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Russia has a very large pool of economic migrants, up to 25 per cent of the 
workforce according to some estimates. Although many migrants, many from 
former Soviet countries which are now independent, entered Russia legally, 
they frequently face bureaucratic obstacles to legal employment and Russian 
citizenship, factors which have led to a very large ‘shadow economy’. This 
book presents a comprehensive examination of migrant labour in Russia. It 
describes the nature of migrant labour, explores the shadow economy and its 
unfortunate consequences, and discusses the rise of popular sentiment against 
migrants and its likely impact. The book also sets the Russian experiences of 
migrant labour in context, comparing the situation in Russia with that in 
other countries with significant migrant labour workforces. 
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1 Introduction 
Russian societal transformation and 
migrant workers in the shadow economy 

Anna-Liisa Heusala 

In the post-Soviet period, Russian societal transformation has been shaped by 
globalised phenomena and interactions, and this interconnectedness has cut 
across traditional spheres of interests and influenced the reconstruction of new 
ones. Globalisation has contributed to the development of various new 
mechanisms to follow the movement of people, goods and communication across 
borders. One important unintended consequence of globalisation in Russia 
has been the persistence of a large-scale shadow economy. The human security 
dimensions (Kaldor et al. 2007; Laszlo 1999) of the shadow economy have 
become inextricably linked to many key processes of Russian societal trans
formation at both the domestic and international levels. The shadow economy 
connects questions of globalised economic competitiveness involving huge 
interests inside the Russian market with internal security and foreign policy 
goals of a regional security complex (Buzan 1991) in Central Asia. 

Various definitions for the shadow economy exist (Gerxhani 2004), under
lining different sides of the phenomenon. Here, the shadow economy is the seg
ment of the economy where transactions generally leave no formal trace (Nardo 
2011: 50), where an activity may be spontaneous but often has become a 
more or less institutionalised custom. The shadow economy includes all economic 
activities that contribute to the officially calculated GDP but are unregistered 
(Schneider and Enste 2000) to avoid legal obligations in the production pro
cess. Commonly used explanations for the growth of the shadow economy in 
the developed, industrialised world include the rise and burden of taxes and social 
security contributions, increased regulation in the official labour markets, forced 
reductions of weekly working time, earlier retirement, unemployment, and the 
decline of civic virtue and loyalty towards public institutions combined with a 
declining tax morale. Individuals, groups and organisations may react against a 
state when control is experienced as arbitrary, unequal and corrupt (Schneider 
and Enste 2000: 77, 82). In addition to many of these reasons, the shadow 
economy in Russia is closely linked with the distribution of inequalities and 
economic growth opportunities among the former Soviet states. 

The shadow economy leads to direct monetary losses and indirect societal 
consequences through unhealthy market competition, loss of entrepreneurial 
innovativeness and structural corruption. Shadow economic activities are not 
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protected legally, which increases entrepreneurial risks. Growth prospects can 
be compromised due to the lack of social infrastructure. Public finances can 
suffer as the tax base shrinks, thus weakening the government’s capacity to gen
erate revenue (Blackburn et al. 2012). For the state, the shadow economy makes 
policy planning and implementation difficult, as official indicators on unem
ployment, the labour force, income and consumption are unreliable (Schneider 
and Enste 2000: 78). The shadow economy, through these channels and 
mechanisms, reproduces unwanted economic, legal and social consequences. 
Transitional countries have faced similar types of difficulties, which can be 

found in, for instance, African societies, where obstacles for doing business 
legally create a need for shadow economic activity. This type of situation is, 
then, different from the industrialised developed world scene of tax evasion 
(Schneider and Williams 2013). Nardo (2011: 50) underlines that the shadow 
economy is not necessarily the same as an illegal economy, although these 
often overlap, and the shadow economy provides a favourable environment 
for illegal economic activity. In fact, the division between ‘clearly’ illegal 
activities and ‘shadow’ activities depends on the legislation of states, although 
transnational categories exist, which are commonly part of the legislation of 
industrialised societies. Such illegal activities include corruption, extortion, 
fraud and illegal trafficking. The shadow activities would then include pay
ment means and payment structures (inclusion in final price, separate service 
payment), sheltered tax locations, financial-banking instruments and channels, 
and privileged goods (Nardo 2011: 53). 

The use of illegal migrant workforce is criminalised in the legislation of 
many countries as extortionate work discrimination (Aerschot and Daentzer 
2014). Alvesalo et al. (2014: 121) define this type of an exploitation of 
migrant labour with the help of a criminological category of corporate crime, 
thus underlining the effect which exploitation has on the business culture in a 
society. Exploitation covers everything from human trafficking and forced 
labour to less aggravated coercion. 

In many parts of the world, the shadow economy employment is the rule.1 

Unregistered work is created as a result of both barriers to official employment 
and individuals voluntarily staying out of official structures (Schneider and 
Williams 2013). There are various incentives for individuals to join the shadow 
economic workforce which include the availability of personal networks and 
ease of entry into shadow work (‘friend-to-friend’ systems); autonomy and 
flexibility in the market (small business strategy); and individual survival (the 
need of workers to just simply find any work, anywhere) (Gerxhani 2004). I 
will add a fourth reason, which I name the ‘loyalty motive’; namely, the 
understanding that one should sustain family economies with the salary 
earned abroad. The latter, of course, is important for the understanding of the 
regional consequences of Russian labour conditions and the constraints of 
economic development in its neighbouring Southern societies. 

Several perspectives or hypotheses on large-scale immigration and migrant 
workers have been at the core of public debates in many societies, particularly 
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in the US. There, commentators on migrations have used several basic argu
ments against liberal migration policies and their perceived societal con
sequences, such as the economic threat hypothesis, the culture threat 
hypothesis, the core (national) values hypothesis, the cultural affinity hypoth
esis, the race affinity hypothesis and the group threat hypothesis (Buckler 
2008). These hypotheses, although not specifically linked with the shadow 
economy, help to structure discussions concerning the migrant labour force. 
Arguments regarding the protection of the domestic labour force, the negative 
effects of growing multiculturalism and the threats posed by transnational 
crime spread by the migrant communities, are ongoing everywhere. The 
migrant agent is the focus of critical discussion. The shadow economy, which 
is based on structural arrangements and the legal provisions enabling them, 
as well as on practices and ways of thinking condoning these practices, 
appears less often in the focus of wide public dismay and subsequent effective 
political action. 

The aim of this joint volume is to look at the wide array of consequences 
for societal transformation in Russia created by the use of a large-scale 
migrant workforce2 under shadow economic and globalised conditions. We 
view societal transformation as a complex, non-linear process consisting of 
both abrupt changes and more incremental institutional change and adapta
tion, often dominated by both negative and positive unintended con
sequences. The scope of societal change ranges from individual behaviour to 
relations inside and between groups, and finally to the change of values in a 
society (Cotterrell 1992: 47). As Castles (2010: 1576) has previously pointed 
out, social transformation is mediated by local circumstances, which affect the 
acceptance and resistance of change from nationalistic political movements to 
family-level livelihood strategies. Migration studies have paid increasing 
attention to how migration itself and practices connected to it – such as 
management of migration or cultural practices of the migrants – affect socie
tal transformation.3 Our addition to this general perspective is to bring in the 
concept of the shadow economy in a detailed manner. We examine the 
dynamics in three transformational areas of Russian society – politics, law 
and institutions – at different hierarchical levels and geographical dimensions 
of the Russian state and society. Our attention focuses on the institutional 
settings and ‘players’ in the system as well as incentives and perspectives for 
accepting, using or opposing the current conditions (Nardo 2011: 56). Both 
individual strategies connected to the shadow economy and the economic, 
cultural, political and social context (e.g. Castles 2010; Collinson 2009) of 
migrant labour use are given attention in order to create a rich account of 
linkages between politics, law and social institutions in today’s Russia. 

Legal and institutional context of the Russian shadow economy 

One of the starting points in this volume is the idea that perhaps the most 
significant element in Russian post-Soviet societal transformation has been 
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the ‘collision with’ and ‘adaptation to’ economic globalisation (Legvold 
2011). In the past twenty-plus years, researchers have concentrated on the 
abrupt shock created by the collapse of the Soviet Union and have marvelled 
at the complexities of institutional change in Russia with the help of path 
dependency and legacy explanations (Meyer-Sahling 2009). However, the 
collapse of the Soviet Union has also been interpreted as the end result of an 
attempt to integrate selected features of globalised public sector changes into 
the Soviet system (Sakwa 2013), a change which was implemented more 
effectively only after Vladimir Putin rose to power in 1998 (Collier 2011; 
Gel’man and Starodubtsev 2014). 

As elsewhere, the past two decades plus of globalisation have further chal
lenged the autonomy of the nation-state and made intervention in societal 
processes a complex undertaking for the Russian government. In Russia, 
deregulation of the economy through trade and commerce liberalisation, and 
shifts in the balance of power towards new actors (Mugarura 2014: 383, 385) 
radically influenced the planning and implementation of state policies in 
the 1990s. Russian economic and labour market changes have coincided with the 
general globalisation of the public sector everywhere – often referred to as the 
neo-liberal (neo-classical economic) development. Since the end of the 1990s, 
the state of Russia has decentralised, deregulated and delegated resource-
using powers. The Russian state no longer provides all services, but instead 
directs attention to the regulation and control of actors in the Russian market 
society. The post-Soviet space has seen the movement of people and capital 
redefine the contours of national sovereignty by blurring the meaning of 
borders. 

Studies on public administration in post-Socialist and non-democratic 
societies have shown that administrative and legal reforms have collided with 
old cultures and lack of well-functioning democratic administrations (Bouck
art et al. 2011; Drechsler 2005; Liebert et al. 2013). This has led to con
tinuous and unsystematic legal, economic and administrative reforms based 
on different modes of agency autonomy and control (Randma-Liiv et al. 
2011). The radical restructuring of the economy through shock therapy in the 
1990s made the strategic planning of Russian state reforms very difficult in 
such areas as the legal system and the civil service. All in all, the major 
overhaul of the state administration received specific attention rather late in 
the first post-Soviet decade. The effect on the creation of functioning labour 
markets with credible systems of government control, modernised tax laws 
and an overall sufficient level of institutional trust, particularly in the legal 
sector, has been immense. Still today, questions related to the level of institu
tional trust, with the subsequent willingness to pay taxes, develop and provide 
services, obey laws and cooperate with authorities who in turn provide ade
quate services dominate in the evolution of the Russian labour market. 

Kar and Freitas (2013), who use an estimation of 43.8 per cent as the 
Russian average shadow economy between 1999 and 2007, find that illicit 
flows (transactions) fuel the growth of the shadow economy more than they 
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add to the productive capacity of official GDP. The shadow economy, in turn, 
drives illicit flows. Their conclusion is that for Russia, this underscores the 
need for broad reforms to strengthen the business environment, curtail illicit 
flows and adopt specific policies to close the governance deficit. They point 
out the success story of the tax reform (Gel’man and Starodubtsev 2014) as a 
turning point in the fight against the shadow economy. The tax reform was 
aimed at broadening the tax net, simplifying the taxation and strengthening 
the tax and customs administrations. The implementation of a flat tax in 2001 
has reduced the size of the shadow economy relative to official GDP. Citing a 
2002 IMF report, they point out that revenue collections in 2001 were at the 
highest level since the break-up of the Soviet Union, the result of improve
ments in tax compliance. The improvement in tax compliance since 2001 is 
perhaps an important reason behind the shrinking of the underground 
economy relative to GDP. 

Against this background, the legislative changes concerning the Federal 
Migration Service (FMS) and immigrant labour regulations, as well as devel
opments in the provision of basic welfare services, deserve attention. The 
evolution of the FMS and the conflicting regulations for migrant workers, 
examined in this volume by Sergey Abashin, give us an account of a transi
tional institution in search of its institutional place and identity. The chal
lenges of social services ‘on the ground’ analysed in the case study by Linda 
Cook give us another side of the story, from the experiences of persons 
needing those basic social security benefits normally attached to ‘full’, official 
employment. Forms of labour movement control and social security provision 
are among the key practical consequences of Russia’s economic integration 
with its Southern neighbours. The considerable public resistance against 
migrants themselves, as stated in the chapters by Abashin, Kangaspuro and 
Heusala, and Lassila, creates formidable barriers to finding solutions for the 
future, when Russia’s economy will need more foreign hands again. 

Estimates of legal labour migrants in Russia have varied from approxi
mately 8 to 25 per cent of the Russian labour market. In the 1990s, Russia 
received an influx of 4.5 million immigrants from former Soviet republics, 
followed by 1.5 million persons between 2000 and 2008 (Ioffe and Zayonch
kovskaya 2010: 105). The decline in the birth rate and increase in the adult 
mortality rate in the 1990s (Kulmala et al. 2014) has had a long-lasting effect 
on Russian economic potential. In 2007, these processes coincided with a 
negative turn in the balance between the working age population, deaths and 
retirements (Ioffe and Zayonchkovskaya 2010: 105). Until the economic 
recession of 2014, the demand in the Russian economy for a migrant work
force and immigration more generally was a much-debated issue. Growing 
immigrant communities have not been accepted by either politicians or the 
Russian public, and – as Kaarina Aitamurto shows in her chapter – not even 
many of the Muslim communities which these migrants could in principle join. 

Increasing legal migration – and creating the conditions for it – has been 
rejected as a policy which is contrary to the interpretation of Russian national 
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interests. Negative public opinion towards illegal migration and demands for 
more effective control of migrants in general has remained in the focus of 
policy- and opinion-makers, and has also been actively fostered by its mem
bers, as examined in Jussi Lassila’s chapter. In the 1990s, Russia was second 
on the list of countries receiving immigrants, after the US, with a total of 12.5 
million persons. Illegal migrants in Russia have several origins. Most arrived 
in Russia based on bilateral visa-free agreements among CIS countries. Their 
undocumented or poor legal status has affected the whole Russian immigra
tion system, which has concentrated on control enforcement and mechanisms 
of deportation (Ivakhniouk 2004: 41). As Madeleine Reeves’ (2013) work and 
Rustamjon Urinboyev’s chapter in this volume demonstrate, the financial and 
legal constraints on the legitimisation of migrant status continue to evolve 
alongside new laws and regulations. 

Well before the establishment of the current Eurasian Economic Union, the 
labour market shared by Russia and its neighbours has de facto created an 
area of economic integration, which has affected social, political and security 
developments in these societies. In this context, societal transformation in 
Russia has included an important component of ‘semi-legality’. At the macro 
level, a society’s reliance of the economy on persons whose status is ‘in 
between’ (e.g. Kubal 2013) forces them to balance their domestic policies and 
the demands of international economic and political regimes. National political 
cultures and economic integration may clash. 

As is shown in the chapters of this volume, at the micro level, migrant 
workers will often move between different statuses where their agency is 
changed (Kubal 2013). This is seen in the way in which local communities 
integrate migrant workers and provide them necessary services, a question 
approached in Linda Cook’s chapter. Tyuryukanova and Kostyrya (2008) 
have previously pointed out that migrants coming to Russia from countries 
with large and established diasporas have been better off in terms of surviving 
in new economic and legal conditions. Therefore, immigrants from Armenia 
and Azerbaijan have benefited from well-developed ethnic resources in com
parison to migrant workers coming from Central Asia. However, in the 2000s, 
traditional ethnic communities have been replaced by more flexible and 
unstable networks of new migrants. These migrant worker communities do 
not become members or part of the cultural and social fabric of the sur
rounding society, but live in a reality of informal and illegal systems and 
mutual assistance. The primary logic of migration is not to integrate, but 
instead to sustain family economies from abroad. Kaarina Aitamurto’s 
account of cultural assimilation and fear of Islamic radicalisation among 
migrants brings out an important effect which these questions have in the 
Russian society. 

In globalised conditions migration policies are affected by various official 
outsourcing and privatisation policies which states carry out as part of their 
economic reforms. In transitional conditions, where the institutional bound
aries are not yet consolidated and practices are formulated in often legally 
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obscure conditions, bureaucratic functions organised by a ‘third party’ often 
lead to corruption (Kubal 2013).4 Ioffe and Zayonchkovskaya (2010) show 
how Russian open door polices in the 1990s led to an inaccurate recording of 
immigrants and their exploitation, including forced labour, human trafficking 
and fraudulent recruitment schemes. Increasing negative public opinion on 
‘too many foreigners’ prompted the Russian government to introduce the 
2002 Federal Law on the legal status of foreigners in the Russian Federation. 
A type of border control was instituted in the practice of employment 
authorisation, which was to be procured by the prospective employer, pre
ceded by a residential approval stamp on the migrant’s passport. Ioffe and 
Zayonchkovskaya point out that these rules offered a substantial outlet for 
corruption. Intermediary services (which could also be called privatised border 
and immigration officials) offered residential registration and employment 
authorisation for a significant fee. 

Examination of law and institutions ‘on the ground’ is important, because 
changing practices and ways of thinking is a complex long-term challenge, 
often resulting in unintended consequences. Laws that cannot be enforced, or 
invoked by citizens, do not change ways of thinking or practices (Cotterrell 
1992: 51). In 2006, a new law on the records of foreign citizens in Russian 
Federation stipulated that temporary migrants no longer had to apply for 
registration and receive a stamp on their passport, but must instead notify the 
Federal Migration Service of their arrival. According to the 2006 amend
ments, an employment authorisation card could be handed directly to the 
applicant by the local office of the Federal Migration Service. These changes 
did have some positive effects in terms of growing the number of registered 
migrant workers. Ioffe and Zayonchkovskaya (2010) report that in 2007, 8 
million entries for temporary stay were recorded and 1.7 million job author
isations were granted to temporary migrants, up from 1.0 million in 2006. In 
addition, the tax base of the foreign labour force doubled (Zayonchkovskaya 
et al. 2009: 58). However, even as the rights and freedom of migrants were 
being strengthened, shadow employment in Russia continued. Still in 2007, 
around 40 per cent of registered migrants were being hired unofficially 
(Zayonchkovskaya et al. 2009: 58), which implies that persons who had a 
legal right to work in the Russian Federation were still being employed in the 
shadow economy. 

Schneider and Enste (2000) have concluded that the impact, which the 
shadow economy has on official institutions, norms and rules, is even more 
important than the loss of state revenue. Shadow economies by nature foster 
conditions where different forms of adjunct crime can take place (Friman 
2004; Tyuryukanova and Kostyrya 2008; Zabyelina 2012). Lavezzi’s (2014: 7) 
study on the conditions for organised crime in Italy points out that where 
firms use workers illegally, criminal organisations emerge as intermediaries, 
often to keep workers’ salary claims low. Yuliya Zabyelina’s (2012) study on 
the illicit shuttle trade in Moscow shows that the success of informal trade 
often partly depends on a combination of illicit transactions, imperfections in 



8 Anna-Liisa Heusala 

customs regulations, and corruption. Thus, the destructive impact of the 
shadow economy can be felt both in the deformed structure of national 
economies and in the damaged fiscal and law enforcement capacities of state 
institutions. Schneider and Enste point out that shadow economic activities 
are an indicator of the social order and legitimacy of rules in the official 
economy, and that the illegality of shadow activities is in fact an important 
constraint on the Leviathan state (2000: 108). These features are aggravated 
by transitional conditions where both the legacies of the previous political 
system and the globalised changes in state–individual relations influence 
societal transformation, as is shown in the case studies of this volume. 

Our case studies 

The first three chapters address dominant transformations in Russian politics. 
As the chapters demonstrate, questions related to identity and politics of 
belonging (Amelina 2016: 6, Yuval-Davis 2011: 18–21) are among significant 
factors which influence both domestic and foreign policy goals and imple
mentation of migrant labour policies. In Sergey Abashin’s chapter, the author 
examines the formation of the current Russian policies on transnational 
labour mobility between 2000 and 2014, a time period characterised by con
tinuous, significant growth in migration to Russia from the ex-Soviet states. 
He argues that there is not one, but several competing, even conflicting, 
migration policies, lobbied for by different actors with their own interests and 
views. The conclusion has been that the issue of migration has turned into an 
instrument of political manipulation as the ‘migrant’ has come to represent 
the main ‘Other’. 

Abashin addresses the negotiations over the Russian legislature and within 
state institutions which govern regulation concerning migration. The focus is 
on changes in the development as well as ways in which different arguments 
and aims have been grounded. The analysis demonstrates the contradictory 
and inconsistent nature of the policy; liberal actions and positive rhetoric 
concerning migration in governmental programmes have been followed by the 
restrictive measures and negative rhetoric of the implementing institutions. 
The second part focuses on the political and societal debates concerning 
migration in Russia. The analysis detects the different configurations and 
framings of the issue by political actors, and the main definitions and images 
concerning migrants that prevail in Russian societal discussions. 

Markku Kangaspuro and Anna-Liisa Heusala look at the evolution of 
Russian foreign policy thinking as an attempt to merge identity political and 
economic interests in the Eurasian Economic Union. The chapter takes a 
brief look at the public dispute on the initiative of Russia’s leadership in the 
Eurasian Economic Union and the anti-migration criticism related to the 
integration project. The main political goal of the ambitious plan is to 
strengthen Russian influence over the former Soviet area and to allow Russia 
more economic security in globalised competition. It is challenged by the 
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overwhelming legal and administrative requirements connected to the 
common economic area and free movement of goods and people. The chapter 
examines the case of the construction field where questions related to working 
conditions, qualifications of workers and industrial standards, entrepreneurial 
integrity and state control over legality have gained momentum in recent 
times. The chapter analyses the various dimensions through which the shadow 
economy (tenevaya ekonomika) is approached by both the national organisa
tion of developers and the Russia’s biggest trade union, the Federation of 
Independent Trade Unions in the Russian Federation. 
Jussi Lassila examines two political cases in Russia which are intertwined 

with the issue of migration: the Moscow mayoral elections in 2013 and the 
discussion on Ukrainian refugees as a result of the dramatic events in 
Ukraine since early 2014. The Moscow mayoral election illustrates how the 
challenger candidate, the opposition’s new frontman, anti-corruption blogger 
Alexei Navalny, skilfully harnessed Muscovites’ anti-immigration mood into 
his vision of a modern, European capital of Russia. In comparison, the views 
of Ukrainian refugees as a ‘wanted’ workforce in Russia show how official 
state patriotism struggles with the combination of national policies that are 
largely based on statist–imperial legacies and the exploitation of cheap 
workforce. 

Lassila argues that Russia’s demographic needs for immigrants, reactivated 
neo-imperial ideas of anti-Westernism and Eurasianism and anti-immigration 
mood towards ‘non-European’ newcomers create a complex source of poli
tical capital in Russia. The chapter also finds answers to the question of how 
the Russian shadow economy and its implications are understood and pre
sented in these processes. In this respect, state policies and popular dissent 
around the issue of migration not only reflect general European trends of 
xenophobic populism and islamophobia but, perhaps more importantly, the 
growing tension in Russian identity politics between defensive nation-state 
nationalism and traditional statist nationalism based on imperial myths. 

The following four chapters by Rustamjon Urinboyev, Yuliya Zabyelina, 
Kaarina Aitamurto and Linda Cook address transformations in Russian law 
and institutions. In Rustamjon Urinboyev’s chapter, the author shows how 
globalisation, even as it necessitates the harmonisation of rules and practices, 
also produces new, ‘ethnic’ forms of adaptation within legal and adminis
trative systems. Particularly in the shadow economy, migrant workers import 
and adapt ‘traditional’ practices to their new surroundings, which are outside 
regulated communication and decision-making. Thus, definitions of ‘legality’ 
and ‘illegality’ are affected by the legal cultures of their home states and local 
communities. 

Urinboyev points out how a common feature of previous studies on 
informality in Russia is a focus on informal practices and their regulatory 
structures that take place within the boundaries of a single nation-state, 
thereby confining informality to particular places, fields or people. This 
chapter situates itself in these ‘informality’ debates by arguing that the nature 
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of informal practices in Russia is changing, not only in terms of their content, 
form and magnitude, but, more importantly, in terms of geographical scope, 
due to the massive, unrelenting inflow of migrant workers from Central Asia 
and the Caucasus to Russia. Migrant workers remain part of the fabric of 
everyday life and social relations in their home state, while simultaneously 
becoming part of the socio-economic processes in their receiving state, leading 
to a daily flow of ideas, social practices and cultural symbols between the 
sending and receiving societies. These processes are especially visible in the 
construction sector in Moscow, where informal employment in the shadow 
economy is prevalent and carried out through so-called po rukam (informal, 
handshake-based) work contracts, which involve multiple actors with very 
different kinds and locations of power, such as migrant workers, construction 
firms, Russian immigration officials, police, posredniks (informal inter
mediaries), protection racketeers, imams (religious leaders), family members 
and village networks from the migrants’ home states. 

Yuliya Zabyelina addresses the marginalisation and exploitation of irre
gular migrants, as well as their coping mechanisms under the conditions of 
the shadow economy. She reviews the organisation of ‘trafficking economies’, 
and the culture of corruption connected with labour exploitation. The pre
dicament of the shadow economy is that it generates high and fast revenues 
that positively influence the development of national economies and provide 
jobs to local residents as well as migrant communities. Informal economic 
practices, however, are not limited to administrative fraud and low-scale tax 
evasion. The success of informal trade often depends partly on a combination 
of illicit transactions, imperfections in customs regulations and corruption. 
Moreover, the shadow economy is often connected to organised crime and 
various forms of trafficking. Within the twenty years of the post-Soviet eco
nomic reforms and market transformation, the Russian government has 
unfortunately been able to formalise its large informal trade. Zabyelina criti
cally evaluates the persistence of the shadow economy, and suggests some 
policy-relevant remedies that could help to legalise informal trade and inter
rupt criminal activities without upsetting economic growth and harming 
low-income groups. 

Migrants themselves are the subjects of various types of cultural, legal and 
political regimes which are constantly overlapping. As Rustamjon Urinboyev 
and Kaarina Aitamurto show in this volume, ‘regimes’ exist in both official 
state functions and unofficial societal networks (Nonini 2002). Aitamurto 
analyses how in Western Europe, it has become increasingly common to talk 
about Islam as a religion in discussions concerning the integration of immi
grants. Given that a substantial portion of new immigrants in Russia are 
Muslims, similar debates have begun to emerge in Russia, even though 
Muslim communities have a long history in many areas of the country. Rus
sian scholars disagree on whether Islamic religiosity helps or hinders the 
integration of migrants into contemporary Russian society. While some point 
out the benefits of the religious community for newcomers, others claim that 
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overt religiosity isolates migrants from the rest of society. In nationalist 
rhetoric, racist claims are increasingly translated into ‘cultural criticism’ of 
the clash of civilisations or religions. Moreover, the problems of inequality 
and the shadow economy are explained in ‘cultural terms’. The popular isla
mophobia also influences authorities’ reluctance to assimilate Islamic reli
giosity, which is manifested, for example, in the denial of permission to build 
new mosques or in the registration of Islamic organisations. Both of these 
enforce feelings of exclusion for Muslim migrants. In spite of the official 
rhetoric on the capacity of ‘traditional religions’ to guarantee morality in 
migrants, the scarcity of the resources the Russian government is allocating to 
Islamic organisations to carry out social work among migrants provides evi
dence of the suspicious attitudes towards Islam and also encourages informal 
practices in the domains of the integration of migrants. 

The short-term profitability of the shadow economy for employers and the 
inconsistent and conflicting government responses to the matter ensure the 
continuation of societal fragmentation. Tension created by newcomers in 
institutionalised religious networks and the fragmentation of social services 
for these newcomers illustrate the negative impact for transitional government 
institutions which are ‘swallowed’ by new challenges before they come into 
being. In these circumstances, new insecurities and inequalities emerge, as 
Linda Cook’s chapter shows. She analyses how a new structure of inequality 
has developed over the past two decades that has negative implications for 
societal well-being, public health in Russia and sending countries, and the 
breadth and integrity of the state’s obligations to provide basic services to its 
population. The chapter addresses the demand for publicly funded social 
services for illegal migrants working in the shadow economy and examines 
how marginalised labour migrants contribute to the fragmentation of Russia’s 
welfare state. The focus is on Tajik migrants’ social rights in Russia, particu
larly their access to health and welfare services in Moscow. The Russian 
economy relies on their labour, while Tajikistan, one of the world’s most 
remittance-dependent states, relies on their remittances for up to half of its 
annual GDP. Thus, migration now constitutes an institutionalised part of the 
political economies of both Russia’s highly stratified ‘global cities’ and the 
Eurasian periphery. 

Securitisation and migrant workers in the shadow economy 

Finally, I wish to make some remarks about the connection between the 
shadow economy in the Russian labour market and the enormous growth in 
the securitisation of societal questions in the post-9/11 world. When societal 
and economic questions are defined in the context of security, their management, 
the norms connected with this management, and the self-understandings of 
persons involved take on new dimensions. Sergey Abashin demonstrates how 
the content of the Russian ‘illegality discourse’ (i.e. public discourse on illegal 
immigrants) is one of the main political consequences of the shadow economy 
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and the socio-economic interdependencies between Russia and its neighbours 
in regional cooperation. The successes and failures of Russian migration 
policies have significance for European security, since Russia can prevent a 
mass influx of illegal migrants and forms of crime from penetrating into 
Western Europe. 

As Abashin’s account also testifies, in Russia’s transition, this has meant a 
shift towards underlining the national security framework in state policy 
planning and implementation (Legvold 2011). In 2001, the Russian Security 
Council declared that the scale of illegal immigration had grown into a real 
threat to national security (Ivakhnouk 2004: 37). The contents of the newly 
minted current national security framework (31 December 2015) are defined 
in strategy and policy documents, security and administrative legislation and 
the yearly policy speeches of the president.5 Migration policy, along with 
transnational crime prevention and border control, is high on the list of 
matters which the Russian government vows to take seriously. 

The implementation of prioritised policies is coordinated by the Security 
Council, which is a structure that overlaps with the state administration. In 
the current national security framework, the main challenges of Russian 
national security are linked with the promotion of economic growth and the 
building of defence and state capacity. The predictability of the Russian 
state is built on the ability of its leadership to strengthen the Russian welfare 
system, prevent crime (particularly organised and narcotics crime, and ter
rorism) and reverse the demographic crisis of the 1990s. In its current foreign 
policy, Russian national security interests are connected to the creation of a 
multipolar world order where Russia is one of the key great powers. Increas
ing emphasis on various forms of identity politics, including the legal sphere 
(Antonov 2012), have emerged as a reflex in the face of this evolution, toge
ther with an attempt to create a regional security complex (Buzan 1991) in 
the ex-Soviet states. 

Historically, the emphasis on security thinking and control inside the Rus
sian state bureaucracy has happened as a result of institutional risks which 
have been serious enough to undermine reform goals. The Russian leadership 
has attempted to find ways to contain and solve these risks to reduce goal 
ambiguity and increase control through legalistic decision-making, hier
archical organisation and centralisation (Heusala 2013). In the area of 
migration polices, restrictions on immigrant labour have been enforced 
through a centralised assignment of quotas for foreign workers. The system 
itself has been more accessible to large firms than small businesses or indivi
duals willing to hire persons legally. In 2009 the Federal Migration Service 
issued Directive No. 36, which attempted to protect domestic labour by way 
of limiting the authorised working period to one year, a rule which pressured 
employers and migrant workers to bypass the law and use corruption (Ioffe 
and Zayonchkovskaya 2010: 120–2). 

As this example shows, attempts to control the shadow economy amid 
institutional consolidation have not been easy to execute. The economic and 
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social costs of unofficial practices, and their toleration in the future – by 
migrants, Russian officials and the general public (Ackerman 2014; Buckler 
2008) – come to the fore. Securitisation of migration is the chosen mode of 
action in the current European context, while Russia is again underlining the 
importance of anti-extremist and anti-terrorism action. Therefore, a more 
‘law and order’ approach to immigration control and workforce registration 
remains along with the complex political and legal changes aiming at building 
regional economic cooperation and harmonisation of structures. In this deli
cate balance there are both new possibilities and new risks for the long-term 
development of practices and ways of thinking which would curtail the wider 
phenomenon of the shadow economy in the Russian society. 

Notes 
1	 Schneider and Williams (2013) cite a 2009 study by the OECD which found that 

more than half of all jobs in the non-agricultural sectors of developing countries 
can be considered informal. The informal economy in the developing world consists 
of persons who are self-employed and work independently or who own and manage 
very small enterprises. 

2	 Definitions for undocumented migrants vary in literature. Commonly used defini
tions include illegal migrants and irregular migrants. Both of these terms are used 
also in this joint volume. We are aware of the Resolution 3449 of the UN General 
Assembly (9 December 1975), which recommends the use of the terms non-documented 
or irregular migrants to avoid incriminating migrants. In this volume, the term 
‘illegal migrant worker’ is used for persons who work without a legal work permit 
and who are thus employed without a formal contract. ‘Illegality’ refers to their 
legal status and does not imply anything else with regard to their behaviour or 
personal characteristics. 

3	 A large body of literature exists on the evolution of migration and migration policy. 
Here we refer to examples such as Amelina et al. (2016: 1–6) and Castles (2010). 

4	 Kubal (2013: 556) shows how after 2004 and 2007, Eastern Europeans migrating to 
old EU member states held an ambiguous legal status for several years. Although 
EU citizens, they did not have full access to the labour markets. In 2007, this legal 
incoherence extended to over 102 million persons who were legal residents but 
illegal workers. 

5	 Ukaz Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii ot 31 dekabrya 2015 goda N. 683 ‘O Strategii 
natsional’noi bezopasnosti Rossiiskoi Federatsii’; federal’nye zakon ot 28 dekabrya 
2010 g. N. 390-FZ ‘O bezopasnosti’; federal’nye zakon ot 28 iyunya 2014 g. N. 172-FZ 
‘O strategicheskom planirovanii v Rossiiskoi Federatsii’. 
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2 Migration policies in Russia 
Laws and debates 

Sergey Abashin 

International migration is today one of the key processes and most important 
discussion topics in Russia. According to the official data, from 1991 to 2000, 
after the collapse of the USSR, 8.4 million people immigrated to the country 
(Heleniak 2008; Karachurina 2012). From 2001 to 2013, there were 3.3 mil
lion immigrants (Federal State Statistic Service 2015). Thus, within two dec
ades almost 12 million immigrants (8–9 per cent of the country’s permanent 
population) moved to Russia in order to live there permanently; the vast 
majority of them came from the former Soviet republics. Almost the same 
number, approximately 11 million, of foreign nationals have been found to 
reside in Russia every year in recent years (Federal Migration Service 2015). 
Many of them live there permanently, but do not apply for a residence permit 
or citizenship. Moreover, a significant proportion of this category of migrants 
is on rota, i.e. those leaving the country are replaced with new foreign 
nationals. These migrants are also predominantly either former Soviet 
nationals or descendants thereof. 

Had the USSR continued to exist, the vast majority of these 20 to 25 mil
lion people would not have been regarded as international migrants, and 
resettlement processes, regardless of their scale, would have been regulated by 
normal interior legislation (Siegelbaum and Moch 2014). The collapse of the 
USSR certainly provoked an increase in mobility, but it also changed the 
statuses of people, turning former nationals of one country into foreign 
nationals in relation to each other, i.e. it created entirely new ways of talking 
about migration. This process coincided with different tendencies: a transfor
mation from a planned economy to a neo-liberal one, from a multinational 
empire to several states in the process of building a nation, from friendship 
among peoples to postcolonial divisions. Many questions arose in the new 
post-Soviet reality about what kind of a mobility policy should exist between 
the former administrative boundaries that had become state borders, how to 
name and identify the status of people who cross them, and whether this 
mobility is advantageous or, conversely, dangerous, and what kind of institutions 
and rules should control and regulate this mobility and these people. 

A debate on all of these issues has been ongoing during the whole post-
Soviet period and has been accompanied by frequent changes in migration 
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policies. At the same time, academics studying migration processes in Russia 
point out that migration policy has a cyclical character, related to elections, 
and an inconsistent character, related to conflict between different lobbyists 
(liberals, conditional siloviks, nationalists and neo-imperialists) (Mukomel’ 
2005: 153; Zaionchkovskaya et al. 2009: 55–61). Experts talk about discourse 
segmentation in different areas (journalists, officials, politicians, experts) 
(Mukomel’ 2005: 80) and about strong ideological polarisation in this topic 
area (Mukomel’ 2008). All of these issues mean that reactions, solutions and 
rhetoric on migration are very contradictory and rapidly changing. Moreover, 
the mobility processes themselves are also constantly developing, not always 
predictably; they react to economic and political crises and create new topics 
for debate all the time. 

In this chapter, I will try to outline the main tendencies and milestones of 
migration policy in Russia in the 2000s. I will describe the search for and shift 
in basic conceptual foundations of migration policy that took place in this 
period. I will briefly look into the establishment of the Federal Migration 
Service (FMS) as a major institution responsible for mobility regulation. I 
will give an overview of the main documents that were developed in 2012 and 
defined the way in which the migration interests are seen by the current Rus
sian authorities. I will consider political debate on migration issues using 
examples of the election agendas of candidates in the mayoral election in 
Moscow in 2013. Finally I will analyse the main directions and the first 
results of the changes in migration legislation in 2014 and 2015.1 

Ours or others 

Russian migration policy went through a number of significant transforma
tions between 1991 and 2015 (Malakhov 2014: 1065–7). The gist could be 
described as a transformation from a single Soviet citizenship and identity to 
a more differentiated definition of inhabitants of the former Soviet republics as 
‘our vs alien’ and ‘preferred vs non-preferred migrants’ in Russia. This pro
cess has evolved controversially, because for a very long time politicians could 
not decide what kind of state Russia should be – a national state or a unique 
‘civilisation’ – and what kind of relationship it should have with the different 
former Soviet republics that became independent countries: an open and 
associated one or a distanced one. 

The first migration laws in the post-Soviet Russia were the Federal Refu
gees Act and the Act on Forcibly Displaced Persons (Zakon ‘O bezhentsakh’, 
Zakon ‘O vynuzhdennykh pereselentsakh’).2 They were adopted in 1993 as a 
reaction to the mass resettlements of people caused by the collapse of the 
USSR (Robarts 2008). These laws defined the statuses and conditions of post-
Soviet migration, at the same time characterising it as extreme. The laws 
defined the difference between a refugee and a forcibly displaced person, for 
the first time showing the degree of affinity and desirability of former Soviet 
people for the new Russia. Foreign nationals who arrived in the country were 
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denominated as refugees, while Russian citizens who acquired Russian citi
zenship outside Russia or while arriving in Russia were denominated as for
cibly displaced persons (‘Zakon “O gosudarstvennoi politike …’; ‘Zakon “O 
pravovom polozhenii…’). Later these laws were amended, and new conditions 
were introduced for awarding particular statuses (in particular, a list of circum
stances that gave the right to refugee status or a permanent residence permit 
in Russia, and a desire to receive Russian citizenship for displaced persons). 

In 1994, President Boris Yeltsin issued a decree ‘On the Main Directions of 
the Russian Federation’s State Policy toward Compatriots Residing Abroad’, 
which was followed by the government regulation ‘On Supportive Measures 
to Compatriots Abroad’. In 1995 the State Duma adopted a ‘Declaration on 
Support for Russian Diaspora and on Patronage for Russian Compatriots’ 
(Government 1995), where ‘everyone coming from the USSR and Russia and 
the direct descendants thereof, regardless of their national and ethnic origin, 
language, confession, occupation, place of residence, and other circumstances, 
not holding a Russian citizenship and declaring in an unambiguous way their 
spiritual, cultural, and ethnic ties with the Russian Federation or any federal 
subject of the Russian Federation and having confirmed these ties’ were 
declared to be ‘compatriots’. In 1999, the ‘Act on the Russian Federation’s 
State Policy toward Compatriots Abroad’ (Zakon ‘O gosudarstvennoi … 
2015) was adopted. There, compatriots were denominated, in particular, as 
‘individuals, who used to hold USSR citizenship, are residing in the states 
that used to be a part of the USSR in the past and hold the citizenship of the 
aforementioned states’. However, their descendants, if they belonged to ‘the 
titular nationality of foreign states’, lost this status. 

‘Compatriot’ became a basic concept for describing former Soviet citizens 
who wanted to keep their ties and stay loyal to post-Soviet Russia. Moreover, 
the concept was interpreted very broadly, which allowed anyone who lived 
in the post-Soviet space to be included in it. All decisions concerning com
patriots were built in the first instance around the logic of supporting their 
status abroad and secondly as a support for compatriots who decided to move 
permanently to Russia. In the 1990s, a simplified procedure for acquiring 
Russian citizenship was available for the latter category. 

However, at the beginning of the 2000s, the policy towards former Soviet 
citizens started to go through significant changes. The Russian authorities 
decided to draw a clear line between ‘ours’ and ‘aliens’ and between ‘pre
ferred’ and ‘non-preferred’. First of all, a divisive line was drawn between 
those who arrive to get permanent residency and Russian citizenship, and 
foreign nationals (‘labour migrants’), who receive a ‘temporary’ or ‘perma
nent’ residence status. This was written down in detail in the ‘Federal Law on 
Legal Status of Foreign Citizens in the Russian Federation’ that was adopted 
in 2002 (‘Zakon “O pravovom polozhenii …’ 2002).3 The latest versions of 
the law on compatriots outlined cultural requirements for migrants who 
would like to become Russian citizens, and strengthened ethnic selection in 
attracting immigrants from other countries. 
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Officially the concept of ‘compatriots’ was interpreted and continues to be 
interpreted very broadly, embracing Russian citizens living abroad and indi
viduals who used to have USSR citizenship as well as everyone who comes 
from Russia and the USSR and their descendants. This definition excluded a 
purely ethnic approach to migration policy, underlined the multinational 
character of Russian society, and opened the doors for non-ethnic migra
tion from the post-Soviet space. However, the concept of ‘compatriot’ was 
gradually linked to someone’s plans to move to Russia (Heleniak 2001: 546). 
In 2006, a ‘State Programme to Support Voluntary Resettlement to the 
Russian Federation of Compatriots Living Abroad’ (‘Ukaz Prezidenta…’ 
2006) was revealed. The programme stated that the socio-economic devel
opment of the country requires ‘a stabilization of population size’, and, sub
sequently, a migrational input into the population of Russia. Moreover, 
compatriots ‘raised in the traditions of the Russian culture, speaking Rus
sian and willing to maintain their ties to Russia’, were considered the most 
desired category of these resettlers. At the same time, the definition of com
patriots was given in the law in 1999.4 They were entitled to different financial 
privileges and compensations. The programme was planned to operate until 
2012. 

In 2012 the resettlement programme was continued and declared indefinite, 
but it was significantly adjusted so that the concept of ‘compatriot’ became 
even narrower. The main adjustment consisted of amendments to the ‘Act on 
the Russian Federation’s State Policy toward Compatriots Abroad’ that radi
cally narrowed the definition of a compatriot (Zakon ‘O gosudarstvennoi…’ 
2015). The new version regarded as compatriots ‘individuals and their des
cendants, living outside of Russia and belonging, as a rule, to ethnicities that 
historically live on the territory of the Russian Federation, and who made a 
free choice in favour of spiritual, cultural and legal ties to the Russian 
Federation, whose direct ancestors lived in the past on the territory of the 
Russian Federation’. 

The narrowing of the ‘compatriot’ concept cleared a space for the legal and 
rhetorical institutionalisation of other statuses and definitions in respect to 
migrants from the post-Soviet space. Gradually, media and politicians filled 
this niche with concepts of ‘migrant’ and particularly ‘gastarbeiter’ that are 
used predominantly for labour migrants from the countries of the former 
USSR that do not have a visa regime with Russia. Thus, a division between 
the categories of ‘good compatriots’ and ‘bad gastarbeiters’ occurred. In 
practice, however, these concepts are mixed, and placement into one category 
remains arbitrary and dependent on many factors, including bureaucratic and 
administrative interests. Migration policy in the 2000s was built up around 
the topic of how to separate one from the other. This formation was taking 
place simultaneously in institutional, ideological, political and legal modes, 
each of which has its own specialities and background. As a result, there are 
plenty of legal statuses and legality modes (Reeves 2013). 
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Federal Migration Service 

An independent FMS was founded in 1992 on the basis of what used to be 
the Soviet Committee for Migration Affairs at the Ministry of Labour and 
Employment. The FMS had a rather modest complement of civil servants (a 
few hundred) and its tasks included the accommodation of refugees and for
cibly displaced persons from the former USSR republics. However, by the end 
of the 1990s, when the influx of Russian-speaking resettlers started to 
decrease and was replaced by the growing influx of foreign-language-speaking 
migrants, a decision was made to unite migration and nationality issues under 
one single authority. In 2000, the FMS apparatus was integrated into the 
Ministry for Federal Affairs, and National and Migration policies. Then, one 
year later, this ministry was dissolved and the main tasks of immigration 
control were given to the Ministry of Internal Affairs, where the migration 
service became a separate department, the head of which received a post of 
deputy minister. Simultaneously, in 2001 an interdepartmental working group 
was created whose task was to prepare proposals for an update of migration 
legislation; the then deputy head of the President’s Administration, the former 
secret service officer Viktor Ivanov, led the group. 

Several processes were taking place in the background of the debate on 
migration policy at the beginning of the 2000s: the activation of the fight 
against terrorism and rebellion in the North Caucasus, the centralisation of 
the management system, and the strengthening of federal institutions, 
including law enforcement agencies. In the laws on citizenship and the legal 
status of foreign nationals adopted in 2002, the procedure for acquiring a 
permanent residence permit and the Russian citizenship was seriously 
restrained. New migration control mechanisms were introduced, such as a 
migration card, a registration procedure at the address of accommodation/ 
residence. A new article covering crimes of ‘illegal migration organisation’, 
complemented the Criminal Code, and administrative punishment in migra
tion cases was hardened. In 2003 the government adopted ‘The Conceptual 
Foundation for Regulating Migration Processes in the Russian Federation’ 
developed in the Ministry of Internal Affairs (‘Kontseptsiya regulirovaniya’ 
2003). The document states a need for ‘a strong will of the state’ and ‘a solid 
law and order in the area of regulating migration processes’, and discusses an 
elemental and uncontrollable ‘population growth’ and ‘worsening crime 
situation’, a threat of ‘penetration of terrorist organisations’, and a mass and 
illegal residence in Russia of Transcaucasia, Central and Eastern Asian states’ 
nationals, that ‘creates a threat to the national labour market and fosters a 
shadow economy’. The conceptual foundation also laid out a plan for the devel
opment of a single immigration control system in the Russian Federation and 
for regulating international labour migration. 

The decision to recreate the FMS was made in 2004. This time, the service 
would have an extended array of functions: in particular, it would be respon
sible for passport and visa procedures. During the period from 2004 to 2012, 
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the FMS officially remained a department of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, 
and militia/police officers were attached to the service while keeping their 
ranks and military benefits. However, in reality the service gained an auton
omous status – it was financed as a separate expenditure in the state budget, 
and its work was regulated by separate legislation and regulations. Several 
former KGB and FSB officers joined the management of FMS: specifically 
the post of the head of the service was given to the representative of this agency, 
Konstantin Romodanovsky. This also underlined a certain independence of 
the new institution. 

The FMS was allocated significant organisational and monetary resources 
that far exceeded those that the agency had in the 1990s. In 2004, the agency 
employed around 20,000 people, and by 2014 the number of staff had dou
bled, to 40,000. Among them, the number of federal state officials, the most 
privileged group of civil servants, increased from 3,000 to 12,000, and the 
central administration grew from 400 to 700 people. In the ten years of the 
agency’s existence from 2005 to 2014, its funding increased tenfold, from 
3.5 billion roubles to 36.1 billion roubles (Government 2005, 2014). 
This concentration of resources and power to manage migration processes 

in one institution had several important and at the same time controversial 
impacts. A rather powerful bureaucratic structure was created, with its own 
hierarchies, centre, and regional offices, daily routine activities and a number of 
services that could generate income for the state and at the same time offered 
opportunities for shadow earnings. This institution could actively interact not 
only with the president’s administration and the government, but also with 
regional governments, via the regional offices of the FMS. The FMS also received 
the possibility and right to cooperate with other countries on issues of 
migration, as well as with international organisations dealing with this issue. 
All this made the service an important place for negotiation and lobbying. 

The recreation of the FMS allowed the consolidation of migration policy, 
although leaving some of the functions to other agencies.5 A cohort of state 
officials specialised in migration, collecting and manipulating migration sta
tistics, creating their own group of official and unofficial experts. The dis
solution of the interdepartmental group for developing migration legislation 
made the service a main institution where the ideas of migrations policies are 
developed. Moreover, due to the bureaucratic logic of increasing its weight 
and funding, it is important for the FMS that the ‘migration problem’ is 
constantly on the informational and political agenda and that state officials 
are seen to be ‘dealing with’ this problem, ‘solving’ it and performing an 
important state task. 

Yet another impact, partly unexpected, was that, contrary to the original 
logic of strengthening force mechanisms for managing migration, the forma
tion of the separate institution responsible for migration control allowed the 
topic of migration to be detached into a separate object of concern, slightly 
distancing it from a purely repressive perspective, to create conditions for 
reviewing legalisation issues from a more liberal point of view.6 This was 
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caused, in particular, by the fact that liberal experts could have more influ
ence on the decision-making within the frames of this institutional format, 
that business dependent on foreign labour could negotiate faster to resolve its 
difficulties, and that the state officials themselves were more interested in the 
different indirect mechanisms impacting on migration when it was possible to 
act without direct subordination to the force agencies. 

Not without the participation of the FMS, it was decided in 2007 to sim
plify access to the labour market for migrants without visas (application pro
cess and work permit, notification-based procedure for the employers, high 
quotas, notification- rather than permission-based migrant registration, work 
permits being given to employees and not to employers). In 2009, another 
liberal decision was made: that labour migrants from visa-free countries could 
receive a work permit in Russia by purchasing a special paid document 
(patent), which however concerned only the work of individuals, but in fact 
gave an opportunity to for all foreigners to have some legal status. In 2012, 
the FMS actively took part in formulating the new migration policy, and 
2013–15 saw the beginning of the implementation of the new migration reg
ulations that contained more flexible and liberal formulations and norms, 
which I will discuss later. 

In other words, the separate migration agency that was created deep inside 
the secret service turned out to be a monopolist in the formulation of migration 
policy independently of repressive institutions. This trend eventually led to the 
situation where in 2013 the head of the FMS Konstantin Romodanovsky 
received the rank of federal minister directly subordinate to the government, 
and the migration service was officially released from the subordination of the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, and became a civil institution. We cannot say 
that this process has taken place without an internal struggle: on the one 
hand, there are ideas to make migration policy less strong-arm, to shift the accent 
towards problems of integration and give part of the functions to the Agency 
of Nationality Affairs that was created in 2015 (from 2004, the government 
had no institution dealing with nationality issues), and on the other hand, 
there are proposals to strengthen the control element again by returning the 
FMS back to the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA) or giving the service 
some policing and investigative functions.7 

The end result has been an unexpected presidential edict in April 2016 
concerning the abolishment of the FMS and transferal of its functions to the 
Central administration of migration in the MIA. In the process, the status of 
the organisation of migration questions fell below the 2013 decision, and even 
below its position in 2004. Migration policy again lost its independent status 
as a unified point of accumulation of ideas and authority. 

Policy concept of 2012 

The new version of the migration policy was declared in 2012, when Vladimir 
Putin formally returned to the post of president. I would like to draw 
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attention to two texts where the main principles of the new policy were laid 
out: the first is a pre-election newspaper piece by the then still Prime Minister 
Putin, ‘Russia: the national issue’ published on 23 January 2012 in the Neza
visimaya Gazeta; and the second is ‘The concept of the state migration policy 
for the RF during the period till 2025’, also signed by Putin as the new-old 
president on 12 June 2012 (Putin 2012, Kontseptsiya gosudarstvennoi). 

In the article, the prime minister talked about the cultural diversity of 
Russia and the ‘risks’ of inter-ethnic and inter-confessional ‘tensions’ related 
to this. He linked these risks, in particular, to the migration that will inevitably 
grow everywhere in the world. Putin criticised attempts to integrate ‘minorities’ 
through assimilation in the ‘melting pot’ saying that the pot is ‘knocking and 
reeking’. He also criticised the idea of ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘tolerance’, 
which in his opinion are leading to minorities’ isolation and to their reluc
tance not only to assimilate, but also to ‘adapt’, which as a ‘responsive reaction’ 
causes an increase of xenophobia ‘amongst the local population’. Melting pot 
and multiculturalism failures, in Putin’s opinion, are related to the crisis of the 
‘very model of the national state’ in Europe and he counters it with the Rus
sian model of a ‘multinational state’ evolved over centuries, where ‘a process 
of mutual accustomization, mutual penetration, and ethnic mixing on the 
family, friendship and collegial level was constantly going on’. What is more, 
the core, the ‘binding tissue of this unique civilization’ is the Russian people 
and Russian culture. 

A separate part of the article dedicated to the ‘migration problem’ and ‘our 
integration project’. There Putin admits that ‘illegal immigration could never 
and nowhere be eliminated completely, but it, definitely, should be and can be 
minimized’ by the law-enforcing functions of the migration services and 
through tightening punishment for the violation of migration rules. However, 
besides repression, the text discusses the need to divide ‘favoured treatment 
modes’ for different migrant categories: priority in selection and qualifying for 
residence and work permits should be given to those whose ‘qualification, com
petence, competitiveness, and cultural and behavioural compatibility’ match the 
Russian conditions best. The article mentions ‘respect towards local traditions’, 
a necessity to avoid an occurrence of ‘closed, isolated ethnic enclaves’ and a 
need for ‘civilized integration and socialization of migrants’. In this regard, 
an innovative proposal was articulated to make tests in Russian language, 
Russian history, Russian literature, and the foundations of the state and the law 
obligatory for gaining and extending migration status. Finally, Putin mentions 
‘Eurasian integration’ as a means of reducing inequality in the post-Soviet 
space and consequently ‘at least minimization of migration flows’. 

Adopted in the same year ‘The Concept of the State Migration Policy’ was 
slightly different from the article. It was not aimed at a broad audience and 
did not pursue populist pre-election objectives, but its accent shifted from the 
national issue to economic and demographic problems. 

The concept, just like the article, does not begin with threats and negative 
consequences, but with the inevitability and possible benefits of external 
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migration. It says that migrants should be welcomed as ‘one of the sources to 
increase population size’ in the country and particular regions, and as a 
source of fulfilling ‘the needs of the Russian economy’ in ‘labourers in priority 
professional and qualification groups’. Also it says that ‘experience of coun
tries that practice an active migration policy shows that migration processes 
accelerate socio-economic development and ensure population prosperity 
growth’. However, the list of tasks for migration policy is reshuffled: first 
‘ensuring the national security of the Russian Federation’, and ‘maximum 
protection, comfort, and well-being of the Russian Federation’s population’ is 
listed, and only then population growth and economic needs. 

The concept mentions risks and problems, among which is ‘illegal migra
tion’ that ‘feeds the shadow economy’ and ‘worsens negative attitudes towards 
migrants’. At the same time, among the problems is mentioned the fact that 
migration policy is orientated towards ‘bringing in temporary foreign labour
ers and does not include measures that would facilitate resettlement to the 
place of permanent residence, or the adaptation and integration of migrants’. 
The document discusses ‘incentives’ for moving permanently to the Russian 
Federation intended for certain groups of foreigners, and differentiation 
mechanisms for these groups, such as a definition of ‘compatriots’, and 
‘highly skilled’ and ‘in-demand’ workers, as well as a division into categories 
of ‘short-term and long-term labour migration’. 

For ‘the support of adaptation and integration of migrants’, the concept 
suggests that ‘both migrants and host society should develop skills of inter
cultural dialogue and actions against xenophobia, and national and racial 
intolerance’, separately mentioning the need for teaching Russian, providing 
‘legal education, and awareness about cultural traditions and behaviour 
norms’, ‘ensuring access for the foreign nationals and members of their 
families to social, medical and educational services dependent on their legal 
status’, ‘measures against the social exclusion of migrants, space segregation, 
and ethnic enclave formation’, and the ‘development, introduction, and 
implementation of programmes aimed at the adaptation and integration of 
migrants, including opening centres of informational and legal support for 
migrants, and Russian language, history and culture courses’. 

The document also mentions the fight against ‘illegal migration’, in support 
of which it suggests a ‘refinement of penalties for migration legislation viola
tions’ and ‘a refinement of the immigration control system’, and the ‘creation 
of infrastructure for readmission procedures and ensuring the operation of 
special institutions to detain foreign nationals and stateless persons’. 

Both documents dealing with the new migration policy and signed by Putin 
are controversial. First of all, they are not of a binding nature and, as such, 
are first and foremost political statements. Second, even if these texts are not 
in conflict with each other, they nonetheless describe the migration problems 
differently: either as a national issue, or as an economic and demographic 
one. This difference allows the discussion of migration to be switched from 
one register to another and the arguments to be manipulated from various 



Migration policies in Russia 25 

discourses. Third, each of these texts contains a very diverse set of points: on 
the benefits and disadvantages of migration, on security and development, on 
prohibitions and encouragement. In this set, everyone can see and read 
whatever is closest to their own ideological point of view. This is a peculiar 
compromise of several lobbying forces that does not close the discussion, but 
rather opens it up in very different areas. 

The Moscow mayoral election in 2013 

In the public domain, the controversial nature of the Russian migration 
policy, normally not very obvious in the official statements, gains features of 
an open political battle (Mukomel’ 2005: 86–103, Mukomel’ 2011: 86–108, 
Malakhov 2014: 1070–5). This was most clearly seen during the Moscow 
mayoral election in 2013. 

The capital has a special status in Russian society. Moscow is not just the 
largest megalopolis, with 12–14 million registered and unregistered inhabitants, 
but has an over-concentration of finances, state institutions and political 
forces, as well as information resources. Many local events taking place in this 
city attract all-Russian coverage and have all-Russian significance. Specifically 
Muscovite problems and concerns very much influence the language of power 
and ideology, and this language is transmitted to other regions, where local 
officials, politicians and journalists reproduce Moscow clichés and questions 
in their home territory. The attitude towards migration is to a great extent 
formulated precisely in the Moscow region, where the concentration of for
eigners is very high (an estimated 25–30 per cent of all of the foreigners in the 
country), and this purely metropolitan attitude, aggravated by dismal traffic 
problems, high prices, poor ecology, etc. is then spread across the country. 
It is no coincidence in this regard that the election of the head of the city of 

Moscow in 2013 sharply exacerbated political and public debates about 
migration in Russia in general. Attitudes towards migration became one of 
the key elements of the politics in the country. This topic gained a significant 
public nature and all politicians, all parties, and all public persons expressed 
their opinion. Numerous phobias that had been previously morally or politi
cally censored gained in this debate a rather legitimate, politically acceptable 
and even, in some senses, approved nature. 

The election was due on 8 September, so the pre-election campaign occur
red over three summer months. A rather broad spectrum of political forces 
was present at the elections, which dramatically sharpened the pre-election 
debate and strengthened the populist element of all of the agendas. The oppo
sition used the topic of migration, regarding it as a weak spot of the current 
management system, while the powers in response tried to demonstrate that 
they were dealing with the problem. The result was a mutual escalation of 
anti-migration panic. What is more, the arguments and rhetoric of the pre
election campaign matched the language of the texts signed by Putin in 2012 
very little, and created an entirely different set of questions and topics. 
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Pre-empting criticism of condoning foreign migration, the incumbent and 
the candidate from the ruling United Russia party, Sergey Sobyanin, from the 
very beginning of his campaign, in fact even before he officially declared it, 
began to demonstrate a strict attitude towards the newcomers. He said that 
Moscow needs migration, because the city is experiencing a shortage of 
labour. However, in his opinion, this need could be satisfied with people 
coming from other regions of Russia, Russian citizens, while it was necessary 
to reduce the number of foreign migrants, particularly, as Sobyanin casually 
mentioned, the number of newcomers from Central Asia, whose culture is 
‘inadequate with our traditions’. Sobyanin also suggested keeping migration 
seasonal, i.e. not to motivate migrants to ‘adapt’, but to motivate them to 
leave after finishing their work. ‘In my opinion Moscow is a Russian city and 
it should remain like that. Not a Chinese, not a Tajik and not an Uzbek city,’ 
he said in one interview, clearly exaggerating the threat of the capital turning 
into a ‘non-Russian’ city. The acting head of the city, however, spoke out 
against the introduction of visas with countries from which the main migrant 
influx originates, but he emphasised the fact that rules for foreigners would be 
hardened in Moscow. 

Sobyanin could not confine himself to rhetoric: he had to demonstrate his 
determination and ability to solve the migration issue. On 27 July, at the 
height of the official pre-election campaign, a rather ordinary incident hap
pened at Matveevsky market in Moscow: during an identity check, a local 
merchant from Dagestan, Russian citizen Magomet Rasulov, hit a policeman 
several times. Someone filmed it, and the video was quickly distributed on the 
Internet and TV. Immediately, police raids started, which were shown on all 
state TV channels in news programmes. Naturally, demonstrative violence 
shifted from Caucasians, who are Russian citizens, to foreign migrants, who 
were easier to declare as lawbreakers, because many of them indeed do not 
have all of the documents required for residence and work. Within the frames 
of the same campaign, a detainment camp for foreign nationals who violated 
administrative rules and were to be deported was opened on 1 August in 
Golyanovo, the northern district of Moscow. The camp had 900 places and 
quickly filled with several dozen and later several hundred foreigners, most of 
whom were Vietnamese citizens. 

Regardless of Sobyanin’s attempts to look like a person who is solving the 
migration issue, it was much too attractive for criticism from the opposition. 
The new candidate, Alexei Navalny, who of course needed to find new topics 
and a new language to position himself as a ‘new politician’, criticised him 
especially actively. 

Navalny positioned himself as a moderate nationalist, a European-type 
national-democrat, and used as an example Le Pen’s party in France and 
Wilders’ party in the Netherlands. Navalny tried to include the topic of 
migration in the anti-corruption rhetoric. First, he accentuated the fact that 
there are too many foreign migrants, and their arrival in Moscow is related to 
the financial interests of civil servants and corruption. In his opinion, 
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migration on this scale is not needed and only maintains an inefficient econ
omy in the capital. He also actively elaborated upon the theme that the fast-
growing number of crimes is related to migrants. At the same time, Navalny 
underlined that he was talking exclusively about the inhabitants of Central 
Asia and the North Caucasus, because, in his opinion, it was migrants from 
these regions who cause most of the problems, whereas those coming from 
Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova are law-abiding people and better qualified. 
As a solution to the problem of excess foreign migrants, Navalny suggested 
the introduction of a visa regime with Central Asian states. 

The other four candidates also actively participated in the migration 
debate. The strictest position, close to the position of Navalny, was held by 
the representative of LDPR (the party of Vladimir Zhirinovsky), who iterated 
his agenda concerning migration very laconically and unequivocally: ‘First of 
all we should prohibit any migration. Secondly, we should catch and deport 
all illegals. Thirdly, all legal migrants should be proofed in terms of professional 
qualifications’. 

The liberal Yabloko party leader Sergey Mitrokhin in some of his speeches 
criticised his competitor Navalny for an alliance with nationalists, condemn
ing the ‘concentration camps’, ‘raids’, ‘deportations’ and the idea of visa 
introduction. On other occasions he himself talked and wrote about epidemics 
as a threat caused by migrants, about an increase of conflicts, and about 
ousting local workers out of the labour market due to the influx of cheap 
labour. Mitrokhin suggested hardening measures that should result in the 
reduction of foreign migrant numbers. Mitrokhin also implied that Moscow is 
a more preferable place for migrants with ‘Slavic faces’. 
Ivan Melnikov, a party functionary since Soviet times, a candidate from the 

Communist party, did not make migration a main topic of his pre-election 
campaign. He, however, also inevitably expressed his opinion on this topic 
and in a very soft way repeated the general ideas, roughly in the same spirit as 
Sobyanin: there are a lot of migrants in Moscow, there should be fewer of 
them, migrants should stay here legally and should arrive on a working visa, 
but we do not need to introduce visas with CIS countries, and illegal migrants 
are a ‘concern of the law enforcement agencies’. The candidate from the A 
Just Russia party, also a functionary since the Soviet period, Nikolay Levi
chev, following Sobyanin and Melnikov, tried to find a position of moderate 
criticism of the migration situation. He repeated the whole array of anti-
migrant arguments that mass migration, especially illegal migration, creates 
the danger of an increase in criminality, leads to the formation of uncon
trolled ‘ethnic enclaves’, where migrants poorly integrate into the Russian 
society, leads to changes in the ethnic balance of the city, ‘corrupts business’, 
etc. At the same time, he admitted that the Russian economy needs migrants, 
therefore it is necessary to legalise them. 

The mayoral election in Moscow in 2013 became the first political event in 
Russia where migration as a theme was not only publicly discussed, but also 
became probably one of the most-discussed topics in the pre-election 
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campaign. The opposition participated in the election to some extent and 
actively used the topic of migration, and largely thanks to their campaigning, 
this topic was put at the core of the political debate. All political parties and 
forces, from the right to the left of all kinds, discussed and criticised migration 
policy during this campaign. All six candidates focused on describing the 
threats and dangers caused by migrants. Most of the expressed proposals had 
a repressive and to different extents limiting nature, and the rhetoric of all of 
the participants had elements of ethnic phobias, so it is not a coincidence that 
in all debates names and images of predominantly Central Asian and par
tially Caucasian migrants were used. All of this created a wave of really rather 
openly racist statements in the media and on the Internet that now was 
somehow being legitimised by the political discussion of migration. 

Even though emphasising the topic of migration did not bring any tangible 
benefit to any of the candidates in the elections, not least because all of them 
were saying the same thing, still the general level of the negative perception of 
foreigners, migrants, aliens in Russian society dramatically increased as a 
consequence of the elections. An opinion poll undertaken by the Levada Centre 
between 4 and 8 July, i.e. during the first half of the pre-election campaign, 
showed that the main problem for Muscovites at that point was that there 
were ‘many migrants from former southern Soviet republics and the North 
Caucasus’. Fifty-five per cent of the interviewees placed this in first place. 
Interestingly, in February 2013, five months before the elections, the number 
was 44 per cent and the migration issue was less important than traffic jams 
and high prices, only significant at the level of utility bills.8 

New migration rules 2014–15 

The conceptual ideas recommended by the experts in 2012 and the public 
discussion in 2013 defined the nature of the new developments in migration 
policy in 2014–15. These developments had several directions and were 
supposed to ensure the solving of various tasks. 

First of all came a limitation of the number of foreign nationals in Russia. 
At first two restrictive measures were adopted, valid from 2013–14: a rule for 
three-month stays of foreigners from visa-free countries in Russia within a six-
month period, and an introduction of exclusion for three or five years for 
minor administrative infringements (even traffic regulation infringements). 
Practices of foreigner deportation were extended. Notwithstanding that the 
concept of the new migration policy rather talked about attracting foreigners, 
and about their legalisation in order to solve economic and demographic 
problems, in reality the policy and the public rhetoric emphasised the ousting 
of migrants, especially those from Central Asia. 

Second, there was the idea of legalisation of foreign workers from visa-free 
countries. To solve this problem, starting from 2015, instead of the double 
system with quota permits and working patents for individuals, it was decided 
to introduce a single patent system for individuals, legal entities and sole 
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traders. Permits remained only for countries with visa regimes, from where 
migration does not have a mass scale and which were easy to regulate by 
means of visas. Simultaneously, this new rule was supposed to solve the issue 
of increasing tax collections from foreign workers via payments for patents 
and the social security issue for foreign workers by means of acquiring health 
insurance, an obligatory condition for patent granting. It was also envisaged 
that with a flexible patent price, and the right to introduce and stop giving 
quotas, the regional authorities would receive a tool for regulating migration 
flows in their territories. 

The third direction suggested a division of foreign nationals into those who 
are invited temporarily, and those who are invited to live in Russian with the 
prospect of Russian citizenship. In particular, norms were introduced accord
ing to which ‘Russian native speakers’, ‘entrepreneurs and investors’ and 
experts in certain professions, including blue-collar workers (lathe operators, 
nurses, electricians, etc.) could receive a residence permit and Russian citi
zenship more easily. For the rest of the foreigners working on a patent basis, 
the regime of the more complicated residence permit procedure was kept in 
place and an additional condition of patent renewal after one year was 
introduced; after two years they would have to leave Russia. 

The fourth direction is an activation of integration mechanisms for foreign 
nationals. In 2014, the FMS prepared the draft of the law ‘On Social and 
Cultural Adaptation and Integration of Foreign Nationals in the Russian 
Federation’ (‘Proekt zakona …’ 2015). Its main idea was to link the granting 
of a working patent and a residence permit in Russia to certification at a 
certain level in Russian language, history and legislation. The law was not 
adopted, and the ‘integration’ department of the FMS itself was abolished 
following the agency structure’s optimisation. However, the requirements for 
the successful passing of the paid examination in the aforementioned three 
disciplines by foreign nationals as prerequisites for patent and residence 
permit granting were added as amendments to the fundamental law on 
foreigners in Russia.9 These requirements will be valid from 2015.10 

At first sight, the implemented measures immediately brought the results 
that the management of the FMS is now presenting as its own achievements. 
For instance, the number of exclusions and deportations increased dramati
cally: from approximately 73,000 and 35,000 people in 2013 to 645,000 and 
139,000 people in 2014 (in nine months of 2015, 380,000 and 85,000 respec
tively) (Ofitsial’nye statisticheskie dannye). The number of foreign nationals 
from Central Asia and North Caucasus residing in Russia decreased by about 
15 per cent from 2014 to 2015. At the same time, the FMS’s revenue in the 
first nine months of 2015 was 20 per cent higher than in the same period of 
2014 and reached 42 billion roubles, without including the earnings of 
insurance companies and education institutions. 

However, in reality the picture is more complicated. Some of the decrease 
in the number of foreigners is rather a result of the economic crisis of 2014– 
2015 and the drop in workplaces and income than proof of the efficiency of 
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the prohibitive measures. In fact migrants have learned to evade them by 
changing passports at home and replacing some migrants with others. More
over, due to the decrease in migrant numbers the total amount of revenue 
of the FMS is less impressive than it could have been, taking into account the 
threefold increase in patent prices. The process of getting the new patents 
turned out to be very complicated, and as a result, the number of foreigners from 
visa-free countries legally working and residing in Russian has decreased: 
within seven months of 2015 only 1.2 million people managed to receive 
the new patents in comparison to 1.6 million in 2014 (excluding 0.8 million 
work permits). The integration examination procedure that was supposed to 
become obligatory for several million people in reality turned out to be a 
formality incomprehensible for migrants who come to Russia for temporary 
work. 

The situation in 2015 was in fact evolving as a catastrophe, as several mil
lion migrants could have become outlaws and created legal chaos. To avoid 
this situation, several regulations were introduced that functionally ceased the 
use of the new migration rules for a large number of foreigners. In particular, 
the decision was made to prolong the validity of the old patents, with an 
increase in their price; this was made in Moscow, where approximately a 
quarter of all labour migrants reside. The old patents were intended for those 
working for individuals, but the authorities effectively closed their eyes to law 
violations and migrants working for legal entities, which makes their status 
semi-legal. In 2015, the citizens of Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia and Kyr
gyzstan (in total two million people residing in Russia), i.e. those countries 
which joined the Eurasian Economic Union, were exempt from the new 
migration rules. They were allowed to apply for work without patents, and 
Kyrgyzstan nationals, who were previously excluded from entering Russia, 
were granted amnesty. In addition, 0.6 million Ukrainian nationals received a 
status of temporary exile for a year and the possibility to work in Russia 
without permits. The foreign nationals who apply for work at the construction 
sites of the 2018 World Cup (this exemption also existed in the old system of 2013) 
were also exempt from the new migration rules: they can sign a contract 
directly with the organisations who hold the assignment. 

In general, the new reforms of the migration policy in 2014 and in parti
cular in 2015 give the impression of being a chaotic rather than a strategic 
sequence of actions. The task of attracting foreign labour migrants and the 
simplified legalisation of their residence and work in Russia, which was the idea 
of the single patent system, is actually blocked on the one hand by the 
massive and unclear use of prohibitive measures, and on the other hand by 
the complicated and for migrants rather expensive bureaucratic legalisation 
procedure. The task of creating a unified migration system that would mini
mise corruption and clearly divide migrants into several main categories was 
dented by the will of state officials immediately reacting to current events 
such as the war in Ukraine, the World Cup and negotiations over the estab
lishment of the Eurasian Economic Union, bypassing the main goals. All of 
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this is creating an extremely confusing legal situation with a large number of 
grey and shadow areas and non-transparent interests of various lobbyists. 

Conclusion 

In the 2000s, an institutional and ideological space was created in Russia that 
made cross-border mobility an official and public ‘problem’ and ‘agenda’. 
There are plenty of various bureaucratic, financial, political (including for
eign politics) and informational interests around this topic. As a result of 
multilateral negotiations and sometimes collisions, of taking into account 
different lobbyist interests and of a search for balance between them, a very 
cumbersome and controversial, multilayer and constantly self-correcting 
complex of regulations and actions has been formed that is called ‘migration 
policy’. 

By the beginning of the 2000s, two radically opposite poles of attitude 
towards international migration, mainly consisting of people coming from the 
former Soviet republics, were formed in the Russian political and ideological 
debate. On the one hand, it is regarded as inevitable and even necessary for 
resolving economic and demographic difficulties, while on the other hand, it 
is seen as dangerous and undesirable from points of view of security and cul
tural unity, as well as the possible negative economic consequences. At the 
same time, the migration policy is trying to simultaneously take into account 
arguments from both sides. In particular, by combining cultural, professional 
and other attributes, state officials have attempted to design images and cate
gories of ‘preferred’ and ‘non-preferred’ migrants out of the former Soviet 
citizens and descendants thereof, for which different favour regimes are sug
gested: the former should be motivated to resettle, while the latter should be 
restricted and ousted by all available means. 

In reality, however, the line-up of clear legal norms and a bureaucratic 
procedure that would allow an unambiguously divide between the ‘benefits’ of 
migration and its ‘disadvantages’, and between the ‘preferred’ migrants and 
the ‘non-preferred’ ones, is working badly. The reason for this is not only that 
prepared decisions do not work the way they should do, because of the 
weakness of institutions and lack of knowledge, and that the management 
system failures are corrected in the process, making the situation even more 
complicated, and that it is necessary to react to different emergency situations 
that require temporary and exceptional regulations and procedures of differ
ent kinds. These circumstances are important factors of opportunities and 
abilities to implement ideas and plans in reality. But also very important, in 
my opinion, is an overly radical division of notions and expectations in 
Russia related to migration and migrants; a lack of a more or less con
solidated position on this topic. All administrative efforts have aimed at a 
search for some balance between very different desires: from the creation of 
the ‘Russian’ state to consolidation of the ‘Eurasian’ block with other 
former Soviet republics; from liberal competition on the labour market to 
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protectionism and isolationism that in the end block each other. Here a 
temptation to use the topic of migration for populist purposes is added, which 
begins to subordinate the logic of decision-making to rhetoric benefits and 
selective objectives. ‘Migration policy’ becomes a field of political fight and 
ministerial game, whereas resettlements of people follow their own logic. 

Notes 
1	 The study was conducted within the project No 14-18-02149 of the Russian science 

(‘Transnational and trans-local aspects of migration in modern Russia’), at the 
European University, St Petersburg. 

2 Zakon ’O bezhentsakh’, No. 4528-I and Zakon ‘O vynuzhdennykh pereselentsakh’, 
No. 4530–1. 

3 Zakon ‘O pravovom polozhenii inostrannykh grazhdan v Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 
No. 115-FZ. 

4 Zakon ’O gosudarstvennoi politike Rossiiskoi Federatsii v otnoshenii sootechestvennikov 
za rubezhom’, No. 99-FZ . 

5	 There are also other lobbyists in the government, for example the Ministry of 
Heath and Social Security (from 2012 the Ministry of Labour and Social Security), 
that are responsible for defining quotas for the foreign labour force and the list of 
professions exempt from quotas, or who could follow the simplified procedure for 
a residence permit. The FSB (the frontier service in particular) and the Ministry of 
Heath and Social Security can also still have an impact on the migration debate. 

6	 This policy was supported by many liberal economists (Andrienko and Guriev 
2005). 

7	 The story of two former high-ranking FMS officials could be regarded as evidence 
of internal conflicts. In 2008, Romodanovskiy’s deputy, Vyacheslav Postavnin, a 
former KGB and MIA officer, resigned from his post, and in 2011 Konstantin 
Poltoranin, the FMS press secretary and a former MIA officer, left office following 
a row. Moreover, the latter, who was previously all for the softening of the migra
tion regime and patents, started to criticise the migration policy for an excess of 
migrants and for corruption (saying, ‘at stake is the survival of the white race’ and 
‘blood mixing was happening in the correct regime’ in a BBC interview), while the 
former, in contrast, turned into a critic of migration policy from the liberal point 
of view and became president of the ‘Migration – XXI century’ foundation. 

8	 See the article ‘Muscovites mostly concerned about the migrants’ (Moskovskie 
novosti, 17 July 2013). 

9	 Interestingly, all problems are regulated as a matter of fact by one law ‘On Legal 
Status of Foreign Nationals in the Russian Federation’. The law was adopted in 
2002, but later constantly amended. The law was significantly changed several 
times: it was in fact a series of laws replacing each other, but remained one law 
uniting all regulations concerning all foreigners’ categories and regulating their 
activities. 

10	 It is curious that the state grant for writing a textbook for these exams was given to 
the Russian Orthodox Church, and the leading organisation for the project was the 
University of Peoples’ Friendship, whose rector is former minister of education 
Filippov. The questions in the Russian history examination refer to Sovietness, 
Russianness, and orthodoxy, as well as to loyalty towards the current regime. All 
this looks like a mix of imperial and nationalistic logics with strong bureaucratic 
lobbying of separate agencies that are trying to gain financial and other benefits 
from this innovation. 
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3 Russian foreign policy and
 
migrant workers
 

Markku Kangaspuro and Anna-Liisa Heusala 

Introduction 

Since the fall of the Soviet Union, Russian foreign policy has constantly been 
attempting to balance cooperation with the West, the promotion of integra
tion in the former Soviet economic space and cooperation with China and 
other Asian countries. In this vein, the establishment of the Eurasian Eco
nomic Union and its enlargement, has probably been the most ambitious 
political initiative of President Vladimir Putin. In the Russian Foreign Policy 
Concept (Kontsepsija vneshei politiki Rossijskoi Federatsii 12 February 2013), 
the primary strategic aim is to strengthen Russia’s influence over the former 
Soviet area and its sphere of interest, and increase Russia’s globalised 
competitiveness through this regional integration process. 

The history of the official Eurasian integration began in 1995 when the 
Agreement on the Creation of the Customs Union between Belarus and the 
Russian Federation was signed. After Kazakhstan joined, these countries 
established the Treaty on Enhancing Integration in Economic and Humani
tarian Spheres in 1996, also signed by Kyrgyzstan. In 1999, the Agreement on 
the Customs Union and Common Economic Space1 was signed, with the 
additional membership of Tajikistan. A series of legal changes were set in 
motion in the member states.2 The Agreement stipulates that the single eco
nomic space creates an area which is formed on shared regulative economic 
mechanisms based on market principles and the application of harmonised 
legal rules, and that there is a single infrastructure and coordinated fiscal, 
monetary, foreign exchange, financial, trade and customs policies, which are 
implemented to ensure the free movement of goods, services, capital and 
labour force. 

In 2000, a new organisation was created with the signing of the Treaty on 
the Creation of the Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC). This devel
opment was accompanied by the work of such institutions as the Interstate 
Council, consisting of heads of state and governments, and the Integration 
Committee. On 1 January 2012, the Eurasian Economic Space began func
tioning to promote the free movement of goods, services, labour and capital 
as well as the harmonisation and unification of industrial, financial, tax and 
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investment policies (Galiakberov and Abdullin 2014: 118).3 On 29 May 2014, 
the heads of state of the Russian Federation, Belorussia and Kazakhstan 
signed the Treaty of the Eurasian Economic Union4 (hereafter, the EEU), 
which forms the final end result of the multi-stage structure of agreements. 
The members of the EEU pursue a harmonised policy in the key areas of 
integration, the energy, industry, agriculture and transport sectors (Kansikas 
and Palonkorpi 2015: 204). The EEU has been officially functioning since 1 
January 2015. The Ukrainian crisis put an end to the goal of having Ukraine 
as one of the key members in the EEU, which underlined the symbolical 
importance of including Kyrgyzstan5 and Armenia.6 

Our chapter focuses on the conflict between Russia’s foreign policy goals in 
Eurasian economic integration and its labour market conditions, particularly 
with regard to organised interest representation and positions taken on the 
diminishing of the shadow economy. The political connotations of the EEU 
have received quite a bit of attention both as a regional and interest-based7 

counter-force to European Union enlargement and as a manifestation of 
Russia’s Great Power identity and civilisational geopolitics.8 In the first case, 
Russia’s foreign policy challenges to Eurasian integration are most of all 
shaped by pragmatism and globalisation. They can be interpreted as an 
attempt to define and consolidate the contours of Russian national sover
eignty in a ‘borderless’ world and advance its legitimate international 
interests. In the latter case, the Russian foreign policy is defined by a search 
for Russia’s historical place and mission in the post-Cold War world (see 
Morozova 2009: 676). We present a view in which the shadow economy is one 
of the main practical challenges to both versions of Russia’s regional geopolitical 
ambitions. 

Since November 2014, the shadow economy in Russia is estimated to have 
increased by 3–4 million persons, mostly because of layoffs in small busi
nesses. According to Rosstat, there were 5.4 million individual entrepreneurs 
in the Russian Federation in 2013. Between 2013 and 2015 over 600,000 
individual entrepreneurs have lost work and many more are in danger of 
losing their official registration because of strict credit and fiscal policies. In 
2015, the number of the unemployed grew by 19,000–20,000 persons each 
week. Altogether, the shadow economy may have reached 40 per cent of the 
Russian economy, because of the ongoing economic crisis.9 Against this 
backdrop, there is increased official attention to the modernisation of the 
Russian labour market and migration policy, including work-related migra
tion. Thus, two parallel and contradictory processes are currently taking place 
in Russia. 

In this chapter, we will look at these processes with the aim of outlining the 
dynamics between the EEU, domestic discussions on migration and attempts 
to modernise the Russian labour market. We aim to answer the questions: 
what is the significance of regional integration in the formation of policy on 
labour market modernisation? And what perspectives do public organisations 
bring to the discussion on the shadow economy? The chapter is structured in 
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the following way. First, we look at the Russian foreign policy goals in the 
EEU process and evaluate this against domestic sentiments about migration 
and the ‘borderless world’. Second, we outline some of the main elements 
related to the shadow economy in the Concept of Migration Policy until 2025 
and examine the viewpoints of two labour market organisations with regard 
to Russia’s economic modernisation. Finally, we compare the complicated 
and ambitious plans to change Russian migration policy in the EEU with the 
policy recommendations of these organisations. 

Foreign policy goals of regional integration and domestic 
anti-migrant sentiments 

Eurasian integration has been one of the key foreign and economic policy 
goals of Putin’s third presidential term. Just before the United Russia party 
meeting at which his presidential candidacy was announced, an article was 
published in which he outlined Russia’s integration policy. It consisted of 
economic integration in the sphere of the former Soviet Union, a post-Cold 
War world Gaullist idea of Greater Europe and its multiple centres and Russia’s 
role and identity in Eurasian as a ‘European power in Asia, not a Eurasian 
power in Europe’ (Sakwa 2015: 18–19). 

The loose ideological background10 behind the Eurasian integration pro
cess is Eurasianism, which can be interpreted as a civilisational world-view, or 
as a political justification of Russia’s foreign policy, or as economic policy in 
terms of a Custom Union and wider Eurasian economic cooperation com
prising Chinese economic initiatives (Silk Road) and Russia’s initiatives to 
establish a common economic space from Lisbon to Vladivostok. The pre
sident of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, is often mentioned as the 
founding father of the ideational justification of Eurasian integration because 
of his 1994 speeches referring to Lev Gumilev’s (1912–92) Eurasianist ideas. 
The establishment of the EEU consolidated the foreign policy framework that 
President Putin outlined with regard to Eurasian integration during his elec
tion campaign in 2012.11 In the EEU, answers to the questions of Russia as 
an imperial state versus a nation state, Russia as a Eurasian versus a Eur
opean state, and Russia’s response to the challenges of globalisation in the 
frame of post-Cold War international relations are sought at a very practical 
level. 

The EEU’s political reasoning can be found in various sources. Richard 
Sakwa (2015: 12–13) approaches the Eurasian Union in the framework of 
‘regionalism’. He sees that regions are potentially becoming the successors to 
traditional nation-states and a way for them to response to the pressure of 
globalisation. He points out that there are three ‘dominant forms of region
alism in the world today – micro-regional economic integration, meso-regional 
political integration and macro-transcontinental security regionalism’. The 
EU represents micro-regional integration overlapping with both the meso
political regionalism of the Council of Europe (CoE), encompassing a 
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number of countries stretching through Europe to Asia. In security politics, 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) embodies macro-regionalism. 
Sakwa claims that there is not only one normative form of regionalism, as 
we often see it from a Eurocentric perspective, drawing on the EU 
experience. He claims that ‘there are diverse forms of regionalism, each with 
its normative logic combining political, security, economic and identity 
dynamics’. 

The dynamics connected to Russia’s regional ambitions have also received 
some attention at the official level from the presidents of both Kazakhstan 
and Belorussia, who have underlined that they favour economic integration 
but are hesitant to advance a political integration that would diminish the 
political sovereignty of their states. In his interview in Izvestiya (26 October 
2011) President Nazarbayev emphasised his consistently repeated statement 
that Eurasian economic integration does not mean any restoration or rein
carnation of the Soviet Union. This point of view was again restated by him 
and also President Lukashenko during the Ukrainian crisis. The Western 
reaction to President Putin’s initiative has for the most part considered it not 
just as a form of rational regional integration, but as a hegemonic power 
politics on a collision course with the interests of the West.12 

Sergey Markedonov (2012) and David Lane (2015a) take a different view 
and point out that this interpretation might be an oversimplification. Eurasia 
is crucially important for Russia’s policy not due to its past but primarily 
because of issues of the present globalisation. Lane sees the Eurasian Union 
as a complementary regional capitalist economic formation in the world eco
nomic system and as an attempt to construct a new pole in the multipolar 
world order preferred by Russia’s foreign policy. He assesses that the objective 
of a regional bloc is to ‘reverse the effects of globalisation, particularly to 
ensure the sovereignty of the nation state’. The dominant feature of the post-
Cold War world has been international borderless trade and the deterritor
ialisation of politics, and in this vein regional forms of association have become 
major components of international political and economic organisation (Lane 
2015a: 4–6, also Cooper 2013). 

Sakwa points out that the Eurasian Union is a strategy to meet global 
economic competition by taking advantage of Russia’s historical ties with the 
former Soviet Union. Like Lane, he also emphasises that in economic terms, 
the EEU does not challenge the principles of a capitalist economy: free trade 
and movement of capital and workforce. As a response to hesitant current and 
potential member states of the Eurasian Union and to Western sceptics and 
critics, Putin has assured that the integration project in Eurasia relies on all-
European values of freedom, democracy and market rules and has nothing to 
do with re-establishing the past Soviet Union (Sakwa 2015: 18). 

But Russia’s foreign policy choices in regional integration can also be seen 
in the framework of an alternative strategy of right-wing anti-globalism.13 

Mikhail Remizov holds that this alternative is not only acute in Russia but 
claims that it has ‘particularly good chances for success’. While President 
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Putin defines the disintegration of the Soviet Union as the geopolitical cata
strophe of the millennium, for Russian ‘nationalists’ it represents a chance to 
consolidate the Russian territory on a national foundation. Remizov claims 
that what Russia needs and what makes it strong is its already now prevailing 
high cultural and ethnic homogeneity. He ends up counting Russians, Ukrai
nians and Belarusians living in Russia as belonging to a single ethnic entity 
(Remizov 2012: 4, 6). 

Yet another perspective is to see the EEU in connection to Russia’s role in 
Asia, particularly with regard to China. Chinese migration and the role of the 
Chinese in Siberia have been long-lasting topics in Russian discussions on the 
future. China has penetrated deeply into the Russian economy and the total 
number of Chinese immigrants in Russia – both legal and illegal – is variously 
estimated to be several millions. Some analysts have therefore paid attention 
also the influence of the EEU on relations with China. It is suggested that the 
EEU is also an attempt to establish a stronger economic bloc to counter the 
effects of China in Central Asia. Apart from everything else, the creation of 
the EEU is hoped to slightly balance the asymmetric size of the Russian and 
Chinese economies and the Chinese influence over member states of the EEU 
and the Central Asian region (Krichevsky 2011). 

Eurasian integration has contributed to the tensions in Russian domestic 
identity politics, which reflect the universal discussions about the effects of 
large-scale migration. For some Russians, the EEU signifies Russia’s cultural 
and political diversion from Europe towards Asia and a weakening Russian 
(Russkii) ethnicity due to the influx of Muslim migrants from Central Asian states. 
For others, migrants represent a concrete social and political threat in their 
communities, and the deterioration of social and legal order. 

However, the EEU has received wide acceptance across all major political 
parties in Russia. The dominant ‘United Russia’ has favoured the economic 
dimensions of this process, while the Communists, for instance, have wel
comed attempts to draw the former Soviet republics into closer alliance with 
the Russian Federation (Cooper 2013: 89). Migration policies are at the heart 
of various questions, including technical ones, which influence public attitudes 
towards the EEU. As Kazantsev points out, the challenge for the Russian 
government lies in the attempts to simultaneously foster integration through 
common labour markets with the Central Asian states and to manage the 
consequences of work-related migration (Kazantsev 2015: 212). 
According to the Levada Centre’s recent surveys, there is room and support 

for the idea of the EEU among the Russian public. A rapidly increasing 
portion of respondents support the statement that Russia has its own specific 
way of development (55 per cent in a 2015 survey), compared to the dimin
ishing portion of those who hold that Russia’s way is European civilisation 
(17 per cent of respondents), even though as recently as 2013, 31 per cent still 
supported the ‘European way’ as a good choice for Russia. Moreover, in 
2015, 19 per cent of respondents supported the statement that Russia should 
turn back to the development of the Soviet Union (Levada Centre 2015a). 
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Although the Ukrainian crisis and economic sanctions have certainly affected 
this change in opinions, the results can also be interpreted as showing public 
responsiveness to the idea of Russia-led regional development.14 

The disagreement on Russia’s imperial future lies on the common inter
pretation that in the Soviet Union (ethnic) Russianness (Russkii) remained 
unclear and only after the fall of the Soviet Union did this suppressed identity 
start to blossom. The Eurasian integration project has provided a major 
political platform for the reassessment of what ‘identity’ signifies in real for
eign policy terms. As Marlene Laruell points out, ‘a political project always 
mobilises some kind of identity and no political objective can be achieved 
without reference to specific cultural symbols’ (2009: 7). According to Serguei 
Oushakine, in the Soviet Union, ‘the Russian dominance in political, social, 
and cultural areas was widely practiced but rarely acknowledged in any 
explicit way’. The Soviet model of nation-building allowed Russian ethnicity 
to persist as an indeterminate source of power (Oushakine 2009: 10). 

The fall of the Soviet Union gave birth to a demand for a new definition of 
a Russian ethnically defined state identity, clearly separate from the former Soviet 
imperial identity (Oushakine 2009: 89). This ongoing discourse on ethnicity 
and Russia’s identity is intertwined with the discussion of Russia’s future and 
role in the former Soviet space. Essentially, Russian discussions on migration 
and the Eurasian integration process have used similar arguments to those found 
in other industrialised societies faced with globalisation and rapid societal 
transformation. In the Russian case, the culture threat hypothesis, the core 
(national) values hypothesis, the cultural affinity and race hypothesis (Buckler 
2008) seem to have captured the imagination of the political elite as well. 

Ethnic nationalism (support for the statement ‘Russia for Russians’) and 
xenophobic or reluctant attitudes towards immigrants from southern repub
lics and Central Asia has been a widely accepted position in Russia. In a 2012 
Levada Centre survey, the majority of Russians (56 per cent) agreed with the 
statement ‘Russia for ethnic Russians’ and no less than 70 per cent of 
respondents answered that government should restrict the influx of migrants. 
In a similar vein, a clear majority of respondents supported the statement that 
illegal migrants from CIS countries should be expelled from Russia (Levada 
Centre 2013: 157–9). 

From September 2012 to June 2013, popular opinion turned against even 
internal migration. The proportion of respondents in favour of limiting 
migration for permanent work or residence from other parts of Russia to their 
home regions or cities increased from 57 per cent to 65 per cent. A devastat
ing majority, 71 per cent of respondents, agree with the statement that immi
grants increase the crime rate, and 67 per cent think that immigrants take 
jobs from Russians. Only 24 per cent see migration in an economically posi
tive light when answering the statement ‘immigrants generally facilitate 
Russian economic growth’ (Levada Centre 2013: 158–9). 

With regard to the dispute of Russia’s favourable development as a multi
cultural state versus a culturally and ethnically homogeneous state, popular 
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support for the official definition of Russia as a poly-cultural state is rather 
low. As many as 46 per cent respondents agree with the statement that 
‘immigrants destroy the Russian culture’, and only 23 per cent clearly oppose 
this idea. The slogan ‘Stop feeding the Caucasus’ increased in popularity 
from 55 per cent to 62 per cent of respondents between 2011 and 2013 
(Levada Centre 2013: 155–7). 

These sentiments have caused a political response at the highest level. In 
Putin’s article, ‘The national question’, written for the presidential election 
campaign in 2012, he underlined the role of the EEU in controlling 
migration policy. Putin saw the role of the EEU as ‘curbing chaotic 
migration from post-Soviet states by means of regional integration’. Follow
ing an international trend, he furthermore connected migration and the 
integration of migrants to national security, the rule of law, corruption and 
criminality. In this manner, Russia’s institutional problems and various 
aspects of migration were ‘securitised’ as a problem demanding a law-and-order 
response. 

The article was also a response to the Russian nationalistic opposition, as 
Putin emphasised the dangers of nationalism, which threaten the stability and 
peaceful relations between different ethnicities and religions. Nonetheless, as a 
concession to critics of migration, much attention was also given to improving 
the work of law enforcement agencies. In particular, Putin underlined the fight 
against corruption and demanded better control of the implementation of 
laws and regulations, such as registration rules and penalties for their viola
tion (Putin 2012). Within the framework of domestic politics, his article is 
interpreted as a response to the liberal–nationalistic opposition (see Chapter 4 
on Alexey Navalnyi’s role) and its critics of corruption, the wrongdoings of 
the current regime and social problems, which the opposition has connected 
to the ‘Asian influence’ and migration in general. 

‘Decent work’ and EEU integration 

In 2012, a new Concept for State Migration Policy until 2025 was enacted in 
Russia. The concept is based on an emphasis on integrative policy measures, 
the differentiation of various groups of immigrants and modified rules for 
each group, the increased effectiveness of the implementation of regulations 
and the curbing of the shadow economy. According to the Concept, the leg
islation of the Russian Federation does not meet the demands of economic 
growth and industrial development, nor does it sufficiently support the 
demographic and social requirements of Russian society. Migration legislation 
is evaluated as attracting temporary workers and not facilitating their transi
tion towards permanent stay, adaptation and integration into their sur
rounding communities. As an addition to the challenges of integration, the 
Concept mentions that the new – post-Soviet – generation of migrants from 
Russia’s southern neighbours have a lower level of education and professional 
qualifications and less knowledge of the Russian language. 
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The Concept brings out the large number of illegal migrants, from 3 to 5 
million each year, who work in the shadow economy, which mainly con
tributes to the negative sentiments among Russian citizens. This document 
states that difficulties in obtaining permits to stay and housing slow down the 
process towards citizenship among law-abiding immigrants. The lack of pro
grammes for integrating migrants into Russian society has led to their isola
tion and increased negative attitudes towards them. To change the situation, 
Russian policymaking should be inclusive and also use the resources of the 
mass media. 

Migrant workers have already been necessary for Russia’s economy for a 
long time, with an estimated 10–11 million foreigners working in the Russian 
Federation. Of these, around 75 per cent have stayed in Russia for longer than 
three months (Virkkunen and Fryer 2015: 56). Immigration has played a 
major role in preventing Russia falling into an even deeper demographic dis
aster than the one it experienced in the 1990s. The flow of Russian immi
grants returning from the former Soviet republics has compensated for the 
population losses caused by the drastically increased mortality rate after the fall 
of the Soviet Union. During the 21 years between 1992 and 2013, the natural 
death rate of Russia gave a loss of 13,200,000 people, which the immigration 
of 8,400,000 people compensated by 63 per cent. A larger majority of immi
grants were returnees (1997: 70 per cent) and ethnic Russians (62 per cent) 
from the former Soviet republics. Ten years later, the turnover was respec
tively 35 per cent and 30 per cent (Mezhevovo 2015: 25–6). In 2010, the 
population of Russia was 142,800,000. Without migration, the figure would 
have been 130,000,000 (MPC 2013: 3). 

In spite of the improvements, the future of Russia’s demographic develop
ment in a ten-year perspective presents a challenge for the government. The 
mortality rate is high by world standards, the 22nd highest in the world, 
despite the decrease in mortality in 2005–12. On one hand, Russia cannot 
solve its demographic crisis with migration alone, but on the other, it cannot 
meet the demands of its labour market with the insufficient birth rate in 
coming years (Critical 10 Years: 7). The labour market conditions are inter
twined with the modernisation and diversification of the Russian economy. 
Before the current crisis, the economic structures and management models 
did not encourage companies to modernise their production processes 
(Remizov 2012: 29) and thus improve their world market competitiveness.15 

To guarantee employment opportunities to Russian citizens, the govern
ment has limited the number of foreign workers employed in Russia using 
quotas, which in recent years have not exceeded 3 per cent of the entire labour 
force. Additional medical examination requirements and a ban on participa
tion in certain types of activities have been introduced with regard to foreign 
workers. A mandatory Russian language examination and a test in Russian 
history and the principles of Russian legislation is required, although this is 
not applicable to that section of the workforce labelled highly qualified spe
cialists. In the Eurasian integration, Russia will not only lose the possibility of 
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imposing any institutional restrictions on immigration within the common 
free market zone, but it will also have to take the obligation to ensure equal rights 
with regard to employment, wages and other social and legal guarantees to 
the citizens of the member states (Troitskaya 2012). 

Drawing from the research undertaken by the Eurasian Development Bank 
(EDB), a picture emerges where migrant communities are in practice living 
completely outside the official society, as is also pointed out in the Concept of 
Migration Policy. When migrants were interviewed for the research and asked 
about their channels for assistance and support in social and legal rights and 
finding work and accommodation, none of the respondents mentioned state 
structures, while 81 per cent answered that they get help from their 
expatriate community and 9 per cent from the local population (Vinokurov 
and Pereboyev 2015: 73). 

The Concept of Migration Policy until 2025 lays out the key areas of 
comprehensive modernisation of Russia’s immigration policy, based on 
thinking on national security. Among these are the protection of the national 
labour market; the differentiation of the control of migration flows according 
to length of stay, social demographics and professional qualifications; the 
facilitation of the adaptation and integration of migrants into the surrounding 
Russian society; and the development of reliable statistical information on 
developments in the market and the flows of migrants (Konseptsija gosu
darstvennoi migratisionnoi politiki Rossijskoi Federatsii na period do 2025 
goda). 

As these lists of policy goals demonstrate, the development of the Russian 
migration administration, as well as thinking on the relevance of coherent 
migration policy in the Russian Federation, have increased in significance 
over the years. The Concept consolidates the official learning process of 20 
years of developments in the Russian labour market. The national security 
framework in particular underlines the significance of the stated goals, as 
national security is currently the dominant mode of reasoning in the Russian 
government’s decision-making. The Concept lays out a breath-taking number 
of questions which need to be resolved in the next ten years, paving the way 
towards regional integration and Russia’s competitiveness in the global 
market. 

A significant question regarding harmonisation in Eurasian economic 
integration is labour law and particularly regulations concerning labour 
organisation and protection, which have a direct impact on attempts to curb 
the shadow economy. The Russian Labour Law of 2006 stipulates that labour 
protection services should be set up in all organisations of over 50 persons, by 
either the employer or the employees. In smaller organisations, a labour pro
tection expert should be established at the discretion of the employer 
regarding the forms of labour protection services. The goal of these measures 
is to observe labour protection requirements and prevent industrial accidents 
and occupational diseases. The cooperation of employees and employers can 
be carried out through collective bargaining, mutual consultations, the 
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participation of employees or their representatives in the running of the 
enterprise and the participation of employees in solving labour disputes 
(Gorbacheva 2011: 160). 

In anticipation of the Eurasian integration processes, both the employer 
organisations and the largest trade unions in Russia have been active in 
offering policy recommendations and participating in legislative development. 
Here, we wish to briefly look at two examples of interest representation in the 
Russian Federation: the National Association of Builders16 (Natsionalnoye 
obyedenenii stroitelee, NOSTROI) and the Federation of Independent 
Trade Unions in the Russian Federation (Federatsiya Nezavisimykh Profso
juzov Rossii, FNPR). Both organisations have a well-established position and 
some considerable political clout as participants in legislative processes and 
direct lobbyists with the Russian government. 

The concept of ‘decent work’, introduced in the ILO Decent Work Agenda 
of 1999 forms the core of the programme of the Federation of Independent 
Trade Unions in Russia (FNPR). The programme, which presents the poli
tical and societal aims of the Federation, starts with an analysis of globalised 
economic conditions and their impact on national sovereignty and social sta
bility. The critique is directed at the neo-liberal economic policies also sup
ported by the Russian business sector. This policy is described as resulting in 
growing numbers of unemployed, unofficial employment and the overall 
degradation of the quality of life and social guarantees for workers (Pro
gramma FNPR ‘Dostoinii trud- osnova blagosostayanii tseloveka i razvitiya 
strani). 

The most important hindrances to Russian economic modernisation, how
ever, are found in the old-fashioned management style and economic model, 
as well as the dependence on imports. According to the FNPR, attempts to 
modernise Russian production have been overrun by new methods to take 
advantage of workers and diminish their earnings. The tax system (based on 
the 13 per cent flat tax) is seen as a major obstacle to strengthening social 
equality and increasing state funds. In addition to these structural problems, 
the Trade Union movement is under pressure, as activists are laid off and 
labour and other laws are broken (Programma FNPR ‘Dostoinii trud- osnova 
blagosostayanii tseloveka i razvitiya strani). 

In this situation, the FNPR’s list of recommendation includes the overall 
modernisation of employment positions, emphasis on creating high pro
ductivity work, as well as paying attention to workplace safety and effective 
state control of the implementation of legal rules and regulations. In addition, 
the Federation advocates raising the medium income level and guaranteeing 
the timely payment of salaries. It wishes to bring attention to the qualification of 
workers, the professionalism of management, and the ageing equipment in 
Russian industry. The Federation promises to take a more active role in 
fighting the shadow economy, and urges the state control agencies to pay 
more rigorous attention to curbing the shadow economy in the future. In 
more concrete terms, the Federation advocates a viewpoint according to 
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which the flow of foreign migrants to Russian should be regulated on the 
basis of regional economic needs and that social benefits should be pro
vided to those migrants working in the Russian labour market legally (Pro
gramma FNPR ‘Dostoinii trud- osnova blagosostayanii tseloveka i razvitiya 
strani, 9 February 2015). 

At the beginning of 2016, NOSTROI held a round-table meeting entitled 
‘The formation of a common market for services in the construction sector in 
the EEU’. The aim was to discuss the implementation of decisions made 
by the Economic Council of the EEU in the sphere of construction through 
the integration of this specific market and harmonisation of relevant legisla
tion. Criticism was directed towards the passiveness of the authorities in all 
member states in providing a normative–technical basis for the operation of 
services in the construction sector in the common market. In addition, the 
point was made that the Russian position with regard to the safety of build
ings and materials in the EEU was put together without consulting the 
expertise of construction sector professionals (Natsionalnoye obyedenenii 
stroitelee, NOSTROI).17 

NOSTROI strongly underlines the significance of standardisation in the 
EEU. Standardisation concerns technical requirements for the rules and stan
dards of building materials, constructions and parts, and for the use of these 
objects. Included in the standardisation is also the organisation of the construc
tion work, which should lead to the evaluation of the qualification of actors in 
the construction sector. The goal is to establish a register of reliable providers 
of building services (Natsionalnoye obyedenenii stroitelee, NOSTROI).18 

The two approaches with regard to the challenges of the labour market and 
Russian industry are different, but have some important points of common 
interest. The trade union perspective bases its recommendations on an assessment 
of the negative influences of neo-liberal globalisation, which an open-border 
policy will most likely increase. Considerable modernisation of Russian 
workplace culture and management is underlined as the key to industrial 
modernisation and curbing of the shadow economy. The essential question 
in this regard is investment on human capital, also redefinitions of quali
fications and adequate wage levels. The builders’ point of view emphasises 
technical standardisation. However, the goals of the standardisation process 
include regard for the integrity of business owners, the control of work pro
cesses and increasing the qualification of actors in the construction market. 
Together with the Concept of Migration until 2025, these examples 
demonstrate the considerable official attention paid to the challenges in the 
Russian labour market. In this regard, the Eurasian Commission’s new  
Programme for the Development of Integration in the Sphere of Statistical 
Information for 2016–2019 can also be seen as one more step towards devel
oping structures which could potentially have a positive effect on regional 
societal transformation. 

The overall picture, which emerges from our outline points to a possible 
consolidation of a political agenda for and incremental labour market 
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transformation in Russia. Its driving force is a functionalist view on post-
Soviet integration and ambitious goals for legal and institutional develop
ment. The implications for Russia’s welfare and educational policies are con
siderable. However, it is possible that the geopolitical goals of the EEU 
integration are overshadowed by implementation of changes in Russian insti
tutions. At the same time, the welcomed consequences of labour market 
transformation should also reinforce the interest-based thinking in Russia’s 
foreign policy. 

Conclusions 

The ethnic groups from the areas and cultures of the EEU have been and will 
again be pivotal for the future of Russian regional integration policies. Free 
movement of labour, which means a continuous influx of migrants to Russia, 
and enlargement of the member and associate states are currently met with 
mixed sentiments in the Russian domestic policy arena. Key political parties 
have promoted the integration process, which is viewed more critically by 
interest representatives in Russian labour market. We can conclude that Rus
sia’s foreign policy goals with regard to the member states in Central Asia, are 
challenged by a deeply embedded nationalistic and anti-migration popular 
opinion inside Russia. The anti-Islamist mood, the rejection of Central Asian 
migrants on the basis of threat to Russian culture and society, and its core 
(national) values (Buckler 2008) raise potential difficulties for the whole idea 
of the EEU and in particular the process of deeper integration. 

All in all, the Russian labour market actors, the state included, seem to 
have been activated by the ongoing parallel developments of the economic 
crises and the integration attempts in the EEU. The modernisation and 
diversification of the Russian economy certainly depends on the changes 
advocated by employees and employers alike. The economic crisis has tem
porarily slowed down massive work-related migration to Russia, thus giving 
an opportunity to assess the conditions of the Russian labour market. The 
anti-migration mood among the Russian citizenry may – paradoxically – 
increase the popularity of policy shifts. The goals of the EEU push forward 
questions of harmonisation and standardisation, which reveal the loopholes 
and old-fashioned structural mechanisms upheld by national legislation and 
administrative rules. Viewed in this way, the current parallel processes may – 
in the best of cases – provide the necessary motivation for the long-overdue 
changes in the shadows of the Russian labour market. 
It is our conclusion, that the current labour market conditions and the 

shadow economy pose a serious challenge to Russia’s regional ambitions in 
the EEU process. The achievement of Russian geopolitical goals in the EEU 
is affected by practical challenges to Russian institutions. Considerable 
investment on human capital is required to implement real change in prac
tices and ways of thinking. Russian foreign policy goals are thus linked with 
the overall development of welfare and educational opportunities in the 
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society. The shadow economy reproduces structural corruption, from street 
level to corporate decisions and public procurement procedures. In this vein, 
the shadow economy remains a major stumbling block in the path of Eur
asian integration. Finally, the prospect for further political integration is 
under question, given the negative consequences of the Ukrainian crisis 
among the member states. Taking into account these factors, the pragmatist, 
interest-driven thinking should remain a necessary component of Russia’s 
foreign policy. 
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of Putin’s Russia (Lane 2015b: 2). Sakwa attaches the competitive and antagonist 
features of the rapidly advanced Eurasian Union to his claim that the current stage 
of the situation comes as a result of the ‘failure of Western leaders in the first two 
post-communist decades’ to respond positively to the dreams and initiatives of 
Greater European integration. There has not been a proper answer to Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s vision “Europe our Common Home”, Nikolai Sarkozy’s return to the 
idea of pan-Europa, and different versions of initiatives of common Europe from 
Lisbon to Vladivostok and free trade zone from the Atlantic to the Pacific sug
gested by Vladimir Putin in the EU–Russia summit in Brussels on 28 January 
2014. The result has been that we are facing the development in which there 
emerges geopolitical contestation to the heart of Europe’ (2015: 22). 

13	 The Russian political spectrum quite often overlaps with the agenda of European-
minded ‘liberal’ forces, although we do not perceive the political programmes of 
both of these groups as identical. Their variation is quite broad. 

14	 In 2015, 59 per cent of respondents did not agree with the statement that Ukraine 
is a foreign country, and disagreement concerning Belorussia as a foreign country 
was even higher, at 67 per cent. The fact that even 50 per cent did not hold even 
Georgia as a foreign country says something about the deeply rooted feelings of 
common regional history and cultural bonds among Russians (Levada Centre 
2015b). At the same time, the importance of economic integration with the West 
was still supported by 64 per cent of respondents in March 2015 (Levada Centre 
2015c). 

15	 One explanatory fact for migrants’ unwillingness to move back to their home 
countries is that the economic slump has been steeper in Central Asia than in 
Russia. Vinokurov and Pereboyev (2015: 71) have calculated that a 1 per cent loss 
of GNP in the originating country increases emigration by around 0.65 to 0.77 per 
cent. 

16	 Of the membership, 7 per cent are large businesses, 23 per cent middle-sized businesses, 
70 per cent small businesses. 

17	 http://nostroy.ru/articles/detail.php?ELEMENT_ID=4173 
18	 http://nostroy.ru/department/folder_obrazovanie/professional_standarty/sovet-po-p 

rofessionalnym-kvalifikatsiyam/ 
19	 www.eurasiancommission.org/ru/nae/news/Pages/29-12-2015-1.aspx 

http://www.eurasiancommission.org/
http://www.nostroy.ru/
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4 Beyond conjunctures of Russia’s 
national future 
Migrants and refugees in Russia’s political 
discourse in 2013 and 2014 

Jussi Lassila 

Within the framework of Russia’s national identity politics, this chapter 
examines the political usage and public discussion of migration with regard to 
two cases situated on the opposite sides of the change that occurred in Russia 
between 2013 and 2014. First we examine how the opposition’s new front-
man, Alexei Navalny, used the Muscovites’ emphasised anti-immigration 
moods in his campaign during the Moscow mayoral election in 2013. Naval
ny’s campaign resulted in an extraordinary success when against all expecta
tions he came second in the race and nearly took the election into the second 
round. Navalny’s ultimate breakthrough into federal-level politics coincided 
with the year in which Russia’s anti-immigration mood reached a hitherto 
unseen peak. Moreover, Navalny’s success was accompanied by an even more 
worrisome trend from the Kremlin’s viewpoint: a consistent decrease in Pre
sident Putin’s public support. However, by March 2014, Putin’s ratings had 
dramatically recovered and avenues for oppositional politics had been radi
cally curtailed. The second case of the chapter focuses on this side of the 
change, by examining prevailing media representations of Ukrainian refugees, 
who superseded the role of migrants in the summer 2014 in Russia’s public 
discussion. The chapter shows that dominant discourses of migration create a 
sort of continuum regardless of these dramatically changed political con
junctures. They evoke similar visions of Russia’s ideal state of affairs in which 
an ethnicised hierarchy of labour linked to politically contextualised flows of 
foreigners plays the major role. 

Introduction 

In November 2013, the clear majority of Russians agreed with the statement, 
‘Russia for ethnic Russians’ (Rossiya dlya russkikh). This statement has 
become one of the major indicators in monitoring ethnic relations in Russia. 
According to the Levada Centre – the main body measuring perceptions of 
this statement – the overall proportion of its sympathisers in 1998 was 43 per 
cent, while in late 2013 the proportion was 66 per cent (‘Kak Vy …’ 2011; 
‘Rossiyane o …’ 2013). In light of these results, the director of the Levada 
Centre, Lev Gudkov (2013), pointed out that Russians are no longer ashamed 
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of supporting a statement which has been seen as the central signifier of 
ethnic nationalism in the multi-ethnic state. In today’s Russia, following the 
collapse of the Soviet ideological tenet of nationless communism and holding 
second place in the number of immigrants in the world (United Nations 
2013), the growing importance and public support of ethnic nationalism can 
be seen as an intersection of ideational compensation for the lack of fixed 
national and state identity. Similarly, ethnic nationalism points at an overall 
dissatisfaction with the state’s policies regarding the role of ethnically non-
Russians (ne russkie). Hence, in late 2013, that overall support for a Russia 
made up of ethnic Russians (66 per cent) was accompanied by a clear reluc
tance to support immigrants from southern republics (61 per cent; only 6 per 
cent sympathised with or respected them) and 71 per cent supported the 
slogan ‘stop feeding the Caucasus’ (Khvatit kormit’ Kavkaz) (‘Rossiyane o …’ 
2013). What is more, in November 2013, public support for President Putin 
reached the lowest point so far; ‘only’ 61 per cent of Russians claimed to trust 
him (which is alarming in an authoritarian presidential system), while, for 
instance in September 2009, when he was prime minister, 88 per cent of 
Russians trusted him (‘Odobrenie deyatel’nosti…’ 2015). 

It has been commonly confirmed since March 2014, after the annexation of 
the Crimea, that Putin’s public support has recovered back to the 2009 level; 
for instance, 88 per cent of Russians trusted Putin in October 2015 (‘Odo
brenie deiatel’nosti…’ 2015). This sudden recovery prompts the question of 
how the growing importance of migration in Russia’s public life over the last 
15 years is intertwined with the two sides of Russia’s major political back
bone: Putin’s political legitimacy before and after the revolution in Ukraine. 
This revolution in early 2014 – followed by Russia’s dramatic political and 
military interventions in Ukraine – has been the hitherto most serious poli
tical conflict in the territory of the former Soviet Union since its collapse. 
Besides the conflict’s serious international repercussions, the revolution 
marked a notable change in Russia’s domestic politics, in the Kremlin’s poli
tical performance in particular. The intensified usage of ethnic identifications, 
alongside the Kremlin’s venture in Ukraine, demonstrates that the realm of 
ethnic others and ‘us’ has remained an elementary part of the regime’s 
domestic legitimation, regardless of the significant political changes that the 
year 2014 made apparent in comparison to 2013 (Goode and Laruelle 2014). 
Although it would be an overstatement to argue that migration – as a central 
realisation of ethnic, cultural and linguistic differences between people – 
could create a clear-cut variable for the Kremlin’s political legitimacy, it plays 
a vital role in it. In this vein, my aim is to examine how the issue of ‘incomers’ 
(consciously avoiding here the loaded term ‘migration’ in Russia) is repre
sented with regard to two political conjunctures, one in the latter half of 2013, 
and another in the summer of 2014. 

For the year 2013, I chose a sample of Alexei Navalny’s views concerning 
migration expressed during his campaign in the Moscow mayoral election, 
and for the year 2014, I chose a sample of articles published in the Russian 
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mainstream media in the summer concerning Ukrainian refugees. I used the 
Integrum databases to select this data.1 My standpoint is that Navalny as a 
major oppositional challenger of the Kremlin in 2013 represents a key facet of 
the political usage of migration, while the issue of Ukrainian refugees pro
vides an important baseline for Russia’s migration discourse in the domes
tically and internationally changed political circumstances. By comparing these 
two themes, my goal is to clarify linkages and associations that migration and 
refugees as part of Russia’s transnational reality generate in Russian public 
understanding. Before moving to the closer examination of the selected sam
ples, I provide an excursion into the issue of migration and its identity politics 
ramifications in post-Soviet Russia. 

Migration and nationalisms in Putin’s Russia 

The major event in the gradual breakthrough of nationalist thoughts into 
Russia’s post-Soviet politics was the formation of nationalist opposition 
against Yeltsin’s western-oriented reformist policies followed by the Kremlin’s 
response to this opposition over the course of the Yeltsin and Putin eras. The 
constitutional crisis and bloody conflict in October 1993 provided the 
momentum for diverse pro-Soviet and nationalist forces which allied against 
Yeltsin, and since the mid 1990s the cornerstone of the Kremlin’s identity 
policies has been the so-called patriotic centrism (Laruelle 2009: 23). While 
this was initiated by Yeltsin, it is Putin who has greatly benefited from this 
idea, manipulating it to his advantage in eliminating ideological oppositions 
and encouraging the political reconciliation of different factions through 
patriotic rhetoric (ibid.). In terms of nationalism, patriotic centrism represents 
Russia’s (and the Soviet Union’s) imperial continuum of state nationalism, or 
politically correct imperial nationalism. The central function of this tenet 
aims to guarantee the people’s unity in the multinational state. As such, 
reflected for instance in Putin’s presidential campaign writing on Russia’s 
nationalities issues in January 2012, under the pressure of the large-scale 
protests of that time – and in particular, with regard to the nationalist seg
ment of the protests – Putin emphasised the importance of ethnic minorities 
adhering to Russian cultural norms (Putin 2012). However, by the same 
token, for Putin the official nationalities policy must follow the Soviet-era 
vision of non-ethnic citizenship, which similarly acknowledges the state’s 
multi-ethnic composition (ibid.). Following this tenet, the citizenship of 
sovetskii (‘Soviet’) has been replaced by rossiiskii (‘citizens of the Russian 
Federation’) in  defining ‘the banal nationalism’ of the official state.2 In this 
regard, the term russkii as an ethnic category has remained pejorative and 
nationalistic. At the same time, the Soviet legacy of imperial non-ethnicity in 
Russia’s nationalities policies has become the major source of dissatisfaction 
among Russian ethno-nationalists (Pain 2014). According to them, today’s 
Russia follows the Soviet Union, where non-Russian republics and autono
mies were institutionalised in line with their ethnic stereotypes (for more on 
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this, see Hirsch 2005). By contrast, identification on the basis of ethnicity is 
not allowed to Russians who live in Russia (Pain 2014). 

It is obviously true that the majority of Russians hardly align with this kind 
of nationalist interpretation in explaining the rapid growth of ethno
nationalist sentiments among Russians during the last ten years. Indeed, the 
connotation of the word natsionalizm has generally remained negative among 
the Russians (Dubin 2014), in addition to the ethno-nationalists’ relatively 
marginal role as a political movement. However, when nationalism is left 
aside and shifted from its ideological and political realm to the framework of 
xenophobia, that is, of ethnic and cultural ‘others’, the picture changes. While 
in 2005 the overall proportion of those Russians who sensed ethnic tensions in 
the region they live was 27 per cent, in 2013 the level was 43 per cent (Dubin 
2014: 8). In a similar vein, the proportion of those who felt negative emotions 
with regard to people coming from Caucasus, Central Asia and southern 
countries had grown to 61 per cent (2013) from 43 per cent (2005) (ibid.: 9). 
Anti-immigrant sentiments have become particularly strong in the big cities, 
and in 2013 migration had become the most acute problem among the Mus
covites (55 per cent shared this view in comparison with 30 per cent in 2010) 
(ibid.: 10–11). 

Antipathy towards migrants – almost exclusively perceived as people from 
Caucasus and Central Asia – has become the clearest indicator of ethnic 
nationalism, and even more importantly, an indicator of the change in the 
Soviet legacy of the overly pejorative associations of nationalism. Russians 
are increasingly reluctant to share the view of the importance of the Soviet 
type of multinational brotherhood or judging nationalism as a preliminary 
stage of fascism (‘Rossiyane o …’ 2013). Boris Dubin points out that the 
main source of the highlighted nationalism in Russia is internal; growing 
dissatisfaction concerning the state of affairs among the ethnic majority 
which presents as the ‘ethnification’ of societal problems (Dubin 2014: 14). 
Hence, migrants in Russia can be seen as victims of Russians’ existing pro
blems rather than seeing them principally as a collective threat to domestic 
security and order (according to this reasoning, the latter explanation is pre
dominant for western European countries). In both cases, migration can be 
seen as a central platform for the ethno-culturally framed counter-mobilisation. 
In Russia, however, as Emil Pain (2014: 50) points out, the political power 
(the Kremlin) has hitherto managed to use and manipulate ethnic nationalism 
in preserving Soviet-type imperial nationalism as the official backbone for its 
own political survival and legitimacy. While imperial nationalism precludes a 
particular ethnic chauvinism – the governing role of ethnic Russians and the 
Russian language – larger avenues for the organisation of ethnic nationalist 
groups have been restricted; official views and policies have been able to satisfy 
the majority of ethno-nationalist sentiments (ibid.). This seems to be particu
larly true regarding the split among oppositional nationalists since the 
annexation of Crimea (Yudina and Al’perovich 2014). Many of those 
nationalists who had viewed the Kremlin critically either changed their views 
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since the annexation, or, at least, partially calibrated them with the changed 
situation.3 Moreover, prospects for spontaneous imperial-nationalist move
ments (for instance, around political figures such as Aleksander Dugin and 
Dmitry Rogozin) in challenging the regime have been minimal, since their 
political ideas can be easily absorbed by the Kremlin (ibid.; Laruelle 2009). In 
summary, the dramatic recovery of Putin’s public support in line with the 
annexation of the Crimea, the Ukrainian crisis and the war in Donbass is 
tangible proof of the regime’s assimilative capacity. The revolution in Ukraine 
and its nationalist and anti-Russian sentiments were quickly totalised as 
manifestations of fascism whose ultimate conqueror is Russia/the Soviet 
Union (the narrative of the Great Patriotic War). However, when the opera
tion in the Crimea began, followed by fighting in Donbass, the Soviet imper
ial anti-fascism narrative was soon assimilated into the defence of ethnic 
Russians in the Crimea and in Donbass. For example, the term ethnic Russian 
(russkii) was mentioned approximately 30 times in Putin’s special ‘Crimea 
speech’ on 18 March 2014, suggesting that the operation was a defence of 
Russia’s people under hostile circumstances (Putin 2014). 

Regarding the developments in Russia’s domestic politics since the Ukrai
nian crisis, the repression shown towards the opposition does not concern the 
liberal, anti-war wing exclusively, but also the opposition’s nationalist wing. 
One of the central actors and organisers of the nationalists’ annual event, 
‘The Russian March’, Alexander Belov was arrested just before the 2014 
march, and in 2015 another central figure in the event, Dmitry Demushkin, 
was prohibited from attending the event (Dergachev and Petrov 2015). While 
the split among the nationalists with regard to the Ukrainian event had 
already dramatically decreased the number of march participants in 2014, in 
2015 the split had become deeper, boosted by administrative means: the pre
viously large-scale march had transformed into a few pint-sized demonstra
tions, some organised by pro-Kremlin entities (ibid.; Laine 2015). The 
Ukrainian crisis seemingly plays a role in the public acceptance of the view 
‘Russia for Russians’ as well. In July 2014, acceptance of the statement 
‘Russia for ethnic Russians’ had dropped to 54 per cent from the 66 per cent 
of October 2013 (‘Natsionalizm…’ 2014). However, when measured in differ
ent terms, there was no actual change during that period concerning the claim 
‘the government should restrict the flow of incomers’. In October 2013, 78 per 
cent of Russians supported the claim, in July 2014 the percentage was 76 per 
cent, while in 2002 it was 45 per cent (ibid.). However, in other words, xeno
phobic sentiments towards incomers over the last 12 years shows a unan
imous growing trend. Let us now move to 2013, and take a closer look at the 
year’s major political event in Russia. 

Migration in Alexei Navalny’s political rhetoric 

Within the large-scale protests in Russia in 2011–12, the frontman and per
sonality of the new oppositional and protest movement, its development, 
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expansion and novel techniques became Alexei Navalny, a lawyer and blogger 
born in 1976. Indeed, after the regime had recovered from the December 2011 
shock and managed to calm down the protests by establishing Vladimir Putin 
in his third presidential term, it was Navalny who distinguished himself as the 
most capable threat to the Kremlin’s status quo. At its latest, this happened 
during his successful campaign during the Moscow mayoral election in 
August–September 2013, his exclusion from the state-controlled television 
channels notwithstanding. Against all expectations and opinion polls, the 
second place in the election with 27.24 per cent of the votes (‘Rezul’taty 
vyborov …’ 2013) proved his skills in combining a highly creative use of the 
Internet with traditional oratory on the streets. In terms of Navalny’s political 
freshness and his overall liberal agenda, his more or less explicit orientation 
towards ethno-civic nationalism cast an interesting twist. Navalny has been 
a key  figure in Russia’s national–democratic movement, which has chal
lenged the traditional division of post-Soviet Russian nationalism between 
imperialists (either Soviet or anti-Soviet) and ethno-nationalists (comprising 
various xenophobic and racist movements) (Laruelle 2014: 277–8; see also 
Moen-Larsen 2014). 

I see two major reasons why Navalny’s campaign rhetoric in the Moscow 
mayoral election offers a vantage point on the issue of migration in Russia. 
First, it was the election in which the development of Russia’s xenophobic 
sentiments reached its peak, while also being the most concrete proof of the 
Kremlin’s vulnerability under open political competition in the most impor
tant region, Moscow. Second, Navalny was not the initiator of using anti-
immigration in the campaign: that started with the Kremlin’s candidate, 
and ultimate winner, the sitting mayor, Sergei Sobyanin (Verkhovskii 2014). 
Thus, in terms of polls on the election results that predicted Sobyanin’s land
slide victory and Navalny’s marginal support – eventually ending in a situa
tion where the second round was close between Sobyanin (51 per cent of 
votes) and Navalny – it is essential to examine the issue of migration in 
Navalny’s campaign rhetoric as a central ideational component in his electoral 
success. 

Besides constant references to highly suspicious statistics concerning crimes 
conducted by migrants (Podrabinek 2013), Navalny’s populistic mastery 
also paid close attention to personal ‘common fear’ when faced with 
migrants. Here is one quote from his numerous meetings with Muscovites – the 
way in which Navalny took to the street also separated him from competing 
candidates – cited in the web journal Bol’shoi Gorod (Aivazian 2013): 

Do you know that 40% of the young male population of Tajikistan lives 
in Russia? And the majority of them in Moscow. Sobyanin needs people 
who can be easily despoiled. Raisa Semenova, this question does not 
worry you only. 80% of Muscovites answer in social polls that the topic 
of migration worries them. 
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Navalny easily shifted the focus from the obvious unreliability of his statistical 
references to migration’s emotional repercussions among Muscovites. For 
instance, in a meeting of voters in the Vodnoi stadion metro station, he 
pointed out, ‘I’m not worried about numbers related to migration, I am 
worried about every stolen handbag from women in my region’ (Naval’nyi 
2013a). When viewing recordings of these campaign meetings, it is easy to see 
how Navalny’s links migration to its ‘mundane realities’; in particular, to 
corruption. Following his story during the meeting in the Vodnoi stadion, he 
mentions a pensioner, physically in good shape, who told him that he would 
like to work as a caretaker for the staircase where he lives, and whose official 
monthly salary is approximately 30,000 roubles. However, this was not possi
ble and a Tajik caretaker continues to work there. According to Navalny, the 
reason for this is that the official salary of this Tajik is the same, 30,000 rou
bles, but this Tajikistanin actually earns 12,000, because he is ready to ‘pay’ 
the remaining 18,000 to the employing entities – authorities and companies – 
which provide the job (ibid.). While mediating everyday xenophobia via such 
emotionally resonating narratives, Navalny avoids explicit ethno-nationalist 
aspects, although migration is a regular topic in his campaign speeches which 
evoke applause in his audiences (see, for instance, Naval’nyi 2013a; 2013b; 
2013c). The best testimony on Navalny’s views on migration during the cam
paign can be found in the interview on the Ekho Moskvy radio station con
ducted by its editor-in-chief, Aleksei Venediktov which was dedicated to the 
topic of migration, although other issues were also touched upon (Naval’nyi 
2013d). While Venediktov aims to highlight the economic importance of 
migrants in terms of their labour as well as their spending in Moscow after 
remittances to their native countries,4 Navalny downplays this argument by 
contrasting the realm of migrants with the practices of a modern city: 

They receive money but, forgive me, they live here, they use metro which 
is subsidized by the city. They don’t have insurance but they use medical 
services for which we pay. They use education (their kids). They … well, 
no matter whether we want or not want to admit, they conduct pretty 
many crimes [this statement is followed by a dispute with Venediktov] … 
In addition, the most important thing: we cannot speak about the value 
of slave labour in terms of additional value simply because we speak 
about the value of slavery … These people, unfortunately, live as slaves. 
And if they were working according to the guaranteed 8-hour day with 
paid days off, insurance, if taxes were paid from their salaries, then their 
salaries and their value of work would not differ from any Muscovite or 
from any other. By calling these people here to the position of slaves, 
dragging and settling them into houses to be demolished, into basements, 
apartments crowded by 30 people, we simply encourage those means of 
production which we had in the 19th century … The principal employer 
for migrants is the city, city entities or private entities which work for the 
city … whatever, we are those employers, we eventually pay this 
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money … We must prohibit hiring foreigners within the year in order to 
stimulate companies to improve the productivity of labour. 

This part of the interview encapsulates all of the central components of 
Navalny’s political usage of migration during the campaign as well as pin
pointing his liberal ethno-nationalism more generally (Laruelle 2014; Moen-
Larsen 2014). The main thrust of Navalny’s argument is to prefer a situa
tional logic of ‘common reasoning’ instead of pursuing ideologically loaded 
markers, for instance, nationalist or democratic ones (Lassila 2016). In other 
words, despite revealing his distaste for Central Asian and Caucasian 
migrants and stressing their cultural incompatibility with ‘us’, Navalny 
equates the situation with the corruption. While corruption figures as a 
nodal point of his common reasoning, all ideologically resonating orienta
tions – from racism and nationalism up to democracy and humanism – 
can be absorbed into this point. Since ‘we’ want to live in a modern, rich 
megalopolis,5 where ‘we’ as common taxpayers are the main driving force, 
migration and its cultural factors as well as the existing inhuman exploitation 
of slave labour simply hinder this development. In this vein, the loopholes 
and controversies of his argumentation, for example in highlighting the 
number of crimes conducted by migrants (Podrabinek 2013), is systematically 
bypassed by a paradigmatic populist logic of equivalence pointed out by 
Ernesto Laclau (2005: 120): ‘an equivalential chain [between various demands 
of citizens] can weaken the particularism of their links but cannot do away 
with it altogether’. In other words, Navalny does not ‘invent’ corruption 
and migration as new political openings which would be tabooed by the 
political power: they are recognised as a problem by both the regime and 
official publicity (for more, see Hutchings and Tolz 2015: 185–91). Instead, 
he links these two into the logic of equivalence. In this equivalence, one 
problem is not highlighted at the cost of another, but the problem of 
migration is constructed as acutely linked with the problem of corruption, 
and eventually with the problem of the existing political rule (for more, see 
Hutchings and Tolz 2015: 185–91; Lassila 2016). Thus, despite the sitting 
governor Sobianin being the actual initiator of using antipathy towards 
migrants in his election campaign, for Sobyanin, migration is strikingly 
framed in line with cultural prejudices without linking it to economic issues. 
Here is one of Sobyanin’s views at the beginning of his campaign (Sobyanin 
2013): 

It is better for people who do not speak Russian well, who have a com
pletely different culture, to live in their own countries. For that reason we 
do not welcome their adaption in Moscow … after working here they 
must go to their families, to their home in their countries … I think 
Moscow is a Russian (rossiiskii) city and it must remain like that. It’s not 
Chinese, Tajik and not Uzbek. 
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However, immediately after this anti-migrant view in line with outspoken 
ethno-cultural prejudices, Sobyanin continued 

[W]e are always happy with our guests, Russia is a multinational country, 
and all nationalities are mixed. It is very dangerous, simply extremely 
dangerous, particularly for our city to pick them [particular ethnic 
groups] up separately, to contrast ones with other cultures. 

Sobyanin’s sudden reference to official nationalities principles which under
score multicultural brotherhood somewhat contradicts his explicit claim of 
cultural incompatibility between ‘us’ and migrants mentioned in the same 
breath. Regarding the excerpt’s ethno-nationalist beginning, the usage of the 
term rossiiskii (‘citizen of the Russian Federation’) instead of russkii (‘ethnic 
Russian’) – which would be more plausible in such a context – is contrived as 
well. Although the controversy in question does not allow us to judge that 
Sobyanin’s anti-immigration views are simply the opportunism of the sitting 
mayor in the face of Muscovites’ dramatically increased anti-immigrant sen
timents, it anyway shows Sobyanin’s dependence on official views in relation 
to migration; outspoken xenophobia is followed by ritualistic mentions of the 
multinational state. Likewise, Navalny’s longstanding goal of demanding visas 
from citizens of Central Asia, repeatedly mentioned in his campaign 
(Naval’nyi 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2014), is not touched upon. While various 
tightening measures have been recently introduced to migrants from Cen
tral Asia – Sobyanin referred to them in his campaign – visas have been out 
of the question. This geopolitical dimension in terms of sustaining direct 
links and influence upon Central Asia is the main explanation for the 
Kremlin’s reluctance to establish a visa regime for these countries (Virkkunen 
and Fryer 2015). 

Going back to Navalny, the complexity between territorial borders and 
ethno-cultural features fuels his link between the fights with corruption and 
migration, although his constant demand for a visa regime concerns Central 
Asian states which do not belong to the Russian Federation. Here an impor
tant practice of corruption – and obvious facet of the Kremlin’s geopolitical 
control over these states – is to grant Russian international passports to citi
zens of these states. According to Navalny, Russia granted 500,000 interna
tional passports to citizens of Kyrgyzstan in 2013 alone (Naval’nyi 2013d). 
Since such measures seemingly torpedo attempts to require various kinds of 
permit to arrive and work in Russia – for instance, quotas for foreign labour 
(see below) – Navalny sees the visa regime as the central means of cutting 
corruption and the flow of migrants. It is noteworthy that in this case 
Naval’nyi regularly forgets to use ‘illegal’ as an attribute for this particular 
category of migrants, which is hardly coincidental (Naval’nyi 2013d). In other 
words, the migrant is depicted as a facet of illegality, extended to the illegal 
practices of the existing authorities. 
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In terms of Russia’s multi-ethnic composition, the ethnic dimension of 
migration does not follow the state borders of the Russian Federation. The 
same antipathy to migrants from Central Asia is targeted at inhabitants of 
Russia’s Caucasian territories, particular those from Chechenia and Dagestan, 
the territories that ‘should not be fed any more’ (‘Rossiyane o …’ 2013). 
Whereas the demand for a visa regime for these people is a far more compli
cated issue than for Central Asians, explicit ethno-nationalist markers 
(implying a separation between Russia and its Caucasian subjects) with 
suspicious international comparisons are touched upon (Naval’nyi 2013d): 

Aleksei Venediktov: Senator McCain says that ‘we have 20–30 million 
illegal immigrants’. He doesn’t know either. A country with such a huge 
visa regime, and he doesn’t know. Is this the reason why you speak about 
this as well? Thirty people in an apartment. One arrives, starts a family, 
children are born. So, it’s difficult to count on figures, right? 

Navalny: Well, first of all, these are different things. In spite of that, 
USA builds the wall against Mexico and even Obama votes for the wall 
with Mexico but here it is said, ‘please, come here’. In addition, it’s 
necessary to understand that the people (this is important as well) who 
arrive from Mexico are Christians, people from a more developed coun
try. Here a rural population from very backward Central Asian countries, 
principally Muslims, are arriving. 

While cultural racism is eventually explicated, Navalny constantly converts it 
into ‘practicalities of Moscow’s modern way of life’, implying his responsi
bility as a potential mayor and not forgetting his sarcastic compassion for 
Central Asians (Naval’nyi 2013d): 

Today we are told, ‘You know, the number of Muslims has so rapidly 
grown in Moscow. Let’s build mosques for all of them’. However, they 
still arrive. We cannot build mosques for all, and Muscovites are against 
the great number of mosques. Regardless of acknowledging their pro
blems, while sympathizing with them, we must say, ‘My friends, we 
cannot take here all the citizens from Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. We love 
and value them so much, but we introduce the visa regime and call them 
here in small numbers’. 

For Navalny, the backwardness associated with migrants fulfils the equiva
lence between migrants and corruption; corrupted regimes are backward and 
forced to resort to labour detrimental to Russia’s modernisation. This aspect 
becomes apparent when migrants as a group are related to Russia’s closest 
ethnic neighbours, Belarus, and in particular, Ukraine. In an answer to 
Venediktov’s question, ‘What is the difference between Ukraine and Tajiki
stan?’ Navalny answers as follows (the excerpt above is another part of his 
answer) (Naval’nyi 2013d): 
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First of all, as I mentioned, people who arrive from Tajikistan are youth 
coming from villages. 40% of existing male Tajiks in the world, under 40 
years old, they live here, in Russia. They are only capable of the least 
qualified jobs, in addition to the completely collapsed system of educa
tion in Tajikistan. In general, there … from Ukraine can arrive pro
grammers, from Ukraine can arrive a person … who can drive a tractor, 
complex vehicles, qualified workers on construction sites. From Uzbekistan 
such a person cannot arrive – nobody teaches him there. 

These views behind the extraordinary electoral success of the opposition’s 
major candidate in surprisingly open circumstances in September 2013 ended 
up at the dramatically different conjuncture that followed the Kremlin’s 
annexation of Crimea and war in Eastern Ukraine in 2014. Not only had the 
situation for the opposition changed (Navalny was arrested in late 2013 and 
condemned to house arrest) but also the political space for national identifi
cations had changed: the Slavic brother Ukraine had become enemy number 
one as a state. However, it prompts the question how this change was repre
sented with regard to the phenomenon which momentarily superseded the 
nature of migration in Russia in the summer 2014: refugees from Ukraine. 

Refugees and Ukraine 

In order to illustrate the role of Ukrainian refugees in Russia’s media in the 
summer of 2014, I conducted a search with the help of the Integrum database 
statistics, using the search terms ‘Refugee Ukraine’6 and ‘Migrant’.7 Accord
ing to 2,730 sources8 in the period 1 April 2014–1 April 2015, we computed 
the figures as set out in Figure 4.1. 
The line whose peak is between 31 May and 31 October 2014 is the query 

‘Refugee Ukraine’. Figure 4.1 shows the unanimous visibility of Ukrainian 
refugees in the Russian media during summer 2014, clearly superseding the 
relatively stable role of migrants. Next I was interested in how the issue of 
labour – regularly spelled out by Navalny with regard to migrants – was 
linked to the topic of Ukrainian refugees. Using Integrum’s popularity 
rating,9 I searched the same set of sources (with additional data consisting of 
information on governmental organisations which was not available in Inte
grum’s statistics) with the parameter ‘Ukraine labour’.10 Despite the dispersed 
results that the query yielded, among the first four items in the query’s 
popularity rating, three discussed Ukrainian refugees in relation to labour 
(items from the newspapers Kommersant’ and Izvestiya and the news agency 
IA Regnum). On 11 July 2014, Izvestiya published the article ‘Oblast increases 
the quota for foreigners due to refugees’ (Ivushkina 2014). In line with the 
newspaper’s relatively clear pro-governmental stance, it is revealing that 
Ukrainians are not mentioned in the title. The issue is about the necessity to 
increase the quotas in the Moscow oblast that the government has decided for 
subjects of the Federation. Along with the Soviet-era echoes in which subjects 
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Figure 4.1	 Frequency of mentions of ‘Refugee Ukraine’ and ‘Migrant’ 1 April 
2014–1 April 2015 in the selected dataset 

and agents perform a kind of competition in fulfilling the state’s tasks, now 
various regions are planning to ‘ask the ministry of labour to increase quotas 
for their regions’. At the end of the article, after repeating various bureau
cratic procedures required for changes to these quotas, an excerpt from the 
head of the Moscow oblast employment committee, Mikhail Korotaev, finally 
touches upon the ethnic underpinning of the existing restrictions on foreign 
labour (Ivushkina 2014): 

There are 75,000 vacancies in the oblast, of which 4,000, 8,000 include 
accommodation. Refugees are completely eligible to apply for these 
vacancies. I point out that employers prefer Ukrainians to migrants from 
Central Asia because the first speak Russian and include more qualified 
specialists. 

On 9 September 2014, Kommersant’, whose stance towards the government is 
more or less ambiguous, published an article titled ‘Ukrainian refugees were 
placed into the reserve of labour’ (Kozlov 2014). It reports recent decisions 
made by the government concerning the substantial simplification of the 
procedure for employing Ukrainian citizens escaping the war, informed by the 
Prime Minister Medvedev: 

we must provide an opportunity to these people to not only stay in the 
territory of our country, but also make immediate decisions about 
employment … Moreover, there are many qualified persons among them: 
engineers, doctors, teachers. 
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Both of these articles pinpoint how the sudden reality of refugees is signified; 
while being exclusively linked to Ukraine, they are tangibly contrasted with 
migrants. And, whereas migrants are linked to labour, it is ‘refugee’ which 
allows the nature of foreign labour to be specified in highly idealised terms. 
Perhaps the most striking item in the query was that from the information 
agency Regions.ru, published on 26 June 2014 and entitled ‘Refugees from 
Ukraine are the excellent means of fulfilling our lack of labour’ (Kuzin 2014). 
The author is a representative of the Russian Orthodox Church, protoiereus 
Alexander Kuzin, who did not hesitate to evoke cultural aspects, preferring 
them to the possible interests of employers: 

Ukrainians … are people of our belief and culture. For us this is much 
more preferable [solution in comparison to Tajiks] … I do not have any
thing against them [Tajiks, Uzbeks] but I’m just worried that we ignore 
the interests of our culture and of spiritual processes in society. Of course, 
for our employers this is not profitable since the status of refugee requires 
that citizen rights must be followed … citizens from Tajikistan do not 
attempt to receive these rights. Well, is what is profitable for employers 
profitable for Russia? Of course not. It leads to serious social tension 
which has appeared repeatedly, caused by the incompatibility of the 
people who arrive us from Central Asia: they don’t want to live according 
to our traditions. 

Despite Kuzin’s views being expressed from a different standpoint (a repre
sentative of the Church) and under different political circumstances than 
those of Navalny, both of them address similar views concerning the nature of 
migration in Russia in the 2010s; perverted or corrupted, the interests of 
employers in sustaining the flow of migrants from Central Asia whose people 
are culturally backward compared to (and incompatible with) Russian tradi
tions (or ideal practices of society). It is worth noting that the Russian main
stream discussion on Ukrainian labour shows a complete lack of reflection in 
terms of internal divisions within Ukraine, which has been the core dimension 
of the conflict between the countries. This lack fits the picture promoted by 
the official Russian propaganda since early 2014: Ukrainians are those who 
are with us, while those who wage war against us are more or less margin
alised fascists, although on other occasions, the contemporary Ukraine is 
filled with massively prepared perpetrators, helped by the West to slaughter 
Russians (Ukrainians in Donbass). However, this imperial blindness is not 
only linked to the mentalities fabricated under war propaganda but can be seen 
in Navalny’s views as well, although from reverse, pro-western standpoints. 
Navalny has repeatedly pointed out the similarity between Russia and Ukraine, 
which implies an equal blindness to those Ukrainian nationalist views which 
underline the full separation from Russia as a nation state. For instance, in 
the interview in Ekho Moskvy in October 2014, Navalny repeats the similarity 
between the countries and envisions the necessity of union between Russia 
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and Ukraine (Naval’nyi 2014). As a mirror image to Putin’s visions in which 
Russia’s Eurasian course is the guideline for Ukraine, for Navalny, Ukraine’s 
pro-western course should be the orientation for Russia. In the realm of 
migration, both of these political opposites are entangled with the idea of 
seeing Russia as a powerful modern state with strong ethnic preferences. 

Conclusions 

While the overall negativity of the word ‘migrant’ among many ethnic Rus
sians is not a surprise regarding the rapid growth of xenophobic sentiments, 
the positive framing of Ukrainian refugees in the mainstream media should 
be related to the extreme anti-Ukrainian propaganda in Russia’s official 
media since early 2014. On the one hand, the sharp contrast which emerges 
from the comparison between the Ukrainian state and Ukrainians fits with 
the Kremlin’s assimilative capacity in instrumentalising nationalisms – ethnic 
and imperial – for its own political legitimacy. On the other hand, the link 
between the executive political power and the mainstream media, regardless 
of their close relations in Russia, should not be seen in too straightforward a 
manner. As Hutchings and Tolz (2015: 252) point out, we should not over
simplify the relationship between the Kremlin and the state-aligned media in 
terms of privileging transitive meaning, conveyed from the state to the media, 
over transactional meaning which arises from multi-directional interactions 
involving state, media, popular and other discourses. In comparing Navalny’s 
campaign rhetoric on migration and the mainstream media views on Ukrai
nian refugees, we see that both views – let us generalise them here as opposi
tional and pro-governmental – adapt themselves into common persisting 
discourses concerning migration, labour and modernisation, instead of a 
situation in which oppositional anti-migration rhetoric would be replaced by 
the absence of Central Asian migrants for the sake of Slavic refugees. How
ever, it is obvious that the state-controlled public discussion has partially 
managed to surpass domestic political concerns (migration being one of the 
most acute) with harsh anti-western and anti-Kiev propaganda, as the Inte
grum statistics above and the cited opinion polls indicate. Whereas the 
number of Ukrainian refugees in summer 2014 was a fact which could not be 
neglected whatever practices the state’s media followed (centralised partisan 
or more democratic), it was a political choice to frame these refugees with 
regard to migrants along with existing ethnic and cultural perceptions. From 
the Kremlin’s viewpoint, a transitive meaning would mean a straightforward 
idea of surpassing popular prejudices towards migrants without mentioning 
them, or even highlighting their importance in terms of Russia’s Eurasian 
orientation, rather than mirroring them against Ukrainians in negative terms. 
In other words, public discussion on Ukrainian refugees draws transactional 
meaning along with existing popular discourses. 

This allows us to suggest that the discussion on migration in Russia in 
relation to the major political junctures divided by the annexation of Crimea 
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has not changed the basic current of this discussion. As echoed by Navalny, 
Ukraine has figured as a wishful counterpoint to migrants, predominantly 
associated with being culturally alien to Russians. As such, this overall reluc
tance about the everyday realities of Russia’s multicultural composition and 
the recently emphasised Eurasian allies in Central Asia pinpoints a major 
challenge for the regime in sustaining the idea of a multi-ethnic empire, 
regardless of the various manipulations of ethnic nationalism posed by the 
official media discourse (Hutchings and Tolz 2015). Regarding the success 
that Navalny gained in the mayoral election, it can be argued that Navalny 
‘civilised’ and ‘normalised’ (see Moen-Larsen 2014) the ethno-nationalist and 
racist underpinnings of the dominant migration discourse in depicting Eur
opean and ‘natural’ conditions for Russia’s modernisation. It is thus note
worthy that Russia’s extreme anti-western propaganda related to the 
Ukrainian conflict – launched by a ‘Western backed fascist junta in Kiev’ – is 
generally absent from the public discourse on Ukrainian refugees. Instead, 
this post-Crimean refugee discourse easily conforms to the discourse advo
cated by Navalny before the crisis, in which migrants and Ukrainians are 
contrasted in terms of qualified and backward labour, justified by cultural 
factors. It is also noteworthy how particular expressions such as ‘illegal 
migrant’ and ‘migrant’, or  ‘refugee’ and ‘Ukrainian’, are used inter
changeably. The migration discourse, in both political junctures, shows the 
vagueness regarding the major division of Russia’s nationalisms, imperial and 
ethnic (Laruelle 2009, 2014). For Navalny, the obvious emphasis lies on 
ethnic nationalism but his views on Ukraine illustrate the fact that that par
ticular imperial twist is also present (Lassila 2016). Whereas the annexation 
of Crimea brilliantly shows how the explicit imperial operation was trans
formed into ‘the defence of ethnic Russians’, the dominant refugee discourse 
shows – not least due to the conflation of ‘Ukrainian’ and ‘refugee’ – how 
ethnic and imperial nationalisms are intertwined with a seemingly sincere 
willingness to help people in distress. On the one hand, this help is motivated 
by ethnic and cultural closeness, and, on the other, the discourse is overly 
blind to Ukraine’s internal political divisions and its nation-state dimensions. 

In terms of the discursive continuum from 2013 to 2014, Navalny’s frame
work of the overall need for Russia’s modernisation, projected onto the usage and 
productivity of labour, is concretised by the opportunity to replace unpleasant 
representatives of backwardness and crime with culturally close relatives with 
qualified labour skills. In other words, the economic frame allows the racist 
currents of the discussion to be civilised. At the same time, this dominating 
frame does not resonate with the issue of supply and demand, the most 
obvious driving force in any usage of foreign labour. Besides all of the 
obvious and possible deviations and inhumanity – spelled out by Navalny – 
Russia’s migration dynamics follow the global dynamics between ‘the rich 
north and poor south’: poorly paid jobs in the labour markets of richer 
countries are filled by workers from poorer countries. This is exactly the 
situation between Russia and Central Asia. The Russian discussion somewhat 
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suggests that the structural problem of the low productivity of work is exclu
sively linked to migrants, not to poor Russian institutions of labour, and that 
the solution would be the elimination of the backward labour in favour of 
qualified workers. This notion supports Dubin’s view on the ethnification of 
Russia’s general poor state of affairs as the main explanation for ethno
nationalist sentiments. 

Along with the growing number of refugees from Ukraine and the wor
sening economic situation, the vision of ethnically framed qualified workers as 
a remedy for the migration problem has gradually merged into a more 
straightforward xenophobia. For instance, in Kaliningrad, the local unem
ployed have been preferred to foreigners, and for those vacancies which are 
still available, Ukrainians have been preferred to Central Asians. In other 
words, ethnic hierarchies are persistent, but the nature of labour has not 
changed: Ukrainians can do those less well-paid jobs formerly done by Cen
tral Asians (‘Kvota na…’ 2014). In September 2014, the newspaper Nezavisi
maya Gazeta pointed out that while the number of refugees from Ukraine had 
reached one million, Russians’ attitudes to them had become more critical 
(Garmonenko 2014). Citing the Russian Foundation of Public Opinion’s poll 
of September 2014, almost half of Russians wished to send refugees back to 
Ukraine as soon as possible, while the mood had been much warmer a couple 
of months earlier (ibid.). 

Notes 
1	 Integrum is the largest collection of Russian and CIS databases, covering a wide 

range of topics. At the beginning of 2014, Integrum contained approximately 500 
million documents related to Russia. The scope of more than 7,000 databases 
covers all national and regional newspapers and magazines, statistics, official pub
lications, archives of the leading national and international information agencies, 
full texts of thousands of literary works, dictionaries, and more. For more infor
mation, see, www.integrumworld.com/about.html 

2	 According to Michael Billig’s classical notion, banal nationalism includes the most 
common and generally accepted forms of the nationalism of a state: flags, coats of 
arms, sporting events, national songs, etc. (Billig 1995). 

3	 A good example is Konstantin Krylov, the leader of the National Democratic 
Party, and a leading theorist of Russia’s Europe-oriented ethno-nationalist move
ment (see, for example, Krylov 2014). 

4	 As is known, the major part of the GDPs of poor Central Asian States comes from 
the remittances of migrants working in Russia; see for example, Michel (2014); 
Virkkunen and Fryer (2015). 

5	 The budget of Moscow – according to Navalny 1.6 trillion roubles – proves that in 
fiscal terms Moscow should be one of the wealthiest cities in the world (Pro
gramma kandidata v mery Moskvy Alekseya Naval’nogo 2013). Navalny regularly 
used this aspect in opening his campaign meetings (see, for instance, Naval'nyi 
2013a, 2013b, 2014c). 

6 In Russian ‘bezhenets Ukraina’, which matches all items consisting of these words 
and their derivations. 

7 In Russian Мигрант, which matches all items consisting of the word and its 
derivations. 

http://www.integrumworld.com/
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8	 I selected those sources which generally cover the media in the Russian Federation 
available in Integrum: central press, central news agencies, regional newspapers, 
regional news agencies, central Internet publications and Internet media, and four 
databases consisting of television and radio monitoring. 

9	 This popularity rating is based on Integrum’s classification of the most relevant 
media on the basis of the selected databases (set of sources). In addition, the 
chosen items related to the given search words in the case of particular media (for 
example, the newspaper Kommersant) are ranked by Integrum based on the fre
quency of the search word(s) in the designated item as well as on outside links to 
the given item. For more, see Romanenko and Gerhenzon (2006). 

10	 The actual query was marked as Украина рабëчая сила /p3 which means that the 
words Украина (Ukraine) and рабëчая сила (labour) appear in the frames of a 
group of three adjacent sentences. 
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5 Migration and transnational informality 
in post-Soviet societies 
Ethnographic study of po rukam 
(‘handshake’) experiences of Uzbek migrant 
workers in Moscow 

Rustamjon Urinboyev 

Introduction 

The concept of ‘informality’ has become a trendy topic of research in the 
scholarly literature about post-Soviet societies. The amount of literature 
focusing on informal practices, institutions and networks in the post-Soviet 
space has grown rapidly over the last two decades, producing theoretically 
and empirically grounded accounts of different forms and manifestations of 
informality, such as clans and regional patronage networks, clientelism, blat 
networks, bribery, embezzlement, cronyism, kickbacks. In this connection, the 
review of existing research shows that the distinct focus on ‘post-Soviet 
informality’ highlights at least nine main themes: (1) economic informality 
(Alexeev and Pyle 2003; Wallace and Latcheva 2006); (2) blurred boundaries 
between informality and corruption (Werner 2000; Polese 2008; Urinboyev 
and Svensson 2013a); (3) informal political institutions and practices 
(Gel’man 2004; Hale 2011; Ledeneva 2013); (4) informality as a mixture of 
cultural and economic practices (Misztal 2002; Smith and Stenning 2006; 
Urinboyev and Svensson 2013b); (5) informality as a reflection of broader 
sociopolitical and sociocultural traditions (Ledeneva 1998; Collins 2006; 
Hayoz 2015); (6) the relationship between formal and informal economies 
(Round et al. 2008; Williams et al. 2013); (7) the (dis)continuity between 
Soviet and post-Soviet informal economies (Kurkchiyan 2000; Rodgers and 
Williams 2009; Aliyev 2015a); (8) informal practices of redistribution as an 
alternative to state-driven welfare distribution (Urinboyev 2013, 2014; Morris 
and Polese 2014); and (9) definitional, conceptual and terminological ambi
guity surrounding the concept of informality (Williams et al. 2013; Aliyev 
2015b; Polese 2015). 

Despite the existence of a large diversity of scholarly explanations for and 
approaches to ‘post-Soviet informality’, one idea common to the aforemen
tioned scholarship is that the bulk of studies focus on informal practices and 
institutions and their regulatory structures that take place within the bound
aries of a single nation state (i.e. the scholarship is confined to a particular 
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nation state, not taking into account the increased transnational links 
between different places and people). Another factor that adds to this com
plexity is the growing use of information and communication technologies in 
the post-Soviet region, which may facilitate the daily exchange of information 
and reduce the importance of distance between different countries and people, 
possibly leading to the emergence of ‘transnational informality’. Hence, with 
a few exceptions (Cieslewska 2013; Yalcin-Heckmann 2013; Turaeva 2014), 
not much has been said about how multidimensional flows of people, ideas, 
goods, social practices and cultural symbols between different post-Soviet 
countries mould the nature and geographic scope of informal practices in the 
region. 

This chapter situates itself within these ‘informality’ debates by suggesting 
that the nature of informal practices in post-Soviet societies is changing, not 
only in terms of content, forms, actors and magnitude, but, more importantly, 
in terms of geographical scope, due to ongoing large-scale migratory pro
cesses, e.g. the massive inflow of migrant workers from Central Asia and the 
Caucasus to Russia. Moving beyond the methodological nationalism still 
prevalent in much informality research (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002), I 
argue that informal practices in post-Soviet societies are becoming increas
ingly transnational. Migrant workers, living their lives across the border of 
two (or more) nation states, become part of the fabric of everyday life and 
social relations in their home state, while simultaneously becoming part of the 
socio-economic processes in their receiving state, thereby facilitating the daily 
flow of ideas, social practices and cultural symbols between migrant sending 
and receiving societies. These processes are especially visible in the construction 
sector in Moscow, Russia, where the informal employment of migrant work
ers is widespread and carried out through so-called po rukam (‘handshake
based’) labour contracts, which involve multiple formal and informal actors 
with different kinds and locations of power: migrant workers, intermediaries, 
construction firms, Russian police officers, Chechen racketeers, and migrants’ 
left-behind families and communities (e.g. village residents, local community 
leaders, leaders of mosques). Hence, this chapter, through an ethnographic 
study of po rukam experiences of Uzbek migrant workers in Moscow, aims to 
show how the interaction of the aforesaid actors across borders (via smart-
phones and the Internet) serve as an enforcement mechanism of the informal 
migrant labour market in Moscow. In doing so, I show how informality 
operates across borders, through different means and has an identifiable 
impact on the outcomes of many practices that Uzbek migrants (and other 
actors) engage with in Moscow. Thus, I use this case as a lens to pursue 
broader questions – that is, to offer a transnational framework for the study 
of informality in the post-Soviet context by drawing upon ideas and concepts 
developed within the informality literature, migration studies, law and society, 
and legal pluralism literature. 

The rest of the chapter proceeds in the following manner. The next section 
presents the sociolegal context of the Russian migrant labour market, which 
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is crucial in understanding the nuances of Russian migration governance and 
the perspective I take on informality. The chapter then provides the theore
tical framework of the study by using the concepts of transnational social 
field, translocal village and the legal pluralism perspective. I then discuss the 
methodological considerations and present the results of multi-sited transna
tional ethnographic fieldwork conducted in January–September 2014 in 
Moscow, Russia and Ferghana, Uzbekistan. Finally, the chapter draws out 
the implications of the ethnographic material for informality debates and 
highlights the most important findings of the study. 

Sociolegal context of the Russian migrant labour market 

Russia, after the United States, is the second largest recipient of migrants 
worldwide. Currently, approximately 11 million foreign-born people reside in 
its territory (World Bank 2011). Migrants come to Russia primarily from the 
post-Soviet Central Asian republics, namely Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyr
gyzstan, where labour migration has become the preferred livelihood strategy 
for many due to deteriorating economic conditions. They typically stay in 
Russia for one to three years. Moscow and Saint Petersburg are the cities with 
the largest number of Central Asian migrant workers. Citizens of Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan can visit Russia for up to 90 days without a visa. 
This means labour migrants from these countries can enter Russia without 
any visa. However, they are required to obtain residence registration (regis
trasiya) and a work permit (patent) within 30 days of their arrival. If migrants 
obtain these documents within this period, they can stay and work in Russia 
for up to one year without a visa. Of these documents, the work permit is 
harder and more costly to obtain, especially after the 2015 legislative changes 
that considerably increased the fees. Currently, Central Asian migrants must 
spend at least 22,000 roubles to obtain a work permit, as well as paying a 
4,000 rouble monthly fee. In order to obtain a work permit, each migrant 
must purchase health insurance, provide proof of medical tests for HIV, 
tuberculosis, drug addiction and skin disease and pass a test on Russian lan
guage, history and law. All of these requirements must be fulfilled within a 
month. 

Given that many Central Asian migrants have a poor command of the 
Russian language, are illiterate about legal procedures for labour migration 
and come to Russia with little or no money, it is highly unlikely that they 
would be able to meet all of these requirements within a month. The recent 
increase in the work permit fees has compelled many Central Asian migrants 
to work illegally, since they have to choose between working legally and 
sending money home. They usually end up choosing the latter option. 
Therefore, most of the migrants have irregular status, for example, lacking 
migration registration, residential registration or a work permit (see e.g. 
Ahmadov 2007; Marat 2009; Reeves 2013). A large proportion of these 
migrants work in the construction sector (Marat 2009), where there is a high 
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demand for cheap and young foreign labour. Therefore, most of the irregular 
migrants are concentrated in the construction industry, as it is the only place 
where they are able to find work without documents. 

As an antidote to these trends, the Russian authorities are constantly 
introducing draconian laws and developing border control infrastructure, for 
example by widening the grounds for issuing re-entry bans to migrants who 
have violated laws during their previous stay (see e.g. Maier 2014). Even for 
breaches of administrative regulations (e.g. minor traffic violations, unpaid 
mobile phone bills) Central Asian migrant workers – who often return home 
seasonally – are denied re-entry to Russia. On 23 September 2014, the Rus
sian Federal Migration Service (FMS) announced that nearly one million 
foreigners were banned from re-entry to Russia in 2014 (Bobylov 2015). 
However, these control measures have produced unintended consequences: 

rather than reducing the number of irregular migrants, they have created 
additional incentives for irregular migration. First, migration laws are just 
part and parcel of the ‘unrule of law’ in Russia (Gel’man 2004) which is 
characterised by the prevalence of informal rules and norms over formal 
institutions. There is an extensive literature that provides an abundance of 
evidence on the different dysfunctionalities of the Russian legal system (see e.g. 
Humphrey and Sneath 2004; Guillory 2013; Ledeneva 2013). Under these 
circumstances, one possible inference is that the more restrictive the laws are, 
the higher the rate of bribes that migrants give to police officers, migration 
officials and border guards in order to continue to work in Russia. Second, 
migrants are becoming increasingly aware of the fact that they might not be 
able to re-enter Russia if they return home seasonally. Therefore, irregular 
migrants are reluctant to return home, preferring to stay and work in Russia 
for an indefinite period of time. Accordingly, the FMS’s 2015 statistics show 
that nearly three million foreign nationals who are now in Russia have already 
violated the legal terms of stay (Pochuev 2015). Most of these foreigners are 
citizens of Uzbekistan (40 per cent) and Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan (20 per 
cent) (see e.g. Bobylov 2015). 

Using the evidence from international migration literature and legal plur
alism scholarship (Menski 1993; Ballard 2006; Shah 2011; Kubal 2013a) as a 
starting point, it seems reasonable to assume that the existence of millions of 
irregular migrants have some repercussions for the functioning of formal 
institutions in Russia, as well as leading to the emergence of informal struc
tures and responses (i.e. a ‘parallel legal order’) that migrants use in order to 
cope with the restrictive legal environment, regulate their working life and 
seek redress for grievances (see e.g. Reeves 2013). It is also reasonable to 
assume that we need to focus on everyday transnational bonds between 
sending and receiving societies if we are to better understand the impact of 
migratory processes on informality and governance trajectories. These argu
ments thus raise the question of how migrants build relationships with 
employers in Russia, what strategies and tactics they utilise in order to cope 
with the risks and uncertainties of informal employment and whether it is 
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possible to glean the patterns of a ‘parallel legal order’ of the migrant labour 
market. Another equally important question arising from this perspective is 
what effect everyday transnational interactions may have on the practices that 
migrants engage with in Russia. By ethnographically attending to the po 
rukam experiences of Uzbek migrant workers in Moscow, this chapter intends 
to address these questions and thereby draw out the implications of the 
ethnographical material for the informality literature. 

Conceptualising ‘transnational informality’ 

As I argued in the previous sections, the Russian legal environment in gen
eral, and the sociolegal context of Russian migrant labour market in parti
cular is characterised by the ‘unrule of law’. Under these circumstances, it can 
be assumed that migrants do not deal with the ‘rule of law’, but rather invent 
various tactics and strategies to adapt to the existing ‘informality environ
ment’ in order to ‘get things done’. This means migrants may produce various 
‘legal orders’ that provide alternative (to state law) means for regulating their 
working life and seeking redress for their problems. Such a normative plural
ism is referred to as ‘legal pluralism’ in the legal anthropological scholarship 
(Merry 1988; Griffiths 2003). Legal pluralism emphasises the coexistence and 
clash of multiple sets of rules that mould people’s social behaviour: the law of 
the nation state, indigenous customary rules, religious decrees, moral codes 
and practical norms of social life (Nuijten and Anders 2007). From this point 
of view, state law is just one among many other normative orders in society. 
Accordingly, in a place such as Russia, where nearly three million migrants 
are concentrated in the informal economy, the study of informality should be 
sensitive to ‘legal baggage’ that migrants carry to their host country. The 
‘legal baggage’ may contain different values, different attitudes to state law 
and different patterns of behaviour towards state law and its institutions 
(Kurkchiyan 2011; Kubal 2013b), which mean that the host country’s legal 
environment may become even more legally plural with the arrival of new 
legal cultures. Hence, the legal pluralism perspective is instructive in recog
nising both formal and informal practices and structures stemming from host 
country’s sociolegal context as well as from migrants’ ‘legal baggage’ that 
they bring to their host country. 

However, the legal pluralism perspective has conceptual limitations, as it is 
confined to the social processes taking place within the boundaries of a par
ticular nation state. Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002) argue that we need to 
move away from methodological nationalism and thereby broaden our ana
lytical lens, as migrants are often embedded in multilayered, multisided 
transnational social fields, involving both those who move and those who stay 
behind. From this perspective, the concept of the ‘transnational social field’ 
(Levitt and Schiller 2004) provides useful tools when trying to conceptualise 
the potential array of political, economic and social relations linking those 
who move and those who stay behind. Levitt and Schiller (2004: 1009) define 
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the transnational social field as ‘a set of multiple interlocking networks of 
social relationships through which ideas, practices, and resources are 
unequally exchanged, organised and transformed … National social fields are 
those that stay within national boundaries while transnational social fields 
connect actors through direct and indirect relations across borders’. Hence, 
individuals within transnational social fields, through their everyday activities 
and relationships, come into contact with the regulatory powers and institu
tions of more than one state that determine their access and action and 
organise and legitimise gender, race and social status. Their daily rhythms and 
activities are shaped not only by more than one state simultaneously but also 
by social institutions, norms and pressures, such as norms of neighbourhood 
communities, networks of reciprocity and exchange, social sanctions (gossips, 
ostracism), that exist within many states and across their borders (ibid.). 

There is another scientific field of importance to this study that investigates 
how the village-defined moral economy (e.g. traditional modes of trust, obli
gation, shame and neighbourliness) is extended across borders. The most 
pertinent literature that comes to mind in this respect is Velayutham and 
Wise’s (2005) notion of a ‘translocal village’. Building on Appadurai’s work 
on translocalism (1995), Velayutham and Wise develop the notion of the 
‘translocal village’ to describe a particular form of moral community based 
around village-scale, place-oriented familial and neighbourly ties that have 
subsequently expanded across extended space. This concept allows us to 
visualise the everydayness of material, family, social and symbolic networks 
and exchanges that connect two different localities (that is, Uzbekistan’s 
Shabboda village to Moscow in this chapter). Hence, the reproduction of the 
translocal village takes place through the extension of affective regimes of 
guilt, shame, neighbourliness and obligation. In this connection, this concept 
has a strong relevance to this chapter as it helps to explain the direct links 
between a particular village (and its governance structures) and Uzbek 
migrants’ everyday life and practices in Moscow. 

Thus, equipped with the concepts of transnational social fields, the trans-
local village and the legal pluralism perspective, it could be inferred that the 
study of informal practices and structures cannot be confined to the political 
and geographical boundaries of a particular nation state and that we also 
need to focus on the intersection between the practices, exchanges and 
experiences of those who have migrated and those who have stayed in place. 
Using this framework allows for a more systematic study of the transnational 
informal practices that have not been sufficiently addressed by traditional 
informality scholarship. 

Methodological considerations 

This chapter is based on eight periods of multi-sited transnational ethno
graphic fieldwork in January–September 2014 in Moscow, Russia and Fergana, 
Uzbekistan, as part of a project on migration and legal cultures in post-Soviet 
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societies. The field sites were chosen because Moscow is the city with the lar
gest number of Uzbek migrants, whereas Ferghana is one of the main 
migrant-sending regions in Uzbekistan because of its population density and 
high unemployment rate. I had the advantage of knowing the Uzbek and 
Russian languages. Due to my village background and Uzbek ethnicity, I was 
well connected to the Uzbek migrant worker community in Moscow. This 
enabled me to participate in migrants’ daily life and thereby become a typical 
migrant worker. 

During these eight field trips, a rich stock of ethnographic material was 
collected, mainly through observations and informal interviews. For the pur
pose of this chapter, the ethnographic material was collected in two different 
settings: Moscow province and Fergana region. 

First, I conducted an ethnographic study at a construction site in Solnech
nogorsk town, Moscow province, where Uzbek migrant workers live and 
work. Being in the ‘field’, I closely followed the everyday life and experiences 
of Uzbek migrant workers, observing their relationship with migrant middle
men and Russian employers (e.g. Russian middleman, construction firms). 
These observations gave me first-hand information on (a) how migrants, 
migrant middleman and Russian employers negotiate and agree on the terms 
and conditions of informal employment, (b) the strategies and tactics that 
migrants use to get paid for their work, and (c) the role of ‘street actors and 
laws’ (i.e. Chechen racketeers) in mediating financial disputes between 
migrants and migrant middleman. 

Second, simultaneously, keeping up with the pace of developments in the 
Uzbek migrants’ lives in Moscow, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork in the 
Fergana region, in the village I call Shabboda, where migrants and middle
man hail from. My aim was to explore the processes of everyday material, 
emotional, social, and symbolic exchanges between Shabboda village and 
Moscow and how these transnational interactions impact the outcomes of 
practices that Uzbek migrants (and other actors) engage with in Moscow. 
During the field research, I regularly visited migrants’ left-behind families and 
carried out observations and informal interviews with village residents at 
‘migration talk hotspots’ such as the guzar (village meeting space), choyxona 
(teahouse), gaps (regular get-togethers) and life-cycle events (e.g. weddings, 
funerals) where the bulk of village information exchange regarding remittances 
and migration takes place. 

During the field research, I strove for spontaneity and sudden discoveries 
and therefore went to field sites ‘blank’, without any pre-designed fieldwork 
strategy or theoretical understanding. Moreover, I treated migrants as experts 
on the migration situation in Russia, thereby refraining from bringing in my 
own perspective. My position in relation to my informants was fluid, sliding 
between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ status. I was an ‘insider’ when relations between 
migrants, their left-behind families, middleman and Russian employers were 
smooth, but I became an ‘outsider’ when conflict arose among the parties. In 
such circumstances, I approached each actor privately and maintained the 
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confidentiality of information. The informants were asked for their consent to 
participate in the study. Due to the sensitivity of the data, I have changed the 
names and whereabouts of all informants and omitted any information that 
could be dangerous to the relevant individuals. 

Uzbek migrants’ po rukam experiences in Moscow 

In search of empirical clues, on 23 January 2014, I travelled to Moscow, 
Russia for ethnographic field research. The afternoon flight from Copenhagen 
to Moscow on Aeroflot took just under three hours. I arrived at Moscow 
Sheremetyevo airport in the evening. After going through customs and pass
port control, I walked towards the airport forecourt, where Misha, an Uzbek 
migrant worker, was waiting for me in his car. As Misha and I hail from the 
same district in Fergana, Uzbekistan, I was excited to meet my zemlyak 
(fellow countryman) for both personal and academic reasons. Misha wel
comed me with a smile; we shook hands and hugged each other, as we had 
not seen each other for seven years. Afterwards, I put my belongings in the 
boot, got into the car and we quickly headed to the north-east of Moscow 
city where my hotel was located. 

Sheremetyevo airport is not so far from Moscow city centre; it takes 25–30 
minutes to drive to the centre outside the rush hour. But as I arrived in the 
evening when traffic congestion on the Moscow Ring Road is at its highest, 
our trip lasted more than two hours. Nonetheless, the traffic jam was a good 
opportunity for us to hold some catch-up conversation about what had hap
pened since the last time we met. I briefly told Misha about my migration 
research and asked him if he could help me collect data about Uzbek migrant 
workers’ everyday life and experiences in Moscow. Misha seemed interested in 
my work and promised that he could put me in touch with migrant workers. 
Misha is one of the pioneer migrants who brought many of his co-villagers 
and acquaintances (circa 200 migrants) to Moscow. He arrived in Moscow in 
2002 when labour migration was still a new phenomenon in Uzbekistan. He 
currently works as a posrednik (middleman) in the construction sector, acting 
as an intermediary between migrant workers and Russian construction firms. 
The last time I had met Misha, in Moscow in August 2007, he was working 
as a taxi driver, earning $US500–600 per month. This was where Misha made 
Russian acquaintances and built up extensive networks that later paved the 
way for him to become a posrednik in the construction sector – the highest 
rung on the career ladder that many migrant workers strive to reach. He 
apparently was very fond of his work and believed that his role as a posrednik 
was pivotal in the migrant labour market. 

I was truly intrigued by Misha’s success story and subsequently became 
interested to know more about his work. I particularly wondered what role 
and functions the posrednik fulfilled in the migrant labour market, how a 
posrednik builds relationships with migrant workers and Russian employers 
and whether there was some form of written (formal) contract that regulates 
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the terms and conditions of working relationships between different parties. 
When I asked him these questions, he explained that he usually concludes po 
rukam (‘handshake’) style agreements with migrant workers, Russian posred
niks and construction firms. He also said that his work has nothing to do with 
the law and bureaucracy; rather he relies on ko’cha qonunlari (laws of the 
street) and erkakchilik (literally ‘manliness’) rules to get things done. 
Although I had some pre-understanding of the migrant labour market situa
tion in Moscow, the terms and slang Misha used were new to me. Seeing my 
puzzled face, he quickly noticed my poor knowledge of street life and pro
vided the following account of how things work in the construction industry, 
particularly focusing on his posrednik role and how he concludes po rukam 
agreements with migrant workers, Russian posredniks and construction firms: 

The construction industry and the way it works resemble a pyramid. It is 
wide near the bottom and narrows gradually as it reaches the top. This 
means you find zakazchiks [clients], genpodryadchiks [general contractors] 
and subpodryadchiks [sub-contractors] at the top of a construction pyr
amid and a huge army of migrant workers at the bottom. Migrant 
workers do all the work but those who are at the pinnacle take almost all 
the money and leave very little for migrants. We, posredniks, are located 
in the middle of the pyramid and hence our role is the most delicate and 
problematic one. Most migrant workers hate us, believing that all pos
redniks deceive and exploit them; but strangely enough, if any chance 
arises, all migrants want to be a posrednik. 

Let me explain more in detail how this pyramid is built. At the top of 
the pyramid we have the zakazchik, an organisation that receives state funding 
for the implementation of various construction projects. The zakazchik 
usually concludes an agreement with a genpodryadchik for the imple
mentation of construction, installation and design projects. According to 
the agreement, the genpodryadchik is fully responsible for the imple
mentation of construction–installation and design work. However, the 
genpodryadchik is not directly involved in the construction work, as they 
mainly act as a coordinator and intermediary agent, using several sub
podryadchiks as assistants for implementing construction work. A sub
podryadchik is a construction firm [hereafter ‘firma’] that is supposed to 
perform construction, installation and design work by finding and 
employing skilled builders. 

Actually this is where all of the fairy tales about the law end and the 
real po rukam style work begins. Typically, the firma tries to implement 
construction projects as cheaply as possible. If the firma employs Russian 
citizens, it has to pay decent salaries, employment tax and social security 
contributions. But the cost of the labour force becomes very high if it opts 
for this option. Therefore, the firma prefers migrant workers to Russian 
citizens since migrants don’t require any papers [work permit and 
employment contracts] and work much harder and longer even if they get 
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paid a lot less than Russian citizens. But the firma never contacts 
migrants directly, trying to avoid possible legal problems in case migrants 
are caught during an FMS oblava [raid conducted by the Russian Federal 
Migration Service]. Instead, the firma usually works via its representative. 
The representative’s main task is to find a posrednik, usually a Russian 
citizen [hereafter ‘Russian posrednik’] who can link the firma with 
migrant workers. The agreement between the firma representative and the 
Russian posrednik is reached by shaking hands [po rukam], which means 
that the firma doesn’t have any legally binding relationship with the 
Russian posrednik. 

In turn, the Russian posrednik is expected to find well-skilled migrant 
construction workers who can perform the tasks in accordance with the 
standards set by the government. Of course, it is difficult for the Russian 
posrednik to build workable and trustworthy relationships with migrants 
given that most migrants’ command of the Russian language is poor. 
Moreover, the Russian posrednik cannot properly coordinate the work 
process and ensure that the migrants he enters into a relationship with are 
well skilled in construction work. Therefore, Russian posrednik contacts 
an Uzbek or Tajik posrednik [hereafter ‘migrant posrednik’] with whom 
he has previously worked. The agreement between the Russian and 
migrant posredniks is concluded by shaking hands. Many construction 
projects in Moscow are implemented po rukam style. Legally speaking, 
nobody is formally employed to perform construction work, but inter
estingly enough, many construction projects in Moscow are being com
pleted every month, thereby giving the impression that high-rise buildings 
are growing like trees, without any human involvement. 

I am one of those migrant posredniks who enters into po rukam 
working relationships with Russian posredniks, Generally, as a migrant 
posrednik, I can fulfil three functions depending on the nature of the 
zakaz (job offers): posrednik, brigadir and prorab. I may act as a posred
nik and provide firmas with skilled migrant workers. In this case I am not 
involved in any construction work and my main responsibility is to secure 
a salary for migrant workers. For my posrednik service, I get a dolya 
(share), which means every migrant gives 10–15 per cent of his salary to 
me. Sometimes I work as a prorab, leading and supervising large group of 
migrants in construction projects. In such cases, I don’t do any physical 
work and my main task is to control the quality of work. I can also be a 
brigadir if I form a construction team consisting of 10–15 migrants. 
Unlike the posrednik and prorab, the  brigadir leads the brigada and does 
physical work like all other migrants in the brigada. The only advantage is 
that the brigadir gets a higher salary than the others due to his leadership 
role and rich experience in construction work. 

Very few posredniks are able to combine all these three functions. I am 
a universal posrednik. Due to my rich life experience I am not afraid of 
taking risks and therefore can work in all these three capacities. In order 
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to be a universal posrednik, one must speak Russian fluently, know ‘street 
life’, have a lot of Russian acquaintances, build a reliable brigada and be 
highly skilled in construction work. I arrived in Russia 12 years ago and 
worked at different places and interacted with both good and bad people. 
I have extensive connections within the construction sector [e.g. con
struction firms and Russian posredniks], so they contact me with various 
zakaz. I connect migrant workers with Russian employers, negotiate the 
terms and conditions of the construction work and serve as a guarantor 
of the contract to all parties involved. 

I have a trustworthy working relationship with a Russian posrednik, 
who contacts me with many zakaz, asking me to form a brigada for the 
implementation of various construction and installation works. We dis
cuss and agree on the financial terms and conditions of the construction 
work by assessing its type, duration and magnitude. The Russian pos
rednik takes responsibility for the salaries and timely provision of mate
rials and equipment needed for construction work. My main role is to 
find well-skilled migrant construction workers, take full responsibility for 
the quality of the construction work and address migrants’ daily concerns 
[e.g. accommodation, food] and legal problems [e.g. police problems]. It is 
not so easy to find well-skilled and reliable migrant construction workers. 
I have to make sure that the migrants don’t steal construction materials 
and perform their tasks in accordance with state standards. I try to find 
migrants whom I know and trust, and who follow my instructions. If I 
approach migrants that do not share a common village or district origin 
with me, it is unlikely that they would agree to work with me. There have 
been many lohatron [‘fraud’] cases in Moscow where posredniks have 
cheated on migrants and didn’t pay their salaries. Therefore I build my 
construction brigada by inviting my village acquaintances and mahalla 
[local community] friends and neighbours to work for me. It is easier that 
way instead of having to establish relationships with a new lot of people. 
My co-villagers don’t ask me to provide a written contract. My erkakcha 
gap [literally ‘man’s word’] is enough for them. Given that many migrants 
are paperless, po rukam style work is the best option as it allows migrants 
to work without any documents. 

As you see, being a migrant posrednik means taking on lots of obliga
tions. But my work also has advantages. For instance, I don’t have  to do  
physical work and my main role is to lead and supervise the brigada so 
that they do everything properly. I don’t take that much money for my 
service because almost all members of my brigada are my co-villagers 
and mahalla acquaintances. I just take 15 per cent dolya for my work. 

This spontaneous conversation with Misha was an excellent introduction to 
migrants’ everyday life in Moscow, which enabled me to obtain my first 
insights into how Uzbek migrants cope and gain access to the labour market 
in the restrictive Russian legal environment. In referring to po rukam, Misha 



Post-Soviet migration–transnational informality 81 

was actually talking about the highly informal nature of migrant labour 
market in Moscow. This was the first time I learned about the informal con
tract between migrant workers, middleman and Russian construction firms 
where migrants could get access to the labour market without any work per
mits and Russian language skills. Hence, po rukam style construction work 
seemed like a sophisticated and highly efficient system that benefits all the 
parties involved. However, Misha’s story was not fully complete, as he did not 
talk about the cases where one of the parties (the migrant, Russian posrednik 
or construction firm) fails to comply with the po rukam contract. Given the 
highly informal nature of the migrant labour market in Moscow, I wondered 
how the po rukam contract works in practice and whether there are any reg
ulatory structures in place that can resolve disputes when one of the parties 
does not fulfil their contractual obligations. 

I think Misha’s story unconsciously refined many of my initial assumptions 
about the migrant labour market and generated specific research questions 
that became the focus of my fieldwork. Even though I had spent just a few 
hours in Moscow, it felt like I had already immersed myself in the field. In 
this regard, my interest in po rukam experiences of migrant construction 
workers was quite a spontaneous process. Misha, having noticed my interest 
in his work, invited me to visit his workplace in Solnechnogorsk (Moscow 
province) so that I could acquaint myself with his construction team (here
after ‘brigada’). This invitation was a wonderful opportunity for me to see 
and experience migrant workers’ everyday life, so I accepted it with a great 
enthusiasm. Before leaving me at the hotel, Misha said that he would pick me 
up from my hotel tomorrow at 8 a.m. I thanked him and we agreed to meet 
the next day. 

As planned, on the next day, Misha picked me up from my hotel and we 
headed to Solnechnogorsk. For Misha, it was just a typical working day, but 
this trip was a very special experience for me. We arrived at the construction 
site at about 10 a.m., at which time all of the brigada members were working 
on the 17th floor in spite of the freezing cold weather (the outdoor tempera
ture was −25 degrees Celsius). As the brigada was busy working I tried to do 
some observation on the construction site and gathered information about 
brigada members and their living and working conditions. Misha’s brigada 
consists of 12 migrant workers and their main job is to install new windows 
in mid- and high-rise buildings. On average, the brigada works 10–12 hours 
per day, without taking any days off. They are allowed to take a day off only 
in exceptional circumstances, for example if there is a lack of materials (e.g. 
silicone caulking, nails) needed to complete the window installation. Misha 
purchases the necessary food items (bread, vegetables, rice, pasta, cooking oil, 
etc.) and the brigada make meals for themselves. This means every day one 
migrant, on a rotating basis, is assigned to prepare lunch and dinner for 
everyone. There is no clear boundary between work and non-work activities 
in the brigada’s everyday life. The same construction site serves as both 
workplace and accommodation. The brigada’s accommodation is located on 
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the fourth floor and consists of two rooms: one narrow, cramped room full of 
rudimentary bunk beds, with old mattresses, blankets and old clothes used as 
pillows, and one slightly bigger room for handwashing, cooking and eating 
facilities that fails to meet even basic hygiene standards. The indoor tem
perature is around 20 degrees due to the presence of two electric heaters. The 
brigada has access to an outdoor toilet, but there is no bathroom facility 
available for their use. 

The brigada returned to their room at about 1 p.m. to have lunch. Almost 
all brigada members have smartphones with access to the Internet. They reg
ularly used Odnoklassniki (a popular social media site in the post-Soviet 
space) in order to check the latest news, view photos of girls and send instant 
messages to their left-behind families and friends. Some migrants made phone 
calls to their family, telling them that they were fine and would send money 
home as soon as they got their salary. Mansur, today’s ‘chef on duty’ prepared 
osh (a festive Uzbek rice), so all members of the brigada looked satisfied and 
happy. The osh was served in a large bowl and shared by everyone sitting at 
the table. While eating osh they mainly discussed how to avoid errors in 
installing windows and perform tasks in accordance with state standards. As 
brigada leader, Misha gave instructions, distributing tasks and telling them to 
be more industrious. The brigada members attentively and obediently listened 
to his instructions and orders, treating him as a boss. Some migrants who 
smoke asked Misha to bring Winston (cigarettes) the following day, while 
others requested him to top up their mobile phones. One of the migrants 
asked Misha to send money to his family, as his father needed money for 
urgent medical treatment. Although Misha had not yet received payment 
from Stas (the Russian posrednik), he tried to fulfil the requests of his brigada 
using his personal savings. Misha also tried to meet the bathing needs of the 
brigada. He said that today he would take three brigada members to his 
apartment in Moscow city so that they could take a shower and get some rest. 
As an observer, I felt that Misha was acting not only as a posrednik but also 
exhibiting paternalistic leadership by treating his brigada in a fatherly manner 
and providing for their needs on a rotating basis. The roles and relationship 
between Misha and his brigada seemed well organised and balanced, giving 
me the impression that a po rukam style contract indeed works. 
As I visited the construction site on a daily basis, I was able to develop a 

close relationship with all members of the brigada. As the brigada members 
and I hail from the same district, almost all of them knew or had heard about 
me, which led to my being accepted as svoi (‘our own’) – an ‘insider’ with 
whom both work and non-work issues could be shared and discussed. In turn, 
I also tried to show open-mindedness and briefly told them about my 
research, introducing myself as a migration researcher writing about Uzbek 
migrant workers in Russia. Accordingly, my first field trip (23–29 January 
2014) helped me establish a close relationship with the migrant communities 
and enhanced my understanding of Uzbek migrants’ everyday working life 
and experiences in Moscow. 
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Another research aim that spontaneously emerged in the course of my field 
research was to explore the processes of everyday material, emotional, social, 
and symbolic exchanges between Misha’s brigada and their left-behind 
families and communities. My assumption was that technological develop
ments would produce simultaneity of events and instantaneous interactions 
between migrant sending and receiving societies, possibly leading to the 
emergence of transnational ties and networks. As all brigada members used 
smartphones and social media, I inferred that there must be a daily exchange 
of information between the brigada and their sending community. I was par
ticularly interested to investigate whether it is possible to glean the patterns of 
transnationalism in the case of Misha’s brigada and their left-behind families 
and communities, and if so, how these transnational interactions impact the 
outcomes of practices that Misha and his brigada (and other actors) engage 
with in Moscow. 

Armed with these research questions, I travelled to the Fergana region, 
Uzbekistan for two weeks of fieldwork during 31 January–15 February 2014. 
Shabboda, where the families of Misha and his brigada live, is a village in the 
Fergana region, consisting of 28 mahalla, and has a population of more than 
18,000 people. The income-generating activities of the village residents are 
made up of multiple sources, ranging from cucumber and grape production, 
remittances, raising livestock for sale as beef and informal trade, to con
struction work, daily manual labour (mardikorchilik), fruit-picking jobs and 
brokerage. However, remittances sent from Russia constitute the main source 
of income for many households. Likewise, migration is a widespread liveli
hood strategy, simply a ‘norm’ for young and able-bodied men in Shabboda 
village. We mainly see elderly people, women and children on the streets of 
the village during the ‘migration season’. Wherever I went and whomever I 
talked with, the central topic of conversation was migration and remittances. 
Most village residents had sons or close relatives working in Russian cities, 
predominantly in Moscow. Accordingly, they seemed well informed about the 
living and working conditions of migrants in Russia. This was largely due to 
technological developments that had reduced the importance of distance and 
created an everyday information exchange between Shabboda village and 
Moscow. Shabboda, in this sense, was a truly ‘translocal village’, as everyday 
material, family and social exchanges directly connected it to Moscow. 

Misha and his brigada’s Moscow adventures were the centre of ‘village 
talk’. Given that Misha provided many village residents with jobs in Moscow, 
his family members enjoyed high social status and prestige in the village. 
Therefore, when invited to weddings, Misha’s father was always offered a 
‘best table’ and served more quickly than others. Misha was especially praised 
by the parents of his brigada for employing and taking care of their sons. 
However, not all villagers shared this view. Some of the residents I encoun
tered said that Misha’s posrednik work was not compatible with the principles 
of Islam as he took dolya from migrants’ salaries without doing any physical 
work. Some even believed that Misha ‘eats a lot’ and covertly steals from his 
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co-villagers. Despite these negative views, most village residents I encountered 
expressed positive views about Misha. 

After a two-month break, I returned to Moscow for follow-up fieldwork 
during 5–15 April 2014. Like the last time, I visited Misha’s brigada in Sol
nechnogorsk on a regular basis. But this time things were different. Although 
the brigada had already completed half of the window installation work, they 
had not been paid for their work since January. I also learned that two 
migrants had already quit the brigada due to payment delays and that other 
members were also considering leaving. On the whole, the brigada’s daily 
conversation primarily revolved around the questions of why they were 
experiencing payment problems and what measures they could take in order 
to get paid for their work. At the same time, they were under strong pressure 
to send money home, because their left-behind families were dependent on 
remittances to meet their basic needs. Misha’s situation was especially delicate 
because he had actually failed to secure the migrants’ salaries. But he insisted 
that he was also a musofir (alien) in Russia just like everyone else, and blamed 
Stas and the firma representative for the payment problems. The brigada 
seemed to feel empathy towards Misha and did not hold him responsible for 
the payment delays. 

Despite being present on the construction site on a daily basis, Stas kept 
avoiding any possible contact with brigada members, completely refusing to 
discuss financial issues with them. He often stated that he had made an 
agreement with Misha, not with the brigada, so he discussed all matters only 
with him. This situation eventually led to hostility and frustration, as brigada 
members felt ignored and voiceless even though they did all the hard work. 
As a result, the brigada questioned Stas’s honesty and discussed several 
options for how to retaliate if they did not receive the promised salary. Several 
migrants suggested that they should either break all of the installed windows 
or steal construction materials. Others suggested that they should do physical 
or material harm to Stas, for instance by burning his car or punishing him 
physically. However, given his personal responsibility for the brigada’s actions, 
Misha asked the brigada to be more patient and refrain from taking any col
lective measures; otherwise, their salary and safety would be at stake. In 
Misha’s view, the only realistic solution would be to continue to work with 
Stas, given the fact that the brigada members were working without any legal 
work permits. Even if they worked legally and filed a complaint with the 
Russian Federal Migration Service or court, the migrants’ chances of success 
was near zero, since Stas and the firma could easily win the case by paying a 
bribe to the state officials. Misha believed that migrants are nobody in Russia 
and thereby warned the brigada that they might easily end up in prison if 
they caused material or physical damage to Stas. Fearing the consequences of 
their plans, the brigada obeyed Misha and decided not to take any retaliation 
measures against Stas. However, the brigada were reluctant to do any further 
work, demanding that Stas paid at least one-third of their salary. As a brigada 
leader, Misha had to keep things going and convinced the brigada that he 
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would secure their salary by the end of April if they completed the window 
installation work. The brigada continued to work in April, believing that 
Misha would keep his word. 

Thus, the situation in the brigada was developing in completely different 
ways from what I observed during my first fieldwork. Feelings of helplessness 
and anger were clearly visible in the brigada’s daily conversation. Despite the 
payment delays, most brigada members seemed to trust and accept Misha’s 
leadership. However, two brigada members did not trust Misha and decided 
to quit the brigada. These events signalled that something serious was under 
way or taking place in the brigada that I was probably unaware of due to my 
‘outsider’ status. In this regard, I looked to the left-behind families and 
communities of the brigada as an alternative source of information. 
To further understand the situation, I travelled to Fergana for more field 

research between 27 April and 21 May 2014. After arriving in Shabboda vil
lage, I visited Misha’s and the brigada’s families in order to find out what was 
actually happening in the brigada’s life. The first thing I noticed was that the 
brigada’s Moscow disputes and problems were gradually moving to the vil
lage. Family members were well informed about the latest developments in 
Moscow. From my conversations, I found that Misha had failed to live up to 
his promises and could not secure the brigada’s salary by the end of April. 
These developments eventually led to the brigada splitting and subsequently, 
a dispute arose between Misha and the brigada over money. At the same 
time, the brigada’s family members started to put pressure on Misha’s family 
and demanded that either Misha or his parents must take responsibility for 
their sons’ salaries. However, Misha’s parents refused to take any responsi
bility, arguing that the dispute should be discussed and resolved in Moscow, 
where it was taking place, not in the village. In mid May, I learned that 
Misha had made a new promise that he would get money from the Russians 
by the end of June, and thereafter all of the brigada members would get paid 
for their work. Their family members decided to wait one more month, hoping 
that Misha would keep his word this time. Subsequently, dispute halted and 
remained muted in the village. Most people I met at the village’s ‘migration 
talk’ sites, e.g. the guzar (village meeting space), choyxona (teahouse) and 
weddings, were still unaware of these developments. 

When I returned to Moscow in the summer of 2014 (29 July–6 August 
2014), I learned that the brigada had totally split and the migrants were 
working in different places. Most of them had found new jobs at a construc
tion site in Balashikha city (Moscow province), while others were working at 
the bazaar or meat warehouse. Misha no longer had employees and was 
working alone, doing haltura (daily window installation work) for individual 
(private) persons. Misha and the brigada members were in open confronta
tion, as Misha had again failed to fulfil his promise. Since the brigada worked 
informally, they were aware of the fact that they could not resort to legal 
measures to address their grievances. However, not wanting to lose their 
money, the brigada instead approached a group of Chechen protection 
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racketeers, asking them to recover their money from Misha and, offering 20 
per cent of the total sum of the money as a payment for their protection ser
vice. I have discovered that Chechen racketeers were known as the qozi 
(‘judges’) among Central Asian migrants, providing an alternative (to the 
state) justice and dispute settlement through threats and violence. However, 
the brigada’s appeal to the racketeers was futile, as Misha had stronger con
nections at the OMON, the Special Purpose Mobility Unit of the Russian 
Police. When I asked Misha about the details of the incident, he passionately 
talked about his triumph over the Chechens: 

I tried to explain to the brigada why payment was delayed, but they 
didn’t want to understand me. Things are simply beyond my control. 
Even though we are all co-villagers, they didn’t show any mercy and 
shamelessly used Chechen racketeers against me. I was willing to pay 
them but after what they did to me they wouldn’t get anything from me. 
This incident happened in mid July. They called me demanding that I 
must pay their salary immediately. I told the brigada that I would give 
them money as soon as I get payment from Stas. Afterwards, the tone 
of the conversation suddenly changed and they started to threaten me 
saying that they would give me to the Chechen racketeers. Many 
migrants get terrified when they hear the word Chechen, because Che
chens are violent and rule street life in Moscow. So the brigada thought 
that I would be also scared to death and surrender immediately. 

Seemingly, the brigada underestimated me. I have been living in 
Moscow since 2002, so I have also lots of powerful connections on the 
street. I told the brigada that they can give me to any Chechen racketeer. 
At the same time, I informed them that if they used racketeers against 
me, we, all sides, must abide by the ‘laws of the street’. According to the 
street laws, if the brigada decide to use Chechen racketeers as qozi 
[judge], they must fully waive their claims against me, because they are 
transferring the case to the racketeers. In other words, they quit the game 
automatically. In that case, I owe money to the Chechen racketeers, not 
to the brigada. This means the brigada demands money from the Che
chens, as they take full responsibility for recovering the money from me. 
If the Chechens don’t succeed, the brigada lose all the money and I no 
longer owe anything to the brigada. Hence, I told the brigada that they 
must be men and abide by the street rules if they use racketeers. They 
accepted these conditions and we agreed that our relationship ended here. 

A few days later, the Chechen racketeers contacted me by phone. We 
agreed to meet for a razborka [violent showdown] in Moscow’s Bibirevo 
district on 17 July 2014 at around 10 p.m. During the phone conversation 
they told me that I owed them 800,000 Russian roubles and that I must 
bring this amount to the razborka; otherwise, they warned me that my 
life would be in danger. But I answered them that they wouldn’t get even 
a single rouble from me and that they could do with me whatever they 
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want. I knew that the razborka would be violent as I refused to pay. 
Therefore, I contacted my friends who work at the OMON, requesting 
them to protect me during the razborka. They are always eager to protect 
me, because I thank them with ko’ki [Uzbek metaphor for US dollars]. 

As agreed, I arrived at the meeting point at 10 p.m., of course, together 
with my five Russian friends. Not wanting to be identified as police offi
cers, my friends didn’t wear their uniform, so they all looked like typical 
street guys. As I expected, the Chechens were 25 minutes late. At around 
10.30 p.m., seven Chechens arrived. However, after seeing that I was 
accompanied by five tall Russians, they didn’t dare to approach me. 
Without saying a single word, they quickly returned to their car and 
drove away in an unknown direction. Since then, I have never seen or 
heard them. 

Misha looked psychologically strong and criticised the brigada members for 
their unfair and greedy behaviour. Referring to the street laws, he believed 
that he was no longer obliged to pay the brigada. Thus, for Misha, this was the 
end of the dispute. 

During this fieldwork, I invited all 12 brigada members for dinner at an 
Uzbek cafe in order to see ‘the other side of the coin’. From my conversation 
with them, I learned that they were still determined to continue ‘the battle’. 
While acknowledging Misha’s victory  ‘on the street’, they still insisted that Misha 
must pay the brigada’s salary, regardless of the circumstances. In particular, 
Baha openly expressed his views and said: 

Of course, we lost the game according to the laws of the street. But this 
doesn’t absolve Misha from responsibilities. His actions are not compa
tible with religious norms. According to Islam, it is harom [sinful] to steal 
someone’s money. It is also harom to take dolya from someone’s salary. 
We worked hard even during the cold winter months and fulfilled our work 
duties, while Misha gave us orders and did not do any physical work. We 
agreed that he would take at least 15 per cent dolya from our salaries, so 
his main task was to guarantee that we receive money on time. So if he 
can’t get money from Stas or the firma, this is his personal problem, not 
ours. We shook hands with him, not with the Russians. We don’t care 
whether he pays our salary from his own pocket or gets it from the Rus
sians. He is constantly blaming the Russians, but we don’t want to hear 
anything about his private deals with the Russians. The only thing we 
care is our po rukam agreement with Misha. 

Bek, the youngest member of the brigada, argued that almost all Russian 
people are honest and never cheat migrants (O’ris aldamaydi). He believed 
that Misha was just using Stas as an excuse to steal their money. On the other 
hand, Nodir, another migrant, was of the opinion that Misha and Stas were 
accomplices and were ‘staging the show together’ to fool the brigada. While 
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observing their conversation, I noticed that they were considering various 
options to recover their money from him. When I asked what measures they 
were most likely to take, they replied that they were going to spread gossip 
about Misha in the village, hoping that it would force him and his family to 
pay their salary. 

Accordingly, shortly after the Moscow field research, I travelled to Fergana 
(7 August–2 September 2014) in order to follow the latest developments in the 
village. From my observations there it became apparent that the dispute was 
again moving to Shabboda village. Brigada members were constantly calling 
their families in the village, asking them to put more pressure on Misha’s 
family by spreading gossip at guzar, choyxona and weddings where people 
gather and conduct the bulk of village information exchange. When I visited 
these social spaces, I observed that most village residents already possessed 
information about how ‘Misha exploited and “ate” his fellow villagers’ 
money’. Most residents were of the opinion that Misha was supposed to 
secure the brigada’s salary irrespective of the circumstances, since the brigada 
trusted him and worked hard during the cold winter. They argued that a 
person must never assume this role if he cannot keep his word. Some villagers 
even accused Misha of human trafficking and exploitation, which is a crim
inal act according to Uzbek legislation. Moreover, the villagers held Misha 
responsible for the brigada’s legal problems, since the migrants did not have 
money to get work permits due to the payment delays and therefore were 
banned from re-entering Russia for five years. The villagers also referred to 
religious norms to interpret Misha’s actions, saying that it was not acceptable 
to take dolya from someone’s salary in Islam. In this way, Misha was seen as 
a bad Muslim who earns money through harom means. 

The relationship between the families of Misha and the brigada was espe
cially problematic. The brigada’s families regularly visited Misha’s house and 
made scandal on the street, telling all the neighbours about the money con
flict. They also spread gossip at wedding ceremonies where the majority of 
villagers gather. Moreover, the oqsoqol (community leader) and imom (leader 
of the mosque) interfered and warned Misha’s parents that the details of the 
dispute would be made public during the Friday prayers at mosque if Misha 
refused to pay his fellow villagers’ salaries. The brigada’s families were also 
considering using legal measures as a last resort if the situation persisted: 

We are currently spreading gossip about Misha in the village. We hope 
this strategy will give some result. If Misha’s parents continue to ignore 
us, we will contact Uzbek law enforcement bodies, for example, uchast
kovoy [local police], prokuratura [public prosecutor] or SNB [National 
Security Service]. But we are not rushing to take that measure. Misha is 
our neighbour and we don’t want to ruin his life. So we want to give him 
one more chance before officially reporting him to the law enforcement 
bodies. 
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Misha’s family was thus under huge village pressure. Most villagers began to 
look at them as bad Muslims who do not hesitate to eat harom food. From 
my observations I noticed that life was no longer endurable for Misha’s 
family, as they had to face daily hints and sarcastic remarks on the village 
streets. Misha’s father’s situation was particularly bad. Because of the wide
spread gossip and rumours about his son, he could no longer attend village 
guzar and weddings where most people socialise. When I asked Misha’s father 
how he was going to solve this problem, he replied that he would call Misha 
these days and ask him to pay his debts immediately. Thus, the village pressure 
was slowly changing the course of developments. 

Immediately after Fergana fieldwork, I headed to Moscow (2–30 Septem
ber 2014) to find out whether village events were having any impact on Misha 
and the brigada’s actions in Moscow. As I expected, Misha was well informed 
about the latest village news. He was very frustrated and angry at the brigada, 
but at the same he was pragmatic and knew that he needed to do something 
to settle the dispute once and for all, otherwise his family would continue to 
suffer from village pressure. When I asked him how he was going to settle it, 
he said that he had already borrowed money from his friends and that he 
would pay the brigada’s salary within a few days. After a few days, I invited 
all of the brigada members for lunch at an Uzbek cafe located in Moscow’s 
Babushkinskaya district. From our conversation, I learned that Misha had 
indeed paid them, so all of them looked satisfied. Hence, the extension of 
village-level affective regimes of guilt, shame and gossips across borders 
proved to be an enforcement mechanism that determined the outcome of a 
dispute. Although Misha was able to stand against the Chechen racketeers, 
village pressure eventually turned out to be his ‘Achilles heel’ that forced him 
to pay the brigada’s salaries from his own pocket. 

Discussion and concluding remarks 

The dispute that arose between Misha and his brigada reveals something 
about the nature of the migrant labour market in Moscow, which, to a large 
extent is informal but has well-functioning regulatory mechanisms. As shown 
in the previous section, there are a myriad of structures, both formal and 
informal, that negotiate and regulate the ‘rules of the game’ in the migrant 
labour market across borders (e.g. construction firms, Russian and migrant 
middlemen, Chechen racketeers, Russian police officers, migrants’ left-behind 
families, village residents, imom and oqsoqol, and (symbolically) Uzbek law 
enforcement bodies). Hence, the Russian migrant labour market is governed 
by plural legal orders that interact across borders simultaneously. 

The ethnographic data contributes additional empirical evidence to the 
informality literature, particularly that concerned with the post-Soviet con
text, that the lack of formal rules does not necessarily mean that there are no 
rules. Hence, informality grows and establishes itself as a governance tool in 
areas where the state cannot or does not want to rule, thereby leaving room 
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for citizens’ initiatives (Polese et al. 2014; Davies and Polese 2015). My data 
also confirms the findings of Williams and Round (2011) that ‘the informal’ 
never exists in a vacuum but in a constant, reiterative relationship with ‘the 
formal’. In this sense, it can be stated that the informality I observed in the 
Russian migrant labour market does not qualitatively differ from the main
stream accounts of the shadow or second economy that we find in the scho
larly literature about post-Soviet societies (see e.g. Ledeneva 1998; Humphrey 
2002; Williams and Round 2011; Morris and Polese 2013, 2015). However, 
my research differs in one aspect from the previous research by adding the 
‘transnational’ perspective to the study of informality. As argued in the pre
vious sections, most accounts of ‘post-Soviet informality’ tend to confine the 
unit of analysis to social processes taking place within the boundaries of a 
particular nation state. However, an investigation of the Uzbek migrant 
workers’ po rukam experiences takes us beyond conventional understandings 
of informality into the subject of ‘transnational informality’ and the plural 
legal orders that operate beyond nation states. 

I have argued that the informal practices in post-Soviet societies are 
becoming transnational in light of migratory processes and therefore we need 
to move away from methodological nationalism and broaden our analytical 
lens to include everyday transnational bonds when analysing informal pro
cesses. As my findings indicate, due to the inability or unwillingness of the 
Russian authorities to regulate the migrant labour market, another parallel 
legal order has emerged as a governance tool. In other words, when 
informal structures within the boundaries of a particular nation state 
cannot provide functional regulation, this vacuum may be filled by infor
mal structures located in another country. Hence, the case study of Uzbek 
migrant workers’ po rukam experiences demonstrates the existence of ‘trans
national informality’ that serves as a regulatory mechanism of informal 
labour in Moscow’s construction sector. Hence, drawing on the concepts of 
transnational social fields, the translocal village and legal pluralism, this 
study suggests that there is a need to rethink the concept of informality so 
that it is no longer automatically equated with the boundaries of a single 
nation state. 

Note on transliteration 

Throughout the chapter, Russian and Uzbek words are spelled according the 
standard literary form. They are used based on the following two criteria: 
(1) whether a Russian/Uzbek word or phenomenon is central to the study; 
(2) if an English translation does not fully capture the meaning of the 
Russian/Uzbek word or phenomenon. Russian and Uzbek words are pre
sented in italics. The principal exceptions are po rukam, posrednik, brigada, 
firma, harom and dolya, since these words are frequently used or have a central 
place in the chapter. 
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6 Between exploitation and expulsion 
Labour migration, shadow economy and 
organised crime 

Yuliya Zabyelina 

Introduction 

Research on migration from less developed to developing countries, so-called 
South–South migration (SSM), as opposed to South–North migration (SNM) 
or migration from developing to developed countries, emerged in the litera
ture in the early 2000s, immediately attracting considerable scholarly and 
policy attention. SSM is larger than SNM (Hujo and Piper 2010; World Bank 
2011) and bears several unique features. First, SSM allows for a relatively 
high mobility of migrants across national borders due to weak border control 
regimes and poor governance structures in developing countries. SSM is also 
poorly documented and is often described as irregular migration (Hujo and 
Piper 2010). Second, SSM is generally less skilled (De Lombaerde et al. 
2014). Third, whereas South–North migrants may eventually apply for resi
dency, attain citizenship and receive vocational training or advanced educa
tion, South–South migrants rarely have access to such privileges and are more 
likely either to stay temporarily and return home upon termination of their 
contract or seek employment in the shadow economy. The presence of a 
shadow economy is another characteristic feature of SSM. It is often the 
outcome of an incoherent economic policy, low societal integration of 
migrants, corruption and widespread hostility towards migrants. 

The Russian Federation, together with India and South Africa, are the 
largest receiving countries of SSM (Dilip and Shaw 2007). In fact, Russia is 
the world’s second most frequent destination country for migration after the 
United States, with 12.3 million migrants present in the country as of 2010 
(World Bank 2011). Because of visa-free agreements between the Russian 
Federation and most post-Soviet states, citizens of countries such as Ukraine, 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Moldova can enter Russia without restrictions. 
Importantly, the governments of some Central Asian republics, for example 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, have in fact encouraged their citizens to seek work 
in Russia or elsewhere – a move intended to alleviate political and social 
tensions at home. In Tajikistan, as some scholars have suggested, the ‘social 
responsibility of the state was basically transferred to labour migrants’ (Di 
Bartolomeo et al. 2014: 21). 
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The majority of migrants from Central Asia are temporary labour 
migrants, gastarbeiter, 1 who generally come to Russia legally under the visa-
free regime. Those who are not able to obtain work authorisation, however, 
often stay in the country illegally. Therefore, a distinctive feature of Russia’s 
economic system is a large and continuous presence of a shadow economy 
predicated upon cheap and legally unprotected labour. Although employment 
in the shadow economy may be a short-term solution for labour migrants, in 
the long term, their participation in the shadow economy on such a massive 
scale may be fraught with serious negative consequences: labour migrants 
who work without any legal protection or social guarantees often fall prey to 
manipulative middlemen, exploitative employers, bribe-seeking public officials 
and abusive criminal organisations. 

The goal of this chapter is to study the marginalisation and exploitation of 
irregular migrants under the conditions of a shadow economy. Based on a 
review of existing literature, analysis of official data, court files and news media 
(in Russian and English), the chapter offers a qualitative analysis of the nexus 
between Russia’s shadow economy and irregular migration, with a focus on 
criminal conspiracies, such as forced labour, corruption and drug trafficking. 

The chapter is divided into four parts. The first part describes the develop
ment of migration policy in the Russian Federation and its impact on the 
formation of a shadow economy largely predicated on foreign labour. The 
second part examines the coping strategies of irregular migrants and discusses 
the role of ethnic communities that provide basic public services unavailable 
to irregular migrants from formal institutions. The third part focuses on the 
ways in which the shadow economy has produced a diversified set of jobs, 
forcing irregular migrants into low-paid, insecure and exploitative arrange
ments. The last part offers an overview of how public officials, law enforce
ment and migration officers, and members of criminal organisations have 
victimised irregular migrants, and how irregular migrants get involved in drug 
trafficking. 

Although this analysis is not exhaustive, it helps to support the overarching 
argument of the chapter that migrant labour in a shadow economy in Russia 
has led to the formation of a criminogenic environment conducive to the 
expansion and sophistication of criminal activities, but worst of all, to the struc
tured exploitation of irregular migrants. The embeddedness of the migrant 
workforce in the shadow economy in Russia has therefore amplified the 
magnitude of the victimisation of labour immigrants, who are often unable to 
report crimes committed against them because of widespread corruption and 
fear of deportation. 

Migration policy and the shadow economy 

The origins of the current migration policy in the Russian Federation go back 
to the early 1990s when the Federation Migration Service (FMS) was created 
in 1992 with the task of managing the arrival of refugees and return of ethnic 
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Russians from other post-Soviet countries. Despite the adoption of several 
migration control laws, e.g. the laws On Refugees (1993) and On Forced 
Migrants (1995), and the Concept of the State Migration Policy of the Russian 
Federation (1996), very limited control over the influx of labour migrants was 
established, largely due to institutional failures, lack of funding and expertise 
in migration management and large-scale corruption (Nozhenko 2010). 

After Vladimir Putin took presidential office, after a two-year abolishment 
the FMS was re-established in 2004. Although the agency lost its independent 
status and was integrated into the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD), it was 
mandated to manage citizen registration and enforce migration policy. During 
this period, migration became increasingly ‘securitised’, whereby tight immi
gration control gradually became the dominant theme in migration manage
ment. Over the next several years, immigration remained a security issue, 
while immigrants were increasingly perceived by the general public as poten
tial criminals. The mandate of the FMS was expanded beyond the tasks of 
implementing the state policy on migration and included law enforcement 
functions of the control and supervision of migration. For example, Law No. 
115-FZ On the Legal Status of Foreign Citizens on the Territory of the Rus
sian Federation, adopted in 2002, introduced bureaucratic barriers that com
plicated the registration process for irregular migrants. A quota system for 
foreign workers led to a growth in corruption and the expansion of irregular 
employment (Nozhenko 2010). Consequently, the red tape, along with cor
ruption, put more pressure on irregular migrants and forced them into the 
shadow economy. According to Russian experts, in 2009 the proportion of 
irregular labour migrants increased to 61 per cent compared to 53 per cent in 
2008 (Mukomel’ 2011: 45). In addition, in 2006, the Russian president signed 
the decree On the Measures to Aiding Voluntary Return of Compatriots 
Living abroad to the Russian Federation, aimed to encourage the voluntary 
repatriation of ethnic Russians by granting them citizenship and employment. 
This law considerably reduced the chances of labour migrants of other 
ethnicities finding formal employment. 

In the late 2000s, the Russian government made several attempts to liber
alise foreign labour migration but did not receive much public support 
because of the popular dislike of non-Slavic migrants and a surge in ethnic 
violence (Judah 2013; Schenk 2010). The most recent such attempt, the Con
cept of the Russian Federation State Policy on Migration 2012–25, focuses on 
skilled labour and aims to stimulate the resettlement of low-qualified immi
grants back to their countries of origin or elsewhere. It establishes new cate
gories of labour immigrants – e.g. managers, farmers, students, entrepreneurs 
and persons with significant achievements in science or art – and introduces 
harsher penalties for violating the rules of entry and stay in the Russian 
Federation. In addition to fluency in Russian and familiarity with Russian 
history, it also introduces mandatory requirements for labour migrants, such 
as possession of medical certificates and patents.2 
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The high costs of patents and the difficulty of complying with educational 
and linguistic requirements will preclude irregular migrants from leaving the 
shadow economy (Myhre 2014). Moreover, should the Russian government 
decide to curtail the shadow economy and deport irregular migrants, espe
cially from Central Asian republics, to the backdrop of a sharp currency 
devaluation in 2015 as well as western sanctions and low oil prices, this deci
sion may not only impact Russia’s economic development but also jeopardise 
national security. According to some sources, more stringent requirements for 
migrant workers and tightening immigration controls have caused not so 
much the outflow of migrants back to their home countries but their recruitment 
by terrorist organisations (‘Russia’s big fear …’ 2015). The majority of Tajiks 
fighting for ISIS in Syria, for instance, have allegedly been recruited while 
working as labour migrants in Moscow (Turovsky 2015). 

Is informal ‘normal’? The role of migrant communities in the 
shadow economy 

Scholars who have studied public perceptions of irregular migration in Russia 
have emphasised the prevalence of xenophobic and pejorative attitudes 
towards migration (Dolotkeldieva 2013; Schenk 2010). The negative image of 
migrants is often reinforced by biased portrayals by the mass media that have 
contributed to animosity, fear and distrust. Due to cultural, linguistic and 
religious differences between immigrants and the host country population, 
many labour migrants arriving in Russia keep a low profile and avoid inter
actions with state institutions. The underdevelopment of a formal migrant 
infrastructure – ‘public and non-public service institutions which ensure that 
migrants are legal, informed, and safe, at different stages of migration’ – also 
contributes to the alienation of irregular migrants, because their social 
integration becomes their own responsibility (Iontsev and Ivakhnyuk 2013: 8). 

Moscow’s urban mosaic, for instance, has morphed into a series of self-
segregated, low-income, ethnic (mainly non-Slavic) migrant enclaves that 
form a distinctive but low-profile social order. These irregular migrant com
munities thus secure for themselves access to basic public goods, such as 
employment, healthcare, housing, education and individual security. As a 
result, ethnic enclaves develop a sophisticated parallel infrastructure (i.e. 
markets, ethnic cuisine cafes, snack bars, travel offices, entertainment facil
ities, clinics). According to Sokolov (2013), this enables irregular migrants to 
live, earn an income and establish a certain level of adaptation in the host 
environment. This infrastructure also cushions the shock of resettlement to a 
new country, secures uninterrupted residence and steady access to jobs and 
facilitates the protracted establishment of a large irregular population as well 
as the continuity of new arrivals. Relying on this informal migration infra
structure, irregular migrants are able to devise specific survival strategies and 
develop intra-group solidarity, organise recruitment and build up a system for 
the supply and distribution of the community’s resources. 
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Job placement for migrant workforce is often arranged via this informal 
migrant infrastructure: migrants do not usually deal directly with the 
employer but have an intermediary: ‘[s]ometimes workers are passed between 
several intermediaries before “reaching” the employer … There is no regula
tion to determine the legitimacy of the employer, and his/her name is seldom 
mentioned’ (Tyuryukanova 2005: 44). Ryazantsev (2014: 53) suggests that ‘the 
quota system for documents allowing foreigners to work in Russia for 
migrants and employers is non-transparent and time-consuming, and this 
creates a shadow labour market … and quota-trading through middlemen’. In  
this way, a unique feature of migration in the Russian Federation is the pre
sence of an underground industry run by private managers of migration. They 
provide migration and employment services, ranging from the preparation 
of documents needed for an extended legal stay to registrations, work and 
residence permits and passports. 

Migrant enclaves have a fixed spatial location adjacent to public areas that 
are partially or fully beyond official oversight. These unregulated public 
spaces vary in size from small designated areas serving as a meeting point for 
migrants (e.g. metro stations, cafes) to large permanent bazaars. For instance, 
for several years after the break-up of the Soviet Union, the Cherkizovsky 
wholesale market was Europe’s largest outdoor bazaar, occupying nearly 300 
hectares in the Izmaylovo district of Moscow, near the Cherkizovskaya metro 
station. Informal employment and ‘under the table’, ‘off the books’ and ‘cash
exclusive’ practices were common and typical of Cherkizovsky. In its heyday, 
Cherkizovsky was known as ‘a city within a city’ because of its underground 
labyrinths which provided employment to over 50,000 immigrants who 
worked in illegal workshops (Zabyelina 2012). 

Cherkizovsky, however, could not have survived for so long without the 
‘protection’ of the law enforcement agencies or the state agencies responsible 
for issuing migration-related documents. From its inception, a tacit agreement 
of non-interference between the law enforcement and Cherkizovsky’s 
wholesale traders, supported by a mutually reinforcing kickback scheme, 
made any attempts to shut down the market unsuccessful. The substantial 
revenues generated by the market and its contribution to the Russian 
economy may also explain the authorities’ unwillingness to close it. After 
three attempts since 1999, Cherkizovsky was officially shut down only in June 
2009, over numerous sanitary violations and illegal activities3 (Zabyelina 
2012). 

Surprisingly, many illegal migrants appear to be content with the status 
quo achieved from informal migrant infrastructures, despite their vulner
ability to exploitative schemes. The embeddedness of labour migration in the 
shadow economy promotes a business model that depends on a constant cir
culation of foreign labourers who are underpaid, insecure and ready to toler
ate the unfair conditions. The shadow economy thus plays an important but 
equally ambiguous role in Russia: on the one hand, it provides jobs to irre
gular migrants and helps them survive economic hardship; on the other, it 
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facilitates a fundamentally asymmetrical power relationship between foreign 
labourers and their employers. 

Irregular migrants and trafficking economies 

Labour exploitation 

Despite the visa-free migratory regime for visitors from most post-Soviet 
countries, labour migrants are often unable to obtain legal employment. 
Because immigrants can only stay in the country for 90 days and are required 
to obtain employment authorisation paperwork in Russia,4 irregular migrants 
seek employment in the shadow economy, where exploitative labour condi
tions are common (e.g. withholding of documents, non-payment for services 
provided, physical and psychological abuse, extremely poor living conditions). 

One of the earliest systematic studies on labour exploitation of immigrants 
in Russia was conducted by the International Labour Organization Special 
Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour, launched in 2003. This study 
found that elements of forced labour could be observed for 10 to 30 per cent 
of migrants (Tyuryukanova 2005). ‘[O]nly 9% of labour migrants in Russia 
were never confronted with any form of coercion like debt bondage, involun
tary work, limited freedom of movement, and so on’ (Tiurukanova 2006: 55). 
Experts have noted that ‘almost all victims of forced labour do not believe in 
the authorities’ ability to assist them and show little interest in bringing their 
exploiters to justice’ (Tiurukanova 2006: 55). 

Having interviewed 146 migrants who had previously worked or were still 
working in the construction industry in 49 cities or towns in Russia, Human 
Rights Watch (HRW) revealed the exploitation and abuse of labour migrants 
by employers, employment agencies and other intermediaries, whereby they 
are forced to ‘work excessively long hours, threatened and physically abused 
them, and provided substandard on-site living conditions and unsafe working 
conditions’ (‘Are you …?’ 2009: 1). HRW also raised concerns about abuse 
linked to the preparations for the 2014 Olympic Games in Sochi, citing 
migrant workers’ complaints’ about employers failing to provide contracts or 
promised wages, as well as cases of police detention on false charges of those 
who tried to report victimisation (‘World Report …’ 2014). 

Ryazantsev’s (2014) study (carried out for the Task Force against Traffick
ing in Human Beings of the Council of the Baltic Sea States and the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation) also reported cases of labour 
exploitation and violation of labour employment rights in Russia. Specifically, 
it discussed the most common abusive practices such as reliance on oral 
agreements, unregulated duration of shifts and working hours, confiscation of 
employee’s documents and as a ‘dual’ record-keeping system used not only for 
tax evasion but also to pay lower wages to migrant workers. 

Revenues generated by forced labour attract a range of stakeholders, 
including corrupt law enforcement and FSM officers. The complicity of public 
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officials in labour exploitation is one of the reasons why addressing this crime 
is difficult. According to Russian sources (‘V Astrakhanskoi …’ 2008), there 
have been criminal cases involving Russian officials allegedly facilitating vic
tims’ recruitment for forced labour (often via kidnapping), providing protec
tion to exploiters and helping them avoid penalties for engaging illegal 
workers. In one such case, it was established by a city court of Akhtubinsk, 
Astrakhan Oblast, that Magomed Vasaitov ran an organised criminal group 
whose members were convicted and sentenced under CCRF Art. 127: Illegal 
Deprivation of a Person’s Liberty, which is not Related to his Abduction, 
CCRF Art. 33: Complicity in a Crime and CCRF Art. 286: Exceeding Offi
cial Power. One of the group members, Sergei Kakalia, a local policeman, 
and his collaborator inspection officer at the railway station, Marsa Musaga
liyev, seized the passports and migration cards of ten Tajik and Uzbek citi
zens, took them into police custody and demanded money for the return of 
their passports. When the detainees refused to pay, the conspirators sold the 
victims to Vasaitov’s men, who delivered them to local farms to work as 
agricultural labourers (ibid.). 

Initially, labour exploitation was primarily domestic, whereby lucre-seeking 
entrepreneurs took advantage of immigrants, especially newly arrived ones, 
who hardly spoke any Russian and were not familiar with Russia’s laws.  In  
recent years, however, there has been a gradual shift towards the inter
nationalisation of trafficking. This trend has become more pronounced with 
the tightening of migration policy and stricter deportation rules. For example, 
one of the largest cases of human smuggling and forced labour involved an 
international organised crime syndicate that arranged the trafficking of for
eign citizens, who were forced to work in ‘ghost’ sweatshops – factories that 
did not officially exist but employ migrant labourers without registration. In 
July 2013, two businessmen and their domestic and foreign accomplices, an 
official of the FMS and two suburban Moscow police officers, were arrested. 
They were accused under CCRF Art. 127.2 of organising the illegal entry of 
foreign citizens, primarily nationals of Vietnam, to Russia and forcing them 
to labour at an illegal garment factory in Moscow. Twenty underground 
workshops hosted 800 Vietnamese illegal immigrants who produced counter
feit clothing of various brands (US Department of State 2014; ‘V Moskve …’ 
2014). A dormitory for illegal workers was located on the premises of a sports 
complex, Izmailovo, located in the immediate proximity of the infamous 
Cherkizovsky market. 

The police are often involved in illegal practices through not only accepting 
bribes from migrants but actively seeking them with threats. Tyuryukanova 
(2005: 59) points out that ‘[m]igrants employed in the informal sector, are 
effectively defenceless in the case of racketeering, in which the police itself 
often plays a role’. Abusive practices particularly victimise members of ethnic 
minorities. According to a 2003 statement by Svetlana Gannushkina, a 
human rights defender of the NGOs Memorial and Grazhdanskoe Sodeistvie 
and a contender for the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize, prepared for the Office of the 
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High Commissioner on Human Rights, the main agents of the persecution of 
migrants are various units of the MVD that use false accusations and fabri
cated criminal evidence, e.g. police planting drugs, ammunition or explosives, 
against immigrants (Danish Immigration Service 2015). Unfair treatment by 
the police directed towards the Chechen communities in Russia, for instance, 
was common in the aftermath of the Russian military campaign in Chechnya 
and terrorist attacks in Moscow attributed to Chechen terrorist organisations. 
In the aftermath of the explosion in a Moscow theatre in 2002 by a group of 
armed Chechens it was very difficult for Chechens to receive temporary 
registration in Moscow, despite the fact that many of those who sought it 
were internally displaced persons entitled to benefits in accordance with this 
status (Light 2010). Since the late 2000s, however, malfeasance by the police 
against migrant workers from Central Asia has gained prominence. In 2012, 
there was a series of arrests of members of the transport police from the 
Moscow Domodedovo and Vnukovo airports. The investigation alleged that 
airport officials engaged in the systematic extortion of unofficial payments for 
the right to leave the airport from citizens of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan 
(Vzglyadov 2012). 

With regards to police malfeasance, Light (2010) suggests that the Moscow 
city authorities tolerate extra-legal means of coercion because the latter can 
be instrumental to the city’s actual ability to control migration. Although 
such practices may boost the authorities’ capacity to react to migrant flows 
timely and effectively, such abusive police practices keep the migrant work
force in a state of constant fear and insecurity, promote the social exclusion of 
migrants and create important barriers for them to access essential social 
services. Such an approach may also increase social tensions, lead to the 
alienation of migrant groups and intensify their distrust of state institutions 
and the police in particular. 

Drug trafficking 

Confronted with labour exploitation in a shadow economy and with limited 
opportunities for legal employment and protection, irregular migrants 
become more vulnerable to recruitment by drug trafficking groups, which 
paradoxically not only poses a threat but also serves as a means of survival. 
Little is known about the ways in which criminal organisations intersect with 
irregular migrants. This section examines the under-studied intersection of 
labour migration from Central Asia to Russia and drug trafficking activities. 
The Russian Federation is a major consumer market for illicit opiates, 

mainly heroin, flowing northwards from Afghanistan via Central Asia 
(UNODC 2014: 27). Russia’s susceptibility to the drug trade increased with 
the opening of its borders in the 1990s, the collapse of economies in neigh
bouring countries and the rise of regional conflicts such as the civil war in 
Tajikistan (1992–1997). Central Asian governments’ inability to stimulate 
economic development and provide sufficient public goods, as well as their 
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geographical proximity to Afghanistan, created several powerful push factors 
for an impoverished rural population to seek income from drug trafficking 
activities (Marat 2006; Paoli et al. 2007). In 2009, up to 90 tons of Afghan 
heroin were trafficked into Central Asian republics with 75–80 tons destined 
for the Russian Federation (UNODC 2011: 44). Despite some decline in 
opiate trafficking in the following years (UNODC 2014), the so-called 
Northern Route running mainly through Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan still 
remains the main heroin trafficking gateway to Russia, Kazakhstan and 
Eastern Europe. 

High commercial traffic along the Northern Route serves as an impediment 
to the efficiency of law enforcement in disrupting drug trafficking flows. In 
particular, the abolition of customs along with the introduction of simplified 
procedures for shipments and cross-border trade established by the Eurasian 
Customs Union (EACU) agreement between Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan 
signed in 2010 has not resolved drug trafficking-related problems for Russia, 
but has created a strong need for more law enforcement cooperation among 
EACU countries, especially Russia and Kazakhstan (Glazkova 2014). 

In addition to the high commercial load and the endurance of the visa-free 
regime (Glazkova 2014) the Northern Route is also profitable for traffickers 
because of the high intensity of cross-border movements of people, mainly 
labour migrants. A study by the International Organization of Migration 
(IOM 2006: 42) specified that ‘[i]n the core of the organizational structure of 
smuggling of migrants through Central Asia lies a network formed by people 
making profit on other people’s eagerness to find jobs and better life beyond 
the boundaries of their home countries. Sometimes such networks develop 
links with organised criminal groups and serve to also support drug smug
gling and trafficking in persons’. Shuttling between their home country and 
Russia, where many of them work on seasonal constructs, labour migrants are 
attractive targets for drug trafficking organisations that have exploited 
impoverishment and economic decay in Central Asia to recruit drug mules – 
couriers transporting drugs. While many labour migrants refuse to act on 
those criminal opportunities, the poorest and most vulnerable are often forced 
to take the risks, as they find themselves caught up in financial strain and 
facing pressure from ethnic and clan ties (Golunov et al. 2008: 63). 
Until recently, men have dominated drug trafficking from Central Asia. 

MVD officials (MVD 2008) have, however, stressed that government crack
downs on male visitors and labour migrants from Central Asian republics 
have increased involvement in drug trafficking by women, who attracted very 
little law enforcement attention in the past. As law enforcement officials 
encountered a series of drug seizures from female drug couriers in the late 
2000s, they became more alert to the possibility of the involvement of women 
in this crime (‘Legendarnaya …’ 2008). This trend is not exclusive to Russia, 
but reflects the global dynamics of drug trafficking such as the situation that 
has become prominent in Mexico, where women have acquired leadership 
positions in drug trafficking cartels (Carey 2014). 
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Beyond recruiting women, drug traffickers also reduce the risk of appre
hension by recruiting drug couriers willing to carry narcotics in their body 
cavities, usually the gastrointestinal tract. Small quantities of narcotics are 
packed into latex products (e.g. the fingers of latex gloves, condoms) that 
drug couriers swallow and later retrieve from their excrement upon arrival. 
This group of drug couriers is known in the Russian law enforcement jargon as 
verbliudy (Russian ‘camels’). Identifying them via a routine customs check is 
very difficult. If the airport does not have high-sensitivity X-Ray equipment, 
drug couriers may only be detected when a drug package ruptures and they 
have to be examined by medical staff. In 90 per cent of cases of damage to at 
least one package, the outcome is lethal (‘Legendarnaya …’ 2008). 

Smuggling drugs from Central Asia in body cavities has been prominent 
since the mid 2000s. Moscow Domodedovo airport has particularly attracted 
a large influx of drug mules from Tajikistan: from 2009 to 2013, 392 criminal 
cases were filed with an average of around seven criminal cases per month or 
one to two arrests per week (Sotnikova 2013). According to the Head of 
Department of the Anti-Drug Customs Unit at Domodedovo Airport, heroin 
smuggled by drug mules has a higher quality and enhanced purity. It is more 
concentrated than heroin offered by street dealers: 0.5 kg of this concentrated 
heroin makes 3–5 kg of ready-to-use substance. 

Although labour migrants recruited by traffickers are on the lowest rung in 
a drug trafficking organisation, they are indispensable for distributing the 
illegal product on the street, because informal markets are a common conduit 
for drug retailing. For example, the drug trade was a pervasive problem at the 
already discussed Cherkizovsky market. Its large size, underground pavilions, 
the presence of private security units hired by informal entrepreneurs and the 
overall environment of chaos and lawlessness made the detainment of drug 
trafficking networks challenging for the FSKN (Zabyelina 2012). Evidence 
also suggests that the shadow economy and underground migrant infra
structure allow drug traffickers to effectively conceal their activities within 
migrant communities. Addressing a more recent trend in drug trafficking, 
FSKN’s Head, Viktor Ivanov, pointed out that when the wholesale trade in 
vegetables and fruits had been completely monopolised by the migrant com
munity, this industry became prone to criminal interference, as narcotic 
drugs were repeatedly found in loads of fruits and vegetables and stored at 
warehouses (Glazkova 2014). 

Although questions about the extent to which labour migrants are involved 
in drug trafficking remain unanswered, the FMS states that, ‘[i]llegal migra
tion and illegal labor by migrants have a negative impact on various aspects 
of society and state. They pose a threat to national security of the country 
and contribute to growing shadow economy and corruption, and increase 
social tensions. Illegal migrants are recruited by ethnic gangs specialised in 
drug trafficking’ and other criminal activities (‘Doklad o …’ 2013). Poor 
migration control has been often seen as the main factor hampering the fight 
against drug trafficking in Russia. Therefore, the FMS was mandated by the 
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Russian government to engage in the realisation of Combating Drug Traf
ficking projects, in collaboration with the FSKN, Ministry of Economic 
Development, Ministry of Health and other agencies. The FMS became 
responsible for managing a fingerprint identification system and database. 
The biometric databank is expected not only to facilitate the identification 
and registration of foreign citizens but also to ensure the suppression of illegal 
production and trafficking through more efficient control over migration 
(‘Doklad o …’ 2012). 

In contrast to the official position, scholars (e.g. Golunov et al. 2008) have 
warned about unreported intra-group victimisation and the possibility that 
irregular immigrants are forced into drug trafficking and that the pattern is 
similar to human trafficking: the debt incurred by the migrant is so great that 
they cannot resist demands from their debtor to engage in illicit activity. 
Marat (2006: 105) writes, ‘the drug trade provides incentives for the illegal 
trafficking in people. Young men and women from impoverished areas are 
forced to smuggle and retail heroin and opiates into Russia and the Baltic 
states’. Thus, it may be erroneous to associate the drug trade with labour 
migrants who are fearful of mandatory deportation and detention, inelig
ibility for lawful residency, loss of asylum or inability to get it, temporary or 
permanent bars to citizenship and stiff federal sentences from attempts at 
unauthorised re-entry. The little existing information on labour migrants pre
cludes any conclusive interpretation of the nexus between the migrant 
workforce and drug trafficking. 

Conclusion 

Migration in Russia is closely intertwined with the shadow economy. On the 
one hand, it generates immense and fast revenues, thus making any decisive 
political action against informal economic practices very unlikely. It provides 
irregular migrants with employment without work authorisation and makes it 
possible for them to receive assistance from and socialise in migrant commu
nities. These communities are hidden from the public gaze because of an often 
prevalent public dislike for migrants and even direct persecution by radical 
organisations. Irregular migrants who fall out of informal communities often 
have to pay protection money to powerful persons (middlemen, public offi
cials, criminal gangs, etc.) in order to find employment and avoid arrest and 
deportation. On the other hand, transactions in the shadow economy under
mine the Russian government’s ability to effectively control migratory flows, 
secure the full modernisation of labour in compliance with international 
standards, collect taxes and respond to corruption and drug trafficking. 
Informal employment makes the risks of the exploitation and abuse of labour 
migrants more pronounced and distances them from the institutions and 
organisations where they could seek assistance and legal protection. Such a 
situation fertilises the ground for the recruitment of deprived individuals by 
organised crime groups and terrorist organisations. 
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To resolve this impasse, policymakers need to recognise that the shadow 
economy is fundamentally linked to the welfare of many poor individuals 
who rely on it for a living. Policymakers who shape the migration and labour 
markets in Russia must therefore take into account the implications of migrant 
workforce exploitation and the development of larger security and criminal 
justice threats, such as drug trafficking. 

Although amendments to Law No. 115-FZ On the Legal Status of Foreign 
Nationals in the Russian Federation include several provisions that tighten 
employers’ responsibility for violations of labour legislation and legislation on 
labour protection, progress has to be made in promoting efforts to support 
victims. It is essential that state and non-state strategies be developed towards 
irregular migrants’ legalisation and social inclusion, and assistance and com
pensation to victims of abuse and trafficking-like practices. The Russian gov
ernment should also develop stringent guidelines for law enforcement and 
public officials to ensure protection guarantees for victims of human traffick
ing so that they are not subjected to secondary victimisation while in the 
custody of the police or when detained in deportation centres. 

Finally, the authorities should work on earning migrant communities’ trust 
and support. Interventions should also be made at the social micro-level 
aimed at generating positive attitudes towards immigrants. The authorities 
should focus on raising public oversight over crimes committed against 
immigrants and encourage the reporting of these crimes to the relevant state 
agencies. 

Notes 
1	 Although ‘labour migrant’ is the official term used to refer to guest workers in the 

Russian Federation, it is common in Russian sociopolitical discourse to use the 
German word Gastarbeiter (Russian: gastarbaitery). 

2	 This rule applies to visa-free foreigners who enter Russia to work for legal entities 
and individual entrepreneurs. The monthly price for a patent in 2014 was 4,000 
roubles. 

3	 Large labour rights violations in Cherkizovsky in relation to Vietnamese citizens 
were recorded before the market’s closure. In December 2008, an underground fac
tory producing textile goods, where more than 800 illegal migrants from Vietnam 
worked and lived, was shut down. 

4	 Before January 2014, when an amendment of Art. 5 of Law No. 115-FZ On the 
Legal Status of Foreign Nationals in the Russian Federation entered into force, 
setting out the new rules for foreign citizens who do not require a visa to enter 
Russia. Before this change, migrants who were authorised to stay in the Russian 
Federation for 90 days and habitually travelled to the nearest border in order to re
enter Russia for another 90 days, could no longer exceed a stay of 90 days without 
additional paperwork, such as a patent, an authorisation, a residence or work 
permit, etc. The amended law clearly specifies that the duration of temporary stay 
in the Russian Federation of a foreign citizen, who is not required to hold a visa, 
may not exceed 90 days in total per 180 days, except for cases stipulated by this 
Federal Law. Those who violate this provision are denied entry to the Russian 
Federation for three years. 
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7 Religion and the integration of migrants 

Kaarina Aitamurto 

Introduction 

The discussion about the integration of migrants in Russia began relatively 
late, and it was only a few years ago that the first steps in creating concrete 
policies were implemented. In public discussions, as well as in policy docu
ments, the emphasis is usually on the cultural integration of migrants, while 
their economic, social and political engagement is omitted. In conclusion, 
social problems, including the fact that many migrants are compelled to 
function in the domain of the shadow economy, are explained in terms of 
their cultural illiteracy rather than structural reasons (Shnirel’man 2008). The 
construction of cultural otherness is more often made in the framework of 
religiosity, Islam in particular. This tendency is not unique to Russia; a simi
lar religionisation of migrants and the migration issue had already taken 
place earlier in western Europe. 

This chapter analyses Russian debates on the role of religion in the inte
gration of Muslim migrants in Russia within the political elite, the media and 
Muslim organisations. In addition to cultural discourse, another feature of the 
presentations of Islamic identity of migrants as a potential social problem is 
linked to the securitisation of the migration issue. The threat of radical Islam, 
spreading among the migrants and spread by them, is exaggerated in the 
media. Because of this fear, the promotion of ‘traditional Islam’ by official 
Islamic organisations is preferred over informal networks of Muslims. How
ever, due to the scarcity of resources, as well as occasional inadequate abil
ities, the official Islamic organisations are not always able to meet these 
demands. Suspicions concerning grass-roots, unofficial networks of Muslims 
correspond to the common tendency in the discussions on integration to see 
migrants as objects, not as active agents. 

Islamic religiosity and migrants in post-Soviet Russia 

Because of the scale of illegal migration, it is difficult to estimate the 
number of Muslims as a proportion of the migrants in Russia, but according 
to the statistics of the Federal Migration Service (FMS, Federal’naya 

DOI: 10.4324/9781315657424-7
 
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.
 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781315657424-7


Religion and the integration of migrants 111 

Migratsionnaya Sluzhba), in 2011, a little over 40 per cent of migrants were 
Muslims (Starostin 2012). However, not all of them consider themselves as 
religious or are religiously observant (Zaionchkovskaya et al. 2009: 33; Ven
dina 2009: 131). In addition to personal differences, national cultures vary 
and, for example, Tajiks are usually more religious than migrants from Kyr
gyzstan. The social context of their home countries and their migration his
tory influences the religious activity of communities. For example, Tajiks were 
the first large migrant group to emigrate from Central Asia and due to their 
longer-standing presence in Russia, as well as the commonness of their reli
gious education, Tajiks have attained a stronger position in Russian mosques 
as imams than other migrant minorities (Makarov and Starostin 2014). 
Although there is no reliable statistical data from Russia, some American 
studies demonstrate that religiosity is often a more enduring component in 
migrant minorities than, for example, language or culture. In addition, the 
ability of churches or mosques to maintain the feeling of connectedness to 
one’s roots is another reason why many migrants become more religious in 
their new home countries than they were at home (Senses Ozyurt 2013: 1620−1). 
A small qualitative survey conducted by Guzel Yusupova (2013) among 
Muslim migrants in St Petersburg and Moscow suggests that the increase of 
religiosity is more common among people with less education and in a more 
disadvantaged position. Yusupova notices that, for them, both the emotional 
and practical support of the religious community is especially vital. 

The Muslim minorities in such big cities as Moscow and St Petersburg are 
extremely heterogeneous in terms of religious tradition, ethnicity and socio
economic position, and therefore it is not surprising that the community is 
divided into various groupings. For example, in St Petersburg there are eth
nically coloured prayer rooms for different ethnicities, such as Ingushetians, 
Dagestanians, Azerbaijanis and Tajiks. At the same time, a small prayer room 
at the very centre of the city in Apraksin Dvor gathers people of many eth
nicities. In my private discussions with Russian scholars of migration and 
Muslims, two contradicting views occur. One the one hand, migrants are 
noticed to form small informal communities and organise prayer rooms on 
the basis of ethnicity. On the other hand, other scholars point out that in the 
uncertain environment of Russian megapolises, such ethnic groups as Kyrgyzs 
and Uzbeks, who traditionally have conflicting relationships, may find 
common ground in their religious identity. According to Aleksei Malashenko, 
while earlier migrants to Russia identify themselves as Tajiks or Uzbeks, 
religious identification has become more common recently. Religious identity 
is seen as a unifying element in the face of Russian nationalism and, in this 
sense, even a ‘means for survival’ (‘Aleksei Malashenko: Islam … ’ 2013). 
Particularly in a country like Russia with a poor state-sponsored system of 

support for migrants, the mosque is a natural place for many Muslims to seek 
company and support in an alien environment. Therefore, it is not surprising 
that Russian mosques and Muslim organisations have been almost compelled 
to begin to consider undertaking social work with migrants. Initially – and to 
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a large part even today – this work was done on a voluntary basis with very 
little resources. Despite the statements by the political elite on the role of the 
Muslim community in integrating migrants, the state still provides relatively 
few resources for this work. The growing number of migrants within mosque
goers decreases the average income of all mosque-goers. Consequently, even 
maintaining the premises can be a great financial burden for the Muslim 
community, leaving few resources for social work. Organised support for 
migrants includes legal and social counselling as well as Russian language 
and Islam classes and children’s clubs, to name just a few. Here as well, the 
quantity of potential clients proposes challenges. A representative of an Isla
mic cultural centre in St Petersburg explained that due to the number of 
migrants, they cannot advertise their Russian language courses, and that these 
courses are primarily intended to train people who then can teach the skills 
they have acquired in their own communities. Some migrant communities 
may also prioritise need in their areas of origin. For example, a Dagestanian 
Islamic centre in St Petersburg has been involved in such charity projects as 
gathering exercise books for children in Dagestan, despite the fact that many 
of the people attending this centre have meagre incomes. 

Given that support for migrants is predominately carried out as local 
initiatives, there is great variance both in the volume of such work and in its 
methods. While some mosques are very active, in others the work can be 
rather insignificant. For example, in my interviews with some Russian imams 
in Moscow and St Petersburg, the only example of charity and social work 
they mentioned was the open food service during the festival of Kurban 
Bayram. A recent survey in Samara reveals that while a substantial propor
tion of local Muslim migrants go to mosque more or less regularly, they 
consider the Muslim organisations’ social work with migrants to be ineffectual 
(Uryupin 2013). 

However, although not all Muslim organisations have the resources or 
competencies to offer efficient and relevant support for migrants, mosques as 
a meeting point can provide networks and information for them as well as 
emotional comfort. European and North American studies, building on Put
nam’s (2000) theory of engagement in various associations as a source of 
social capital, have shown that for migrants, mosques are often places where 
civic skills are disseminated and learned (Senses Ozyurt 2013). Russian scho
lars disagree as to whether Islamic religiosity helps or hinders the integration 
of migrants in contemporary Russian society. While some point out the ben
efits of the religious community for newcomers in, for example, establishing 
networks, finding moral support and learning about the surrounding society, 
others claim that religiosity isolates migrants from the rest of society (Dmi
trev et al. 2013). The critical views are usually based on the fear that Islamic 
networks turn into cultural ghettos instead of helping the integration of 
migrants into the society. Nevertheless, the criticism can also be suggested to 
reflect a distrust of non-official and thus uncontrollable actors. A frequent 
concern among scholars and commentators on migration issues is the 
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propaganda of radical Islam among disadvantaged migrants (Dmitrev et al. 
2013: 76). 

‘Integration’ of migrants as a policy objective 

The discussion about the need to have an efficient integration policy for 
migrants emerged in Russia later than, for example, in western Europe. 
Although Russian scholarly literature has addressed such issues as interethnic 
relationships or the adaptation of migrants, the study of integration policies 
mostly originates from the beginning of the 2000s. As early as the beginning 
of the 1990s, the Federal Migration Programmes were mentioning the ‘adap
tation and integration of migrants’, but very few practical measures were 
implemented to attain this goal (Mukomel 2013: 5). A turning point was 
President Putin’s speech in 2012, in which he noted that the integration of 
migrants had been largely ignored in the migration policy. The same argu
ment could be found in the Concept of National Migration Policy for the 
Russian Federation until 2025, published later that year (Iontsev and Ivakh
nyuk 2013: 6; Kontseptsiya 2012). Although the FMS has introduced some 
initiatives, such as migrant integration centres (Krainova 2012), it seems that 
the policies are not very widespread or effective. 

The understanding of the term ‘integration’ varies greatly, not only between 
different countries, but also between societal actors (e.g. Kortmann 2015: 58 
−60), and its definition is always a political act. In recent years, the expression 
the ‘integration and adaptation’ (integratsiya and adaptsiya) of migrants has 
established itself in Russian political and policy jargon, as, for example, in the 
FMS’s project to introduce a law on the ‘integration and adaptation of 
migrants’, which has not materialised (on the project, see Besnyak 2014). 

The dual formulation can be suggested to be designed to avoid the accu
sations which the term ‘adaptation’ may invite as a one-sided demand to 
migrants to abandon their own culture. However, in the Russian discussion, 
the word adaptation (adaptsiya) is understood in other ways as well. An 
eminent scholar of ethnic relations in the Soviet Union and Russian Federa
tion, Leokadiya Drobizheva (2010), defines adaptation as a two-way process 
between the host society and migrants, who preserve their cultural identity 
while also adapting to the host society. 

In European countries such as Germany and the Netherlands, Muslim and 
migrant organisations criticise the word ‘adaptation’ as indicating a demand 
to assimilate into the majority. In the definition of the concept of integration 
by these leaders, such words as recognition and accept repeat and are considered 
to be more crucial aspects of successful integration than, for example, even 
learning the language of the host society (Kortmann 2015). Russian Muslim 
organisations have conducted relatively little discussion about the terminology 
concerning integration policies. Typically, instead of challenging and opening 
up the terms for analysis, the Muslim leaders have adopted the terms as such, 
and in this way, participated in the negotiations on their understanding. 
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In October 2013, in the 225-year celebrations of the founding of the first 
muftiate in Ufa, President Putin gave a speech which evoked much discussion 
among Muslim leaders. The most quoted parts of this speech were Putin’s call 
to ‘socialisation’ (sotsializatsiya) of the Russian umma as a ‘development of 
the traditional Muslim way of life, thinking and viewpoints in concordance 
with contemporary social reality’ and the notion of the significance of the 
Muslim organisations’ contribution to the ‘social adaptation’ of migrants 
(‘Nachalo vstrechi … ’ 2013). In the leading Muslim organisations, the speech 
was interpreted as praise for their work and a promise of deepening coop
eration and support for their work with migrants, even though some Muslim 
activists, mainly from outside the biggest muftiates, expressed their scepticism 
towards the state’s willingness to distribute any significant resources to Mus
lims for this work (Guseinova and Abdullaeva 2013). However, the Fund to 
Support Islamic Culture, Education and Science even announced the pub
lication of the text, referred to as the ‘Ufa these’, in Russian, English, Arabic, 
Turkish and Persian (‘Ufimskie tezisi’ 2014). In the following years, the term 
‘socialisation’ appeared in the title of several high-profile Islamic events, such 
as the IX Islamic Forum, which in 2013 was organised under the title 
‘Socialisation of umma in the strategic development of civil society’ and the 
conference ‘Russian Muslims: Socialisation, Enlightenment and Tradition’, 
held in Kazan in January 2015. Surprisingly, hardly any attention was paid to 
the indication of the word ‘socialisation’ as implying that Russian Muslims 
are in some way separate from Russian society and needing to be included in 
it. Perhaps informed by political tact and tactics, Muslim leaders chose to 
understand the word either in the meaning of ‘contributing to society’ or of 
being generalised to include all Russians. In his speech in the Federal Public 
Chamber, the First Deputy Chairman of the Union of Muftis of Russia, 
Damir Mukhetdinov, stated: ‘The theme of the socialization of Russian citi
zens in general, and the Muslim community in particular, becomes more 
important every day’ (‘Sotsializatsiya rossiiskogo islama … ’ 2013). 

Even in scholarly literature on the integration of migrants, especially in the 
debates on the ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of certain cases, it may be occasionally 
forgotten how fluid and situational the concept of integration is. Moreover, 
integration comprises several, not necessarily correlating aspects. For exam
ple, in her study of the integration of first- and second-generation Muslim 
women into American society, Saba Senses Ozyurt (2013) notices that parti
cipation in institutionalised Islamic activity simultaneously strengthens civic 
and political engagement and lessens acculturation. Thereby, integration can 
also be selective. 

In western Europe, an integral or even key aspect of the successful inte
gration of migrants is their participation in the labour market (Kortmann 
2015: 1060). In Russia, this issue is hardly ever addressed: because of the 
illegal status of a substantial proportion of migrants as well as the weakness 
of social security, migrants are automatically assumed to be engaged in wage 
labour. The Concept of National Migration Policy until 2025 (Kontseptsiya 
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2012) does mention the social, economic and civic integration of migrants, as 
well as the importance of improving their legal status and decreasing xeno
phobia as central factors in successful integration. However, such topics as 
engagement in civic or political activism or trust in local authorities and 
democracy are seldom discussed as indicators of successful integration in the 
media, political debates or even some academic publications. In contrast, 
adaptation to culture figures at the centre of discussions about the integration 
of migrants (Achkasov and Rozanova 2013: 24−5). 

The texts of various programmes and the speeches of the leading politicians 
divulge that they tend to understand the integration of migrants pre
dominantly as an aspect of cultural education and not, for example, as a 
challenge of social work, which would make migrants feel like respected 
members of the society. Language or cultural education is presented as a 
remedy for such social problems as criminality. For example, the joint pro
gramme of the FMS and the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), ‘Enlight
enment: Linguistic and Cultural Adaptation of Migrants’ was commented on 
by the Patriarch Kirill in the following way: ‘Another reason [for the project] 
is linked to criminality, including the formation of criminal gangs on an 
ethnic basis, because the lack of understanding of local culture, local lan
guage, local traditions and habits often provokes everyday conflicts’ (‘RPTs 
budet … ’ 2013). 

Even the Muslim leaders comply with this rhetoric when they aim to gain 
support for their work in the integration of migrants by stressing the Russian 
language and culture classes instead of, for example, talking about the legal 
aid organised by several Muslim organisations, occasionally connected to 
local mosques. Nevertheless, there are also Muslim voices that rebuke the 
ascent of these courses for revealing ignorance about the real challenges of 
migrants or even a certain cynicism. Mukhammad Basyr Gasanov, the leader 
of the Islamic charity foundation Amana, points out that a crucial factor in 
an effective integration policy would be to liberate migrants from ‘slave work 
contracts’, which often do not even allow them one free day a week to be able 
to take these courses (Guseinova and Abdullaeva 2013). Political scholar, 
Abdulla Mukhametov (2015b), points out that instead of cultural differences 
between migrants and Russians, the reason for many social problems rather 
lies in discrimination against migrants, which leads to their alienation from 
society. 

The expression ‘integration and adaptation of migrants’ is frequently con
tinued with references to Russian society and values. However, speech about 
‘national values’ in the integration of migrants has been problematised by 
several scholars as an artificial construction and hierarchic evaluation. Parti
cularly in modern societies, people subscribe to numerous competing values 
and world-views, therefore the ideal of adapting migrants into one defined 
value frame seems unrealistic at best and authoritarian at worst. Often the 
named ‘national’ values, such as ‘justice’, ‘democracy’, ‘tolerance’ and ‘free
dom’, represent an idealised vision of a given nation. Mentioning them as 
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something to which the migrants should adapt suggests that these ideals do 
not belong to the values of the migrants and their home countries (Moosavi 
2014: 659). The idealised vision of ‘national values’ also aids in shifting the 
blame for social problems onto the culture of the migrants from the social 
structure of the receiving country. For example, when Russian commentators 
propose that education on Russian culture can prevent criminal activity, 
they implicitly suggest that corruption, for instance, does not belong to the 
structures of Russian society, but is rooted in the migrants’ ‘culture’. 

A revealing example of the definition of ‘our values’, as well as of the out
comes of the scarcity of the discussion about migration is the scandal around 
a brochure, A Labour Migrant’s Handbook, published by an NGO from St 
Petersburg, Look into the Future, with ‘informational support’ from the 
administration of the St Petersburg and Leningrad oblast of the FSM in 2011 
(Spravochnik … 2011). The brochure, which was printed in Russian, Uzbek, 
Kyrgyz and Tajik, depicted Central Asian migrants as construction tools, 
such as a paintbrush and a putty knife, in contrast to Russian figures, such as 
a doctor, an officer and a museum guide, portrayed as attractive human 
beings. It was precisely this contrast which led the government of Tajikistan, 
as well as numerous NGOs, representing both these ethnicities and human 
rights organisations, to condemn the brochure and led to its being withdrawn 
as well as to the authorities denying any connection to the project (‘Brochure 
Depicts Migrants as Tools’ 2012). However, an analysis of the brochure also 
reveals other hierarchical evaluations about migrants and the native inhabi
tants of St Petersburg. Of 45 pages, 16 were devoted to information about 
HIV, implying that this to be the main health problem among migrants and 
creating a link between migrants and the HIV epidemic. The ‘useful advice’ of 
the brochure reveals further underlying assumptions about migrants. The text 
explains that in St Petersburg ‘it is customary’ to ‘take care of one’s personal 
hygiene’ and to wear ‘clean clothes’. The advice on what ‘one should not do’, 
include ‘wearing always and everywhere national costume, because that 
attracts much attention, which is not always necessary’ or to ‘always wearing 
a track-suit, especially with classic shoes (track-suits are used for practicing 
sport)’ (Spravochnik … 2011). In addition to suggesting that the distinctive 
appearance of migrants, such as national costumes, is problematical, the 
advice draws a picture of potentially unclean, poorly dressed migrants, in 
contrast to the clean, well-dressed and well-behaved native citizens of Russia. 

Religionisation of migrants 

Several European scholars have talked about the religionisation of the 
‘migrant issue’ during recent decades in Europe. Whereas in the 1980s, racist 
discourse about migrants referred to such groups as Pakistanis, Somalis or 
Turks, in the 2000s these are addressed more often as ‘Muslims’. Religionising 
discourses tend to present Muslims as a unified group and to explain the 
actions and specifies of Muslims as deriving from their religious identity. This 
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development can be traced to the rise of cultural racism, developed by the 
French Nouvelle Droite in the 1960s as a response to the popularity of the 
leftish ideology. Instead of openly racist claims about the inferiority of certain 
‘races’ or ethnicities, cultural racism is able to disguise its offensive and dis
criminating claims under the auspice of ‘cultural criticism’. The intertwined 
processes of the religionisation of Muslim migrants and the rise of Islamophobia 
draw a Huntingtonian ‘clash of civilisations’, which allows Islamic and 
Christian world-views to be described as irreconcilable entities and presenting 
this as the cause of the alleged incapability and unwillingness of Muslim 
migrants to integrate into Christian societies (Kaya 2012: 401; Marranci 
2011: 821−2). 

In Russian public discussions about ’migrants’, internal migrants from 
Caucasus are often included in this category whereas in debates on ‘problems 
with migrants’, such nationalities as Belarusians or Ukrainians seldom figure, 
despite the substantial size of these groups. The fuzziness and the extension of 
the category of ‘migrant’ in the discussion on the problems of migration, 
including criminality and the shadow economy, divulges the ‘religionisation’ 
and racist underpinnings of many debates about the ‘migration issue’. 

Traditional religiosity seen as promoting the integration of migrants 

In western academic and social discussions about the integration of Muslim 
migrants, their (assumed) conservative attitudes towards, for example, sexual 
minorities or sexual liberation have often been understood as a problem 
(Joppke 2014: 1321). In Russia, conservatism and subscription to ‘traditional 
values’ is rather seen as the main contribution that Islamic religiosity can give 
to the integration of migrants. The root of the problems concerning the inte
gration of migrants is explained in their alienation from the tradition of their 
forefathers. For example, in her book on young migrants in Russia, Vor
opaeva (2011: 63) writes, ‘as a result of the unique “democratisation” in 
Russia, traditional values and norms (such as active work, brotherhood, col
lectivism, morality) were lost. Which lead to an imbalance between the 
incorrectly understood freedom and the responsibility of an individual’. As a  
remedy, Voropaeva calls for strengthening the collectivism in societal units 
such as families, instead of individualism. Although the author says very little 
about the role of religious leaders in reviving ‘traditional values’, her diag
nosis of the problem is very similar to that of the (conservative) religious 
leaders, who frequently blame individualism and excessive freedom of choice. 

In comparing the political rhetoric and media, the benefits of ‘traditional 
religious values’ is more often omitted or questioned in the latter. In the 
media, religious observance is frequently presented as an alien and inap
propriate mode of behaviour in the urban Russian space. Moreover, the ‘tra
ditional values’ of Muslims are seen as a threat to secular society, even 
though words such as ‘secular’ would not necessarily be used. For example, in 
the media debates about the construction of new mosques, the ‘traditional 
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Islam’ of such ethnicities as Tatars is presented as a private religious practice 
distinct from the Islamic religiosity of migrants, who are accused of crowding 
the mosques as a means to ‘demonstrate their presence’ (Aitamurto 2016). 

The idea of the ‘traditional values’ of Islam is in accordance with the rise 
of neo-conservatism during Putin’s third presidency. However, this neo
conservative rhetoric begs the question as to how deeply ordinary Russian 
people are willing to commit themselves to these ‘traditional values’. For  
example, in Russian public debates, ‘traditional religious values’ are presented 
as defending the sanctity of the family. However, it is questionable whether 
contemporary Russians are willing to, for example, deny such things as 
divorce or abortion. Migrant families may have more conservative gender 
roles, for example, but it is arguable whether this is seen as a merit or as a 
social problem within the Russian audience. 

In his article, ‘National issue’, Putin (2012) encourages cooperation 
between the state and ‘the traditional religions of Russia’, not only in educa
tion, but also in social work. Indeed, in the 2010s, the ROC infiltrated many 
areas of social policy, such as family counselling, rehabilitation of drug 
addicts and ex-prisoners. Unlike the charity work of the minority religions, 
the ROC has received funding from the state to fulfil these tasks. The federal 
project of the ‘social and cultural adaptation and integration of foreign citi
zens in the Russian Federation’ also mentions cooperation with ‘religious 
organisations’ (Proyekt zakona … 2014). By 2014, the FMS had made 42 
local agreements with Muslim organisations and 80 with Orthodox Christian 
organisations on cooperation on migrant integration. On the federal level, the 
FMS signed a significant agreement with the ROC on organising Russian 
language and tradition courses for migrants.1 

Two main lines can be noticed in the policies to accommodate Muslim (and 
other) religious minorities in non-Muslim areas. In the United States, freedom 
of religion is based on an ‘individual rights path’, whereas most European 
countries have adopted a ‘corporate recognition path’ (Joppke 2014: 1325−6). 
In this model, the state seeks to cooperate with religious institutions. The 
problem with this approach is that the state has to select its partners, and this 
choice is always subjective. Typically, European states have aimed at coop
erate with ‘moderate’ Muslim organisations and thereby weaken the radical 
forms of Islam. However, such politics may lead to discrimination against 
some Muslim organisations even if they are not engaged in violent radicalism 
as such. Such a distinction is also made by Putin, who mentions that policies 
should aim to strengthen ‘official’ Islamic organisations in contrast to ‘non
formal’ (neformal’nye) leaders, who, according to him, often subscribe to 
‘extremist’ ideas (Nachalo vstrechi … 2013). 

The Russian state has adopted a rather strict line concerning Islamic orga
nisations. Several organisations, such as Hizb-ut Tahrir or the followers of 
Said Nursi, are banned as extremist in Russia, unlike in Europe. On a local 
level, officials often refuse to give registration to Islamic organisations that do 
not belong to the local muftiate, and the prayer rooms of such organisations 
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are routinely raided. In public discussions, any criticism of the officials by 
Muslims is easily condemned as radicalism or unpatriotic activity. Conse
quently, the leading muftiates have adopted a very compliant rhetoric con
cerning the state, even concerning such controversial issues as Russia’s 
support of Bashar al-Assad or the violations of the rights of Russian Muslims 
in closing prayer rooms, conducting raids on them or banning religious lit
erature. The Islamic leaders regularly express their loyalty to the Russian state 
and present this loyalty as one of the core values of ‘traditional Russian 
Islam’ (Aitamurto 2015). However, this uncritical praise may occasionally 
seem hypocritical and self-serving in the eyes of ordinary believers and thus 
undermine the credibility of the muftiates. 

As mentioned before, Russian Muslims have very diverging ethnic and 
cultural traditions. The rapid increase in migration has not only changed 
the composition of the Muslim minority in many Russian areas, but has also 
caused internal conflict. In such large cities as Moscow and St Petersburg, 
Tatars have traditionally formed the majority of local ummas, and are con
ceived as a well-integrated, well-educated and respected minority in these 
cities. Not surprisingly, the arrival of waves of migrants from a completely 
different cultural tradition of Central Asia and Caucasus, many of whom are 
working in non-prestige professions with illegal status have not always been 
welcomed by the older Muslim community. Moreover, the rise of Islamo
phobia as an aspect of xenophobia may have further fuelled the old Muslim 
minority to see the newcomers as a problem (Verkhovskii 2007: 127). A 
revealing example of such sentiments is the article ‘Quality in quantity. Rus
sian Muslims facing the challenges of demography and migration’, published 
on the Islamic website, Ansar.ru (Mukhametov 2015a). The article quotes a 
scholar of Islam and the Chair of the Carnegie Moscow Centre’s Religion, 
Society, and Security Programme, Aleksei Malashenko: ‘If in the 1980s, 
among the majority of the people in our country, a Muslim was associated 
with a cunning, but all-in-all a close “Tatar-neighbour”, in the 1990s, it [the 
association] is already an extremely hostile and hardly understandable “Cau
casian fighter”’. The article continues: ‘For some it may seem strange, but 
Russian Muslims are not always unanimous supporters of migration: because 
of it the number of their co-believers rises in quantity but not in quality’. The 
socio-economic gap between the well-integrated Muslim religious elite and 
the majority of new Muslim migrants certainly sets challenges to their com
munication. There is a danger that the official Muslim organisations will turn 
into similar representatives of their minority as the majority of the National 
Cultural Associations (NCAs), which in Russian big cities claim to represent 
their ethnic community, but are alienated from the majority of the less-
advantaged members of these groups. Indeed, the role of most NCAs is quite 
insignificant in helping new migrants from their own ethnic group (Dmitrev 
et al. 2013: 80). 

Even in the well-meant statements of the Russian Muslim leaders, migrants 
are often treated as objects; people who need education not only about 



120 Kaarina Aitamurto 

Russian culture, but also about ‘traditional Russian Islam’. For example, the 
Chairman of the Council of Muftis in Russia, Ravil’ Gainutdin, emphasises 
the need for moral education among migrants: ‘It is of vital importance that 
Muslim migrants go through the process of adaptation in due course, get 
acquainted with the cultures and traditions of the nations of Russia, and first of 
all of the [ethnic] Russian people, that they learn the Russian language, get 
the spiritual–moral education without which it is impossible to adjust to a life 
in an unfamiliar country’ (quoted in Starostin 2011). In another interview, 
Gainutdin ponders the role of mosques in the integration of migrants: ‘It is of 
vital importance to form among the labour migrants, both internally and 
externally, the right models of behaviour, even more so because with people 
also ideas, occasionally destructive and dangerous, migrate’ (Info Islam 2013). 
However, the concept of ‘traditional Islam’ into which migrants should be 

adapted is also criticised by Muslim thinkers, who point out the artificial 
nature of the concept in the face of the multiplicity of traditions in Islam and 
the freedom of individual religious search (ijtihad) in the religious tradition of 
Islam (Mukhametov 2015b). There are also examples of integrating Muslim 
migrants into religious activity as equal partners. The muftiate of the Nizhny 
Novgorod was among the first to take an active stance in the integration of 
migrants. Instead of conceiving them as a potential source of social problems 
and radical Islam, the muftiate has employed migrants as imams, are able to 
reach local migrant communities (Starostin 2011). 

Securitisation of Muslim migrants 

In Russian discussions, nationalising Islamic religiosity is seen as a guarantee 
that the migrants will hold their primary loyalty to the state over their reli
gion. Implicitly, this discussion presents Islam as a potentially dangerous 
religion, and thereby lays an extra burden on Muslims to prove their loyalty 
to the state, unlike non-Muslim migrant groups, for example, Byelorussians or 
Moldavians in Russia. The policy objective of domesticating the religion of 
Muslim migrants can be found in other European countries as well, and it is 
intimately linked with the securitisation of Islam and the discussion about 
migrants (e.g. Humphrey 2009). Securitising discourses, which began to figure 
in discussions about migration in the 1980s, place migration in the framework 
of national security, whether in terms of terrorist violence, social welfare or 
the purity of culture or race, instead of, for example, social politics (Alexseev 
2006: 6−7). Ayhan Kaya argues that this framing draws the attention away 
from social and structural problems, thereby functioning as a form of gov
ernmentality. Moreover, he claims that by presenting migrants as a source of 
possible threats and a consequent construction of ‘us’ versus the ‘dangerous 
others’, the securitisation of migrants is tantamount to their stigmatisation 
(Kaya 2012: 403−4). 

Vladimir Malakhov (2014: 1071−2), divides Russian public discussions 
concerning migration into four basic approaches: liberal pragmatism, 
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humanitarian perspective, conservative–statist views and cultural fundament
alism. Whereas the last of these promotes ethnic and religious uniformity and 
the refusal of non-Slavic migrants, securitisation is one of the core features of 
the conservative–statist stance, which is represented by such high-ranking 
officials as Konstantin Zatulin, the first deputy chairman of the committee of 
the State Duma for the CIS and relations with Russian nationals abroad. 

As in Putin’s ‘Theses of Ufa’, the main challenge of the integration of 
Muslim migrants is indeed often presented to be the prevention of religious 
radicalisation. This framing defines the problem to be the activity of religious 
zealots among migrants, and the remedy the propagation of ‘moderate reli
giosity’. In this way, the frame of ‘religious radicalisation’ draws attention 
away from such societal problems as ethnic discrimination or the societal 
structures which compel migrants into the domain of the grey economy as a 
cause of criminality. Some Muslim activists and scholars claim that the threat 
of radicalisation and terrorist inclinations among Muslim migrants is exaggerated 
in public debates, and that occasionally this is done for political purposes 
(Drobizheva 2010; Malashenko 2007: 36). 

Islamic religiosity seen as an obstacle to integration 

In today’s globalised world, Islamophobic arguments and rhetoric are quickly 
borrowed across language barriers. One example is the concept of the ‘Isla
misation’ of Christian countries, which is widely used in contemporary 
Russia, for example, in a broadcast of the popular TV show Poedinok by 
Vladimir Solovev on 24 October 2013, hosting the head of the Liberal 
Democratic Party of Russia, Vladimir Zhirinovskii.2 In the show, the men 
agreed that ‘Islamisation’ is the main problem in contemporary Russia and 
that this process is executed by migrants, who come to Russia and ‘exploit’ 
the Russian freedom of religion to practise Islam. 

The popular leader of the opposition, Alexei Navalny (2015) writes about 
the security threat posed by Muslim migrants on his blog: ‘90% of the immi
grants in Russia are young Muslim men from the countryside, which is the very 
area in which terrorists enlist people. The sources of migration are Uzbeki
stan and Tajikistan, countries, to say it openly, in which the borders are very 
transparent and close to the hearths of aggressive Islam’. Navalny’s clearly 
unfounded numbers3 of migrants from these countries enforce his alarmist 
claim about the widespread nature of Islamic radicalism and terrorism within 
these people. In conclusion, Navalny argues that even economic depression is 
a better option than an increase of Muslim migrants: ‘The only thing that can 
save us − if one may use such a word here – are a low level of living and 
economic problems. These make Russia a much less attractive destination for 
migration, not state politics’. 

Typically, the Russian media is careful to distinguish ‘traditional Russian 
Islam’ and Islam as a religion both from Islamic terrorism and what is con
ceived as the either aggressive or illiterate Islam of many migrants (Aitamurto 
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2016). However, the distinction can also be intentionally evaporated, as in the 
discussion about the ‘Islamisation’ of Russia, which lumps all Muslims in 
Russia together. Despite the conformist rhetoric of the biggest muftiates, even 
these can fall into the category of suspects. There are journalists and public 
figures who question the competence of the official Muslim organisations in 
integrating migrants. Aleksei Grishin (2015), the former Chief Adviser to the 
Administration of the President of the Russian Federation in the Council for 
Cooperation with Religious Organisations, attacked one of the biggest 
Muslim organisations of Russia, the Council of Muftis of Russia, for being 
too lenient with radical Islam in his article, ‘Why are the “lambs” trusted in 
the care of “wolves” in us?’. Grishin practically equates migrants with extre
mism, using the number of migrants in certain muftiates as proof of their 
radicalism, and ends this analysis with the policy suggestion to ‘limit the 
activity of Muslim organisations in work with migrants’ until ‘order’ is 
secured within these muftiates (Grishin 2015).4 These kinds of attacks explain 
why in public, the official Islamic organisations prefer to be very cautious in 
criticising violations of the rights of Muslim migrants. 

Conclusions 

In Russia, engagement in civic or political activism or trust in local autho
rities and democracy are seldom discussed as indicators of successful inte
gration. In contrast, adaptation to culture figures as the core issue in 
discussions about the integration of migrants. The frequency of the term 
‘adaptation’ in the integration debates reveals that migrants are expected to 
adapt to Russian society, whereas very little reflection is made on the way 
Russian society could better accommodate migrants and cultural diversity. In 
this way, minorities are not necessarily perceived as active agents, able to 
contribute to Russian society and culture. The same understanding of 
migrants as objects can be seen even in the rhetoric of some Muslim leaders, 
who stress the need to educate migrants, who in this way are implied to be 
religiously illiterate. Revealingly, commentators talk more often about the 
problem of ill-willing propagators of radical Islam among migrants than 
about the reasons why such ideas might find support within or be developed 
by Muslim migrants in dire conditions. 

The Russian authorities legitimise xenophobic claims by translating them 
into a socially acceptable form of ‘protecting the interests of the indigenous 
inhabitants’ or ‘maintaining the social peace’ (Popov and Kuznetsov 2008: 
235). The credibility of such rhetoric is bolstered by the academic, political 
and social tendency to present interethnic relationships in the framework of 
conflict, or konfliktologiya. Ethnicity is assumed to be inseparably linked to 
culture, which is depicted as a given. This primordial understanding of iden
tity highlights the incompatibility of cultures and presents conflict as the 
consequence of their encounters. In the media, and even in scholarly studies, 
one may encounter claims that there is a scientifically proved percentage of 
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migrants, above which conflicts and social problems will inevitably grow up 
(Popov and Kuznetsov 2008: 228; Shnirelman 2008). 

Racist features can easily be found in Russian public discussions about the 
problems related to migration and too often the discrimination is done not in 
openly racist terms, but in the form of cultural criticism towards Islam. 
Whereas the compatriots’ programme seeks to invite to Russia foreign citizens 
with Russian heritage, Muslims are often explicitly or implicitly excluded 
from the category of ‘Russians’. Revealingly, in the debates about migrants in 
Russian cities such as Moscow and St Petersburg, the category of these 
‘troublesome others’ regularly extends to include internal migrants from 
Dagestan and Chechenia, and even all Muslims in Russia. 

Unfounded exaggeration of the threat of radical Islam and the problems 
caused by the cultural and religious differences between migrants and native 
citizens is preventing rather than aiding solving social problems (see also 
Zaionchkovskaya et al. 2009: 43, 46−7). The growing Islamophobia creates 
an extra burden for Muslims to show their loyalty to the Russian state and 
society. Yet further burdens are imposed by the demands that migrants should 
adapt to Russian values or ‘ways of life’, which is occasionally presented in an 
idealised way as a high morality which, it seems safe to say, is not necessarily 
followed by many ethnic Russians either. Islamophobia and migrantophobia, 
the construction of the dangerous ‘other’, are forms of governmentality. In 
addition to blurring the analysis of societal problems, the ‘discourses of 
danger’ ‘distance migrant communities from incorporating themselves into 
the political, social, economic and cultural spheres of life of majority society 
in a way that prompts them to invest in their ethno-cultural and religious 
identities’ (Kaya 2012: 404). 

Even though the Russian state has been more generous in granting funding 
for the ROC for social work with migrants, it has also recognised the poten
tial of Muslim organisations to solve social problems connected to migration. 
Several imams, mosques and Muslim organisations carry out social work with 
migrants by providing emotional and material support. For many migrants, 
mosques provide places to form networks which help them to navigate and 
integrate into the new environment. However, the ethnic, cultural and socio
economic differences between the official imams and the Muslim migrants 
also pose challenges to this work. Moreover, the leaders of Islamic organisa
tions may hesitate to openly address discrimination against migrants and 
the Islamophobia of the authorities for fear that this would be labelled as 
extremism or unpatriotic. 

The twofold aim in promoting ‘traditional Islam’ among migrants is to 
encourage civic behaviour and prevent religious radicalisation. However, due 
to the relative scarcity of these resources, the informal networks and commu
nities loosely connected to mosques and prayer rooms seem to be more 
important for migrants. The concerns that these promote cultural ghettoisa
tion are justified if the migrants have to rely only on these to get information 
about the surrounding society and their rights. The main danger is that such 
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networks are used by people in an advantaged position to gain control of the 
less-advantaged migrants. However, suspicions about the informal Islamic 
networks in the integration of newcomers to the surrounding society can also 
be unwarranted and be based more on prejudice against Islam. An alternative 
view is to see these networks as a part of civil society, which can supplement 
official structures. 

The stereotype of Muslims as a static and a sealed community is one fea
ture of Islamophobic rhetoric (Moosavi 2014: 656). This feature can certainly 
be noted in President Putin’s call to ‘socialise Muslims’ into Russian society. 
However, it should be noted that here Putin’s rhetoric does not necessarily 
differ from that of leading European politicians: a similar feature of ‘othering’ 
Muslims was noticed by Moosavi in his analysis of the statements made 
by ministers in Tony Blair’s UK Labour government. In their speeches, these 
ministers, although trying in many ways to avoid the open labelling of all 
Muslims, presented them as a monolithic group which posed problems for 
British society with their ‘otherness’ and therefore placed onto Muslims the 
burden of the responsibility to ‘integrate’, which in that context rather seemed 
like a demand to assimilate (Moosavi 2014: 669). 

Notes 
1 Information about the project can be found on its website ‘Proshveshchenie’, 

retrieved 10 November from http://help-migrant.ru 
2 The TV show can be found on countless websites. See www.youtube.com/watch?v= 

1GQKooLwsNU, retrieved 11 November 2015. 
3 For well-grounded criticism of Navalny’s numbers and of his arguments in general, 

see Abashin (2015). 
4	 Aleksei Grishin is similar to another well-known societal figure, Roman Silant’ev, in 

that they both have held high administrative positions and are regularly presented 
in media as experts on Islam, but in the Muslim media and on the Internet are 
widely accused of Islamophobia. Both of them are especially critical of the CMR, 
which has adopted a more independent stance toward the ROC than its main rival, 
the Central Spiritual Board of Russia, and has brought up the discrimination 
against Muslims more actively. 
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8 Implications of migration for the 
development of Russian social policy 

Linda J. Cook 

Introduction1 

The end of the Cold War was a ‘watershed event’ in the history of global 
migration, ending political constraints that had kept migration levels low 
until 1990 and increasing global economic integration. Movement of both 
documented and undocumented migrants has been on the rise worldwide, and 
Russia has become a major receiving state, drawing the second largest labour 
migrant population in the world after the United States. Over the past two 
decades more than six million have migrated to Russia legally and illegally, 
most to work in Moscow and other major cities. While these labour migrants 
come from many countries the single largest group arrives from Central Asian 
states, with Tajikistan a major contributor. Approximately 10 per cent of 
Tajikistan’s population of 7–8 million – more than 30 per cent of working-age 
men and a smaller number of women – totalling an estimated 1.3 million 
people, reportedly lived and worked in Russia during 2012–13. From 2000, 
Russia’s economy has depended on them for unskilled and semi-skilled work 
in construction and services. For its part Tajikistan has relied on migrants’ 
remittances for one-third to one-half of its GDP, making it one of the 
most remittance-dependent states in the world. In sum, migration has 
become an institutionalised part of the political economies of both Russia’s 
highly stratified ‘global cities’ and the Eurasian periphery. Russia’s 2008–9 
recession and especially the current economic downturn have greatly 
decreased demand for migrants’ labour, leading to return of many to Tajiki
stan and a resulting decline in remittances (Abdurazakova 2011: 5; Buckley 
2008; Heleniak 2008; Ganguli 2009; Hertzer 2009; Migranty 2007; Trudovaia 
2010; Yudina 2005). 

My research contributes to the understanding of this political economy a 
study of Tajik labour migrants in Moscow from 2000–15, focusing on their 
access to healthcare and other basic social services. I ask whether the Russian 
government’s policies give migrants access to public health services and med
ical insurance in Moscow, and what alternatives and practices migrants find if 
needed services are inaccessible in the formal sector. I consider what social 
rights are guaranteed by Russia’s commitments to international conventions, 
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and whether migrants’ labour status as legal/registered or illegal/unregistered 
matters in determining rights and access. Field work in Moscow and 
Dushanbe, Tajikistan provides evidence about experiences with different 
kinds of health issues, i.e. accidents, infectious and non-infectious diseases, 
pregnancy and childbirth, and where migrants turn for help in cases of urgent 
health needs or emergencies. My study also contributes to a growing literature 
on NGOs that asks whether they are substituting for states to fill gaps in 
public provision (Cammett and McLean 2011; Kulmala 2011; Tsai 2011). I 
ask how many NGOs work with migrants in Moscow, what kinds of services 
or advocacy they provide, and whether they fill unmet social needs. 

The chapter is based on documentary research as well as more than 20 
interviews the author conducted in Moscow and Dushanbe from 2012–15 
with representatives of Moscow-based NGOs that work with migrants, 
Dushanbe-based international organisations including UNDP (United 
Nations Development Project); WHO (World Health Organization); IOM 
(International Organization for Migration); US AID (Agency for Interna
tional Development), as well as government health officials and academic 
experts.2 The study also draws on three focus groups conducted in Tajikistan 
during summer, 2013: in Dushanbe, in Qurghonteppa City, Khatlon Region, 
with migrants who returned infected with TB, and in the Nuroboddistrict, 
Rasht Valley, with returned women migrants. 

To preview the conclusions, my research confirms that a large population 
of Tajik and other Central Asian labour migrants has lived precariously in 
Moscow with few legal or social rights. The Russian government generally 
complies with its international commitments to provide emergency medical 
care for all migrants and education for children; beyond these, most migrants 
have little access to public services. A small network of IOs, NGOs and 
human rights lawyers provides help and advocacy but has very limited capa
city. Most Tajik migrants work, live and meet basic needs in conditions of 
social exclusion and legal invisibility that drive shadow economies in labour 
and social sectors. Growth of large marginalised populations and shadow 
economies undermine human security and welfare provision in Russia. At the 
same time, migrants’ lack of job rights or claims to social compensation 
makes them a disposable labour force that can facilitate labour market 
adjustment and welfare retrenchment in the current downturn. 
The chapter proceeds as follows: the next section briefly explains the eco

nomic and political factors that have driven migration, as well as the rules 
and practices that have kept the labour and lives of most Tajik migrants ‘in 
the shadows’. The third section, the core of the chapter, reviews international 
and domestic policy frameworks governing migrants’ de jure social rights, and 
presents evidence on their de facto access to healthcare and social services in 
Moscow. It also discusses NGOs and formal and informal private social 
providers. The chapter concludes with a discussion of risks and realities for 
migrants and implications for Russia’s welfare state. 
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Push-and-pull forces driving migration 

Migration from Tajikistan to Russia has proceeded in a five stages constitut
ing ‘waves’ and ‘reverse waves’: the first wave came, in the 1990s, the 
immediate post-Soviet period and the 1992–7 civil war in Tajikistan: a small, 
largely skilled Russian-speaking group, prominently including health and 
education professionals, migrated to Russia, representing both ‘brain drain’ 
from Tajikistan and ‘brain waste’ as many migrants experienced downward 
occupational mobility, working below their educational qualifications or out
side their professional specialties. By 2000, more than 25% of the total ter
tiary-educated population of Tajikistan was in migration, damaging services 
for Tajikistan’s population (Heleniak 2012: Figure 2). 

The second wave, between 2000 and 2008, came during a period of rapid 
economic growth in Russia and ‘take-off’ of migration: Central Asian 
migrants entered the Russian labour market en masse, increasing their share 
of all migrants from 6 per cent to about 50 per cent (Cook and Johnson 
2013). They were less skilled than the first wave, ranged in age from school
leavers to middle-aged; most were competent in the Russian language; most 
stayed through the 2008–9 recession. The following third wave between 2005– 
2010 included migrants who were mostly18–29 year olds with secondary 
education and poor Russian language skills, representing a ‘brawn drain’ from 
Tajikistan. Many left Russia during the 2008–9 recession. 

The fourth wave, between 2010 and 2013, took place during a time of 
economic recovery. Migrants who left during the 2008–9 recession returned 
with additional newcomers. Returnees were generally older, better educated 
and more experienced than the third wave, while the new migrants were gen
erally school-leavers with poor Russian language skills. The fifth reverse wave, 
since 2013, has consisted of outflows caused by the economic crisis and 
declining job openings. 

Most migrants are men, married but migrating without their families. 
Those with formal labour contracts are more likely to bring families. As 
numbers of male migrants increased more women, both mothers with chil
dren and young women without families, joined the migration. More than 90 
per cent work in Russia, about half in Moscow, mainly in construction, trade, 
housing and cleaning services, agriculture and maintenance (FIDH 2011: 9; 
Hemmings 2010). 

Large-scale out-migration (‘push’) from Tajikistan is driven mainly by 
economic and political factors. Economically, Tajikistan is one of the poorest 
of the post-Soviet states; during the period studied an estimated one-half of its 
population lived in poverty and 20 per cent in extreme poverty, with mal
nutrition among children common (Hemmings 2010: 10). A devastating five-
year civil war from 1992–7 damaged economic and social infrastructure and 
led to many deaths and large-scale displacement. The healthcare system, 
severely under-resourced in financing, personnel and infrastructure, con
tributes to some of the worst health outcomes in Central Asia. The large parts 
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of the country that are rural and mountainous constitute a major source of 
migratory labour for Russia. Rapid population growth has produced a 
booming youth population with few and poor employment opportunities in 
Tajikistan. By the late 2000s migrating to Russia had become the default 
option for many male Tajik school-leavers. 

Promoting and facilitating out-migration has been a proactive government 
strategy, pursued to raise living standards and ‘ease the social climate driven 
by the idleness of the work force’ (FIDH 2011: 23). In 1998 and again in 2001 
the Tajik government approved ‘Concept’ papers that outlined incentives to 
promote migration, most significantly tax exemptions for remittances; a net
work of government-run and private advising, support and ‘recruitment’ ser
vices; and efforts (largely unsuccessful) to negotiate bilateral agreements on 
migrants’ labour and social rights with Russia and other receiving states. The 
Tajik government and some international organisations argued that remittances 
would finance and spur internal development. Migrants were expected to 
transfer back money and return with knowledge and skills that would con
tribute to growth of domestic infrastructure and technological modernisation. 
But this has virtually not happened in Tajikistan, which has the highest 
recorded remittance rate in the world (see Figures 8.1 and 8.2). Transfer back 
of knowledge and technology has been modest, and most remittances go to 
immediate consumption or are saved for emergencies, including medical care. 
Instead migration has created an ethnically stratified regional labour market in 
which Tajiks live and work as a marginalised stratum while remittances have driven 
growth of Tajikistan’s GDP in the absence of significant domestic economic 
development (Buckley and Hofmann 2011; Heleniak 2012; International 
Labour Organization 2010). 

The major ‘pull’ or demand factors from Russia are economic, demo
graphic and cultural/communal. After a decade of economic decline in the 
1990s, Russia’s economy grew rapidly from 2000–8, then resumed growth 
after the 2008–9 recession. Demand for labour grew while Russia’s population and 
labour force were declining because of low birth rates and high premature mortality 
of working-aged males. Migrant labour was the main source available to fill 
the gap left by the shrinking domestic labour force (see Figure 8.3). Tajiks 
were drawn to Russia by employment opportunities and especially high 
regional wage differentials – average wages even for unskilled work in Russia were 
four times the Tajik average during the 1990s. By 2000 migrants comprised 
8–10 per cent of Russia’s total employment. Despite the Putin government’s 
pronatalist and ‘compatriot resettlement’ campaigns, increasing numbers of 
migrants from ‘other’ ethnic communities were needed to compensate for 
labour deficits. 

Labour migrants are concentrated in particular niches of Russia’s economy, 
mainly in the secondary labour markets of a few major ‘global cities’, of  
which Moscow is the prime example. Russia’s economy, heavily dependent on 
exports of energy resources, has produced an extraordinarily heavy con
centration of wealth in a few large cities that function as banking, business, 
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Figure 8.1 Remittance Inflows from Russia to Tajikistan for 2002–15
 
Source: Figure created by Colin Johnson. World Bank website, www.worldbank.org/
 
en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data; accessed
 
March 10, 2016.
 

Figure 8.2 Remittances as a Percent of GDP in Tajikistan for 2002–14
 
Source: Figure created by Colin Johnson. World Bank website, www.worldbank.org/
 
en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data; accessed
 
March 10, 2016.
 

communications and technical centres. These cities become magnets for upper 
SES (socio-economic status) mainly Russian professionals whose demands 
produce a secondary labour market with little pay, stability, or opportunities for 
advancement. As qualified native workers are not attracted to these jobs, 
particularly in a low-unemployment environment such as that of 1990s 
Moscow, global cities generate demand for immigrant workers (Massey 1999: 
305). Tajiks who migrate to Moscow are concentrated mainly in services and 
construction. Most form part of a fungible, disposable labour force without 
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Figure 8.3 Facets of Russia’s population change (2000–13)
 
Source: Figure created by Colin Johnson. Demographic Yearbook of Russia 2002 and
 
2015, www.gks.ru/bgd/regl/B15_16/Main.htm; accessed March 10, 2016.
 

rights that is vulnerable to both economic and political pressures to go home 
when their labour is no longer needed. 

Cultural and communal ties, i.e. shared history and established networks 
for migration, constitute the third set of ‘pull’ factors. As a general rule, ‘the 
immigration stream shows a strong tendency to continue as migrant networks 
grow, migratory behaviour spreads in the sending community, and network 
expansion becomes self-perpetuating’ (Massey 1999). Tajikistan and Russia 
form part of a postcolonial (post-Soviet) ‘shared space’, including language, 
educational systems, and everyday social practices, that mitigates cultural 
distance between the mainly Christian Slavs and the mainly Islamic Central 
Asians. Russia’s secularism, in contrast to Islamic religious practice in 
potential migrant-receiving states of the Middle East (such as Saudi Arabia) 
also make it attractive to the Tajik government as a destination. The 
migration flow is facilitated by the visa-free regime that allows Tajik and 
other Central Asian citizens to travel to Russia and remain temporarily, but 
not to reside or work legally; legal or ‘registered’ residence and employment 
require a work permit. Mainly because Russia’s government set the quota 
for permits far below labour demand during most of the period studied, the 
majority of Tajik migrants stayed and worked in Russia without registra
tion. While the percentages are uncertain and have varied over time, it is 
generally considered that a substantial majority – an estimated 70 per cent 
or more – has remained unregistered. Socially excluded and legally illegi
ble, they populate and rely on Russia’s informal (shadow) labour and social 
economies. 

http://www.gks.ru/
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Migrants and Russian social policy 

This section considers migrants’ de jure and de facto social rights. The first 
section reviews international conventions and agreements that bind the Rus
sian government and cover all migrants, then national legislation and policies 
that apply to those who are legally registered. The following section presents 
evidence on de facto access according to registration status and type of med
ical needs. The conclusion considers implications for both migrants’ social 
welfare and the informal economy. It also considers alternative providers, 
including NGOs and formal and informal private markets. 

De jure rights 

International and bilateral agreements make some provision for migrants’ 
social rights. The Russian government is a signatory to the UN International 
Convention on the Protection of Rights of All Migrant Workers and Mem
bers of Their Families, which stipulates a universal right to emergency medi
cal care regardless of legal status. (It should be noted that this is the minimum 
standard for unregistered or illegal migrants also in many European and 
other countries.) As a signatory to the UN International Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, the Russian Federation guarantees education for all 
school-aged children living on its territory. As a member of the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and other international health bodies, it is committed 
to follow international protocols on treatment of tuberculosis (TB) for any 
diagnosed patient. As later discussion of de facto access will show, Russian 
practice broadly conforms to the UN conventions: public health facilities 
routinely provide emergency assistance regardless of migrants’ registration 
status, and all school-aged children have the right to attend, though with 
some caveats in each case. Evidence on treatment of TB is more mixed. 

Beyond these agreements most migrants have no access to publicly funded 
social services or social insurance. Russia’s government has not signed the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions on migrants’ social 
security rights. While migrants who are citizens of one or two Central Asian 
states have been granted more extensive social rights through bilateral agree
ments, Tajiks have not. According to interviewees in Dushanbe, the govern
ment and Ministry of Health have tried to negotiate with their Russian 
counterparts on behalf of migrants, but the Russian government is generally 
uncooperative. Tajik health authorities have attempted to set up a system of 
health checks and certificates for departing migrants that would be recognised 
by their Russian counterparts, without success. Rather, the large scale of 
migration and heavy dependence on remittances undermine the potential 
bargaining power of the Tajik government, making it vulnerable to Russian 
political pressure on a range of issues. Far from being able to negotiate on 
behalf of its citizens, the Tajik government is subject to threats that its 
nationals will be arrested and deported by Russian authorities when political 
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problems or tensions arise between the two states. Neither the government 
nor international health organizations, even those that count the Russian 
Federation as a member, appear to have much influence in advocating for 
protecting unregistered migrant workers in Russia. 

With regard to national legislation, Russia has a system of Compulsory 
Medical Insurance (CMI) for all citizens and permanent residents, with 
employers required to pay a Health Insurance tax for those in the labour 
force (Cook 2007). Until 2011, a minority (perhaps 30 per cent) of Tajiks and 
other migrants who were legally registered to work were covered by CMI. 
Their dependent children were regularly accepted at polyclinics for required 
preschool checks and immunisations and included in medical checks at 
school. Pregnant women dependents were eligible for routine prenatal care, 
and newborns were registered for care up to one year. Public policy and 
practice in Moscow also provided maternity and routine paediatric care 
regardless of registration before 2011. However, since then most have been 
excluded from access to publicly funded services. 

Social insurance reform in 2011 removed the obligation for employers to 
issue compulsory medical insurance policies for many migrants working leg
ally in Russia. Now only those with residence permits have mandated cover
age. These include a small number of skilled professionals, estimated by a 
Tajik Health Ministry official at not more than 5 per cent of migrants, who 
are registered to live and work legally in Russia and have employment con
tracts. Though some employers provide broader coverage voluntarily, most do 
not, leaving even registered migrants and their families uninsured, without 
clear rights even to access the public healthcare system. (Grenfell 2011: 31). 
Instead the Russian government introduced a new system for registering 
migrant workers, ‘patents’ or employment certificates, that require migrants to 
purchase a health insurance policy through state intermediaries. Initially 
patents could be sponsored only for migrants employed by individuals, for 
example working in a household, but the system has been expanded to 
include a broader group of migrants. The patent system was designed to for
malise migrants’ employment and bring their jobs and wages out of the ‘sha
dows’. Patents also provide income for the state; they can be purchased only 
for short periods – months to a year – with a fee paid to the state for initial 
purchase and each renewal. The health insurance required in order to buy a 
patent is not expensive but it provides minimal benefits and covers only the 
migrant worker, not family members. Health insurance policies required for 
children to attend school are more expensive. Generally the patent system has 
had limited success because of its high costs in the face of declining wages; in 
late 2015 the majority of migrants remaining in Moscow were unregistered. 

The 2011 social insurance reform was accompanied by broader changes in 
internal, federal and regional normative documents regulating medical care 
for members of migrants’ families, specifically pregnant women and school-
aged children, that led to changes in practice. According to a study by Yulia 
Florinskaya, a prominent Russian sociologist: 
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The situation changed drastically in 2011 … after the change in the order 
of issuing compulsory medical insurance (CMI) policies to adult migrants 
legally working in Russia … regional departments of public healthcare 
annulled the possibility of receiving free healthcare for migrant children 
and pregnant women in Russia’s institutions of healthcare. Now migrants 
only have a possibility of paid visits. 

(2012) 

She reported that health services in public schools and polyclinics that pro
vided basic care (including inoculations) for school-aged children and pregnant 
women, have been curtailed in the years since the reform. 

De facto access 

Interviews with representatives of NGOs in Moscow and focus groups with 
returned migrants in Tajikistan confirm that emergency medical care, includ
ing hospitalisation for childbirth, is usually provided – here practice follows 
international obligations. 

According to a Moscow NGO representative, whose claim was confirmed 
by others, for example ‘Even without a passport, if there is a real emergency 
they will take care of you; you have to pay for other treatment’. Particularly 
in cases of employment-related and other accidents, unregistered migrants are 
poorly protected. As one Moscow respondent stated the case, typically, 
‘Doctors provide emergency assistance, then look for a residence permit. 
When there are accidents, we collect money among ourselves and send the 
injured person home’ (FIDH 2011: 16, citing Sharq survey). Some focus 
group respondents recounted experiences of employers or public medical 
facilities providing longer-term care. Some expressed preferences for getting 
medical care in Moscow, if it was affordable or they had some access to the 
public system, because the quality was much better than in Tajikistan. How
ever, the cost of non-emergency care was prohibitive for most, and those with 
injuries that prevented their continuing to work returned home. 

The situation with regard to infectious diseases is more complicated. On the 
basis of its membership in international health organisations and approval of 
WHO protocols, the Russian government is required to provide treatment to 
anyone diagnosed with TB until the patient has a negative test result, i.e. is no 
longer infectious. But according to interviewees in both Moscow and Dush
anbe, migrants found to be infected are normally not registered for treatment, 
nor are they treated unless they can pay. According to one Moscow source: 

If a migrant has TB, legally he has to be treated in Russia, but it is 
expensive, no one wants to deal with it, so it is resolved in an informal 
manner – he goes home, conditions are created for the migrant to go 
home, he can be treated in Moscow if he has money, but it is very 
expensive, so often they are not treated here. 
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Interviewees from international health organisations in Dushanbe were espe
cially critical about this issue, echoing one another in their claims that the 
Russian government regularly failed to follow international agreements, pro
tocols and practices on treatment of infectious diseases, particularly TB, with 
migrants. Several told a consistent story about Russian authorities stone
walling when pressed on these issues: at high-level meetings Russian health 
officials agreed to cooperate, but there was little or no follow-through, initia
tives were smothered in bureaucracy. In sum the IOs had little effective 
leverage. 

These practices are confirmed by reports from the focus group whose par
ticipants had returned to Tajikistan infected with TB. A separate report on in-
depth interviews with ten TB patients who had returned from Moscow to 
Tajikistan found that all left because the cost of treatment was prohibitive in 
Moscow, and much less expensive in Tajikistan, where at least medicine was 
provided free of cost. Two of the ten infected returnees had spent all of their 
savings from their work in Moscow on medical care (Gilpin et al. 2011). 

Healthcare access for migrant women is also complicated, varying with the 
type of care needed. Childbirth is considered a medical emergency that qua
lifies for guaranteed medical care regardless of legal status. Moscow respon
dents reported that women were normally accepted at hospitals to give birth 
(‘If/a pregnant woman is/ill or in labour, the hospital will provide services 
whether they have money or not’). However, unregistered migrant women 
must pay for prenatal care, and women who lack certification of prenatal 
testing and screening were in some cases refused care at local facilities and 
taken to a specialised infectious disease hospital. Focus group respondents 
reported that hospitals sometimes demanded residence permits before admit
ting women who were in labour, though it is not clear that any were ulti
mately denied hospital admission. The post-2010 restrictions on access to 
healthcare have been a particular hardship for women, who generally require 
more routine health services than men even when they are healthy. Even when 
care is accessible, language and cultural barriers sometimes raise obstacles to 
its effectiveness. 

The right of migrant children to attend school in Moscow is of course very 
significant, providing opportunities for them to learn the Russian language, 
get a strong general education, and integrate into Russian society. Attendance 
does pose some obstacles. All children need medical certificates and insurance 
to enter school, and the cost is significant. Admission can also be problematic. 
In Moscow, as in all cities with large middle classes, admission to schools is 
competitive in many districts, migrant children are often disfavoured and 
sometimes must attend schools far from their homes. Nevertheless inter
viewees report that nearly all migrants’ children attend. It is more difficult to 
find placements for preschool and younger children. Extended families in Tajiki
stan often take the very young, but it is significant that migrant women 
reportedly abandon newborns in Moscow hospitals at a significantly higher 
rate than average. 
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Alternative providers: NGOs, formal and informal private markets 

What alternatives do migrants have if they cannot meet healthcare needs in 
public facilities? Where in Moscow can they get routine and non-emergency 
health services, health certificates and other documents required by Russian 
authorities? The three possible alternatives are NGOs, formal and informal 
(shadow economy) paid private services. Each will be considered below. 

As stated in the introduction to this chapter, one purpose of my research is 
to assess the role of NGOs in meeting needs or filling ‘gaps’ left by the state 
and public sector. There has been a great deal of attention recently to the 
growth of NGOs, particularly in the area of public health. In 2012 I inter
viewed representatives of Moscow-based NGOs identified as working with 
migrants on social issues, including health services and advocacy; follow-up 
interviews were conducted with several in 2013 or 2015. I found none that 
directly provided health services. Licensing is difficult, regulations compli
cated; even an international health organisation that delivered services else
where struggled with licensing requirements in Moscow. A few organisations 
help migrants get access to healthcare by connecting them with health per
sonnel who are willing to treat them, advocating on their behalf with hospi
tals, giving money for services, or providing legal advocacy for those hurt in 
work or traffic accidents. In the most extensive effort I found, one organisa
tion coordinated with other NGOs to organise a network of willing providers, 
ran a hotline to connect migrants with needed specialists and did health 
education outreach. According to its representative, the organisation ran: 

Small projects to help migrants with access to healthcare, education – 
Tajiks are the worst of the worst, the most marginalised; our reach is not 
great, most of the projects are implemented by volunteers, doctors … they 
created a ‘hotline’, referring to specialists if there is one in the network; 
they also hold periodic awareness sessions on health. 

A few others engage in advocacy, urging the Russian government to provide 
insurance or to address potential public health risks resulting from deficient 
healthcare for migrants. The Moscow and Dushanbe offices of the Interna
tional Organization for Migration (IOM) have outreach efforts to provide 
migrants with information about health risks, insurance, etc. 

In sum, the resources and capabilities of Moscow NGOs that work with 
migrants can, despite their best efforts and ingenuity, do little to fill gaps in 
provision of health services. Few to begin with, they often have limited and 
temporary funding. During the three years of my research one organisation 
that had helped a number of migrants, including a young child requiring 
surgery for a cardiac defect (for whom they successfully cobbled together a 
California-based medical charity that provided Internet-based diagnostics, a 
doctor in a distant Russian province to perform the surgery, and some fund
ing) ran out of money and ceased operation. The IO (mentioned previously) 
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that was seeking a medical licence left Moscow. The most stable organisation, that 
had constructed the provider network, remains active but the network has largely 
collapsed. These NGOs are created and staffed mainly by more established mem
bers of the Central Asian diaspora, their professional volunteers mostly have ties to 
the region, they rely on contingent funding and volunteers. One organisation pro
vided services for orphaned migrant children and at-risk families, but it has 
also ceased functioning. More NGOs in Moscow provide legal services and advo
cate for migrants’ and human rights. It should be noted that international health 
organisations, most prominently the Global Fund and including UNDP (United 
Nations Development Project), WHO (World Health Organization) and US AID 
(Agency for International Development) ran a network of public health clinics 
and services in Tajikistan, in cooperation with the government. These services 
included clinics intended for returned migrants that offered anonymous testing 
and treatment for infectious diseases (STDs, TB, HIV). These efforts by the 
international health community in effect filled some of the gaps left by Russia’s 
exclusion of most migrant workers from most health services. 

Migrant workers also rely on formal and informal private health services. 
Moscow now has a medical facility run by doctors and others from the Kir
ghiz diaspora, which is somewhat longer and better established in Moscow. 
Mayak, commonly known as the Kirkhiz Clinic, offers a broad range of paid 
medical services provided by native speakers of the three main Central Asian 
languages spoken by migrants, culturally sensitive treatment, a welcoming 
atmosphere (it advertises to migrants, who are shunned in many public 
places) and an implicit understanding that there will be no questions about 
registration status. It meets needs for those with sufficient income or urgent 
medical problems. Mayak, however, is formally a clinic rather than a hospital; 
it does not meet the standards for full hospital accreditation in Moscow. 

For other medical services, most commonly certificates of health checks 
and other documents required by Russian government authorities, migrants 
often turn to informal and shadow services that provide documents for a fee, 
often without performing the health checks they are certifying. One can see 
such document services advertised at bus stop shelters all over Moscow, 
including its upscale districts, typically offering a range of documents including 
health for a set fee. Some of these services produce fakes, others are run by 
people who have connections with officials and are allocated numbers of ‘real’ 
documents or stamps that are registered and recognised by government and 
migration authorities. In fact reliance on these more-or-less ‘shadow’ document 
services has a prominent place in migrants’ coping and survival strategies, 
driven by their informal status and the complexities and risks of trying to use 
formal, official channels. According to Bhavna Dave, an authority on the 
topic, migrants are forced by their status, ‘to resort to a variety of semi-legal 
or outright illegal (“corrupt”) transactions through the intermediaries in order 
to “get things done”’ (Dave 2014: 2). It is impossible to obtain necessary 
documentation without resorting to quasi-legal or corrupt practices. I will 
return to discussion of migrants and the shadow economy in the conclusion. 
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Role of diaspora communities 

It is commonly claimed that diaspora communities provide networks of sup
port in migration. Interviewees in both Moscow and Dushanbe reported that 
when migrants faced health emergencies or crises, they could rely on help from 
their migrant ethnic communities – that it is the tradition and responsibility 
of people in diaspora communities, with shared cultural roots, to help and 
support one another in times of hardship. One respondent, for example, said: 

Migrants are organised by village, they have informal migrant organisa
tions, they provide for emergencies but not for primary care; informal 
migrant associations have their own leaders; they get no support from 
government or embassies, so they have to organise themselves; so if 
someone is sick or dies, people from the village pool funds, but they can 
do so only for emergencies. 

This quotation illustrates both the possibilities and limitations of help from 
the diaspora community, which is willing to aid ill or injured migrants, but 
has very limited resources with which to do so. According to another inter
viewee, migrants rely on groups based on village, people from home whom 
they know and trust, to help one another cope with difficulties in Russia. The 
following was the response to a question about whether migrants relied on 
traditional healers or treatments when they could not get access to care: 

The Tajik community is united in Russia. If an accident happens or a 
migrant becomes ill, relatives will help, if they are there, to gather money 
for doctors … The migrant community in Russia will almost always pitch 
in and help the worker in need. They will use state clinics, or someone in 
the community will have connections with a doctor… and the injured 
migrant can go there. Sometimes the older migrants can help, or the ones 
who have lived in Russia the longest, and will tell the injured migrant 
where to seek help. 

However, the circumstances of Tajik migrants in Moscow raise questions 
about the extent of help that is possible. They do not live in an enclave, but 
are spread among construction sites and apartments, often on the outskirts of 
the city. Focus group respondents who faced medical problems spoke of help 
from family members. Other evidence confirms that migrants who are ser
iously ill usually return home for treatment, because they have access to some 
free and/or lower-cost care, and have family to help them. The capacity of the 
diaspora community appears limited to short-term, ad hoc or emergency 
help, with returning home as the default option for migrants who can no 
longer work. It may be that the limited number of women among Tajik 
labour migrants, especially women outside the labour force, limits the 
resources available for care-taking of ill or injured migrants. 
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Conclusion: risks, realities, implications for the welfare state 

Some research indicates that migrants generally, and Central Asian migrants 
to Russia in particular, exhibit a ‘healthy migrant effect’ – that most are in 
good health when they arrive, but there is no effective system of medical 
monitoring to provide evidence of Tajiks’ pre-departure health. Once in 
migration, they confront several risk factors. First, accident rates are high in 
construction, the most common area of male Tajiks’ employment in Russia. 
Russia’s Federal Labour Inspectorate reports that the majority of workplace 
accidents, and nearly 40 per cent of deaths, occur in construction, where few 
even skilled workers were found to be familiar with safety regulations. Injuries 
among migrant workers are reportedly common, some return home as inva
lids, and hundreds reportedly die each year in building and road construction 
accidents (Olimova 2003). Work in trade, which is relatively common for 
women, produces injuries related to lifting and loading as well as exposure 
to cold in outside markets. As long as workers are informal, employers 
effectively bear no responsibility for health and safety conditions. 

Housing conditions also present risks, particularly poor, crowded, unsani
tary living quarters. Many Tajik migrant workers – reportedly 70 per cent – 
live on construction sites, or in non-residential buildings and barracks or 
other marginal housing provided by employers. Others rent rooms or apart
ments, often in buildings far from the centre, sometimes with several people 
sharing a room and sleeping in shifts. According to both survey evidence and 
interview informants, it is common for migrants to live in cellars and unhe
ated dwellings, and for as many as 20 to share an apartment. Isolation from 
their families potentially contributes to risky sexual behaviour. Several studies 
have shown low levels of information about transmission, prevention, diag
nosis and treatment of common infectious illnesses (i.e. TB HIV/AIDS) 
(Gilpin 2012; Weine 2008). In addition, unregistered migrants are often sub
ject to arrest and sometimes deportation; in either case they may be held in 
Russian prison facilities where levels of TB, including multi-drug-resistant 
TB, are high; xenophobic violence is also a risk. 

Despite these risks, there is no definite evidence that Tajik labour migrants 
suffer more health problems than their non-migrating counterparts. Of sur
veyed migrants who have returned to Tajikistan, 11 per cent consistently 
reported ‘worsening of health’ as their reason for returning; and that medical 
care in Moscow, while preferable to that in Tajikistan because it is higher in 
quality, was too expensive and difficult to get without legal residence or citi
zenship (Hemmings 2010: 17; International Labour Organization 2010: 18). 
Dushanbe doctors report illnesses related to hypothermia and a rise in TB 
and HIV/AIDS among returnees (FIDH 2011: 16). Most of the international 
health workers I interviewed believed that migration produced negative health 
effects. However, the Tajik government’s health data does not include a sepa
rate category for migrants; studies by international organisations based on 
limited sampling have produced inconsistent results. My study is not premised 
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on a claim that migration worsens health. Rather, it has aimed to understand 
how health and other social service needs experienced in migration are addressed 
in Russia. 

As for social policy, my research reveals that the Russian welfare state has 
become fragmented, with different populations, defined by ethnicity and 
political/citizenship status, having access to dramatically different levels of 
services and healthcare. Russian citizens and legal residents have employer-
paid medical insurance and can access the public sector, though even for 
citizens a significant level of informality in the public system creates obstacles 
to access (Cook 2014). Many migrants working legally in Russia have had 
their rights (and rights of accompanying family members) to medical insur
ance curtailed since 2011, and related changes in policy and practice have 
restricted access for migrant women and children. Unregistered migrants have 
virtually no rights to the public health system beyond emergency care. Nor 
are NGOs able to compensate much in filling ‘gaps’ left by the state. As the 
chapter shows, Moscow-based NGOs’ efforts to provide health services or rela
ted advocacy for migrants appear to be few and weak. International organisations 
that administer global public health regimes have little leverage to affect migrants’ 
rights. Other migrants in the diaspora may help, but Tajiks in Moscow con
stitute a dispersed community; the resources it can provide appear to be ad 
hoc and short term, often amounting to collection of funds to send an injured 
or ill migrant home. When migrants do receive more and better care, focus 
group participants indicate that it comes either through personal connections, 
or the ethics of individual employers and medical professionals. 

There are two sets of implications for the welfare state. The first is strongly 
negative. 

Migration has grown large, socially excluded populations in Moscow and 
other major Russian cities. These marginalised populations live precariously, 
eroding levels of human security. Most by necessity work in informal labour 
markets and rely on informal social service markets, contributing to expansion 
of a shadow economy that the state cannot regulate, tax or to a large extent 
see; much of migrants’ lives are legally invisible and exempt from the state’s 
surveillance. The shadow economy erodes the tax base that finances the 
public sector. Private employers and government officials develop vested 
interests in persistence of informal and corrupt networks and practices. The 
state’s capacities to govern and allocate resources are undermined. 

On the other hand, the marginal status of migrants creates beneficiaries, 
and arguably facilitates the labour market adjustment and welfare retrench
ment that are inevitable in the current economic downturn. Migrant labour, 
characterized by lack of rights, minimum wage or social taxes, is cheap, ben
efiting employers and upper-income Russians who hire domestic and service 
workers. The profit migrant labour creates contributes to the social benefits of 
workers in the formal sector, and to some extent all with social rights. 
Migrants constitute a disposable labour force that has no claims on the 
employment system. They are highly vulnerable to economic and political 
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pressures. Facing the economic downturn, many have simply left. The Rus
sian government can and does also put downward pressure on their numbers 
by selectively tightening enforcement of rules and restrictions, increasing har
assment, deportations and long-term bans on individuals’ return, and 
increasing costs of patents. The disposability of migrants facilitates labour 
force adjustment, opening jobs that may now be attractive to some locals, and 
allowing the government to push out the poorest and concentrate its resources 
on those who retain social rights. 

Notes 
1	 Acknowledgments: Support for this research, provided by a Visiting Fellowship 

from the Center for Russian Studies, Russian Presidential Academy of the National 
Economy and Public Administration (RANEPA), Moscow, Russia and the US 
International Research and Exchanges Board (IREX), is gratefully acknowledged. 
Thanks to Colin Johnson of Brown University and Gavhar Hamroeva in Dush
anbe for excellent research assistance. 

2	 Interviews were conducted by the author with support from RANEPA and IREX. 

References 

Abdurazakova, D. 2011. ‘Social impact of international migration and remittances in 
Central Asia’, Asia-Pacific Population Journal, 26(3): 29–54. 

Amirkhanian, Yu. A. et al. 2011. ‘Male labor migrants in Russia: HIV risk behavior 
levels, contextual factors, and prevention needs’, Journal of Immigrant Minority 
Health, 13: 919–928. 

Baldyshtova, I. M. 2004. ‘Characteristics of labor migrants’ households in Russia’, 
Sociological Research, 43(1): 46–61. 

Buckley, C., B. Ruble and E. Trouth Hofmann. 2008. Migration, Homeland and 
Belonging in Eurasia. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Buckley, C.-J., E. Trouth Hofmann and Y. Minagawa. 2011. ‘Does nativity matter? 
Correlates of immigrant health by generation in the Russian Federation’, Demographic 
Research, 24(32): 801–824. 

Cammett, M. and L. M. MacLean. 2011. ‘Introduction: The political consequences of 
non-state social welfare in the Global South’, Studies in Comparative International 
Development, 46: 1−21. 

Cook, L. J. 2007. Postcommunist Welfare States: Reform Politics in Russia and 
Eastern: Europe. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Cook, L. J. 2014. ‘“Spontaneous privatization” and its political consequences in Russia’s 
postcommunist health sector’, in M. Cammett and L. M. McLean (eds.), The Poli
tics of Non-State Social Welfare. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, pp. 217–236. 

Cook, L. J. and C. Johnson. 2013. ‘Maximizing Returns: The Social Politics of Cen
tral Asians’ Migration to Russia.” Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Amer
ican Political Science Association, Chicago, IL, Aug. 29–Sept. 3. 

Dave, Bhavna. 2014. ‘Becoming “legal” through “illegal” procedures: the precarious 
status of migrant workers in Russia’, Russian Analytical Digest, 159, 20 December. 

Dzhatoeva, F. 2010. ‘Tuberculosis in labor migrant donor countries to the Russian 
Federation’, Economics of Public Health, 8: 14–18. 



144 Linda J. Cook 

FIDH (International Federation for Human Rights) 2011. Tajikistan: Exporting the 
Workforce – At What Price? Tajik Migrant Workers Need Increased Protection 

Florinskaya, Yu. F., 2012. ‘Migration of families with children to Russia: Integration 
problems (based on materials of sociological queries conducted by the Center for 
Migration Studies)’, Studies in Russian Economic Development, 23(4): 408–413. 

Ganguli, I. 2009. ‘Tajik labor migration to Russia: Is Tajikistan at a crossroads?’ 
Washington, DC: IREX Scholar Research Brief. 

Gilpin, C. et al. 2012. ‘Exploring TB-related knowledge, attitude, behavior, and prac
tice among migrant workers in Tajikistan’, Tuberculosis Research and Treatment 
[published. online 19 January 2012. Article ID 548617]. 

Glen, R. 2009. Broshennye zheny Tadzhikskikh trudovykh migrantov. Dushanbe: MOM. 
GoskomstatRossii, Sotsial’noi polozhenie i uroven zhizni naselenie Rossii: Offitsial’noe 

Izdanie (annual, various years). 
Goskomstat Rossii, Trud i zaniatost’ v Rossii: Offitsial’noe Izdanie (annual, various 

years) 
Grenfell, P. 2011. ‘Social security and international migrants: global examples and 

lessons for Russia’ (draft paper). 
Grogor’ev, M. and A. Ocinnikov. 2009. Nelegal’nye Migranty v Moskve. Moscow: 

Izdat. ‘Evropa’. 
Heleniak, T. 2008. ‘An overview of migration in the post-Soviet space’, in Buckley et 

al. (eds), Migration, Homeland and Belonging, pp. 29–68. 
Heleniak, T. 2011. Harnessing the Diaspora for Development in Europe and Central 

Asia. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
Heleniak, T. 2012. ‘The ECA’s diaspora populations: Can aid growth and develop

ment’, Knowledge Brief: Europe and Central Asia 46. Washington, DC: World 
Bank. 

Hemmings, H. 2010. Remittances, Recession … Returning Home: The Effects of the 
2008 Economic Crisis on Tajik Labor in Moscow. Washington, DC: Woodrow 
Wilson Center. 

Hertzer, L., S. D. Klump and M.E. Malinkin (eds) 2009. Transnational Migration to 
New Regional Centers: Policy Challenges, Practice, and Migrant Experience. 
Washington, DC: WWICS. 

International Labour Organization. 2010. Migration and Development in Tajikistan: 
Emigration, Return and Diaspora. Moscow: ILO. 

International Organization for Migration. 2010. Trudovaya Migratsiia I Voprosy 
Zdravookhraneniia. Moscow: IOM. 

International Organization for Migration. 2011. Migration Health: Report of IOM 
Activities. Moscow: IOM. 

Keshavjee, S. and M.C. Becerra. 2000. ‘Disintegrating health services and resurgent 
tuberculosis in post-Soviet Tajikistan: An example of structural violence’, JAMA: 
The Journal of the American Medical Association, 283(9): 1201. 

Khodjamurodov, G. and B. Rechel 2010. ‘Health Systems in Transition’. Tajikistan: 
Health System Review, 12(2): 1–154. 

Kulmala, M. 2011. ‘Russian State and Civil Society in Interaction: An Ethnographic 
Approach’, Laboratorium, 3(1): 24–56. 

Kumo, K. 2012. ‘Tajik labor migrants and their remittances: Is Tajik migration pro-poor?’, 
Post-Communist Economies, 24(1): 87–109. 

Laruelle, M. 2007. ‘Central Asian labor migrants in Russia: the “diasporization” of 
the Central Asian States’, China and Eurasian Forum Quarterly, 5(3): 101–119. 



Implications of migration for Russian social policy 145 

Massey, D. S. 1999. ‘International migration at the dawn of the twenty-first century: 
The role of the state’, Population and Development Review, 25(2): 303–322. 

Migranty v Rossii: Otchet mezhdunarodnoi issledovatel’skoi missii. 2007. International 
Federation for Human Rights. 

Mughal, A.-G. 2007. Migration, Remittances, and Living Standards in Tajikistan: A 
Report Based on Khatlon Remittances and Living Standards Measurement Survey. 
Dushanbe: IOM/Tajikistan. 

Olimova, S. and I. Bosc 2003. Labor Migration from Tajikistan. Dushanbe: IOM. 
Olimova, S. 2009. ‘Vernyvshiesia migrant: ekonomicheskaia i sotsial’naia rol’. Dush

anbe: Sharq Research Center. 
Olimova, S. 2005. ‘The economic impact of labor migration: The case of Tajikistan’ 

(paper presented at the annual meeting of the International Studies Association, 
March). 

Olimova, S. 2010. ‘The impact of labour migration on human capital: The Case of 
Tajikistan’, Revue Européenne des Migrations Internationales, 26(3): 181–197. 

Remington, T. 2011. The Politics of Inequality in Russia. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Rozanova, M. S. 2012. Migration Processes and Challenges in Contemporary Russia. 
Washington, DC: Wilson Center. 

Schenk, C. and U. Nazurbaev. 2013. ‘Caught between formal and informal: coping 
strategies of Central Asian migrants in the Russian Federation’ (paper presented at 
Apr. 2013 BASEES conference). 

Trudovaia migratsiia i voprosy zdravookhraneniia. 2010. Moscow: Bureau MOM/IOM. 
Trudovaia migratsiia iz Tadjhikistanta. 2003. MOM Tajikistan, SHARQ Research 

Center. 
Tsai, L. L. 2011. ‘Friends or foes? Nonstate public good providers and local state 

authorities in nondemocratic and transitional systems’, Studies in Comparative 
International Development, 46: 46–69. 

UNDP. 2009. Migration and Human Development: Opportunities and Challenges. New  
York: National Hum Dev Report. 

Weine, S. et al. 2008. ‘Unprotected Tajik male migrant workers in Moscow at risk for 
HIV/AIDS’, Journal of Immigrant Minority Health, 10: 461–468. 

World Bank. 2005. Tajikistan Gender Review. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
World Bank. 2007. Tajikistan Living Standards Measurement Survey. Washington, 

DC: World Bank. 
World Bank. 2008. Republic of Tajikistan: Public Welfare Dynamics. State of Health 

and Educational Sectors. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
World Bank. 2009. Republic of Tajikistan: Poverty Assessment, Washington, DC: 

World Bank. 
Yudina, T. N. 2005. ‘Labor migration into Russia: The response of state and society’, 

Current Sociology, 53(4): 583–606. 



9 Conclusions 
Societal and political consequences of the 
shadow economy in Russia 

Anna-Liisa Heusala and Kaarina Aitamurto 

The shadow economy leads to direct monetary losses for the state and indir
ect, complex and serious societal consequences through unhealthy market 
competition, loss of entrepreneurial innovativeness, structural corruption, 
unsafe working conditions and, often, a poorer quality of products and ser
vices. The shadow economy overwhelms the positive economic impact that 
migration can produce, since the human capital of employees is not used or 
developed in a sustainable manner. In Russia, recorded immigration is a small 
part of the total inflow of immigrants, and a substantial proportion of 
migrants work in the shadow economy. The dependence of a country on the 
workforce in the shadow economy has profound significance for its political 
and societal development. As a societal force, the shadow economy is similar 
to corruption, which can initially be used to enter a specific market, but 
which becomes more problematic and costly over time as the market position 
becomes entrenched. The competition in the corrupted market can become 
increasingly hostile as those who got into the markets earlier using the avail
able unofficial networks ‘try to turn against those same networks in order to 
reinforce their hegemonic positions’ (Sajó 2003: 174). 

This joint volume was set up to examine the impact which the large-scale 
use of migrant workers in the shadow economy is having on Russian societal 
transformation. The case studies have varied from an ethnographic study 
among the migrant workers themselves in Moscow to an analysis of the 
dynamics between Russia’s foreign policy goals in the Eurasian Economic 
Union and its labour market developments. We have analysed the concrete 
effects of societal transformation in three areas: politics, institutions and law, 
at different hierarchical levels and geographical dimensions of the Russian 
state and society. Our aim was to see how questions of human security are 
inextricably linked to domestic and international politics. We understand 
societal transformation as a complex, non-linear process which consists of 
incremental learning processes and adaptation, often characterised by unin
tended consequences. We have also given some consideration to how expected 
and welcomed (Perri 2010) some of the changes in Russian society have been. 

Migration from the former Soviet republics to the Russian Federation has 
become a part of the globalised scene of inequality, political stagnation and 
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social instability, similar in many ways to the migration flows in other parts of 
the world, including Europe. Globalisation forces societies to balance their 
domestic policy goals and the demands of international economic and poli
tical regimes. In the case of Russia, this has produced an institutional tension 
between the demands of technocratic, narrow economic and institutional 
modernisation and more inclusive modernisation, which would involve political 
changes in the current authoritarian market society (Gel’man 2015: 104–14). 
In Russian politics, we see the internal–external nexus of the shadow economy 
in which migration policies, regional relations and identity politics come 
together. Hypotheses of migration, concerning such questions as economic 
and cultural threats (Buckler 2008) are used in domestic discussions which 
have for a long time overshadowed the political problematisation of practices 
in the Russian labour market. Instead, questions of security threats and 
challenges of cultural diversity come to the fore. 

In real terms, however, integration policies in the Eurasian Economic 
Union have forced the Russian government to engage in the modernisation of 
its migration policies. This includes enforced control of legality and the dis
mantling of bureaucratic obstacles to the legal registration of migrant work
ers. The availability of opportunities for work in Russia affects the economies, 
security situation and longer term political stability of Russia’s Southern 
neighbours. Domestically, the economic fall caused by the drop in oil prices 
and the Western sanctions has hit the Russian economy hard since autumn 
2014. In the current situation, the number of Russian citizens who find 
themselves in the shadow economy due to the loss of official employment is 
growing and creating new unofficial competition for work. Thanks to the fall 
in the rouble, migrant labourers have begun to regard Russia as a less attrac
tive destination. The Central Asian states have depended on money transfers 
from Russia as a substitute for state-sponsored welfare, and their younger 
generation has been able to find opportunities in Russia which are lacking at 
home. 

Understanding and tackling the question of the shadow economy in the 
current situation presents a major challenge for Russia, since the organisation 
of societal and economic interests in Russian society is still rather weak. 
Interest representation in the Russian labour market relates to some core 
issues of its societal transformation. The current exclusion of the objects of 
policy – the migrant workers – and the insufficient power and cooperation 
between trade unions and employee organisation at a national level on key 
policy questions slow down the strengthening of public interest or ‘common 
good’ (Vincent-Jones 2002: 33), which could increase responsiveness to law 
and regulations. As both an unintended consequence of the financial crises 
and a consequence of the integration process of the Eurasian Economic 
Union, there has been some activation of labour market institutions in recent 
years. As a result, attention has been directed to such questions as workers’ 
qualifications, quality of work and work safety, harmonised standards and the 
integrity of employees as keys to the development of the Russian labour 
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market and industry. Better policy processes, which routinely take into full 
account the professional and social concerns of both Russian employers and 
trade union representatives, could considerably advance the modernisation of 
Russian labour market conditions, in line with the Programme of Migration 
policy until 2025. 

Interest representation in the Russian labour market is affected by current 
policies towards civic activism in general. The Russian authorities have shown 
suspicious attitudes towards various kinds of bottom-up initiatives and NGOs 
which are working with the migrants. The current state policy underlines a 
‘securitised’ control of civil society and prefers the NGOs to work as part of 
official state programmes. Negative public attitudes about migrant workers 
have so far intensified the control dimension in the state’s reactive policy 
measures. In the future, more inclusive third sector participation is required to 
reach the ambitious and more proactive goals of Russia’s recent migration 
policy. 

As several chapters of this book demonstrate, a cycle of negative side 
effects exists, connected with institutional fragility in the Russian state. One of 
the key impressions is the dynamic between corruptive institutional practices 
and ways of thinking, which are fostered by the shadow economy and uphold 
its grip. As Johnston points out, ‘we tend to think of corruption in terms of 
specific transgressions and individuals, but in fact its main societal impact 
comes from its collective dimension’, which Johnston describes as ‘a loss of 
ability, on the part of an entire system of leadership and order, to command 
loyalty and pursue a vision of the common good’ (2012: 332). 

The ‘unintentionality’ of the ‘unintended consequences’ of the policy deci
sions or inaction of the Russian government can also be questioned. In Rus
sian political rhetoric, illegal/irregular migration and the shadow economy 
appear as a major social problem demanding a solution. However, the pace of 
action has been slow and its comprehensiveness weak, which raises the ques
tion as to whether this has been due to unintended transitional constraints 
(level of institutional maturation, such as the FMS finding its position inside 
the Russian administration) or more an intended political choice influenced 
by Russian market conditions. For years, developments in the Russian Fed
eration have been characterised by new conflicts and unintended obstacles to 
the observance of legality in the implementation of migration rules. Institu
tional corruption has even intensified in some cases, through legal changes 
intended to facilitate control. 

Migrant workers have formed a work reserve which is not able to effectively 
organise through unions or political movements. Therefore, it is not surprising 
that in spite of the rhetoric on the societal impact of illegal migration, serious 
attempts to control or limit the number of illegally working migrants have 
encountered obstacles and proven inefficient. The effects of the use of large 
scale migrant workforce in shadow economy have resulted in societal trans
formations which have many similar qualities found in other industrialised 
societies. Discriminatory attitudes create an environment which makes 
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equitable implementation of new legislation and regulations difficult (van 
Aerschot and Daentzer 2014: 4). The assimilation of the migrant workers into 
their surrounding communities has been slow and nationalistic sentiments 
have been effectively used in Russian politics. The widely shared negative 
attitudes towards large foreign communities has influenced the lack of poli
tical motivation to let migrants legalise their status and bring their families to 
Russia, a situation which resembles the situation of the Gastarbeiter in 
Europe during the 1960s and 1970s (Massey et al. 1998: 5). 

The chapters of this volume give reason to argue that illegal/irregular 
migration and its intimate links to the shadow economy are crucial elements in 
the difficulties in countering corruption in Russian institutions and strength
ening the rule of law in Russian society. The hindrances that the massive use 
of the illegal migrant force set before the formation of an effective trade union 
movement further suggest that it also has a negative effect on the develop
ment of a civil society and political system which was more firmly anchored 
to the promotion of collective interests than, for example, the personal 
charisma of political leaders. 

The level of transparency in society influences the real societal outcome of 
both legislation and governmental programmes. Sajó’s work shows how in 
countries with large-scale structural corruption, vigorous anti-corruption 
policies might be in place because the governments wish to maintain their 
monopoly of corruption. Policymaking around anti-corruption measures may 
be about securing the governmental monopoly on bribery and legislation used 
to legalise and normalise this situation. Furthermore, public discussion on 
corruption can continue to emphasise negative labels attached to individual 
actors (Sajó 2003: 177–8, 180), instead of paying more comprehensive atten
tion to the political, legal and economic structures which sustain the practice. 
Finally, corruption is connected to a ‘broader web of illegalities that become 
part of the exercise of political power’. In an economy, which is heavily 
dependent on crime, corruption serves to facilitate other crimes and prevents 
the institutions and powerful individuals involved in these crimes being called 
to account (Sajó 2003: 189). 

Even as globalisation necessitates the harmonisation of rules and practices, 
it also reproduces old forms of social integration. Particularly in the shadow 
economy, migrant workers import and adapt practices to their new sur
roundings, which are outside regulated communication and decision-making. 
Definitions of ‘legality’ and ‘illegality’ are affected by the legal cultures of 
their home states and local communities. Difficulties found in obtaining legal 
status with its related social security benefits and possibilities to integrate into 
the surrounding society, for instance through training and education, continue 
to uphold unofficial and underground practices. Personal relations dominate over 
the observance of rules and regulations, which has long-term negative 
consequences for both the migrants and their Russian communities. 

The short-term profitability of the shadow economy and the inconsistent 
and conflicting government responses to the matter ensure the continuation of 
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societal fragmentation and the atomisation of rights. Finally, structural cor
ruption, like the large-scale shadow economy, essentially betrays public trust 
in the political system itself (Sajó 2003: 176). As public trust erodes, interest 
representation is further atomised, even to the level of individual survival 
techniques, as is the case for illegally working migrants. The shadow economy 
can be seen as a major factor in Russian society’s persistent culture of ‘per
sonal ties’, resistance to strict forms of legality (Brisbin 2010: 26) and frag
mented institutional trust. Thus, societal transformation in Russia depends to 
a significant degree on the issues raised here. 
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