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Program for Area Studies based on Needs of Society
The Project adopted in 2007
Central Asian Migration Management and International Cooperation

Research Summary
University of Toyama

Issues addressed in this research

Against a backdrop of increasing international human interaction reflecting the rise of economic
globalization, the sudden collapse of the former Soviet Union meant that in a very short time the Central Asian
countries, with their newly formed borders, had to establish the same kind of controls for foreign worker
migration that many Western European countries had built up through years of experience. During the Soviet
era people of various ethnic groups had been able to traverse the Soviet zone as though it were a single country,
but this multi-cultural region comprised of numerous countries now faced the problem of migrants wanting to
return home, and the problem of migrant workers relating to people who had once been considered
compatriots, but who now had to be regarded and treated as foreigners. In addition, the developing countries of
Central Asia were now faced with economic disparity in relation to Russia and Kazakhstan, triggering
migration from poorer countries to richer countries.

The migration of these people also brought social problems into the receiving countries, such as
human trafficking, forced labor and drug smuggling. The increase in xenophobia and a rise in nationalistic
feeling accompanying anti-foreigner movements demonstrated a sharpening of mood towards foreigners
among the population of receiving countries, causing policy makers to struggle in their attempts to maintain
mutual respect between ethnic groups and the civil rights and freedoms of immigrants.

Japan has an amicable relationship with the Central Asian countries, which has come about
through initiatives such as technical aid and infrastructure maintenance, designed to help develop the skills of
the local workforce in the region. Japan has also given financial aid and assistance as ODA in order to help
alleviate the difficulties that have accompanied economic reform. This was because increasing instability in the
region following the collapse of the Soviet Union posed a potential threat to peace in Eurasia. Support of the
transition towards a market economy has met with uniform success, and attention is now turning to the
question of how to solve the region’s social problems.

The problems relating to human migration are issues that bear a close relation to the social
problems and democratization of both migrant-sending and migrant-receiving countries (the problem of
poverty in the sending countries and the difficulty of protecting civil and human rights in the recipient
countries). Based on the situation in Central Asia and the surrounding countries, this research seeks to
understand the inherent problems of the region, discusses the impact of the social problems that accompany
human migration on the peace and stability of the region, and considers what is really required in the way of
multilateral cooperation to solve these various problems.

The central issues addressed in this research are: the increase in the number of immigrants and
migrant workers from Central Asian countries crossing the border over land into Kazakhstan and Russia and
the social problems this causes; and the system for controlling the migration of Central Asian people based on



multilateral cooperation. Taking the following issues to be the most important, in this research we: 1)
highlighted the kinds of threats and concerns governments and citizens of receiving countries felt as a result of
the immigration of Central Asian people to Kazakhstan or Russia undertaken for the purpose of resettlement or
work; 2) examined the problems faced by Central Asian immigrants in the receiving countries and the threats
to their rights and freedoms; and 3) considered what kind of bilateral or multilateral cooperation is required
between Central Asia and the surrounding countries in order to control cross-border migration.

Central Asian migration as a global issue

Cross-border human migration is increasing worldwide, and there are various crises occurring as a
result. In some cases people flee their home country because of poverty, discrimination, violence or political
pressure, while in others people migrate across borders to look for new job opportunities or in search of
business. Globally this flow of people sees migration from south to north, east to west, or from one developing
country to another. Countries that welcome immigrants are becoming fewer with each passing year. As
countries begin to feel uneasy about the threat that massive immigration poses to political stability and security,
there is a tendency for them to tighten immigration controls and controls on foreign workers. At the same time,
due to a declining birthrate and aging population, many wealthy countries find themselves increasingly unable
to support their own economy without immigrants. The regression and confusion seen in many countries’
response to the acceleration in the global flow of people, demonstrates that there is a limit to what any one
country can do in dealing with the various problems associated with human migration. The issue of social
problems accompanying human migration across borders into other countries and regions is one that currently
attracts a lot of interest. Through economic migration, one country’s poverty problem becomes a disruptive
force in the labor market of another. With problems such as human trafficking, forced labor, the trade in illicit
drugs and the spread of infectious diseases, human migration is also a central issue in the discussion relating to
soft security, which has come about since the end of the Cold War.

The systems for regulating migration and the issue of social problems accompanying migration
across borders are, therefore, important global issues when considering the current peace and stability in
Central Asia as well as the rest of the world. The problems relating to migration in Central Asia are one part of
the overall acceleration in the global flow of migrants following the end of the Cold War. The change of the
political and economic systems in the region, the sharpening of ethnic conflicts and the economic disparity in
relation to the surrounding countries that has arisen since the collapse of the Soviet Union are all issues which
require political, ethnic, economic and historical-based researches. Hitherto, there has been a paucity of area
studies relating to human migration in the Central Asia region, and research relating to global human migration
has tended to be segmentalized into each field of specialism, rather than be amalgamated into the overall
discipline of area studies. There is a need, therefore, to adopt an area studies approach to this global issue
which amalgamates the responses of the specialists in different fields towards it.

The global problems relating to migration can be divided into 4 issues: 1) The causes of
immigration and the direction in which migrants travel; 2) The migration control systems in receiving
countries; 3) The national security dilemma of migration; 4) The potential for international cooperation in
migration management. These are not issues that can be dealt with by a single academic discipline or by a
single theory alone. These are issues which require a interdisciplinary form of area studies.



Research issues which address political and social needs

There is a need for countries with different ethnic, religious, cultural and historical backgrounds to
accept each other’s different political and economic systems and strive to live and prosper together. As the birth
rate declines and the population ages, Japan will in the future also need to receive immigrants — particularly
foreign migrant workers — and so will come under increasing pressure to work together with migrants and live
together harmoniously with its immigrant population. The migration problems occurring in Central Asia are
therefore to be considered as our own problems.

As well as positive impacts, international migration can also have a variety of negative impacts on
receiving countries. In today’s globalized international community, many countries have established measures
control immigration and are closely examining the impact of migration on their own country and region.
Unfortunately there has been insufficient international research into cross-border migration and the related
social problems in the Central Asian region. Migration researches in Central Asia still remain a relatively new
area of development.

Academic significance of the research: development of a new form of area studies

Related to the various migration problems within the former Soviet zone, area studies on migration has not
been sufficiently institutionalized within Japan’s academic community. Beginning after the end of the Cold
War, the intensive study of the former Soviet Union’s immigrants and foreign workers is a research field which
even on a global level can still only be said to be in its pioneering phase. Our aim is to build the foundation for
Japan’s area studies on Central Asian migration.

While interest is growing in the social problems associated with international migration, research
into migration-related social problems in the former Soviet zone is still very much lacking. This research has
been undertaken in the absence of any precedent or pre-existing findings from Japanese researchers. The
collapse of the Soviet Union meant the creation of new borders within the former Soviet zone. Up until that
point people had been able to migrate between the countries of the Soviet block as citizens of the Soviet Union
without having to cross borders. With the appearance of new borders, these same people suddenly acquired the
status of foreigners. In this sense, Central Asia’s immigration problems are a new phenomenon which has
arisen since the end of the Cold War. It follows, therefore, that Central Asian immigrant research represents a
new development in area studies. We believe that this research will become the foundation for Japan’s

migration studies of the Central Asia region, as well as the starting point for all future developments.

Our research findings

Russia needs migrant workers as well as immigrants’ resettlement to supplement its population,
and she will continue to have a huge magnetic attraction for Central Asian immigrants. On the other hand,
Kazakhstan, which was at one time a migrant-sending country into Russia, has now become a
migrant-receiving country, attracting Oralman (now ethnic Kazakhs) and migrant workers from all over
Central Asia. Kazakhstan is also a corridor (transit) for Central Asian immigrants migrating to Russia and other



countries. The problems associated with the migration control of Central Asian migrants and civil rights as
well as the rights of migrant workers mainly occur in these two countries.

Zhanna Zaionchkovskaya points out, is that there is a collaborative relationship — especially in the
labor market — between Russia and Kazakhstan, both of which need to supplement their workforce and
population, and the other Central Asian countries, which have a surplus workforce and a high birth rate.

We must not forget, however, that this collaborative relationship arose because of the serious lack
of job opportunities in the migrant-sending Central Asian countries. Many of the official figures relating to
unemployment rates in Central Asian countries are meaningless as statistics. In the middle of 2009 the official
unemployment rates in the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan were 2.8% and 2.1% respectively, but according to
a UNESCO report the unemployment situation in Tajikistan was closer to half of its working population.

A large number of migrant workers travel to Russia and Kazakhstan from the Central Asian
countries because of this lack of employment opportunities. The amount of money that migrant workers send
back to their home countries is rapidly increasing in scale and goes to supporting the home countries’ GDP. For
example in Tajikistan remittances accounted for 36.2% of the GDP in 2006. In the interview study we carried
out as part of this research in 2008, this had grown to more than 50% of the GDP. In our research, we
examined the situation regarding overseas remittances which sent to families in Uzbekistan with qualitative
research interviewings. We also carried out qualitative research interviewings (life story interviews) of Central
Asian migrants living in Moscow in cooperation with the Institute of Socio-Political Research, Russia
Academy of Science.

Siberia is the gateway to Russia for immigrants. The current inflow of Central Asian immigrants
into Russia arose the social risk to receive migrants in Siberia. The stereotype image of the Central Asian
migrant is still immature, and this research revealed that a form of xenophobia that can be described as “hyper
ethnophobia” is currently on the rise. What was unique about our research was that we carefully examined the
citizen-level phenomena of stereotyping and ethnophabia.

The research also revealed that the Central Asian immigrants themselves face various problems,
such as: scams by officials in everyday life, at work and when entering or leaving Russia; a work permit
system that is so complicated that immigrants cannot manage the application process by themselves; and a
work permit quota system that has almost no regulatory function, as more work permits are issued than the
number allocated. These findings were revealed through qualitative research interviewings of Central Asian
migrants resident in Moscow. In order to get clarification on the situation regarding Central Asian human
trafficking we enlisted the cooperation of an NGO which specifically deals with that area.

In Kazakhstan a new concept of migration policy has been created, which takes the system for
receiving and controlling Oralman and migrant workers as its central concern. The question of how to make
Oralmans resettled in Kazakhstan carries with it a particular risk for social unrest in some Kazakh regions, as
the Oralman resettlement program is such a politically-charged issue.

The difficulty of establishing international cooperation to tackle immigration problems in Russia
and Central Asia is largely due to the fact that the borders between countries and the borders between societies
do not necessarily overlap. This presents a dilemma over whether to prioritize national security or “Societal
security”, ultimately preventing the regional and international cooperation required to solve the migration
problems in the region. The multinational cooperation of the regional migration controls still remains infeasible
to influence the shape of the regional order.



Our collated conclusions are as follows:

1) Central Asian migrant workers act as a “bridge” between Russia and Central Asia as they become
increasingly integrated in labor market. At the same time, however, these migrant workers are becoming more
and more vulnerable. In migrant-receiving country Russia, the stereotype image of the Central Asian
immigrant is still immature, and a form of xenophobia that can be described as “hyper ethnophobia” is on the
rise, threatening an outbreak of social unrest. Kazakhstan functions as a corridor for Central Asian migrants,
but with the existence of such problems as human trafficking and migrants’s social adaptability, the
vulnerability of migrants in this area is a big issue.

2) Due to confusing migration control systems in the migrant-receiving countries, Central Asian migrant
workers often become illegal immigrants without being aware of it. In practice, the work permit system is not
an effective method of regulating immigration, and only serves to increase opportunities of scams by the
officials in the receiving country to extort money from immigrants. The foreign labor migration management
needs to be overhauled so as to correspond to the reality of the immigrants’ situation.

3) The demographic shift (including migrant workers) from Central Asia to Russia and Kazakhstan raises
Societal Security concerns for the recipient region, posing a risk to the stability of human society in the area.
Tackling migration problems in Russia and Central Asia is hampered due to the fact that the borders between
countries and the borders between societies do not necessarily overlap. This presents a dilemma over whether
to prioritize national security or societal security, ultimately preventing the regional and international
cooperation required to solve the migration problems in the region. In Central Asia the framework for regional
cooperation is still immature, and there is a need to go beyond migration control undertaken at individual
country level and seek a region-wide approach to the issue.

Policy implications of our research findings

The policy implications of the research findings which will help contribute to the peace and stability of Central
Asia are listed in the 5 points below.

1) The emergence and proliferation of xenophobia are a threat to the human security of Central Asian
immigrants. There is a need to implement collaborative international measures in cooperation with the relevant
migrant-receiving countries to address xenophobia and raise awareness of the protection of immigrants’ rights.

2) There is a need to clarify and simplify the bureaucratic processes relating to immigration control in
migrant-receiving countries for migrant workers from Central Asia. Ideally, migrants should be able to manage
these processes themselves. In order to achieve this, both the migrant-sending and migrant-receiving countries
must understand the difficulties faced by immigrants when dealing with these bureaucratic processes and seek
a realistic solution.

3) The problem of human trafficking in Central Asia is one that has until now not received sufficient attention.
By raising general awareness of the problem of human trafficking not just in Central Asia, where the problem
is occurring, but also in Japan, we can help to solve the problem. Japan needs to recognize that it can support
the peace and prosperity of Central Asia by contributing in this kind of humanitarian way.

4) Economic migration is the dominant form of immigration from Central Asia. Typically this relates to
Central Asian migrant workers who go to seek employment in Russia and Kazakhstan. This migration is



caused by the lack of employment opportunities in the migrant-sending countries of Central Asia. The creation
of employment opportunities in these countries is, therefore, an important issue.

5) Control of Central Asian migration flows has only ever been carried out through international cooperation in
the form of migration control measures based on bilateral agreements. Tackling migration problems in Russia
and Central Asia is hampered due to the fact that the borders between countries and the borders between
societies do not necessarily overlap. This presents a dilemma over whether to prioritize national security or
societal security, ultimately preventing the regional and international cooperation is required to solve in the
region. In Central Asia the framework for regional cooperation is still immature, and there is a need to go
beyond migration control undertaken at individual country level and seek a region-wide approach to the issue.
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