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Analysis

Immigration and Russian Migration Policy: Debating the Future
By Vladimir Mukomel, Center for Ethno-Political and Regional Studies, Moscow

Summary
While war refugees and returnees dominated immigration to Russia during the 1990s, in recent years, most 
immigrants are laborers who want to benefi t from the Russian economic upturn. Th ese immigrants face ex-
tremely poor working conditions and they are socially ostracized by the vast majority of the Russian popula-
tion. At the same time, immigration could prove to be the solution to the country’s demographic problems, 
countering the decline of its working population. So far, Russian migration policy has not formulated a 
convincing response to this dilemma.

Introduction

The façade of heated political debates over per-
spectives for immigration and migration policy 

disguises a clash of views over the future of Russia. 
Th e advocates of immigration – liberals and pragma-
tists – have in mind the long-term economic, demo-
graphic, and political interests of the country. Since 
Russia’s population shrinks by 700,000 people every 
year; immigration can play a vital role in balancing 
the shortfall of working-age Russians, maintaining 
the potential for economic development, supporting 
the stability of individual regions, and guaranteeing 
national security. 

Th eir opponents, on the other hand – Communists 
and “national patriots” – refer to the social, religious, 
and ethnic consequences of immigration. Since they 
are attuned to socio-cultural aspects, their emphasis is 
on the challenges and threats posed by the current sit-
uation, and they advocate a hard-line migration policy. 
In the context of their isolationist stance, they support 
the notion of submission to an overarching “Russian” 
or “Orthodox Christian” culture.

Discussions on migration policy boil down to the 
following dilemma: Social stability can be secured for 
the immediate future at the price of increasing long-
term social, economic, political, and demographic 
problems; or an attempt can be made to fi nd solutions 
for long-term problems, at the risk of increasing social 
tensions in the near future.

Th e Evolution of post-Soviet Russian 
immigration

Three waves of immigration can be discerned in 
post-Soviet Russia. Th e fi rst, in the early 1990s, 

consisted of immigrants who had been forced to fl ee 
from war and confl ict zones in the post-Soviet space, 
as well as returnees who had emigrated from Russia 
and were now in a hurry to leave the former Soviet re-
publics. At the peak of this development (1992–1995), 

about one million immigrants returned to Russia an-
nually from the CIS states and the Baltic republics. 
Most of the immigrants who resettled in Russia after 
the dissolution of the USSR arrived during this period 
(see Fig. 1 and Fig. 2, p 6). A signifi cant proportion of 
these immigrants were given refugee or resettler status 
(the latter providing Russian citizenship). 

In the second half of the 1990s, the number of im-
migrants gradually declined (see Fig. 1 on p. 6). Th e 
number of refugees dropped to almost zero. Among 
the immigrants of the second wave, the number of so-
cial and economic refugees increased.

Th e third wave of migration, which arrived in the 
fi rst decade of the new millennium, can be divided 
into two sub-currents that were disparate in terms 
of size, direction, and composition: Immigrants who 
came to Russia for permanent residence, and migrant 
laborers who only intended to stay in Russia for a 
short period. 

Th e number of new immigrants subsequently stabi-
lized at the relatively low fi gure of 120,000 to 180,000 
per year. Th e majority of these are ethnic Russians or 
so-called “Russian speakers,” members of historic eth-
nic minorities within Russia. However, the number of 
immigrants from indigenous ethnic groups in the CIS 
countries is increasing. Th e majority of immigrants are 
returnees from Kazakhstan (31% of all immigrants in 
2005) and the other Central Asian countries (32%).

On the other hand, the number of labor migrants 
with only temporary residence in Russia has mark-
edly increased. Currently, there are approximately be-
tween 3 and 3.5 million labor migrants permanently 
available to the Russian labor market, with seasonal 
fl uctuations ranging between 4 and 4.5 million in 
the spring and summer and 2 and 2.5 million in the 
winter. Th e majority of them are members of ethnic 
groups from the CIS countries; in Russia, migrants 
from the Central Asian states are particularly well rep-
resented, as are Azeris and Ukrainians. One in fi ve 
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migrants comes from the Southeast Asian countries, 
China, or other countries in the “Far Abroad.”

Migrants’ motives

The political causes that drove immigration in the 
previous decades have lost all practical signifi cance 

in the new millennium. Economic motives have now 
become the dominating factors. Russia’s dynamically 
growing economy makes it a popular place to work 
and live for many people in neighboring countries. 
Th e immigrants are ultimately motivated by Russia’s 
relatively better social and economic situation and 
higher standard of living.

For labor migrants, the diff erences between average 
wages in their home countries and in Russia are espe-
cially persuasive. In 2005, for example, the wage level 
in Russia was 11 times higher than in Tajikistan and 
fi ve times higher than in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. 
Another important factor is the high level of unem-
ployment in most CIS states: In Armenia, there are 
more than 100 applicants for each job vacancy; in 
Georgia, more than 20; in Russia, however, there are 
less than three (Figure 3 on p. 7 gives an overview).

Russia off ers many job opportunities, making it 
the central point of attraction for labor migrants from 
CIS states. Russia is also attractive to these migrants 
because they are already familiar with the Russian 
language and way of life. Furthermore, the common 
traditions and shared cultural heritage of the Soviet 
Union still have a lasting eff ect even 15 years after 
its collapse, frequently reinforced by family ties and 
regular communication.

Legal status

Only offi  cially recognized refugees (about 500 in-
dividuals) and individuals with temporary refu-

gee status (about 1,000) enjoy clearly defi ned social 
and economic rights. Foreigners with a permanent 
residence permit (131,000) or a temporary permit 
(174,000) also technically have wide-ranging privi-
leges, including nearly uninhibited access to the labor 
market. However, loopholes in the current legislation 
mean that in practice, many of these social rights are 
hard to enforce.

Th e majority of migrants in Russia are, however, 
largely disenfranchised. Up to 90 percent have no resi-
dence and/or work permits, due to fragmented legisla-
tion and a lack of clear procedures defi ning how to 
apply the law. All foreigners with temporary residence 
in Russia must have a work permit. However, a work 
permit is only issued for three months at a time; in or-
der for it to be extended, foreigners must leave and re-
enter the country. De facto, the social rights of these 

migrants are reduced to medical emergency care and 
their children’s school education.

Economic consequences

Russia has a high demand for labor. Th e traditional 
sources of new labor – women and the rural pop-

ulation – were exploited decades ago. Th e last resource, 
juveniles reaching working age, is also nearly depleted: 
Looking forward, the natural decline in the working-
age population will outpace the number of young peo-
ple joining the workforce. Until recently, the popula-
tion of working age people had increased in spite of 
the shrinking overall population numbers, thanks to a 
favorable age structure. However, a natural decline of 
the working population by 17 to 19 million can be ex-
pected by the year 2026, which corresponds to about 
one quarter of the workforce currently employed in 
the Russian economy.

Already today, some sectors of the Russian econo-
my rely to a large extent on migrant laborers, includ-
ing construction, wholesale and retail trade, public 
and personal services, food service, and public trans-
portation. Migrants are required for low-paid menial, 
heavy, and seasonal employment that the local popu-
lation has no interest in.

Because they occupy jobs that are unpopular with 
the local population, migrants create competition for 
unskilled workers on the job market. Th is competition 
is enhanced by migrants’ price-cutting: Since most of 
them are illegal immigrants, they settle for wages that 
are unacceptable for the local population. According 
to several studies, migrants work between 50 and 65 
hours a week.

Th e arrival of unskilled foreign workers – 80 per-
cent of migrants perform tasks that require no qualifi -
cations – is a disadvantage for the domestic unskilled 
workforce, but a boon to the rest of the Russian popu-
lation, as it facilitates lower prices for goods and ser-
vices and thus strengthens the competitiveness of the 
Russian economy.

In 2004, the total income of migrants was approx-
imately US$9 billion. Of this, between US$3.5 and 
US$4 billion were transferred to the migrants’ home 
countries, especially Azerbaijan and Ukraine (see 
Fig. 4 on p. 7). Th is year, due to higher labor costs and 
the surge of the ruble against the dollar, migrants’ to-
tal income could increase to US$14 billion, and cash 
transfers to their home countries could reach US$6 
billion.

Th e working conditions of a large majority of 
migrants are similar to forced labor. Lacking a work 
and/or residence permit for Russia, they are extremely 
dependent on their employer. Th e risks that migrants 
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incur in Russia are often unusually high because 
of collaboration between unscrupulous employers 
and the police and because of endemic corruption. 
Delayed or withheld wage payments, fi nancial pen-
alties, withholding of personal identifi cation cards 
or personal valuables, and threats of being turned 
over to the authorities or deportation are everyday 
practices. In one survey, every migrant living in 
Moscow and Stavropol had experienced violence or 
coercion.

Social ostracism of migrants: Consequences 
for Russian society

The absence of free access to the labor market, 
labor rights, social protection, and social dialog 

are part of the Russian reality that confronts the 
majority of the labor migrants, as well as a signifi -
cant part of the immigrants.

Th e lack of dignifi ed work, and the illegal nature 
of migrant employment, contribute signifi cantly to 
their isolation from the host society. Another fac-
tor determining the social ostracism of migrants is 
the growing xenophobia which can be found in all 
parts of Russian society.

In Russia, where civic identity has been replaced 
by an ethnic one, the latter has become the defi ning 
marker for “self-other” relations. Th e exaggerated 
importance of ethnicity, which is seeping into all 
social relations, primarily aff ects the migrants. Th e 
fear of migrants is obviously based on an ethnic 
frame of reference.

According to a survey conducted by the Levada 
Center in July 2005, only 10 percent of respon-
dents shared the view that “Russia needs migrants 
who come here permanently and acquire Russian 
citizenship,” while 15 percent thought that “Russia 
needs migrants who only come here to earn money,” 
and only 8 percent believed that “Russia needs both 
kinds of migrants.” Of the respondents, 57 percent 
were in favor of barring people from the Caucasus 
(including Russian citizens living in the Northern 
Caucasus) from residence in their city or district, 
while 53 percent would support a similar ban for 
Central Asian migrants.

Th e Russian population takes a hard-line stance 
against the social integration of migrants. A large 
majority of Russian citizens would like to shut mi-
grants out from the labor market and forbid them 
from purchasing property in Russia. Th e majority 
of respondents would not want to have migrants as 
relatives or neighbors (see Tables 2 & 3 and Fig. 5 
on p. 8).

Th e fact that the majority of the population sup-
ports administrative and other measures to prevent 

the integration of foreigners creates a climate of 
discrimination in the labor and housing markets. 
Discrimination at the workplace takes the form of 
limited access to certain tasks and working areas, 
as well as discrepancies in pay and working con-
ditions. In the housing market, discrimination is 
even more fl agrant: Newspaper advertisements for 
residential space with the proviso “[Only] for rent 
to a Russian family” can be found in almost all re-
gions (see Fig. 6 on p. 9).

Russian society is experiencing a social stratifi -
cation of ethnic groups and an establishment of hi-
erarchies that assigns a clearly specifi ed social niche 
to migrants. Neither the majority of the population 
nor the traditional minorities in Russia look favor-
ably upon attempts to leave this niche.

A social convention based on such stratifi cation 
does not meet the long-term goals of sustainable 
development for Russian society. Such a conven-
tion, by tightly channeling social communications 
and relationships, only contributes to further social 
subdivisions with a corresponding increase of the 
social confl ict potential, and thus undermines the 
emerging civil society.

Th e widespread discrimination against migrants 
and their illegal exploitation is closely linked to the 
way society ignores human rights violations, as well 
as to the erosion of social ethics and socially-ac-
cepted values.

Th e erratic course of migration policy

In the 1990s, Russian migration policy focused on 
accepting and integrating refugees and returnees. 

During this time, the legal foundations for migra-
tion policy were laid, creating a basis that was sub-
sequently applied in federal migration programs 
supported by fairly stable and transparent fi nanc-
ing.

However, at the turn of the year 2001–2002, 
Russian migration policy was subjected to a funda-
mental revision: Th e struggle against illegal migra-
tion took center stage, and the government tried to 
link it to crime and terrorism.

Th e Federal Migration Service was reorganized, 
transferred to the Interior Ministry, and made 
directly subordinate to the president’s offi  ce. Th e 
government’s main concern now was to establish 
a vertical axis of power that would be able to duly 
receive the president’s instructions, transmit them 
where necessary, and implement them. From 2002 
on, migration policy became the president’s pre-
rogative. 

At the same time, legislation on naturalization 
and the legal status of foreigners was tightened. Th e 
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cancellation of the federal migration programs meant 
that migration policy lacked transparency and ac-
countability, while the “power vertical” deprived the 
regions of their authority in this area and centralized 
the decision-making process.

Th e results of the policies pursued during 2002–
2004 are deplorable. Th e number of migrants with un-
certain legal status has increased continuously. Th is 
policy has not only failed to meet expectations in the 
struggle against illegal migration, but has also given 
rise to new problems that have hampered the Russian 
economy. 

Having failed conspicuously, this policy was once 
again reviewed in March 2005 when the Security 
Council, chaired by the president, decided to liberal-
ize and realign the guidelines in order to make Russia 
attractive for migrants.

Currently, the basic tents of migration policy are 
being revised, and a draft law is in the works that 
would make it easier for foreigners to register for tem-
porary residence and would facilitate migrants’ access 
to the Russian labor market. A program is being devel-
oped to support the voluntary resettlement of Russia’s 
traditional ethnic groups.

Th ese measures would appear to be praiseworthy, 
but there is a catch: First of all, the draft legislation 
states that the primary intention is to attract skilled 
specialists from abroad – at a time when the Russian 
economy mainly requires unskilled labor as well as 
highly qualifi ed experts. Secondly, the intention is 
to draw on ethnic Russians, even though the migra-
tion potential of this group is limited to 6–7 million 
people. Th ird, it is assumed that favorable conditions 
will be off ered to these fellow Russians: Th eir reloca-
tions costs will be covered, jobs and infrastructure 
will be created, apartments will be built, etc. Th e cost 
of absorbing and integrating one million immigrants 
is approximately 170 billion rubles – funds that are 

equivalent to the amount earmarked for all federal 
programs annually. 

In bringing about change in Russia’s migration 
policy, one important factor is time: Because of the 
parliamentary elections at the end of 2007 and the 
presidential elections in early 2008, any change of 
course will have to be implemented quickly. Th e com-
ing winter marks a “point of no return”; it will be dan-
gerous to attempt such a policy shift at a later point, 
on the eve of elections.

Remnants of the Soviet heritage

Contemporary Russian discourse emphasizes 
immigration’s negative aspects while rarely men-

tioning its blessings. Conceptions of migration pro-
cesses and their regulation, both in the government 
and among the broader population, are to a large ex-
tent rooted in the Soviet experience. Relations with 
migrants are shaped by the closed nature of Soviet 
society and by the fact that there has been no estab-
lished tradition of immigration to Russia for the past 
150 years. 

A prominent legacy of the Soviet era is the faith 
in administrative measures (e.g. the propiska, a resi-
dence permit that is a holdover from the Soviet era) 
that may have been eff ective in a diff erent time but are 
no longer useful today. Likewise, the belief that po-
litical and administrative considerations should take 
precedence over economic factors remains strong. Th e 
underestimation of new developments in the Russian 
economy, especially of the constantly increasing need 
for migrant labor, coincide with an over-reliance on 
the feasibility of regulating the fl ow of migrants. Th e 
main Soviet era legacy, though, may be the obvious 
lack of appreciation for the role that integration could 
play in ameliorating the negative consequences of eth-
no-social stratifi cation and the exclusion of migrants. 

(Translated from German by Christopher Findlay)

About the author:
Dr. Vladimir Mukomel is the Director of the Center for Ethno-Political and Regional Studies in Moscow.
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Migration and Racism

Tables and Diagrams

Table 1: Migration balance of Russia with the CIS and the Baltic countries 1991–2005  (in thousands)
1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Immigra-
tion 692 926 923 1146 841 631 583 495 367 350 186 175 122 112 170

Emigration -587 -570 -369 -232 -229 -191 -150 -133 -130 -83 -62 -52 -47 -38 -37

Migration 
balance 105 356 554 914 612 440 433 362 237 267 124 123 75 73 133

Source: Russian Federal State Statistics Service

Figure 1: Immigrants from CIS and Baltic countries 1991–2005
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Figure 2: Temporal dispersion of immigration from CIS and Baltic countries 1992–2005
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Figure 3: Wage level and unemployment in the states of the CIS (2005)
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Figure 4: Transfer of funds by migrant laborers to their home countries
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Table 2: What is your attitude to employment of migrants in …
Positive Indiff erent Negative No answer

Law enforcement 4.0% 12.1% 73.8% 10.1%

Civil and municipal service 4.6% 15.6% 69.2% 10.6%

Public health service, education, social work 7.2% 19.4% 62.3% 11.1%

Private business (trade and services) 8.9% 26.8% 52.8% 11.1%
Source: Levada Center, representative opinion poll, July 2005, www.levada.ru

Table 3: What is your attitude towards migrants acquiring property in the shape of …
Positive Indiff erent Negative No answer

Apartments, houses 5.8% 24.9% 57.8% 11.4%

Land 5.0% 18.9% 64.9% 11.2%

Cafes, shops or other small enterprises 5.1% 18.5% 64.3% 12.1%

Large enterprises 3.8% 11.7% 73.8% 10.7%
Source: Levada Center, representative opinion poll, July 2005, www.levada.ru

Figure 5: Foreigners as neighbors or family members
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Figure 6: Discrimination against foreigners on the housing market

Proportion of landlords/-ladies and tenants including the proviso “Only for Russians” in their ads in free 
advertising leafl ets in various Russian cities
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Regional Report

Ethnic Russians Flee the North Caucasus
Oleg Tsvetkov, Maikop

Summary
Russians have been leaving the North Caucasus since before the collapse of the Soviet Union. At the same 
time, the local population has been expanding rapidly. Th e result is a growing divide between the North 
Caucasus and the rest of Russia, where anti-Caucasus sentiments are increasing. Kremlin policies, such as 
relying on the local elites, have not improved the situation. 

Russian Exodus from North Caucasus 
Republics

Ethnic Russians are leaving the North Caucasus. 
Th eir share in the overall composition of the pop-

ulation has declined dramatically. At the end of the 
1959, Russians made up 38.8 percent of the popula-
tion in the seven national republics of the North Cau-
casus. By the time of the 2002 census, this fi gure had 
dropped to 14.9 percent, a loss of nearly 62 percent. In 
absolute terms, the number of Russians living in the 
Caucasus dropped by 994,600 individuals. Overall, 
there are 6.6 million people living in the North Cau-

casus, representing more than 100 nationalities. 
In conditions of deep economic crisis, corruption, 

intense inter-ethnic confl ict, and high levels of crime, 
the main players in the North Caucasus republics are 
the ethnic clans and groups. Th e Russians have only 
a weak ability for ethnic mobilization, are losing the 
battles for infl uence and resources, and therefore are 
leaving their homes of many years. 

Growing Distance with Rest of Russia

With the departure of the Russians from the 
North Caucasus republics, the cultural distance 
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between the North Caucasus and the rest of Russia 
is growing. Th e two sides claim diff erent historical, 
social, and cultural-religious identities. A “domestic 
abroad” has appeared inside of Russia, in some ways 
similar to the position of Kosovo inside of Serbia, 
though the North Caucasus does not seek full politi-
cal independence. 

Th e administrative borders with the “domestic 
abroad” are guarded not simply as state borders, but 
as borders with a probable enemy. In particular, this 
situation aff ects the borders of Dagestan, Chechnya, 
and Ingushetia with Stavropol and North Ossetia. 

Th e Russian exodus from the North Caucasus re-
publics comes when anti-Caucasus feelings in the rest 
of Russia are growing. Several famous Russian nation-
alists (Aleksandr Sevast’yanov and Eduard Limonov), 
as well as politicians in other camps, have called for 
expelling Chechnya, or at least part of it, from the 
country. Such feelings eventually could spread to a 
much wider array of Russian society and could be di-
rected against the entire North Caucasus. 

Th us, hypothetically, the threat to Russia’s territo-
rial unity comes not only from the North Caucasus 
separatists, but also from “simple” Russians unhappy 
about the need to provide fi nancial subsidies to eco-
nomically ineff ective republics with restless and cul-
turally distant populations. 

Central Authorities Powerless

The central authorities are not adopting serious 
measures to stop the processes of de-Russifi cation. 

Th is inactivity comes in spite of the fact that President 
Vladimir Putin, judging by his speeches, understands 
that the exit of Russians from the Caucasus could 
have negative consequences. In a May 2006 meeting 
with Cossack atamans, Putin said that the ability of 
Russians and the Caucasus peoples to live together 

“made the North Caucasus a viable territory of the 
Russian Federation.” Th e exit of the Russians “marks 
the violation of the culture” of neighborly relations in 
this territory. 

Dmitry Kozak, Putin’s presidential envoy to the 
Southern Federal District, which includes the North 
Caucasus, has not raised this issue publicly in a seri-
ous way. However, his predecessor Viktor Kazantsev 
was extremely active in these matters. For example, in 
January 2001 he held a meeting of his staff  to discuss 
the problems of the Russian population and its exodus 
from the region. Local experts and religious fi gures 
participated in the meeting. Th e participants exam-
ined the political, legal, economic, informational-
ideological reasons for Russians to depart. According 
to the press release following this gathering, the con-

versation focused on the inequality suff ered by the 
Russians. Th is inequality appeared in numerous ways: 

“the understanding of the ‘rights of the titular peoples,’ 
the republics’ heraldry, regional electoral laws, the lan-
guage demands made of high-level offi  cials, the practi-
cal aspects of privatization, access to higher education 
and professional advancement, and in the formation 
of national political stereotypes.” Despite Kazantsev’s 
eff orts, the exodus of the Russians continued. 

As Russians Leave, Local Population Expands

The demographic statistics of the fi rst post-Soviet 
decade tell a clear story: as the Russians leave the 

North Caucasus republics, local populations are ex-
panding. According to offi  cial data, 343,000 Russians 
left the Caucasus republics during the 1990s. Migra-
tion accounted for 86 percent of this loss, while nega-
tive natural growth accounted for 14 percent. Dur-
ing this same period, the size of the native Caucasus 
nationalities in the North Caucasus republics grew by 
403,000 individuals. 

Th e share of Caucasus nationalities in the popula-
tion of each of the Caucasus republics grew signifi -
cantly during this time. At the beginning of 1999, it 
ranged from 92.9 percent in Ingushetia to 23 percent 
in Adygeya. Th e share of the Russians correspondingly 
dropped and by 1999, ranging from 1.1 percent of the 
population in Ingushetia to 66.4 percent in Adygeya 
(Russians make up a majority only in this republic). 
Overall, at the beginning of 1999, the Caucasus na-
tionalities made up 70 percent of the population of 
the republics, and Russians represented less than 20 
percent. 

Extreme Diffi  culties in Chechnya

The situation in Chechnya is particularly diffi  cult. 
According to the 1989 census, there were 293,800 

Russians in the then combined Checheno-Ingushetia 
region. According to the 2002 census, only 40,600 
Russians remained in Chechnya and 5,600 in Ingush-
etia. Some experts believe that even these fi gures for 
Chechnya are exaggerated. 

Th e outfl ow of Russians from Chechno-Ingushetia 
began during the years of the Soviet Union. Between 
1979 and 1988, 70,000 people left, mainly Russians. 
When the post-Soviet Chechen wars started, many 
Russians were killed by the separatist fi ghters, other 
Russians died as a result of the Russian bombing. 
Russian refugees numbered in the hundreds of thou-
sands. 

Th ere are no defi nitive fi gures on the number of 
deaths and refugees. One source, prepared by a group 
of Russian scientists headed by V. A. Tishkov, claims 
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that during the 1991–2 period, when Chechnya 
fi rst declared its independence, more than 120,000 
Russians fl ed into neighboring Ingushetia. Between 
1991 and December 1994, when the fi rst Chechen war 
started more than 200,000 Russians left Chechnya, 
according to the former Ministry for Nationalities 
Aff airs and Regional Policy. Between 1991 and 1999, 
the ministry claims that more than 21,000 Russians 
were killed in Chechnya (not including Russians 
who died during military operations), more than 
100,000 homes and apartments belonging to non-na-
tive peoples, including Ingush, were taken, and more 
than 46,000 people were coerced into slavery or used 
as forced laborers. Of course, many Chechens were 
killed during the fi ghting and the brutal policies of 
the Russian military contributed greatly to the overall 
level of violence. 

According to the data of V. I. Mukomel’, the well-
known Russian sociologist, 35,700 people died in 
Chechnya between 1994 and 1996. Vitalii Belozerov, 
a well-known demographer in Russia’s south, point-
ed out that “if the data are correct, most of the vic-
tims were in Grozny and thus most of them were 
Russians.”

During his trips to Chechnya, President Putin did 
not feel it necessary to meet with Russian resident-
activists there thinking bleakly about their future. 
However, in a June appearance on NTV’s Realnaya 
politika, Gleb Pavlovskii, an adviser close to the 
presidential administration, argued that a policy of 
ethnic cleansing had been carried out in Chechnya. 
Pavlovskii said that “the Russians will return to their 
Caucasus homes.” Chechen Prime Minister Ramzan 
Kadyrov has also called on Russians to return. 

However, the humiliation of the Russians (with 
the de facto acquiescence of the central authorities) in 
Chechnya was so great, and the experiences that they 
lived through so terrible, that restoring their former 
numbers in the foreseeable future is not likely. 

Other Regions Also Face Diffi  culties

Ingushetia is another region where the authorities 
are trying to return some of the many Russians who 

fl ed. Th anks to special eff orts they have managed to 
bring back about 400 individuals, a fi gure that was 
considered a great success and much celebrated in 
the press. However, the momentum from this “suc-
cess” was spoiled by the June 2006 murder of Galina 
Gubina, the deputy mayor of Ingushetia’s Sunzhensk 
Raion, who was in charge of eff orts to return the Rus-
sians. Ingushetia is unlikely to be a major destination 
for Russians since they make up only 1.2 percent of 
the population, according to the 2002 census. 

In Dagestan, Russians made up only 4.7 percent, 
according to the 2002 census, dropping from 9 per-
cent in 1989. More than 20,000 Russians have left 
Karachayevo-Cherkessia in the last fi ve years. Russians 
are no longer the largest ethnic group in the region, 
with their share dropping to 33.6 percent. Between 
1989 and 2002, the number of Russians in North 
Ossetia and Kabardino-Balkaria dropped by 24,000 
and 14,000 respectively. Even in Adygeya, the only 
North Caucasus republic where Russians make up an 
absolute majority, the population has been shrinking. 
During the last 10 years, it declined 10 percent. Th ese 
trends are likely to continue for the near and medium 
term, according to various sociological polls and de-
mographic prognoses. 

Many Problems Lead to Exodus

Among the reasons commonly listed for the Rus-
sian fl ight from the North Caucasus republics are 

the numerous confl icts in the region, the high level 
of corruption and crime, the exclusion of Russians 
by Caucasus clans from management, education, and 
business positions, the lack of employment opportu-
nities, the poor ability of Russians to compete as an 
ethnic group against other groups, and the day-to-day 
prejudice of Caucasus peoples in relation to Russians. 
Many of these feelings were provoked by the historical 
wounds infl icted by the Caucasus War of 1817–1864, 
during which the Russian Empire colonized the re-
gion, and WWII, during which Stalin deported the 
Chechens, Ingush, and Karachayevtsi. 

Many Russian scholars and politicians see part of 
the reason for the Russians’ departure in the specifi c 
federal construction of Russia, which includes non-
ethnic regions (oblasts and krais), and ethnic regions, 
such as the North Caucasus republics. In the ethnic 
republics, the status of the Russians will always be 
lower than the status of the titular peoples, a factor 
that will always push the Russians to leave. 

Among the negative consequences of the Russians’ 
departure is the North Caucasus’s loss of highly-
skilled workers, a reduction in local productivity, vio-
lation of the historical balance between various ethnic 
groups and the consequent growth of ethnic confl ict, 
and the deterioration of social conditions spurred by 
the explosion of ethnic and Islamic traditionalism. 

Recently, various domestic authors have pointed 
out that the Russian exodus is accompanied by the 
formation in the North Caucasus of a network-based, 
ethnically-fragmented and deeply corrupt society, only 
formally under the jurisdiction of the Kremlin. Real 
power in this social order is wielded by clans who hold 
offi  ce and parallel structures operating in conjunction 
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with the clan-based authorities. As an expert pointed 
out at a recent conference, “society in the Caucasus 
is breaking down into a conglomerate of local clans 
and associations of mafi a structures, representing...the 
prototype of a ‘people’s mafi a structure.’ Th e regional, 
and to some degree federal, authorities are suff ering 
from an unprecedented crisis of faith and are practi-
cally deprived of legitimacy in the eyes of the local 
population.”

Kremlin Hierarchy of Power Fails to Provide 
Answers

The situation in the Caucasus is the result of the 
failures and mistakes of the Russian authorities 

during Putin’s eff orts to “strengthen the vertical of 
authority,” according to Sergei Markedonov, a well-
known expert at the Institute for Political and Military 
Analysis. Th e Kremlin’s proposed hierarchy can do 
nothing to counter the fact that the North Caucasus 
has slipped into a “gray zone,” only tenuously under 
Kremlin control: “a vertically hierarchical state with-
out horizontal connections is the absence of a state. In 
this situation, ‘the absence of the state,’ strengthened 
neither by the contributions of the elite or the growing 
well-being of the masses, cannot become a base for so-
cial stability. It is necessary to fi rst restore confi dence 
and social stratifi cation – only then will it be possible 
to restore society’s internal integration.”

Markedonov and other authors also consider it 
a mistake that the Kremlin in its North Caucasus 
policy relies on the elite clans dominant in each of 
the republics rather than recruiting among the elite 

“modernized” Caucasus residents not attached to the 
mechanisms of ethno-clan solidarity and oriented to-
ward individual (rather than ethnic group) responsi-
bility and a democratic social order. 

With the upcoming 2007 parliamentary and 
2008 presidential elections, it would be a mistake to 
expect changes in the Kremlin’s policy. So that the 
elections will take place as the Kremlin hopes they 
will, Putin needs the support of the North Caucasus 
elites and their administrative resources. Once again 
the Caucasus Russians are pawns which are easy to 
sacrifi ce in order to win the larger game. 

Th e Russian exodus from the North Caucasus 
demonstrates not only the collapse of Moscow’s na-
tional policy, but also shows its inability to integrate 
society around various national and realistic goals that 
are acceptable for the citizens. If the elite stops being 
interested in the survival of any of the peoples living 
in its own country (or one of its regions), and cannot 
ensure the unity of the peoples, then the integrity of 
that country is automatically under threat. 

Translation from the Russian and editing: 
Robert Orttung

About the author:
Oleg Tsvetkov is a senior researcher in the department of social-political problems of the Southern Scientifi c Center 
of the Russian Academy of Sciences. 

Number of Ethnic Russians in the North Caucasus Republics (2002 Census)

Republic Number of Russians Entire Population

Kabardino-Balkaria 226,620 901,494

Karachayevo-Cherkessia 147,878 439,470

Adygeya 288,280 447,109

Dagestan 120,875 2,576,531

Ingushetia 5,559 467,294

North Ossetia-Alania 164,734 710,275

Chechnya 40,645 1,103,686

Total 994,591 6,645,859

Further reading:
V. A. Tishkov, ed., Puti mira Severnom Kavkaze: Nezavisimyi ekspertnyi doklad, Moscow, 1999.
V.P. Kuksa, “Migratsionnye protsessy v usloviyakh ethnopoliticheskikh konfl iktov na Severnom Kavkaze,” 
Gosudarstvennoe i munitsipal’noe upravlenie: Uchenye zapiski SKAGS, no. 2, 2001.
V. Belozerov, Etnicheskaya karta Severnogo Kavkaza, OGI, 2005.

•
•

•



13

analyticalanalytical
digestdigest

russianrussian
russian analytical digest  07/06

Regional Report

Authorities Hope Chinese Investment Will Bring Russians Back to Far East
By Oleg Ssylka, Vladivostok

Summary
Th e Russian population in the Far East is continuing to shrink. While the local population often feels like 
they are being invaded by Chinese migrants, these perceptions have little basis in reality. During the last 
few years, the Russian Federal Security Service has cracked down on illegal immigrants and there are fewer 
border violations now than in the early 1990s. Instead, the Russian authorities are actively working to pro-
mote Chinese investment in the area. Additionally, the authorities hope to bring ethnic Russian migrants 
to the Far East from the former Soviet republics, but these programs have made little progress due to a lack 
of fi nancing. 

Russians Flee the Far East

In 1991, 8.1 million people lived in the Far East. By 
1999, that number had dropped to 7.3 million and 

now the fi gure is just over 6 million. In the Russian 
regions along the Chinese border (Primorsky Krai, 
Khabarovsk Krai, Amur Oblast, and the Jewish Au-
tonomous Oblast), there are less than 5 million people. 
At the same time, the three Chinese north-eastern 
territories bordering on Russia (Jilin, Liaoning and 
Heilongjiang) have a combined total population of 
more than 100 million people. Generally, the popula-
tion density on the Russia side of the border is 5 per-
sons per square kilometer, while the fi gure is 12 times 
greater across the border in China. 

Th e Russian exodus continues as the authorities 
have not been able to take any measures to improve 
the local standard of living: In 2005, the population 
of the Far Eastern Federal District shrunk by 40,000 
people. At the same time, the planned program to 
bring voluntary Russian migrants to the Far East from 
the non-Russian former republics of the Soviet Union, 
which is supposed to start this fall, is likely to collapse 
since most of the regions do not have the funds to 
provide them with the promised aid. Th e federal gov-
ernment has placed all responsibilities for caring for 
the new migrants on local employers. No one has even 
discussed providing fi nancial support from Russia’s 
Stabilization Fund, which currently collects profi ts 
from Russian oil sales. Many local observers fear that 
the Chinese will eventually fl ood into the Far East to 
replace the departing Russians. 

Moscow Policy Responses

Stories about an anticipated fl ood of Chinese have 
been circulating since the end of the 1980s, when 

Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev traveled to Bei-
jing and opened a new stage in Russian-Chinese 
friendship. At that time visa procedures were simpli-
fi ed and the Chinese were invited to come to Russia to 
trade and vacation. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
Russia witnessed the most extensive infl ow of Chinese 
into the country. No one kept exact fi gures at that 

time, but experts estimate that hundreds of thousands 
of Chinese entered the country then. Since the end of 
the 1990s, with much stricter entrance requirements, 
and particularly in the last three years, the number of 
Chinese coming to Russia as tourists and for a variety 
of other purposes has been declining. Simply staying 
in the country illegally or acquiring citizenship has 
become more diffi  cult. However, in 2005, after Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin visited China, and announced 
that 2006 would be the year of Russia in China and 
2007 the year of China in Russia, the situation began 
to change. Now Russia is actively seeking Chinese, 
but this time the emphasis is placed on investors and 
only partly on temporary workers. 

Putin replaced his presidential envoy in the Far 
East, Konstantin Pulikovsky, with former Kazan 
Mayor Kamil Iskhakov in 2005 with Chinese policy 
in mind. Iskhakov’s task is to attract investment to the 
Far East, while at the same time, using his knowledge 
of Eastern cultures, counter the growing Chinese pres-
sure. In March 2006, Iskhakov told one interviewer 
that he planned to “return the Far East to Russia.” To 
do that, the envoy believes that Russia cannot get by 
without a new program to settle migrants from the 
CIS to the Far East. At the same time, the envoy is not 
opposed to attracting Chinese to the region as agricul-
tural and construction workers. When Iskhakov’s crit-
ics accuse him of facilitating the Chinese expansion, 
he responds that the authorities are carefully moni-
toring all of the Chinese in the Far East. “We have 
exact fi gures on how many citizens of each country 
are working at each enterprise and in each sector of 
the economy, and we know where they live. Yes, there 
are many foreigners among us. But our district cannot 
exist without them. Th e local residents are continuing 
to fl ee to more prosperous Russian regions,” the envoy 
recently announced in Khabarovsk.

Chinese Invasion – Myth and Reality 

Despite such offi  cial pronouncements, the local 
population believes that no one is monitoring 

the fl ows of Chinese into Russia’s east. Th ese opin-
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ions are widespread because in Primorsky Krai cities 
like Vladivostok and Ussuriisk, the Chinese presence 
is particularly visible. Th e Chinese are not only trad-
ing in the market, but also own their own cafes, drive 
public buses, work as shoe repairmen, manage hotels, 
and run large companies involved in forestry and fi sh-
ing. Some reports even suggest that the Chinese have 
their own casinos and underground banks in the re-
gion. Several neighborhoods in Ussuriisk are almost 
entirely populated with Chinese. 

Fear of China remains strong among Russians. 
Residents of the Far East still remember the con-
fl ict over Damanskii Island in 1969. Th en regular 
Chinese army units tried to capture this island in the 
Ussuri River, killing dozens of Russian border guards. 
Decades after this bloodletting, Russia quietly gave the 
island to China. In the fall of 2005, a Harbin chemi-
cal factory dumped tons of poison into the Sungari 
River and it eventually fl owed in the Russian Amur 
River. Th e result was an ecological catastrophe. At the 
local level, these events have encouraged a strong lack 
of trust in the Chinese. 

But the wide-spread popular perception that 
Chinese have gained a strong foothold in the re-
gion diff ers signifi cantly from reality on the ground: 
According to experts, only 200 Chinese have offi  cially 
married Russian women and remained to live in the 
country during the last 10 years. More recently, there 
have only been 3–4 marriages annually in the krai, 
usually in rural areas. Th ere are even fewer mixed 
families in Khabarovsk and Amur regions. In the 
other parts of the Far East, there are only a handful 
of Chinese. 

Th is year Russia imposed a quota of 329,300 for-
eigner workers who can enter the country. Moscow 
has the largest part of the quota, with 40,000, while 
Primoskii Krai is in second place with 15,000. In the 
Far East, Chinese workers make up the majority of 
the foreigners. Th ere are about 32,000 Chinese guest 
workers in the Far East Federal District now, accord-
ing to the regional economic journal Dal’nevostochnyi 
kapital. Th ese people generally are former peasants 
who are extremely diligent in their labors. If one adds 
the approximately 150,000 Chinese tourists in the 
area and several hundred representatives of joint ven-
tures, then the total is no more than 200,000. Most of 
these people are in Russia for no more than a few days. 
Th ere is no basis to speak seriously about a Chinese 
threat.

Nevertheless, warnings about a Chinese inva-
sion often appear in the press. For example, Natalya 
Rimashevskaya, director of the Russian Academy of 
Sciences’ Institute of Social Economic Problems, has 
warned that the Chinese believe that they could settle 
50–70 million of their citizens in Siberia and the Far 
East. Others claim that there could be as many as 
8–10 million legal Chinese immigrants in Russia by 
2010. Some articles cite Chinese web sites which al-
legedly discuss plans for occupying Russian territory. 

Th e Chinese Foreign Ministry occasionally responds 
to these claims, emphasizing that the Chinese govern-
ment has no plans to capture Russian lands. 

A New Approach to China

In recent years, policy makers in both Moscow and 
Primorsky Krai have adopted a new view of China. 

Th is approach grew particularly strong after Russia 
and China resolved the last of their border disputes 
a few years ago. Th e last point of contention was an 
island on the Amur River, which was handed over to 
China. Th e gist of the new policy is that the Russian 
Far East needs investment and workers in order to lift 
its economy and, as Primorsky Krai Governor Sergei 
Darkin loves to repeat, “create a launch pad to move 
into the entire Asian Pacifi c Region.”

How many workers are needed to raise the Far 
Eastern economy to the Russian average? Boris Tersky, 
the director of the Far Eastern Center for Strategic 
Projects, claims that 1.2 million men and women be-
tween the ages of 20 and 50 are needed at existing 
production sites. Envoy Iskhakov calls for 2.5 million. 
Both see Chinese workers as the engine to accelerate 
the development of the Far Eastern economy. 

Employers currently benefi t from hiring foreign 
workers. Th ey can pay the Chinese workers half as 
much as the Russian average and still the salaries are 
attractive by Chinese standards. In the forestry sector, 
Chinese workers earn 5,000–6,000 rubles a month 
and can accumulate 50,000 rubles a year. With these 
funds they can build a house in China and pay for 
their children’s education. Th e same money buys very 
little in Primorsky Krai. 

A trend that has received little attention is that 
recently Chinese labor in the Far East has become 
more expensive. Th is summer during the preparations 
for the holiday marking the founding of Vladivostok, 
various unskilled workers and handymen were paid 
$6/hour. Th e Chinese, having trained the local resi-
dents not to notice them, are now working to increase 
their salaries. Nothing can be done to counter this 
trend because there is no one else to do the diffi  cult, 
unskilled labor besides the Chinese. Th e local popula-
tion feels that it is above doing such work. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Chinese 
and Koreans living in Russia performed all the most 
diffi  cult jobs. In Vladivostok at that time, they made 
up as much as 20 percent of the population and num-
bered in the several tens of thousands. In 1937 Stalin 
banished all migrants to Kazakhstan. After their de-
parture, Primorsky Krai suff ered from a shortage of 
fruits and vegetables. 

Th e Projects of Successful Chinese Migrants

What do the Chinese migrants who have managed 
to establish themselves in the region do today? 

Th e most successful have created fi ctitious joint Rus-
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sian-Chinese enterprises. Russian citizens are simply 
listed in the formal documents, while Chinese buy 
up forestry products, fi sh, and wildlife from the taiga. 
Th e businessmen have managed to establish corrupt 
ties with the Russian authorities who ignore poaching 
and transporting contraband products. At the same 
time, the number of crimes committed against Chi-
nese enterprises in the Far East is growing. Many tem-
porary Chinese residents in the Far East are involved 
in selling cheap consumer goods, a very profi table en-
terprise. Many of these traders do not pay taxes since 
they are not registered as entrepreneurs. 

Additionally, there is an increasing number of 
Chinese who rent abandoned agricultural land and 
grow vegetables there. According to the farmers them-
selves, the income from working in Russia is 5–10 
times higher than it would be in China. Some observ-
ers say that they do not take good care of the land 
since they use a variety of pesticides and poisons in 
producing the vegetables eventually sold to Russians. 
Other Chinese are now seeking education in Russian 
universities. Currently there are several thousand 
Chinese students in Far Eastern institutions of higher 
education. 

An entire army of Russian bureaucrats lives on the 
bribes that all these Chinese migrants off er. Th ese of-
fi cials take bribes to fi le forms for crossing the border, 
securing housing, and working in the markets. 

Times Are Changing

The situation is changing for the Chinese. Having 
become used to the corruption of Russian bureau-

crats and police, the Chinese now are facing a new 
situation as the special services are stepping up their 
activities against Chinese citizens who violate Russian 
laws. Earlier Chinese poachers and illegal migrants 
were simply deported back to China. Now, more 
frequently they are put on trial. In September, four 
poachers on the Amur River were sentenced to terms 
of 8 months to 1.5 years. Since many Chinese harvest 
wildlife and fi sh near the border, the Federal Security 
Service has declared special zones along the border 
where foreigners are not allowed to go without special 
permission. Th is measure could signifi cantly hinder 
the joint criminal business in Russia of many Chinese 
and Russians. 

Having imposed greater control on the entry of for-
eigners into Russia, the authorities are now seeking to 
attract more Chinese capital. Vsevolod Ovchinnikov, 
a leading Russian scholar of China, told a roundtable 

discussion among experts whose comments were pub-
lished in Rossiiskaya gazeta, that “I think that our 
most important task is to create attractive conditions 
for those who live and work in the Far East.” He ar-
gued that the region cannot survive without Chinese 
labor and that Russia should seek a balance between 
Chinese state and private investment. “Th is will allow 
us to take the best position in the undoubtedly com-
plex current and future relations with China.” Russia’s 
policy will most likely focus on bringing Chinese in-
vestment to the region to create jobs for Russian im-
migrants coming from the CIS. 

Th e most interesting development is that the 
Chinese seem to have accepted the Russian rules of 
the game. Th e Chinese understand that Moscow is 
unhappy when it comes under migration pressure, 
even though the Kremlin does not say so directly. 
Th erefore, the Chinese are increasing their investments 
in Sakhalin gas and oil projects, building houses in 
Birobidzhan, setting up factories in Blagoveshchensk, 
and creating joint trading zones on the border of 
Primorsky Krai. In Vladivostok, Chinese state and 
private companies are deliberately examining whether 
to build unprofi table city sewage treatment plants. In 
return, they are seeking plots of land where they can 
construct hotels. Despite all the problems, during the 
last two years, the level of trade and Chinese invest-
ment has increased in the Far East. 

China has never hidden its plans to develop the 
country’s north-eastern regions using resources from 
the Russian Far East. Th e Russian authorities are tak-
ing these plans into account. Th erefore they are now 
building an oil pipeline from Eastern Siberia to the 
Pacifi c Ocean and hydroelectric stations: China is a 
potential customer for Russia’s oil and electricity. On 
the other hand, with the increase in Chinese invest-
ment, the amount of uncontrolled Chinese migration 
to the region has dropped. Th e federal and regional 
authorities are happy about this situation. Th ey hope 
to bring in migrants from the former Soviet Union. 

Chinese tourists are still coming to Vladivostok 
and Khabarovsk, though the numbers have declined 
somewhat since the Chinese Communist Party has 
forbidden them from gambling in Russian casinos. 
For the tourists, the Far East is an attractive destina-
tion since it is the closest European territory to China, 
while off ering an attractive natural environment. Th ey 
do not want to live here, but are very happy to visit. 

Translation from the Russian and editing: 
Robert Orttung

About the author:
Oleg Ssylka is a journalist in Vladivostok. 

Further Reading:
Th ornton, Judith and Charles Ziegler, eds., Russia’s Far East: A Region at Risk (Seattle: Th e National Bureau of Asian Research, 
2003).
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