 
consider it too expensive) and tend to postpone their legalizati on to a moment of bett er economic standing. It is worth 
noti ng, however, that despite low legalizati on costs in Kazakhstan, many migrants had neither suffi  cient knowledge 
of legalizati on procedures in Kazakhstan nor awareness of the advantages of residing abroad with regular documents 
and permissions. In parti cular, according to interviews, migrants failed to fi nd informati on while crossing the border 
or along their route on how and where to legalize, as well as about their rights as migrant workers. Expert interviews 
with NGO representati ves also confi rmed that informati on campaigns in those target areas were able to reach out to 
migrants, but only for short periods of ti me, i.e. upon availability of funds.

Social vulnerabiliti es stemmed from the almost exclusive use of informal networks in building strategies to live and 
work abroad, which reduced migrants’ capacity for eff ecti ve protecti on. The use of networks was most common among 
migrants with limited educati on, coming from poor and underdeveloped areas of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbeki-
stan. Informal networks were used as the main tool to search for jobs, fi nd accommodati on and get informati on on 
how to legalize, as well as change jobs in case of confl ict or non-payment of salaries from the employer, or build coping 
mechanisms in case they are cheated or mistreated by mediators, employers, or other migrants, or fi nd themselves in 
extreme economic needs. However, for the majority of the respondents, networks failed to protect migrants against 
discriminati on, irregularity of status, and vulnerability to exploitati on, harassment or traffi  cking. Those among  the re-
spondents who were irregular in the host country could not rely on their extended and consolidated networks in cases 
of detenti on, lacking the necessary assistance (legal consultati on, proper informati on). Field interviews also showed 
that informal networks proved to have limited and temporary eff ects and could not always guarantee that migrants 
would get safe jobs with regular salaries or be protected from harassment of police or employers.
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Networks had a limited impact on migrants’ economic status. Those among them who found themselves in extreme 
economic needs would make use of networks to raise the money required to return home, or to pay the cures for a 
sick family member. This kind of use had a one-ti me character, and migrants rarely addressed the same network again 
to ask for support. Although informal networks were found to bear a temporary character, they tended to be consoli-
dated and extended over the period of stay abroad. During temporary return to the country of origin, contacts with the 
members of informal networks were interrupted for short periods of ti me and resumed soon aft er a new departure to 
the country of desti nati on.

Results of interviews and focus groups with migrants established that the various types of vulnerabiliti es were in-
ter-linked and tended to reinforce one another, leading ulti mately to greater suscepti bility to exploitati on, traffi  cking 
and harassment (Fig. 9). These pre-existi ng vulnerabiliti es could in turn reduce the resilience of the migrants to the 
eff ects of a re-entry ban. As it will be shown below, they tended to see their social and economic situati on deteriorate 
in a short period of ti me, which in the long run could diminish their ability to react and fi nd alternati ve plans in order 
to support their families.

 Fig. 9. Inter-linked vulnerabiliti es prior to the ban

Source: IOM Interviews and focus groups with migrants, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, January-June 2016
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Some groups of migrants seemed to be more prone to the vulnerabiliti es described above and presented the following 
characteristi cs (Fig. 10):

• Interviewees coming from weak social and economic contexts (poor and with lower educati on) had less eff ecti ve 
networks.

• Interviewees with less migrati on experience were more prone to fail to legalize, and at higher risks of exploitati on 
and traffi  cking. Young migrants tended to be in this group, and risks were enhanced in case they lacked kin net-
works that could support them in the fi rst period.

• Interviewees with lower educati on levels tended to avoid addressing authoriti es or non-State organizati ons. Many 
claimed that knowing the Russian language would have helped them, but that they had no ti me or money to learn 
it. To cope with diffi  culti es, they tended to delegate procedures such as their registrati on or the payment of patents 
to co-nati onals, employers, and mediators.

Fig. 10. Characteristi cs of most vulnerable migrants
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Source: IOM interviews and focus groups with migrants, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, January-June 2016

3.1.3 GENDER AS VULNERABILITY FACTOR

While the group of respondents was characterized by a range of pre-existi ng vulnerabiliti es, irrespecti ve of gender, the 
assessment also sought to verify whether women migrants presented additi onal or diff erent vulnerabiliti es.  Findings 
showed that vulnerabiliti es and coping mechanisms varied according to women’s marital status (Fig. 11). In parti cu-
lar, it became clear that divorced and abandoned women became the only breadwinners by migrati ng to the Russian 
Federati on in order to make up for the lack of economic contributi on by their male counterpart. They counted on very 
limited networks made up of their closest relati ves which made it more diffi  cult to fi nd and/or change jobs.



 Fig. 11. Relati on between gender and vulnerabiliti es
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Re-entry bans impacted all three levels of vulnerabiliti es, and the eff ects can be summarized as (a) economic deterio-
rati on (b) reduced self-worth (c) alienati on from communiti es and (d) State insti tuti ons. 

(a) In case of return due to the re-entry bans (Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan), long-term unemployment was the most com-
mon eff ect on the economic level, leading migrants’ households to extreme poverty and indebtedness in a relati vely 
short period of ti me. 

(b) The majority of re-entry banned migrants had lost contacts with their networks in the Russian Federati on with-
in a year aft er return as they came back as they claimed that they did not feel at ease at constantly contacti ng them to 
ask for help, nor did they think that their networks were willing or able to help. 

(c) Constant state of need, with consequent sense of loss of authority, power and self-worth, lead re-entry banned 
migrants to withdraw gradually not only from their networks but also from their community back home, with high risks 
of social isolati on both from families and communiti es and a growing sense of alienati on. Serious psychosocial conse-
quences can be recognized in migrants with longer periods of unemployment at home, in parti cular lack of plans and 
no eff orts in searching for jobs. A substanti al diff erence was noted between men and women: re-entry bans meant for 
men loss of authority, economic power and status. For women the impact of the bans was felt more on the economic 
level. Indeed, women who migrated did not necessarily acquire status through migrati on. On the opposite, they ran 
high risks of being sti gmati zed back home, especially if they were not accompanied by men. Migrati on for them was a 
survival strategy and the bans seemed to limit their possibility to provide for their dependents through labour migra-
ti on.

(d) Lack of basic knowledge of their rights and low expectati ons towards offi  cial enti ti es deterred migrants from 
seeking help and/or informati on at State agencies and NGOs. Avoidance of contact with offi  cial insti tuti ons (State 
and non-State) made it diffi  cult for the latt er to establish the most relevant needs of vulnerable populati on groups. 
Migrants tended to address offi  cial insti tuti ons only to get informati on about their bans, but did not expect that they 
could help them fi nd decent jobs. Alienati on from State insti tuti ons was expressed through a doubtf ul atti  tude toward 
their role, showing that dialogue between offi  cial enti ti es and migrants needs to be reinforced in order to create a 
consistent response to re-entry banned migrants’ psychological, economic and social needs.

Source: IOM interviews and focus groups with migrants, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, January-June 2016
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3.1.4 REACTION TO THE BAN

Re-entry bans were found to have a defi nitely negati ve impact on migrants’ well-being, aggravati ng the 
vulnerabiliti es, existi ng prior to the ban. Figure 12 shows the interplay of various short-term eff ects of the 
ban on migrants’ ability to plan their future and eventually to cope with the emerging deteriorati on of 
socio-economic status. The primary vulnerability resulti ng from the ban is migrants’ lack of awareness as to 
the grounds for the ban and its terms, a circumstance observed among those who became subject to the 
ban early on. 

 Fig. 12. Impact of the bans on migrants’ ability to build coping strategies

 Source: IOM Interviews and focus groups with migrants, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, January-June 2016

In turn, the sudden and unexpected nature of the ban disrupts the economic positi on of the migrant, which in turn 
lowers his or her self-esteem, dependent on the status within the migrant network. Respondents referred to the sti gma 
associated with the inability to deliver on the expectati ons from the community as a factor, which diminished their in-
terest in seeking help from the network. The resulti ng isolati on from the community (compounding the alienati on from 
formal support mechanisms off ered by either the state or NGOs) tends to expose the migrant to risks of exploitati on, 
traffi  cking and harassment.

The combinati on of pre-existi ng vulnerabiliti es and the depleti on of migrants’ resources leads to the loss of their 
resilience to respond to the post-ban challenges. Results of the interviews and focus groups, carried out in the three 
countries under study, suggest that the ability to cope diminishes over ti me and for the most vulnerable migrants 
may result in the path, shown in Fig. 13. In the fi rst period of several months since the ban (referred to as the stage of 
shock) migrants on the whole fail to overcome their problems through the use of personal strategies (as many as 70% 
of respondents did not have any strategy to deal with the new circumstances). Those who are unsuccessful enter the 
stage of anxiety when they deploy various emergency strategies to improve their economic status, which, however, 
tend to deepen their vulnerability – as many as 43% of the respondents took loans, 28% sold their own goods and 22% 
accepted lower-paid jobs. 
 

Source: IOM Interviews and focus groups with migrants, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, January-June 2016



Fig. 13. Gradual loss of coping ability over period of the ban: conceptual framework

Source: IOM interviews and focus groups with migrants, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, January-June 2016

The fi nal stage is reached when the migrant exhausts all the alternati ves and becomes resigned to his or her fate, fi nd-
ing no alternati ve soluti ons. This stage, termed here as limbo, is parti cularly precarious as the most vulnerable among 
the migrants may opt to seek assistance from outside the home or migrant community and thus become suscepti ble 
to fraud, decepti on and manipulati on, characteristi c not only of criminal but also extremist groups (see the secti on on 
radicalizati on above). While none of the interviewed migrants exhibited the symptoms of reaching this stage, the fact 
that a substanti al part of the respondents have entered the second stage in the process might be a cause for concern.
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Fig. 13. Gradual loss of coping ability over period of the ban: conceptual framework

Source: IOM interviews and focus groups with migrants, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan, January-June 2016

The fi nal stage is reached when the migrant exhausts all the alternati ves and becomes resigned to his or her fate, fi nd-
ing no alternati ve soluti ons. This stage, termed here as limbo, is parti cularly precarious as the most vulnerable among 
the migrants may opt to seek assistance from outside the home or migrant community and thus become suscepti ble 
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3.2 POSITION OF RE-ENTRY BANNED MIGRANTS: 
COUNTRY FINDINGS

This secti on concentrates on the challenges faced by re-entry banned migrants in integrati on in the country of transit 
and alternati ve desti nati on (Kazakhstan) and in re-integrati on in the countries of origin (Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan). At-
tenti on is paid to the legal and economic status as well as the use of support (both formal and informal).

3.2.1 KAZAKHSTAN

The sociological analysis looked at Kazakhstan as a country of desti nati on and transit for migrant workers from Uzbeki-
stan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, focusing on migrants banned from re-entering Russia. Interviews and focus groups with 
the respondents showed that the re-entry banned group in parti cular faces vulnerabiliti es such as extreme poverty, 
irregular status, exploitati on and social isolati on.

About 52% of re-entry banned migrants took out loans to travel to Kazakhstan, which left  them devoid of economic 
means upon arrival. Because their medium to long term unemployment back home made them prone to accept low 
paid jobs without writt en contracts in Kazakhstan, they were oft en at the mercy of employers and mediators (37% of 
respondents). 

More than half of the respondents had no contact to migrant networks in the country, and the rest could only count on 
a few relati ves for support. More than half of re-entry banned migrants interviewed in Kazakhstan made use of media-
tors or new contacts to fi nd jobs and regularize their status, many of whom proved untrustworthy. As a consequence, 
when their rights were violated (non-payment of salary, withdrawal of passport from employers/mediators) the mi-
grants found themselves either under strict control of the employer/mediator with limited possibiliti es of leaving the 
workplace and their place of residence, or they had diffi  culti es in fi nding help through offi  cial channels. In the latt er 
case, they were oft en not aware of the existence of NGOs working to support migrant workers, or were reluctant to 
reach out to them or the migrati on police, as they feared to be prosecuted rather than assisted.

Migrants with a re-entry ban were at a high risk of becoming irregular for diff erent reasons, depending on how they en-
tered the country (Fig. 14). Two respondents who att empted to enter Russia and were rejected at the Russian-Kazakh 
border failed to register within 5 days, as prescribed by Kazakh law, or did not know of the registrati on requirement in 
the fi rst place. 62% of re-entry banned migrants who had chosen Kazakhstan as an alternati ve country of desti nati on 
lacked networks and relied on improvised contacts on the way to Kazakhstan or on mediators and employers to regu-
larize their status in the country. In many cases they were living and working illegally, cheated and exploited without 
getti  ng a salary, and some even reported of other migrant colleagues having been beaten up by the employer. 

Migrants who have come in contact with NGOs or IOM did this by chance or through word of mouth. It seems that their 
high dependence on employers/mediators deterred them from seeking help from outside as they did not trust offi  cial 
enti ti es and feared the reacti on of employers.
 
Among migrants in Kazakhstan who were interviewed, mispercepti on was widespread on two levels: NGOs and IOM 
were believed to be State enti ti es; and State enti ti es were feared and seen as a source of punishment rather than a 
source of informati on and assistance, as migrants perceived themselves more as law breakers than as victi ms. 
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3.2.2 KYRGYZSTAN

In Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, two migrant-sending countries, the analysis established re-integrati on mechanisms and 
challenges among the interviewed returned migrant workers. Interviews showed that re-entry banned migrants in gen-
eral att empted to reintegrate through unoffi  cial channels. Poorly educated migrants and women who were abandoned 
by their husbands working in Russia were the least successful and represented most vulnerable groups. 

Migrant workers reached out to their social networks especially in the period immediately following their return home 
in order to ask for loans (47%) or for temporary jobs (about 70%). In case of conti nuing unemployment several months 
aft er their return, however, the respondents expressed embarrassment at asking their networks for support because 
of outstanding debts and because they did not want to be seen as needy people by their community. 

Job search was conducted mainly by word of mouth and helped returned migrants to be temporary or occasionally em-
ployed, but none of the respondents had a stable job, and economic needs persisted. Only 22% of migrants managed 
to fi nd a job back home.

Use of State or NGOs services was made by 68% of respondents with the only purpose of getti  ng more informati on 
about the durati on of their re-entry ban. Migrants did not expect to fi nd decent paid jobs back home or help from State 
insti tuti ons.

Parti cularly vulnerable were abandoned and divorced young women who only in a few cases were supported by kin 
networks made up of close relati ves. Focus groups and expert interviews with NGO representati ves confi rmed that 
together with poorly educated migrants, they formed the group with the least chances of successful re-integrati on.

About 80% of re-entry banned migrants reacted to the lack of jobs that pay decent salaries by ruling out the opti on of 
integrati ng back home. They did not ask State agencies or NGOs for support, waiti ng instead for the ban to expire while 
gradually disengaging from community life, which carries a high risk of alienati on and social isolati on. Interviewees re-
ported that many re-entry banned migrants considered or already undertook illegal journeys to the Russian Federati on 
by using forged documents.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY    29

Fig. 14. Vulnerabiliti es of re-entry banned migrants in Kazakhstan: two scenarios 

1.

2.
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3.2.3 TAJIKISTAN

As in the case of Kyrgyzstan, migrant workers returning to Tajikistan mostly made use of informal channels in an at-
tempt to re-adapt, with low chances of success. Unlike in Kyrgyzstan, success levels were low regardless of the respon-
dent’s level of educati on. Even migrants with higher educati on faced serious challenges and vulnerabiliti es upon return 
to Tajikistan.

Migrants with re-entry bans dispose of few coping mechanisms. Similar to the situati on in Kyrgyzstan, migrants initi ally 
made use of networks to ask for loans (43%) or for temporary jobs (about 80%). With ti me, however, they quit these 
jobs because they did not pay enough to support their families, while embarrassment about outstanding debts and 
increasing economic need grew. 

Abandoned migrant women appeared to be among the most vulnerable and isolated group. It is important to noti ce 
in this context that in Tajikistan, sti gmati zati on and isolati on of single women seemed higher than in Kyrgyzstan. The 
reason is that migrants in Kyrgyzstan, even if of rural origins, tended to live closer to city centers (Bishkek or Osh), 
escaping from rural contexts where gender discriminati on was higher, whereas women interviewed in Tajikistan were 
living in rural areas.

Success in integrati on was limited for migrants regardless of their level of educati on. Two-thirds of interviewed re-en-
try banned migrants in Tajikistan were unemployed upon return to the country (Fig. 15). Migrants searched for jobs 
through word of mouth and at the local bazars where underpaid day jobs as handymen are adverti sed. Mostly, mi-
grants with occasional jobs were not able to provide their household with basic needs on a daily basis.

Use of State or NGOs services was rarely made. Only one surveyed migrant contacted an NGO with the sole purpose 
of getti  ng more informati on about the durati on of their own re-entry ban. Respondents who addressed NGOs mostly 
asked for jobs and considered State agencies (like Employment Centers or Hukumat7) of no use in helping them. In turn, 
migrants who were self-employed in the framework of the IOM integrati on programme pointed to some immediate as 
well as lasti ng benefi ts: the income allowed to provide for basic needs of the household and in some families, a more 
cooperati ve behavior was observed between spouses.

 Fig. 15. Employment status of returned re-entry banned respondents in Tajikistan

7  City administrati on.

Source: IOM interviews with re-entry banned migrants in Tajikistan, January-April 2016



1. In recent years the situati on in labour migrati on in and outside Central Asia has been complicated, requiring a 
broad range of measures to adequately respond to the emerging issues. Recent and upcoming trends in the regional 
development demonstrate substanti al changes in this area, which should be recognized on policy level.

2. The economic downturn in Russia has left  a lasti ng impact on Central Asia, not least through its impact on 
migrati on movements in the region. In conjuncti on with a more stringent migrati on policy vis-à-vis immigrants from 
outside the Eurasian Economic Union, Russia has lost some of its att racti on as a desti nati on country for Central Asia’s 
working-age populati on seeking to work abroad. This is refl ected in the decreasing migrati on numbers from all Central 
Asian republics, with the excepti on of Kyrgyzstan that joined the EEU in 2015. But even stable migrati on levels are no 
remedy for the regional economic downturn’s ramifi cati ons: Nati onal Bank stati sti cs show that remitt ances levels have 
taken a hit throughout the region. The Tajik and Kyrgyz nati onal currencies’ depreciati on following the Russian ruble 
and the Kazakh tenge has miti gated some of the negati ve eff ects of falling wages, but dropping remitt ances never-
theless slashed migrants’ households’ disposable income. Russia’s conti nuing impositi on of bans on re-entering the 
country for migrants who committ ed administrati ve infringements is impacti ng on migrati on dynamics in Central Asia 
as well. Tajik, Uzbek and Kyrgyz migrants who cannot return to Russia for a period ranging from 3 to 5 years are looking 
for alternati ve migrati on desti nati ons due to lack of opportuniti es and unsati sfying wage levels at home. 

3. Kazakhstan is increasingly becoming a desti nati on country for migrants from some Central Asian countries who 
are seeking employment. Although there are no stati sti cs on how many of the migrants currently working in Kazakh-
stan are banned from re-entering Russia, evidence from our regional fi eld assessment shows that migrants stuck in 
transit who were refused entry at the Russian border are deciding to remain in Kazakhstan, while others are pursuing 
employment in Kazakhstan as a substi tute for migrati on to Russia.

4. Eff ecti ve integrati on of returning migrants, including re-entry banned ones, in their countries of origin and 
Kazakhstan has been hampered by three main factors. Firstly, the limited scale of returns prior to the onset of the 
downturn in economy and applicati on of sancti ons for a long ti me did not raise the questi on of re-integrati on onto 
the nati onal policy agendas in the migrants’ countries of origin or in Kazakhstan. Secondly, the economic slowdown 
has further limited opportuniti es for creati ng jobs in the Central Asian region, which would enti ce a signifi cant number 
of returnees away from the Russian labour market. Finally, as the comparison between the Uzbek and Tajik nati onals 
shows, sustained reorientati on of labour migrati on fl ows (e.g. away from Kazakhstan to Russia) is dependent on the 
establishment of strong diasporas, which would provide legal, economic and social support to the newcomers.

5. The study reiterates also the crucial role that migrant community plays in miti gati ng the negati ve impact of 
the economic slowdown and administrati ve sancti ons and thus indirectly deterring the emergence and spread of rad-
ical messages among vulnerable migrants. It stresses that alienati on from both formal insti tuti ons (state insti tuti ons, 
non-governmental organizati ons) and the community support networks is a major contributi ng factor to radicalizati on, 
which fuels sense of resentment about the lower socioeconomic status. Moreover practi ce shows that the recruiters 
from religious extremist organizati ons target these alienated individuals among migrants with the purpose of involving 
them in own networks. This well-organized recruitment system oft en infi ltrates migrant communiti es through interme-
diaries with migrant background. As mistrust is an essenti al barrier to receiving assistance, it becomes apparent that to 
reach the vulnerable migrants with aid, the governments and internati onal donors need to engage leaders of migrant 
communiti es who enjoy the target group’s trust. This engagement is most crucial in the areas of awareness-raising, 
disseminati on of informati on on radicalizati on symptoms and risks as well as religious and ethical educati on. All these 
elements are closely linked to long-term preventi on eff orts.
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6. Assessing the situati on of re-entry banned migrants in Kazakhstan, fi ndings show that because of lack of infor-
mati on about the country and of networks, they enter the most vulnerable categories of migrant workers in Kazakh-
stan, i.e. those coming from extremely poor backgrounds, lacking strategic networks in the host country, and failing 
to get duly informed about the rules in the host country. Findings show that this is due to their way of acti ng out of 
desperati on and in search of quick earnings in order to face quick deprivati on back home or avoid returning back 
home when crossing the Russian-Kazakh border. In this way, they are adding up to the number of potenti al victi ms of 
exploitati on, as they use unverifi ed mediators and new contacts in order to be quickly employed. At the same ti me, 
their voluntary invisibility vis-à-vis offi  cial authoriti es and civil society makes it diffi  cult to grant them access to pro-
tecti on mechanisms and assistance. Such self-induced invisibility may expose migrants to various risks of exploitati on 
and manipulati on on the part of criminal and extremist networks, ulti mately leading to their confl ict with the law of 
the host country. At the same ti me, Kazakhstan, being an att racti ve desti nati on for labour migrati on is interested in the 
development of inter-governmental dialogue on the regional level to seek most eff ecti ve ways of legalizati on of status 
and protecti on of rights of migrant workers.

7. The assessment confi rms that current situati on in regional migrati on clearly has multi ple and strongly negati ve 
impact on the socio-economic well-being and stable development in Central Asian countries. From the sociological 
perspecti ve, the present study confi rms that re-entry bans have a long-term impact on returned migrants’ chances 
of re-integrati on and safe migrati on to alternati ve desti nati ons, with the ulti mate result of signifi cantly reducing their 
resilience once the ban expires. An important factor regards the impact of re-entry bans not only on the returned 
migrants, but also on their families and, in the case of Tajikistan, on enti re households (extended families and/or 
communiti es) who fi nd themselves in extreme poverty within a year or two from the ban. Findings show that in the 
near future, migrants who could neither leave to other countries for work purposes during the durati on of the ban, 
nor fi nd a job back home, not only fail to integrate back in their society, but might also fi nd it diffi  cult to leave again 
once the ban has expired as they are at high risk of using up all their material resources for survival.  Visiti ng and 
studying returned re-entry banned migrants in their countries of origin (Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan), it also became clear 
how the bans are contributi ng to the impoverishment of the populati on, especially the rural populati on in Tajikistan 
and the one that lives on the outskirts of the main citi es in Kyrgyzstan. The survey  has shown that re-entry banned 
migrants want to remain invisible from authoriti es and have a  limited desire to integrate back home, as they see no 
possibiliti es of decent work there and feel that they are losing respect and worth among community and families.

8. The Central Asian migrati on situati on, which was the topic of the assessment, is not stati c and over the coming 
years it is likely to evolve in response to the following factors. Firstly, the labour force supply in Central Asia is predicted 
to grow by up to 4 million workers over the next ten years and is expected to grow further beyond 2026. Conti nuing 
economic uncertainty in the region may thus sti mulate labour migrati on both within and out of the Central Asian 
region. Secondly, mid-term forecasts do not predict a quick return to growth of the Russian economy, which might 
encourage further administrati ve controls on non-nati onals’ access to Russia’s labour market. This in turn may bring 
about the growth of number of irregular and vulnerable migrants in Russia. Thirdly, an increase in legal labour migra-
ti on could occur as a result of further enlargement of the Eurasian Economic Union, establishment of free-trade ar-
rangements with other Central Asian countries and the facilitati on of the conditi ons of access to the EEU labour market 
for nati onals of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. Finally, regional migrati on fl ows may be eased as the region becomes part of 
new infrastructural and trade projects (e.g. the Silk Road Economic Belt). The growing demand for workforce will cer-
tainly require proper management in order to ensure protecti on of migrants’ rights and their eff ecti ve re-integrati on 
and social assistance.  

9. Regional labour migrati on in and out Central Asia is not a problem that could be solved only by eff orts of na-
ti onal governments. All the aforementi oned poses an important issue for the migrati on policy agenda for ongoing im-
provements of regulati ons, strategic approach and preceding preparati ons on nati onal governments’ and internati onal 
organizati ons’ levels for future changes in the region. 
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