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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Georgia, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have absorbed hundreds of thou-
sands of migrants who left Russia in the two years since its invasion of Ukraine.
These Russians, who call themselves “relokanty’, have transformed national econ-
omies and urban spaces. Inflows of talent and capital have also delivered societal
challenges. These range from increased inflation to renewed memories of the
negative impacts of Russian and Soviet colonization, as well as fears that these
relokanty might constitute a new vehicle for Russian influence.

As the war appears to have reached a stalemate in 2024, these Russian migrants
must consider short- and long-term strategies for residence. They share knowl-
edge on current relationships with host societies, costs, economic opportunities
and political stability as they “shop” for homes. Georgians, Armenians, Kazakhs
and Kyrgyz have not yet openly protested Russian migrants, but their welcome is
wearing thin as economic growth decelerates and inflation and other indicators that
affect daily life worsen. Each government must consider the risks of the issue of
Russian migrants becoming e politicized in these young national states. Especially
if Russia chooses to intervene regionally, these migrants could become a destabi-
lizing element.
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Governments in these
destination states, even as
they tout economic growth,
must manage internal
tensions while dealing with
a wartime Russia offering
both carrots and sticks

to keep them outside a
Western coalition.

INTRODUCTION: THE SCALE AND THE STAKES

Twao years after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, hundreds of thousands of Russian citizens
who objected to the conflict, feared mobilisation or sought new opportunities remain out-
side their home country. As the United States and European Union’s doors to these out-mi-
grants stay largely closed, Caucasus and Central Asian countries continue to play host to
substantial émigré commmunities. Russians there live in a state of suspended animation — at
once unwilling to return to a wartime Russia and wary of putting down roots in countries
they do not see as home.

This inflow of Russians has transformed the host states and societies of Georgia, Armenia,
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Each has gained human talent and financial capital. Russian
arrivals are clustered in major cities, where they have had a dramatic effect — in Thilisi's
restaurants and Yerevan's boardrooms, in Almaty’'s parks and the now facial-recognition
camera-equipped street corners of Bishkek. Urban dynamism has come at a cost. Housing
prices skyrocketed and social services are strained. The waves of Russian ‘relokanty”, as
they call themselves, offer an uncomfortable reminder of colonial legacies and the contin-
ued regional dominance of a powerful northern neighbour. Governments in these destina-
tion states, even as they tout economic growth, must manage internal tensions while deal-
ing with a wartime Russia offering both carrots and sticks to keep them outside a Western
coalition. Russians and host societies alike face the situation of war in stalemate, where the
possibilities of return to a changed Russia appear distant in states where social and political
stability are far from given.

RUSSIAN RELOKANTY: WHERE IS HOME?

The Policy Platform Re: Russia estimates between 817 000 to 922 000 Russians aban-
doned their country through mid-2023,' although the economist Vladislav Inozemstev pegs
the number at over one million." The choices of those leaving — especially those of lesser
means — have been constrained. European Union countries, the most desirable potential
shelters for many who fled, still refuse to accept most Russian citizens. They link bans
to objections to Russian state behaviour and fears of admitting pro-war, pro-regime ele-
ments." As of late 2023, asylum application numbers from Russian citizens hover around
1500 monthly, with recognition rates of 35%." The United States has no special pathway to
accept Russians, even as growing numbers make their way to Mexico and claim asylum at
the border” Some wealthier Russian citizens had existing connections in the Gulf States"
but for most expediency was the main factor in their initial destination choice. Relokanty
clustered in nearby states, which were cheaper to get to and did not require a visa. Serbia
and Turkiye have hosted tens of thousands of such migrants, but their impact has been
greatest in Armenia, Georgia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

Historical connections, familiarity through tourism and existing Russian communities
joined ease of travel to make these four states points of arrival. As Eurasian Union coun-
tries (EEU), Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan do not require international passports
for entry and many Russians may only carry national ID cards." Georgia allows Russian
citizens to stay in the country visa-free for 12 months, which can be renewed by leaving
and re-entering the country for one day. As of early 2024, only Kazakhstan has placed new
limits on Russian citizens. Those who lack an employment contract or other reason to stay

! Russians use the term “relokanty” — derived from ‘relokatsiia” [relocation] employed in Russian to signal the movement of
enterprises — to distinguish themselves as a category of human mobility, much in the way Westerners employ “expatriates.”
‘Relokanty” allows Russians to differ themselves from Georgians, Armenians, Kazakhs and Kyrgyz who come to Russia and
are labelled ‘migranty” or ‘gastarbeitery” [guest workers], terms with racialized connotations. Caucasus and Central Asians
have their own names for relokanty — Georgians might call them “guests” with an ironic tone as do Kyrgyz when they say,
“Russian Russians.” Some Western observers prefer the term “draft dodgers.”
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(work, study, etc.) will be required to leave the country for 90 days after a visa-free period
of 90 days """ Migrants follow developments in destination states as they “shop” for homes.
Websites such as https://relokatz.com/ and telegram channels allow Russians to evaluate
entry requirements, living costs and other features in dozens of potential host countries.”

Russian legislation introduced in April 2023 makes an exodus of citizens fleeing potential or
actual military enlistment on the scale of February-March or September-October 2022 un-
likely. Draft notices are no longer required to be served in person. This is now done through
the electronic portal “Gosuslugi,” which Russians use for everyday services such as paying
fines and applying for passports. Even if a draftee is not registered for Gosuslugi or on the
internet, they will be considered served and forbidden from leaving the country* The Rus-
sian government is thus better prepared for any future mobilization and to guard its human
capital in the country if it decides to do so.

The pressing question of these relokanty has become their fate. Following the two distinct
spikes in departures from Russia in 2022 - right after the invasion and then following Pu-
tin's announcement of ‘partial mobilisation” in September 2022 — small numbers have re-
turned home but most are now considering extended stays abroad. Some fear persecution
by the Putin regime — either forced enlistment, prison sentences or more fantastical plans
floated by politicians such as Russian duma speaker Viacheslav Volodin, who proposed
that Russians abroad deemed to have supported Ukraine should be sent on return to gu-
lag-style prison camps in the Far EastX Putin has designated those who left as “traitors”
and “scum.”"Families of those who have departed continue to receive summonses to re-
cruitment centres " Some relokanty report strained relations with family members and
close friends who support the war. At the same time, the Russian government could enact
measures to compel a return — including seizing the property of absent IT workers and
returning it to the state or giving it to soldiers.

Most Russians see countries in the Caucasus and Central Asia as transit points — hope-
ful that if they cannot return to their homes in the near to medium-term future, they can
eventually make their way to the European Union, North America or elsewhere. One survey
of relokanty in the Caucasus found only 14% plan to stay in Georgia and 12% in Armenia.
Yet, as the war stretches on, relokanty confront lives in-between. With families split, sav-
ings evaporating and possessions in both Russia and these destination countries, many
migrants risk short- or medium-term returns to see loved ones, sell their flats or collect
goods. They weigh decisions to move to other countries based on economic opportunity,
personal connections or passport/visa issues. The state of vulnerability, of nomadism, af-
fects both them and the hosting countries, for who knows how long?

Georgia

Georgian Dream, the political party which forms the current government, has remained
largely silent on the influx of Russian relokanty. But it has beaten back efforts to punish
Russia, and Russians, for the invasion of Ukraine. Prime Minister Irakli Gharibashvili has
refused to Implement sanctions on the Russian government. Chairman Irakli Kobakhidze
stated on pro-government Imedi TV that claims of Russians fleeing mobilization posing a
threat to national security were “completely absurd.™

Estimates of Russians staying long-term in Georgia range from 62 000 to 130 000" Gov-
ernment officials point to the substantial increase in GDP that has accompanied the influx
of Russian migrants and the benefits of Russian capital and investments. The Georgian lari
has also risen significantly. ™" On 19 May 2023, Georgian Dream agreed to the restoration
of direct flights between Moscow and Tbilisi, to the anger of local citizens and opposition
politicians.
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Georgia has provided
the most fraught host
environment for relokanty.

Georgian Dream policies have aroused the ire of non-government politicians and activists in
the overwhelmingly pro-European country. Opposition proposals have ranged from impos-
ing “entry taxes” on new arrivals to visas, which would be issued contingent on recognition
that Russia currently occupies sovereign Georgian territory ! Georgia's president Salome
Zourabichvili has taken the most vocal position against Russian migration. On 26 Octo-
ber 2023, she appeared on the US current affairs show ‘60 Minutes” where she stated that
Russian relokanty “speak the language of the enemy and believe that they are at home.”
XX Zourabichvili lacks powers to alter government policy; nonetheless, Russian media at-
tacked her remarks, claiming she is plotting politically against the current government. The
media repeat Georgian Dream’s line that Russian migrants benefit Georgia's economy,
even as increasing numbers are returning to the homeland, realising that sanctions have
not hurt the economy and they are safer in Russia*

Chart. 1: Remittances to Georgia (in million USD, 2021-2023)
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Georgia has provided the most fraught host environment for relokanty. The streets of the
capital, Thilisi, are replete with anti-Russian graffiti. Seventy-nine percent of Georgians have
a "strictly negative attitude” towards these Russian “guests.” Few Georgians under 50 will-
ingly speak Russian in their own country. Even as they recognize that many Russians
arrived because of political opposition to the Putin regime, most Georgians believe their
presence has negatively altered the character of Thilisi and Batumi, a Black Sea resort city
also housing tens of thousands of relokanty. One piece of graffiti that might best summarize
this attitude is “Good Russian? Go Home.” On an individual level, though, relations are gen-
erally cordial — especially for Russians who respect the complicated imperial history of the
region. One relokant who opened a falafel stand in late 2022 recalled: ‘I never got as much
help as here..| haven't seen a more welcoming place.” ™!

Still, Russian relokanty have constructed a parallel society in Georgia. They open their
own businesses, not only cafés and restaurants but also bookstores, co-working spaces,
boutiques and salons™" Service establishments are notable by the predominance of Eng-
lish-language signage, Slavic staff and goods popular with Russians. Some hang Ukrainian
flags to denote their political position. Russians who patronize these establishments need
not worry about signing pledges that they support Ukraine and the return of Georgia’s occu-
pied territories, a popular trend in Georgian-owned restaurants.

Relokanty to this point remain largely bystanders in Georgian society's economic chal-
lenges. An October 2023 poll saw Georgians consider the most critical social problems as
unemployment (47%), inflation (45%) and poverty (43%). Migration of Russians to Georgia
came in ninth place, at 13%."" Eighty-six percent of Georgians support European Union
membership, however, and it is possible — and the subject of speculation in the Russian
media — that relokanty could become political footballs between pro-EU forces and Geor-
gian Dream as elections approach in 2024.
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In this country with EU aspirations, dependence on the Russian economy has increased
since the 2022 invasion of Ukraine. ™ Transparency International notes that since the war,
“the number of Russian companies has tripled compared to...1995-2021." Seventy-four
percent of companies in Georgia whose owners are legal entities and/or citizens of the
Russian Federation have been registered since the war. A sense of economic competition
between Russian- and Georgian-owned businesses might emerge as another flashpoint.
Georgian Dream is likely already concerned about this possibility ¥ The government has
reduced the percentage of residence permits issued to eligible Russians — generally entre-
preneurs — from 90% before the invasion to 60% afterwards? Some Russians have been
refused entry, or re-entry, to Georgia. These include those of North Caucasus ethnicity or
political activists, including LGBTQI+ figures — migrants the Georgian Dream government
might not see as welcome. " Opposition figures are finding Germany, which has eased
conditions for Russians who have been persecuted by Putin's regime to receive humanitar-
ian visas, a more comfortable destination.**

Armenia

Armenia remains a welcoming environment for Russian migrants, even following the tur-
moil surrounding the Nagorno-Karabakh events of October 2023. Until recently, Russia and
Armenia have enjoyed a close relationship. Anywhere from 80 000 to 300 000 Armeni-
ans (of a population of 2.8 million) work in Russia** Russian is spoken about equally to
Armenian in the capital of Yerevan and Armenians throughout the country are able and
willing to speak Russian. Armenia’s pre-2022 efforts to develop an IT industry proved at-
tractive to Russian high-skilled workers who left in the invasion's immediate aftermath.
In October 2022, the Russian ambassador to Armenia Sergei Koprykin noted the warmth
with which Armenians received Russian migrants and the boost they have provided to the
economy. ™™ Relokanty serving as teachers staff increased numbers of Russian-language
positions at Armenian schools.

Late 2023 has seen a rapid deterioration of the Armenia-Russia relationship. Armenian
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan seeks to move Armenia closer to the West after Russia’s
failure to assist its fellow Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) member in its con-
flict with Azerbaijan. Pashinyan told the Wall Street Journal in October 2023 that he saw
‘no advantage” in Russian troop presence in Armenia**" Russian media has advocated a
change in government in Armenia and anti-Armenian accusations have prompted heated
diplomatic exchanges and summonses !

Russian migrants in Armenia remain in the eye of the diplomatic hurricane. Armenian dip-
lomats and government members stress the benefits of Russian migration to the economy
and friendly relationships between locals and migrants**' Russian migrants have provided
a substantial economic boost to Armenia. Comparing World Bank and IMF data, an expect-
ed 4.8% GDP growth in 2022 mushroomed to 12.6%, placing Armenia as a top global per-
former. Russians transferred 1.75-2.5 billion USD to the country. ** Estimates of Russians
in Armenia vary from 60 000-300 000, but their numbers appear to have decreased. **V!
One local study has noted that the influx of private transfers to Armenia has declined 20%
from the first nine months of 2022 to 2023 and the government recorded more exits of
Russian citizens than entries. I Russians seek cheaper destinations as food and hous-
ing prices in Yerevan remain high; these include Cyprus and Egypt. *!" The World Bank's
October 2023 forecast predicts Armenian economic growth to be about half of 2022 at 6.6%
and to decline thereafter,

Relokanty remain critical to Armenia’s IT sector, its main economic success story before
and after its wars with Azerbaijan. Armenia’s reputation in this field attracted substantial

? Foreign citizens who purchase real estate worth over $100,000, invest over $300,000, or create a business with annual
turnover over 50,000 lari are eligible to apply for a residence permit in Georgia.

Russian “Relokanty” in the Caucasus and Central Asia:

POLICY BRIEF Cooperation and Tensions between States and Societies

POLICY

BRIEF

Russian migrants in
Armenia remain in the eye
of the diplomatic hurricane.



POLICY

As in Georgia, Russian
migrants have founded
their own small-scale
organizations to help not
just Russian migrants,
but those from Ukraine as
well as Armenians from
Nagorno-Karabakh.

numbers of Russian IT workers, who compose perhaps even the majority of Russian new-
comers — one estimate places their numbers at 30 000-40 000*- Major Russian technol-
ogy companies, including Miro and Yandex, have opened offices in Armenia*' The head of
one Armenian IT company, Picsart, notes that: “Having so many new Russian colleagues on
the ground has expanded the creativity, the mindset, the solutions.”"" The presence of Rus-
sian IT workers is helping to globalize the sector. English is now the workplace language,
which will expand the types of work employees can do, towards the European Union and
North America.

Chart. 2: Remittances to Armenia (in million USD, 2021-2023)
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Russian migrants to Armenia, according to a Zentrum fur Osteuropa und internationale
Studien study, are characterized by youth, higher education and socially progressive values.
Many women came as part of the initial February 2022 wave — more relokanty arrived in
Armenia then as compared to the September mobilisation " Relokanty mobilized quickly
after the invasion to assist those subsequently arriving from Russia. Kovcheg [The Ark]
provides start-up housing for Russians in Yerevan and Istanbul. It focuses on those who left
explicitly in opposition to Putin's regime ¥ As in Georgia, Russian migrants have found-
ed their own small-scale organizations to help not just Russian migrants, but those from
Ukraine as well as Armenians from Nagorno-Karabakh X%

Armenia’s closer ties to Russia have facilitated far different modes of everyday interac-
tions than in Georgia. New businesses do not need to conceal links to Russia. Volchok, a
streetwear shop founded in Moscow, has opened a branch in Yerevan. ArtDocFest, a film
festival once held annually in Moscow, opened in November 2022 in Yerevan, attracting
homesick Russian relokanty™" In Yerevan, Armenians who studied or worked in Russia
are attracted to new cafés and restaurants that recreate the style of cities they see as more
cosmopolitan.

How long this vibrancy can endure is uncertain. Russian IT workers remain tentative as to
their future. Many employed by Russian companies worry that the Russian government
might end the practice of remote working at any time**' Russians who operate businesses
in Yerevan are not committing for the long haul: “Our planning horizon is about a month”
stated one restaurant owner*!"' One US embassy diplomat in Yerevan has noted an in-
crease in late 2023 in Russians seeking entry to the United States directly, or through trav-
elling to Mexico to claim asylum at the US-Mexico border.

Relokanty use their experience, temporary or not, to broaden their views of Russia’s re-
lationship to its southern neighbours. Guzel Yusupova, an anthropologist who herself left
Russia in early 2022, recounts Russians claiming their stay in Armenia as making them
aware of their chauvinism towards “Blacks” [chernye], as Armenians and other southern
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peoples are known** But most rationalize a lack of desire to adapt to their new environ-
ment and learn the language. Relokanty consider their presence as a gift to an Armenia
undergoing intense suffering. They bring capital, talent, patronize local businesses and give
Yerevan a global feel- However, many Russian migrants from lower social strata struggle,
as do local Armenians, with rising costs of living. They settle in the food delivery industry,
delivering groceries or restaurant meals on bikes, scooters or motorcycles."

Unknown is how the Russian government might see these migrants as a potential tool of
foreign policy, especially as diplomatic relations deteriorate. Russia has substantial lever-
age over Armenia, supplying basic goods, energy resources and a labour market. To this
point Russia has avoided such a temptation.

Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan shares the second-largest land border in the world (7664 km) with Russia and
has witnessed significant in-migration. In December 2022, the Kazakh migration service
reported that 2.9 million Russians had crossed the border over the year, including almost
a million in the immediate aftermath of the September mobilisation. Those who remain
in the country in late 2023 number, according to most estimates, range from 150 000-300
000. " The numbers are less notable in a country with 3 million Russians among its popu-
lation of 19.6 million, but the flow has had important political and societal effects.

Kazakhstan's government walks a fine line in dealing with its Russian counterpart. Al-
though, like Armenia, the country belongs to the EEU and the CSTO, Kazakhs are acutely
aware that its significant Russian minority in the northern borderland regions might be a
pretext for Russian expansion. The Kazakh government keeps a close watch on potential
separatism in the North, charging several Russians with separatist activities and criminal-
izing Russian passports M

Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev refused to recognize Russia's annexation
of Ukrainian territories based on September 2022 referenda, irritating the Kremlin*¥ To-
kayev's stance solidified popular support behind him, as someone leading the country in-
dependently - less than two years after he needed Russian troops to supress a domestic
insurrection.” Moscow, in need of allies, has tread diplomatically. President Putin visited
Kazakhstan in November 2023 for talks on energy, natural resource cooperation and other
outstanding issues between the two countries ' The visit followed one by French President
Emmanuel Macron. Unlike Georgia, Armenia and Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan is extremely
rich in natural resources, with a real GDP ranking among the highest in the post-Soviet
space. "' The country has tools to conduct a multivector foreign policy.

President Tokayev has urged Kazakhs to welcome fleeing Russians, stating: “We must take
care of them and ensure their safety. This is a political and humanitarian issue.” Kazakh-
stan has received a different palette of Russian migrants than the Caucasus. More have ar-
rived from Eurasian regions of the country (Tatarstan, Tuva, Buryatia) — including significant
numbers of non-ethnic Russians. ™! The ease of border crossings has led many Russians
in Siberia to establish themselves close to the border, where friends and family can easily
visit %

Kazakhstan has nonetheless faced pressure from Moscow — backed by bilateral treaty ob-
ligations — to return relokanty considered dangerous. Evgenia Baltatarova, a journalist and
activist from Buryatia, fled Russia in early 2022 as police were opening a criminal case
against her for spreading antiwar “fake news.” Kazakh authorities learned of these charges
when they stopped Baltatarova at a routine document check. They subsequently forbid her
from leaving Kazakhstan — a treaty provision between Russia and Kazakhstan requires
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wanted exiles to be prohibited to leave for a third country.”* Baltatarova has been granted
a reprieve. Kazakhstan is not required to extradite for crimes not in its own criminal code,
which include Russia’s wartime censorship laws. But Kazakh authorities have not renewed
her work permit and refused to extend her residence permit™ “We are all hostages here,’
Baltatarova says "Kazakhstan doesn't need us, but, frankly, other countries are not too keen
on hosting us either™ Random document inspections — common in Kazakhstan — will
turn up warrants issued by Russia, threatening relokanty's status and future. Russians who
apply to the Kazakh government for refugee status face a 90% rejection rate X"

Chart. 3: Remittances to Kazakhstan (in billion KZT, 2021-2023)
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The ideal Kazakh government solution would be for most migrants to quietly leave. Rus-
sian relokanty provide less economic advantage in this large, wealthy republic and could
potentially harm nationalizing efforts. In January 2023, the Kazakh government enacted a
law that after a 90-day visa-free stay — allowed for all Russians — migrants without official
permission to remain longer, attained primarily through work or study, would be required
to exit the country for 90 days before returning (previously they might just cross an in-
ternational border and immediately return, a practice known as “zeroing’). By the end of
2022, about 36 000 Russian relokanty had been granted residence permits for longer-term
stays. "V The Kazakh government has offered little explanation for this law, but there have
been concerns of Russians working in the shadow economy. Official registration will make
it easier to track them and have them pay taxes

This legislation places Russians without international passports in a particularly difficult
situation. Their future (legal) destinations are limited to other EEU countries. Otherwise,
they require a third-country humanitarian visa. Some are crossing into Uzbekistan. Uzbek
authorities are registering them as legal migrants, but they do not automatically have the
option to work™" The Migration Committee of Kazakhstan has stated that of the 937 000
Russians who entered Kazakhstan following September 2022, over two-thirds left by Jan-
uary 2023. 2V

Russian migrants who remain have boosted local labour markets. From January to Sep-
tember 2022, Russian companies in Kazakhstan increased by around 4 000, with Almaty as
a favoured destination."""  Relokanty fill labour shortages in northern Kazakhstan. Rus-
sian is the common professional language in much of Kazakhstan — in major cities and
the north. The Kazakh government supports nationalist movements to elevate the place of
the Kazakh language, however, which has produced tension”* Some Kazakhs see these
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new arrivals as unwelcome as Kazakhstan establishes a national, decolonial history 2 Re-
lokanty note a general feeling of comfort in Kazakhstan but suffer loneliness, missing fam-
ily, partners, friends, home — not knowing if or when they can return without risking prison
or military service 2!

Some antiwar Russian migrants who arrived in Kazakhstan have been surprised to find sup-
port for — or indifference towards — Putin’s invasion. A poll carried out by Kazakh non-gov-
ernment organisations in May 2023 revealed that almost 60% are neutral regarding the war,
12.8% support Russia and 21.1% support Ukraine.”"

Kyrgyzstan

Furthest from Russia by land of these four states, Kyrgyzstan nonetheless offers advantag-
es for relokanty. Flights from multiple Russian cities are frequent, catering to still-substan-
tial Kyrgyz migrant labour in Russia. Kyrgyzstan has a strong relationship with Russia and is
an EEU state. Russian is commonly spoken in cities, and the cost of living is low. Estimates
place the number of Russian relokanty to Kyrgyzstan between 30 000-60 000 at the end of
2022, though numbers appear to have declined over 20232V

Kyrgyz President Sadyr Japarov remarked during the second wave of migration that Rus-
sians “can of course come here and work freely” and that “[w]e don't see any harm and lots
of benefits” from this influx“*" Kyrgyz government officials started the Digital Nomad pro-
gram to attract Russian IT workers with promises of long-term visas, simplified transition
processes and tax benefits. Only about 1000 foreigners had received the status by February
20232 The Kyrgyz economy grew by 7% in 2022, behind Georgia and Armenia but still
impressive and likely somewhat driven by the 2.8 billion USD in transfers from Russia to
Kyrgyzstan that year-V!

The Kyrgyz government retains its strong reliance on Russia for energy and basic sup-
plies. "I Pytin visited Bishkek in October 2023 to commemorate the twentieth anniversary
of Russia's Kant military base — his first foreign trip since the International Criminal Court
issued a warrant for his arrest. He reminded President Japarov in a meeting that Russia re-
mained Kyrgyzstan's biggest investor. Unmentioned was the high volume of goods entering
Kyrgyzstan that have travelled to Russia in violation of international sanctions*** The Kyr-
gyz parliament exempted Russian citizens from 2023 restrictions on foreign citizens who
enter from visa-free countries 2

Putin also stated that those who violate Russian laws will be held accountable regardless of
their location.”™" A year after Japarov told Russians that they should have no fear of being
extradited, Russian migrants have cause for concern. Over 2023, the Russian government
has pressured the Kyrgyz government to track antiwar activists. In June 2023, Kyrgyzstan
joined Russia and Kazakhstan in sharing personal data of citizens“*!" Alyona Krylova, a
representative of the For Human Rights NGO in Russia, was arrested in Bishkek in June
and remains in detention. Russian left-wing activist and anarchist Lev Skoryakin was ab-
ducted from prison in Kyrgyzstan in October 2023 and taken to Russia. " Kyrgyz activist
Kanat Nogoibaev stated: “Civil activists and regular Russian citizens [in Kyrgyzstan] have
gone missing and been found in Russian military units. The National Security Committee [of
Kyrgyzstan] collaborates with the [Russian] FSB.""*" Kyrgyzstan has restricted the right to
peaceful assembly to target antiwar rallies and silenced independent media.”**

Russian migrants to Kyrgyzstan nonetheless note the ease of relationships with local Kyr-
gyz. Many arriving in 2022 recall heartfelt welcomes, including offers of free food and ac-
commodation " Kyrgyz themselves have strong links to Russia. Over 1 million Kyrgyz
work in the country. Migrant remittances account for about 30% of Kyrgyzstan's GDP. one of
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the highest rates in the world """ Many houses in southern Kyrgyzstan hosting Russian
migrants were built with funds from Kyrgyz migration to Russiam*v!!

Chart. 4: Remittances to Kyrgyzstan (in million USD, 2021-2023)
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Bishkek, the main arrival point for relokanty, faced similar strains as other Caucasus and
Central Asian capitals in 2022. But in Kyrgyzstan, as in other countries, blame for rising
apartment prices — which hit students and low-income earners hardest — is diffused. An-
ger is often directed at local authorities who fail to intervene when landlords eject tenants
who can't pay 200-300% increases.”** Kyrgyz support for Russia in the War in Ukraine is
also significant among citizens, in a country where Russian TV is a prime source of infor-
mation. Early in the conflict, some Kyrgyz sported “Z" paraphernalia. In September 2022,
the Central Asian Barometer noted that only 14% of Kyrgyz considered Russia responsible
for the war, as opposed to 56% who blamed Ukraine or the West** Hotels display Russian
flags prominently. Prices in Bishkek have settled as relokanty have moved to different cities.
Within Kyrgyzstan, Russians have gone to Lake Issyk-Kul's scenic villages. Many, including
Karakol, were built by tsarist-era colonists. Osh, with its cheap cost of living, has proved a
popular destination*“

Sentiment towards relokanty remain complicated. Frustration at the “Russian Russians” —
as Kyrgyz ironically call new Russian emigres — simmers in private conversation and on
social media*" Kyrgyz mock the term “relokanty,” which they see as trying to differentiate
Russians in Kyrgyzstan from Kyrgyz in Russia, commonly known as “gastarbeitery” (quest
workers) or simply as Blacks. This is mixed with smug satisfaction that, after having been
the target of racism when they have worked or travelled in Russia, Kyrgyz can now feel
superior to these Russian newcomers, who are far from home.

Russians also debate each other on social media. Some chide fellow relokanty for not re-
specting local sensitivities. Others persist in complaints about their new surroundings, from
bad taxi drivers to poor internet. Organizations and telegram channels however most often
focus on mutual support. Early relokanty opened a centre, Red Roof, in Bishkek to offer
communal space for newcomers. Red Roof seeks to inform recently-arrived Russians of
Russia’s colonial legacy in Kyrgyzstan as well as the state of LGBTQ+ rights, among other
issues " As time goes on, mutual assistance has shifted to many Russians who have
spent their savings over 2022-2023.

Private companies in Kyrgyzstan offer new pathways for wealthy relokanty seeking entry
into the EU or other destinations. Kyrgyz passports are now for sale, with fees ranging
from $1500-20 000 dollars (for “rush service”)*®V Russians applying for Kyrgyz passports
grew 400% between 2021 and 2022 and a list approved by President Japarov in late 2022
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includes members of Russia’s business and political elites ' Kyrgyz citizenship offers a
more appealing backdoor than longshot asylum claims in the West, abetted by corruption
in government.

CONCLUSIONS, SCENARIOS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Privilege and precarity mark the position of relokanty as they search for stability and oppor-
tunity in these four host states and beyond in 2024. With the war at an apparent stalemate,
Russians must consider short- and long-term scenarios for residence.

In Georgia, relokanty must confront what is certain to be a tense election between Georgian
Dream and pro-European opposition in the shadow of the European Council decision to
grant Georgia EU candidate status in December 2023. At any point in the campaign, likely in
Fall 2024, Georgian politicians might mobilize the host population’s frustration against re-
lokanty. If pro-EU forces win the election, they will be tempted to impose taxes, visa restric-
tions or other measures against Russians in Georgia, but must be conscious of the Russian
government’s reaction. A Georgian Dream victory will likely preserve the status quo — but
this “status quo” has seen increased numbers of Russians, from political opposition to busi-
nessmen and tourists, being denied visas for unknown reasons. Thirty thousand Russians
have left Georgia in the last six months of 2023 This tense political environment could
result in significant unrest in late 2024 if the election is seen to be manipulated.

In Armenia, the government’s search for stability through greater engagement with West-
ern countries remains shaky. The Russian government could enact sanctions or retaliatory
measures that might severely damage Armenia’s economy, even if the Armenian govern-
ment is able to avoid a renewed conflict with Azerbaijan. Already, high prices are reducing
Russian presence in Armenia — many of these telework for Russian IT companies, so are
not tied to any one country or region. Instability and the cost of absorbing more than 100 000
Nagorno-Karabakh refugees will challenge Armenia’s politicians, even as Yerevan remains
a dynamic city.

Kazakhstan's political situation remains stable, even if it has only been two years since
massive unrest forced the government to call on the Russia-led Collective Security Treaty
Organisation (CSTO) peacekeepers®. Russians enjoy good relations with Kazakhs but the
2023 visa reforms mean that without steady employment or student status, remaining in
Kazakhstan long-term would require a will to join the unofficial economy.

Both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have nationalist elements that might seek to downgrade
the status of Russian language. It's unlikely they will target Russians themselves, unless
“Kazakh Russians” in Kazakhstan's north mount a campaign to unite with Russia — an
improbable but not impossible scenario if the Kremlin wants to stir up trouble. More worri-
some, perhaps, is that any relokanty residing in these two countries who protest the war or
have warrants against them in Russia for any reason might be returned home, where they
would face potential imprisonment, even torture.

The most likely scenario in 2024 is a dispersal of relokanty outside these four states and
even fewer arrivals. If worst-case scenarios for relokanty are realized in Georgia and Ar-
menia, this will negatively affect economic growth in both states, even as it might tame
inflationary pressures and improve social cohesion in Georgia. Regardless, there will be

Tajikistan. On 5 January 2022, CSTO peacekeepers were announced to be deployed to Kazakhstan in response to anti-govern-
ment unrest in the country. This was the first such instance for the CSTO peacekeeper troops.
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important local economic effects in cities and regions that form the main departure and
arrival points. Turkiye, Cyprus and Egypt have gained popularity for weather, cheaper prices
and greater stability The issue of relokanty is unlikely to be politicized and the possibility
of forced repatriation minuscule. Serbia provides not only a reduced cost of living, but also
a welcoming environment to Russians — especially those who are not actively anti-Putin,
XV Russian migrants will continue to fly to Mexico, where they will join ethnic Georgians,
Armenians, Kazakhs and Kyrgyz who seek their futures in the United States.

Small numbers of migrants are returning to Russia. Since the proposal to send relokanty
to some form of the gulag, Russian media and politicians have taken a softer line. In early
2024, they highlight increased returns of Russians as signs of an ostensibly failed Western
policy to tear apart the country. Only an end to active conflict, unlikely in 2024, would spur a
significant return. Worries persist about government retribution as well as awkward profes-
sional or social encounters with Russians who remained. Significant numbers of Russians
will stay in Georgia, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, where they will form the latest
wave of human movement and ethnic diversity that has characterized the Caucasus and
Central Asia over centuries.

None of these countries, nevertheless, can rely on relokanty skills and money as a contin-
ued driver of economic growth. Georgia, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan now, after
two years of in-migration, should conduct detailed studies of the benefits and costs of the
presence of relokanty and develop relations with sectors likely to bring economic benefits
that outweigh costs, either in terms of internal politics or the potential of upsetting the Rus-
sian government.

Russia over 2023 has reasserted its status as a regional hegemon, even as the stalemate
in Ukraine renders military intervention in neighbouring countries — Georgia would be the
most plausible, but not only, target — unlikely. Given the diverse composition and views of
relokanty, it is implausible that they could be used as an active “fifth column” in Georgia,
Armenia, Kazakhstan or Kyrgyzstan. At the same time, the Russian government could em-
ploy their presence as a pretext for intervention — which would place relokanty, especially
those with family in Russia, in an extremely difficult position.

Georgia, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan need to prepare therefore for a range of
possible scenarios that have internal and international, political, economic and societal con-
sequences. For the relokanty to remain, how much state support should they receive, in
terms of Russian-language education and services? Understandably, the governments in
these four states have avoided letting this issue bleed into one that might activate nation-
alist sentiments and lead to social disruption, but this scenario must also be contemplated.
Governments should ensure that relokanty are paying taxes and that their contributions to
the national economy are highlighted. Relokanty themselves should be made aware of the
colonial legacies of their presence and should work, with government assistance, to inte-
grate themselves into non-Russian states.

The European Union and the United States should assist these states in managing relokan-
ty issues and reducing the possibility for domestic internal tension and other scenarios that
might allow Russia to intervene. This might include opening pathways for entry to Russian
migrants or economic assistance to integrate. International civil society organizations could
develop programs for societal or cultural integration, especially for poor relokanty. They
might assist in the deepening of environmental or other initiatives where Russian migrants
work alongside local activists to improve the quality of life in host states.
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