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Abstract
There is not much solidarity with migrants in major host countries and 
conditions for it are deteriorating. The purpose of this work is to try and assess 
prospects for such solidarity in those countries and specific conditions for it in 
Russia. Labor migrants in Russia make up the bulk of migration flows, but they 
have minimal opportunity for support and have to strengthen their “parallel” 
communities, hoping for help only from their families, and avoid as much as 
they can interaction with the local population, even with people of the same 
faith. Such estrangement leads, among other things, to the radicalization 
of migrants. On the other hand, Russians have long been gripped by fear of 
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migrants due to the absence of comprehensive and specially funded adaptation 
and integration programs for migrants in the country. The authorities’ work 
with migrants’ associations in Russia has so far been largely ineffective. At the 
same time, Russian non-governmental organizations have some experience 
of direct work with migrants, and research organizations, including NGOs, are 
quite efficient at assessing migration processes. Meanwhile, the government is 
updating its migration policy to encourage people to come to Russia, which is 
creating a positive background for stimulating solidarity with migrants. 

Keywords: immigration, labor migration, solidarity with immigrants, migrant 
policy.

Introduction
The ease of transportation and communication in the modern world 
makes it possible to quickly deliver potential migrants to countries 
that they previously could only see on their television screens, hear 
about from family and friends living and working there, or read about 
in glossy magazines. A new era has dawned, different from anything 
humanity has ever experienced, and as the world becomes increasingly 
open to migration, the seeming simplicity of changing status, workplace 
and place of residence becomes all the more tempting. Migration 
contributes to “inclusive growth and sustainable development” (UN, 
2016). Unfortunately, “migration without borders” (see a book with 
the same title, a collective work which substantiates the economic 
attractiveness of this development strategy (Pécoud, 2007)), once 
regarded as a promising strategy for the future, is increasingly viewed 
as an undesirable outcome by a significant number of people in host 
countries (Poletaev, 2010; Poletaev, 2019), and migrants can expect to 
find solidarity mainly among fellow migrants and left-wing parties. 

The freedom of movement and the freedom to choose a place of 
residence can be ranked among the category of freedoms which, as 
part of the Global Commons, have been restricted to varying degrees 
at the level of communities, states, and international associations. Such 
restrictions have produced, and will continue to produce, a variety 
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of migration conflicts both at the level of internal and international 
migration, due to differences in economic development, environmental 
situation, armed conflicts, and demographic pressure/depopulation, 
as well as other factors. In these circumstances, restrictions on 
migration in the countries of origin and host countries and regions 
may be justified by the interests of the countries themselves or their 
governments, but in reality, such restrictions are not insurmountable 
even in authoritarian and totalitarian systems. 

Major host countries have been tightening their migration policies 
at the state level for several years. But they also have civil society 
institutions which support solidarity with migrants. The author 
believes that although there is little solidarity with migrants in Russia, 
EU countries, and the United States, conditions for developing it differ 
substantially. 

There are certain factors that could encourage solidarity with 
migrants among Russian people, even though it must be said for the 
sake of justice that they are not always so obvious to them. Let us take 
a look at the main motives which can be divided into personal and 
general ones (Poletaev, 2014a; Zaionchkovskaya et al, 2014a). 

Personal motives are as follows:
• 	M ost labor migrants come to Russia from former Soviet 

republics, which share the same language, culture and history 
with Russian people who also have many family ties in those 
countries;

• 	L abor migrants work at small Russian enterprises, help to keep 
them running, and provide inexpensive services to the local 
population, thus finding a niche for their own employment 
(taxi, repairs, summer house construction, housework); 

• 	 A considerable number of Russians who worked as shuttle 
traders in the 1990s and traveled to Poland and China could 
personally experience the hardships of migration and acquired 
experience similar to that of current labor migrants in Russia;

• 	 Women in Russia can work, build their career and study if they 
use migrants for housework, sharing some of the daily chores 
with them (taking care of children, elderly people, cleaning, etc.); 
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• 	 Some of the Russians are former migrants who have received 
Russian citizenship;

General and more global motives include the following:
• 	 The influx of migrants seeking permanent residence in Russia 

allows the country to maintain its demographic potential and 
make up for the shortage of local residents of productive age 
whose number keeps decreasing; 

• 	 In the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union all Russian cities 
grew at the expense of internal migrants, including those 
from regions which with time became independent countries. 
In modern Russia cities have been growing due to internal 
migration from Russian regions and external migration from 
former Soviet republics.

These factors are not subject to broad public discussion and are rarely 
mentioned in mass media in Russia, and for this reason are barely 
regarded by society as a reason for solidarity with migrants.  

Methods
The article uses data from the Migration Research Center, the author’s 
personal studies, analytical materials from the World Bank, ILO, IOM, 
OSCE, Carnegie Endowment, Russia’s sociological Levada Center, the 
Russian International Affairs Council, Russian and foreign human 
rights and research organizations, as well as Russian and foreign 
media publications. It also uses data from recent Russian migration 
surveys, including those carried out by the Migration Research Center 
headed by the author, as well as his study titled “Russian Labor Market 
Analysis for Effective Employment of Labor Migrants from Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan” (Poletaev, et al., 2016), which was conducted with 
the support of the AUCA Tian Shan Policy Center. The questioning 
conducted as part of the survey covered 101 labor migrants from 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan aged 15-60 (501 respondents were 
questioned in Moscow, including 348 men and 153 women; 250 in St. 
Petersburg, including 175 men and 75 women; 250 in Yekaterinburg, 
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including 182 men and 68 women). On the whole, 70.4% of male and 
29.6% of female respondents participated. 

The focus in studying solidarity with migrants in Russia was on 
external migrants (hereinafter referred to as labor migrants) who 
make up the bulk of migration flows coming to Russia. 

MIGRATION RESTRICTIONS IN HOST COUNTRIES: 
NEW EXPERIENCE OF MISTRUST 
In economically developed countries with aging populations that 
have been taking in migrants for a while now, right-wing parties 
advocating greater restrictions on migration are gaining more 
supporters, despite the fact that both the governments and the 
expert community that influences migration policy recognize that 
migration is an important resource (in economic, demographic, and 
geopolitical terms). The explosive growth in the number of refugees 
in 2015 served as a catalyst for this process in Europe. Back then, 
the countries of the Visegrad Group—Poland, the Czech Republic, 
Slovakia, and Hungary—gradually came to outright rejection of the 
mandatory European quotas and redistribution of refugees within 
the EU (Dudina, 2018), while the UK’s exit from the EU following 
the 2016 referendum was caused, among other things, by the British 
being reluctant to provide benefits and social housing to immigrants 
who have lived in their country for less than four years (BBC, 2015). 

The enthusiasm of EU residents, who welcomed the refugees 
and, in 2015–2016, showed remarkable examples of solidarity with 
them (Bershidsky, 2017), gradually faded, and by 2017–2018 gave 
way to fears that their excessive numbers had become a challenge 
to the established pan-European migration system. The real state 
of politics today includes the fact that Alternative for Germany is 
making a serious bid to become the third most influential party 
in the country, Lega Nord (the Northern League) in Italy gained 
17.5% of vote in the March 4, 2018 elections and became one of the 
two parties of the ruling coalition (Dunaev, 2018), and the Austrian 
Freedom Party was involved in forming the government in 2017 
(Klimovich, 2017).
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Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 U.S. presidential election on a 
platform of tighter migration policy and the election of India’s Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi in 2014 (Mirzayan, 2014), considered a 
leader of the “Saffron” Indian nationalists who believe that Muslims 
have no place in India and openly declare in the slogan of their party 
that nationalism is their “inspiration” (Strokan, 2014), clearly indicate 
that the increased popularity of nationalist parties and slogans and the 
support by a considerable part of the constituency for immigration 
policy restrictions is not a purely European development.

Migration systems in the EU and the United States, where non-
state migration policy actors have a significant potential for inspiring 
solidarity with migrants, are experiencing growing resistance to such 
solidarity from the state due to recent changes and the election of a 
large number of conservative politicians who advocate migration 
policy restrictions (Poletaev, 2019).

Despite the fact that parties and associations advocating more 
restricted migration policies are gaining popularity across the world, 
the possibility of free movement remains an undisputed value (Baruah, 
2006)1, and host countries use it to derive considerable economic 
benefits, overcome their demographic challenges, and strengthen 
their geopolitical influence. The equality of human society, implied by 
the idea of Global Commons, also means equal access to global goods 
and the right to migrate.

Russia’s state migration policy has rather been restraining migrant-
phobia since 2014 (Poletaev, 2014a; 2018b), but with weak civil society 
non-state migration policy actors could not do much to encourage 
1	 The Treaty on European Union provides for the freedom of movement for labor migrants 

from EU states (but it allows temporary restrictions on the movement of citizens from 
countries that have been admitted to the EU recently or are in the process of admission) 
and prohibit discrimination of such persons by nationality in terms of employment, labor 
remuneration and working conditions, including social security. Labor migrants enjoy 
blanket protection provided by the Organization of American States (OAS), which adopted 
the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man in 1948 (OAS, 1948) and the 
American Convention on Human Rights of 1969 (Pact of San José) (OAS, 1969). These 
documents guarantee freedom from discrimination. The Treaty on the Eurasian Economic 
Union declares the freedom of movement for the EEU citizens between their countries as 
one of the priorities. 
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solidarity with migrants. However, non-state migration policy actors 
have built positive practices of working with migrants and have the 
potential for strengthening solidarity with them in both Russian society 
and the Eurasian migration system (Ivakhnyuk, 2008) as a whole. 

Russia is one of the major host countries and has rather liberal 
migration legislation. For example, its latest Migration Policy Concept up 
to 2025 (Ukaz, 2018) aims to stimulate immigration (Ivakhnyuk, 2018). 
This may provide the basis for creating a more positive information 
background for building greater solidarity with migrants in Russia.

In real life, there are still considerable bureaucratic barriers which 
complicate the movement of people both to Russia and inside Russia 
(registration at the place of residence) and restrict the naturalization 
of refugees2 (Poletaev, 2014a), especially from countries with which 
Russia has a visa regime (difficulty of acquiring the status of refugee 
and subsequently Russian citizenship). In Russia, solidarity with 
migrants in not a priority and civil society institutions play a secondary 
role in forming migration policy. Nevertheless, Russia has developed 
certain practices for building solidarity with migrants and can succeed 
in doing so even despite plans to update the state migration policy 
(Ukaz, 2018; Solovyov and Samokhina, 2018). 

MIGRANTS IN RUSSIA: A WALL OF DOUBLED ALIENATION 
Over the past decade, external labor migration to Russia has undergone 
significant changes that directly affect relations between Russians and 
migrant workers from other countries (Zaionchkovskaya, et al., 2011; 
Poletaev, 2017; Poletaev, 2018a; Poletaev, 2018b): instead of residents 
of large cities, people from small towns and villages are now coming 
to Russia; the education level of migrants is low as schools are few 
and far between in rural areas; most new migrants are poorer than 
in the previous years; cultural differences between the newly arriving 
migrants and Russians are growing, including in terms of religion and 
language; the share of migrant workers from Central Asia is on the 
2	 Refugees from Ukraine were received bypassing the main refugee status procedures through 

temporary asylum mechanism and the program for accommodation of compatriots.
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rise, and they have begun to form communities in Russia; more female 
migrants and migrants with families are also coming to Russia.

The already tangible lack of unity in Russian society is further 
aggravated by distrust between migrants from other countries and 
Russians (Poletaev, 2018b). Even though such distrust rarely escalates 
into open hostility, one can speak of the parallel existence of two 
separate worlds: the world of Russians and the world of migrants 
(Tyuryukanova, 2009). Mutual distrust and growing alienation go 
hand-in-hand with the emergence of boundaries that resemble glass 
walls through which both sides can see each other but rarely interact.

THE GLASS WALL BUILT BY FOREIGN MIGRANT WORKERS
The mutual assistance that foreign migrant workers (especially from 
Central Asia) in Russia provide to each other has over time led to the 
emergence of a number of institutions that formed the basis for “parallel” 
migrant communities springing up in Russian cities (Poletaev, 2016b; 
Demintseva and Peshkova, 2014). Some examples follow below.

• 	 There is a network of ethnic eateries (Uzbek, Kyrgyz, and Tajik) 
not only on central streets of Russian cities, such as Chaikhona 
No. 1, but unassuming backstreet dives that cater mostly for 
migrants.

• 	 There are also athletic clubs where migrant coaches give classes 
in various sports and martial arts to migrant students (typically, 
Kyrgyz).

• 	 A network of migrant outpatient clinics has emerged in 
Moscow, where doctors (both Russian citizens of foreign origin 
and migrant employees) provide medical services to migrant 
workers and use the languages of Central Asian countries 
to communicate. Access to such medical centers is open to 
Russians as well, but migrant workers form the bulk of their 
patients (Kashnitsky and Demintseva, 2018).

• 	 Informal migrant services have been created to address issues 
such as registration at the place of residence, obtaining work 
permits, and other issues that every labor migrant in Russia 
is confronted with. Such services are often based on corrupt 
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and even criminal ties between shady dealers from diaspora 
communities and corrupt representatives of Russian law 
enforcement agencies and the authorities (Poletaev, 2016b).

The emergence of parallel migrant communities in Russian society 
represents a major challenge for the future of Russia. The crisis of 
trust in Russian society is further exacerbated by feelings of alienation 
between foreign migrant workers and local residents. Long-term 
studies of migration to Russia (Poletaev, 2016a, Poletaev, 2016c; 
Poletaev, 2017; Zaionchkovskaya, et al., 2014b; Mukomel, 2012) show 
that migrant workers count on help only from family and friends. 
This is especially true of migrant workers from Central Asia. A 2016 
survey (Poletaev, et al., 2016) conducted among migrant workers from 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan revealed that in the overwhelming majority 
of cases they rely on help from family, friends, and fellow migrant 
workers from the same country of origin. 

Fig 1. The Distribution of Respondents by Where They Seek Help, % (2016, N=1001)

Source: Poletaev, et al., 2016

Over decades of living in Russia, migrant workers almost never have 
face-to-face interaction with Russians as part of their daily lives. 
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From year to year, migration studies in Russia show minimal levels of 
interaction with the locals (Fig. 2).

Fig 2. Distribution of Respondents by Who They Interact With, % (2016, N=1001)

Source: Poletaev, et al., 2016
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is popular with part of the Kyrgyz community), new rituals that are at 
odds with the canons of Islam (divorce over the phone by repeating 
the word “talaq” (divorce) three times), and entering into marriages 
with the help of mediators without an official ecclesiastical title despite 
the fact that one or both partners are officially married back home in 
Central Asia. This creates mistrust and even some division between 
Russian Muslims and Muslim migrant workers from Central Asia.

Radicalization of migrant workers, even those who eventually obtain 
a residence permit or Russian citizenship, is one of the consequences of 
such disunity. Migrant workers and Russians of foreign origin—who 
are humiliated by xenophobia, do not have much education, and find 
themselves isolated from the Russian society for whose benefit they 
work tirelessly—provide fertile ground for spreading radical ideas, 
recruiting new members into terrorist organizations, and enlisting 
people for terrorist acts. On April 3, 2017, there was a terrorist attack 
on the St. Petersburg underground (Rozhdestvensky, et al., 2017). 
According to the Russian Investigative Committee, a suicide bomber 
by the name of Akbarjon Jalilov, an ethnic Uzbek born in Kyrgyzstan 
and a Russian citizen since 2011, was responsible for the blast that 
killed 16 and injured 87.

THE GLASS WALL BUILT BY RUSSIANS
Fear of migrants is the main “building material” for the wall being 
erected by part of Russians. While its level had slightly declined 
by 2018 (Poletaev, 2018b), it remains fairly high. According to the 
Levada Center (Levada, 2017), in 2017, the share of Russians wishing 
to limit the number of people of other ethnic backgrounds living 
in the country was 54%, the lowest level in 13 years of sociological 
surveys, compared to 70% in 2016 and 81% in 2013. Attitudes 
towards members of the majority of ethnic groups living in Russia 
have improved. In 2013, 45% of the respondents believed that it 
was necessary to limit the presence of people from Central Asia in 
Russia. By 2014, the figure had dropped to 29% and reached 22% 
in 2017. Similar dynamics can be observed with regard to Roma, 
Chinese, Jews, Vietnamese, and Ukrainians. In 2017, the number of 
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the Russians opposing restrictions on the number of residents of any 
non-Russian ethnic background in the country increased to 28%, 
compared to 11% in 2013 and 20% in 2016.

Despite the slightly improved attitudes towards migrants, a majority 
of Russians (58%) in 2017 (Levada, 2017) believed that their entry into 
the country should be limited, a 10% decline from 2016. The attitude 
of Russians to migrants already living in the same cities was mostly 
neutral in 2017, with 60% of respondents saying they had no negative 
feelings about it. At the same time, 8% of respondents said they felt 
respect and sympathy for migrants, 28% expressed annoyance and 
hostility, and 2%, fear (Levada, 2017). And yet, the level of xenophobia 
had started to rise again by the middle of 2018 (Levada, 2018).

The author’s studies (Poletaev, 2014a) also show that Russians are 
considered fairly open to migrants, and this is according to migrant 
workers from Central Asia themselves (see Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. The Attitude of Local Residents to Migrants from Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, %
(2016, N=1001)

Source: Poletaev, 2014a
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Russia also contributes to building barriers between the local Russian 
population and migrants. In Russia, there are only isolated elements of 
an incomplete system to promote integration, such as free education 
for children of migrants at Russian schools, free emergency medical 
care, and free maternity hospital services for migrant women (Poletaev, 
2011; Poletaev, et al., 2018). These elements are not interconnected and 
are not part of the country’s migration policy. Moreover, they are not 
specifically aimed at reducing disunity between migrants and Russians.

Back when the Federal Migration Service of Russia was still 
in existence and to this day, the practice has been primarily to 
engage diaspora associations as the sole representatives of migrant 
communities in public dialogue and cooperation with the authorities 
of all levels. On the one hand, this decision excludes Russian NGOs 
that provide direct assistance to migrants of various categories from 
full-fledged cooperation with the authorities, but, on the other 
hand, it engages ethnic and cultural associations (diasporas) in the 
migrant adaptation and integration process, even though originally 
they were created not for migrants’ adaptation and integration, but 
for the preservation of ethnic culture, traditions, and native language 
(Poletaev, 2016b). Roundtables with the participation of ethnic and 
cultural associations held by government officials and the involvement 
of such associations in the work of regional public chambers and the 
Civic Chamber of the Russian Federation is important and necessary, 
but only minimally effective in integrating migrants. Some diaspora 
associations monetize their interaction with the local authorities, 
providing migrants with fee-based legalization services. This state of 
affairs serves only to perpetuate the isolation of migrants in Russian 
society and complicates their basic adaptation and further integration.

THE ROLE OF non-state migration policy actors IN FORGING 
SOLIDARITY WITH MIGRANTS IN RUSSIA 

Non-profit organizations
In the EU and the United States, as well as Southeast Asia, host countries 
have a large number of NGOs (Bolshova, 2012; Korobkov, 2015) that 
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provide a variety of services to migrants. What sets them apart from 
Russian NGOs is that they are an integral part of the migration system 
of these countries and influence migration policy in their respective 
states and regions.

The small number of NGOs (RSMD, 2013) that provide the 
necessary assistance to migrants in Russia for free is due to both 
weak civil society and the lack of sufficient state funding for 
NGOs, including think tanks. Temporary projects of international 
organizations and grants from charitable foundations are too limited 
and inconsistent to ensure proper functioning and development. In 
addition, civil society institutions themselves as well as volunteering 
and social responsibility are not yet fully developed. However, there 
is a desire to consolidate and unite the efforts of NGOs in the form of 
creating special NGO networks and public organizations, including 
the All-Russian Memorial Network Migration and Law, which 
operates through lawyers (refugee.memo, 2019), and attempts to unite 
people on a broad civil platform like the initiative of the 21st Century 
Migration Foundation (Postavnin, et al., 2013) in late 2012. 

Non-profit NGOs, such as Civic Assistance, Migration and Law, 
Sisters and the Ural House, to name a few, are more efficient than others 
at helping migrant workers. Unfortunately, their effective solutions for 
Russia have not yet been realized because the Russian state has not 
ordered the creation of services that are so vital to helping migrant 
workers. 

In Russia, there are examples of migrant groups self-organizing 
as non-governmental organizations both for addressing long-term 
issues and providing relief for refugees experiencing catastrophic 
consequences of war. For example, the Forum of Migrant Organizations 
was created after the collapse of the Soviet Union to address the 
problems of refugees and internally displaced persons, and one of 
the many organizations that were part of this network—the Ural 
House—turned into a public organization that provides high-quality 
services to migrants at the lowest possible price. It operates according 
to strict ethical standards that preclude dubious schemes with shady 
intermediaries and has become a benchmark for the quality of service. 
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The functioning of the Ural House Integrated Support Centre for 
Migrants makes it possible to simultaneously provide information, 
legal advice, accommodation, legalization services, and job placement 
for migrants; maintain feedback with migrants and employers; and 
create a database of potential migrants from the CIS countries and 
vacancies in the Sverdlovsk Region.

Russia has several large interethnic entities, such as the Federation 
of Migrants of Russia (FMR, 2019), the Assembly of the Peoples of 
Russia (Assambleya, 2019), and the Union of Diasporas of Russia, but 
their activities do not involve the provision of comprehensive direct 
assistance to migrant workers. Importantly, the migrant organizations 
that are now helping migrant workers (once united under the auspices 
of the Forum of Migrant Organizations, such as the Ural House, etc.) 
initially helped people of different ethnic backgrounds and mixed 
families leaving for Russia and did not divide migrants along ethnic 
lines. Disadvantaged migrants have always been for them more than 
just clients, but also supporters and allies. Precisely this strategy led to 
the current success of the civil society organizations in Russia when 
they have to fight for survival. People who found themselves in a 
new environment and a different country united to address common 
challenges, realizing what was proclaimed as a goal back in the Soviet 
Union: a multicultural society in which ethnic background is not 
important.

Diaspora organizations
Migrant diasporas in all Russian regions are unofficial and 
unstructured assistance organizations. There are quite a few of such 
diaspora organizations registered in various legal forms (mdn.ru, 
2019), such as public organizations, ethnic and cultural associations 
and foundations. However, intermediary and commercial activities 
account for much of their work. High trust levels shown by migrants 
with regard to those who speak their native language have in some 
cases led to legalization schemes through unofficial channels with 
intermediaries using corrupt connections, relegating legalization 
services to the shadow economy. Russian intermediary commercial 
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organizations and NGOs find it difficult to gain the trust of migrants, 
but diaspora organizations have no problem with that. They speak the 
same language, so turning a prospective client into an actual client 
is simple enough for them (Poletaev, 2016b). When such diaspora 
organizations deal with social problems of migrants and defend their 
rights, they succeed by protecting migrant workers from being cheated 
by unscrupulous employers, helping them escape slave labor or return 
home, etc. Unfortunately, a significant portion of them work on the 
market of intermediary services, and even if they call themselves a 
non-profit organization, they, in fact, are making money by helping 
migrants. Many diaspora representatives are interested in promoting 
commercial assistance among migrants, and such fee-based assistance 
is provided most often through commercial companies that are created 
to cater to such diasporas.

The diaspora organizations that are trying to provide free social 
services to migrants remain operational as long as they have funding, 
such as grants. As soon as they run out of funding, their work tapers 
off and other organizations, trying to fill the niche of the main 
representative of a particular diaspora in the region, quickly push 
aside the former protagonist. In their rivalry for leadership and clients 
within the diaspora, those who establish the best contacts with the 
consulate of the country of origin and the Russian authorities usually 
have the upper hand, which hampers consolidation of a diaspora. 

Precisely because the diasporas operate through businesses 
engaged in fee-based intermediary activities that have their own 
financial interests, the attempts to unite diaspora organizations have 
so far been unsuccessful. It is also important to take into account the 
fact that diasporas are separated regionally, which is not good for 
unification either.

Activities such as providing free employment services, document 
issuance, talking with government officials, and defending the rights 
of migrants on a case-by-case basis are carried out haphazardly within 
diasporas. Not all diaspora organizations use lawyers in their work. As 
a rule, the leaders have to do the bulk of the work themselves, such as 
maintaining dialogue with the authorities and speaking at conferences. 
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This prevents diaspora organizations from conducting any human 
rights activities to help migrant workers within the system.

The “old diaspora” organizations have been working in Russia for 
a long time now and quite intensively. These include the Armenian 
diaspora which runs Sunday schools and television broadcasts, and 
the Azerbaijani diaspora which has its own media. These diasporas 
are headed by rich and influential leaders. However, among migrants 
from Central Asia, only migrants from the Pamir Mountains have 
come up with a similarly strong organization.

International organizations
International organizations, such as the International Organization for 
Migration, the International Labor Organization, the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, Red Cross and Red Crescent, the 
International Centre for Migration Policy Development, etc., do an 
enormous amount of work to provide information and legal advice, 
to initiate public and academic discussions about migrant workers’ 
problems and the help they need, and to share best practices in 
protecting the rights of migrants in Russia and around the world. 
International organizations have accomplished much. Their status 
allows them to influence the processes of forming systemic protection 
of migrant workers’ labor rights and improving law enforcement 
practices, but they cannot participate in them directly. Thus, their role 
is important, but limited.

International organizations are most effective as coordinators 
of migration policy, consultants supporting NGO networks, and 
producers of analytical documents on important matters. As 
coordinators of new initiatives and best practices, they are effective in 
building a systemic approach to assisting migrant workers. 

They can also spearhead initiatives to promote solutions to the most 
challenging problems, such as human trafficking (organizing shelters) 
and slave labor. In addition, by disseminating the best practices already 
developed by human rights organizations, NGOs, and commercial 
organizations, international organizations can help develop interaction 
models and spread them across Russia and the world. 
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Migrants’ trade unions
Labor migration is seen not only as a globalization trend, but even as 
an alternative to the class struggle (Milanović, 2011); therefore, the 
question of the most effective practices that migrant workers can use to 
protect their labor rights is becoming increasingly important. Studies 
show that migrants prefer to resolve their problems themselves, so the 
form of self-organization as trade unions looks most promising and 
straightforward to them, which is backed up by the existing practice 
of unions working with foreigners in Russia and around the world. 
However, trade unions in Russia and the rest of the world play very 
different roles when it comes to protecting migrant workers’ rights.

For example, in Moscow, the Trade Union of Migrant Workers 
mediates labor disputes between migrants and their employers and 
provides high-quality services, information, and counselling to 
migrants. Its activities are not limited to intermediary services as it 
also publishes the newspaper Vesti Trudovoi Migratsii (News of Labor 
Migration) and informs migrants and their leaders about the latest 
changes in legislation and other developments. The upside of this 
union is that it has managed to demonstrate that trade unions can 
effectively work with migrants in Russia. Unfortunately, this union has 
so far been unable to encourage migrant workers to form a full-scale 
association and has only approximately 35,000 members on its roster.

Officials in Moscow, as the capital of Russia, cannot afford to be 
overly conservative. The situation in regions is more complicated. 
Local officials are more conservative, and it is therefore very difficult 
to create an active trade union there, especially a union for migrants. 
There have been attempts to create unions that are similar to the 
Migrant Trade Union. However, in the Urals region, for example, they 
ended unsuccessfully. On the one hand, this was due to the fairly large 
number of existing intermediary organizations in the region, and, on 
the other hand, the consolidation of migrants around a trade union was 
a delicate proposal since each of the diaspora organizations operating 
in the region pursued its own interests, primarily, financial ones. 

There was an attempt to establish a Territorial Trade Union of 
Employees of Organizations Using Migrant Labor in the Arkhangelsk 
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Region in 2008. However, according to the Sova Center (Sova, 2011), 
local authorities opposed the activities of this trade union, and it 
essentially closed down.

Not all countries have functioning migrants’ trade unions. In 
some states the authorities do not allow such unions or restrict their 
activities. For example, a labor union of migrants in South Korea 
experienced strong pressure (iuf, 2007). There is the All-Ukrainian 
Union of Migrant Workers in Ukraine and Abroad (Migrant, 2019), 
which works with its members living and working outside the country. 

Russian trade unions that have their origin in Soviet unions, as 
a rule, oppose labor migration and the very idea that Russia needs 
migrants. Such trade unions can hardly be considered partners when 
it comes to protecting migrant workers. Migrants never join these 
unions; such unions do not work with migrants or their employers. 
Their position as de facto opponents of cooperation with migrants has 
remained unchanged for quite a long time now.

In other countries, solidarity with migrant workers is based on 
a more comprehensive and broader foundation. For example, in the 
United States, the American Federation of Labor and Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (AFL–CIO) (Aflcio, 2019), has a partnership 
agreement with the network association of temporary workers—the 
National Day Laborer Organizing Network. This network operates 
through job centers throughout the U.S. and works with migrant 
workers who do not have a full-time job and are often employed 
without labor contracts. This association is not a trade union in the 
conventional sense, since it does not engage in collective bargaining. 
However, temporary workers use it to determine the rules and terms 
of employment, in particular, the minimum wage below which they 
cannot go. Most of the temporary workers and the majority of the job 
center employees are immigrants; therefore, they develop political, 
legislative, and legal rules that also affect migrants. There is also a 
partnership with another network job center called Interfaith Justice 
(Interfaith Justice Coalition, 2019). 

The AFL–CIO Executive Committee in Chicago adopted a 
resolution that allows job centers to join trade unions at the local 
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and state levels as public partners (Central Labor Councils/State 
AFL–CIO). There is a practice of preparing migrant workers for life 
far from home by involving them in union activities even before they 
leave their own country to migrate (ILO, 2008). For example, Belgian 
unions promote dialogue with trade unions in the countries of origin 
by organizing seminars and setting up information centers, while 
French trade unions have offices in the migrants’ home countries in 
order to provide information on their rights and union membership.

Trade unions in countries of origin are also interested in 
maintaining contacts with members of their associations who have 
gone abroad, such as the National Union of Autonomous Trade Unions 
of Senegal (UNSAS), the Dominican National Labor Confederation 
(Confederación Nacional de Trabajadores Dominicanos, CNTD), 
the General Federation of Nepalese Trade Unions (GEFONT) 
with branches for Nepalese workers who work in India, the Ceylon 
Workers’ Congress of Sri Lanka, the Moroccan Labor Union (Union 
Marocaine du Travail, UMT), and the General Confederation of the 
Portuguese Workers (CGTP–IN), which enlists migrants in the union 
in the countries of origin. Trade union associations in the countries 
supplying labor force develop policy measures to help migrant workers 
when they return to their respective home countries. 

The Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC) operates in the 
U.S. and Mexico (FLOC, 2019) ensuring the protection of agricultural 
workers and their participation in the union. In Mexico, FLOC 
advocates for the newly acquired rights of workers that farmers bring 
to the United States. 

A global union federation—the Union Network International 
(UNI)—issued a UNI passport (UNI Global Union, 2019) to help 
migrant workers protect their trade union rights and receive assistance 
when moving from country to country. 

Getting new members aboard is an important rationale behind 
enlisting migrant workers in unions. Labor market reforms in 
developed countries have led to a reduction in the number of trade 
unions, an increase in union members’ average age, and a decrease 
in the number of trade unions in highly active industries. Given 
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these circumstances, the search for new members in areas outside 
the scope of trade unions, including areas where migrant workers are 
employed, becomes important for strengthening the labor movement. 
For instance, in Switzerland, foreign-born workers already make up 
more than half of the Industry and Construction Trade Union (GBI) 
members. Meanwhile, Portuguese migrants join unions in the UK. 
Many new members who have joined the AFL–CIO after an extended 
period of shrinking union membership in the United States are 
migrant workers from Latin America and the Caribbean.

German trade unions cooperate with Polish unions in the 
construction industry and agriculture. They have offices in Warsaw 
where members can get information about employment terms and 
conditions and labor rights in Germany. Potential migrants in Poland 
are invited to join the union before leaving the country. The unions 
support bilateral and trilateral agreements between the migrants’ 
countries of origin and destination countries which recognize the 
validity of joint union membership in both countries so that German 
unions can help migrant workers without them having to join their 
trade union.

In September 2004, the German Trade Union for Building, 
Forestry, Agriculture and the Environment (IG BAU) created the 
European Migrant Workers Union, which defends the interests of 
seasonal workers, especially migrant workers in the construction 
industry and agriculture (EMWU, 2019). The union provides legal 
assistance, advice, and support in the event of illness or accident, 
ensures the receipt of the agreed amount of compensation, and helps 
improve housing conditions. In the U.S., a number of Boston-based 
unions have developed the Immigration Rights Advocacy, Training 
and Education Project (RATE) with an eye towards uniting migrant 
workers, providing information and legal assistance and helping 
in creating workers’ committees, as well as further training of trade 
union activists. 

Even domestic servants, who are isolated from the host society and 
are subject to exploitation like no other workforce, such as the South 
African Domestic Service Allied Workers Union, are making efforts to 
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unite. Unionizing domestic servants requires innovative strategies and 
approaches, as well as providing them with a wide range of services, 
such as help in overcoming low self-esteem and developing worker 
consciousness (SADSAWU, 2019).

Unfortunately, the above-mentioned practices of working with 
foreigners on the basis of trade unions still have very limited prospects 
for being implemented in Russia, which is due to the conservative 
stance of Russian trade unions and legal restrictions. However, efforts 
to protect migrant workers’ labor rights are already underway as 
part of the EEU practices and have the potential to turn the situation 
around fairly quickly.

*  *  *
Summing up, the conclusions are as follows:

1.	 In major host countries, except Russia, despite the increasing 
popularity of right-wing parties in recent years and stricter 
migration policies, non-state actors supporting migrants 
(NGOs, trade unions, including migrant trade unions, 
international organizations, and associations dealing with 
migration policies and supporting migrants, to name a few) are 
strong enough to maintain the high levels of solidarity exhibited 
by host societies towards migrants. 

2.	 In Russia, civil society had shrunk by 2019 and its actors 
operating in the field of migration are few and have limited 
resources. Migrants in Russia, as corroborated by studies, 
have minimal chances of getting support since integration and 
adaptation efforts on behalf of the state have been reduced to 
a minimum and the situation is unlikely to change any time 
soon. On the other hand, the state migration policy is being 
readjusted to stimulate the influx of migrants to Russia, which 
can provide the basis for creating, through state-run mass 
media, a more positive information background for solidarity 
with migrants. 

3.	 The level of solidarity with migrants is fairly low in Russia 
today. However, civil society institutions have, since 1991, 
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gained enough experience and developed practices to be 
able to effectively support migrants in Russia. As such, when 
migration policy is updated and its humanitarian component is 
improved, Russia will be well-positioned to enhance solidarity 
with migrants within its society. 

Possibilities for forging solidarity with migrants in major host countries 
are changing. For example, the idea of open borders in the EU and the 
EEU are becoming increasingly multidirectional. EU countries, while 
preserving visa-free travel regime, discuss more and more often possible 
individual regulation and migration restrictions by member states 
within a common migration system (Poletaev, 2019). EEU countries, 
despite all the limitations and complications of building a common 
labor market, are contemplating further integration of their migration 
policies. In 2019 they have completed the discussion of measures to 
coordinate their pension systems for serving the needs of internal 
labor migrants in the EEU (Pertrov, 2019). In the current situation, 
one can say that the Eurasian migration system is growing stronger 
and has good prospects for further development as possibilities for 
rechanneling labor migration flows from EEU countries to EU host 
countries are dwindling.

The rise of right-wing politicians advocating migration restrictions 
in the EU and the U.S., on the one hand, and the modernization of 
migration policy in Russia, on the other hand (Ukaz, 2018; Solovyov 
and Samokhina, 2018), are changing the discourse on solidarity with 
migrants, making it more multifaceted but also controversial due 
to the growing role of non-state migration policy actors, the rising 
popularity of conservative views on migration in the EU and the 
United States, and an all-times low stability threshold for conservative 
views on migration in Russia. 

It would be interesting to study further the evolution of migration 
restrictions which often defy human rights postulates enshrined in 
the legislation of host countries. Exploring the limits of progressing 
pragmatism (or populism?) amid emerging integration associations 
of both countries that supply and receive migrants, including 
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coordination of migration policy, is likely to become an area which 
will arouse big interest among migration policy researchers. 

Another promising area of research is the role of NGOs and other 
non-state organizations (such as trade unions and international 
organizations) in the future processes of forging solidarity with 
migrants in host countries, since the influence and viability of such 
actors depend, among other things, on state funding, but the approach 
of host countries and their citizens towards migration regulation is 
changing. 
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