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SUMMARY Russia is a major source of and 
destination for migration, involving a 
considerable number of people. It has mainly 
attracted migrants from other countries 
belonging to the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS). However, following 
the "forced resettlement" of ethnic Russians in 
the aftermath of the Soviet Union's collapse, 
migration flows from the CIS countries have 
decreased. 
Economic development and the ensuing need 
for workers, as well as demographic problems, 
have led to important policy changes in 
Russia. Since 2007, the country seems to have 
shifted towards a more "open" migration 
policy. 
Yet, despite crucial changes in legislation, 
certain migration-related problems are far 
from solved, especially in the area of the 
registration of migrants, as well as their 
integration and access to the labour market. In 
addition, seven government agencies are 
involved in enforcing migration policy, which 
raises doubts as to how well it is coordinated. 
The EU has limited means to influence Russian 
internal policies. Whereas it has competed 
with Russia in attracting labour migrants, both 
entities have increasingly cooperated on 
certain migration issues. The most significant 
elements in this cooperation were the 2006 
Readmission and Visa Facilitation agreements. 
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Socio-economic context 

Migration trends 
The disintegration of the Soviet Union (SU) 
was followed by sizeable migration flows 
both into and from the Russian Federation. 
Since 1989, most migrants have circulated 
between Russia and the other CIS countries 
with which Russia has maintained a special 
relationship. This is explained by their 
common past, geographical proximity and 
respective political and economic interests. 

In the early 1990s, about 25 million ethnic 
Russians lived in the other CIS countries and 
the three Baltic Republics. Many of them felt 
under pressure to move to Russia; some 
fleeing conflicts, such as those in South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia. 

For two decades these "forced migrants" 
were the largest group of people migrating 
to Russia. Altogether, between 1993 and 
2009 Russia received 7.1 million people from 
the former Soviet Republics.1 In 2002, 
Russian nationals represented 90% of the 
12 million foreign-born persons living in 
Russia. 
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Since the mid-1990s however, such forced 
migration has gradually decreased. It fell 
from an average of about 700 000 per year 
in the 1990s to less than 200 000 per year 
since 2000. 

While Russia has maintained a positive 
migration balance with the CIS countries, 
this has not been the case with respect to 
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other major migration countries. A yearly 
average of 93 000 Russians left the country 
in the 1990s, and 32 000 between 2000 and 
2010. Their main destinations were the 
United States, Israel and the EU (in particular 
Germany). The number of non-CIS migrants 
coming to Russia was much smaller. 

The United States is the only country with 
more foreign-born residents than Russia, in 
absolute terms. However, between 2008 and 
2009 the immigration rate in Russia was 22 
migrants per 10 000 population. This is 
much lower than in most other OECD 
countries.2 

Economic development 
There are major differences between the CIS 
countries in their levels of economic, social 
and political development. Russia – with its 
comparatively strong extraction-based 
economy – has seen some increase in the 
number of economic migrants, not only 
from the CIS, but also from other Asian 
countries. However, many commentators 
stress this has not been enough to 
compensate for the loss of young and skilled 
workers emigrating to the EU and the US.  

Demographic evolution 
As part of a broader European trend, Russia 
has been increasingly confronted with 
population decline. It is predicted that, 
around 2043, Russia will be overtaken by 
Turkey as the most populous country in the 
wider Europe.3 

The current scale of incoming migration is 
insufficient to offset this demographic 
downturn (see figure 1). 

Figure 1. Population dynamic forecast by 2030 in 
thousands of people. 

Year Total 
population 
growth/loss 

Natural 
population loss 

Migration 
growth 

2016 7.7. -309.0 316.7 

2020 -137.3 -489.0 351.7 

2025 -272.8 -652.6 379.8 

2030 -330.0 -724.6 394.6 

Source: Labour Migration to Russia: what to do next, p.2. 

The proportion of working-age citizens is 
also decreasing. The death rate among the 
economically active population is much 
higher than the EU average, with life expect-
ancy of Russian males only 58.9 years.4 

Furthermore, there are major differences 
between Russian regions in terms of 
population density. Whereas a growing 
number of people live in big cities, the 
northern and far eastern regions have been 
getting more and more depopulated. 

These demographic and economic 
considerations, as well the will to curb 
irregular migration, are behind recent 
changes in the general approach to 
migration in Russia, reflected in various 
policy instruments. 

Policy framework 

Post-Soviet Union period 
For many years the resettlement of "forced 
migrants" remained the main priority of 
Russian migration policy. The focus changed 
however with the shift in migration trends. 

Until 2006, Russian policy had been 
restrictive, and characterised by a plethora 
of administrative barriers impeding the 
access of foreign citizens to the labour 
market. Migrants could only apply for a work 
permit through a sponsor – the employer – 
as intermediary. 

Irregular migration levels were very high, 
which was partly attributed to restrictive 
policies on labour migration rendering 
regularising migrant's work very difficult. 

According to the Federal Migration Service 
(FMS), in 2006 there were between 10 and 
15 million irregular migrants in Russia. 
Current estimates vary, with most sources 
giving a figure of 4-5 million people. The 
length of Russia's land borders (around 
20 000 km) and the prevalence of visa-free 
regimes within the CIS make it very difficult 
to prevent irregular migration. 

http://www.neweurasia.ru/en/library/detail.php?ELEMENT_ID=2378
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Post-2006 trends 
In October 2007, the New Concept of 
Demographic Policy until 2025 was 
adopted, which stressed the need to 
increase the number of migrants. The 2008 
Concept of Social and Economic 
development in Russia until 2020 set a 
target for increasing the share of foreign 
students to 5% of the total number of 
students.  

As of January 2007, there 
has been a general 
liberalisation of Russian 
migration policy in order to 
increase inward migration 
flows, attracting certain 
categories of migrants. 

Since then, migration policy 
has aimed at: 

 increasing permanent 
immigration, 

 expanding the legal 
space for temporary 
labour migration, 

 regularising – to a 
limited extent – 
undocumented migrants 
while reducing irregular migration in 
general, 

 creating stimuli for the immigration of 
highly skilled migrants, and 

 improving collection of migration 
statistics.5 

These changes are still underway, as 
reflected in the 2012 "Strategy 2020" aimed 
at the formation of a new Russian economic 
model, and which foresees an important 
role for migration. 

Changes in migration law 
The post-2006 policies have included 
amendments and modifications to a 
number of federal laws in the migration field 
including: 

 The Federal Law on Citizenship of the 
Russian Federation, 

 The 2002 Federal Law No.115-FZ on the 
legal status of foreign citizens in the 
Russian Federation, 

 The Federal Law on exit from and entry to 
the Russian Federation, 

 The 2006 Federal Law No.109-FZ on the 
registration of foreign citizens and 
stateless persons in the Russian 
Federation. 

Work permits and quotas 
In 2007, access to the 
Russian labour market for 
migrants from countries 
covered by the visa-free 
regimes (all CIS countries 
except Turkmenistan) was 
considerably liberalised. 

Procedures for foreigners 
registering for a stay of less 
than one year were 
simplified. Under the new 
law, workers from a visa-
free country can apply for 
permits themselves with-
out any need for the 
employer to get prior 
approval. Moreover, the 
new registration rules 

regarding registration allow migrant 
workers to register using the address of an 
employer or other organisation rather than 
a residence, and also to do so by mail (for 
persons staying less than 90 days). 
Furthermore, if a migrant provides evidence 
of legal employment they can stay for up to 
one year.6 

In 2007, quotas (the maximum number of 
migrant workers in the economy) were set 
at a high level (6 million). This move was 
meant to encourage illegal workers to 
regularise their status.  

New categories of migrants 
In 2010, two new categories of labour 
migrants – "patent" holders and highly 
qualified specialists – were established. 

Post-Soviet Union migration policy 
stages 

1992-1994: formation 

1995-1999: expanding spheres 
under regulation and development 
of migration legislation 

1999-2002: period considered by 
many as a step backwards (the FMS 
was dissolved) 

2002-2004: focus on combating 
irregular migration and restrictive 
policies 

2005-ongoing: reform of migration 
policy. 

Source: N Voronina (2006), after Migration in 
the Russian Federation: A Country Profile / 
IOM, 2008.p. 72.

http://2020strategy.ru/
http://www.imldb.iom.int/viewDocument.do?id=%7B9CB64A73-8011-46A3-B384-A64F9DC0A821%7D
http://www.imldb.iom.int/viewDocument.do?id=%7BE6224D4B-0120-432B-A7FD-F4E4B24DFEAA%7D
http://publications.iom.int/bookstore/free/Russia_Profile2008.pdf
http://publications.iom.int/bookstore/free/Russia_Profile2008.pdf
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According to the previous rules, migrants 
working in private households had to apply 
for work permits in the same way as those 
working for enterprises. As a consequence 
most of them worked illegally because the 
procedures were too complex. The new law 
introduced "patents" for migrants working 
in a private sphere. They are issued by the 
Federal Migration Service (FMS) and are 
renewable on a monthly basis for €25. 

Highly qualified specialists must earn at 
least RUB 2 million per year (€50 000) and 
are granted a residence permit valid for 
three years. The permit also covers their 
dependents. 

Outstanding issues 

It is argued that these liberalisations in 
migration laws have only eliminated some 
administrative barriers, without actually 
changing migration management 
mechanisms.7 Commentators point to 
numerous persistent deficiencies in Russian 
migration policy.  

Migration registration 
Since 2007 the share of migrants not 
compliant with migration registration 
procedures has significantly decreased. 
However, it is still estimated at about 20%-
25% of the group concerned. Hosts wishing 
to hide their relationship with migrants tend 
to refuse to allow them to register. As a 
result, irregular migrants often resort to 
various intermediary "services", many of 
which are linked to criminals. 

Moreover, many migrants who have passed 
the three-day limit prescribed by law for 
registration tend not to report their 
presence to the authorities.  

Quotas 
Whereas the migrant labour quotas for 2007 
amounted to 6 million, the following year 
they were reduced to 1.8 million (but later 
increased to 3.3. million). They were further 
reduced in the following years. 

It is argued that the reduced quotas do not 
reflect the real needs of the economy. 
Whereas the authorities have cited the 
economic crisis as the reason for the 
reduction, some commentators consider the 
decision to be a populist, anti-migration 
move. Fixing quotas at too low a level can 
stimulate corruption and illegal 
employment of migrants. Indeed, quota 
trading has been common and "shadow 
economy" networks have been involved in 
the process.8 

"Patents" 
In the five months after the introduction of 
"patents", they were requested by fewer 
than 150 000 migrants and granted to 
120 000 of them, out of the estimated 
3 million migrant population working for 
private individuals. 

The existing administrative barriers and the 
absence of an adequate administrative 
infrastructure have hampered widespread 
use of "patents". 

Coordination of migration policy 
The following government agencies have 
competences in the area of migration policy: 
the FMS, the Ministry of Social Development 
and Healthcare, the Ministry of Labour, the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Ministry of 
Economic Development, the Ministry of 
Regional Development, and the Federal 
Security Service. The proliferation of bodies 
sharing competence in the field means a big 
risk of inconsistencies in policy execution 
and migration data collection. 

Integration of migrants 
Russian society is not impervious to 
xenophobia, and each year 400-600 people 
fall victim to ethnic-motivated violence, 40-
120 of whom die. Whereas, in general, 
Russians seem tolerant towards nationals 
from Ukraine and Moldova, they do not 
have the same attitude to migrants of non-
Slavic appearance, especially those from the 
Caucasus. These problems are exacerbated 
by the fact that migrants increasingly close 
themselves in ethnic diasporas. Moreover, 
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the command of the Russian language 
amongst them has significantly deteriorated 
since the 1990s. 

There is no comprehensive integration 
policy that would address these issues, and 
the institutions in place are ineffective. And 
only 25-30% of Russians would support such 
a policy.9 
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Cooperation with the EU 

As migration issues touch upon vital 
national economic and security interests, 
two major actors such as Russia and the EU 
are likely to differ in their approach to 
dealing with migratory flows between them. 
Indeed, they have competed in attracting 
migrants to work, and have not always 
agreed on what constitutes a security threat. 

Russian migration policy has been subject to 
external influence only to a limited extent. 
On the one hand Russia (just like the EU MS) 
is party to international conventions and is 
therefore bound by the resulting obligations. 
On the other hand, the EU and Russia have 
worked together on numerous migration 
problems which are an integral part of 
cooperation in the field of freedom, security 
and justice. 

Fighting irregular migration and visa 
facilitation stand out as issues of particular 
importance. In 2006, a readmission 
agreement was signed, under which Russia 
and the EU agreed to take back citizens of 

the other party staying illegally in their 
respective territories. In addition, contacts 
have been established between the Russian 
Border Guard Service and Frontex. 

The same year saw the adoption of the Visa 
Facilitation Agreement. Since then, the two 
parties have come ever closer to the 
introduction of a visa-free regime. 

In May 2011, Russia and the EU launched a 
Dialogue on Migration, covering – among 
other things – such issues as legal and 
irregular migration, asylum, and trafficking 
in human beings. 
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