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In the contemporary era of globalization, labor migration has become increasingly 

prominent, with millions of individuals relocating across national boundaries for a range 

of reasons, including employment, education, healthcare access, or to escape conflict, 

discrimination, and environmental degradation (World Bank, 2020). The Central Asian 

countries of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, and Tajikistan hold a strategically important 

location between Asia and Europe and together constitute a regional market exceeding 77 

million people, positioning them as key players in the wider Asian economy. 

However, while labor migration offers economic advantages, it also presents socio-

economic challenges for the region. A major concern is the persistent migration of skilled 

labor, which intensifies the phenomenon of “brain drain” and depletes the region’s human 

capital, thereby undermining long-term development prospects. For example, in Kyrgyz 

Republic and Tajikistan, the remittances from migrant workers remain a major source of 

income for homes and national governments, where such inflows account for a significant 

share of GDP (Kuldasheva, 2024). The global crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic, 

disrupted migration flows and lowered remittance inflows, causing financial vulnerabilities 

to the remittance-receiving countries in Central Asia. 

Furthermore, labor migration has significant demographic and social consequences. 

The continuous outflow of youth contributes to population aging and a diminishing 

domestic workforce, threatening future economic resilience. Socially, migration often 

results in prolonged family separation and presents reintegration challenges for returnees. 

Such reasons necessitate context-specific policy interventions to alleviate adverse 

outcomes. Furthermore, one of the main reasons for increased outward migration is the 

difference in access to education and employment between urban and rural areas in Central 

Asia, since people from underdeveloped rural areas search for opportunities abroad. 

 



KAZAKHSTAN 

Kazakhstan is currently facing complex and increasingly visible labor migration 

challenges. The country’s non-restrictive borders and weak regulatory framework have 

contributed to rising violations of migration laws, particularly among labor migrants, with 

a corresponding increase in cases of forced labor and human trafficking (Khamzin et al., 

2023). Labor migration remains largely unregulated, posing risks of further criminal 

activities, including illegal migration and migrant-related crimes. In addition to traditional 

migration flows from Central Asian countries such as Tajikistan, Kyrgyz Republic, and 

Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan is now experiencing a surge in forced migration, especially of 

skilled professionals, as a result of the Russian-Ukrainian war and international sanctions 

against Russia. The military conflict has led to a significant influx of Russian and Ukrainian 

migrants seeking refuge and employment opportunities in Kazakhstan (Forbes Kazakhstan, 

2022; Tengrinews, 2022). 

 

Figure 1. Profile of Kazakhstan on international migrants (1995-2019). 

Source: Zhumashbekova et. al. (2022). 

Kazakhstan also maintains a distinct policy for ethnic Kazakh returnees, offering 

resettlement benefits, housing, and integration support. However, there are challenges in 

fully integrating both repatriates and foreign labor migrants into the labor market and 

society. Public perceptions can be ambivalent or negative, and migrants often face 

language barriers, legal uncertainties, and social exclusion (Kappassova et al., 2024). 

Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted migration flows and 

employment opportunities, revealing the vulnerabilities of informal and unregistered 

migrant workers (Ryazantsev and Nurov, 2024). Although labor migration promotes 

economic development and regional integration, it still raises the issues of protecting labor 

rights, straining the infrastructure, and altering social cohesion. Such trends demand the 

necessity for more inclusive migration policies and stabilization of the labor market. 

 



KYRGYZ REPUBLIC 

Labor migration is a defining socio-economic phenomenon in Kyrgyz Republic. 

Regardless of gender, the vast majority of Kyrgyz people leave the country in search of 

better job opportunities, while the rest of the migrants depart for educational opportunities, 

family reasons, or other causes. Batken, Jalal-Abad, and Talas are the areas which are 

experiencing huge population loss, which includes both domestic and foreign migration. 

The outmigration of almost 40% of the working-age population has left these regions (IOM 

UN Migration, 2024). The main countries involved in international migration flows from 

the Kyrgyz Republic are to the Russian Federation, Kazakhstan, the Republic of Turkey, 

Germany, and South Korea (National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2024). 

This migration pattern is largely driven by domestic “push” factors, including high 

unemployment rates and low-income levels, which contrast sharply with the labor demand 

and higher GDP per capita in receiving countries. 

According to the National Statistical Committee, 80% of Kyrgyz labor migrants 

working abroad choose destination countries with which they share a common history or a 

similar language, as well as countries where they have social contacts among compatriots 

(National Statistical Committee, 2023). 

 

Figure 2. Top 5 destination countries for migrant workers from the Kyrgyz Republic. 

Source: National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic (2024). 

 

Migrant workers frequently cite financial instability and the search for employment 

as primary motivators for leaving Kyrgyz Republic. Upon arrival in host countries, 

however, they encounter a host of challenges, including difficulties with housing, 

interactions with migration authorities, and complex bureaucratic registration systems. 

Kyrgyz labor migrants abroad continue to face systemic vulnerabilities despite the 

country’s formal policy improvements since its accession to the Eurasian Economic Union 

(EAEU) in 2015. While EAEU membership has eased certain legal and bureaucratic 



barriers, Kyrgyz migrants remain subject to precarious conditions, including the risk of 

police harassment, corruption, re-entry bans, and various forms of discrimination (Ruget, 

2023). Despite these hardships, remittances from Kyrgyz migrant workers are a crucial 

source of income for many households and constitute a substantial share of the national 

GDP, highlighting both the economic significance and vulnerability of the country’s 

reliance on labor migration. 

TAJIKISTAN 

Labor migration plays a critical role in reducing unemployment pressures and 

sustaining the country’s economy. For example, remittance inflows totaled approximately 

$2.7 billion, amounting to 33.4% of the country’s GDP in 2019 alone (IOM, 2020). These 

financial transfers from abroad are vital for maintaining foreign currency reserves and 

supporting household consumption. However, this heavy reliance also underscores the 

structural weaknesses of Tajikistan’s domestic labor market, which continues to struggle 

to generate sufficient employment opportunities for a rapidly expanding labor force. 

Each year, an estimated 500,000 Tajik citizens seek employment abroad. The 

migrant profile is predominantly male (85.5% in 2019), young (85% aged 15 - 44), and 

seasonal in nature (75%), with rural communities comprising the majority of migrant-

sending populations (IOM, 2020). The Russian Federation remains the primary destination 

for Tajik labor migrants, attracting 97.6% of them due to shared Soviet-era legacies, 

linguistic familiarity, established diaspora networks, higher wage opportunities, and 

relatively relaxed visa requirements. 

 

Picture 1. Labor migration. Source: Eurasianet. 



Despite the economic contributions of labor migrants, institutional challenges 

persist upon their return. Current legislation governing employment and social protection 

in Tajikistan has not kept pace with the realities of mass migration. Since most of the 

returning migrants are not registered with the Labor and Employment Agency or the 

National Social Insurance and Pension Agency, they are excluded from receiving 

unemployment support. According to existing regulations, unemployment benefits are only 

accessible to those who have officially worked for at least 18 months within the last three 

years and contributed to the national social security system. Consequently, migrants who 

have spent extended periods abroad, particularly those without prior formal employment 

in Tajikistan, are excluded from this safety net. This situation disproportionately affects 

young migrants with only secondary education and no domestic work experience 

(CABAR.asia, 2021). 

Tajikistan’s dependence on migration and remittances, combined with regulatory 

shortcomings in reintegration support and labor protections, reveals an urgent need for 

legal and institutional reforms. Addressing these gaps is critical not only for the social well-

being of returning migrants but also for strengthening national resilience in terms of 

economic stability. 

CONCLUSION 

Labor migration remains a defining socio-economic phenomenon in Central Asia, 

deeply connected with regional development, economic opportunity, and demographic 

trends. Countries like Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, and Tajikistan show distinct 

migration patterns shaped by their unique economic structures, geographic positions, and 

institutional frameworks. While Kazakhstan serves as a major destination due to its 

relatively strong economy and visa-free regimes, Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan These 

countries primarily function as labor-exporting nations, with large portions of their 

populations seeking seasonal or long-term employment abroad, especially in the Russian 

Federation. 

The Russian-Ukrainian war has indirectly reshaped labor migration dynamics in 

Central Asia by disrupting traditional migration routes and altering economic conditions in 

host and sending countries. As Russia has historically served as the primary destination for 

labor migrants from Central Asia, particularly from Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, and 

Uzbekistan, the war’s economic and geopolitical consequences have led to significant 

shifts. Sanctions against Russia, currency devaluation, and overall economic instability 

have reduced labor demand and remittance flows, making migration to Russia less 

attractive or viable. 



Migration eases unemployment pressures and contributes significantly to national 

income through remittances, but it also exposes systemic challenges, such as insufficient 

labor protections, lack of reintegration programs, and inadequate legal frameworks. To 

ensure that migration continues to play a positive role in the region’s development, 

governments must strengthen labor legislation, enhance migrant support systems, and 

foster regional cooperation aimed at securing safe, legal, and dignified migration pathways 

for all. 
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