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PRAGUE PROCESS 
MIGRATION OBSERVATORY

The Prague Process is an intergovernmental migration dialogue among close to 50 
countries from Europe and Central Asia. During the third Ministerial Conference in 2016, 
the participating states agreed to establish the Prague Process Migration Observatory 
in order to strengthen information sharing among the Parties and better inform policy 
makers and experts from the migration authorities in their decisions.

Since 2018, the Migration Observatory engages academic researchers and state experts 
from the region to undertake systematic and ad hoc analyses of important migration 
trends and policy developments at regional and national level, addressing contemporary 
migration challenges. Their publications identify concrete lessons learned, map possible 
future trends and draw relevant policy recommendations. Their findings equally inform 
the senior-level discussions within the Prague Process.

The Migration Observatory thus provides impartial, evidence-based analysis in line with 
the six thematic areas set out by the Prague Process Action Plan: 

• preventing illegal migration; 

• return, readmission and reintegration; 

• legal and labour migration; 

• integration; 

• migration and development; and 

• asylum and international protection. 

All outputs and publications are available at www.pragueprocess.eu in both English and Russian.

http://www.pragueprocess.eu
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Dear Reader, 

This third collection of selected publications produced within the Prague Process 
Migration Observatory is released amidst Russia’s war against Ukraine, which has 
resulted in the largest human displacement witnessed in Europe since World War 
II. More than 14 million people were forced to flee their homes in search for safety. 
Nearly seven million people have fled to neighbouring countries and further afar, 
with women and children accounting for the vast majority of the externally displaced 
Ukrainian citizens. Two chapters address the migration repercussions of the war: First, 
special attention is given to the vulnerability among those fleeing the war to human 
trafficking. Secondly, the elaboration of possible post-war scenarios shall allow us to 
better understand the mid- and long-term migration repercussions of the war.  

This book is also released shortly before the fourth Prague Process Ministerial 
Conference, which shall set the political mandate and content of our joint cooperation 
for the years to come. The first section thus entails the background papers developed 
on the six thematic areas of the Prague Process. Providing a concise overview of the 
key considerations at hand, these documents have informed the intergovernmental 
discussions within the process of jointly formulating the future Action Plan.  

The book further contains a number of publications dedicated to other important 
migration aspects, corresponding to the traditional format of this series. The COVID-19 
pandemic still resonates globally, the developments in Afghanistan deserve continuous 
attention, and economies have been facing new challenges related to food and energy 
supplies, which will remain in the focus of the Migration Observatory. 

As usual, I would like to thank the authors for sharing their analysis, expertise and 
concrete recommendations. Special gratitude goes to Alexander Maleev and Irina 
Lysak, who did not only ensure the high quality of this book but also produced a good 
share of its content. 

In these challenging times, our cooperation has become more vital than ever. We hope 
for this book to inform decision makers and thereby contribute to finding adequate 
policy responses.     

Sincerely yours

Dr Phil. Radim Zak
Head of Prague Process Secretariat
ICMPD Head of Region, Eastern Europe and Central Asia
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ASYLUM AND INTERNATIONAL PROTECTION
 
Key Developments across the Prague Process region

Asylum has been one of the most broadly and emotionally debated policy areas. In 
the end of 2019, 79.5 million people worldwide have been seeking refuge, including 
45.7 million internally displaced persons (IDPs), 20.4 million refugees, and 4.2 million 
asylum seekers. Unrest, persecution, human rights violations, armed conflicts and 
other serious threats erupted in various parts of the world, including also in the Prague 
Process region – in Ukraine, the South Caucasus and just recently in Central Asia. 
According to UNHCR, the overall number of displaced people has doubled over the past 
decade. Many of the concerned populations have thus far failed to find lasting solutions 
for rebuilding their lives. Between 2010 and 2019, only 3.9 million refugees were able to 
return to their countries of origin. In comparison, almost 10 million refugees managed 
to return home during the previous decade and over 15 million throughout the 1990’s. 
Around half of those displaced nowadays are children. Over 50% of all IDPs are women. 

Since 2014, Syria has been the main source country of refugees. 3.6 million of them 
have found shelter in Turkey, which swiftly became the world’s leading refugee-hosting 
country after hosting only around 10.000 refugees back in 2010. The outbreak of the 
armed conflict in Eastern Ukraine in 2014 resulted in the displacement of 1.7 million 
people, most of whom remain IDPs within Ukraine. In the European Union, the number 
of asylum applications peaked at 1.28 million in 2015 and amounted to 698 000 in 2019. 
Since 2015, over five million asylum claims have been lodged in the EU, with Germany 
alone registering almost two million requests. Arrivals in Cyprus, Greece, Malta, Italy 
and Spain remained below 200,000 between 2017 and 2019. At the end of 2019, the 
EU hosted a total of 2.6 million refugees, equivalent to 0.6% of the EU population. On 
average, around 370,000 asylum applications are rejected on an annual basis across the 
EU. However, only around a third of these persons are actually returned home.

Outside the EU and Turkey, the United Kingdom and Russia registered the most asylum 
applications. The Western Balkan region continues to constitute an important transit 
corridor for mixed migration flows to the EU. While the number of registered asylum 
applications across the region increased by 19% by 2018, most applicants abandoned 
the related procedures before actually receiving a decision. 

In terms of policy, the Prague Process states have made increased efforts to build 
capacities in this area, establishing new asylum systems or adjusting existing ones. 
The Eastern Partnership countries made good use of the trainings received within 
the Prague Process Targeted Initiative and the UNHCR-led Quality Initiative. Moldova 
improved its decision making through an internal quality-control mechanism. Georgia’s 
recognition rates increased from 5.5% in 2018 to 13% in 2019, following greater use 
of country of origin information, among other improvements. The Western Balkan 
states also implemented various initiatives to reinforce their national asylum systems, 
harmonising data collection and identifying protection needs. Individual legal counselling 
and strategic litigation were essential tools in addressing identified shortcomings. Since 
the adoption of a comprehensive, EU-inspired Law on Foreigners and International 
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Protection in 2013, Turkey has maintained a consistently high standard in its emergency 
response. The Directorate General of Migration Management (DGMM) established in 
2014 assumed all competencies in the area of international protection as of 2018. The 
country has been enhancing its registration and protection procedures continuously, 
introducing 40 e-learning modules to support training and deploying over 500 bilingual 
support personnel. Meanwhile, the Central Asian countries have made significant 
progress in reducing statelessness, which has affected many people in the region, as 
well as in establishing their national legal frameworks on international protection. In 
2017, Turkmenistan amended its Law on Refugees, introducing an enhanced protection 
for unaccompanied children seeking asylum, as well as temporary and complementary 
protection. Since 2017, the Kyrgyz Republic’s criminal code prevents the criminalisation 
of asylum seekers entering the country illegally. In 2018, Kazakhstan simplified the 
procedures for refugees to acquire permanent resident status. 

Within the European Union, a unified response to international protection has been hard 
to achieve since 2015, resulting in many ad-hoc solutions existing to this day. Progress 
was made in legislative areas, including two regulations establishing a framework 
for the inter-operability of relevant EU information systems as well as the common 
position on the recast Return Directive. Considerable work was also accomplished in 
the policy implementation and practical cooperation among EU+ countries. The EU’s 
Strategic Agenda for 2019-2024 set the main priorities for the next institutional cycle, 
including migration and asylum, as well as the cooperation with countries of origin and 
transit as priority areas. All these efforts, however, did not manage to overcome the 
long-standing stumbling block of solidarity and responsibility sharing. 

Despite the adoption of the Global Compact on Refugees in 2018 and numerous other 
flagship initiatives, solutions for refugees are in decline. A growing number of people 
in need of protection remains in precarious situations. Resettlement benefits only a 
fraction of the world’s refugees, many of whom have little hope of ever returning home. 
At the same time, their socioeconomic integration in the host countries has become 
ever more challenging, with the COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbating the situation 
of vulnerable populations, which are particularly susceptible to outbreaks due to dire 
living conditions and limited access to healthcare. Already marginalised refugees and 
displaced communities have been forced further into poverty, women and girls are facing 
increased exposure to gender based violence and worsening gender inequality, access 
to education has been further reduced, and people are under increasing pressure to 
return to unsafe or unstable situations. Moreover, governments leveraged the pandemic 
to restrict access to protection due to heightening security concerns, thereby creating a 
precedent for the future.

The EU’s New Pact on Migration and Asylum 

The EU’s continuous goals to ensure fair access to an asylum procedure, as well as legal 
certainty for asylum seekers, remain valid within the New Pact, which shall build on 
previous compromises and progress made. It proposes various legislative measures to 
improve the EU’s common asylum system: 
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	 A new solidarity mechanism for the distribution of incoming asylum seekers 
among Member States; 

	 New legislation to establish a screening procedure at the EU’s external borders; 

	 A more effective and flexible use of border procedures as a second stage in the 
process, bringing the rules on the asylum and return border procedures together 
into a single instrument;

	 Harmonised rules and improved reception conditions for asylum applicants, 
including earlier access to the labour market and better access to education. 
Disincentivising unauthorised secondary movements and clarifying the rules on 
detention; 

	 A further harmonisation of the criteria for granting international protection, as 
well as clarifying the rights and obligations of beneficiaries and setting out when 
protection should end, in particular if the beneficiary has become a public security 
threat or committed a serious crime;

	 Addressing situations of crisis and force majeure; 

	 Establishing the EU contribution to global resettlement efforts;

	 The Regulation to set up a fully-fledged European Union Agency for Asylum

The European Commission is thus proposing to establish a seamless procedure at the 
border applicable to all non-EU citizens crossing without authorisation, comprising pre-
entry screening, an asylum procedure and where applicable a swift return procedure. 
Asylum claims with low chances of being accepted should be examined rapidly without 
requiring legal entry to a Member State. Meanwhile, the normal asylum procedure 
would continue to apply to other asylum claims and become more efficient, bringing 
clarity for those with well-founded claims. The new procedures shall allow asylum and 
migration authorities to more efficiently assess well-founded claims, deliver faster 
decisions and thereby contribute to a better and more credible functioning of asylum 
and return policies.

For those whose claims have been rejected, an EU return border procedure would 
apply right away, thus eliminating the risks of unauthorised movements and sending a 
clear signal to smugglers. Every person should continue to have an individual assess-
ment, with full respect for the principle of non-refoulement and fundamental rights. 
Those most vulnerable should be exempt from the border procedure. An effective mon-
itoring mechanism already at the stage of the screening shall represent an additional 
safeguard. 

Beneficiaries of international protection should have an incentive to remain in the 
Member State which granted international protection, with the prospect of long-term 
resident status after three years of legal and continuous residence in that Member State. 
This would also help their integration into local communities.

Another important step will be the future monitoring of national asylum systems by the 
new European Union Agency for Asylum. The new mandate should respond to Member 
States’ growing need for operational support and guidance on the implementation of 
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the common rules on asylum, as well as bringing greater convergence and mutual 
trust. The new Agency would also be able to provide capacity building and operational 
support to third countries. After all, the well-functioning migration management on key 
routes is essential to protection as well as to asylum and return procedures.

The needs of children represent a key priority as they are particularly vulnerable. The 
rights and interests of the child shall be ensured in line with international law on rights 
of refugees and children as well as with the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. The new 
rules shall ensure that the best interests of the child are the primary consideration in all 
respective decisions. Representatives for unaccompanied minors should be appointed 
more quickly and given sufficient resources. Unaccompanied children and children 
under twelve years of age together with their families should be exempt from the border 
procedure unless there are security concerns. In all other relevant asylum procedures, 
child-specific procedural guarantees and additional support should be effectively 
provided at every stage, providing effective alternatives to detention, promoting swift 
family reunification, and ensuring that the voice of child protection authorities is heard. 
Children should be offered adequate accommodation and assistance, including legal 
assistance. Finally, they should also have prompt and non-discriminatory access to 
education, and early access to integration services.

Resettlement is a tested way to provide protection to the most vulnerable refugees. 
Recent years have already seen a major increase in resettlement to the EU, and this 
work should be further scaled up. The EU will also support Member States wishing 
to establish community or private sponsorship schemes through funding, capacity 
building and knowledge-sharing, in cooperation with civil society, with the aim of 
developing a European model of community sponsorship, which can lead to better 
integration outcomes in the longer term.

Looking into the Future  

Forced migration and displacement will hardly disappear in the future. No matter 
whether countries pursue open or restrictive policies on international protection, they 
will need to address this issue as part of their overall migration management framework.  

The climate for the admission, processing and treatment of asylum-seekers continues 
to be malevolent. Refugee issues are often heavily politicized. Many media outlets 
incite negative attitudes resulting in racist and xenophobic attacks against refugees. 
To confront these manifold challenges, there is an urgent need to revitalize the legal 
principles that underpin asylum and refugee protection. To do so, there is a need for 
strengthened partnerships between all stakeholders and a clearer understanding of 
their roles. It is important that states commit themselves to establish asylum systems, 
which responsibly identify who is a refugee, who is otherwise in need of protection, 
and who should be rejected and returned home in a safe and dignified manner. The 
countries of the Prague Process could support each other in building such systems 
through sharing practices and information, as well as providing targeted guidance and 
advice. The role of UNHCR in this process will be of utmost importance. 

Another important protection partner is the judiciary. Informed judicial interventions 
by national courts restore the real meaning to the notion of “protection” for refugees 
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by ensuring that all administrative action meets the basic principles of fairness and 
due process and that refugees and asylum-seekers are treated in a fair, dignified and 
humane way. The professionalism of the judiciary relies heavily on the existence of 
continuous training in asylum processes for itself and law enforcement bodies. In the 
past, the Prague Process already provided a number of trainings and designed specific 
training guidance, which can be used to build new training activities in this area. A com-
prehensive needs analysis could represent a first step in creating further tailor-made 
training curricula. Designing online trainings on the basics of the discipline, on cross-
cutting issues, but also advanced trainings featuring case studies and knowledge from 
non-legal disciplines may provide a useful support tool for the Prague Process states. 

To support the further development of national asylum legislation, taking stock of the 
latest key decisions in refugee law across the region could be beneficial as it would 
allow developing concrete guidance on open interpretative questions. Institutions should 
strive for a smart legislative design that features both positive and negative incentives 
to optimise compliance. As the factors forcing people to flee may remain in place for 
decades, legislation targeting long-term residents enjoying international protection 
could consider broadening opportunities for their economic mobility under predefined 
criteria. 

It is vital to remember that security and refugee protection are not mutually exclusive. 
An integrated response to asylum and migration flows that enables states to identify 
persons entering their territory, and to respond to protection needs as well as to security 
concerns in line with their obligations under international law requires robust and 
efficient systems to register and screen individuals seeking entry. From both a protection 
and a security perspective, it is critical to establish asylum systems that allow for the 
fair and efficient determination of claims for international protection. Good practice also 
involves cooperation between border guards, security services and immigration and 
asylum authorities within a given state, with other states along travel routes and with 
regional and international organisations.

The search for durable solutions is central to every refugee situation. Durable solutions 
are achieved when refugees can enjoy a secure legal status that provides them with 
lasting access to their rights. This can either be accomplished through voluntary 
repatriation, through settlement and integration in the country of asylum or through 
organised resettlement. The latter, in particular, has an important role to play in the 
international refugee protection regime and is one way in which states can demonstrate 
solidarity. At present, around half of the Prague Process states feature resettlement 
programmes, leaving ample room for advancement in this respect, particularly among 
the non-EU Prague Process states. Traditional resettlement programmes can also 
be complemented with private sponsorship mechanisms, humanitarian admission 
programmes and humanitarian visas, academic scholarships as well as specific labour 
migration schemes for refugees. Such complementary options shall be discussed 
jointly with partners across the region.

Alexander Maleev, Irina Lysak   |   Asylum and International Protection



15

References

Bloj R., Buzmaniuk S. (2020) Understanding the new pact on migration and asylum. European 
Issue No. 577, Robert Schuman Foundation. Available at: https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/
european-issues/0577-understanding-the-new-pact-on-migration-and-asylum 

European Commission (2020). Communication from the Commission to the European 
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of 
the Regions on a New Pact on Migration and Asylum. Available at: 1_en_act_part1_v7_1.pdf 
(europa.eu)

Eurostat database. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database

Feller E. (2001) International refugee protection 50 years on: The protection challenges of the 
past, present and future. ICRC  September 2001, Volume 83 No.843. Available at: https://www.
icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/581-606_feller.pdf 

ILO (2021). Digitally empowering young people in refugee and host communities. What is 
possible? Available at: https://www.ilo.org/global/programmes-and-projects/prospects/
countries/kenya/WCMS_810062/lang--en/index.htm 

Migration Route (2015-2019)’. Available at: https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/resources/
repository/33-reports/289-the-western-balkan-migration-route-2015-2019 

Nicholson F., Kumin J. (2017) A guide to international refugee protection and building state 
asylum systems. Handbook for Parliamentarians N° 27, Inter-Parliamentary Union and the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/
docid/5a9d57554.html

Oruc, N. Raza, S. Santic, D. (2020) Prague Process Analytical Report ‘The Western Balkan 
Migration Route (2015-2019)’. Available at: https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/resources/
repository/33-reports/289-the-western-balkan-migration-route-2015-2019

UNHCR (2019) Global Report. Available at: https://www.unhcr.org/globalreport2019/ 

UNHCR (2019) The 2019-2021 Regional Strategy for Central Asia. Available at: The 2019-2021 
Regional Strategy for Central Asia.indd (unhcr.org) 

UNHCR (2020). Global Trends in Displacement in 2019. Available at: https://www.unhcr.org/
flagship-reports/globaltrends/globaltrends2019/  

Asylum and International Protection   |   Alexander Maleev, Irina Lysak

https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0577-understanding-the-new-pact-on-migration-and-asylum
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0577-understanding-the-new-pact-on-migration-and-asylum
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/1_en_act_part1_v7_1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/1_en_act_part1_v7_1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/581-606_feller.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/581-606_feller.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/programmes-and-projects/prospects/countries/kenya/WCMS_810062/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/programmes-and-projects/prospects/countries/kenya/WCMS_810062/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/resources/repository/33-reports/289-the-western-balkan-migration-route-2015-2019
https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/resources/repository/33-reports/289-the-western-balkan-migration-route-2015-2019
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5a9d57554.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5a9d57554.html
https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/resources/repository/33-reports/289-the-western-balkan-migration-route-2015-2019
https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/resources/repository/33-reports/289-the-western-balkan-migration-route-2015-2019
https://www.unhcr.org/globalreport2019/
https://www.unhcr.org/centralasia/wp-content/uploads/sites/75/2019/09/Regional-Strategy_compressed.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/centralasia/wp-content/uploads/sites/75/2019/09/Regional-Strategy_compressed.pdf


16

INTEGRATION
 
Integration policies across the Prague Process region 

The integration of immigrants and their children is vital for social cohesion and their ability 
to become self-reliant, productive citizens. It is also a prerequisite for the host population’s 
acceptance of further immigration. Well-integrated migrants diminish the demographic 
pressure and help to address existing labour market needs. Opposingly, a lack of integra-
tion creates numerous challenges for hosting societies and the very migrants. While tra-
ditional countries of immigration have been paying due attention to migrants’ integration 
for many years, states less affected by immigration have only recently started addressing 
this poicy area. Even though integration policies differ between countries, they mostly face 
similar challenges.

The MIPEX Integration Index provides data on 38 Prague Process states. Most of them 
fall into the category characterised by ‘halfway favourable integration policies’, resulting 
in as many obstacles as opportunities for immigrants to participate and settle in. On 
average, immigrants enjoy most basic rights and long-term security, but still lack 
equal opportunities for full participation in all areas of life. Generally, immigrants face 
greater obstacles in emerging destination countries - the Baltics, Balkans and Central 
and Eastern Europe - with relatively small numbers of immigrants and high levels 
of anti-immigration sentiment. Meanwhile, Sweden, Finland and Portugal provide 
the most favourable conditions for integration across the Prague Process region. 
Lithuania, Latvia, Croatia, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Poland as well as Russia pursue 
slightly unfavourable integration policies by either denying integration or providing it 
only ‘on paper’. Russia’s foreign-born population, one of the largest in raw numbers, 
faces many obstacles and slightly unfavourable prospects for long-term integration. 
More favourable conditions exist in Moldova, Ukraine and throughout the EU. 

The vast majority of Prague Process states improved their integration policies over the 
past five years, with the most positive shifts implemented by Ireland and Turkey. Ireland’s 
Integration Strategy for 2017-2020 created a slightly favourable approach focused on 
equal rights and opportunities. Meanwhile, Turkey – a major country of immigration 
– implemented the Harmonization Strategy Document and National Action Plan (2018-
2023) to promote coordination among the relevant institutions, and ensure basic rights 
such as education, health, and labour market, as well as non-discrimination. Denmark, 
on the contrary, has significantly relapsed on its commitments to integration in 2015-
2020, following the experienced spike in mixed migration flows.

Within the EU, national policies are stronger and convergent in the areas covered by 
EU law, such as basic security, rights and protection. Meanwhile, education and 
political participation remain a weak point for many Member States. Immigrant pupils 
receive little tailored support to catch up if they lagg behind, or to quickly learn the local 
language. Teachers and other pupils remain poorly informed concerning diversity and 
immigrants. In terms of political participation, most immigrants have few opportunities 
to inform and improve the policies that shape their daily lives since the competent 
authorities are not accountable to them. 
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The economic integration of migrants remains equally challenging. Compared to the 
native-born, immigrants have higher unemployment rates virtually everywhere. Within 
the EU, the pay gap between migrant and national workers in Cyprus, Slovenia, Italy, 
Portugal, Luxembourg and Austria has worsened since 2015. Overall, a migrant 
worker earns around 20% less as compared to a national worker for doing the same job. 
Female migrant workers face a ‘double wage penalty’, both as migrants and women, 
partly because they represent the large majority of domestic workers. The witnessed 
skills mismatch, whereby migrants often end up in jobs that do not reflect their skill 
level or education, also requires stronger policy consideration. Virtually everywhere, 
immigrants have difficulties in getting their qualifications valued, particularly those 
obtained abroad. The problem of transferring skills and experience across countries 
undermines successful integration.

The sudden surge in migrant arrivals as of 2015 affected the integration landscape neg-
atively. The witnessed media reporting created a rather unfavourable public perception 
of migration and migrants, thus hindering their integration. For refugees, a timely eco-
nomic and social integration is particularly hard to achieve. In Germany, for example, 
many refugees live in asylum shelters largely isolated from German society for too 
long, awaiting a vacant place in integration courses or being unable to work due to 
lengthy approval procedures. 

Stepping up integration efforts: Key areas and recommendations  

States should consider concrete actions at all stages of the integration process, 
ranging from pre-departure measures to long-term integration policies. These need 
to be implemented at national and local level, closely engaging civil society. The 
related challenges concern not only newcomers but often also second- or even third-
generation nationals with a migrant background. Successful integration policies are not 
only a cornerstone of a well-functioning asylum and migration management system 
but can also support the dialogue with partner countries. 

Successful integration measures require early action and long-term investment. 
Integration can start even prior to arrival. Setting up and expanding pre-departure 
measures (e.g. training, orientation courses), and effectively linking them to post-arrival 
measures can significantly facilitate and speed up the integration process, including 
in the context of resettlement and community sponsorship. Online services can be 
particularly effective in the pre-departure phase to help migrants learn the language 
and acquire skills. Skills assessments already conducted in the pre-departure phase 
can equally help migrants to integrate more quickly into the labour market.

Migrant women and girls face additional obstacles to integration. They are more likely to 
enter the country to join a family member, bringing with them domestic responsibilities 
that can prevent them from fully participating in the labour market or in education. 
When employed, migrant women are more likely to be over-qualified for their jobs 
than native women. Accounting for gender aspects is also pivotal for the promotion of 
intergenerational upward mobility. The better migrant parents and especially mothers 
are integrated, the more positive are the outcomes for their children. Nevertheless, 
migrant women often are not adequately reached by mainstream integration offers. 
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Integration begins right from the migrants’ arrival to their host communities. It happens 
in every village, city and region where migrants live, work and go to school. Where 
migrants settle can thus affect their integration prospects. This is why addressing 
integration policies at the local level is key. Establishing a network of metropolitan cities 
could support the exchange of best practices. Meanwhile, the proportion of migrants 
settling in rural areas is relatively low. Nevertheless, they tend to fare worse on most 
integration indicators, both due to the general shortage of basic services in many rural 
areas and the lack of specific support services that migrants need. Local authorities 
should establish shared spaces such as cultural and sports facilities in order to prevent 
segregation. In addition, they should engage with all relevant stakeholders, including 
civil society, educational institutions, employers and socio-economic partners, churches, 
diaspora organisations and the very migrants. Ultimately, integration requires a holistic 
whole-of-society approach. 

The recognition of skills and qualifications acquired abroad needs to occur faster and 
more easily. National authorities need to ensure that procedures for recognising foreign 
qualifications are quick, fair, transparent and affordable. Migrants should be provided 
with all the relevant information on recognition practices. Increasing the comparability 
of qualifications is also essential. In this regard, fostering the cooperation between 
national centres for recognition (e.g. through the ENIC-NARIC network) and exchanging 
more actively on the provision of complementary or bridging courses for migrants 
could be beneficial. 

Learning the local language is crucial in order to successfully integrate. However, this 
should not stop a few months after arrival but also be supported for intermediate and 
advanced courses and tailored to the needs of different groups. Combining language 
training with the development of other skills or work experience and with accompanying 
measures like childcare has proven to be particularly effective in improving access to 
and the outcome of language training. While e-learning tools for language mastery 
exist in many Prague Process states, new technology could be deployed much stronger 
in this area, without fully replacing face-to-face learning. Given the limited knowledge 
and room for innovation with regards to new technologies, facilitating research and 
knowledge exchange is particularly important. Moreover, offering bridging courses 
to complement the education acquired abroad can help migrants to complete their 
education or to pursue their studies in the host country. Finally, gaining an understanding 
of the laws, culture and values of the receiving society earliest possible, for example 
through civic orientation courses, is equally recommended. The courses shall begin 
upon arrival and accompany migrants along their integration journeys.

Upskilling and reskilling should be continuously supported, including through valida-
tion procedures for non-formal and informal learning. Authorities need to ensure that 
more migrants participate in high-quality vocational education and training. A strong 
work-based learning dimension in line with local and national labour market needs 
can be particularly helpful. States should actively support employers in assessing and 
recognising the skill level of their employees. The rollout of a fast-track assessment of 
candidates’ vocational education for a specific job can be helpful in this regard. Countries 
such as Germany and Austria have developed computer-based skills identification tests 
supporting early profiling of refugees and migrants. Their experience could be valuable 
for other countries. If designed in a tailor-made way, online platforms also have great 
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potential to facilitate labour matching as well as immigrants’ access to vocational train-
ing, where they still remain underrepresented, in spite of substantial needs. Better guid-
ance and counselling on learning opportunities along with better outreach programmes 
may also constitute a prerequisite for success. 

Migrants and nationals with a migrant background play a key role for the economy and 
the labour market. This has also been exemplified during the COVID-19 crises, which 
made their contribution in essential services all the more evident. A successful labour 
market integration is not only a moral duty but also an economic imperative as it could 
generate large economic gains, including fiscal profits, contributions to national pension 
schemes and national welfare in general. It requires the active collaboration of a large 
variety of actors, including the public and private sector. Moreover, there is a need to 
raise awareness of discrimination in the recruitment process and in the workplace and 
reinforce anti-discrimination measures.

Migrant entrepreneurs contribute to economic growth, create jobs and can support 
the post-pandemic recovery. However, they often lack the necessary networks and 
knowledge of the regulatory and financial framework or face difficulties in accessing 
credit. They thus require more support through easier access to financing, training and 
advice. Digital finance can help in making financial services more accessible. Migrant 
entrepreneurship can be further facilitated through tailored training and mentoring 
programmes and by including entrepreneurship in integration programmes.

More migrant children should participate in high quality and inclusive early childhood 
education. Teachers need to be better equipped with the necessary skills and to be 
given the resources and support needed to manage multicultural and multilingual 
classrooms. This would benefit both the migrant and native children. Teaching 
curricula could be improved to better value and mobilise the pupils’ individual linguistic 
backgrounds as key skills. A stronger involvement of health and social services as 
well as parents can also improve education outcomes of migrant children. Ensuring 
the accessibility and affordability of after-school leisure activities and sports is equally 
important in this regard. Children generally require additional protective support, always 
ensuring the best interest of the child. Unaccompanied minors who arrive past the age 
of compulsory schooling may require tailor-made support programmes. 

Promoting inclusion and providing opportunities for young people at risk through 
education, culture, youth and sports can further contribute to the prevention of 
radicalisation. Working closely with practitioners and local actors can be particularly 
effective in preventing radicalisation. States should support first line practitioners to 
develop best practices to address violent extremism, support resilience building and 
disengagement, as well as rehabilitation and reintegration in society.

National authorities should ensure equal access to regular health care services, 
including for mental health, and proactively inform migrants about their related rights, 
while also addressing any form of discrimination. The provided services should be 
adapted to the particular needs of specific migrant groups such those suffering from 
trauma, victims of human trafficking or gender based violence, unaccompanied minors, 
elderly or disabled people, and particularly pregnant women (pre- and post-natal phase). 
Migrants often face additional challenges such as limited access or a health insurance 
linked to their residence status, language barriers and limited knowledge on how to 
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access services, scarce financial resources, or living in disadvantaged areas with lower 
quality health services. National systems thus need to adapt to these challenges and 
migrants’ specific needs. Providing training to health care workers concerning diversity 
management and the particular vulnerabilities described would represent a valuable 
first step. In this regard, the Prague Process states could make use of the different 
projects and training materials developed within health programmes.  

States and local municipalities should facilitate migrants’ and refugees’ access to 
adequate and affordable housing, and actively fight discrimination and segregation on 
the housing market. The competent authorities need to ensure an integrated approach 
between housing policies and policies on access to employment, education, healthcare 
and social services. Adequate, affordable and autonomous housing for refugees and 
asylum seekers who are likely to be granted international protection should be provided 
as early as possible. 

As public perception matters, future integration policies should feature a strong 
communication dimension, promoting a balanced and fact-based media coverage 
while acknowledging and addressing challenges and opportunities that migration 
brings. Working with media representatives, education institutions as well as civil 
society organisations is key to better inform about the realities of migration and 
integration. These efforts should involve traditional and new media outlets including 
social media and blogger communities, which could reach an audience of different ages 
and backgrounds. Inclusive policies create a ‘virtuous circle’ of integration that promotes 
openness and interaction. Migrants and natives are more likely to interact in countries 
where inclusive policies treat immigrants as equals. Inclusive policies increase positive 
attitudes and create an overall sense of belonging, well-being and trust. 

Modern technologies open up new opportunities to modernise and improve access 
to integration and other services. Digital public services need to be deployed in an 
inclusive way and be accessible to migrants, as they could otherwise widen inequalities 
instead of narrowing them. The COVID-19 crisis has shown the potential of digitalising 
services such as education, language and integration courses. However, this shift also 
made clear that migrants often face obstacles in accessing digital courses and services 
because of lacking the needed devices or the required language and digital skills to 
make use of them. Establishing digital literacy courses for migrants and ensuring that 
digital public services are inclusive by design, easily accessible and adapted to a diverse 
population is essential. Engaging migrants themselves in their creation and further 
development can be particularly helpful.

Efficient integration policies should be built upon reliable evidence on the specific 
outcomes of integration policies. To monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of 
policies in the long-term, accurate and comparable data on the scale and nature of 
discrimination suffered by migrants is important. Developing and updating monitoring 
systems to identify key challenges and track progress over time is just as important as 
the availability of data on integration outcomes at national and local levels.

Most Prague Process countries still lack experience in the integration sphere and only 
now start to shape their related policies. Across the region, third-country nationals 
continue to fare worse than native-born in employment, education and social inclusion 
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outcomes. This means that all countries need to step up the development of effective 
integration strategies. Acknowledging that integration concerns the whole of society, 
their related efforts may constitute a marathon rather than a sprint.
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IRREGULAR MIGRATION

According to a survey carried out among all Prague Process states in 2020, the thematic 
area of ‘preventing and fighting illegal migration’ represents the second most important 
policy priority for the Prague Process states, trailing only marginally behind the thematic 
area of readmission, return and reintegration. In comparison, the evaluation carried out 
in 2015 saw the prevention of irregular migration as most relevant by participating 
states. Unsurprisingly, this is also the most complex and comprehensive thematic 
area of the Prague Process Action Plan, covering the widest scope of policy issues, 
such as awareness-raising campaigns, human trafficking and smuggling, border 
management, data collection and information sharing, identification, document security 
or the exchange of analytical methods.    

Key Developments across the Prague Process region  

The past decade saw major population movements across the immediate neighbourhood 
of the Prague Process, directly affecting many participating states. The rising numbers 
of people arriving into Europe exposed major weaknesses in the migration policy setup 
at the national and regional level. Turkey has been the country most affected by the 
immense numbers of people fleeing the war in neighbouring Syria and Iraq, as well as 
Afghanistan. Hosting nearly four million migrants and refugees, Turkey has played a 
key role in considerably reducing the further migration to Europe. 

The Western Balkan countries equally played an important role, closely cooperating 
with the EU on migration and security aspects. Of the almost one million refugees who 
found shelter in Germany in 2015, over 80% passed through the Western Balkans. 
This period also saw an increase in the arrival of irregular migrants from within the 
Western Balkan region to the EU. The ‘closure’ of the Western Balkan route proclaimed 
in 2016 intensified migrant smuggling and left many transit migrants stranded across 
the Western Balkan countries. Moreover, the route remains frequented until present, 
with the respective flows on the rise again since 2019. While the policy response of the 
countries along the route has predominantly been a national one, the challenges faced 
require a coordinated approach.  

Within the European Union, the crisis of 2015-2016 revealed major shortcomings, as 
well as the complexity of managing a situation, which affects different Member States 
in different ways. The main challenges included the management of the external 
border, overpopulated reception centres or high numbers of unauthorised secondary 
movements. The 1.82 million illegal border crossings recorded along the EU external 
border in 2015 decreased to 142.000 by 2019. In legislative and normative terms, the 
EU amongst others put forward and adopted the European Agenda on Migration, the 
European Agenda on Security, the EU Action Plan against Migrant Smuggling, the 
European Multidisciplinary Platform against Criminal Threats, including the crime 
priority Facilitation of Illegal Immigration. Whereas irregular movements from third 
countries have represented a great deal of concern for the EU and its Member States, 
most irregular migrants in the EU originally enter legally on short-stay visas, but then 
remain irregularly after their visa expired. 
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Similarly, the visa-free regime established among the countries of the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS), Ukraine and Georgia (with some exceptions) allows 
regional migrants to enter the CIS territories legally for employment purposes. The 
irregular employment of labour migrants remains quite common across the Prague 
Process region, especially among seasonal and domestic workers. The Eurasian 
Economic Union (EAEU), established in 2015, has tried to tackle this issue through 
targeted agreements but remaining administrative barriers and substantial financial 
expenses incurred by migrants restrain these efforts. All across the region, employers 
have strong incentives in hiring labour migrants informally, thereby contributing to the 
existing problem. 

Driven by greater security concerns, the technological development of artificial intelligence, 
mass surveillance and cutting-edge innovation applied for identity checks, border controls or 
return facilitation has also accelerated in the past decade. The spread of modern technology, 
however, creates new challenges. The recent trend in developing complex interoperable 
databases, where millions of personal data are collected, stored and processed for a variety 
of purposes, and especially in the context of irregular migration, is both a benefit and a point 
of growing concern. This is especially evident against the background of an overly politicized 
public discourse on irregular migration, which consolidates the negative attitudes towards 
migrants.

The trafficking in human beings in mixed migration contexts has highlighted the need 
to identify factors of vulnerability that may lead to exploitation, human trafficking and 
other types of abuses. Among the people on the move in 2015-2018 most trafficking 
cases went unidentified and trafficked people rarely sought help. Common challenges 
for the national authorities included: high numbers of people transiting within a short 
time, making it difficult to assess individual cases; lack of capacity among asylum and 
border authorities to identify potential trafficking cases; and gaps in protection systems 
for trafficked people.

Finally, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has provoked major disruptions to cross-
border mobility, bringing down both irregular and regular migration. The longer-term 
implications for migration, visa policies, entry conditions and border management are 
yet to be assessed by policy makers across the Prague Process region and beyond.  

The EU’s New Pact on Migration an Asylum 

The Communication on a New Pact on Migration and Asylum1, issued by the European 
Commission in September 2020 and currently negotiated between EU Member States, 
provides new instruments to tackle irregular migration. The Pact aims at establishing 
faster, seamless migration processes and  stronger governance of migration and border 
policies, supported by modern IT systems and efficient EU agencies. It entails robust 
and fair management of external borders, a new solidarity mechanism for situations of 
pressure and crisis, as well as a stronger foresight, crisis preparedness and response. 
Ultimately, the Pact shall rebuild Europeans’ trust in migration management in an 
effective, yet humane way. 
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The New Pact does not anticipate the impact its provisions and follow-up actions will 
have on vulnerable groups. For that end, it is important to consider how the proposed 
pre-entry screening procedure, detention periods, as well as returns and relocations, 
will impact the most vulnerable including potential victims of trafficking. Meanwhile, 
the European Commission is moving closer to finalising new EU Strategy towards the 
eradication of trafficking in human beings.

Integrated border management is an indispensable policy instrument for the EU to 
protect its external borders. Another building block lies in the improved interoperability 
that shall connect all European systems for borders, migration, security and justice, 
providing national authorities with complete, reliable and accurate information. This 
will also bring a major boost to the fight against identity fraud. The Schengen visa 
procedure shall be fully digitalised by 2025, with a digital visa and the ability to submit 
visa applications online. 

The new 2021-2025 EU Action Plan against migrant smuggling will boost cooperation 
by introducing new measures and strengthened inter-agency cooperation in the areas 
of document fraud, as well as new phenomena such as digital smuggling. The EU plans 
to improve information exchange with third countries and action on the ground, through 
support to common operations and joint investigative teams, as well as information 
campaigns on the risks of irregular migration. Europol will strengthen its cooperation 
with the Western Balkans with similar agreements also expected for Turkey and others 
in the immediate neighbourhood. 

The EU will further strengthen cooperation with countries of origin and transit to prevent 
dangerous journeys and irregular crossings. Addressing the root causes of irregular 
migration and combatting migrant smuggling are valuable objectives in this respect. 
Strands of work such as creating economic opportunity or increasing stability can reduce 
the number of irregular arrivals to the EU. The New Pact explicitly acknowledges the 
important progress made at the regional level within the Prague Process, which shall be 
further built upon in the future. 

Stepping up the cooperation 

The dialogue between EU and non-EU countries has deepened in recent years. Due to their 
geographical location, the EU envisages a tailor-made approach to migration management 
for the Western Balkan, Eastern Partnership and – albeit to a lesser extent - Central Asian 
countries. By developing their capacities and border procedures, these countries should not 
only become closer to the EU standards but also better equipped to respond constructively 
to common security challenges. Closer cooperation with Russia and Turkey is also needed. 
The 2016 EU-Turkey Statement has already reflected a deeper engagement. The Facility for 
Refugees in Turkey continues to respond to the essential needs of millions of refugees and 
is likely to retain this role. This makes continued and sustained EU funding equally essential 
in the future.

The root causes of irregular migration and the immediate migration drivers are 
complex. Trade and investment policies may contribute to addressing the root causes 
by creating jobs and opportunities. The COVID-19 pandemic has already caused massive 
disruptions, once again underlining the need to build strengthened, resilient economies 
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delivering growth and jobs for local people, thereby reducing the pressure for irregular 
migration. Economic opportunities, particularly for young people, are essential in this 
context. 

Supporting the development of effective migration governance systems is another key 
element. Partner countries can support mutual efforts and learn from each other in 
managing irregular migration and combatting migrant smuggling and human trafficking 
networks. Targeted campaigns providing information on legal migration opportunities 
and explaining the risks of irregular migration, while countering disinformation, remain 
valuable instruments for the future. 

Visa policy can also be used to curb unfounded asylum applications from visa-free 
countries. The EU Visa Suspension Mechanism provides for the systematic assessment 
of visa-free countries against criteria including irregular migration risks and abusive 
asylum applications. This can ultimately result in the removal of third countries from the 
visa-free list. At the same time, developing legal pathways and multilayer assistance 
tools on the ground should contribute to the reduction of irregular migration, undeclared 
work and labour exploitation.

Further advancement in border technology is inevitable. The current coronavirus crisis 
might fuel the move from the traditional paper passport to a digital one, which would 
allow integrating sensitive medical records, such as the vaccination history. Given the 
growing numbers of smartphone users and the broad mobile coverage, this could be 
feasible. Furthermore, the need for digitalisation and automatisation in border control 
processes and in view of border security, allowing to simplify border guards’ workload and 
to reduce administrative burdens, has been present for several years. This is also reflected 
in the substantial research and various innovative projects carried out, aiming at achieving 
new instruments in the light of automated and digitalized border control.  The targeted use 
of artificial intelligence in border management could further help avoid physical contacts, 
tackle repetitive tasks and quickly process high volumes of information. Increased use of 
contactless equipment such as fingerprint scanners or facial recognition cameras could 
enhance the health security of both border guards and travellers and might reduce the 
risks of abuse (e.g. stolen fingerprints). Automated border controls have already proved 
valuable at some air borders, being widely accepted by travellers with access to certain 
types of identity documents due to their intuitive and user-friendly setup. Additional 
infrastructure development, capacity building, equipment supply and progress with the 
issuance of new generation identity documents is a joint interest. Furthermore, by opening 
the door to cutting-edge technology more measures on data protection and protection of 
human rights shall see the light in legislation and practice. 
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LABOUR MIGRATION

In response to the survey carried out among all Prague Process states in 2020, nearly 
half of the responding states named the thematic area of ‘Addressing legal migration 
and mobility with a special emphasis on labour migration’ as their top policy priority. 
Already within the evaluation carried out in 2015, the vast majority of respondents saw 
this thematic area as overly relevant to their migration policy development. Its respective 
provisions foresee the elaboration and exchange of good practices in managing labour 
migration, social portability, skills recognition (including upon return) and the mobility of 
students and researchers.   

Key Developments across the Prague Process region  

Europe has an ageing and shrinking population and faces various skills shortages. 
The decrease in fertility rates and ageing of population has further accelerated over 
the past decade, with Europe’s population projected to reach its peak at 748 million 
people in 2021. Meanwhile, the countries of Central Asia, Azerbaijan and Turkey all 
feature natural replenishment and a much younger population. These demographic 
characterstics and trends have a direct impact on labour migration policies and flows.

The contribution of legally staying migrants to reducing skills gaps and rejuvenating 
the population has been widely recognised. Migrant workers have filled existing 
labour market gaps, including in occupations that were key to the COVID-19 response. 
Depending on labour migrants of all skill levels, many high-income countries have 
introduced targeted mobility schemes and facilitated visa arrangement for specific work 
categories. In low-income countries, labour mobility has often represented a viable 
option to sustain families or even national economies. 

The past decade saw a significant increase of labour migration across the Prague Pro-
cess region, with the EU and Russia remaining the two main destinations. Most labour 
migrants still originate from within the region. Germany is the number one destination 
for both EU and non-EU labour migrants. Its lead actually increased following Brexit. 

Some 33 million labour migrants are currently working in the EU, accounting for 17% of 
the entire EU labour force. Moreover, nearly 17 million EU citizens are living or working 
in another Member State -  twice as many as 10 years ago. The intra-EU mobility 
continues to grow, albeit at a slower pace, with ever shorter periods of stay abroad and 
more circularity observed in recent years. Migration from rural to urban areas, as well 
as from Eastern to Western EU Member States, has further aggravated the disbalance 
between ’centres’ and ‘peripheries’, with the latter experiencing a persistent exodus and 
brain drain. Most non-EU migrants equally tend to opt for capital cities. 

In the past decade, four of the six Western Balkan (WB) countries became candidates 
for EU accession and five reached visa liberalisation with the EU. As a whole, the WB 
region still features considerable labour emigration foremost directed to the EU but 
also Montenegro, which is equally attracting and sending labour migrants. Albania 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina lost nearly half of their population to emigration, with 

https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/about/resources
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the latter particularly affected by brain drain. Young but less skilled nationals of North 
Macedonia and Kosovo1 continue emigrating in search of jobs and better opportunities. 
As compared to the past, the recent outflows from the WB region tend to be less 
intensive, more temporary and circular in nature. While the propensity to migration 
remains high, labour migration is no longer viewed as a life-long decision. In policy 
terms, all WB countries acknowledged the prominence of labour migration and initiated 
the design of corresponding institutional structures and national strategies, albeit with a 
varying degree of success. Some have actively promoted regular channels of migration 
by renewing existing labour migration agreements and signing new ones with EU 
Member States as well as within the WB region. 

Labour migration from the Easter Partnership (EaP) countries has been gradually 
shifting towards the EU. In 2019, roughly half of all EaP migrants targeted the EU for 
employment purposes. This is especially true for Ukrainian nationals who accounted for 
more than half of all residence permits issued in the EU for work reasons. Poland has 
been pursuing a fairly flexible labour immigration policy, attracting many (temporary) 
labour migrants from neighbouring Ukraine and Belarus and turning into the prime EU 
destination for EaP labour migrants. The character of labour migration remains mostly 
temporary and circular, with labour migrants often working below their qualifications. 

Russia represents the main destination for labour migration in the post-Soviet region 
and especially from Central Asian countries and Armenia, which all largely depend on 
remittances sent home. The share of labour migrants from Ukraine and Moldova has 
been declining in favour of the EU. With the establishment of the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU) in 2015, labour migrants from the EAEU member states – Armenia, 
Belarus, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan - can work in Russia without a work permit and 
enjoy other benefits, including the retention of pension rights.  In recent years, Russia 
and individual countries of Central Asia have developed the organised recruitment 
of labour migrants, although the share of workers mobilised through such schemes 
remains low overall. Some experts voice concerns that the potential for migration to 
Russia from many post-Soviet states is close to exhaustion and the country may soon 
need to explore other potential donors.  

In Central Asia, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan heavily rely on labour migration 
with the resulting remittances representing a lifeline for many families and the economy. 
All three countries, work on improving pre-departure information systems, diversifying 
external labour markets and working towards enhancing the skills and employability of 
their nationals abroad. Over the recent past, Uzbekistan has turned into a frontrunner 
in this context. 

The impact of COVID-19 on labour mobility has been considerable, simultaneously 
reducing its volume, while also highlighting the need for migrant workers in key 
economic sectors of destination countries. It also became apparent that apart from high 
skilled workers those with low and medium qualifications are also in high demand. 
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The EU’s New Pact on Migration and Asylum 

The EU’s New Pact on Migration and Asylum issued in September 2020 is still under 
negotiation between EU Member States. Once approved, it will constitute the EU’s 
overall framework for migration, including its external dimension. Recognising that 
most migrants enter the EU legally, the Pact raises the need to better match existing 
labour market needs.

Several EU-funded legal migration Pilot projects have already demonstrated the 
possibility to implement schemes that meet the needs of migrants, states and 
employers. The forthcoming Talent Partnerships shall scale up these efforts and 
support mutually-beneficial legal migration and mobility from key partner countries, 
while maintaining national states’ responsibilities in this area. The strong engagement 
of the private sector and social partners will be essential in this regard. The Talent 
Partnerships shall combine direct support for mobility schemes for work or training 
with capacity building measures.  The reinforced cooperation with partner countries 
shall be pursued bilaterally and through regional migration dialogues such as the 
Prague Process.

The New Pact further foresees several legislative measures to enhance labour mobility 
to the EU: 

	 The recently revised Visa Code and further visa facilitation measures should 
enhance short-term mobility of bona fide travellers, including students; 

	 The ongoing reform of the Blue Card Directive shall allow Member States to 
attract more highly skilled migrants. The reform envisages more inclusive admission 
conditions, improved rights, swift and flexible procedures and enhanced intra-EU 
mobility of migrant workers. 

	 A new EU-wide scheme shall enable the recognition of skills and relevant 
experience. 

	 The review of the Single Permit Directive shall explore the possibility of 
introducing common rules for the admission and residence conditions for low and 
medium skilled workers and further simplfy and facilitate the existing single permit 
procedure..

	 The recently revised Directive on Students and Researchers adopted in 2018 
facilitates their access to the EU and intra-EU mobility. 

	 The EU Talent Pool shall provide an EU-wide platform for international 
recruitment, allowing EU migration authorities and employers to identify skilled 
third-country nationals who have expressed their interest in migrating to the EU. 

Looking into the Future2  

While the COVID-19 pandemic is still present and more health-related interventions 
are still needed, the Prague Process countries should start looking into the future and 

Labour Migration   |   Alexander Maleev, Irina Lysak

2. The forecasting is based on the Secretariat’s research and expertise.
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build preparedness for the years to come. Although the impacts of the pandemic on the 
socio-economy situation are to be further elaborated, the pre-COVID trends give us a 
basic idea of further developments in the area of legal migration.

Demography will impact global patterns of migration. Based on the demographic curve, 
the labour force of European states and Russia is projected to decline substantially over 
the coming years and decades. The resulting challenges will require sensitive policy 
interventions in the area of migration and beyond. Several of today’s sending countries 
could be put in a position, in which they will have to start admitting or even actively 
recruiting foreign labour. Eventually, labour migrants might come from other parts 
of the world. In this context, countries of the Prague Process region will inevitably be 
competing for talent and skills with classical immigration countries, but also against 
each other. It would be important that the PP countries with (so far) little or no experience 
in recruiting and admitting foreign labour migrants prepare for this policy option. Others, 
which have been predominantly welcoming migrant workers from neighbouring 
countries, should prepare for migrant workforces with larger diversity, possibly creating 
the necessity for additional integration efforts. 

Whereas labour migration across the Prague Process region is unlikely to slow down 
in the foreseeable future, attracting the skills needed may become more difficult. 
This calls for the development of more favourable and flexible migration policies 
and programmes, in line with responsibilities of respective state authorities. Policy 
options such as job-search visas, new pathways for entrepreneurs, subsidies to 
employers recruiting foreign labour, and easier status change can make a positive 
impact. Improving the portability of social rights and benefits accumulated by migrant 
workers could be achieved relatively easily through the signing of bilaterial or regional 
agreements. To improve the retention of labour migrants outside of metropolitan areas, 
some governments may support a whole-of-family approach for settlement, including 
spousal welcome services. 

Ensuring sufficient outreach means will also matter. An online presence that previously 
only explained and presented the legislation should go into personalised marketing and 
promotion, offer rapid response to specific questions or service hotlines. The opening of 
Migrant Resource Centers may also represent a viable option to better inform potential 
migrants on the possibilities of legal migration and equally inform about the risks of 
irregular migration. Some Prague Process countries already undertake these efforts 
and could share their experience with others. A stronger engagement and dialogue 
of national employment services, the regular exchange of good practices and closer 
cooperation between them may also prove overly beneficial.  

Already existing efforts concerning skills recognition and licensing, skills development 
and matching mechanisms should be reinforced, making use, albeit carefully, of new 
technologies. This may also require additional investments in national education 
systems, as well as a certain degree of harmonisation and coordination amongst them. 
While countries of destination may be inclined to facilitate the labour market access of 
foreign students, graduates and researchers, they could also consider compensating 
countries of origin for the prior educational investment. 

Alexander Maleev, Irina Lysak   |   Labour Migration



31

Due to the substantial difference in wages and working conditions for highly qualified 
workers, these have a higher incentive to leave. The resulting ‘brain drain’ is difficult 
to curb by sending countries alone. Receiving countries shall support them in their 
efforts to prevent significant shortages in key areas such as the health and care sectors. 
Recruiting countries also have the possibility to establish skills equivalence schemes 
in advance, which rate educational outcomes in sending countries according to the 
standards of receiving countries. Bilateral agreements between sending and receiving 
countries can be helpful in avoiding brain waste. Moreover, joint efforts to facilitate 
return and circularity, as well as suitable employment at home, can result in ‘brain 
circulation’, considered most beneficial for developing countries who can profit from 
the generated knowledge transfer.  

Automation and artificial intelligence may help mitigate future labor market shortages. 
Maintaining high standards in terms of personal data protection will play an important 
role in this regard. The states may also need to factor in different forms of non-standard 
employment such as remote and virtual work, which require adjusted policies not only 
for attracting labour migrants but also in a range of related policies such as taxation. 
Ensuring proper rights and decent working conditions for this new type of (migrant) 
employees will also be of growing importance.  

All Prague Process countries also need to start assessing future economic 
performance and particular sectors driving future GDP growth, thereby defining specific 
demand for labour and skills. In a world where the use of fossil fuels and air travel will 
come under increasing pressure due to global warming, innovation is inevitable. For 
example, tourism, the lifeline for many marginal economies, may look very differently 
in the future. Moreover, automation will lead to stronger demand for high-skilled labour. 
Making migration systems fit for the future, regarding changing supply, demand, 
unknown skill needs and new policy priorities means investing in their adaptability. It is 
very unlikely that any single country can fully address these challenges alone.   
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MIGRATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Key Developments across the Prague Process region  

At the time of adopting the Prague Process Action Plan in 2011, all Prague Process 
states acknowledged the significance of the Migration and Development (M&D) nexus. 
Since then, most states of the region scaled up their respective efforts substantially by 
designing and promoting ‘Migration for Development’ programs. The adoption of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for the period 2015–2030 genuinely anchored 
international migration into the global development agenda. At the same time, 
developmental indicators such as life expectancy, education level, the environmental 
dimension, human and sustainable development, or the aim to reduce inequalities have 
found stronger consideration in migration policies.

Addressing diaspora issues more comprehensively and an increased institutionalisation 
of diaspora engagement on behalf of migrant sending countries has represented one 
important policy development in the M&D area. The elaboration of specific diaspora 
strategies aimed at facilitating the contribution of expatriates to their countries of origin 
without necessarily returning there has featured prominently across the Western 
Balkan (WB) states with North Macedonia and Montenegro setting up dedicated 
Diaspora ministries and agencies. Georgia and Azerbaijan established financial tools 
and grant programmes supporting their Diasporas, the rights of own nationals in 
destination countries as well as development projects or scientific cooperation. Moldova 
factored diaspora relations into its policy in 2015. Its Government Activity Program of 
2019 has aimed to assist Moldovans abroad. Meanwhile, Kazakhstan and Russia have 
focused on repatriation and resettlement programmes. Since the mid-2010s Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan have equally started designing initiatives supporting 
their Diasporas, although mainly focusing on external labour migration and resulting 
remittances with the ultimate goal to foster investment as well as professional and 
educational contributions. Especially Uzbekistan has been strongly advocating for the 
rights, freedoms and interest of Uzbek nationals living abroad. Over the recent past, 
the country has proactively pursued an open and forward-looking agenda, successfully 
attracting highly qualified professionals of Uzbek origin to take up various positions in 
government bodies. 

The development potential of remittances, which many countries of the region heavily 
rely upon, remains underutilised. The share of remittances invested in business or 
profit-generating activities remains very low, ranging from 2.9% in Serbia to 3.6% in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and 4-8% in Kosovo*. Due to the persistent lack of affordable, 
trustworthy transfer systems, most remittances continue to occur through informal 
channels. The costs of remitting remain higher than the 7% level envisaged by the 
SDGs. Nevertheless, the key importance of remittances at the individual household 
level, as well as to reducing overall poverty, needs to be emphasised. In this context, 
Tajikistan, the second most remittance-dependent country worldwide, has represented 
an illustrative example of the striking impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Following a 
50% decline in the overall volume of remittances received (mostly from Russia), the 
country was forced to request financial support from the International Monetary Fund. 
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The past decade also saw a moderate number of attempts to implement circular 
labour migration across the Prague Process region. Georgia made significant steps 
towards setting up circular migration schemes with France and Germany, as well as 
establishing bilateral agreements on circular migration with some dozen EU Member 
States. Within the EU, Germany was particularly supportive of circular migration 
schemes, allowing migrant workers from the WB countries to access its labour market 
temporarily. Similarly, Russia concluded bilateral agreements supporting circularity 
with Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. Due to structural reasons and the overarching trust in 
traditional kinship networks, a large share of Central Asian labour migrants in Russia 
nevertheless continue working and receiving their salaries informally. Naturally, this 
phenomenon somewhat undermines the fiscal benefit for the country of destination. For 
the time being, circular migration largely remains an unregulated process established 
and maintained by the migrants themselves. 

The interrelated issues of brain drain and brain waste remain largely unaddressed 
across the Prague Process region. Southern EU Member States are losing talent to 
the Northern partners. Spain and Italy, for example, are estimated to have lost 80.000 
and 130.000 highly qualified nationals respectively between 2007 and 2017. Migrants 
frequently work below their qualification, unable to certify their diplomas or due to 
discrimination. Concerns over the brain drain of qualified individuals moving from the 
EU periphery to its centre and from rural to metropolitan areas received more attention 
in the context of COVID-19 pandemic. 

Over the past decade, the EU made several M&D related commitments. The so-called 
Agenda for Change of 2011 pledged to enhance circular migration schemes, to support 
employment services in their labour matching efforts, and to facilitate the portability of 
social rights and entitlements of migrants. Notable initiatives included the setting up of the 
EU Immigration Portal and the EU-UN Joint Initiative for Migration and Development. 
Meanwhile, Germany and Turkey made significant efforts and investments to actively 
support the socioeconomic integration of refugees, trying to make best use of their indi-
vidual skills. The unprecedented mixed migration flows experienced as of 2015 resulted 
in largely security-centred policy approaches, considerably reducing M&D related efforts 
across Europe. More recently, however, the focus on M&D re-emerged again as part of the 
policy debate on addressing the so-called ‘root causes’ of (irregular) migration.

The EU’s New Pact on Migration and Asylum 

The EU is the world’s largest provider of development assistance. The engagement 
with partner countries shall be stepped up across all areas of cooperation, including 
on migration issues. Work to build stable and cohesive societies, to reduce poverty 
and inequality and promote human development, jobs and economic opportunity, 
to promote democracy, good governance, peace and security, and to address the 
challenges of climate change can all help people feel that their future lies at home. 

Migration is systematically factored in as a priority in the financial programming. The 
Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument recognises 
the importance of M&D. The EU is determined to maintain its strong commitment to 
fostering sustainable development-oriented solutions. Assistance will be targeted as 
needed to those countries with a significant migration dimension. 
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The root causes of irregular migration and forced displacement, as well as the 
immediate factors leading people to migrate, remain overly complex. Addressing these 
root causes, helping refugees residing in third countries and supporting well-managed 
legal migration are valuable objectives to be pursued through comprehensive, balanced 
and tailor-made partnerships. The future approach shall deploy a wide range of policy 
tools, and have the flexibility to be both tailor-made and able to adjust over time. 
The include development cooperation, security, visa, trade, agriculture, investment 
and employment, energy, environment and climate change, and education shall be 
addressed in a joint manner.  

Many other policies can be harnessed to help build stability and prosperity in partner 
countries. Trade and investment policies already contribute to addressing root causes 
by creating jobs and perspectives for millions of people worldwide. Boosting investment 
through vehicles such as the External Investment Plan can make a significant 
contribution to economic development, growth and employment. Better exploiting the 
potential of remittances can also help economic development. Cooperation in education, 
skills and research, as well as in policies such as digital, energy or transport, also helps 
to deepen economic development. The EU will use these policies wherever relevant in 
the engagement with partner countries. 

Looking into the Future   

The mere complexity of M&D leaves ample room for improvement. Over time, more 
attention has been directed to certain migration aspects and sub-groups, such as 
forced labour, mobile care workers, the challenges faced within migrant families, new 
notions of ‘home’ or the impact of ageing societies. Migration dialogues can contribute 
to reaching a common understanding of the M&D nexus. The Prague Process states 
could possibly widen or refine the set objectives and working methods in the M&D area, 
trying to better mainstream development-related issues into their migration policies 
(and vice versa). A closer alignment of development policies and migration policies could 
enhance their effectiveness and prevent potential contradictions and disagreement at 
inter-ministerial and international level.

With the global race for talent expected to intensify over time, the need to prevent brain 
drain and brain waste, while facilitating brain circulation and brain gain will become 
ever more important, requiring not only administrative and operational solutions, but 
also clear political vision and guidance. Skills partnerships between countries of origins 
and destination offer mutual benefits. Open systems characterised by right-based 
approaches, which safeguard the dignity of migrants and respect the interests of all 
parties, have better chances to succeed. The declining and ageing populations across 
most of the Prague Process countries calls for intensified cross-border cooperation and 
a stronger consideration of M&D related aspects.

Circular migration needs to be tailored to each specific setting, especially when it 
comes to smaller countries featuring higher rates of skilled emigration and fewer 
possibilities to replace skilled workers. The respective policies and schemes need 
to remain realistic but also open to innovative design features, offering incentives to 
migrant workers and employers alike. Receiving countries could develop solutions 
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allowing migrants to return in subsequent years to work for the same employer or in 
the same industry. This could ensure relative consistency and predictability of circular 
migration. Strong bilateral partnerships allow for greater mutual benefits, both in terms 
of the development impact in countries of origin and addressing security concerns in 
countries of destination. Considering the importance of labour migrants’ remittances 
and savings, countries attracting temporary labour could propose cheaper and more 
convenient transfer channels, as well as programmes that support migrants’ financial 
inclusion and financial literacy. The increasing importance of digitalisation and online 
solutions such as ‘block chain’ has manifested itself throughout the COVID-19 pandemic 
and may offer innovative solutions in the years to come.  

Good practice suggests that M&D strategies should be multi-sectoral, participatory, 
location-specific and embedded in multilateralism. A holistic design shall allow adapting 
to increased complexities and the ever-new challenges encountered. They should involve 
a broad range of actors, drawing on a variety of knowledge and viewpoints. National 
M&D strategies need to differentiate between rural and urban settings and various other 
regional particularities. The exchange of national experiences in multilateral settings 
such as the Prague Process could facilitate intergovernmental cooperation, knowledge 
sharing and the protection of global public goods. Mutual learning remains a key 
component for development, particularly as countries experiment with new strategies. 
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READMISSION, RETURN AND REINTEGRATION

According to a survey carried out among all Prague Process states in 2020, the thematic 
area of readmission, return and reintegration represents the top policy priority for ap-
proximately half of the Prague Process states, thereby scoring highest overall among 
the six thematic areas. Among the four specific actions listed under this thematic area 
(see ’Background document’), the first one - referring to readmission (agreements) – 
attracted the greatest interest. In comparison, the evaluation carried out in 2015 had 
identified the prevention of irregular migration as the thematic area most requested 
by participating states. Overall, both the survey of 2020 and the evaluation of 2015 con-
firmed that the thematic areas and their specific provisions corresponded to the policy 
priorities and actual policy developments across the participating states.  

An area of functioning readmission agreements? 

Since the formulation of the Prague Process Action Plan in 2011, Armenia (2014), 
Azerbaijan (2014), Georgia (2011), Turkey (2014) and most recently Belarus (2020)1 

concluded readmission agreements with the EU. Moreover, Ukraine, Moldova, Russia, 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia, and North Macedonia all 
concluded such readmission agreements already before. For countries enjoying a 
visa-free regime with the EU, the return rates of their nationals from the EU constitute 
an important indicator of their compliance with the respective obligations. While the 
overall return rates from the EU have been decreasing, the return rates to all Eastern 
Partnership countries and Russia have, on the contrary, increased in recent years, most 
notably to Georgia, followed by Armenia, Azerbaijan, Moldova, Belarus and Ukraine. 
While in the case of Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine the return rate decreased in 2019, 
EU Member States continue expressing satisfaction with the overall cooperation on 
readmission with those countries and the decrease is to be seen as a consequence of 
Member States’ internal administrative obstacles rather than worsening of cooperation, 
with secondary movements also playing a part. The return rates to the Western Balkans 
peaked in 2016 but then declined. However, the number of Western Balkan nationals 
ordered to leave in 2017-2019, with the exception of Albania, also declined.

Within the framework of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), a number 
of agreements concerning the return of migrants have been adopted. One example is 
the Agreement on Cooperation of the CIS Member States on the Return of Minors to their 
States of Permanent Residence of 2002. In 2010, the Russian Federation, Kazakhstan 
and Belarus concluded an agreement on cooperation in combating illegal labour 
migration from third countries. Currently, it provides the means to protect the internal 
market of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and ensure the continued freedom of 
movement of migrant workers. Russia has concluded readmission agreements with 
the CIS countries, the EU, associated members of the Schengen area (Iceland, Norway, 
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1 The Belarus authorities retaliated by announcing the suspension of their participation in the Eastern Partnership and by announcing the 
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was submitted to the Belarus Parliament on 8 September 2021. Read more here: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/
QANDA_21_4908 
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Switzerland and Liechtenstein), as well as Turkey, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Kazakhstan and Belarus ratified their bilateral readmission agreement in 2015. 

Even though return migration is an important phenomenon for the Central Asian 
count-ries, their national legislation, multilateral and bilateral agreements or strategic 
plans rarely single out return and readmission as a separate, stand-alone policy area. 
Nevertheless, various laws, concepts and decrees entail provisions on return. Whereas 
the issues of voluntary return and reintegration are covered in the national legislation 
only in general terms, this legislation is expected to develop substantially across Central 
Asia in the near future. Return migration to the countries of the region is characterised 
by ethnic repatriation on the one hand, and the forced return of irregular migrants on 
the other. The worsening of the economic situation in Russia in 2014, as well as the 
tightening of its migration legislation largely increased return migration to the Central 
Asian states. Many return migrants who were banned from re-entering Russia were left 
in difficult and uncertain situations. This has unleashed the relevance of reintegration 
support programmes. In response to the Russian entry bans, Tajikistan adopted an or-
der supporting the employment of the concerned Tajik labour migrants. Its recent State 
Strategy for the Development of the Labour Market sets out the rules and procedures for 
regulating return migration. In terms of ethnic repatriation, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
have developed special laws regulating the return of ethnic Kazakh and Kyrgyz to their 
historical homeland. The intensification of voluntary return programs is important for 
the Central Asian countries. Return migrants help to address regional imbalances in 
terms of development, population settlement or labour supply.

The Russian Federation also features a so-called ‘program on compatriots’, scaling up 
its efforts to attract compatriots to Russia, thereby addressing the country’s demographic 
decline. These efforts have also entailed simplified pathways to naturalisation for certain 
national groups as stipulated by the recent legislative amendments in the citizenship 
law. The latest State Migration Policy until 2025 also provides some key messages in 
this regard.

The EU’s New Pact on Migration an Asylum 

The Communication on a New Pact on Migration and Asylum2, issued by the European 
Commission in September 2020 and currently negotiated between EU Member States, 
aims to improve the link between asylum and return. On average, every year around 
370,000 applications for international protection are rejected but only around one third 
of these persons are returned home.

The new compulsory pre-entry screening shall include identification, health checks, se-
curity checks, fingerprinting and registration in the Eurodac database. Where applicable, 
the new, faster asylum border procedure shall be followed by a swift return procedure. 
This shall ultimately speed up decision-making and make asylum procedures more 
efficient. Meanwhile, an integrated and modern migration and border management 
system with the improved Eurodac database shall help to deter unauthorised second-
ary movements, facilitate the monitoring of returnees and track support for voluntary 

2 See: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1601287338054&uri=COM%3A2020%3A609%3AFIN
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departure and reintegration. The Pact also foresees the introduction of new intra-EU 
solidarity mechanisms such as ‘Return sponsorships’, whereby an EU Member State 
takes over responsibility for returning a person with no right to stay on behalf of another 
Member State. Legal guarantees and a monitoring system shall ensure full respect 
of rights from beginning to end of the process. The set of new tools on returns further 
include more support from Frontex, the appointment of an EU Returns Coordinator 
and a High Level Network coordinating national action, as well as a sustainable return 
and reintegration strategy to help countries of origin. 

In parallel, the New Pact aims at deepening the cooperation on migration through 
comprehensive, balanced and tailor-made partnerships with key countries of origin 
and transit. These partnerships shall bring together a wide range of policies, such 
as education, development, visas, trade, agriculture, job creation, research, energy, 
environment or climate change. They shall also entail strategic, coordinated and flexible 
use of EU financing tools, with the EU and its Member States working hand in hand. 
The new partnerships shall result in a coherent migration approach on all levels: 
bilateral, regional and global. The five migration policy areas listed include the ambition 
to improve return and readmission, step up voluntary returns and help reintegration. 
Naturally, the Prague Process shall play its role in this endeavour in the years to come.  

Taking the next step on return and reintegration   

Return and reintegration programs3 are an important part of overall migration man-
agement. There are various operational and political reasons for implementing return 
and reintegration assistance. Some people simply need assistance to return home. 
In line with its provisions, the Prague Process shall mainly address voluntary return. 
Nevertheless, there is rich evidence supporting the setting up of a harmonious returns 
program featuring the availability of both voluntary and forced return.

A recent examination of return and reintegration programmes across the 50 Prague 
Process states has shown that 36 out of 50 Prague Process states (72%) do have 
a visible return and reintegration programme. Whereas 33 states (66%) work with 
the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) to administer their programme, three 
states manage it on their own. Among 14 non-EU Prague Process members, several 
only have a return programme for their own nationals but no outward programmes 
for returning foreign nationals. This could be for a variety of reasons, including small 
caseload or a preference for forced return. 

In general, there is potential to identify common interests and explore joint solutions, 
especially for non-EU Prague Process states. One suggestion is to identify some 
common functions for further development among willing participating states. These 
could provide for economies of scale, particularly for low-volume caseloads, providing 
governments and donors with an opportunity to save time and money. 

While some Prague Process states may want to improve an existing programme, 
others may build new programmes from scratch. Whatever the challenge, some major 
focus areas shape the performance of return and reintegration programmes: policy 
and programme control; specific features and objectives of a national programme; 
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operational alliances between countries, information sharing and capacity building; 
choice of service partners; visibility of forced returns to boost voluntary returns. 
Addressing some of these areas may form part of the future Prague Process cooperation.   

The following activities can be considered for the next phase of the Prague Process 
cooperation: 

• Complete mapping and analysis of the return and reintegration programs for 
non-EU Prague Process states. The result shall form a blueprint, identifying 
opportunities for training and coaching on policy development and programme 
design, as well as opportunities for further programme development with willing 
states. This activity also produces a large amount of information for potential future 
joint actions between states with similar challenges and program requirements. 

• Linking EU Member States with non-EU states’ programme development 
objectives. Some EU members are already providing funding and knowledge to their 
non-EU partners, helping them to support returning nationals. The Prague Process 
could promote return and reintegration partnerships, supporting dialogue on the 
willingness to develop joint return and reintegration initiatives, including capacity 
building and funding opportunities. This may also encourage a more direct focus 
on specific topics, such as a particular geographic region, migrant nationality, or 
migration challenge. 

• Establishing return and reintegration activity hubs in geographic hotspots for 
greater investment and development. These hubs shall allow for targeted return 
and reintegration initiatives in a particular region. 

The Prague Process provides an appropriate forum for its participating states to identify 
joint solutions and other initiatives for return and reintegration programmes.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Return and reintegration programs provide travel and post-arrival assistance for mi-
grants returning from a country of temporary residence to a country of origin. These 
programs are not always commonplace in migration management, with some coun-
tries preferring to manage departures and any associated departure assistance under 
general border security functions. In the last eighteen months, the number of return 
and reintegration programs has doubled in Prague Process non-EU participating states. 
High-level responses to migration flows are encouraging neighbouring or like-minded 
countries to find common ground for cooperation and networking for these programs. 
Some of these programs have the potential to function as part of a broader regional 
network. Mapping the existence and functionality of these programs provides a starting 
point for more specific dialogue and action within the Prague Process and beyond.

INTRODUCTION

This paper examines the existence and function of return and reintegration programs 
in Prague Process non-EU member states. Whereas the existence of return and 
reintegration programs in EU member states is, as a general statement, more 

common and established, locating information on these 
programs across the non-EU Prague Process states 
varies in difficulty, mainly because some countries have 
official return and reintegration programs, while others 
absorb return and reintegration functions into existing 
enforcement or compliance programs.  

Survey responses from 16 Prague Process states form 
the basis for the findings and recommendations in this 
paper. The following analysis demonstrates the different 
styles of return and reintegration programs, why these 

programs exist, how these programs implement different policy settings and respond 
to different immigration challenges. The collected information provides evidence for a 
possible future collaboration amongst willing member states, including policy develop-
ment, program enhancements, sharing best practices and, potentially, joint operational 
activities. Even without the latter, there are efficiencies and advantages for sharing pol-
icy settings and program design within a network of like-minded member states. For 
example, identifying return and reintegration development opportunities in the Western 
Balkans may produce a series of ideas for co-investment, either by national programs 
or with the assistance of an external donor. The Prague Process also provides an oppor-
tunity for targeted discussion amongst its member states on opportunities for broader 
collaboration, such as shared ownership for specific program functions.

The traditional way of establishing a return and reintegration program is to create a policy 
and/or legal framework that interacts with program delivery, which has a country form 
a bilateral agreement with a chosen service partner for program delivery. This is usually 
performed by individual bilateral agreements, most times employing the services of 
one or two major service partners. This approach provides individual resources and 
standalone program capabilities but is an expensive way of establishing services that 
could be shared across like-minded countries in the same geographic region.  
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There are three clear geographic regions of interest for non-EU return and reintegration 
programs: Western Balkans, South Caucasus, and Central Asia. Not all countries in all 
three regions have an immediate need for program development, but there is an oppor-
tunity to assist the formation of cohesive policy settings which may inform any future 
program development or enhance existing programs. There is potential to establish 
return migration hubs in each geographic region. These hubs could provide a regional 
focus on best practices and needs-based policy development. 

SURVEY RESPONSES

As part of the preliminary work for this paper, Prague Process states were invited to 
complete a short survey on the status of return and reintegration assistance programs1. 
A separate exa-mination of programs in the Western Balkan region revealed some 
notable developments by the International Organisation for Migration. Meanwhile, 
Central Asian countries tend to focus on sending their nationals abroad, rather than on 
return migration.  

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

• 16 responses received, including 6 EU and 10 non-
EU participating states;

• Three non-EU countries advised of current programs 
(Belarus, Georgia, and Norway), two other countries 
(Azerbaijan and Armenia) advised of a likely future 
program supported by IOM;

• All responding EU member states have an 
established, functioning return and reintegration 
program;

• Montenegro was the only respondent who self-
manages its returns without a formal program;

• Turkey implemented its self-managed national 
return and reintegration program this year, which 
may represent an interesting example for other 
non-EU states;

• Uzbekistan was the only Central Asian country to respond. 

Turkey’s return migration program is an interesting combination of traditional and 
progressive elements. Prior to the implementation of the self-managed program, 
almost all returns (forced or voluntary) were performed via a program managed by 
national immigration authorities, with a small number of voluntary returns supported 
via an IOM-managed Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR) program. 
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1  Member states were asked about the existence of such programs or similar programs, any associated websites and support materials, and 
applicable guiding policy or legislation. In the absence of a current program, member states were asked to comment on the likelihood of a future 
program. Results and findings were prepared based on the results received. With 10 out of 17 non-EU participating states responding to the 
survey, a logical next step may consist in engaging directly with specific member states to complete the information gathering.
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In recent years, Turkey sought to diversify its returns program, and started investing 
in self-managed program and policy development. Building and implementing a self-
managed program provides Turkey with greater control over the capability of its returns 
program and serves as an example for other Prague Process states who may be 
jostling with the reality of having state-managed return migration programs co-exist 
with adjacent functions managed by UN partners.

It is also important to acknowledge the six EU member states who provided responses 
to this survey. These responses included very good examples of established return and 
reintegration programs in Austria, Belgium, Germany, and Finland. A welcome surprise 
was high-quality information providing good insight into the return and reintegration 
program in Portugal and the substantial policy framework supporting the program 
in Slovakia. Further engagement with Slovakia is recommended for insight into the 
modern pressures of forming and implementing a return and reintegration program, 
its integration into a full-scale migration management system, and the relative success 
of the individual components.

Previous work on this topic in the second half of 2020 examined the presence or non-
presence of return and reintegration programs in all 50 Prague Process member 
states. One of the clearest observations from the 2020 data was the number of non-EU 
member states who had no evidence of a national return and reintegration program 
(14 in total). This could be for a variety of reasons, including small demand for these 
programs or a preference for unassisted return or forced return. At the time, this was 

identified as a significant statistic for further analysis and a 
probable focal point for further dialogue.  

However, much has changed in eighteen months. Of these 
14 countries, now only six Central Asia countries remain 
without a return and reintegration program. The most 
visible difference is the establishment of IOM return and 
reintegration programs in countries where there were no 
such programs in 2020.2 Western Balkans countries now 
share a common IOM return and reintegration network, 
where migrants can contact centralised phone numbers 
or approach IOM offices in the host country. This trend has 
also extended to South Caucasus countries, with Armenia 

and Azerbaijan advising of the likely future establishment of IOM programs. This is a 
significant development in a short space of time. This territorial presence is important 
for migration flows in the next five to ten years, continuing to assist perennial onward 
migration from Turkey and eventual return journeys to Ukraine. 

2  https://avrr-wb.com/ 
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Table 1: Data comparison for non-EU member states with ‘no program’, November 2020-July 
2022

*Denotes separate classification for these countries due to current environmental forces

Country November 
2020 July 2022 Notes

Albania No evidence of 
national program

IOM Western 
Balkans cluster

https://avrr-wb.com

Armenia No evidence of 
national program

Potential future 
program with IOM

https://publications.iom.int/books/
setting-system-assisted-voluntary-re-
turn-and-reintegration-armenia 

Azerbaijan No evidence of 
national program

Likely future 
program with IOM

https://migration.gov.az/en/useful_de-
tail/372 

Kazakhstan No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program

Kosovo No evidence of 
national program

IOM Western 
Balkans cluster

https://avrr-wb.com

Kyrgyzstan No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program

Liechtenstein No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program

North 
Macedonia

NNo evidence of 
national program

IOM Western 
Balkans cluster

https://avrr-wb.com

Montenegro No evidence of 
national program

IOM Western 
Balkans cluster

https://avrr-wb.com

Moldova* No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program

Experiencing significant impact from the 
war in Ukraine 

Tajikistan No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program

https://www.budapestprocess.org/
silkroutesfacility/projects-in-cen-
tral-asia/181-reintegration-of-returning 

Turkmenistan No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program

Ukraine* No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program

Experiencing significant impact from 
internal displacement

Uzbekistan No evidence of 
national program

No evidence of 
national program
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INSIGHTS

Return migration is a perennial challenge for government-to-government cooperation, 
usually with some dispute between sending and receiving countries over the strengths 
and weaknesses of asylum policy or international protection commitments. Additionally, 
the reasons for establishing a return and reintegration program are sometimes bundled 
with a general political commitment to migration management, at a distance from the 
practicalities of voluntary return programs and efficacious reintegration outcomes.  
General political commitments are the starting point for policy development and the 
objectives for operational activities.

In the past, EU member states have pursued an elusive topic of harmonised return 
migration initiatives, such as policy settings and some operational practices. What 
emerged is the administrative and mechanical differences between member state 
programs, demanding a broader definition of harmonisation, focusing on the potential 
for joint initiatives and shared activities. The change in focus acknowledged the 
sovereign principles of asylum policy and border management but encouraged shared 
responsibility for migration events that clearly expanded across multiple member 
states. The idea of joint initiatives is not a new phenomenon, and recent developments 
provide the imperative for these conversations to progress beyond traditional migration 
dialogues and include operational planning.

The Joint Coordination Platform (JCP) is a notable development on the topic of migration 
management, especially for activities outside the Schengen zone. Its tasks include 
monitoring and controlling the EU external borders as well as migration management 

initiatives in third countries such as border protection, 
return migration, people smuggling and asylum 
procedures. JCP, with the support of ICMPD, proposes the 
establishment of a regional return mechanism for the 
Western Balkans, assisting returns to third countries and 
completing general capacity building activities for return 
migration. The mechanism is akin to an activity hub for 
return migration and is a firm step forward for the pursuit 
of joint efforts and cooperation in this region. It’s also a 
suitable forum for commencing informal collaboration 
on best practices and shared strategic interest in specific 
migrant groups or hotspots.      

Establishing a return and reintegration network is 
something available to non-EU states to broaden 

dialogue and identify opportunities for economies of scale. A recent past example is 
the European Return and Reintegration Network (ERRIN)3. Originally formed in 2011, 
ERRIN was a joint initiative of 16 EU member states and Schengen associated countries 
providing reintegration assistance in approximately 40 countries of origin. ERRIN called 
its services Joint Reintegration Services (JRS). JRS is a multi-faceted product providing 
willing member states with a network to share current practices for return migration, 

3  https://returnnetwork.eu/ 

JCP, with the support 
of ICMPD, proposes 
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mechanism for the 
Western Balkans, 
assisting returns to third 
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migration.
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develop meaningful dialogue on common topics, establish quality-of-service principles, 
and identify potential for common operational partnerships. In practice, JRS provides 
a centralised reintegration assistance interface for national returns programs, as an 
alternative to each member state forming its own bilateral agreements for service 
delivery in the same countries. Each member state still decides how and when a foreign 
national leaves its borders, then the returnee is introduced to JRS for all post-arrival 
assistance. In mid-2022, Frontex took responsibility for ERRIN JRS services4, arguably 
in a bid from the European Commission to take a step towards a high-level platform 
for return and reintegration programs. A connected but separate relationship exists 
between JCP and JRS. Frontex is a key JCP stakeholder, but its mandate prevents 
activities in third countries, which suggests implementing JRS via the regional return 
mechanism with support from ICMPD.

JRS is an important element in EU templates for return and reintegration activities and 
presents a convenient turn-key solution for JCP and Western Balkans countries. Other 
inspiration, including other ERRIN initiatives, is contained in the EU Strategy on Voluntary 
Return and Reintegration (the Strategy), such as the links between common quality 
standards and durable reintegration outcomes, capacity 
building to increase third country ownership of programs, 
and transition plans for establishment of reintegration 
centres in third countries.  Of note for non-EU Prague 
Process states is the commitment to more coordination 
and integration of voluntary return and reintegration 
programs, both in Europe and transit countries. In 
pragmatic terms, this means greater EU investment in 
return and reintegration programs along known migrant 
pathways in non-EU countries, an effort to short-circuit 
migration journeys to EU member states.  Additionally, 
return and reintegration investment in countries of origin 
now link with development initiatives, which for so long 
were two disparate modes of activity.

The Strategy provides comprehensive guidance and 
important principles for establishing and maintaining 
return and reintegration programs, and this material is 
also important in dialogue with non-EU member states. 
Although non-EU migration challenges may not be an 
exact match to those experienced by EU member states, 
the program principles remain the same. For example, 
JRS established a Return and Reintegration Centre in Armenia, in cooperation with 
Armenian national authorities. The major objective was establishing services owned 
by national authorities, as opposed to the traditional model of sharing ownership with 
an external service partner. The centre provided all essential services for Armenian 
migrants returning from EU countries, including referral to essential local services, 

4  ICMPD continues heritage ERRIN projects under the newly formed ICMPD Return and Reintegration Facility 
https://returnnetwork.eu/2022/06/07/errin-closing-conference/

5  https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/countries/central-asia.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2020/7F10669/
phase1?oldPagePath=/content/deza/en/home/laender/asie-centrale.html
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counselling, and reintegration planning. Over time, JRS increased the capacity of 
Armenian authorities to a point where ownership of the centre was transferred. 
This example is available for implementation in most countries of return, such as 
establishing similar services in Pakistan and Bangladesh for those nationals returning 
from the Western Balkans.

Central Asian countries represent a different challenge for migration programs when 
compared to other non-EU regions, marked by lower or deferred demand for return mi-
gration programs. In this region, maximising legitimate forward migration pathways is 
of higher demand. This means creating programs supporting two groups of migrants: 
firstly, those migrants seeking legitimate and durable employment in foreign coun-
tries and, secondly, exploited labour migrants who are stranded in foreign countries 
and need assistance returning home. A current project addressing these challenges is 
a collaboration between Switzerland and IOM, facilitating safe and skilled migration to 
Russia and Kazakhstan for labour migrants from Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbeki-
stan5. The project acknowledges underdevelopment for labour migration regulations 
and proposes developing a series of coordinated mechanisms between government 
and non-government stakeholders. For individual migrants, there is an increased focus 
on pre-departure information, systems for improved employability and employment 
safeguards and access to livelihood assistance upon return home. A project of this scale 
and scope is necessary to unpack and rewire migration challenges in this region.  Gov-
ernment-organised foreign recruitment programs offered to Uzbek nationals, for ex-
ample, are not popular due to unreliable employment placement and high registration 
costs. Additionally, there are international programs currently focused broadly on safe 
migration in Central Asia6, but mostly focus on informed migration journeys by avoid-
ing migration trafficking. The major need for Uzbek labour migrants is a streamlined 
and cost-friendly registration process, independently verified employment placements, 

and the necessary assistance and support mechanisms 
while working abroad. The absence of these requirements 
in government-organised programs means Uzbek nation-
als self-manage requirements for working abroad or seek 
assistance from private recruitment agencies.  

Insight for program enhancements or future Prague 
Process dialogue can benefit from an initiative 
implemented by BRAC as part of its safe migration 
programs7. BRAC is the number one non-governmental 
organisation in the world, providing innovative solutions 

for a broad range of beneficiaries, largely those experiencing poverty and varying forms 
of disadvantage. BRAC saw the need to establish an end-to-end program to source 
and place Bangladeshi nationals in verified employment abroad8. Additionally, the 
program provides return migration assistance for those migrants stranded abroad. 

6  https://www.usaid.gov/central-asia-regional/fact-sheets/safe-migration-central-asia 

7   http://bpl.brac.net/ 

8  BRAC established a national recruitment agency with the primary purpose of disrupting unethical markets, reducing migration costs for 
workers, reducing fraud and administration burdens for both workers and recruiters, and streamline forward migration pathways. BRAC 
provides integrated support in all the steps of the process from sourcing, recruiting, assistance with registration for both the job seekers and 
overseas employers.
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This is a compelling example of a regional-specific migration program, showcasing 
primary elements other than return and reintegration assistance. It is an unlikely silver 
bullet for challenges faced by labour migrants in Central Asia but is recommended for 
expanded functions of the current ICMPD Migrant Resource Centres (MRCs)9. MRCs 
provide an information supporting safe migration journeys, including referral to trusted 
stakeholders for further support with services such as job placement or visa services. 
Non-EU Prague Process states are likely senders and receivers of labour migrants 
in need of broader access to services at the start and end of their journeys. This is a 
primary argument for broadening the service offerings of MRCs in Western Balkans, 
South Caucasus, and Central Asia. Providing access to necessary work permits, verified 
employment contracts and livelihood assistance are examples of high-demand services 
for MRCs to consider for future service offerings.

CONCLUSION

Mapping the existence and capacity of return and reintegration programs in Prague 
Process non-EU member states is the first step to understanding the utility of these 
programs. A logical next step is to complete the mapping process, with direct engage-
ment with Prague Process states absent from the survey responses. Once complete, 
the responses provide a launch pad for more targeted dialogue on the potential appetite 
for shared initiatives.  

A key focal point of continuing analysis is the 
intersection between relevant policy and program 
functions in willing member states, particularly asylum 
policy and return migration policy. Other focal points 
include the relationship between forced and voluntary 
return programs, and the involvement of external 
organisations to assist with operational function. An 
emerging hypothesis in non-EU member states says 
some of the programs exist without clear links with 
overall migration management or a regional response 
to migration. Without this relationship, the programs become isolated from broader 
migration objectives and produce less departures. Additionally, the newness of the 
programs is usually coupled with an uninformed perspective of its eventual capacity 
and utility, and this is usually the most contentious time for return migration programs. 
One suggestion is to encourage broader collaboration on key topics such as policy 
initiatives and operational procedures, primarily through forums such as JCP. Member 
states with current or emerging return and reintegration programs should prioritise 
activities of economies-of-scale and collaboration with like-minded neighbours. 
Standalone initiatives on this topic are expensive and potentially distanced from the 
benefits of collaboration. Likewise, non-EU member states can benefit from the lessons 
and experiences on network building within EU member states.

Mapping the existence 
and capacity of return and 
reintegration programs in 

Prague Process non-EU 
member states is the first 
step to understanding the 
utility of these programs. 

9  https://www.migrantresources.org/ 
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Country EU Program Notes

Albania No No

Albania advised it has no current return and reintegration program but 
works with IOM Albania to provide return and reintegration assistance 
for returning nationals.  Future migration flows may change the need for 
such a program.

Armenia No No Armenia advised it does not have a current return and reintegration pro-
gram but anticipates a future program with the support of IOM.

Austria Yes Yes www.returnfromaustria.at 

Azerbaijan No No

www.migration.gov.az/ru/useful_detail/376 
Azerbaijan advised it does not have a current return and reintegration 
program but anticipated a future program with the support of IOM.  
Additionally, Azerbaijan conducted a pilot project for voluntary return 
(2017-2020), identifying migrant demand and building operational 
experience.

Belarus No Yes

www.iom.by/en/activities/assisted-voluntary-return-and-reintegration 
Belarus advised its AVRR program has been operational since 2018 with 
the cooperation of IOM, providing return and reintegration assistance for 
foreign nationals returning before an expulsion decision.

Belgium Yes Yes retourvolontaire.be

Finland Yes Yes voluntaryreturn.fi

Georgia No Yes

www.georgia.iom.int/return-georgia 
Georgia advised its AVRR program has been operational since 2013 with 
the cooperation of IOM, providing return and reintegration assistance for 
foreign national residing in Georgia who do not have the resources to 
return home.

Germany Yes Yes
www.returningfromgermany.de 
www.startfinder.de 

Moldova No No
www.particip.gov.md 
Moldova advised of a program for returning Moldovan citizens.

Montenegro No No

Montenegro advised it does not have a current return and reintegration 
program, and rather chooses to self-manage the voluntary return of 
foreign nationals.  Foreign nationals who apply for voluntary return are 
managed by the police and provided with a travel document and one-
way travel ticket.

Norway No Yes www.udi.no/en/return/ 

Portugal Yes Yes www.retornovoluntario.pt 
www.reintegracobrasil.com 

Slovakia Yes Yes
www.minv.sk/?dokumentypreprijimatela 
Continuing national program with IOM

Turkey No Yes

www.gonullugeridonus.org.tr  
Turkey advised it has a current return and reintegration program, a 
self-managed national program.  The program co-exists with an IOM 
assisted AVRR program.

Uzbekistan No No
Uzbekistan advised it does not currently have a return and reintegration 
program, citing reasons related to a decreasing caseload of foreign 
nationals.

Annex 1: Survey responses for return and reintegration programs in Prague Process member 
states
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The war in Ukraine has been raging for six months. The number of people who have 
fled the war in Ukraine only to Europe has passed 6.3 million while more than 6.6 
million were displaced internally within Ukraine. A considerable number of countries, 
first and foremost Ukraine’s neighbouring countries, but also other countries, including 

EU members that have been most affected by the influx 
of people fleeing the war, have made significant efforts to 
respond to their arrival. 

So far, the incidence of human trafficking cases among 
those fleeing the war in Ukraine has remained insignificant. 
Still, people who fled the conflict are seeing their personal 
resources (be of financial or emotional nature) depleted 

with grimmer perspectives; As their displacement protracts, their vulnerability to 
exploitation, including trafficking, increases. These vulnerabilities need to be addressed 
now to avert the descent of a secondary crisis among displaced populations in their 
host communities later on. The persisting nature of the risks is well illustrated e.g. by 
‘huge spikes’ in online searches across multiple languages and countries for explicit 
content and sexual services from Ukrainian women and girls.1

The existing research by the International Centre for Migration Policy Development 
(ICMPD) has demonstrated how people fleeing the conflict become vulnerable to 
human trafficking. In this Policy Brief, we examine the nature of these vulnerabilities 
and provide guidance as to where the countries hosting the people displaced by the 
war need to invest their attention and efforts to tackle the increased dangers of human 
trafficking. 

TRAFFICKING IN HUMAN BEINGS AND PEOPLE 
FLEEING THE WAR IN UKRAINE

What shapes a person’s vulnerability
International mechanisms and organisations fighting trafficking in human beings from the 
very outset of the crisis sounded the alarm of the nature and magnitude of vulnerabilities 

of the people fleeing the war in Ukraine to exploitation and abuse, 
including to trafficking. In order to understand the challenges in 
the current situation, we need to understand the depths of the 
phenomenon of vulnerability and its parameters. According 
to the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, especially Women and Children (2000) to the United 
Nations Convention on Transnational Organized Crime, the abuse 
of an individual’s position of vulnerability is one of the means that 

the criminals can use when committing the crime of human trafficking. The UN Inter-
Agency Coordination Group against Trafficking in Persons (ICAT), which ICMPD is co-

1.  Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). Recommendations on enhancing efforts to identify and mitigate risks of 
trafficking in human beings online as a result of the humanitarian crisis in Ukraine. 

ICMPD Anti-trafficking Programme   |   What governments need to know about vulnerability to trafficking ...

6.3 million refugees 
from Ukraine 
recorded across 
Europe.

Humanitarian 
crisis at risk 
of becoming a 
trafficking crisis.

https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
https://dtm.iom.int/ukraine
https://dtm.iom.int/ukraine


59

chairing with the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) in 2022, defines vulnerability 
as a notion that includes three factors – personal, situational, and contextual. 

Personal vulnerability factors include aspects that are an integral part of an individual 
(e.g. age, sex, gender, ability, disability, ethnicity or sexual orientation). Such personal 
characteristics do not make a person vulnerable on human trafficking on a standalone 
basis, yet they may intersect with other vulnerability factors and exacerbate the overall 
vulnerability of a person to human trafficking in particular situations and in different 
contexts. Situational vulnerability factors relate to temporary challenges that negatively 
affect the person in course of a certain period of time, such as irregular migration status. 
Contextual vulnerability factors refer to the effect of the external context surrounding 
the person and exerting its negative effect on that person (such as certain policy 
frameworks, social norms or humanitarian crises, including those resulting from 
armed conflicts). 

Contextual vulnerability factors, albeit in combination with the other two, considerably 
exacerbate the vulnerability of people fleeing the war in Ukraine while increasing the 
risks posed by traffickers who see the situation as an opportunity. The data below (as of 
17  August 2022) illustrates well the scale at which these factors can operate:

• 6.3 million refugees from Ukraine recorded across Europe,

• Only 3.8 million refugees registered for Temporary Protection or similar national 
protection schemes, and

• Over 6.6 million internally displaced persons (IDP) within Ukraine. (data as of 12 August).

Vulnerabilities to trafficking in human beings of people 
fleeing the war in Ukraine
The authorities managing the humanitarian response in situations like these need to 
understand the vulnerabilities faced by those fleeing the conflict, in order to calibrate 
their identification and protection responses appropriately. These include, for instance:

• The interplay between severe impoverishment of displaced people and shortfalls 
in the provision of humanitarian aid, both financial and in-kind, triggers desperate 
situations among populations concerned;

• The lack of information on what opportunities for travel and residence are available, 
adds to the insecurity and impossibility to take informed and safe decisions. In such 
circumstances, they may engage in risky coping strategies – accepting offers for 
shelter, transportation or fast money, without assessing the risks and ending up in 
an exploitative situation;

• Lack of centralised coordination of registration and referral services (at both 
national and European level) can lead to many vulnerable persons falling through 
the cracks of the registration and referral systems with private drivers involved in 
the transportation, or ambiguous response to potential risks of mistreatment or 
abuse of the arrivals;
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• Low or no awareness among the first responders on the potential risks for abuse, 
exploitation and human trafficking;

• Vulnerability to exploitation affects also people who live in the area of actual military 
conflict or are internally displaced and must adapt their lives to the prevailing 
insecurity. Especially vulnerable and in need of assistance are those prevented 
from leaving the country because of their special (medical or age-related) needs - 
elderly and sick people, residents of care institutions, hospitalised persons, children 
from orphanages and other institutions together with their family members and 
care-givers.

A recent rapid assessment by La Strada International and The Freedom Fund confirmed 
the first two from the above list as factors that increase the vulnerability to human traf-
ficking of the people fleeing the war in Ukraine, and also identified the following addi-
tional factors:

• Exposure to risks online as traffickers are already using social media to target 
potential victims; 

• Criminal networks already operating in the region that might be ‘enjoying’ more 
freedom due to the challenges of law enforcement in the areas affected by conflict 
or experiencing a large influx of refugees; 

• Pre-existing risk factors, particularly the high prevalence in Ukraine of domestic 
violence (generally a push factor for human trafficking) prior to the war, and 
vulnerabilities from secondary displacement or having lived in the conflict-affected 
territories in Ukraine since 2014.

In July, ICMPD conducted a rapid assessment among the selected Prague Process 
participants hosting considerable numbers of Ukrainians that fled the war. Only one 
of the respondent countries informed of two underage females identified as victims 
among those displaced from Ukraine. Of the current challenges, the authorities 
mostly highlighted the language barrier, which some are addressing by providing all 
information campaigns on the dangers of human trafficking in multiple languages, 
including Ukrainian and English. Importantly, they highlighted the problem of not all 
those who fled the war being centrally registered (nor all those persons or families 
who have taken in the displaced Ukrainians). Paying adequate attention to underage 
persons, particularly unaccompanied minors was reported as a particular challenge. 
The authorities are aware that the longer the displacement continues the more 
vulnerable people will become. The expectation is that in addition to those with financial 
resources to support themselves fleeing the conflict in the early days, also those with 
fewer financial resources would be leaving Ukraine as the war protracts, making them 
vulnerable to exploitation and traffickers. 

Assessing possible future challenges with the displaced Ukrainian community, the 
respondents see issues related to accommodation as well as financial resources. Some 
fear that having more private housing arrangements might make it more difficult for 
the authorities to mitigate the human trafficking risks. The displaced persons from 
Ukraine are expected to possibly face financial or other kind of obligations vis-à-vis 
persons that have helped them or provided services or accommodation, which may 
lead to exploitative offers/situations. 
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In terms of training needs, while the respondents noted that key frontline professionals 
appear to possess a solid knowledge base, certain sectors require better level of 
knowledge and awareness of the phenomenon – particularly health professionals, 
transport and hospitality sector workers. Additionally, there is possibly an increasing 
need for additional specialisation of professionals providing psycho-social support to be 
able to address the traumas generated by the war.

The respondents also reported of proactive preventive steps taken to ensure better 
inter-agency coordination to allow for adequate and swift identification of trafficking 
victims among the refugees from Ukraine. Authorities of one of the respondent 
countries reported of cooperation with accommodation booking platforms (e.g. Airbnb, 
Bookio) to enable direct contact with the anti-trafficking authorities in case of suspected 
human trafficking cases. Moreover, information on human trafficking was published on 
the website of these platforms. In another country, steps were taken to facilitate the 
access to labour market by giving the Ukrainian citizens access to the labour market 
across all specialisation categories and entitling the employers to receive state subsidy 
for housing and travel expenses. The authorities also commissioned a recruitment 
agency to give assistance for the refugees in terms of legal and secure employment 
through designated assistance points.

Adequate policies for accessing legal status and significant 
reduction of vulnerability to human trafficking
In order to respond to the situation of displacement of millions of people, the European 
Commission on 4 March 2022 activated the Temporary Protection Directive (TPD). It is 
an important step as it provides legal pathways towards safety. From the viewpoint 
of one’s legal status, TPD foresees the obligation of Member States to provide the 
persons enjoying temporary protection with residence permits for the entire duration 
of the protection, guarantees for access to the asylum procedure, the right to move to 
another EU country before the issuance of a residence permit, and to move freely in 
EU countries (other than the Member State of residence) for 90 days within a 180-day 
period after a residence permit in the host EU country is issued. TPD’s application has led 
towards swifter issuing of status confirmations and granting effective access to rights, 
as opposed to facing protracted waiting time for processing one’s asylum application. 

The TPD’s mandatory protection applies to:

• Ukrainian nationals residing in Ukraine and their family members who have been 
displaced on or after 24 February; and

• stateless persons, and nationals of third countries who benefitted from interna-
tional protection or equivalent national protection in Ukraine as well as their family 
members who had been residing in Ukraine before 24 February.

Since many third country nationals who were lawfully residing in Ukraine for other rea-
sons than international protection (such as students) are not included in the scope of 
application of the TPD, EU Member States shall apply temporary protection or ade-
quate protection under their national law to permanent residents of Ukraine who were 
in Ukraine prior to 24 February and are unable to return in safe and durable conditions 
to their countries of origin.
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Indeed, the legality of the stay is of paramount importance and an essential factor that 
contributes to improve the resilience of the people to exploitation, human trafficking and 
abuse.

Those people who fled the war in Ukraine but remain outside the temporary protection 
regime, fall among the most vulnerable in addition to: women and girls, children 
(especially separated and unaccompanied children, and children in institutional care), 
non-Ukrainian nationals (including undocumented and stateless people who were 
living in Ukraine prior to the war), and groups who were marginalised and discriminated 
against prior to the war (such as disabled and elderly people, Roma, and LGBTQI+). 

As of 17 August 2022, UNHCR reported 6.3 million refugees from Ukraine registered 
across Europe, while only 3.8 million were registered for Temporary Protection or similar 
national protection schemes. In many EU Member States, the difference remained 
within a 10 per cent margin. However, for example, in case of Romania, the number 
of registered refugees was 84,662 and the number of those registered for Temporary 
Protection (or similar national protection scheme) was 52,952. In Estonia these figures 
were 50,491 and 32,077, respectively; In Germany, 940,000 and 670,000, respectively. 

The reasons for such a discrepancy are not entirely clear. According to the Police and 
Border Guard Board of Estonia, such difference can be due to several reasons. For one, 
impossibility of tracking the complete movement. Namely, following the outbreak of the 
war in Ukraine, Estonia restored entry checks on the border with Latvia and therefore 
has registered those leaving Ukraine that arrived either through Russia or Latvia. 
However, exit controls with Latvia, Finland and Sweden have not been introduced and 
hence it is possible that many of those that arrived in Estonia and declaring their intent 
to remain in Estonia, have nevertheless left Estonia. Second, the Police and Border 
Guard Board estimates that many do not register as they wish to return to Ukraine 
as soon as possible, while some may also think they do not need any services from 
the state. Third, a portion of Ukrainian citizens that had arrived to Estonia, had also 
other grounds to regulate their stay, mainly relocating to live with their family member 
already residing in Estonia.

In addition, lessons learnt from previous crises underpin also the following risks:

• TPD and the national provisions deriving from it are of a temporary nature, which 
means that they do not allow people to plan for or invest in their future in the long-
term. Insecurity about the present and future poses a threat to the people, making 
them hopeless and vulnerable to various abuse;

• Non-Ukrainians who were legally residing in Ukraine with temporary permit have 
greater difficulties in acceding a legal status. While non-Ukrainian nationals who 
legally resided in Ukraine do fall under the TPD, recent data from the field suggests 
that in practice those without Ukrainian nationality seem less entitled to temporary 
protection. At the outset of the fleeing, other nationals got held up at the border or in 
other locations facing unclear procedures. These people could easily face irregular 
status in host countries;
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• Undocumented and stateless people and the Roma are particularly vulnerable. 
Those without a proof of legal residence in Ukraine may need to apply for interna-
tional protection, while there have already been concerns raised about hindrances 
in the access to protection for the Roma. 

A number of countries have expanded the TPD’s protective scope to other persons 
in need of international protection due to the war in Ukraine. For instance, according 
to the data collected by UNHCR, Germany extended the temporary protection to 
Ukrainian nationals who resided in Germany prior to the war and are unable to renew 
their residency permits because they no longer meet the relevant criteria. Slovenia, 
Luxembourg, and Portugal extended protection also to third-country nationals with 
short-term residence permits in Ukraine who are unable to return to their countries 
of origin. Ireland included Ukrainian nationals who were in Ireland before 24 February 
on short-stay visas, as well as those residing on the basis of other types of migratory 
permits, who can opt to either extend them or to avail of temporary protection when/
if expired. Finland extended the protection to Ukrainian citizens unable to return to 
Ukraine due to the ongoing conflict as well as their family members, including also 
those previously residing in Finland, and third-country nationals and stateless persons 
who resided in Ukraine legally (whose safe and permanent return to the relevant 
country of origin is not possible). Spain expanded the protection to Ukrainian citizens 
who were residing in Spain and their family members, as well as to those irregularly in 
the country before 24 February, as well as third-country nationals who legally resided in 
Ukraine (who cannot return to their home countries). A number of countries are already 
showing a great degree of flexibility regarding standards for personal documentation 
for those fleeing the war. For instance, in Ireland persons fleeing Ukraine may present 
any identification documentation available. Portugal accepts any means of proof of 
identity while expired or unofficial documents do not lead to an automatic rejection of 
the request. In Bulgaria, if traditional identification documents are not available, any 
other official document that indicates identity are considered.  

Access to labour market and vulnerabilities to human 
trafficking of people fleeing the war
The TPD granted the people fleeing the war in Ukraine the right of access to the labour 
market. However, as discussed above, in some hosting countries there appears to be 
a rather large discrepancy among those who have fled Ukraine for European countries 
and those registered for temporary protection.

Not being able to work legally in a host country often means that in order to secure 
means of subsistence, people seek opportunities in the informal market where any 
type of unregulated work may be accepted, further exposing already vulnerable dis-
placed persons to exploitative recruiters who may also be traffickers. 

The following factors need to be taken into consideration:

• A major obstacle for employment is the knowledge of the language of the receiv-
ing country, which limits the options of the labour market available to the displaced 
people, placing them mainly into low-skilled labour sector; 
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• Practice suggests that the low-skilled migrant labour is the segment that experi-
ences the highest numbers of cases of exploitation and abuse. The states should 
be mindful about it and ensure recognition of professional skills, job matching pro-
cedures and access to decent work;

• Some receiving countries and particularly hosting communities experience eco-
nomic challenges. A large group of displaced people can deepen the economic 
strain and influence negatively the community dynamics. 

In addition to the above challenges, the host country also needs to consider the role 
of Ukrainian diaspora. It functions as a bridge between the displaced people and the 
host country, providing contextual knowledge to the newcomers. Diaspora becomes 
a source of support during the orientation and job-finding process, a mediator for the 
first contact with employers. The diaspora could provide the host country with additional 
insight about the labour engagement of the Ukrainian citizens and about potential prob-
lems related to exploitation and abuse.

On 2 June 2022, the Network of Anti-Trafficking Coordinators of South East Europe 
(NATC SEE) in organization by ICMPD in its role as the Network’s Secretariat, gathered 
to discuss the impact of the Ukrainian crisis on human trafficking in the NATC SEE 
members (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo*, Moldova, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia) and mitigating the 
trafficking risks amidst the mass displacement from Ukraine in the neighbouring 
countries. The discussions highlighted two key issues of relevance for this Policy Brief: 

• Firstly, no potential or identified victims of trafficking among people fleeing the war 
in Ukraine were reported in the SEE region; 

• Secondly, all the anti-trafficking coordinators did raise concern that an increased 
vulnerability to trafficking is expected to advance in the upcoming period due to 
lack of access to the labour market in the hosting countries.

Displaced children’s vulnerability to human trafficking 
In the context of crises, children are considered particularly vulnerable because of their 
age and development. The humanitarian situation, the legal residence and employment 
status of children’s parents or other family members, together with the challenges 
faced by authorities in relation to, inter alia, safe accommodation, child protection and 
education also influences displaced children’s vulnerability. The chaos of displacement 
poses risks for all children.

The international community has warned about the cases of missing children, fleeing 
the country on their own, sent by their parents to the border or being lost in the groups 
of people crowding the border-crossing points. Timely registration and identification of 
vulnerable children, particularly those unaccompanied or separated, is crucial to pre-
vent situations of abuse. 

A month after the start of the war, UNICEF alerted that some two million children had fled 
the Ukraine with (more than) another two million displaced internally.  Reliable statistic 
on the number of unaccompanied children are not available yet due to methodological 
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inconsistencies between data collection mechanisms and the initial rapid development 
of the events that saw large numbers of people flee the war in Ukraine. Numerous 
reports continue to raise concern, including stories of unaccompanied children being 
picked up by strangers or a ‘friend of a friend’; an absence of procedures to deal with 
these children when crossing the border of Ukraine, etc. Registering these children, ob-
taining information about adult family members in Ukraine or in other countries and the 
involvement of local child protection authorities to make referral to secure child-friendly 
and age appropriate facilities is a challenge for the first responders. Failing to identify 
and support these children exposes them to the severe danger of being groomed and 
abused by traffickers and other criminals. Specific focus is reported given to children 
from institutions in Ukraine (e.g. orphanages), and children at risk of trafficking and ab-
duction. The European Commission is preparing dedicated Standard Operating Proce-
dures for transfers of unaccompanied minors.

So has nothing been done to address the 
dangers of human trafficking?
Quite the opposite. The current crisis has triggered a few unprecedented actions, such 
as the application of TPD, and also a fast response from the international community 
and EU specifically regarding the risks of human trafficking. 

On 28 March the European Commission presented a 10-Point Plan for stronger Euro-
pean coordination on welcoming people fleeing the war against Ukraine, which among 
others, tasked the EU’s Anti-Trafficking Coordinator to develop a shared anti-trafficking 
plan to address the risks of trafficking and support potential victims. On 11 May, the EU 
Anti-Trafficking Coordinator introduced A Common Anti-Trafficking Plan to address the 
risks of trafficking in human beings and support potential victims among those fleeing 
the war in Ukraine. The Plan is articulated along five main objectives: strengthening 
awareness raising, reinforcing prevention, enhancing the law enforcement and judicial 
response, improving the early identification, support and protection of victims, and ad-
dressing the risks of trafficking in human beings in non-EU countries, especially Ukraine 
and Moldova. Importantly, besides giving recommendations for EU Member States, the 
Plan sets forth concrete actions with timelines for EC, its structures and agencies. 

Europol’s agents in frontline countries are supporting law enforcement authorities 
and border guards in collecting and assessing information to enhance the detection 
of the human trafficking crime. Europol has set up a Temporary Trafficking in Human 
Beings Task Management Group with frontline Member States, Ukraine and Moldova, 
to discuss the most recent information and issues in relation to the war in Ukraine. 
Europol runs monthly online meetings within the Working Group for Ukraine, which 
includes representatives of Europol, UNODC, Frontex, and Austria, Germany, Hungary, 
North Macedonia, Poland, Romania, Ukraine, the Czech Republic and Slovakia to 
address the human trafficking issues in connection with the war in Ukraine. Eurojust 
has disseminated an Information Note to all MS to raise awareness of their judicial 
authorities about human trafficking risks in the context of the war in Ukraine, encourage 
the authorities to open trafficking investigations when there are suspicions of exploitation 
of Ukrainian refugees, particularly unaccompanied minors, and to offer its assistance in 
these trafficking investigations to speed up judicial cooperation. On 14 June 2022, the 
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first informal meeting of the focus group of specialised prosecutors against trafficking 
in human beings gathered prosecutors and judges from the EU MS. Together with the 
EU Anti-Trafficking Coordinator, the participants discussed how to enhance the judicial 
response to cases of human trafficking in relation to the war in Ukraine.

Similarly, the European Parliament’s different structures have taken active steps, for 
instance, within the Intergroup on Children’s Rights, the Committee on Women’s 
Rights and Gender Equality, and the Legal Affairs and Employment Committees. 
The Coordinator on Children’s Rights repeatedly stressed the risks faced by children 
escaping the conflict and launched common actions with the European Network of 
Ombudspersons for Children. Moreover, MEPs adopted a resolution, expressing their 
concerns about the increasing number of reports of human trafficking, sexual violence, 
exploitation, rape, and abuse of women and children fleeing the war in Ukraine.

UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict 
conducted an on-site visit to Lyiv and Kyiv in May and also visited Poland and Moldova, 
in light of concerns about the cross-border trafficking of Ukrainian women and children, 
including for the purposes of sexual exploitation and prostitution. This resulted 
in the signing of a Framework of Cooperation on the prevention and response to 
conflict-related sexual violence with the Government of Ukraine on 3 May. Among 
the Framework’s five objectives is also addressing concerns related to conflict-driven 
trafficking in persons for the purposes of sexual exploitation.

The OSCE Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in 
Human Beings on 9 March 2022 issued Recommendations on the need to enhance 
anti-trafficking prevention amid mass migration flows. On 4 May, the Council of Europe 
Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings issued a Guidance Note 
on addressing the risks of trafficking in human beings related to the war in Ukraine and 
the ensuing humanitarian crisis. As mentioned above, the Network of Anti-Trafficking 
Coordinators of South East Europe (NATC SEE) met on 2 June to discuss the impact 
of the Ukrainian crisis on human trafficking specifically in its members. That initiative 
is particularly relevant as NATC SEE involves countries that both are and aspire for EU 
membership, as well as countries that are on the frontlines of humanitarian response 
to the Ukraine crisis and those who are left out of the spotlight but do still deal with that 
war’s aftermath.

The Protection Cluster in Ukraine established in May an Anti-Trafficking Task Force by 
which it created a platform to, among others, provide technical guidance, identify trends, 
gaps and priorities, formulate priorities and recommendations for Protection Cluster 
members, complement the Protection Cluster service mapping to integrate the existing 
services suitable for survivors to access in this crisis, establish referral and standard 
operating procedures. The Task Force meets fortnightly.

Finally, as co-chairs of Interagency Coordination Group against Trafficking in Persons 
(ICAT), ICMPD and UNODC have established an ICAT Policy Support Group on trafficking 
in persons in the context of the Ukraine crisis. Leveraging on the comparative advan-
tages of its members, ICAT will use the Policy Support Group to collect, analyse and 
exchange relevant information that will be used to inform the development of policy 
guidance on human trafficking. The Group is meeting monthly, in the week after the 
Protection Cluster’s Task Force meeting.
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The brief overview above is merely a glimpse of main actions undertaken by the EU and 
key international organisations. Meanwhile, there are numbers of non-governmental 
organisations working daily on addressing the humanitarian crisis. Let us also be mind-
ful that the above initiatives are happening against the background of already elaborate 
institutional anti-trafficking frameworks on national level of the EU Member States. 

THE GENERAL BEARING FOR POLICY OPTIONS

To address the vulnerabilities, the strategies the authorities will develop, would need to: 

Reduce the vulnerability of individuals as each individual situation is different with its 
own specific circumstances that create risks to trafficking. Here a survivor-inclusive 
and survivor-informed approach is important, as are gender- and child-sensitive 
approaches, supporting vulnerable individuals and groups, and establishing tools and 
mechanisms to ensure safe online-environment for children;

Work with the relevant communities to increase public awareness about the modalities 
used by the perpetrators and to ensure the community does not unknowingly 
contribute to the vulnerabilities to human trafficking. It will be valuable to assess, which 
communities are particularly at risk, also to work with the community-based and civil 
society organisations to understand the underlying cultural 
contexts and practices, and to ensure that all the services 
required for successful reintegration of trafficked persons are 
available;

Change a number of structural elements to create an 
environment that does not favour human trafficking, 
including policies and legal frameworks to address the lack 
of opportunities for all members of the society, to address the 
challenges in sectors where human trafficking is particularly 
present, reinforce and build the capacity of stakeholders to identify trafficked persons, 
investigate and prosecute the offenders (including ensuring the link between national 
anti-trafficking and asylum systems), and strengthen data collection and analysis on 
human trafficking phenomenon.

What we know from the recent conflicts 
The governments can draw on the valuable lessons gathered and analysed in course of 
a number of ICMPD research initiatives identifying the vulnerability patterns of people 
on the move (since the start of the war in Syria). Below we offer some of the key lessons 
learned from the empirical research to guide the governments on their way to tackle 
vulnerability and understand what drives the resilience of those on the move.

Personal factors are not in themselves sources of resilience or vulnerability to 
human trafficking. Rather, these personal factors (e.g. as age and gender) interact with 
contextual factors (in this particular case, for instance, the armed conflict) of resilience 
or vulnerability in specific ways to increase resilience or exacerbate vulnerability. 
Personal vulnerabilities and factors of resilience are relevant throughout the journey, 
from the pre-departure phase in the country of origin or former residence to settling in 
the intended final destination. 
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Children are vulnerable to trafficking and other abuses per se, because of their 
lack of life experience. Age interacts with gender, making girls, boys, women or men 
particularly resilient or particularly vulnerable, depending on the context and situation.

Women and girls are at a higher risk of sex trafficking in particular, as well as related 
abuses such as ‘survival sex’ (the exchange of sex for a good or service that the person 
needs) and other forms of sexual and gender-based violence. Men and boys are 
generally considered more resilient, yet they are also exposed to specific vulnerabilities 
and gendered expectations. Importantly, in some cases the presumption of their 
resilience may in fact exacerbate their vulnerabilities.

Travelling in the company of one or both parents, is a key source of resilience for a 
child. Nevertheless, three crucial issues can be detrimental to the resilience of children 
travelling with parents. Firstly, children may appear to be travelling with their parents 
or family members, but in fact this is not the case. Secondly, a child’s parent or parents 
may be the ones who are abusing and/or exploiting them. Finally, children may become 
separated from their parents along the journey. In the context of war in Ukraine, it can be 
presumed that the majority of unaccompanied children are not orphans, but rather have 
become separated from their parents or guardians at some stage, either on departure 
from their country of origin or during the journey. 

Children may be sent by their parents to travel alone. While this may cause the child 
to be vulnerable to exploitation and abuse, because of the risks of the journey, if the 
children’s family subsequently travel and reunite with them, this boosts their resilience 
as they can once again enjoy parental care. 

Women and children are particularly vulnerable to abuse and exploitation, due to 
gender- and child-specific risks. Women travelling with their children but without an 
adult male companion – which due to military mobilisation in force in Ukraine most 
often is the case - are particularly vulnerable. While the majority of those fleeing 
the war in Ukraine are women and children, it is still important to keep in mind the 
following lesson learned in case the structure of those fleeing was to change. Women 
and children may also be at risk from some of the men they are travelling with, and 
therefore seek protection from other men, including family members. If the men whom 
they seek protection from protect them, then this is a source of resilience. On the other 
hand, some women and girls are abused or exploited by men whom they sought out 
for protection.

Access to education for children and vocational training for adults. Access to education 
is one of the most important resilience factors to human trafficking for children. For 
adults, vocational training is a specific factor of resilience, both during the course of 
the training itself, as a meaningful activity, and as a way of subsequently integrating 
people into the labour market. Because economic vulnerabilities are one of the key 
factors making people more prone to trafficking and related abuses, accessing decent 
employment in a destination country is a crucial factor of resilience. 

Lack of options created by restrictions to access to the labour market, and, to a lesser 
extent, limited opportunities in the labour market for those who do have access, is 
detrimental to financial and psychological resilience. In some cases, it may lead people 
to accept exploitative work due to the lack of alternatives.
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Effective access to information about their situation and about their options when 
people arrive in a destination context, in a format they understand, is a crucial aspect 
of resilience to trafficking and other abuses. People need to know what stage their 
application for protection is at, how long they will stay at an accommodation centre and 
what their legal options are, otherwise, due to frustration and uncertainty people may 
to look for alternative, irregular options. An important aspect of access to information 
is the availability of translation services and cultural mediators to ensure effective 
communication and build trust between national authorities and people on the move.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO ADDRESS THE VULNERABILITY 
TO HUMAN TRAFFICKING OF THOSE FLEEING 
THE WAR IN UKRAINE

Taking into account the vast knowledge base that has formed over the past two 
decades regarding what constitutes a successful anti-trafficking response, specifically 
informed by the lessons learned from previous conflicts and guided by the information 
of the incidence of human trafficking in the context of this ongoing war in Ukraine, the 
governments of the countries faced with the influx of people that fled the war, need to 
consider the following set of recommendations as the essential minimum to avoid that 
human trafficking will become a crisis within a crisis. 

• Ensure continuous dissemination of information about potential safety risks, 
exploitation and human trafficking among the authorities responsible for the first 
contact - the personnel of the reception centres, border 
and local police structures, officers, NGOs, volunteer’s 
networks and among the arriving persons. Make 
information available (including in Ukrainian and Russian) 
about registration, helplines and support services 
available to refugees.

• Ensure that national legislation and regulations are 
coordinated and prepared to timely register and 
grant temporary protection to people fleeing the war in Ukraine. Prepare 
instructions and road maps/standard operating procedures to facilitate the work 
of different institutions involved in the process and monitor the capacity of the state 
administration to process the applications. In cases of excessive workload, ensure 
additional human, technical and/or financial support. Consider expanding the 
scope of the temporary protection status to all people fleeing the war in Ukraine. 
Provide specialist support across the full range of needs of the refugees, including 
psychosocial and trauma care.

• Prepare the national anti-trafficking mechanisms (National Referral Mechanisms 
or equivalent systems) for identification of trafficking cases among displaced 
population. Establish early identification mechanisms at borders and/or reception 
centres (depending on the specific situation in the particular host country). Provide 
training and capacity development to key first line responders to enable them to 
identify possible human trafficking cases and support the presumed trafficked 
persons. Vetting of volunteers and service providers (e.g. drivers) is strongly advised 
as a good practice.
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• Support the organisations that provide for the immediate and long-term needs of 
trafficked people. When opening investigations, provide assistance to the identified 
victims to ensure their adequate access to justice through legal aid and adequate 
information in the language they can understand.

• Ensure access to language and vocational courses that could be attended in 
parallel with the employment. Promote women’s access to the labour market, 
particularly in a situation where women are heads of households by introducing 
training programmes.

• Engage with the public and the hosting communities to disseminate information 
about possible situations of abuse, exploitation and trafficking. Provide hotline 
numbers and appoint authorities who could be signalled. 

• Work closely with the Ukrainian diaspora in the receiving country in order to 
obtain access to vulnerable groups. Monitor situations and signals for potential 
exploitation and abuse.

• Assess the situation in the host communities (especially those with larger 
displaced population and/or with seriously challenged economies) and include 
those that are vulnerable in the humanitarian assistance and initiatives directed 
towards displaced people. Such process will also contribute to improving relations 
between displaced people and the local residents of the receiving community.

• Actively identify violations of workers’ rights. The perpetrators should be held 
responsible by law enforcement agencies, requiring the development and use of 
indicators, and training programmes for labour inspectors and law enforcement 
agencies on trafficking for labour exploitation. Labour inspectors should have 
sufficient resources to carry out inspections of workplaces, particularly in sectors 
where there are indications of labour exploitation and trafficking.

• Establish a system for registration of unaccompanied and separated children. 
Provide age-appropriate protection and support services: safe child-friendly 
accommodation facilities (family environment if possible), accurate and fair age-
assessment of unaccompanied and separated children, immediate appointment 
of a legal guardian to represent child’s best interest, emotional support adequate 
to their age, immediate access to education. Implement ongoing monitoring of the 
cases.

• Establish and implement cooperation procedures between countries to identify, 
trace and reunite unaccompanied, separated or missing children with their family 
members.

• Facilitate the children’s access to regular schooling and other child protection 
measures in order to grant them their basic right to education and render them 
less likely to become involved in child labour or begging.  Children’s parents should 
also be supported in order to have methods or income generation that do not 
involve their children.

• Monitor the developments in the human trafficking field in the country. Particular 
attention to be placed on monitoring the situation concerning Ukrainian refugees 
– the incidence of human trafficking identified among them, labour engagements, 
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housing, health care, etc. (for those with special protection status and those without) 
and the education and care of Ukrainian children, including those residing without 
parental supervision, also to understand to which extent the Ukrainian diaspora 
is engaged with the newly arrived people (link-up between the central/provincial/
local governments and the Ukrainian diaspora to engage better and monitor the 
situation). 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February has resulted in the displacement of more 
than 14 million people, representing one quarter to one third of the entire population. 
Up to two thirds have been displaced internally with another 6 million people fleeing to 
neighbouring countries, mostly to the EU, but also Russia and Turkey. As of late March, 
following the withdrawal of Russia’s forces from the north and northeast, people also 
began returning. This Policy Brief first develops six scenarios of the outcome of the 
war. Second, it identifies key drivers of forced migration as well as the opportunity/
constraints structure including pre-war migration networks and migration aspirations 
that influence migration decisions among displaced persons from Ukraine. Third, it 
suggests six post-war migration scenarios investigating the propensity for people to 
remain in their current host countries or return to Ukraine. The resulting scenarios 
suggest that fewer than 1.65 million to 21 million people will stay in host countries. 
The most probable scenario suggests that around 2.9 million will remain in destination 
countries, and could be joined by 580,000 family members. Any scenario, however, 
would be affected and can be manipulated by respective policy measures.

The latest data cited in the document stems from May 2022.

CURRENT SITUATION

On 24 February, Russia invaded Ukraine. The Russian army targets the more densely 
populated east of Ukraine: four of the five largest cities (Kyiv, Kharkiv, Dnipro, and Ode-
sa), the industrial and economic heartlands of Ukraine, the entire coast with the two key 
ports (Mariupol, Odesa) and most international airports. The invasion and subsequent 
prolonged fighting resulted in widespread destruction of residential areas, various types 
of infrastructure, including the critical ones, as well as the closure of businesses with 
the subsequent loss of income of the population1. According to UNDP, from 53.8% and 
up to 90.5% “could be facing poverty and vulnerability to poverty”. Moreover, “Ukraine’s 
economic ruin is one of the war’s important, if less visible, outcomes”. Significant parts 
of Ukraine could be destroyed, large parts of the economy devastated, large parts of 
society will be torn apart, and many people will almost certainly be traumatised and 
possibly demoralised. 

By 15 May, 14.2 million Ukrainians have been displaced: 8 
million internally as IOM claims, though only 1 million were 
registered, and 6.2 million internationally. The EU received 5.3 
million (primarily Poland, Romania, Hungary and Slovakia), 
Moldova – 396.000, Russia - 850.000 (however, many were 
rather deported, plus another 105.000 who were evacuated, 
partly involuntarily from occupied Donetsk and Luhansk in the 
week before the invasion), Turkey – over 70.000 and Belarus – 
27.0002. Hence, 85% of the internationally displaced fled to the 
EU and 13.7% to Russia (half as many as in 2014). 
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From the end of week two, displaced Ukrainians also began arriving in countries not 
bordering Ukraine. By 11 April, the EU member states located further from the border 
with Ukraine registered or reported some 1.35 million persons (see Table 1). Hence, 
at least 32.4% of all arrivals in the EU’s peripheral member states travelled onward. 
By mid-May this share had already increased to 45%. Germany, the Czech Republic 
and Spain reported the largest numbers. 65% of the Ukrainians arriving in Germany 
first arrived in Poland. Several sources reported that some host countries would have 
much higher capacities; for example, France accepted 30.000 but could host 100.000. 
The numbers are expected to increase in accordance with the existing migration net-
works in many countries and due to previous migration experiences of Ukrainians. To 
date, destinations are chosen based on self-selection and the move is self-organised; no 
compulsory dispersal took place.

In contrast, in six weeks, 67.6% of displaced persons still stayed in the countries 
bordering Ukraine, which may also signal return aspirations. Indeed, there are increasing 
reports of return migration, notably since the withdrawal of the Russian troops from the 
northeast at the end of March 2022, whilst an attack on Odesa was no longer imminent. 
By 13 April, up to 870.000 are reported to have returned, 1.26 million by mid-May, though 
this number may well include pre-war migrants, for instance, men joining the defence 
efforts as well as temporary visits back home.

By mid-May, the different data sources conflate stocks and flows, i.e. arrival and resi-
dence, and net migration is obscured. In most EU member states and Moldova, there are 
only statistics on arrivals of Ukrainians in the EU but not on stays, while net migration 
figures are not available. For example, Poland registered 2.8 million arrivals whilst only 
846.000 million ID numbers were issued by 13 April. Only around 90.000 out of 466.000 
arrivals in Hungary applied for some kind of permit. Most arriving persons move on to 
other countries, and authorities are criticised for inflating numbers. Since 2.4 million have 
meanwhile registered in other EU and EFTA countries and Turkey, accordingly there will 
be fewer Ukrainians in the EU member states bordering Ukraine and Moldova, reaching 
approximately 1.9 million. Due to the visa-free travel, Ukrainians have not always regis-
tered in their (temporary) host countries. Moreover, because of frequent onward migra-
tion, many Ukrainians could have been double-counted, in particular at the beginning of 
the crisis upon arrival in the EU or another transit or destination country. Finally, returns 
as well as repeated journeys need to be deducted from the total number of arrivals.

POST-WAR SCENARIOS

There are signs that the Russian invasion of Ukraine is part of a broader long-term plan. 
The invasion has been prepared for at least one year, since March 2021, when Russia 
held first large-scale military exercises to the east of Ukraine; at that occasion, Russia 
already set up the infrastructure for an invasion. The invasion follows from the previous 
2014 Russian occupation of Crimea and the intervention in eastern Ukraine and the 
subsequent occupation of roughly one third of the Donetsk and Luhansk provinces. By 
2020, Russia had finally completed the modernisation of its armed forced, though rear-
mament continues; this so-called New Look reform began after the 2008 war against 
Georgia. In retrospect, the annexation of Crimea turns out to be a strategic precondi-
tion for the current invasion of Ukraine because it facilitates a two-pronged attack from 
north and south to cut the country in half and encircle the Ukrainian army in the Donbas. 
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Simultaneously, Ukraine, too, modernised its army, expanded its personnel to 255.000 
active-duty soldiers and 900.000 reservists and was supplied by the west with strategic 
know-how, arms and training. However, Ukraine did not anticipate the invasion and thus 
did not mobilise its reserves or prepare adequate defences in the north, northeast and 
south of the country.

At several occasions, Russia demonstrated some key stra-
tegic aims, notably, pushing back NATO in Eastern Europe, 
and installing a pro-Russian regime in Ukraine. Publications 
that are more recent suggest a more radical plan with the 
complete eradication of Ukraine, its culture and people. It is 
not clear what economic plans Russia has for Ukraine and 
whether this has changed over the past weeks against the 
unexpected Ukrainian resistance. With the plan for quick vic-
tory fading and Russian losses becoming significant, Russia 
seems to aim at destroying the economy and infrastructure 
as well as the social structure and depopulate the territories 
it is targeting. Given the far-reaching Russian policy goals and 

the present-day limited military success, the tension in the region will likely continue for 
several years or even decades. 

Six possible post-war scenarios
The scenarios developed below and the assessment of their probability is based on the 
assumption that Russia will not give up its plan easily. Various sources (RUSI, ISPK, 
ISW, IM, FPRI, Foreign Affairs, McKinsey, The Guardian, BBC) offer various scenarios; 
from these, six main types of possible outcomes of the war become apparent (also see 
Map 1). Four main dimensions are considered: duration of the fighting, the proportion of 
Ukraine that would be occupied or controlled (in a repressive and authoritarian fashion) 
by Russia or respectively remain sovereign, the level of destruction and security situation 
in the various territories and the reconstruction efforts including economic recovery.
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1. The war will continue until autumn/winter ending with a defeat of Russia (e.g. 
FPIR). Russia withdraws its troops and also gives up the territory occupied or 
annexed in 2014 (status quo before 2014). Ukraine remains a sovereign country. 
However, large proportions of territory within 100 kilometres of the Russian border 
will be ravaged by war, military and civilian casualties will be limited whilst the rest 
of the country is largely intact. The security situation in all parts of Ukraine will be 
stable. A large amount of western aid will be made available to rebuild the country; 
economic recovery is fast.

This scenario is unlikely to be achieved without western intervention in the foreseeable future.

2. The war will continue until autumn/winter 2022. The Russian army will be pushed 
back and/or largely withdraws its troops. No or only small parts of Ukraine, in 
addition to Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk will be occupied, ruled or determined by 
Russia (status quo after 2014). Most parts of Ukraine remain sovereign. However, 
large proportions of territory within 100 kilometres of the Russian border will be 
ravaged by war, military and civilian casualties will be limited whilst the rest of the 
country is largely intact. In the Russian occupied parts, the security situation will be 
precarious. All high gross regional product (GRP) provinces will remain sovereign. 
A large amount of western aid will be made available to rebuild the country; 
economic recovery in the government-controlled territory is fast.

This scenario is a possibility (e.g. ISW), though unlikely as it would mean that Russia fails 
to achieve any of its aims.

3. The war will continue until autumn/winter 2022. Russia will occupy a stretch of 
Ukraine within 100 kilometres of the Russian border including the entire oblasts of 
Donetsk and Luhansk, possibly parts of Kharkiv oblasts and a land bridge between 
Russia and Crimea including the oblasts of Zaporizhia and Kherson. Nevertheless, 
the majority of the country remains sovereign. However, large proportions of 
territory within 100 kilometres of the Russian border will be ravaged by war, military 
and civilian casualties will still be limited whilst the rest of the country is largely 
intact. This results in yet another frozen conflict. In the Russian occupied parts, the 
security situation will be precarious. Two high GRP provinces will be lost to Russia 
diminishing the country’s absorption capacity of IDPs. Significant western aid will be 
made available to rebuild the sovereign parts of the country; economic recovery is 
fast. Also, in the occupied parts, some limited reconstruction will take place.

This scenario (e.g. RUSI, IM, Globsec, FPIR) reflects Russia’s minimum aims of gaining full 
control of Donetsk and Luhansk and overcoming the isolation of Crimea, which might be 
achievable given the limits of Russian resources and is thus a realistic possibility.

4. The war will continue until winter 2022 or summer 2023, Russia occupies large 
parts of Ukraine east of the line Kyiv-Mykolaiv. A sub-scenario (4.1) would be 
the occupation of the entire southern coast including the ports of Odesa cutting 
sovereign Ukraine from the Black Sea and thus almost all international trade. 
Hence, most large cities, most industries, infrastructures and economic hubs and 
most natural resources come under Russian control. The country will be divided 
with only a small part of it remaining sovereign. Whilst some guerrilla activities and 
civil disobedience continues in the occupied territory, Russia enforces a repressive 
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regime and persecutes Ukrainian government officials and pro-Ukrainian actors. 
In the Russian occupied parts, the security situation will be precarious. Only the 
smaller western parts of Ukraine remain sovereign. Large proportions of territory 
including most major cities will be ravaged by war, military and civilian casualties 
will be high whilst only the west of the country is largely intact. Only below average 
GRP provinces with limited IDP absorption capacity remain sovereign severely 
diminishing the country’s absorption capacity of IDPs. Western aid only benefits 
unoccupied western Ukraine; however, it remains structurally and economically 
weak. Meanwhile, reconstruction in the occupied parts will be limited to some 
strategic and highly visible locations.

This scenario is a possibility (e.g. IM) but looks increasingly less likely as Russia lacks 
resources for sustaining the war and a sustained occupation of such a vast territory with 
a largely hostile population.

5. The war will continue until winter 2022 or summer 2023. Russia takes the 
capital, the Ukrainian army will be defeated affecting 0.5 to 1 million soldiers and 
volunteers, the government capitulates, most fighting ceases and Russia installs 
a pro-Russian administration and de-facto controls the whole of Ukraine. Some 
guerrilla activities and civil disobedience continue, Russia enforces a repressive 
regime and persecutes Ukrainian government officials and pro-Ukrainian actors. 
For a long period, the security situation will be precarious in the entire country. 
Most major cities will be ravaged by war, military and civilian casualties will be very 
high whilst only the west of the country is largely intact. Only some Western aid is 
delivered but is limited to humanitarian aid. Reconstructions begin but are slow. 
Significant parts of the economy will not recover in the near future.

This scenario is a possibility (e.g. IM) but less realistic, notably because Russian resources 
are limited whereas Ukrainian resistance continues to receive western military aid and is 
stiff and people will not give in to Russian ruling, least so in the west.

6. The war will become protracted similar to the situation in Syria; Russia continues 
attacking, bombing and shelling at the current intensity the parts of Ukraine that 
are still under government control, fighting continues along the frontline and 
there will be guerrilla fighting in the occupied territories. In the Russian occupied 
territories, repression is widespread and violent. Most major cities will be ravaged 
by war, military and civilian casualties will be very high. Reconstruction is stalled, 
the economy remains weak and the security situation remains precarious in most 
parts of the country.

This scenario (e.g. IM, Foreign Affairs, FPIR, BBC) is unrealistic as neither the Russian side 
nor the Ukrainian side has the resources for affording a protracted war.

A couple of key features can be identified: Notably, the economically structurally weak 
provinces in the west host the most IDPs, whereas the structurally strong provinces in 
the south-east except for Donetsk and Luhansk are hardest hit by the invasion. More-
over, in the regions and cities affected by the fighting, the level of destruction will be 
widespread. Russia seems to lack resources for sustaining a long war, full control and 
occupation. Whereas Ukrainian resistance will continue so that the stability and security 
situation in the occupied territories will remain precarious. Economic support for all 

Franck Düvell   |   The war in Ukraine: Post-war scenarios and migration repercussions 

https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/war-ukraine-scenarios-way-out-crisis
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/03/russia-couldnt-occupy-ukraine-if-it-wanted-to/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/03/russia-couldnt-occupy-ukraine-if-it-wanted-to/
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/war-ukraine-scenarios-way-out-crisis
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/03/russia-couldnt-occupy-ukraine-if-it-wanted-to/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/03/russia-couldnt-occupy-ukraine-if-it-wanted-to/
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/war-ukraine-scenarios-way-out-crisis
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/ukraine/2022-04-20/what-if-war-ukraine-doesnt-end?utm_medium=newsletters&utm_source=fatoday&utm_campaign=What%20If%20the%20War%20in%20Ukraine%20Doesn%E2%80%99t%20End?&utm_content=20220420&utm_term=FA%20Today%20-%20112017
https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/04/appraising-the-war-in-ukraine-and-likely-outcomes/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/03/russia-couldnt-occupy-ukraine-if-it-wanted-to/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10663-021-09521-w
https://www.globsec.org/news/ukraine-essential-brief-five/
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/war-ukraine-scenarios-way-out-crisis
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/war-ukraine-scenarios-way-out-crisis


81

parts not under Russian control will be substantial. However, “Putin will remain danger-
ous in the long run” and the geopolitical situation will remain unstable though “the days 
of Putin’s regime are numbered” (Institut Montaigne).

MIGRATION SCENARIOS

To develop migration scenarios, this Policy Brief considers, first, the pre-war situation, 
notably the existing migration networks and the migration aspirations of Ukrainians. 
Second, key drivers or causes of forced migration are identified and the scope for 
individual and collective decision-making, in other words, the human agency discussed. 
Third, the resilience of the current host countries for Ukrainian displaced persons is 
considered. On that basis, six migration scenarios are developed corresponding to the 
six scenarios on the outcome of the war.

Conditions and drivers
Before the outbreak of the war and thus the outset of forced migration from Ukraine 
there were a little over 2 million registered Ukrainians in the EU, EFTA and Turkey (Table 
1). To this, one needs to add some level of irregular immigrants. This represents a 
vast migration network, within which Ukrainian displaced persons migrate and which 
determines the choice of destination.

Table 1: Ukrainian-born residents and refugees in the EU, EFTA and Turkey (rounded), 2020, 
2021, resp. 2022 (11/4/2022)
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Country Pre-war 
immigrants

Registered 
refugees Country Pre-war 

immigrants
Registered 
refugees

Poland >1,100,000 (2018)* 846,000*******
1.5+ mio. realistic Denmark 12,000 24,000

Germany >159,000 360,000****** Bulgaria 12,000 73,000

Czechia 137,000 272,000+ Slovakia 12,000

Spain 102,000 (2019) 110,000 Switzerland 11,000 26,000

Hungary 72,000 90,000 (31/3) Sweden 11,000 29,000

Romania 48,000 n/a Norway 6,000 11,000

Italy 41,000 89,000 Belgium 3,600 31,000

France 32,000 30,000 Netherlands 3,200 27,000

Turkey 30,000 68,000+ Finland 3,200 9,000+

Portugal 29,000 (2020)** 24,000 Ireland 3,000 (2016) ***** 21,000

Lithuania 26,000 41,900 Slovenia 2,800 8,000

Estonia 25,000 29,000 Luxemburg 1,600 4,000

United Kingdom 18,000 (2021)*** 12,000 Iceland 400 600

Austria 15,000 51,000 Cyprus n.a. 15,000

Greece 15,000**** 18,000 Croatia n.a. 12,600

Source: Eurostat; * Review of World Economics (only labour migrants) ; ** Portuguese American Journal; *** Statistika; **** 
ELIAMEP 2015; *****Ireland Examiner; ****** Bundesministerium des Inneren, (19/4/22, 313,000 on 11/4); ******* 13/4/22
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Before the war, migration aspirations among Ukrainians were high though decreasing. 
According to the findings of the FP7 project Eumagine, in 2012 around 49% of all 
Ukrainians of working age in four different areas in the East, West, Centre and the 
capital aspired to migrate. In the meantime, the Delmi report suggests that some 26% 
held migration aspirations in the period 2006-2021. The most attractive countries or 
regions included the EU (47%), the US (15%), Russia (13%) and Canada (6%). Within 
the EU, the most stated aspired destinations are Germany (35.6%), Poland (15.4%), Italy 
(10.9%), France (7.3%), the Czech Republic (7%) and Spain (5.3%). However, migration 
aspirations need to be treated with caution; notably, the first Gallup survey suggests that 
only 3% of those who have migration aspirations finally prepare for migration.

The key drivers and decision-making processes of forced migration are distinctly 
different from drivers of voluntary migration. The latter group leaves by choice, in an 
orderly fashion and prepares in advance to seek education, employment, business and 
love abroad, either short or long-term. Meanwhile, displaced persons and refugees, 
compelled by force, violence, persecution or war, flee unprepared and in a disorderly 
manner, thereby leaving most of their possessions and oftentimes necessary 
documents behind. For this reason, it can be assumed that their return aspirations 
are high. However, in the situation of protracted displacement, displaced persons also 
consider drivers typical for voluntary migration, and relocate to other countries as 
denoted by the concept of secondary migration.

The case of persons displaced from Donetsk and Luhansk in 2014 can help to develop 
migration scenarios. At the time, only some 18%-20% IDPs returned to the occupied 
territories, while almost all remaining IDPs resettled within Ukraine and half of them in 
the government-controlled part of the occupied provinces near the place from where 
they were displaced.

In the current situation, there are only few surveys that provide insights on return 
aspirations. A Ukrainian survey suggests that 93% of internally displaced Ukrainians 
wish to return. An IOM survey found that 80% of Ukrainian refugees in Poland aspire to 
return, 5% - aspire to stay and 4% - aspire moving to another country. Meanwhile, the 
majority of Ukrainian refugees in Germany (42%) wish to stay, with only 32% willing 
to return. Moreover, in the case of Germany, the desire to stay is highest among single 
men (50%), whereas the desire to return is more widespread among the elderly (age 
60+) and women with children (44% and 33% respectively). This implies that the further 
Ukrainians fled from the war zone the less likely is their aspiration to return. It has been 
observed, that the equivalent of 13.4% of all Ukrainian nationals in the EU or 19.3% of 
Ukrainian refugees have returned within seven weeks since the beginning of the war 
and as soon as fighting ceased in some parts of the country. Furthermore, Ukrainians 
with the aspiration to stay in the current host country are likely to develop aspirations 
for family reunification. In Germany, women with children represent around half of the 
people who fled the war; of these, 41% aspires to stay. This group is most likely to have 
left husbands behind and is thus most likely to aspire family reunification.

However, the final behaviour in the current conflict will be determined by a range of 
macro-level and micro-level drivers:
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(a) the duration of the war (the longer the war lasts, the less likely people are to return);

(b) the scope of the destruction; notably the loss of the home in Ukraine (the higher the  
level of destruction is, the lower are the chances for people to return);

(c) the political situation in Ukraine (which parts will be occupied, ruled by Russia and  
which parts will be free) (people are less likely to return to an occupied territory);

(d) the Gross Regional Product (GRP) of the free provinces (this contributes to the 
absorption capacity of IDPs);

(e) the economic outlook of Ukraine including the reconstruction efforts and speed 
thereof (people are less likely to return to poverty and more likely to return if there is a 
reconstruction boom maybe even similar to a Marshall plan for Ukraine);

(f) the family status and whereabouts of other family members, notably forced 
separation from family members, loss of close family members in the war, such as 
husbands, wives, children, parents etc. (people are less like to return if they have lost 
core family members, notably husbands, wives and parents);

(g) ethnicity (ethnic Ukrainians are less likely to return to Russian occupied or 
controlled territory, not the least due to fear of persecution);

(h) the duration of stay in the EU (the longer people stay in the EU the less likely return 
is a realistic option);

(i) their legal status in the EU and the related political situation (the less stable their 
status is the more likely they are to return);

(j) the integration in the host community, city and country, notably with regards to the  
labour market, housing market, education system and language acquisition (the better 
people and their children are integrated, the less likely they are to return);

(k) the need to generate remittances for family members still in Ukraine (the greater 
the need to generate remittances for those left behind in Ukraine is, the less likely they 
are to return);

(l) the perceptions of migration and perceptions of Ukraine before the war (the more 
critical their perceptions of Ukraine and the more positive their perceptions of the host  
country are, the less likely they are to return);

(m) the perception of Ukraine after the war (the more critical their perception of 
Ukraine after the war is, the less likely they are to return); and

(n) the perception of life in the EU (the more positive they are about life in the host 
country the more likely they are to stay).

In social terms, there are three options possible: 1) remaining in the current host country; 
this includes possible reunification with family members still in Ukraine; 2) returning 
and reintegrating to the country of origin, either to the place of origin or elsewhere; 
3) or resettlement to a third country within the EU or beyond. To some extent, this is 
congruent with the politically defined durable solutions, notably return, local integration 
or resettlement to a third country.
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The legal situation represents an important driver of migration. It will be decisive 
whether the EU’s temporary protection directive is implemented in a restrictive or 
generous fashion; for instance, whether the recognition of skills and certificates will 
be simplified to actually enter the labour market. Another factor is whether temporary 
protection will expire, whether Ukrainians are expected to return and to what extent 

and by what means return will be enforced. In the case of 
protracted displacement, durable solutions, notably local 
integration, become inevitable. Ultimately, the outcome of the 
individual’s decision will be determined by the balance between 
human agency, the aspirations of the displaced Ukrainians 
and structure i.e. the solution(s) offered by the host countries.

Finally, there are only a few signs that suggest that resilience 
among the countries hosting Ukrainian displaced persons is 
fading. All EU host countries experience population ageing 

and potentially shrinking populations. Furthermore, key host countries such as Poland 
lost significant proportions of their populations due to emigration. All host countries 
currently enjoy economic growth and all report a significant number of job vacancies. In 
addition, to date, no country reported unrest or conflict due to the inflow of Ukrainians.

Map 2. The observed dynamics of migration from and to Ukraine in 2022
Post-war migration scenarios

Franck Düvell   |   The war in Ukraine: Post-war scenarios and migration repercussions 

In the case 
of protracted 
displacement, durable 
solutions, notably 
local integration, 
become inevitable.

https://inews.co.uk/news/world/ukraine-ukrainian-refugees-poland-running-out-money-charity-support-falls-fatigue-russia-war-1662219?fbclid=IwAR0c-J1g2T_pzwIHuWL-jPjo3V_zaYEhf3mQVhXnQPlb5YnMIJqtciahRxU
https://www.statista.com/statistics/957135/poland-emigration/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-performance-and-forecasts/economic-forecasts/winter-2022-economic-forecast-growth-expected-regain-traction-after-winter-slowdown_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/jvs_q_nace2/default/table?lang=en


85

POST-WAR MIGRATION SCENARIOS 

According to the scenarios of the outcome of the invasion and taking into account the 
drivers of forced migration, six scenarios of post-war migration are possible:

1. No part of Ukraine is occupied by Russia, some Eastern parts are destroyed. The 
overwhelming majority, up to 93% of IDPs as the Rating Group survey suggests 
will return. Only a small proportion may opt not to return, notably because their 
homes are destroyed. Of the international refugees, 20% to 50% - depending on 
whether they are in a country bordering Ukraine or another EU member state - 
may take the opportunity to realise their pre-existing or newly developed migration 
aspirations. This means that 550.000 may remain in the peripheral EU countries 
and 824.000 - in other EU member states. However, migration aspirations will be 
diminishing with Ukraine’s economic recovery and growth and potentially even 
with the EU membership. Of those aspiring to stay in the EU, 20% or more will 
pursue family reunification attracting at least another 275.000 persons. As a result, 
less than 1.65 million Ukrainians would settle in the EU, a trend decreasing.

2. No or small additional parts of Ukraine are occupied apart from already occupied 
Donetsk, Luhansk and Crimea. However, some parts of eastern Ukraine are 
devastated. As above, the majority of currently displaced persons would return 
though 1.65 million or more Ukrainians would settle in the EU. 

3. Russia occupies some parts of Kharkiv province, the remainder of Donetsk and 
Luhansk and the provinces forming a land bridge between Russia and Crimea. This 
would affect 7.9 million people of whom 4.5 million, but possibly more, would be 
displaced. Of these, 1.44 million would flee to the EU. As of April 2022, an additional 
7.2 million were displaced who would no longer be affected by the occupation. Of 
these, around 2.2 million are in the EU, of which 1.4 million are in the peripheral 
and 720.000 in other EU MS, of which 484.000 and 497.000 aspire staying in the 
peripheral and other EU MS respectively. Under this scenario, around 2.9 million 
could stay in the EU, 20% would aspire family reunification and thus could be joined 
by 580.000 family members. Therefore, a total of 3.48 million Ukrainians could 
settle in the EU longer term.

4. This scenario largely reflects the situation as of 31 March before Russia withdrew 
from Kyiv, Chernihiv and Sumi provinces. In this case, 21.3 to 24.8 million Ukrainians 
(the latter including Mykolaiv and Odesa) would be or would have been affected. Of 
these, 12 to 14 million would be displaced, 4.84 million would become international 
refugees, and 4.5 million would be in the EU. Of the latter, only 563.000 could return 
to occupied territory. Of the remainder, 20% would aspire for family reunification 
bringing in at least another 900.000 Ukrainians. Thus, the total number of Ukrainian 
refugees in the EU increases to 4.8 million. 

5. The entire territory of Ukraine comes under Russian control; most parts are directly 
occupied, whilst the west is ruled by a pro-Russian puppet regime. This affects the 
entire population of Ukraine, 37 million people. It can be expected that 20.9 million 
will aspire to flee the country. The figure can also be higher because the western 
part of Ukraine is distinctly less Russian than the Donbas region, which saw 56.5% 
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of its population flee in 2014. This also includes the army and territorial defence 
personnel amounting to 0.5-1 million men and women. However, up to 10% or 
2.2 million people, the most resilient and those more tolerant towards the Russian 
ruling, will also return. Hence, more than 18.8 million Ukrainians could seek a 
new home abroad. Due to continuous guerrilla warfare and occasional fighting, 
persecution and precarious economic situation, annually several ten thousand 
Ukrainians will seek refuge in the EU.

6. The last scenario is similar to scenario 5 but very few Ukrainians will have the 
aspiration to return.

Table 2: Overview migration scenarios, Ukrainians remaining in the EU.

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 Scenario 4 Scenario 5 Scenario 6

<1.65 mio. >1.65 mio. 3.48 mio. 4.8 mio. 18.8 mio. >21 mio.

The above scenarios can be compared with two other cases: Yugoslavia in the 1990s and 
Syria in the 2010s. During the wars in the former Yugoslavia (1992-1995 and 1998-1999), 
3.4 million out of 24 million population were displaced: 1.3 million represented Bosnian 
IDPs, 500.000 were refugees in other parts of the former Yugoslavia, 700.000 refugees 
in the EU, and 690.000 from Kosovo. Since then, the hostilities have ceased, the state 
building was completed and the countries and economies largely recovered. Ten years 
later, there were only 296.000 refugees and IDPs. Germany hosted 700,000 refugees 
(500,000 from the former Yugoslavia and 200.000 from Kosovo). Initially, refugees were 
granted the right to work and the free choice of residence, although family reunification 
was restricted and thus insignificant. As of 1997, return policies were developed and 
enforced resulting in the return of up to 80% within 2-3 years.

In Syria, violence continues since the outbreak of the war in 2011 until the present 
day. Large parts of many cities are destroyed (Aleppo 33%, Damascus 24%, Homs 
13%, Raqqa 12%, Hama 10%; data for 2017), the repressive Assad regime remains 
in power and the reconstruction is stalled. Over 12.6 million continue to be displaced 
(5.7 million refugees and 6.9 million IDPs), 58.4% of the total population of 21.4 million 
(2010). Of these, 70% hope to return but very few did. This demonstrates that under 
adverse conditions (persecution, violence, economic hardship) and even despite political 
pressure (as in Lebanon and partly also Turkey) return rates are very low. Germany 
hosts 660.000 Syrian refugees, who attracted another 140.000 persons via family 
reunification, hence roughly another 21%, which is similar to the estimate of the family 
reunification potential of Ukrainians. Only about 1.000 have returned.

In the case of Ukraine, the proportion of people aspiring to flee may increase depending 
on the duration of the war, the size of occupied territories, the level of destruction, the 
loss of human lives, the degree of repressions by the occupation regime, the number 
of IDPs in government-controlled territories, the difficulty in terms of provisioning and 
economic situation of occupied territories. The greater the listed factors are the higher 
will be the proportion of Ukrainians seeking shelter abroad and the lower the proportion 
of those aspiring to return. The above calculations take into account the war of 2014 and 
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its patterns of displacement, where 56.6% were displaced permanently and only 12.5% 
of all displaced returned to occupied territory. In the current situation, some 32% of all 
displaced persons have already fled abroad, but this figure could increase significantly. 
Accordingly, the figures in the scenarios 4, 5 and 6 could also increase significantly. By 
the time of writing, a combination of scenarios 2 and 3 seemed most likely.

CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Under any scenario, a significant number of Ukrainian displaced persons, from 1.65 
million to over 21 million, will be settling in the EU more or less permanently. A figure 
of around 2.5 to 3.5 million Ukrainians including 400,000 to 600,000 joining family mem-
bers seems rather realistic. However, the lack of language proficiency, protracted impro-
vised housing arrangements and practical problems in entering the labour market as 
well as sentiments will also drive significant return migration. Meanwhile, current mo-
bility patterns facilitated by available transportation and easy border crossing suggest 
that migration between Ukraine and the EU increasingly features transnational patterns 
meaning that people are not “either here or there” but engage in circular migration. 
Most drivers of forced migration, as listed above, can be addressed by political measures 
such as active labour market integration, reconstruction of Ukraine or return incentives. 
Notably, transnationality requires specific policy interventions, for example, concerning 
remittances, development or children. Under any scenario, the EU’s temporary protec-
tion directive will only serve those who are returning within three years of arrival; it will 
be the majority under scenarios 1, 2 and 3, whereas under scenarios 4, 5 and 6 the ma-
jority will aspire to stay in the EU. This implies, that in any case, the temporary protection 
directive will require an exit option, converting temporary into long-term protection.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The policy brief reflects on the criteria countries of origin can use to orient out-
migration in a manner that maximises outcomes for their migrants, society and 
strategic governance goals. These criteria consider the labour shortages in countries 
of destination (CoDs) and their immigration regimes and, consequently, economic and 
social payoffs for migrant workers. Furthermore, authorities in CoOs are interested in 
minimising risks linked to the recruitment process and favour corridors that help them 
reduce labour surpluses in their internal labour market, and in tandem limit the incidence 
of brain drain and maximise that of brain gain. The choice of migration corridors to 
incentivise regular migration, often through bilateral agreements, is also influenced by 
capability considerations.  Which countries can value the skills and competences of their 
nationals best? Finally, evidence shows that corridors are also built between countries 
with linguistic, geographic and cultural proximity. 

How these parameters characterize corridors is illustrated through case studies to distil 
lessons on how to choose better partners for cooperation agreements, and select tools 
to set up joint governance of migration across the two ends of a corridor. A labour de-
mand approach first identifies potential CoDs with attractive vacancies and visa regimes 
that allow in-migration of migrant workers from a certain skills tier. In a final step, the 
paper addresses “filters” applied by employers and policy makers in CoDs, before con-
cluding with a discussion on suitable recruitment channels.

Analytical framework: 
Anticipating migration outcomes for CoOs and CoDs
The authors propose three distinct criteria to assess labour migration prospects for 
potential CoDs from the perspective of CoOs: feasibility, quality and desirability.

1. Feasibility, i.e. is it feasible for potential migrant workers to out-migrate to the 
CoD? Under this criterion, CoDs are reviewed based on skills shortages (what types 
of workers are required?) and labour shortages (how many workers are required?) 
that cannot be met by domestic labour supply. In other words, it quantifies pull 
factors arising from employers’ need for migrants in the CoDs.

2. Quality, i.e. what are the pay-offs for potential migrant workers who out-migrate 
to the CoD? This criterion reflects the expectable returns of out-migration in terms of 
working and living conditions in the CoD; wages and remittance-sending prospects; 
as well as integration prospects, which include options for labour market mobility, 
family reunion, and long-term residence, as well as protection from discrimination 
and the presence of existing diaspora communities in the CoD. Finally, this criterion 
also takes stock of the possible risks faced by migrants in each CoD, including 
deception, contract substitution, debt bondage and labour exploitation.

3. Desirability, i.e. is it desirable for the country of origin to promote out-migration 
to the CoD? This criterion turns the attention to the CoDs seen from the point of 
view of the priorities and national interests of the government of the sending country 
(CoO). This includes i) macro-objectives of the government to identify sectors and 
occupational families of strategic interest; ii) opportunities for matching CoO labour 
surpluses with labour demand in the CoD; iii) brain drain considerations to discard 
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certain occupational families and incentivize recruitment in others; and ultimately 
iv) national development priorities to incentivize circular migration schemes that 
support educational and industrial policies.

From labour to skills shortages
Incidence of labour shortages that cannot be met with the supply of workers available 
in the domestic labour market of a CoD is the first parameter used by CoOs to screen 
suitable migration partners. However, on the European continent as well as on the 
Western shore of Asia, CoO authorities only recently started to reflect on the different 
opportunity costs of promoting migration towards some countries vis a vis others. The 
reasons are mainly related to path dependency, and hence to the historical mobility of 
people. 

At the dawn of the reconstruction period after the Second World War, labour shortages in 
the West were primarily met by flows of forced migration.1 Since the 1950s, the reservoir 
of persons displaced by armed conflict was complemented by labour agreements, 
mainly from South to North, but again the impetus for these agreements originated 
from labour shortages in the CoDs. Since the 1980s, free market forces favoured by 
increased mobility of individual migrants gradually replaced agreements between 
governments as a major driving force of migration. This process culminated in the large 
flows from the East to the West brought about by the fall of the Iron Curtain. Yet the 
governments of CoOs had little to no influence on the destination countries favoured by 
their out-migrants.

Driven by technological advances in production processes, employers in CoDs 
progressively required more specific sets of skills, not only for the placements occurring 
in local markets, but also with regard to shortages to be met by foreigners. Findings of 
Industry 4.0 research show that nationals in CoDs are often oriented to vacancies in the 
occupational tier of professionals2, leaving many high- and semi-skilled occupations in 
net shortages, and creating a case for meeting skills needs with labour from abroad.3   

At least in Europe and with the exception of professional workers, these skills needs 
have been mainly met through training processes that took place on the job or through 
the vocational education and training (VET) system in the CoD. However, in other regions, 
especially in Asia, large numbers of high- and semi-skilled workers are internationally 
recruited with vocational skills acquired and tested already in the CoO.4    

The distance between the employer in the CoD and the CoOs where workers were 
trained requires authorities to set up skills recognition schemes that would be difficult 
to implement, or beyond the financial capacity of an individual or a group of employers. 
Efforts aimed at harmonizing skills needs of occupational families within the EU went 
in this direction. The skills requirements largely characterising the vacancies are more 
specific than the granularity of families described in the European Standard Classification 
of Occupations (ESCO).5  

Dozens of millions of migrants were integrated into the EU over the past two decades 
mainly through training conducted in the CoDs, whereas regular skilled migration 
pathways have always played a marginal role (i.e. migrant workers fully trained in their 
country of origin) with the exception of foreign workers who benefitted from national 
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programmes such as shortage lists. For instance, Germany deploys efforts in the so-
called Triple Win system, aimed to recruit nurses from Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Philippines and Tunisia. In this way, the German healthcare system recruited 4,000 
nurses over the past eight years.6

If the past decade has witnessed regular pathways mainly in the care economy sector 
and for programmes limited in numbers and scope, the German Skilled Workers 
Immigration Law opens regular labour migration pathways across the manufacturing 
and IT sectors.7  

Moving from migration corridors based on generic labour needs to corridors in which 
workers are recruited already equipped with vocational skills requires labour migration 
agreements that operationalise skills recognition solutions and enable governments or 
private recruiters to test workers prior to the departure and facilitate their placement in 
the enterprises at the other end of the corridor. 

An effective model of cooperation is represented by the Moldova-Israel corridor, in which 
authorities of the two countries agreed to a ceiling of approximately 1,000 construction 
workers per year. In Moldova, the National Employment Agency provided this stock 
of workers from its list of jobseekers, while Israeli counterparts established a testing 
system in Chisinau. Additional workers required on top of the 1,000 stock were recruited 
through a network of accredited Moldovan private recruitment agencies, which 
leveraged on the same system of recognition used by the public employment agencies.8   

The idea behind this section is to qualify labour needs - defined as a measure to 
express the quantity of labour demanded - in such a way that they are categorized by 
occupational families, linked to specific competences that an applicant needs to have in 
order to directly perform at the workplace in the country of destination. 

Visa regimes and agreements enabling 
international recruitment
A feasible regular migration pathway requires a labour 
migration visa regime that administers entries for labour 
purposes. In the EU, the Schengen agreement established 
a practice that greatly increased the feasibility of labour 
migration. Candidates have usually been entering a Member 
State without a specific employment visa, and following the 

signature of an employment contract, a work permit was issued. Over the past thirty 
years, this practice has made it less pressing for authorities in the Prague Process states 
to negotiate bilateral agreements, at least with EU countries of destination. For non-EU 
citizens, candidates also had the possibility of undergoing a job interview on a tourist 
visa. In general, employment visas have been less common governance instruments 
than work permits, for both EU and non-EU nationals. 

This scheme certainly favoured free movement of labour within and to the EU and 
allowed the mushrooming of private entities facilitating international recruitment. 
However, for CoOs this model is not necessarily the one that always maximises 
outcomes. First, it hinders the coordinated placement of larger flows of workers, 
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creating sectoral bottlenecks when enterprises face sudden seasonal or temporary 
shortages. Large-scale recruitment operations usually exceed the capacity of individual 
employers or recruiters. An interesting case study to address sudden labour shortages 
comes from Russia. Since recently, multinational enterprises in Russia have had the 
possibility to directly recruit foreign workers from selected post-Soviet states with an 
algorithm-based system that offers a fast lane to cope with labour shortages.

While visa regimes can constitute barriers to labour migration, migration payoffs often 
correlate with the level of sophistication of CoDs’ employment visa systems. Pioneers 
in this regard have been historical countries of destination such as Canada, Australia 
and the UK. Recently, also Central European countries such as Germany and Austria 
are diversifying their entry channels to allow employers to recognize skills - and 
recruit - directly in the countries of origin. The immigration act for skilled personnel 
in Germany (Fachkräfteeinwanderungsgesetz) entered into force in March 2020 and 
created accelerated admission procedures for non-EU skilled workers. A precondition 
for access to the labour market is either a German qualification or a successful fast-
track examination of equivalence of foreign qualifications. A skilled worker, referred 
to as Fachkraft, in this sense is a worker who has successfully completed industrial, 
commercial or technical vocational training. A unique feature of the new law is that even 
unemployed non-EU citizens with recognised qualifications are allowed to enter the 
country. Therefore, not only workers with a signed employment contract are allowed to 
enter Germany for employment purposes, but also those who wish to look for a job are 
granted a residence permit for up to six months if they have a recognized qualification.

In addition, the new German government coalition plans to change the hitherto 
temporary application of the Western Balkan Regulation into a permanent mobility 
framework that would allow nationals from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
the Republic of North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia access to the labour market 
in Germany for any type of job.9 The new government furthermore plans to extend the 
EU Blue Card’s application in national law also to non-academic professions, which 
would allow immigration also of those migrant workers who do not have a university 
degree but solely have a “specific job offer at normal market conditions”. Finally, the 
government is also planning the introduction of a new residence permit for foreign 
skilled workers, the so-called opportunity card (“Chancenkarte”). This permit would 
enable entry for those who do not yet have a specific job offer but want to look for a job 
in Germany. The opportunity card would be granted based on a point system, which 
makes a successful application conditional on meeting certain criteria, such as level of 
education, work experience and knowledge of German.10 

Employment visa systems are also complemented and intertwined with specific 
bilateral programmes that favour in-migrants from a certain country. Bilateral labour 
agreements have characterized the establishment of migration corridors since the 
1960s, with the notable example of the corridor Pakistan - Kuwait and others such as 
the Gastarbeiter agreements between Germany and Italy. 

Many sources describe in detail the scope and coverage of the hundreds of bilateral 
labour agreements developed in the past decades. We refer readers to the seminal 
work of Wickramasekara (2015)11, which describes a new global trend, also witnessed 
in the Prague Process countries - the agreements for education-for-employment visas.   
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With labour shortages moving from farms and construction sites to factories and the 
service sector, practitioners observe the growing importance of language proficiency of 
the workplace in order to access not only semi-skilled but also high-skilled jobs. Initially, 
this limits international recruitment, as it is more likely that skilled workers are recruited 
among migrants who move up the occupational mobility ladder. Rather than recruiting 
skilled workers from outside, employers in the Czech Republic reported that it is easier 
to internally promote workers who had the chance to learn the language while working 
in the Czech labour market.12 

The implication is that, especially for languages that are not easy to learn, proficiency 
is acquired easier if the migrant can spend some years in the country of destination 
before applying for a job that requires a TVET certificate. For this reason, some CoDs, for 
instance in the EU region, offer a favourable scheme to enter as a student and convert 
the student visa into an employment one. This has also been the case in the United 
Kingdom, where any university student can stay in the country for up to two years after 
graduation to look for work related to their degree or course.

Germany has also started to pave the trail of education-for-employment visas. The Sri 
Lanka German Training Institute (SLGTI) offers vocational training for young Sri Lankan 
adults. Training curricula are co-designed by German and Sri Lankan employers and 
benchmarked against the German National Vocational Qualification framework.13 
Graduates have excellent prospects to be matched with skilled vacancies in Germany, 
but can also choose to find relevant employment in Sri Lanka. Two notable features of 
the SLGTI are that potential employers are involved in the definition of curricula as well 
as the assessment of the quality of training services. Second, a dedicated Language Lab 
was established to teach trainees occupation-specific language courses.14  

Beyond feasibility of migration: quality of migration outcomes
The first two sections looked in detail at aspects of a migration corridor that enable 
migration to a certain CoD, both in terms of legal premises for the entry of migrants 
for labour purposes, and in terms of vacancies available. Once migration is deemed 

feasible, countries of origin should incentivize corridors 
where migration is likely to be safer, and more profitable with 
respect to the quality of employment. The latter includes 
considerations of wages, working and living conditions.

Remittance-sending prospects are also important, and this 
parameter does not always mirror nominal or real wages 
received by the migrant. Working in a CoD with higher 
average salaries often correlates with high living costs 
that reduce the amount a migrant can remit back home. 
Similarly, many vacancies are advertised with a gross wage 
that often hides income tax, social security contributions, 

and other compulsory deductions related to accommodation, food and subsistence, 
as well as compulsory insurance schemes. Some of these deductions are intrinsically 
linked to a protected job, but in general it is important to take these factors into account 
when deciding whether or not a migration corridor should be incentivized.    
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Quality of employment is a notion that also encompasses working conditions and rights 
at work. The former can be benchmarked by looking at indicators such as hours of work, 
compliance with occupational health and safety standards, payments and conditions for 
overtime work as well as paid annual and sick leave. The latter instead can be measured 
by the possibility of unionization and access to justice criteria. A migrant worker not only 
has to be protected by law, but also requires pragmatic access to effective grievance 
redress mechanisms that provide remedies and compensations.

It is important to note that working conditions do not only differ between countries 
of destination but can also differ greatly by sector and occupation within a CoD. Many 
migrant workers take up jobs in atypical occupations and may dwell in premises located 
near the workplace. The latter especially applies to temporary migration schemes 
involving those at the bottom of the occupational ladder. For this reason, living conditions 
should be appraised together with working conditions, particularly in sectors such as 
agriculture, construction, domestic work and more recently also manufacturing. 

The quality of the migration experience depends not only on the workplace, but also 
on living conditions. Integration prospects, which include options for labour market 
mobility, family reunification, and long-term residence, as well as protection from 
discrimination and the presence of existing diaspora communities in the CoD need to 
be considered as yardsticks to evaluate the opportunity of favouring a certain potential 
destination country. Finally, this criterion also takes stock of the possible risks faced 
by migrants in each CoD, including deception, contract substitution, debt bondage and 
labour exploitation. For a more in-depth review of integration prospects in different 
destination countries, we refer the reader to the Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) 
funded by the European Union.15

Aligning migration incentives with national
development objectives
The decision to migrate to a particular country is generally taken at the level of individuals 
and households. Nonetheless, governments can shape incentives to promote out-
migration in corridors that favour recruitment in certain skills profiles over others, or 
favour circular versus permanent out-migration.

For several decades, Eastern European nationals have tried to settle in countries 
such as the UK, where many migrants seek to obtain permanent residence. Indeed, 
circularity is more likely with countries of destination characterized by less restrictive 
labour migration visa regimes.16

A feature of a migration corridor can be advantageous for one CoO but disadvantageous 
for others. Governments of countries such as India and Egypt, which are characterized 
by a disproportionate youth bulge, tend to focus less on brain drain concerns. The 
key priority for these countries is to place as many out-migrants abroad as possible 
to release domestic labour market pressures. Other CoOs, such as Morocco, are very 
sensitive to avoiding the risk of linking too closely their TVET curricula with the needs 
of foreign employers. Education authorities of CoOs, especially those with high-quality 
public education systems, should strategically consider mechanisms to offset the long-
term costs of graduate migration incurred by taxpayers. How to account for the social 
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and financial impact of Indian engineers who have been trained by the Indian federal 
budget, if these engineers immediately out-migrate to advanced economies following 
graduation? The debate has serious distributional implications if one considers that 
all budget allocated to tertiary education competes with targets and funds aimed to 
increase the quality of primary and secondary education for the more economically 
disadvantaged.  

The Covid-19 pandemic forced many governments, 
particularly those of CoOs, to reflect on the strategic 
risk of labour shortages in the health sector, where 
freshly graduated doctors and nurses are tempted 
to migrate to CoDs offering better-paid and protected 
jobs. These reflections shed a light on the need to in-
troduce strategic macro objectives in setting up mi-
gration corridors for health workers. 

On the one hand, it is not uncommon to witness 
countries of origin that favour the out-migration of 
the low skilled versus that of semi- and high-skilled 
workers in critical sectors, primarily the health 
sector. These incentives can take different forms: 
strengthening ties with CoDs or industrial partners 
in need of low skilled workers, as in the case of 

Nepal; deploying bans for nurses, as implemented by the Philippines at the height of 
the Covid-19 pandemic.17 Historically, occupational bans were first established in 2006 
for domestic workers migrating out of the Philippines. Other governments, such as 
Hungary, require medical school graduates who received a scholarship, to work in the 
country for twice as long as the duration of the medical degree, otherwise they need to 
pay back the scholarship amount received.18 

On the other hand, promoting migration for care economy jobs can be a way to capital-
ize on these skills if circular schemes are embedded in the design of the corridor. The 
CoDs offer training in health professions and in the short to medium term benefits from 
the services of migrants; after a span of five to ten years, the health care professional 
can return home equipped with skills that may be critical for the health sector of the 
CoO. Such dynamics are present in the out-migration of young Irish nurses migrating 
to the UK to gain work experience and return to Ireland once they are in a later stage 
in their career. Similar patterns are observable between Scandinavian countries, where 
Finnish nurses migrated to Sweden and Norway but returned to Finland following a 
long period abroad.19 It is important to acknowledge that such dynamics of circularity 
are far more difficult to establish in corridors with greater wage differentials between 
the CoO and the CoD.

The case of Nepal is particularly interesting. Its government with the ILO assistance has 
com-missioned studies specifically aimed to maximise migration of low- and semi-
skilled workers. The overriding goal is to find a job for unemployed and underemployed 
Nepalese, especially in rural areas, that are still trapped in the informal economy and 
are difficult to place in a formal job at home.  

Andrea Salvini & Georg Bolits   |   Maximizing labour migration outcomes for countries of origin and destination 

The Covid-19 pandemic 
forced many governments, 
particularly those of countries 
of origin, to reflect on the 
strategic risk of labour 
shortages in the health sector, 
where freshly graduated 
doctors and nurses are 
tempted to migrate to 
countries of destination 
offering better-paid and 
protected jobs.



97

The point of view of countries of destination and how 
to find synergies across both ends of the corridor
International labour migration always requires counterparts on the recipient side of the 
corridor, and CoD governments continue to be the key actors shaping the characteristics, 
magnitude and geographic scope of in-migration. This final section looks at the point 
of view of countries of destination, examining the parameters that constitute amenities 
for governments and industrial partners in the labour market where migrants will be 
placed. 

• Path dependency and risk avoidance: A CoD that has made a positive experience 
with the recruitment and integration of migrant workers from certain CoOs is 
likely to promote additional recruitment efforts across these already established 
corridors. The institutional memory of the recruitment ecosystem (ministry of 
interior, ministry of labour, private recruitment agencies, employers’ associations, 
employers and trade unions) favours existing pathways. This is further reinforced 
by CoD governments often being risk-averse to open new regular channels with 
‘untested’ CoOs.

• Geographic proximity: Geographic proximity lowers direct migration costs and 
tends to reduce the vulnerability of migrant workers. In addition, regular and 
informal recruitment costs between proximate countries tend to be lower, reducing 
incentives for migrants to overstay a visa or engage in secondary movements to 
recuperate payments made upfront. The ‘shorter’ a given corridor, the more likely 
the emergence of diversified admission pathways, including short-term, seasonal, 
circular (multi-entry) and - in the case of neighbouring countries - cross-border 
visa schemes.

• Temporality of labour needs: Seasonal migration generally favours geographically 
proximate CoOs in which short periods of salaried employment are sufficient to 
offset the direct migration costs (especially travel). On the other hand, shortages in 
high-skilled occupations incentivise governments to cast a much wider net with a 
view to attracting talents from across the globe.

• Alignment of skills development pathways: The degree to which formal - and 
to a lesser extent informal and non-formal - skills development pathways in the 
CoO match the needs of final employers in the CoD is a key determinant for the 
feasibility of a new corridor. ‘Alignment’ in this context can be promoted by activities 
ranging from a formal alignment of national qualifications frameworks and 
establishment of mutual recognition arrangements to leveraging on historically 
conditioned similarities in education systems (e.g. the vocational training systems 
of Morocco and France) up to sector-specific bilateral transnational education 
initiatives (Sri Lanka German Training Institute) and adjustments of a CoO’s training 
curriculum to needs of a set of CoDs. Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) systems, 
particularly if co-owned by institutions in CoOs and CoDs, can further strengthen 
skills recognition for short-term, long-term and circular migration.

• Linguistic similarity: CoDs tend to prioritise corridors with CoOs exhibiting 
language similarities, principally for two reasons: i) onboarding and on-the-job 
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training is greatly facilitated for final employers and ii) migrants are less vulnerable 
and more likely to seamlessly integrate in the CoD’s society, which often represents 
a key priority of governments. Corridors buttressed by linguistic similarities are 
observable across the globe, with examples including Ukraine-Poland, Moldova-
Romania and Cape Verde-Portugal.

• Cultural proximity can favour the openness of a host population to accommodate 
migrant workers from a certain CoO whose society shares religious, cultural and 
customary similarities.

• Vulnerability factors: Aspects of vulnerability are cross-cutting, often shaped by 
geographic, cultural and linguistic factors. When exploring new corridors with 
CoOs, CoD governments tend to closely scrutinise the vulnerability of the initial 
newcomers in terms of adherence to their visa and work permit obligations, 
propensity for seamless integration as well as resilience to forms of labour 
exploitation and trafficking.   

CONCLUSION 

This Policy brief aimed to illustrate the leading policy imperatives and economic priorities 
arising at both ends of contemporary migration corridors of the Prague Process, with 
the aim of distilling strategic considerations that make an “optimal match” between 
CoOs and CoDs. 

From a CoO’s viewpoint, the brief provided insights on how to detect out-migration 
opportunities for prospective migrant workers from a holistic point of view, taking 
into account not only labour shortages, but also in-migration regimes and expectable 
economic and social payoffs for migrant workers.  

To complement the perspective of CoOs, the authors explored strategic considerations 
guiding CoD governments when scoping new corridors or expanding existing ones. 
Key factors touched upon the alignment of vocational training and formal education 
pathways, linguistic congruence, geographic and cultural proximity, as well as other 
political economy factors.

Our hope is that this brief helps to fuel dialogue among the Prague Process members 
during an eventual global post-Covid economic recovery, which sees new skills needs 
emerging and provides opportunities for innovative solutions on skills-sensitive 
migration governance that can benefit CoOs and CoDs alike.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
In August 2021, the radical Taliban movement took control of almost the entire territory 
of Afghanistan. Fearing for their lives, many Afghan citizens want to flee the country. 
The prospect of a migrant influx from Afghanistan greatly concerns the Central Asian 
countries, since radical Islamists may also cross the border along with the displaced 
population. To effectively counter and be prepared for different scenarios, the Central 
Asian countries have been strengthening their borders and enlisting the support of 
fellow member states of regional associations, such as the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). This publication 
describes the situation in Afghanistan and the related policies of the Central Asian coun-
tries in terms of possible forced displacements. 

CURRENT CONTEXT

Afghanistan has been at war for the past forty years. The Western model of democracy, 
Soviet socialism, and the ideas of colonization have never taken root in the country. 
All attempts to bring peace to this land ended in protracted bloodshed and withdraw-
al of the external reformers’ troops. This always provoked high numbers of internally 
displaced persons and significant migration flows to the neighbouring states and EU 
countries, which have been the final destination for many young Afghan men.

Following the withdrawal of the US and NATO troops from Afghanistan in August 2021,  
the radical Taliban movement took control of almost the entire territory of the country, 
except the Panjshir province. According to the UN, 18 million people – more than half 
of Afghanistan’s population – are in urgent need of humanitarian assistance. Poverty is 
growing, the agencies providing basic social services are close to collapse, and people 
are left homeless with winter coming. UN Secretary-General António Guterres said that 
Afghanistan could soon face a humanitarian disaster.

Since the beginning of 2021, 630,000 Afghans have been displaced from their homes.1  
Based on past experience, the destinations targeted by migrants within the country 
and abroad strongly depend on tribal, linguistic and religious ties. Today’s Afghanistan 
is comprised of over 20 nationalities and 5 ethnic groups. Pashtuns, the largest eth-
nic group in Afghanistan, account for 40% of the country’s population. Tajiks make up 
about 25%, Hazaras 15%, and Uzbeks about 10%. Typically, about 95% of Afghan asylum 
seekers head for Pakistan and Iran. Pashtuns cross the border to Pakistan, and Hazaras 
try seeking refuge in Iran. A relatively small share of ethnic Uzbeks and Tajiks choose 
Central Asia for temporary resettlement.

While many Afghan citizens want to flee the country, most of them have neither pass-
ports nor visas, which makes it impossible to leave in a regular way or even travel 
within Afghanistan. Despite Taliban assurances not to stop those who want to leave, the 
new Afghan authorities have set up checkpoints on the roads leading to the borders to 
screen out people without identity documents. As a result, thousands of Afghans might 
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try to reach the neighbouring countries by alternative routes. They will have to walk 
bypass mountain trails for several days, pay smugglers for transportation, water and 
food, and bribe the Taliban when encountering them. For those who previously lived in 
or were deported from the EU, an encounter with the Taliban in an attempt to cross the 
border may be fraught with punishment up to the death penalty. In addition, Afghans 
trying to escape to the neighbouring countries irregularly are in danger of tripping a 
land mine and unexploded ordnance, which are rampant in almost all of Afghanistan’s 
border regions. Speaking of migration flows from Afghanistan, it is also important to 
highlight that women, children and minor girls make up the majority of internally dis-
placed persons. The hostilities in Afghanistan and the new rules of conduct in society 
established by the Taliban may affect them adversely.

AFGHAN REFUGEES IN CENTRAL ASIA

Given the current situation, the Central Asian countries consider to what extent refugee 
flows from Afghanistan are to be expected. Despite the well-founded fears, no mass 
movements of Afghan migrants to the borders of the Central Asian states have oc-
curred thus far. In early September, Ylva Johansson, EU Commissioner for Home Affairs 
and Migration, also stated that there has been no large-scale exodus of Afghans from 
the country yet. This is due to several factors.

The Taliban control the borders
Currently, all the land borders are controlled by Taliban forces, who are in constant 
exchange with Tajik and Uzbek warlords who have flipped to their side. Such agreements 
with local warlords will allow the Taliban to control the movement of the local population.

The Central Asian countries are not attractive to Afghans
The Central Asian countries are not particularly attractive for resettlement or transit due 
to the implemented policy of deterring and countering the penetration of “undesirable 
persons” to the Central Asian countries, as well as of preventing mass entry of asylum 
seekers.

UNHCR statistics clearly reflect a significant decline in the flow of Afghan refugees to 
all five Central Asian countries over the past twenty years. In Uzbekistan, the number of 
Afghan refugees decreased from 8,348 in 2000 to 13 persons in 2020. Similarly, a 100-
fold decrease in the number of refugees from Afghanistan occurred in Turkmenistan 
over the same period. In addition, both countries have not had a single Afghan asylum 
seeker registered in over a decade. A six-, four- and three-fold decrease in the number 
of Afghan refugees also occurred in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, respectively.
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Table 1.  Number of refugees and asylum seekers from Afghanistan in the Central Asian 
countries, 2000-2020

Source: UNHCR. R – refugees, AS – asylum seekers

Afghan asylum seekers who managed to make it to the Central Asian countries may 
live without refugee status for years. At the end of August 2021, during rallies outside 
the US Embassy in Bishkek, Afghan asylum seekers, who had been living in Kyrgyzstan 
for several years, noted that they had been stuck in the country without benefits nor 
any prospects for obtaining citizenship or the possibility to leave for Europe or America. 
According to them, about 150 Afghan citizens, whom Kyrgyzstan refused to grant 
refugee status, have documents confirming the status under the UN refugee mandate, 
while over 200 Afghans do not have even this. Due to their undefined status and lack of 
documents, they cannot leave the country.

The policies of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in relation to refugees from Afghanistan 
greatly resemble the rather reserved position of Kyrgyzstan. According to the Kazakh-
stan International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law, some 600 Afghans found 
refuge in Kazakhstan as of the end of August 2021. While Bishkek and Nur-Sultan de-
clared their readiness to accept only ethnic Kyrgyz and Kazakhs, these are just a few 
hundred families. At the 76th session of the UN General Assembly in September 2021 
the President of Kyrgyzstan proposed Bishkek to host the UN agencies evacuated from 
Afghanistan and announced his readiness to accept 500 students from Afghanistan. 
Meanwhile, Uzbekistan, the only country in the region that did not adopt the 1951 Refu-
gee Convention, allowed Western countries to use its territory for transit evacuation of 
their citizens from Afghanistan following the recent Taliban takeover. While Uzbekistan 
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Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan

R AS R AS R AS R AS R AS

2000 2460 0 804 87 15354 233 1450 128 8348 1235

2001 2353 10 922 98 15336 376 1515 89 9569 1316

2002 2250 0 871 104 3427 355 1263 0 5716 1060

2003 657 0 648 109 3304 433 1224 0 5470 928

2004 670 0 258 128 1816 0 1030 0 5238 426

2005 760 0 251 117 1006 22 749 0 4740 534

2006 588 21 256 201 917 238 710 0 1415 0

2007 404 5 277 344 1126 142 85 0 1047 0

2008 493 56 267 425 1790 41 46 0 809 0

2009 429 20 323 318 2673 1510 29 0 546 0

2010 593 22 415 232 3126 1607 30 0 304 0

2011 556 36 418 130 3270 2011 31 0 211 0

2012 525 35 377 150 2196 2122 19 0 173 0

2013 537 32 405 147 2004 2253 19 0 138 0

2014 578 24 386 133 1975 123 19 0 123 0

2015 644 49 258 118 1950 286 18 0 106 0

2016 599 87 242 72 2711 431 19 0 26 0

2017 561 164 236 46 2516 440 14 0 20 0

2018 538 164 223 34 2649 315 14 0 13 0

2019 491 181 227 104 3783 1413 14 0 13 0

2020 408 198 219 41 5573 408 14 0 13 0

https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=42xTZ6
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has been hosting hundreds of Afghan pilots and their families who secretly fled Afghan-
istan, it also returned 150 Afghans following an agreement with the Taliban.

Turkmenistan adheres to an even more restrictive refugee policy. Since the witnessed 
escalation of the conflict, the Turkmen government has returned all asylum seekers 
back to Afghanistan, including ethnic Turkmen, with some Turkmen families offered to 
move to Tajikistan. According to Alexander Knyazev, a Russian expert on Central Asia 
and the Middle East, Turkmenistan is unwilling to accept ethnic Turkmen refugees from 
Afghanistan as they could claim their rights to lands that their ancestors left in Soviet 
times. These territories contain the largest gas fields, such as Galkynysh in the Mary 
velayat.

Of the five countries in the region, only the Republic of Tajikistan continued receiving a 
significant number of refugees from Afghanistan in recent years. Furthermore, their 
number increased considerably in 2020 exceeding 5,500 people. However, Afghan refu-
gees in Tajikistan face those challenges that are common to Tajiks themselves, includ-
ing unemployment and the inability to receive an education. Moreover, according to the 
Government Decree 325 of 2000, refugees and asylum seekers are neither allowed to 
live in large cities nor in the border regions of the country, while finding work in rural 
areas is even difficult for the local population.

The Central Asian borders are closed
As of end of September 2021, all the Central Asian countries have closed their borders 
to refugees from Afghanistan. Tajikistan, despite its recent announcement to accept 
refugees, was no exception and closed its borders based on the principle of collective 
security in the region. Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, unable to secure their borders entirely 
on their own, rely on the Russian military contingent located in both countries. Russia 
actively helps its allies and continuously provides military and technical assistance that 
has multiplied over the past few years due to the threats coming from Afghanistan. In 
the event of a humanitarian crisis, Russia commits to make every effort to prevent ref-
ugees from Afghanistan from entering Central Asia and then Russia. This position was 
reaffirmed on 15 September 2021 in Dushanbe at a meeting of the Foreign and Defence 
Ministers, as well as security secretaries of the Collective Security Treaty Organization 
(CSTO) countries2.

Although Uzbekistan is not a CSTO member, the Uzbek Foreign Ministry has repeatedly 
denied information about its alleged readiness to open its borders to people fleeing the 
Taliban regime. Official Tashkent, having stopped accepting transit flights with asylum 
seekers from Afghanistan, made it clear that it does not intend to become a long-time 
transit country for the NATO states. Moreover, on the eve of the presidential elections, 
Uzbekistan warned that any attempts to cross the border, regardless of their reasons, 
would be suppressed in accordance with the law.

Turkmenistan also refused to accept Afghan refugees, but unlike its neighbours, the 
leader of Turkmenistan referred to the difficult epidemiological situation associated with 
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the spread of COVID-19. Although Turkmenistan has always been neutral and had no 
issues with the Taliban, the Ministry of Defence purchased modern weapons to guard 
its border to Afghanistan, pulling heavy weaponry and military aircraft to the border. In 
recent years, Ashgabat has significantly increased the number of troops at the Afghan 
border and is launching fortification projects to erect concrete fences.

In general, the Central Asian countries, being members of regional organizations such 
as Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, CSTO, and Commonwealth of Independent 
States, as well as a buffer zone for Russia, on which they strongly depend both econom-
ically and politically, most likely will not change their policies regarding the reception of 
Afghan refugees. 

WHY ARE THE CENTRAL ASIAN COUNTRIES 
UNWILLING TO ACCEPT REFUGEES FROM AFGHANISTAN?

The Central Asian countries name security as one of the main reasons for sealing off 
their borders to refugees from Afghanistan. There is a threat that members of radical 
Islamist militias may try to enter the neighbouring countries disguised as refugees. 
This scenario is quite realistic given the growth of a whole generation of supporters 
of non-traditional Islam foreign to the region and inclined to radical measures aimed 
at overthrowing the secular system, which happened under the influence of Pakistani, 
Afghan and Middle Eastern curators in Central Asia and the North Caucasus over the 
past decades. Suffice it to recall Takhir Yuldashev, the leader of the Islamic Movement 
of Uzbekistan, the civil war in Tajikistan, the terrorist attacks in southern Kazakhstan 
and the Batken events in Kyrgyzstan when thousands of armed Islamists were to enter 
the Fergana Valley. The main goal, as seen by Islamic activists earlier and today, is the 
building of a Sharia state throughout Central Asia.

The second important reason to deny Afghan refugees is the lack of necessary resourc-
es. For example, the leadership of Tajikistan, having the longest border with Afghani-
stan in Central Asia, has repeatedly asked for assistance from donor organizations and 
the UN to build the necessary infrastructure in the border areas. However, over the past 
20 years, no international structure has provided practical assistance in creating an in-
frastructure for receiving refugees and asylum seekers.

Finally, the third reason relates to the risks of an increased illegal turnover of weapons, 
ammunition, explosives, psychotropic substances and narcotic drugs that can travel 
with the flows of refugees from Afghanistan to the Central Asian countries. According 
to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 6.7 tons of opium were produced in 
Afghanistan in 2019, an increase of 21% over 2018. Drug traffic is growing every year. All 
of Afghanistan’s neighbours in South and Central Asia are sounding the alarm.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The situation assessment shows that no refugee crisis has yet occurred in the border 
regions of Central Asia since the recent Taliban takeover of Afghanistan. Nevertheless, 
the countries of the Central Asian region need to collectively prepare for any possible 
scenario.
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Like 40 and 20 years ago, the situation in Afghanistan is unpredictable and not a local 
problem. Further developments will depend on the nature of the actions of the new 
political elite of Afghanistan and of the countries that have already established contacts 
with them or are in a process of doing so. Primarily, this concerns global players such 
as the United States, China and Russia, as well as regional stakeholders – Pakistan, Iran, 
Turkey, India, Saudi Arabia, and the Central Asian countries. It is important for states 
to have a dialogue with all stakeholders in the region, despite their principle positions 
favouring a political resolution of the armed conflict in Afghanistan.

If the Central Asian countries open their doors to asylum seekers from Afghanistan, it 
will be important to create the appropriate infrastructure for receiving refugees in the 
border areas. In this regard, the support of developed countries of the West and Asia, 
which have the experience and means to implement such initiatives, will be essen-
tial. The EU could consider channelling financial and diplomatic assistance proactively 
through humanitarian non-governmental organizations, regional structures, interna-
tional organizations, and global units such as the UN. In addition, the EU MS and other 
Western countries should consider the possibility of accepting and resettling Afghan 
refugees.

Referring to existing security concerns, the Central Asian countries shall adequately 
apply international legal regulations, which provide for the identification of refugees as 
opposed to persons posing a threat to national security. Together with the UN agencies, 
other international organizations, and with the participation of the mentioned stake-
holders’ governments, the Central Asian countries could develop a unified methodology 
to identify radical terrorist elements at their borders. 

The development of such methodology primarily foresees an analysis of the Central 
Asian countries’ legal frameworks for unification and compliance with international hu-
man rights law, which is just as important for the areas of security and antiterrorism as 
for refugee protection.  For example, the national regulations and constitutions of the 
Central Asian countries may implement the non-refoulement principle in relation to 
refugees or asylum seekers in different ways. The interpretation of laws may also take 
different forms and approaches. Some acts explicitly mention refugees and asylum 
seekers. Others, with reference to certain reasons, prescribe expulsion that endangers 
the expelled person. Here it is important to use global best practices in the development 
of regional legislation on refugees and common standards for their protection.

In fairness, it should be noted that in 2012 Turkmenistan hosted a ministerial confer-
ence of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, where its member-states adopted the 
Ashgabat Declaration, which recognizes that “over 14 centuries ago, Islam laid down the 
bases for granting refuge, which is now deeply ingrained in the Islamic faith, heritage 
and tradition”. However, everything remained on paper, and the provisions of this decla-
ration have not achieved the same significance and legal value as instruments in other 
regions, such as the Latin American Cartagena Declaration on Refugees. Although this 
declaration is not legally binding, since 2016 some fourteen Latin American states have 
incorporated its expanded ‘refugee’ definition into their national legislation. The courts of 
these countries have accordingly ruled that the regional definition is part of the national 
regulations and that it should be incorporated into the national legal framework. Thus, 
there occurred synchronous, unanimous unification of legal concepts for the avoidance 
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of disagreements. This experience is undoubtedly useful for the countries of the Central 
Asian region.

Finally, it is important for countries not only to be guided by Article 14 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which states that “Everyone has the right to seek and to 
enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution”, but also to place special emphasis 
on the protection of women, children and minors among asylum seekers. All the Cen-
tral Asian countries are obliged to abide by the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women and the 1989 Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. The Central Asian governments should also follow the UNHCR guidelines for 
the protection of refugee women, prevention and response to sexual violence against 
refugees. It is also essential to take the necessary preventive measures to protect and 
provide care for minor refugees and to keep humanitarian corridors open at least for 
this category of refugees, who do not pose a threat from a security standpoint.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Policy Brief will focus on one of the widely recognized global processes: the decline 
of human populations. Rapid population growth accompanied development during the 
second half of the previous century. Demographic decline or the potential for decline 
will underlie development over the first half of the present century. This Policy Brief will 
draw attention to some of the inherent tensions created by this process and specifically 
its linkages with migration, both internal and international. It will flag up the overall 
demographic trends across the Prague Process countries, identify differences across 
the countries, and highlight policy issues that will need to be addressed. 

TOWARDS A CONTRACTING WORLD

The world in the second half of the twentieth century was characterized by rapid popu-
lation growth. The spirit of the age was well captured in the book, Population Bomb, in 
which the fear of overpopulation and of demographic growth out of control were going 
to lead to the collapse of societies.1 These fears were shown to be exaggerated, largely 
because overall growth has declined since then. 

Demographically, we are moving into a very different world, 
which will be reflected in shifts not just in economic and 
political development but also in global patterns of migra-
tion. By the 2020s, many countries are projected to decline 
in population, with some 90 countries in the world losing 
population to 2100, primarily in Europe, East Asia and Latin 
America and the Caribbean, with 23 countries expected to 
more than halve their populations.2 Only populations in the 
Arab world and in sub-Saharan Africa are expected to con-
tinue to grow, even though at reduced rates. 

The countries of the Prague Process (hereafter PP) will 
not be immune from this process and many are, in fact, 
well down the road to population decline (Table 1). Alba-
nia, Armenia, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, Republic of Moldova, the Russian Federation, Serbia and 
Ukraine have already entered either into a phase of very slow or negative population 
growth. Yet, not all follow precisely the same pathway, with some commencing the 
transition earlier than others. Azerbaijan and the Central Asian countries are not expect-
ed to embark upon any demographic decline until mid-century or beyond. 

Table 1. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Total Population, 1990-2100 (in thousands)
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Table 1. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Total Population, 1990-2100 (in thousands) 
 

 1990 2000 2020 2030 2050 2100 
Armenia 3,538 3,070 2,963 2,967 2,816 2,039 
Azerbaijan 7,243 8,123 10,139 10,740 11,065 9,162 
Georgia 5,410 4,362 3,989 3,853 3,517 2,514 
       
Albania 3,286 3,129 2,878 2,787 2,424 1,088 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

4,463 3,751 3,281 3,127 2,685 1,641 

Montenegro 615 614 628 624 589 454 
North Macedonia 1,996 2,035 2,083 2,051 1,857 1,249 
Serbia 9,518 9,488 8,737 8,250 7,084 4,217 
   [Kosovo    1,884 1.932 1,859  
       
Kazakhstan 16,384 14,923 18,777 20,639 24,024 27,918 
Kyrgyzstan 4,373 4,921 6,524 7,446 9,126 10,985 
Tajikistan 5,284 6,216 9,538 11,557 16,308 25,328 
Turkmenistan 3,684 4,516 6,031 6,782 7,949 8,421 
Uzbekistan 20,398 24,770 33,469 37,418 42,942 42,271 
       
Belarus 10,151 9,872 9,449 9,265 8,634 7,430 
Republic of 
Moldova 

4,366 4,203 4,034 3,886 3,360 2,012 

Russia 147,532 146,405 145,934 143,348 135,824 126,143 
Ukraine 51,463 48,838 43,734 40,882 35,219 24,413 
       
Turkey 53,922 63,240 84,339 89,158 97,140 86,170 

 

Source: United Nations World Populations Prospects, Volume II, New York, Kosovo Census 2011 
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Source: United Nations World Populations Prospects, Volume II, New York, Kosovo Census 2011

FERTILITY DECLINE

Population decline is driven primarily by a reduction in fertility, 
the onset of which has been variable across the PP countries. 
A key indicator is the time a country reaches a total fertility 
rate (TFR) of around 2.2, when the population is just replacing 
itself (Table 2). However, populations do not suddenly go into 
decline. It takes several decades for lower fertility to lead directly 
to total population decline, which occurs when the number of 
women in the reproductive cohorts, 15 to 45 years old, begins to 
decrease. Fluctuations may indeed occur, and the rate of decline 
can vary depending upon a number of factors often revolving 
around economic or political crises. It is worth emphasizing, however, that once fertility 
decline has become sustained and on pathways towards below replacement-level, 
no significant reversal is generally observed, even with policy interventions that are 
designed to reverse the trend. 

Table 2. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Total Fertility Rates, 1985/1990-2095/2100 
(children per woman)
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Serbia 9,518 9,488 8,737 8,250 7,084 4,217 
   [Kosovo    1,884 1.932 1,859  
       
Kazakhstan 16,384 14,923 18,777 20,639 24,024 27,918 
Kyrgyzstan 4,373 4,921 6,524 7,446 9,126 10,985 
Tajikistan 5,284 6,216 9,538 11,557 16,308 25,328 
Turkmenistan 3,684 4,516 6,031 6,782 7,949 8,421 
Uzbekistan 20,398 24,770 33,469 37,418 42,942 42,271 
       
Belarus 10,151 9,872 9,449 9,265 8,634 7,430 
Republic of 
Moldova 

4,366 4,203 4,034 3,886 3,360 2,012 

Russia 147,532 146,405 145,934 143,348 135,824 126,143 
Ukraine 51,463 48,838 43,734 40,882 35,219 24,413 
       
Turkey 53,922 63,240 84,339 89,158 97,140 86,170 

 

Source: United Nations World Populations Prospects, Volume II, New York, Kosovo Census 2011 
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Table 2. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Total Fertility Rates, 1985/1990-2095/2100 
(children per woman) 

 1985-1990 1995-2000 2015-2020 2025-2030 2045-2050 2095-2100 
Armenia 2.60 1.75 1.76 1.76 1.77 1.78 
Azerbaijan 3.20 2,25 2.08 1.92 1.77 1.74 
Georgia 2.26 1.72 2.06 1.98 1/88 1.80 
       
Albania 3.15 2.38 1.62 1.49 1.51 1.69 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

1.86 1.68 1.27 1.21 1.42 1.68 

Montenegro 2.11 1.91 1.75 1.74 1.73 1.75 
North Macedonia 2.27 1.83 1.50 1.47 1.56 1.70 
Serbia 2.23 1.83 1.46 1.42 1.54 1.71 
 [Kosovo       
       
Kazakhstan 3.03 2.00 2.76 2.50 2.16 1.84 
Kyrgyzstan 4.06 2.96 3.00 2,70 2.32 1.88 
Tajikistan 5.50 4.29 3.61 3.22 2.68 1.95 
Turkmenistan 4.55 3.03 2.79 2.49 2.12 1.80 
Uzbekistan 4.40 3.10 2.43 2.21 1.94 1.77 
       
Belarus 2.08 1.31 1.71 1.75 1.79 1.81 
Republic of 
Moldova 

2.64 1.70 1.26 1.36 1.50 1.64 

Russia 2.12 1.25 1.82 1.83 1.83 1.84 
Ukraine 1.95 1.24 1.44 1.47 1.60 1.70 
       
Turkey 3.39 2.65 2.08 1.92 1.76 1.73 

 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_Volume-II-Demographic-Profiles.pdf;
https://askdata.rks-gov.net/PXWeb/pxweb/en/askdata/askdata__Census%20population/?rxid=6c75a9aa-627c-48c6-ae74-9e1b95a9c47d
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Source: United Nations World Populations Prospects, Volume II, New York

Countries have embarked upon the process of fertility decline at different times and 
experience that decline at different rates. In some countries, such as France, which 
pioneered the decline in Europe from the end of the eighteenth century, the decline 
fluctuated considerably with periods of increase, whilst in others, such as Germany, 
the decline was much sharper and definitive from the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Generally, the countries of Europe had reached low 
levels of fertility (but above replacement level) at 2.67 children 
per woman by 1950, although that aggregate number hides 
a considerable variation in levels. The total fertility rate of the 
United Kingdom in 1950, for example, was 2.18 compared with 
3.63 in Poland and 3.43 in neighbouring Ireland.3  

Despite a rise in fertility in Europe during the late 1950s, and into 
the 1960s, by 1980 all the countries of the present EU showed 
fertility levels well below replacement level with an aggregate 

figure of 1.87. The decline continued to reach a low of 1.43 in the early years of the twen-
ty-first century, after which a small increase took place to reach 1.5-1.6 by the 2010s. No 
increase to levels even approaching that of replacement are anticipated for the rest of 
this century with countries in the east, south and centre of the EU experiencing marked 
population decline to 2010 (see Map 1). Only countries in the west and northwest are 
projected to experience population growth, mainly driven through migration, although 
post-Brexit, the situation for the UK may change.
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Ukraine 1.95 1.24 1.44 1.47 1.60 1.70 
       
Turkey 3.39 2.65 2.08 1.92 1.76 1.73 

 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_Volume-II-Demographic-Profiles.pdf
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Map 1. Projected population change in European countries, 2015 to 2100

Within the non-EU countries of the Prague Process, Russia, Ukraine and Belarus fertility 
had either declined to reach replacement-level or were very close to that level  by 1970; 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia, North Macedonia, as well as Georgia, 
reached this level by 1990, with Albania, Armenia and the Republic of Moldova following 
some ten years later. Azerbaijan did not reach replacement level fertility until after 2000, 
with Turkey reaching this level in 2010. Kazakhstan did reach below replacement-levels 
of fertility around the turn of the century but then exceptionally saw an increase in 
fertility after 2005 and is not expected to see a further dip to lower fertility until the 2030s. 
Uzbekistan should reach replacement-level by 2030, with Turkmenistan expected to 
follow some 20 years later, although Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are not estimated to 
reach this level until after mid-century (Table 2).

POPULATION DECLINE AND MIGRATION

Over the medium to longer term, populations are set to 
decline and migration becomes an increasingly significant 
component of population change. Nevertheless, as modelling 
under various scenarios has shown, immigration cannot 
replace cohorts lost to fertility decline.4 The numbers required 
to maintain a national population at current levels of total 
population, labour force or balances between current labour 
force to total population, would be far in excess of what would 
be politically acceptable, quite excluding the issue that sourcing, 
managing and integration of such numbers over a long period 
would simply not be viable. 
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Migration can exacerbate or mitigate population growth or decline depending upon 
circumstances. Excluding those countries that still maintain relatively high levels of 
fertility, only those countries such as Australia, Canada and the United States, which 
operate large and comprehensive immigration programmes, will see their populations 
continue to increase at a steady if low rate throughout the current century. 

POPULATION DECLINE AND 
MIGRATION IN THE EU AND THE UK

In the EU, although more deaths than births have been registered since 2012, a small 
increase in total population between 1999 and 2020 occurred due to an annual net im-
migration of 0.9 million.5  The EU-wide figure hides considerable variation among its 
constituent countries. Population decline is to be found along its southern and eastern 
fringes while north-western and central regions show increases. These differences re-
flect relative differences in fertility, with the lowest rates observed in Italy, Spain, Greece, 
Finland and Portugal, but also net centripetal movements of populations towards the 
economic heartlands. 

Germany, which has been a major country of immigration since the 1960s and 
accommodated some 1 million asylum seekers and refugees in 2015, will still see a 
slight decline in its total population of half a million from 2020 to 2030 from 83.7 to 83.2 
million. However, a much sharper decline of 8 per cent in its labour force (25 to 64 years) 
will occur over the same period.6 Despite the importance of immigration over several 
decades, from a policy point of view Germany only recently accepted that it had become 
a country of immigration, even though it had opened its borders wider than most to cater 
for the ethnic Germans after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. While it also accepted 
waves of refugees from the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s and the Middle East in the 
2010s, the immigration has only slowed its overall trend to population decline. 

The United Kingdom had been a country of immigration during the post-WWII period and 
consistently showed one of the fastest population growth rates in northern and western 
Europe over recent decades. Given that much of that growth originated in migration from 
the EU when the UK was a member, it seems unlikely that the growth will continue be-
yond the termination of free movement from EU countries from the end of 2020. 

The admission of large numbers of immigrants each year, 
often in the face of considerable public resistance to such 
programmes, is but part of the reason that overall growth of 
population continues. The fertility of immigrant populations 
is higher than that of the native-born, even if that fertility 
trends towards the norm over time, and intermarriage among 
immigrants and between migrants and native-born increases. 
Over one quarter of the number of births in the United Kingdom, 
one of the principal destinations in Europe, is to a foreign-born 
mother, for example. Hence, migration becomes significant not 

just for supporting a market for goods and services and for the supply of essential skills, 
but also for the reproduction of the very population itself in countries where fertility has 
already declined. 
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POPULATION DECLINE AND MIGRATION IN 
PRAGUE PROCESS COUNTRIES BEYOND THE EU

The countries in the PP outside the EU are themselves at different stages of the demo-
graphic transition, although they will face similar challenges. While the majority will see 
their populations and labour forces decline well before mid-century, with the excep-
tion of Russia, few are major destinations for migration. Certainly, Russia, Ukraine and 
Belarus experienced significant interchanges of population after the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union in 1991, a process that had repercussions across most of the countries of 
the PP, although, in the three countries named, the foreign-born as a proportion of the 
total resident population range from 8 through 11 per cent. Nevertheless, these flows 
are female dominant, with median ages in the late 40s and early 50s. 

This gender and age composition of the foreign-born is typical of the immigrant 
populations of the PP countries as a whole brought about through the creation of new 
states in the 1980s and 1990s. These flows in terms of age and gender profiles are quite 
different from those skilled, labour and immigrant flows to the EU noted above or to 
those immigrant flows to other major global non-PP countries. The flows of migrants 
to most PP countries have slowed in the twenty-first century or remained stable. The 
one exception is to mineral-rich Kazakhstan where migrant workers continue to be 
attracted to a booming, oil-rich economy but also to Turkey, with its recent influx of 
refugees from Syria.

Table 3. Non-EU Countries of the Prague Process: Net-migration Rate per thousand, 
1985/1980-2095/2100
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Table 3. Non-EU Countries of the Prague Process: Net-migration Rate (per thousand, 
1985/1980-2095/2100 
 

 1985-1990 1995-2000 2015-2020 2025-2030 2045-2050 2095-2100 
 -3.9 -14.2 -1.7 -1.7 -1.8 -2.4 
Azerbaijan -4.7 -2.8 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Georgia -1.6 -28.0 -2.5 -2.6 -2.8 -3.9 
       
Albania 0.0 -11.5 -4.9 -3.9 -3.2 -6.9 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

-6.1 -8.4 -6.4 -0.2 -0.2 -0.3 

Montenegro -9.8 -7.0 -0.8 -0.8 -0.8 -1.0 
North Macedonia -9.9 -0.5 -0.5 -0.5 -0.5 -0.8 
Serbia -10.2 -5.9 0.5 -1.2 -1.4 -2.3 
 [Kosovo       
       
Kazakhstan -8.4 -16.4 -1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Kyrgyzstan -6.1 -1.2 -0.6 -1.4 -1.1 -0.9 
Tajikistan -1.3 -7.9 -2.2 -1.8 -1.3 -0.8 
Turkmenistan -2.3 -3.0 -0.9 -0.6 -0.5 -0.5 
Uzbekistan -3.7 -2.0 -0.3 -0.2 -0.2 -0.2 
       
Belarus -0.5 1.1 0.9 0.3 0.3 0.4 
Republic of 
Moldova 

-3.9 -7.7 -0.3 -0.4 -0.4 -0.7 

Russia 1.2 3.2 1.3 0.7 0.7 0.8 
Ukraine 0.0 -1.9 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.0 
       
Turkey -0.4 -0.3 3.5 -2.4 -0.6 -0.7 

 
Source: United Nations World Populations Prospects, Volume II, New York

https://population.un.org/wpp/
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Across the PP region, however, emigration rather than immigration has come to 
dominate in most countries. Only for Russia do United Nations projections to the end of 
the century envisage a net positive flow, drawing migrants in from other PP countries, 
particularly from Central Asia but also other parts of the former Soviet Union. Ukraine 
and Belarus are seen to have an overall balance between emigration and immigration 
but all the other countries, including Turkey after its refugee influx, are projected to 
have net negative flows (Table 3). Hence, the majority of PP countries are being hit 
by a demographic “double whammy”: sustained declining fertility and a continuing 
emigration. 

INTERNAL MIGRATION: THE IMPACT 
OF URBANIZATION WITHIN THE PP COUNTRIES

The impact of international outflows of population has to be considered against the 
movements of population within the countries of the PP themselves. All countries will 
see an increasing concentration of populations in urban areas within their own borders 

(Table 5). By 2050, only one country, Tajikistan, is projected to 
have less than half its population living in urban areas. The 
majority will have more than two thirds of their populations 
living in towns and cities, with Russia, Belarus and Turkey 
having four out of every five residents in urban areas. With the 
exception of the Central Asian countries, all the rest of the PP 
will see declines in the absolute size of their rural populations, 
not just a shift in the relative balance between urban and rural. 
The sustained exodus of these members has a profound 
impact not so much at the national level but at the local level, 

particularly in the villages of origin of the migration to towns and cities. The population 
structures of villages become skewed to older people as they lose their productive and 
reproductive capabilities that ultimately give rise to rural depopulation. The migration to 
towns and cities is unlikely to reverse and rural depopulation will become an increasing 
challenge. The provision of basic services to isolated and ageing rural populations is 
not only expensive but presents difficulties to source staff to provide health and other 
support services for rural outposts. 

Table 5. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Proportion of Population in Urban 
Areas, 2020-2050 (per cent) and Growth in Urban and Rural Populations in 2020
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Table 5. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Proportion of Population in Urban Areas, 
2020-2050 (per cent) and Growth in Urban and Rural Populations in 2020 

 Proportion 
urban in 2020 

Proportion 
urban in 2050 

Growth in urban 
population in 2020 
(per annum) 

Growth in rural 
population in 2020 
(per annum) 

Armenia 63.3 74.3 0.23 -1.44 
Azerbaijan 56.4 71.0 1.38 -1.03 
Georgia 59.5 73.2 0.35 -1.81 
     
Albania 62.1 78.2 1.29 -2.12 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

49.0 64.6 0.61 -1.58 

Montenegro 67.5 77.3 0.45 -1.37 
North Macedonia 58.5 72.8 0.04 -1.72 
Serbia 56.4 68.8 0.61 -1.54 
 [Kosovo 54.7    
     
Kazakhstan 57.7 69.1 1.19 0.42 
Kyrgyzstan 36.9 53.6 2.05 0.60 
Tajikistan 27.5 43.0 2.73 1.42 
Turkmenistan 52.5 68.9 2.23 0.18 
Uzbekistan 50.4 61.5 1.25 0.98 
     
Belarus 79.5 88.30 0.28 -2.29 
Republic of 
Moldova 

42.8 56.9 0.09 -1.51 

Russia 74.8 83.3 0.11 -1.75 
Ukraine 69.6 78.6 -0,27 -1.73 
     
Turkey 76.1 86.0 1.11 -1.22 
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Source: United Nations World Urbanization Prospects, the 2018 Revision, New York, at: World Urbanization 
Prospects - Population Division - United Nations

Relatively few generalizations can be made about migration although two appear to 
have stood the test of time. First, the majority of people move relatively short distances 
and, second, that the majority of those who move are young adults. This does not mean 
to say that some do not move long distances. They do, as the extension of PP diaspora 
populations to North America over recent years demonstrates, although these remain a 
minority. Neither can we say that older people do not move: they do, as the movement 
of grandparents to look after children in destinations that allow both parents to work, 
for example, shows. However, again these are the minority of those who move while 
the majority of migrants fall into both the productive and the reproductive ages of any 
population. 

FUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF LABOUR FORCE GROWTH

The flows of migration from PP countries can be grouped 
into three general categories: first, intra-cluster exchanges of 
population, often within the complex mosaic of ethnic groups 
within each cluster that involve short-distance transfers across 
borders of families and women for marriage; second, move-
ments to Russia, applies particularly to the Central Asian 
countries; and third, more recent movements to the European 
Union, most specifically from the Balkans to Germany, Italy 
and Bulgaria, Ukraine to Poland, parts of Moldova to Romania 
and Georgia to Greece. The countries of the PP have emerged 
as a source of labour to EU countries that are themselves in 
a more advanced phase of demographic decline. The labour 
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force of Germany as defined by the population 25 to 64 years old, is projected to decline 
by some 3.5 million between 2020 and 2030 and by another four million to 2050. That 
of Italy will decline by some 2.5 million between 2020 and 2030 and by almost a further 
six million to 2050, while the labour force of Greece will decline by 1.5 million to 2050. 
With the labour force of Russia projected to decline by 10 million just between 2020 
and 2030 and more than a further 5 million to 2050, emigration from the PP countries 
can but continue. 

Table 4. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Labour Force, Population 25-64 years, 
1990-2100 (in thousands)

Source: United Nations World Populations Prospects, Volume II, New York, Kosovo Census 2011

The combination of fertility decline and net migration make their more combined 
immediate impact on the labour force rather than total population growth. Excluding 
EU member states, the majority of countries in the PP will see their labour forces 
contract from 2020 (Table 4). Albania, Armenia, Belarus, Moldova, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia and Russia all fall into this category. The labour forces of a few countries, 
Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkey and Uzbekistan, will not decline until after 2050. Those 
of a few others, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, are not envisaged to decline 
this century. Some others, Georgia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Ukraine have 
already seen their labour forces declining since at least 1990. The contraction of the 
most productive and reproductive element in the populations in the PP countries is 
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Table 4. Non-EU countries of Prague Process: Labour Force, Population 25-64 years, 1990-
2100 (in thousands) 

 
 1990 2000 2020 2030 2050 2100 

Armenia 1,714 1,443 1,649 1,525 1,461 911 
Azerbaijan 3,172 3,667 5,715 5,761 5,989 4,389 
Georgia 2,735 2,207 2,123 1,900 1,720 1,133 
       
Albania 1,403 1,430 1,531 1,454 1,286 384 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

2,332 2,007 1,835 1,665 1,331 710 

Montenegro 306 316 335 323 295 203 
North Macedonia 988 1,038 1,190 1,141 955 557 
Serbia 4,933 4,896 4,687 4,436 3,590 1,830 
   [Kosovo        
       
Kazakhstan 7,534 7,110 9,604 9,586 11,877 13,541 
Kyrgyzstan 1,724 1,942 3,071 3,402 4,538 5,433 
Tajikistan 1,775 2,101 4,035 4,846 7,371 12,666 
Turkmenistan 1,333 1,779 2,940 3,269 4,104 4,295 
Uzbekistan 7,381 9,458 16,909 18,943 22,918 21,078 
       
Belarus 5,342 5,208 5,479 4,765 4,303 3,461 
Republic of 
Moldova 

2,152 2,064 2,446 2,242 1,846 938 

Russia 78,947 78,456 82,808 72,712 66,915 59,623 
Ukraine 27,391 26,354 25,202 22,175 17,871 11,509 
       
Turkey 21,596 27,642 42,980 46,520 48,944 37,615 

 

https://population.un.org/wpp/
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already a policy issue, either from the demand or the supply side of the equation. 
Before policy options are considered, it is important to realize that viewing the 
populations of PP countries as a whole is deceptive and that significant redistribution 
of those populations has also been occurring over recent years. 

POLICY RESPONSES

The decline of population across most of the PP countries in the 
first half of this century seems to be part of a universal trend 
and perhaps a “good” thing given the critical issue of global 
climate change. The impact of the current population on the 
environment has been considered to be unsustainable and any 
decline might be viewed positively. However, environmental 
impact cannot be measured simply in terms of numbers: 
patterns of consumption are more indicative. Nevertheless, 
numbers cannot go on increasing forever but the challenges 
posed by declining populations will be as great as those 
associated with expanding populations in the previous century 
and will require sensitive policy intervention. Four main areas of policy intervention can 
be identified for discussion:

•    Policies to increase fertility.
•    Policies to redefine the labour force.
•    Policies to substitute physical capital for human capital: automation.
•    Policies to import labour and people.

Can fertility be increased?

It is unlikely that the overall direction of fertility decline can be reversed through the 
introduction of baby bonuses or the provision of subsidized childcare, for example. 
The significance of policies to influence fertility, either downwards or upwards, is 
highly contested. Policy can influence the desired direction over the short term, but the 
number of births per woman over the longer term is more a result of economic and 
social development. Education of women and their participation in the economy beyond 
the household are perhaps the fundamental drivers of fertility decline and attempts to 
restrict those activities are seen to be contrary to the basic tenets of development as 
well as being unethical. As a result, the improved status of women through education, 
a recognized fundamental pillar of development, will ensure that the number of births 
per woman continues to decline.

Can bureaucratic solutions mitigate demographic decline?
Given that people are living longer because of mortality decline and that increased ed-
ucation delays the entry into the labour force, it makes sense to extend the accepted 
age of retirement upwards. That is, instead of retiring at age 60 or 65, workers will be 
expected to work until they are 70 years of age or older. However, such solutions might 
apply more to countries at advanced stages of development where services rather than 
manufacturing or agriculture dominate. Even in these cases, heavy-duty activities such 
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as heavy goods vehicle (HGV) driving, or repetitive activities in manufacturing, it would 
be unrealistic to expect workers to extend their time in employment compared to those 
in desk jobs where working from home may be more of an option. Governments are 
likely to meet considerable resistance from trade unions should any erosion of hard-
fought worker rights be involved. A second option is to increase the proportion of wom-
en in the labour force. While all attempts to move towards gender equality are to be 
welcomed, any such increase in women’s employment is likely yet further to depress 
fertility, as discussed above. 

Can automation provide the silver bullet?
The substitution of capital for labour through automation and artificial intelligence 
(AI) can mitigate labour shortages, although the impact will vary depending upon the 
nature of the economy. Wealthier economies, and those with greater numbers of skilled 
workers, will benefit more than poorer economies where labour forces are dominated by 
the less skilled. Technology is both expensive and the product of established institutions 
of advanced training. Nor can technologies from external sources necessarily be 
easily adopted or adapted to local circumstance: they will require continuous support 
and maintenance. Automation is not a simple substitute for labour, but creates labour 
demands of its own. Moreover, not all activities are easily substitutable by automation: 
As populations age, for example, the provision of appropriate care and health services, 
although supported by new technologies, cannot simply be replaced by them.

Will the importation of labour and 
people provide the solution?
Perhaps the simplest solution is to extend the labour market 
to countries where the labour force is still expanding, which, as 
seen above, will still be the case for some PP countries well into 
the present century. Given that, as countries develop, domestic 
labour increasingly becomes oriented towards higher-skilled, 

better-paid jobs, the future demand for labour will be in less-skilled sectors of the 
economy, which could logically be met through the importation of workers on labour 
contract within the PP region. However, the migration of labour will imply long-term 
programmes that can be politically extremely sensitive. The nativist reactions towards 
immigration and the movement of labour have been driving forces for political change 
in the EU and in other countries of immigration. Will PP countries experiencing labour 
deficits be able to avoid such issues? For this reason, the importation of labour as a 
general strategy may become more limited in practice than in theory.

CONCLUSION

From a policy perspective, it seems likely that a mix of all four strategies outlined above 
will need to be tried: no “one-size-fits-all” policy exists. That said, it is also unlikely 
that any single country can address satisfactorily these challenges alone and the key 
migration and development policies will have to be developed among countries in each 
of the PP clusters. Regional development strategies will need to be fashioned among 
complementary PP countries. 
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It is the specific development challenges and how these are addressed among 
PP countries that will determine the future directions of population growth and its 
increasingly important and variable component, migration. The dependence upon oil 
in countries such as Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, and the geographical position of most 
PP countries on the edge of major geopolitical powers, bring very specific issues in a 
world where the use of fossil fuels and air travel will come under increasing pressure 
as international policies to combat global climate change begin to bite. Hence, tourism, 
the lifeline for so many marginal economies, may not have a guaranteed future as 
a development model for PP countries. The immigration of requisite skills to the 
PP countries may slow in the near future but emigration will continue or increase 
to metropolitan powers in the EU and beyond, accelerating the demographic decline 
of some PP states with long-term political implications. Nevertheless, development 
models followed by countries in the West are under challenge from those being 
variously followed by countries in the East, specifically by China, and even by 
Afghanistan’s Islamic model. Although these models employ policies that are often 
considered anathema to rights-based western approaches, they provide alternative 
visions of development that have global implications and varying consequences for 
migration. Migration and population redistribution in their various forms will continue 
to characterize PP countries as integral parts of their changing future economic, social 
and political development. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The defining characteristic of the transnational market for human smuggling is the 
agentive choice by migrants to purchase services in order to facilitate their transporta-
tion across state borders. This broad definition includes a large variety of transactions 
between migrants and actors performing distinct roles, based on the nuances of di-
verse local dynamics. This analytical report applies a critical lens to the impact of count-
er-smuggling policies, in order to enable governments to set better-informed policy pri-
orities. It is important that policymakers do not approach regulating human smuggling 
exclusively through the lenses of criminality, security, and law enforcement. Although 
human smuggling services are purchased through informal markets that infringe on 
national laws, these informal markets share many characteristics with other legal eco-
nomic activities. A narrow focus on the criminal nature of the human smuggling indus-
try would problematically draw policymakers’ attention away from understanding how 
the laws and regulations that they enact influence the lived experiences of migrants. By 
expanding this focus, this analytical report aims to provide government actors with a 
tool for understanding the nuances of the human smuggling market and the full effects 
of potential counter-smuggling policies. 

A growing body of scholarship offers deeper insight into the disorganized and highly hu-
man interactions and transactions involved in irregular migration journeys. Rather than 
overemphasizing the role of transnational organized crime in human smuggling, this 
emerging field of research examines the role of interpersonal relationships and com-
munity knowledge in facilitating migration journeys and ameliorating potential risks. 
Broadly referred to as ‘social capital,’ information shared through diaspora communi-
ties about the reputation of smuggling service providers acts a regulatory mechanism 
in the absence of official government oversight. Individuals’ access to social capital is 
changeable and can fluctuate as the result of counter-smuggling policies, among other 
factors. Understanding the role of social capital in the market for human smuggling will 
allow government actors to design migration management policies that more effective-
ly safeguard migrants’ wellbeing.

CONCEPTUALIZING THE MARKET FOR HUMAN SMUGGLING       
SERVICES

The Structure and Organisation of Actors in the 
Market for Human Smuggling
The market for human smuggling arises from a disparity between the volume of legal 
and easily accessible routes of migration and the demand to migrate, thereby creat-
ing an informal market. There is no single type of service provider in this market, with 
wide variation in the type of actors present, but evidence indicates a division of labour 
in the roles carried out by different actors facilitating smuggling services.1 Much like 
customers in legal economic markets, migrants purchase a commodity: expertise in 
crossing national borders undetected. Different actors in the informal market for human 
smuggling offer different types of services at different prices, resulting in a matching 
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process between the customer and the service provider.2 Individuals select to utilise 
smuggling services for multiple reasons. Among others, purchasing smuggling ser-
vices can expedite migrants’ departure from precarious situations, and can addition-
ally include ancillary services such as food, accommodations, forged documents, and 
support finding employment upon arrival.3 When purchasing services on the informal 
market for human smuggling, migrants exercise agency in determining which of the 
available service providers best meets their needs. 

The market for human smuggling predominantly exhibits social organisation. This im-
plies a lack of implicit linkage between actors in the market and large-scale criminal 
organisations. Furthermore, the social atmosphere of the market contrasts with de-
pictions of smugglers as either apathetic or predatory actors. Instead, some smug-
glers have non-monetary incentives to provide their services, such as a desire to help 
family members and members of their community.4 Migrants in need of smuggling 
services often take an active role in seeking out service providers and can rely on the 
recommendations of their families, friends, and communities.5 This reliance on social 
communities to gain access to the smuggling market creates an environment in which 
service providers often divide according to kinship, community, ethnic, religious, and 
geographic lines.6 Yet, above all these distinctions, social relations are the primary or-
ganising factor.7 The socially organised character of the smuggling industry contrasts 
with political and media depictions of smugglers as explicitly amoral. Smuggling ser-
vice providers respond to a need from their communities and are often locally perceived 
to be providers of necessary services, rather than criminal actors.8 Moreover, the social 
organisation of human smuggling creates location-specific groups of service providers 
whose modus operandi, structure, and sophistication corresponds to the local political 
economy and level of border enforcement in the region in which they operate.9 The 
high level of local stratification is supported by data from distinct regions across the 
globe, and directly contradicts narratives of hierarchically organised transnational crime 
syndicates dominating the human smuggling market.10 Instead, the market for human 
smuggling is composed of ad hoc relationships between actors in specific localities 
responding to the needs of their community members.

Due to the localised nature of service providers and their geographic stratification, the 
market for human smuggling should be understood as horizontally organised, op-
posed to hierarchically. The market is composed of numerous small groups of ac-
tors, sometimes collaborating and sometimes competing, seeking to earn a profit by 
moving people across borders undetected.11 These groups of actors range in size and 
level of sophistication, but most should be understood as networks of loosely connect-
ed independent actors carrying out individual roles in the larger smuggling operation, 
rather than as organised crime syndicates with a strict pyramid structure.12 Evidence 
from across the Balkan region, Western Asia, North Africa, and Eastern Mediterranean 
indicates that the networks facilitating irregular migration typically lack central struc-
ture, and are organised based on a division of labour between actors involved.13 Actors’ 
linkages are not limited to one network facilitating human smuggling, as illustrated by 
Figure 1.
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This division of labour occurs based on function and convenience rather than explicit 
subordination, with different actors within networks coordinating distinct necessary ele-
ments. Networks’ horizontal structure results from their reliance on social connections 
between different actors involved, with many actors connected to multiple networks, 
but rarely connected to all of those involved in a specific network. Actors connected to 
a greater number of fellow service providers across a larger geographic area can op-
erate in a coordinating role and leverage their high level of connection to reap a higher 
profit, yet this represents a distinct minority of all actors in the market.14 Some migrants 
will work with smuggling networks as intermediaries to connect them with customers 
seeking services from their own ethnic or kinship communities in order to finance their 
voyages, blurring the line between migrant and smuggler.15 Actors’ level of involvement 
can vary, with some networks utilising specialised service providers only as needed, 
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such as document forgers.16 Many of those providing specific services limit their op-
erations to a certain geographic region, but may be connected to multiple smuggling 
networks simultaneously.17 Corrupt state officials can also serve as service providers in 
different localities, playing a key role in enabling some smuggling networks operation.18 
The linkages between actors in a network are not uniform, with differing strengths and 
frequencies of contact based on individuals’ unique interpersonal relationships. 

The ad hoc nature of the connections between actors in smuggling networks enables 
actors to rapidly react to changes in the enforcement landscape and to continue op-
erating even if some of their connections are cut off.19 This ability is present in both 
low-level actors, due to their potential to connect with multiple networks, and high-level 
actors, due to their large number of connections to service providers. There is no co-
hesive and singular market for human smuggling, with overlapping linkages between 
different geographic regions, and various distinct actors operating in each location, as 
illustrated by Figure 2.

Figure 2 – The Lack of Hierarchy in the Transnational Organisation of Human Smuggling
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Access to migration-specific physical (e.g. vehicles) and social capital (e.g. knowledge) 
shapes migrants’ selection of route and mode of transit, service providers’ participation 
in the market for human smuggling, and the modus operandi of actors in the market. 
Access to liquidity and financial capital enables migrants to be more selective about 
which smuggling service providers they employ, and greater financial resources often 
correlates with more successful migration journeys.20 Yet, migration-specific physical 
capital, such as physical fitness and access to means of transportation, can also mod-
ify migrants’ need for smuggling service providers. Furthermore, previous migration 
experience or access to information about migration routes and service providers con-
stitutes a form of migration-specific social capital influencing their decisions when plan-
ning journeys and purchasing smuggling services.21 The basic forms of physical capital 
such as vehicles and basic forms of social capital such as local geographic familiarity 
are in abundance, lowering the barriers to entry in the market for human smuggling. 
The market is often perceived by local populations to be profitable, and legitimate eco-
nomic actors with relevant skills or vehicles may enter the market for a short period of 
time in order to earn a profit, due to changes in either their primary economic sector or 
changes in the demand for smuggling services.22 The horizontal nature of the smug-
gling market is well prepared to adapt to actors’ entry and exit into the market and to 
react quickly to changes in nations’ border enforcement tactics.23 Border enforcement 
strategies often result from the incorrect belief that effective counter-smuggling 
policies can entirely prevent irregular migration.24 In actuality, the horizontal struc-
ture and ad hoc nature of linkages in the smuggling industry enables it to open new 
routes and adapt more rapidly than policymakers, as illustrated by examples from 
Turkey, the Western Balkans, and Niger.25 

The idea of concrete and predefined migration routes is a myth. Instead, general 
trends in migration routes emerge when analysed across a broader geographic area, 
but great variation exists in the exact paths used within that area. For example, despite 
frequent references to the monolithic ‘Balkan route’ of migration in media reporting and 
political statements, the ‘route’ is actually the sum of numerous crisscrossing paths 
spanning the region. Myriad paths extend from Greece and Turkey through Albania, 
North Macedonia, and Bulgaria, stretching northwards across Romania, Serbia, Kosovo 
(UNSCR 1244/1999), Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, before reaching Hun-
gary and Croatia.26 Migrants and smuggling service providers leverage this diversity in 
paths to circumvent changing border enforcement policies by diverting to a feasible 
alternative. This diversion of paths can occur on different scales, spanning local, nation-
al, and continental levels. Illustrating shifts within localities, numerous crossing points 
between Greece and Macedonia emerged in 2014.27 Within nations, paths shifted rapidly 
between Edirne and Çanakkale in Turkey and between those towards Hungary and Cro-
atia in Serbia.28 On a continental scale, paths shifted to avoid new obstacles in the Balkan 
Peninsula in 2015 to stretch across Russia towards Norway.29  

The changing location of migration paths stems from the flexible operating model of 
smuggling service providers, which fluidly react to changes in the demand for their 
services and the obstacles that they seek to overcome at national boundaries. Neither 
migration routes nor smuggling service providers are perfectly interchangeable. Thus, 
as the factors shaping the market change, the low barriers to entry enable new actors 
to offer distinct services or routes that they think will yield a profit, creating an environ-
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ment in which each individual service provider controls a very small portion of the en-
tire smuggling market.30 The heterogeneous nature of smuggling services and routes 
further allows migrants to arbitrage prices in a matching process to find a provider that 
meets their needs.31  Furthermore, the differentiation of services provided and the high 
demand in the market often dissuades service providers from operating in antagonistic 
competition with one another, and, in some cases, even promotes collaboration.32  In a 
market free of political influence, this cooperation is not limited to low-level actors, with 
research indicating that even high-level actors will cooperate in order to accommodate 
high demand and coordinate longer journeys.33 The forms of competition and cooper-
ation in the market for human smuggling reflect context-specific dynamics and cannot 
be generalised.

The Role of Reputation and Social Capital in the Market 
for Human Smuggling

The complex webs of distinct migration paths intersect at key points known as hub 
cities, which serve as the glue that binds together larger trends in migration. These 
cities are typically located in close proximity to political borders or geographic obstacles, 
serving as a collection point for both smuggling service providers and migrants seeking 
to purchase services. ‘Hub city’ has no precise definition beyond an area where migrants 
and those offering migration-related service gather. The term can refer to disparate 
localities, including but not limited to: urban metropolises such as Athens, Belgrade, 
Istanbul, and Milan; cities in close proximity to important crossings such as Bodrum, 
Edirne, and Izmir; and intermediary points of arrival such as Chios, Kos, Lesbos, Samos, 
and Van.34 In the European context, hub cities also feature in internal migration between 
EU Member States.35  

The horizontal organisation of the smuggling industry is enabled by a higher concentra-
tion of different varieties of service providers in hub cities, and the ability of these serves 
providers to adapt and outlast changes in migration routes confers hub cities with great-
er staying power.36 The concentration of actors in hub cities also confers a boon to the 
local economy and allows migrants to pause and work in order to fund further segments 
of their journeys.37  Importantly, hub cities serve as a key location for migrants to accrue 
social capital and gather information about the path ahead and the reputation of potential 
smuggling service providers, thereby helping to ameliorate the risks intrinsic to irregular 
migration.38 Social capital constitutes all of the knowledge, information resources and 
relationships available to a certain group.39 Social capital disseminates through rela-
tives, acquaintances, and communities, implying network organisation, with the potential 
for individuals to act as both brokers and gatekeepers for social capital networks.40 Hub 
cities serve as crucial spaces of knowledge where members of existing social capital 
networks act as information brokers for new arrivals. 

The social capital that migrants gather counteracts the distinct information asymmetry 
that characterises the market for human smuggling. This information asymmetry plac-
es smuggling service providers in positions of power, as many migrants consider them 
one of the most reliable sources of information concerning potential migration routes.41 
Yet, due to the plurality of service providers in the market, individual actors in markets 
characterised by information asymmetry will endeavour to provide their customers 
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with confidence that they are not lying about their promised services.42 Although service 
providers will provide guarantees in some instances, this confidence primarily stems 
from social capital about the reputation of smuggling service providers.43 The ability of 
migrants to access information about actors’ reputations is contingent upon their social 
proximity to the smuggling service providers.44 

Migrants’ social capital originates from a constellation of sources. If an individual comes 
from a community with a history of migration experience, family members and kin-
ship networks often provide a foundation of social capital.45 Information from a single 
trustworthy source can influence migrants’ decisions more significantly than numerous 
less-trusted sources.46 The recent expansion of social media enabled migrants to access 
social capital generated by entire diaspora communities at the touch of a fingertip, help-
ing migrants to avoid potentially dangerous situations.47 The proliferation of low-cost 
smartphones and replaceable SIM cards further enables migrants to amass social cap-
ital from digital platforms such as Facebook, Skype, Telegram, Viber, and WhatsApp.48 
While these sources do not replace the pre-existing sources of social capital such as 
personal relationships, social media radically enhances the scale of transnational dias-
pora networks and the ability for information to disseminate through them. Yet, the role 
of social capital to entirely eliminate information asymmetry and insecurity should 
not be overplayed; information gathered through social capital is often incomplete, 
and in some cases even inaccurate. This ranges from incorrect directions and descrip-
tions of labour opportunities to cases in which acquaintances charge migrants high 
prices for questionably beneficial legal assistance filing asylum claims.49 Furthermore, 
migrants’ access to social capital is variable, with the access of migrants from rural 
peripheries, less populated areas, or areas with less migration experience seriously 
diminished.50 Thus, while the extent of migrants’ social capital derives from their access 
to multiple networks of information, the role played by brokers and gatekeepers to each 
distinct network modifies the information available to them, as illustrated by Figure 3.

    Figure 3 – The Landscape of Social Capital Sources
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Due to the way in which social capital influences migrants’ selection of service pro-
viders, maintaining a positive reputation often shapes the profit-making strategies of 
smuggling service providers. A smuggling service provider’s reputation is one of the 
most important criteria influencing migrants’ selection, with some even prioritizing a 
provider with a positive reputation over alternative lower-cost options.51 Smuggling 
service providers recognise that maintaining a good reputation is integral to maintain-
ing their profitability and often prioritise protecting their reputation.52 The power of rep-
utation can even extend beyond individual actors, with a reputation of abuse by certain 
actors potentially negatively impacting other service providers in the same market.53 In 
order to avoid generating a negative reputation that will spread through diaspora social 
networks, smuggling service providers can offer migrants reduced prices if they fail to 
deliver the expected services.54  In an effort to protect social relationships and capitalise 
on the demand from certain communities, smuggling service providers can also pro-
vide some migrants with higher quality services and expedited departures to generate 
a positive reputation.55 This reliance on reputation also functions to discourage actions 
that may attempt to exploit the information asymmetry in the market to yield a higher 
profit.56 Figure 4 illustrates the way in which migrants’ social capital grants access to the 
human smuggling market and informs their selection between available service pro-
viders. Crucially, the role of social capital in the market for human smuggling is not 
static, with counter-smuggling policies influencing its relevance and applicability.

Figure 4 – Social Capital and the Market for Human Smuggling
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THE IMPACT OF COUNTER-SMUGGLING POLICIES 
ON THE MARKET FOR HUMAN SMUGGLING

Taking Stock of Contemporary Counter-Smuggling Policies
The counter-smuggling policy options currently implemented primarily rely on the mis-
guided belief that there is a direct causal relationship between increased border enforce-
ment and a reduced volume of human smuggling. Such narratives often assume that 
national security services exert a level of coherence and efficacy that they consistently 
fail to demonstrate.57 Securitizing counter-smuggling policies do not exist in a vacuum; 
instead, such policies catalyse coevolution in the market for human smuggling. Thus, 
when making policy decisions based on budgetary constraints, it is important to under-
stand the full implications of securitised counter-smuggling strategies. 

In 2015, nations in the broader European region prioritised physical barriers to prevent 
human smuggling and irregular migration, resulting in the simultaneous construction 
of the largest number of European border walls in recent history. In sum, walls were 
erected on the borders of Hungary and Croatia, Hungary and Serbia, North Macedonia 
and Greece, Austria and Slovenia, Slovenia and Croatia, the United Kingdom and France 
in Calais, and Latvia and Russia.58 In the years since, further walls were built in Norway, 
Estonia, Lithuania, and Bulgaria, and the construction of a new barrier along Greece’s 
Evros River continued in early 2021.59 These policies do not eliminate the market for 
human smuggling, but do influence its local dynamics and can cause smuggling activi-
ties to expand.60 The mandate of the European Border and Coastguard Agency (Frontex, 
hereafter) was expanded in 2016 to create a permanent reserve of border guards and 
vehicles, which will reach 10,000 border guards by 2027.61  

At sea, policy priorities shifted away from Search and Rescue (SAR) operations with 
Frontex Operation Triton in 2014 due to the belief that such activities served as a pull 
factor for migration, despite evidence that a lack of SAR does not deter migration and in-
stead only increases migration mortality rates.62 Counter-smuggling strategies in Oper-
ation Triton’s successor, Operation Sophia, prioritised seizing and destroying smugglers’ 
vessels, using the previous counter-piracy Operation Atlanta in Somalia as a template.63

Implementing securitizing counter-smuggling strategies mistakenly assumes that 
what is effective against human trafficking, terrorism, and drug smuggling will prove 
equally effective against the decentralised and socially organised market for human 
smuggling. The incorporation of EUROPOL’s European Migrant Smuggling Centre into 
the European Serious Organised Crime Centre (ESOCC) and its collaboration with the 
European Counter-Terrorism Centre demonstrates this misunderstanding.64 Further 
illustrating this point, the United Kingdom created the ‘Organised Immigration Crime 
Taskforce’ in 2016 as a counter-smuggling strategy.65 Frontex’s Operation Themis, im-
plemented to replace Operation Triton in 2018, continues to conflate irregular migration 
with transnational organised crime and terrorism.66  
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These counter-smuggling tactics result from the misperception that the convergence 
of different sectors of the transnational ‘illicit’ informal economy is inevitable and that 
their organisation and operation is analogous.67 Such policies fail to recognise the role 
played by the state in catalysing change in the market for human smuggling and 
in supporting actors’ consolidation of market control.68 The analytical and rhetorical 
linkage constructed between terrorism and human smuggling can deprioritise the 
development of effective legal protection mechanisms for migrants within the EU 
and can set a malign example for third nations to follow.69 The distinctions construct-
ed between ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ asylum seekers in both the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement 
and the proposed UK asylum reforms demonstrate the far-reaching impact of count-
er-smuggling policies based on such analytical errors.70 Finally, initiatives that conflate 
removing terrorist and human smuggling content from social media can impede mi-
grants’ ability to access the protective benefits of social capital.71 These counter-smug-
gling tactics misunderstand the role of social media as a driver of migration, rather than 
a tool to inform preordained migration journeys.72 

Diversion and Social Capital

Akin to the inaccurate belief that greater enforcement directly correlates to lower 
smuggling rates, contemporary policy options often rely on the assumption that con-
tributing to higher smuggling service prices will force the market to shrink. In many 
instances, higher levels of border enforcement and greater risk of apprehension will 
contribute to higher operating costs for smuggling service providers, but these higher 
costs pass directly onto migrants in the form of higher prices charged.73  

The horizontal organisation of the market for human smuggling and flexible market 
entry and exit enables the industry to react to enforcement and continue to operate, 
indicating that policies intending to fully eliminate the market will achieve little success; 
still, it is important to analyse the incidental effects of such policies on the market. When 
facing heightened enforcement, evidence across the Western Balkan region, Niger, and 
Libya consistently illustrates that the prices charged to migrants increased in tandem.74 
Data from labour market matching models indicates that migrant selection reacts to 
changes to the price of smuggling services, meaning that greater enforcement will 
also compel migrants to divert to alternative routes.75 This diversion can occur on 
both the macro and micro scale, either due to a diversification of paths within the same 
geographic area or to new regions entirely. A wealth of evidence from across the Sahel, 
Northern Africa, Eastern Mediterranean, and Western Balkan regions supports that mi-
grants often divert onto more remote and unfamiliar paths.76 Indeed, by diverting migra-
tion routes and smuggling activities away from previous hub cities, securitised border 
enforcement policies can diminish migrants’ access to the protective benefits of social 
capital and impede humanitarian monitors from detecting potential abuse.77 Figure 5 il-
lustrates the way in which diversion decreases migrants’ social proximity to smuggling 
service providers, reducing migrants’ applicable social capital.
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Figure 5 – The Influence of Migrants’ Diversion onto Unfamiliar Routes on Social Proximity

Market Control and Social Capital

While the exact effects of higher enforcement on human smuggling are context-specific 
and vary based on multiple dynamics shaping the market, several examples support 
that greater enforcement activity can contribute to the consolidation of market control 
into the hands of a small number of actors. The disruption of the smuggling market 
and diversion of routes due to greater security activities also negatively impacts the 
business of ancillary service providers in the local economy.78 Higher operating costs 
also more significantly affect amateur actors in the market for human smuggling, such 
as part-time service providers and intermediaries, due to their lower profit margins, and 
may cause them to exit the market.79 Counter-smuggling policies often affect these 
small-scale actors disproportionately due to the higher visibility of their work, yet such 
activity will neither impact highly connected actors as severely nor prevent aggregate 
smuggling activities.80 In some contexts, greater enforcement activity can also catalyse 
a professionalization of the market, with examples of violent competition arising be-
tween actors that further upending contributes to a consolidation of market control.81 
In areas where the market for human smuggling traditionally operated as a cottage 
industry with close social proximity between service providers and migrants, a con-
solidation of market control can reduce the need for service providers to rely on 
their reputation to maintain profitability.82 This strips away the protective benefits of 
migrants’ social capital, as illustrated by Figure 6. Thus, the securitization of migration 
can crowd out small-scale actors and reduce service providers’ reliance on maintaining 
a positive reputation. 
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Figure 6 – The Influence of Actors’ Market Exit on Social Capital

Changes to the market composition and the role of reputation can further alter the mo-
dus operandi of actors in the market for human smuggling. While abuse and exploita-
tion are not inherent to the system, actors can leverage information asymmetry to reap 
a greater profit when facing reduced competition or relying less on their reputation.83 
Exploitation is not limited to organised crime syndicates, and can occur even within the 
same ethnic or kinship group when securitised counter-smuggling policies place ad-
ditional strain on service providers.84 Diversion onto more distant routes and increasing 
smuggling service prices can elevate the precarity of liquidity-constrained migrants by 
leading to higher rates of debt-financed migration.85 The greater reliance on smuggling 
service providers involved in such arrangements, in addition to the greater market con-
trol of large-scale actors, can further contribute to an increased risk of human trafficking 
or becoming stranded en route.86  Dangerously, escalating securitization and actors’ 
reduced reliance on social capital can shift their operating strategies to use kidnapping 
and extortion to extract profits from migrants.87  

Securitization, Corruption, and 
State-Sponsored Protection Rackets

The heightened involvement of security actors opens greater potential for corrupt 
officials and border guards to operate state-sponsored protection rackets. Such situ-
ations arise when actors use the power of their position to selectively enforce laws 
for their own financial benefits.88  Migrants often are the ones who pay the bribes that 
state-sponsored protection rackets rely upon, rather than smuggling service providers, 
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and this contributes to a steep increase in the cost of migration journeys.89 Smuggling 
service providers can use connections established with corrupt state security personal 
to further consolidate their market control by compelling security personal to use their 
authority to prosecute competing smuggling service providers.90  While one promising 
policy to combat exploitative human smuggling actors is community-led interventions, 
the integration of corrupt security service members into the smuggling industry im-
pedes the potential of such policies.91

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

When implementing counter-smuggling policies, national governments naturally face 
budgetary constraints. The following criteria create clear guidelines of ways in which 
national governments can set effective priorities to ensure that the budgetary resources 
that they devote to counter-smuggling policies accurately reflect the nature of the mar-
ket for human smuggling services. These guidelines promote policies that simultane-
ously prioritise the safety of migrants while avoiding enacting negative change on the 
structure and modus operandi of actors in the market. 

1. There is no one-size-fits-all strategy to counter the market for human smuggling 
services, and no direct causality between greater securitization and reduced human 
smuggling activity. Any strategy implemented must be context-specific and reflect the 
unique dynamics of the local political economy. This is only possible if evidence from 
in-depth ethnographic data collection informs policy decisions. 

2. There is no single ‘business model’ of the market for human smuggling due to actors’ 
demonstrated ability to fluidly adapt, implying that it is impossible for counter-smug-
gling policies to ‘break the business model’ of human smuggling without recognizing 
the underlying reasons for the market’s existence. This involves opening accessible and 
affordable paths of legal migration. 

3. Counter-smuggling policies must avoid relying on the assumption that strategies 
that proved effective against drug smuggling, human trafficking, and terrorism will 
be equally effective against human smuggling service providers. 

4. Resources devoted to countering human smuggling activities must avoid target-
ing low-level actors, for these actors’ lack of significant connection to the market will 
render such strategies ineffectual. The social organisation of human smuggling and 
multiple motivations of service providers furthers indicates that criminalizing low-lev-
el actors will be counterproductive. Instead, national governments can effectively deter 
low-level actors from entering the market for human smuggling by expanding legal 
migration pathways and by expediting migrants’ labour market integration.

5. Destroying migration-specific capital, such as vehicles, will not succeed in closing 
the market. Not only can the operating practices of service providers react to circum-
vent such policies, but also the costs associated with such counter-smuggling policies 
can influence the consolidation of market control, placing migrants at elevated risk. 

6. Counter-smuggling policies should not impede migrants’ access to social capital. The 
sharing of social capital can protect migrants from exploitation and even force abusive 
actors to exit the market. Instead, national governments in the Prague Process region 
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should explore ways in which they can support the dissemination of social capital so 
that migrants can access a larger base of knowledge when making decisions, re-
ducing the power utilised by some smuggling service providers to profit off migrants’ 
information asymmetry.

7. Counter-smuggling strategies are most effective when focusing on the actors in the 
market who abuse migrants. The agentive role taken by migrants in organising their 
journeys indicates that blanket policies targeting all actors, irrespective of their role and 
conduct, waste valuable state resources. 

8. The Prague Process can support the development of mechanisms that enable irreg-
ular migrants to report abusive smuggling service providers to enforcement authori-
ties without fear of negative repercussions for their status, such as deportation. Such 
mechanisms would provide an important source of data to inform the effective use of 
counter-smuggling budgetary resources. 

9. Given the ways in which securitised counter-smuggling policies can result in the pro-
liferation of state-sponsored protection rackets, the Prague Process can further support 
the development of transnational mechanisms to enable migrants to report abuse by 
members of the state security services without fear of negative repercussions.

10. National asylum policies must not use migrants’ illicit mode of entry or irregular 
status as grounds to deny their access to humanitarian protection systems in an ef-
fort counteract smuggling activities. Irregular migration does not exist within the scope 
of international refugee law, and placing additional barriers to humanitarian protection 
does not address the underlying causes of the market for human smuggling. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The recent past has seen Uzbekistan’s great efforts toward regulating organised labour 
migration. The country concluded a number of far-reaching agreements with countries 
hosting large numbers of Uzbek migrant workers, thereby supporting the employment 
of own citizens abroad. It also prioritized efforts on creating jobs and promoting employ-
ment within the country, especially among the youth, with 2021 proclaimed “The Year 
of Youth Support and Health Promotion” by President Shavkat Mirziyoyev. Meanwhile, 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the domestic workforce, includ-
ing returning migrants, negatively and forced the Uzbek Government to take additional 
measures to provide legal and social protection to labour migrants in order to mitigate 
these negative consequences.

This paper summarises the latest developments in this field and actions taken by the 
Government, ranging from the introduction of a system of economic, financial, organ-
isational and legal assistance for migrants to the provision of training for in-demand 
professions, skills and languages. 

THE UZBEK MANDATE FOR 
EXPANSIVE LABOUR MIGRATION

Uzbekistan is experiencing a steady increase in population and 
boasts a significant labour force. As of 31 December 2020, the 
country’s population has increased to 34.5 million, with an ur-
ban-rural ratio of 50.6 percent to 49.4 percent respectively.1 In 
2018, the population living below the national poverty line stood 
at 11.4 percent, climbing to 12-15 percent, or 4-5 million people 
in 2020.2 Meanwhile, the unemployment rate had risen to over 

9 percent, continuing upward (to 11.1 percent) by the end of 2020.3  In sum, Uzbekistan’s 
labour force constitutes 19.1 million people, with, strikingly, around 2.5 million Uzbeks 
– 20 percent of the country’s economically active population − working abroad.4 Each 
year, some 600,000-700,000 people enter the domestic labour market and the country is 
taking active measures to develop targeted sectors and regions, with the aim of creating 
up to 500,000 new jobs annually. However, reaching this ambitious target would also 
require providing work abroad for almost 200,000 Uzbeks each year.5  

Labour migration of the Uzbek population is not a new phenomenon. The previous Gov-
ernment attempted, albeit inactively, to regulate labour migration aiming to facilitate the 
socio-economic development of the country. However, the insufficient legal framework, 
existing bureaucratic hurdles, and the lack of bilateral and multilateral agreements on 
labour migration with other countries, had hampered all efforts to combat irregular la-
bour migration. In contrast, the new Government has recognised migration issues and 
the various difficulties encountered by Uzbek migrant workers, increasingly playing an 
active role in supporting labour migrants.

Widely cited as an important factor in economic development, the past years have seen 
labour migration top the national agenda, with the current Government making great 
strides toward legalising organised labour migration and steering what has been iden-
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tified as a national asset toward activities that promote socio-economic development 
within the country. This endeavour is based on the proven premise that labour migration, 
when properly organised, leads to an increase in employment and family income, an 
increase in skilled labour, and a decrease in labour market pressures and social tensions. 
During this period, many game-changing legal documents have been adopted, which 
are expected to help regulate and ease difficulties faced by Uzbek migrants working, or 
planning to work, abroad. The new measures also focus on covering travel expenses and 
facilitating the obtaining of permits, insurance, pensions or loans by migrants, as well as 
ensuring the protection of the migrants’ labour rights once they depart.

LAYING THE BEDROCK FOR EFFECTIVE 
LABOUR MIGRATION POLICY

The starting point for the comprehensive reforms in Uzbekistan was the adoption of 
the Strategy for Action on five priority areas identified for the development of Uzbeki-
stan during the period 2017-20216, namely: (i) improving the system of state and public 
construction; (ii) ensuring the rule of law and further reforming the judicial system; (iii) 
developing and liberalizing the economy; (iv) developing the social sphere; (v) ensur-
ing security, inter-ethnic harmony and religious tolerance, implementing balanced, 
mutually beneficial and constructive foreign policy. Importantly, the fourth area of this 
Strategy stipulates the implementation of specific measures to increase employment, 
strengthen the system of social protection for citizens, and improve public health.

In order to implement the Strategy’s social protection tasks, the Ministry of Labour was 
transformed into the Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations,7 and tasked with 
implementing new policy approaches on employment and development of the national 
labour market infrastructure. Under this Ministry, the Agency for External Labour Migra-
tion was established, which is entrusted with assisting Uzbek citizens in exercising their 
right to work abroad. It does this by effectively managing and monitoring the process-
es for organised recruitment, alongside preparation and implementation of adaptation 
measures and employment abroad. The Agency is further tasked with interacting with 
the competent authorities of foreign states on regulation of employment processes for 
Uzbek citizens abroad and protecting their labour rights.

Supporting Uzbeks abroad

The Agency for External Labour Migration has also been given responsibility for opening 
representative offices in destination countries and accreditation of foreign companies for 
the purposes of recruiting Uzbek migrant workers. During the course of 2021, foreign 
representative offices are due to be opened in Istanbul, Dubai, and four Russian cities 
– Ekaterinburg, Novosibirsk, Volgograd and Pyatigorsk. These regional representative 
offices are authorised to directly conclude contracts with foreign employers and subse-
quently send citizens abroad, cooperate with diaspora organisations abroad, and attract 
technical assistance funds and grants from international financial institutions and or-
ganisations for the development of organised labour migration.

A special fund to “support and protect the rights and interests of citizens engaged in la-
bour activities abroad”8 is also envisaged. It shall provide comprehensive legal, social, and 
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financial assistance to those Uzbek citizens abroad subjected to violence, forced servitude 
or discrimination; labour or other rights violation; or those who have fallen into financial 
difficulty and are without documentation or means of subsistence. Funding should cover 
medical services for citizens who, while undertaking labour migration, require medical 
assistance due to injury or accident − or face insurmountable medical costs.

Organising recruitment within Uzbekistan

The next step by the Government has been to allow private 
employment agencies to organise recruitment of Uzbeks for 
work abroad. Regulation of private employment agencies is 
now enshrined in the Law on Private Employment Agencies,9 

which provides for the increase and expansion of employment 
opportunities for citizens, both within domestic enterprises and 
abroad. The Law sets clear regulation on the mechanisms of 
interaction between public services and the private employ-
ment sector, determining the procedure and conditions for the 
provision of employment services, including the rights and ob-
ligations of private employment agencies, enterprises and indi-
viduals, and jobseekers.

The further Law on Amendments and Additions to the Law on 
Private Employment Agencies10 prohibits private employment agencies from collecting 
money from citizens seeking to work abroad, stipulating that such fees should be col-
lected from the employer. In accordance with the Law, contracts for provision of services 
should be registered in real time in the Labour Migration database of the Ministry of 
Employment and Labour Relations. In order to increase guarantees of employment for 
citizens looking for work abroad, it is envisaged to conclude cooperation contracts be-
tween private employment agencies and foreign employers or partners, whereby such 
guarantees would be defined as a necessary precondition for engagement.

Further legislative support for labour migration

The latest legislation also includes various measures aimed at spurring the growth and 
ease of Uzbek out-migration, facilitating short-term necessities with a view to stimu-
lating long-term growth. Concrete measures include reimbursement of transport and 
other costs incurred by labour migrants, financial assistance during the preparation of 
required documents, and provision of loans, microloans and subsidies to cover migrant 
life and health insurance. Further provisions relate to the organisation of short trainings 
on migration and labour legislation, assistance to returning labour migrants in other 
matters, and housing for migrant families in need.11 Within a year, it is planned to al-
locate 3,462 apartments in dwelling houses for labour migrants who need to improve 
their living conditions on the basis of issuing preferential mortgage loans.12   

During a speech at the Meeting of the Council of CIS Heads of State on 18 Decem-
ber 2020,13 the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan, Shavkat Mirziyoyev, proposed 
the creation, within the framework of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), 
of a single interstate mechanism for (reciprocal) recognition of migrants’ professional 
competences and qualifications, and medical examinations undergone. The President’s 

Zulfiya Sibagatulina   |   Embracing a Dynamic Future: Monumental Shifts in Uzbek Labour Migration Policy

In order to increase 
guarantees of 
employment for 
citizens looking 
for work abroad, 
it is envisaged to 
conclude cooperation 
contracts between 
private employment 
agencies and foreign 
employers.

https://labormigration.uz


159

proposal to develop and adopt the Cooperation Programme on Labour Migration is yet 
another important initiative, designed to ensure sustainable socio-economic develop-
ment in the CIS member states.

Signing agreements

Uzbekistan is actively signing bilateral and intergovernmental agreements with coun-
tries hosting large numbers of migrant workers, embedding organised forms of co-
operation and allowing support for Uzbek citizens. One such agreement was signed 
between the Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan and the Government of the 
Russian Federation14 to ensure protection of the rights and legitimate interests of Uzbek 
migrant workers engaged in temporary labour activities on the territory of the Russian 
Federation. According to the statistics, of more than 2.5 million Uzbek citizens working 
abroad, over 1,5 million work in Russia.15

On 30 November 2020, the official opening of a representative office of the Peoples’ 
Friendship University of Russia (RUDN)16 took place in the Uzbek capital Tashkent, facili-
tated by the Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the Republic of Uzbekistan 
on the basis of the “Ishga Markhamat” (“Welcome to work”) Monocentre, a multifunc-
tional centre for employment services. The RUDN University in Uzbekistan is entrusted 
with implementing joint projects with the Uzbek Ministry of Employment and Labour 
Relations in: teaching the Russian language and conducting refresher courses for Rus-
sian language teachers; conducting pre-departure training for Uzbek citizens wishing to 
work in the Russian Federation; preparing and conducting examinations on the Russian 
language, the history of Russia, and the basic legislation of the Russian Federation as 
required by Russia’s legal framework on employment of foreign labour. 

These developments are due to be further bolstered by the opening of a representative 
office of the Russian passport and visa service in Uzbekistan, with this office expected 
to provide services for preparation, registration and issuance of permits for temporary 
labour activities. According to the Russia’s Ministry of Internal Affairs, there are currently 
600,000 undocumented Uzbeks residing in that country, whom are seeking to avoid 
deportation and a subsequent entry ban. Within a relatively short period, 421,000 citizens 
have been deported to Uzbekistan and are thus not entitled to return to Russia.17 

In April 2019, the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan paid a state visit to Uzbekistan 
for the signing of a bilateral agreement on protection of the labour rights of Kazakh 
citizens working in Uzbekistan, with full reciprocity for citizens of Uzbekistan working 
in Kazakhstan.18 

On 25 February 2020, a Memorandum of Cooperation was signed among the Republic 
of Uzbekistan, the Republic of Korea, and the Financial Corporation “Probest” to create 
favourable conditions and ensure the safety and health of Uzbek citizens engaged in 
temporary labour activities in Korea, and students studying in the country.19    

Boosting labour market information and skills

As mentioned, the Government has launched the online database LaborMigration.uz20 
– which provides information on the rules of stay, working conditions, and social and 
housing provisions in the prospective country of employment. The legal aspects of con-
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cluding employment contracts with foreign employers and the 
financial support measures provided for in the legislation are 
also covered. Registered labour migrants who find themselves 
in a difficult situation abroad can also use the LaborMigration.
uz portal to apply for assistance from the Agency for Labour 
Migration. At the time of writing, over 230,000 people are reg-
istered in the database, with services rendered covering a total 
of 182,857 cases. 

Creating jobs and promoting employment, especially among 
the youth, has been identified by the Government as a way of 
ensuring adequate employment within Uzbekistan, as the pro-
file of the typical migrant is under 30, from a rural area, married, 
and educated to at least (completion of) secondary education. 

It is therefore important for Uzbekistan to boost job creation at home, in line with the 
current supply of skills, as well as supporting the development of skills to match pre-
vailing demand. To this end, a complex of measures has been developed, and is now 
being implemented, to create new jobs, train (and retrain) professional personnel, foster 
entrepreneurship, provide suitable infrastructure, and allocate additional plots of land for 
low-income groups. The Ministry of Economic Development and Poverty Reduction is 
a key actor in this expansion, having been created specifically to regulate the processes 
aimed at poverty reduction.21  

Leveraging the youth population

With a view to reducing the outflow of human capital experienced during the past de-
cades, enabling young people to boost their competencies, allowing them to contribute 
and benefit from an economically viable and legally supportive environment, and ensur-
ing their full participation as active citizens, represent key aims of Uzbek policy on labour 
migration. A recent development has been the signing of the Presidential Resolution “On 
Additional Measures Aimed at Attracting Entrepreneurship”,22 wherein the Ministry of 
Employment and Labour Relations was duly instructed to organise “Ishga Markhamat” 
Monocentres, vocational training centres, and short-term vocational training courses by 
1 January 2021. The Ministry thus organises, on an ongoing basis, training for citizens 
in various professions, while imparting the basics of entrepreneurship and foreign lan-
guages in high demand. These activities are carried out with the involvement of various 
(non-state) vocational education institutions. The Ministry of Employment and Labour 
Relations is also charged with issuing skills passports recognised in Uzbekistan and 
other countries to graduates who have successfully passed examinations, creating a 
Unified Register of Graduates containing only individuals with confirmed qualifications.

As noted, the Government has placed youth employment at the top of the agenda, 
seeking to improve the pool of professional skills in accordance with labour market 
demand, and provide decent work based on the wishes and needs of the country’s 
rapidly growing youth population. This is done on the understanding that investing in 
skills development can improve the employability of graduates, enhance the quality of 
available jobs, help improve the competitiveness of specific sectors, and reduce socio-
economic inequality.
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President Mirziyoyev, during an address to the Oliy Majlis 
(Parliament),23 stated that “it is necessary to educate personnel 
of a new formation, who will be initiators of reforms, who 
will have a strategic vision, deep knowledge and high 
qualifications”. With this aim to the fore, the Agency for Youth 
Affairs and the Interdepartmental Council for Youth Issues have 
been established. Youth parliaments have also been created 
in the Oliy Majlis and the Youth Academy under the Ministry 
of Innovative Development. Moreover, 2019 saw 5,722 public, 
private and family kindergartens established, increasing, 
over the course of just one year, preschool coverage from 
38 percent to 52 percent nationwide. In 2020, the coverage of 
young children with preschool education reached 60 percent, 
the number of kindergartens increased and exceeded 14,000. 
Nineteen new higher educational institutions have also 
been opened, including nine branches of well-known foreign 
universities. The year 2019 also saw 146,500 students admitted to Uzbek universities – 
accounting for over 20 percent of secondary school graduates, compared to 9.1 percent 
for 2018. The proportion of school graduates in higher education reached 25 percent in 
202024 – with levels of between 50 percent and 60 percent on the horizon.

Uzbekistan has also become the 83rd member of World Skills International (WSI)25 − an 
international non-profit movement aimed at increasing the prestige of professions, and 
the status and standards of vocational training around the world. Participation in WSI 
activities is opening up new opportunities and prospects for Uzbekistan, particularly in 
regard to youth employment.

Measures to spur economic growth

Spurring the country’s advance, the Asian Development Bank provided a loan of $93 
million to help enhance competitiveness in Uzbekistan and boost inclusive growth, 
through improving market-relevant skills development among young people and job-
seekers.26 The Skills Development for a Modern Economy Project seeks to develop a 
skilled workforce in: construction; textiles and garments; information and communica-
tion technology; agribusiness and food processing; and machinery repair and mainte-
nance. At least 60,000 people, including 48,000 jobseekers and 500 people with disabil-
ities, will benefit from the project. The project will also benefit industries seeking skilled 
workers and returning migrants who pursue reskilling or recognition of prior learning 
in the target sectors. 

Various measures to restore economic growth in 2020-2021 and continue the systemic 
structural reform of the economy are being implemented to bolster key sectors, further 
upgrade the banking system, increase investment, and improve competition and in-
dustrial policy. This is being undertaken alongside the stimulation of domestic demand 
and reduction of poverty through employment and increasing income, while expanding 
the measures in place to provide financial support for start-ups.27 Due to the challenge 
posed by rising poverty levels, and aiming to ultimately reduce labour migration, specific 
ministries and agencies have been tasked with developing the Poverty Reduction Strat-
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egy for the Republic of Uzbekistan covering the period to 2030. It is planned to devel-
op indicators for monitoring the implementation of national sustainable development 
goals, the potential of the national economy and the tasks carried out on the basis of the 
poverty reduction program and international experience; to determine the driving forces 
of the economy; and to forecast economic growth and job creation.

Placing labour migration at the centre of government strategy

One of the most significant steps taken by the Government has been the embedding of 
a system of safe, orderly and legal labour migration,28 entailing:  

 • Approval of action plans (in effect from 1 January 2021) establishing compulsory 
professional education and foreign language instruction for citizens migrating for 
labour purposes; issuing migrants with internationally recognised certificates con-
firming their professional qualifications; and providing financial and social support 
for labour migrants in a difficult situation abroad. The plans also expand the practice 
on attaining life and health insurance for migrants, and reintegration of persons re-
turning from labour migration − ensuring employment, professional development 
and stimulating entrepreneurial initiative, among other features.  

 • In order to ensure prompt dissemination of information in the field of external la-
bour migration, official information channels of the Agency for External Labour Mi-
gration have been launched online via social networks (Telegram, Facebook).  

 • As of 1 January 2021, the implementation of temporary labour activity abroad 
through organised labour migration corresponds to the types of activities (work, 
services) which self-employed persons can engage in. A further initiative, based on 
Article 369 of the Tax Code,29 sees self-employed persons exempt from personal 
income tax, and able to (voluntarily) pay social tax into the national pension fund.

 • Plans have been initiated to launch a call centre, via an online platform and operat-
ing on the territory of Russia, to provide legal assistance to migrants. 

 • Migrants who return from abroad and register in the unified database outlined 
above have the right to UZS 2.2 million (approx. EUR 175) in subsidies, intended to 
pay the first three months’ rent on commercial premises (from the date of regis-
tration as a self-employed entrepreneur).

As regards implementing the focus on compulsory professional education, the 13 “Ish-
ga Markhamat” Monocentres, 30 vocational training centres, 11 short-term vocational 
training courses and 136 vocational training courses for the citizens in mahallas (local 
communities) have been tasked to this end. Expectations for 2021 are running high, 
with targets set out to:

 • Train 70,000 Uzbek citizens in professions and foreign languages.

 • Send 144,000 citizens abroad for temporary work in an organised manner.

 • Provide employment for 148,000 returning labour migrants.

 • Deliver targeted assistance to family members of 120,000 returned labour mi-
grants.
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In order to regulate relations in the field of employment, the Law on Employment of 
the Population30 has been adopted, with a separate chapter covering issues related to 
self-employed persons. Therein are set out important criteria for gaining self-employed 
status and the specific tax regime applied (i.e. income received through labour activity is 
not included in total income, and only social tax is paid to the off-budget pension fund).

COVID-19 MEASURES

The global Coronavirus pandemic has affected all areas of the world economy, not least 
labour migration, forcing millions of migrants to adapt to the prevailing conditions. More 
jobs are therefore needed to absorb those who return to their home country, with re-
turnees likely re-entering the local labour pool and raising the overall unemployment 
rate. The challenge that has now been set by events unforeseen is to rapidly accom-
modate these returnees into the domestic workforce, benefiting from the resources, 
human and otherwise, garnered abroad − while avoiding repeated out-migration. If 
navigated skilfully, what in the short term has manifested in a challenging shift in the 
Uzbek labour market may ultimately represent a significant boon for the country at 
large. COVID-19 has brought with it an opportunity for returnees to not only use skills 
acquired, but also knowledge and savings − to start businesses or invest in domestic 
entrepreneurial activities. 

In navigating the short-term challenges, large-scale anti-crisis measures have been 
taken by the Government to stimulate employment, preserve jobs and income, ensure 
safety and health in the workplace, and prevent discrimination and social exclusion. On 
the initiative of the President, the Anti-Crisis Fund was created with a pool of UZS 10 
trillion (EUR 780 million), alongside the Charity and Support Fund for Poor Families.31  

During the pandemic, Uzbek labour migrants have been provided with consulting and 
legal services, social assistance, and financial support. Repatriation assistance was ex-
tended to those who fell into a difficult situation abroad, as well as practical assistance 
on collecting wages and compensation from employers. In order to promptly respond 
to appeals from unemployed labour migrants, two websites − Birgamiz.com and An-
keta.migration. uz − were created, as well as a dedicated hotline and Telegram channel 
for those seeking support. Based on official statistics, about 498,000 labour migrants 
returned to Uzbekistan, finding themselves with no fixed income.32  

Over the first half of 2020, the responsible labour authorities provided employment pro-
motion services to 826,000 unemployed citizens:

 • Over 33,000 families were helped via a mechanism that subsidises low-income 
families, developing household plots and creating agricultural cooperatives.

 • A total 3,000 unemployed people were employed through subsidies for the devel-
opment of entrepreneurship.

 • Some 37,000 unemployed received unemployment benefits.

 • Nearly 43,000 returning labour migrants were provided with employment assis-
tance, legal services or financial assistance.33  
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Addressing the impact of COVID-19 on the labour market 

Quarantine measures aimed at preventing the spread of COVID-19 have had a 
significant impact on the labour market. In June 2020, the Republican Research 
Centre for Employment and Labour Protection under the Ministry of Employment 
and Labour Relations conducted a sociological survey across 101 Uzbek cities and 
districts, using a methodology developed on the basis of recommendations from the 
International Labour Organization (ILO). The survey covered 490 self-governing bodies 
of citizens, 4,900 households, and 25,900 individuals. The results of the study showed 
that the unemployment rate among the economically active population had reached 
13.2 percent (by comparison, this figure for the same period in 2019 was 9.1 percent). 
The total number of unemployed thus amounted to 1.94 million and, strikingly, the 
unemployment rate for those aged 16 to 30 years stood at 20.1 percent.34 

Having become a member of the International Organization for Migration (IOM) in No-
vember 2018, autumn 2020 saw the launch of the regional project “Mitigation of the So-
cio-Economic Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Migrants and Communities”, fund-
ed by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation.35 The goal of the project is 
to help reduce the negative socio-economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on migrants and communities, including through assisting the return and reintegration 
of vulnerable migrants and helping the Central Asia states and the Russian Federation 
to solve the operational tasks of managing labour migration during a global pandemic. 

In this vein, the Government of Uzbekistan and the leaders of the Uzbek diaspora in 
Russia will work together to solve the problems of labour migrants. Held in online for-
mat, a recent conference gathered representatives from the Uzbek Cabinet of Ministers, 
government departments and diplomatic missions with leaders from over 70 diaspora 
Uzbek associations in Russia. The aim of the meeting was to discuss ways of resolving 
concerns from Uzbeks on working and residing in Russia, with a particular emphasis 
on navigating the restrictions then in place due to COVID-19.36

SHORT AND MID-TERM GOALS

On 7 August 2020, the Minister of Employment and Labour Relations, Nozim Khusan-
ov, reported to the Senate on the work carried out since the beginning of 2019.37 In his 
speech, the Minister placed an emphasis on taking the following steps:

 • Lessons learned during the COVID-19 crisis would serve as the basis for future 
work by the Ministry on developing the National Employment Strategy of Uzbeki-
stan, which should consolidate into one key document the various efforts that have 
been, and which continue to be, made throughout the country. The Strategy will be 
a significant policy document covering the period to 2030.

 • Strengthening of the capacity of the employment services should continue, bol-
stered by the introduction of additional instruments for stimulating demand for 
labour resources.

 • Systematic work should be ensured to help the employment of youth, including in 
rural areas, and among graduates of higher and secondary specialised educational 
institutions.
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 • Information on available vacancies should be widely disseminated in accordance 
with current labour legislation requirements.

 • The quality of training courses in the ministry system should be improved in order 
to meet prevailing requirements. 

The Minister further stated that the entrusted tasks on regulating labour migration and 
organising recruitment for work abroad have been fulfilled at a level that is not satisfac-
tory. The Minister drew particular attention to the fact that the share of organised labour 
migration in general labour migration stood at an average of only 9 percent during the 
period covered.

During the 3rd meeting of the EU-Uzbekistan Subcommittee on Development Issues, 
the Minister put forward areas for potential bilateral cooperation between Uzbekistan 
and the European Union, within the framework of the new programme cycle of the 
European Commission for 2021-202738:

 • Further development of the vocational training system with the possibility of im-
plementing the experience of the dual vocational training system for high-demand 
specialisations. 

 • Improvement of the activities of the State Labour Inspectorate, ensuring effective 
implementation of international norms and standards in the field of labour.

 • Increased digitalisation of the services provided by employment promotion centres, 
ensuring effective remote support to citizens.

 • Implementation of mechanisms for the organised contracting of Uzbek citizens for 
temporary work abroad through appropriate agreements on labour migration with 
EU countries.

 • Development and implementation of joint programmes to support and expand 
employment opportunities, including training in entrepreneurial skills, developing 
collective forms of employment, and improving employment services.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The recently adopted legislative acts and documents outlined in this paper provide a 
powerful impetus to implementation of the Strategy for Action on supporting employ-
ment of citizens outside of Uzbek borders, as well as reintegration upon return. These 
developments should help to implement comprehensive measures aimed at increas-
ing the incomes and living standards of Uzbek labour migrant families, by promoting 
solutions to issues they may be facing − improving housing conditions and ensuring 
employment of able workforce.

As stated by the Minister of Employment and Labour Relations, a great deal has been 
done to improve the country’s legislative base. However, the practical implementation 
leaves much to be desired. If the new legal tools are to produce the intended impact, 
some important issues need to be foreseen, while making efforts to reduce the num-
ber of labour migrants and ensure that their rights are observed while abroad:
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 • The newly established Ministry for the Mahalla and Family Support39 has been 
entrusted with closely cooperating with citizen self-governance agencies to im-
prove the social and spiritual atmosphere within families and mahallas; ensuring 
employment of women, improving working conditions, strengthening the role and 
importance of citizen self-governmental bodies in society, and increasing their sta-
tus in regard to handling the day-to-day issues of the local population. Therefore, 
it is vital to involve the Ministry and Mahalla Committees in working with the 
population to explain what has been achieved on labour migration thus far and the 
government plans in this area. Such outreach should highlight: the benefits provid-
ed, and the support received, by migrants and their families; the advantages of legal 
migration − and the disadvantages of illegal migration; and which documents are 
required for legal employment. It should be widely communicated that the Govern-
ment provides professional education and language training courses, and support 
and assistance in registration through the LaborMigration.uz database. 

 • The Agency for External Labour Migration should have a communication chan-
nel with migrant workers, for receiving feedback (and complaints) on the em-
ployment undertaken − or this issue could be included into the existing database. 
Moreover, wide communication by private employment agencies should be car-
ried out online, through social networks and Telegram channels, and provide infor-
mation on potential foreign employers and labour demands. 

 • A broad selection of opportunities should be provided for young people to ob-
tain foundational technical, digital, innovation and entrepreneurial skills in order to 
successfully enter the labour market. Enhanced computer skills education should 
be extended and use and scope of the internet explained. Such initiatives should be 
extended widely to those residing in remote rural areas, youth from low-income 
families, and young people with disabilities and other vulnerable groups. 

 • Various sociological surveys should be initiated to monitor the dynamics of 
economic, political and social indicators related to migration. The surveys could 
study the factors and causes of labour migration by regions; help determining des-
tinations and forms of migration; assess working conditions of labour migrants; 
identify channels how labour migrants find work proposals. They could feed into 
a national information database on labour migration; identify the main factors that 
determine the exact jobs most frequently carried out by migrants abroad, especially 
women and youth; identify the main problems and shortcomings faced especially 
by young people; prepare recommendations on the regulation of labour migration. 
The surveys could be further used to investigate the causes and consequences of 
migrants’ movements, as well as to describe recent flows and to estimate certain 
types of movement, thereby helping to improve labour migration statistics, reflect-
ing, the demographic characteristics of migrants as well as their working and living 
conditions. It is impossible to determine the positive or negative consequences of 
labour migration without having reliable information about the number and com-
position of the migrants and the relevant economic indicators. Such surveys should 
also involve the civil society and international organizations in order to get richer 
and more detailed data.
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 • Private employment agencies and the Agency for External Labour Migration 
need to organise, control and ensure the protection of migrants’ rights upon 
arrival to the country of destination. There have been many complaints about em-
ployers not fulfilling contractual conditions. The communication with the labour 
migrants employed abroad through private employment agencies would be over-
ly helpful. The launch of a dedicated section for filing complaints against abusive 
employers within the online database LaborMigration.uz could be complemented 
through the possibility of consulting lawyers on possible remedies. Moreover, a 
rating system of existing employers could ensure improvements for the future. Fi-
nally the active use of social media such as  Facebook and Telegram could support 
the monitoring of related issues. 

 • Both the demand-side and supply-side labour market challenges should be as-
sessed in order to help support private sector growth and productivity, enhance 
worker employability, and address the skills gap. Measures addressing the de-
mand-side could be mobilised to spur economic growth and livelihood develop-
ment. On the supply-side, similar tools should be used in educational development 
programming. 

 • Data collection from private employment agencies, job seekers and training 
providers could help in assessing the existing labour market needs abroad. The 
collected data could contribute to improving the supply of the skills needed and 
overall recruitment process  (e.g. through targeted job advertisements in relevant 
online platforms). The data could also enhance the assistance provided for signing 
of employment contracts and in explaining the obligations of the parties. Mean-
while, a continuous analysis of existing vacancies could improve the assessment 
of present and future labour market demands and of the respective skills needed. 
Whereas encouraging job seekers to register at LaborMigration.uz could further 
enrich the available evidence, partnerships with employers could help accelerating 
the information flow and actual placement of migrant workers.  

 • According to Central Bank statistics, cross-border remittances to Uzbekistan 
amounted to USD $5.44 billion during the period January-November 2020. The 
share of all international money transfers shows that 72% are made in the Russian 
Federation.40 In Uzbekistan, most returned migrants spend their savings mainly on 
holding social events, weddings, buying, building and renovating housing, and pur-
chasing other commodities. In order to diversify the range of this expenditure and 
encourage returning migrants to remain in the country, the Agency for External 
Labour Migration should undertake more active organisation of trainings in the 
regions/rural areas; on how to start a business and develop business ideas and 
plans, spurring returnee involvement in private business and entrepreneurship.

 • Labour migration brings many positive aspects; the attainment of qualifications, 
business experience and experience in a given profession, etc. Workers return to 
their country more prepared for future undertakings, either as an employee or an 
entrepreneur, and this presents good opportunities to develop the economy. How-
ever, for this development to ultimately materialise, it is necessary to create con-
ducive conditions within Uzbekistan. Otherwise, returned migrants will again leave 
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the country to work abroad. Thus, informing citizens about employment opportu-
nities within their own country/community is crucial, reaching the worker before 
they decide to (re)migrate. Information on the demand for labour in domestic 
factories, and farming and non-farming enterprises should be provided, as citi-
zens are not always aware of the opportunities available. Such information should 
be better communicated and vocational training organised for those considering 
migration, especially women with children.

References

1  UzNews (2021). “The population of Uzbekistan increased by almost 700 thousand people within 
2020”, Society, 15 January 2021, Uznews.uz, https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb.
2.  Official web-site of the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). Address by the President 
of the Republic of Uzbekistan Shavkat Mirziyoyev to the Oliy Majlis, President.uz, 29 December 
2020, https://president.uz/ru/lists/view/4057.  
3  Information Agency UZREPORT (2020). Unemployment level in Uzbekistan decreased to 11,1%, 
Uzreport.news, Economy, 16 November 2020, https://uzreport.news/economy/uroven-bez-
rabotitsi-v-uzbekistane-snizilsya-do-11-1-.
4  Xalq so’zi (2020). “Diaspora do not share borders”. Society, 10 July 2020, https://xs.uz/ru/post/
sootechestvennikov-ne-razdelyayut-granitsy. 
5  National News Agency of Uzbekistan (2020). “Issues of supporting citizens working abroad 
were discussed on 17 August 2020”, Uza.uz, https://uza.uz/ru/posts/obsuzhdeny-voprosy-pod-
derzhki-grazhdan-trudyashchikhsya-za-r-17-08-2020. 
6  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2017). Presidential Decree On the Strategy of Ac-
tions for the further Development of the Republic of Uzbekistan, No. UP-4947, 7 February 2017, 
https://lex.uz/docs/3107042.
7  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2017). Presidential Decree On Measures to Further 
Improve State Policy in the Field of Employment and Radically Increase the Efficiency of Labour 
Bodies, No. UP-5052, 24 May 2017, https://lex.uz/docs/3211751.
8  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2018). Presidential Resolution On Additional Mea-
sures to Further Improve the System of External Labour Migration of the Republic of Uzbeki-
stan, No. PP-3839, 5 July 2018, https://lex.uz/docs/3811333.
9  Law of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2018). On Private Employment Agencies, No. ZRU-501, 16 
October 2018, https://lex.uz/ru/docs/3992894.
10  Law of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). On Amendments and Additions to the Law of the 
Republic of Uzbekistan “On Private Employment Agencies”, No. ZRU-632, 22 October 2020, 
https://lex.uz/ru/docs/4948400.
11  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2019). Presidential Decree On Measures to Further 
Strengthen Guarantees for the Protection of Citizens of the Republic of Uzbekistan, Engaged in 
Temporary Labour Activities Abroad, and Their Families, No. UP-5785, 20 August 2019, https://
lex.uz/docs/4482657; Resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers On Additional Measures to Protect 
the Rights and Legitimate Interests of the Citizens of the Republic of Uzbekistan, Carrying out 
Temporary Labour Activity Abroad, No. 713, 23 August 2019, https://lex.uz/ru/docs/4486615.
12  Gazeta.uz (2020). “The procedure for providing migrants with apartments has been deter-
mined”, Society, 30 January 2020, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/01/30/migrants.

Zulfiya Sibagatulina   |   Embracing a Dynamic Future: Monumental Shifts in Uzbek Labour Migration Policy

https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb
https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb
https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb
https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb
https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb
https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb
https://uza.uz/ru/posts/obsuzhdeny-voprosy-podderzhki-grazhdan-trudyashchikhsya-za-r-17-08-2020
https://uza.uz/ru/posts/obsuzhdeny-voprosy-podderzhki-grazhdan-trudyashchikhsya-za-r-17-08-2020
https://uznews.uz/ru/article/28120?_utl_t=fb
https://lex.uz/docs/3211751
https://lex.uz/docs/3811333
https://lex.uz/ru/docs/3992894
https://lex.uz/ru/docs/4948400
https://lex.uz/ru/docs/4486615
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/01/30/migrants


169

13  UzDaily.uz (2020). “A pragmatic approach to solving an important issue”, 18 December 2020, 
https://www.uzdaily.uz/en/post/62535.
14  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan and the Government of the Russian Federation 
(2017). Agreement Between the Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan and the Govern-
ment of the Russian Federation on the Organised Recruitment and Attracting of Citizens of the 
Republic of Uzbekistan for Temporary Labour Activity on the Territory of the Russian Federation, 
Moscow, 5 April 2017, https://lex.uz/docs/3475794.
15 Xalq so’zi (2020). “Diaspora do not share borders”. Society, 10 July 2020, https://xs.uz/ru/post/
sootechestvennikov-ne-razdelyayut-granitsy. 
16 UzDaily.uz (2020). “Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia opened its representative office in 
Uzbekistan”, 30 November 2020, https://uzdaily.uz/ru/post/57362.
17  Gazeta.uz (2020). ““Migration is the export of labour” - Ministry of Labour”, Society, 16 Septem-
ber 2020, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/09/16/migrants-quality/.
18  Gazeta.uz (2019). “A bilateral agreement on the protection of labour rights of the citizens of 
Kazakhstan working in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan signed a number of documents”, Politics, 15 
April 2019, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2019/04/15/agreements/.
19  Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). “Memo-
randum of cooperation signed”, Mehnat.uz, All news, 20 February 2020, 

https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/podpisan-memorandum-o-sotrudnichestve.
20  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2019). Presidential Decree On Measures to Further 
Strengthen Guarantees for the Protection of Citizens of the Republic of Uzbekistan Engaged in 
Temporary Labour Activities Abroad, and Their Families, No. UP-5785, 20 August 2019, https://
lex.uz/docs/4482657.
21  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). Presidential Decree On Measures to 
Radically Update State Policy in the Field of Economic Development and Poverty Reduction, No. 
UP-5975, 26 March 2020, https://lex.uz/docs/4778531.
22  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). Presidential Resolution On Additional Mea-
sures Aimed at Attracting People to Entrepreneurship, Increasing Labour Activity and Vocational 
Training of Poor and Unemployed Citizens, as well as Ensuring Employment of the Population, 
No. PP-4804, 11 August 2020, http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4945780.
23  National News Agency of Uzbekistan (2020). Address of the President of the Republic of 
Uzbekistan Shavkat Mirziyoyev to the Oliy Majlis, Uza.uz, 25 January 2020, 

https://uza.uz/ru/posts/poslanie-prezidenta-respubliki-uzbekistan-shavkata-mirzi-
yeev-25-01-2020.
24  President.uz (2020). Address of the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan Shavkat Mirziyo-
yev to the Oliy Majlis, 29 December 2020, https://president.uz/ru/lists/view/4057
25  Institute for Strategic and Interregional Research (2020). “Uzbekistan became a full member of 
the “Worldskills International” movement”, ISRS.uz, Uzbekistan news, 21 January 2020, 

http://www.isrs.uz/ozbekiston-yangiliklari/uzbekistan-stal-polnopravnym-clenom-dvize-
nia-worldskills-international.
26  Asian Development Bank (2020). “ADB $93 Million Loan to Boost Skills Development and 
Inclusive Growth in Uzbekistan”, News Release, 14 December 2020, https://www.adb.org/news/
adb-loan-boost-skills-development-and-inclusive-growth-uzbekistan.

Embracing a Dynamic Future: Monumental Shifts in Uzbek Labour Migration Policy    |   Zulfiya Sibagatulina 

https://www.uzdaily.uz/en/post/62535
https://lex.uz/docs/3475794
https://xs.uz/ru/post/sootechestvennikov-ne-razdelyayut-granitsy
https://xs.uz/ru/post/sootechestvennikov-ne-razdelyayut-granitsy
https://uzdaily.uz/ru/post/57362
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/09/16/migrants-quality/
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2019/04/15/agreements/
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/podpisan-memorandum-o-sotrudnichestve
https://lex.uz/docs/4482657
https://lex.uz/docs/4482657
https://lex.uz/docs/4778531
http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4945780
https://uza.uz/ru/posts/poslanie-prezidenta-respubliki-uzbekistan-shavkata-mirziyeev-25-01-2020
https://uza.uz/ru/posts/poslanie-prezidenta-respubliki-uzbekistan-shavkata-mirziyeev-25-01-2020
https://president.uz/ru/lists/view/4057
http://ISRS.uz
http://www.isrs.uz/ozbekiston-yangiliklari/uzbekistan-stal-polnopravnym-clenom-dvizenia-worldskills-
http://www.isrs.uz/ozbekiston-yangiliklari/uzbekistan-stal-polnopravnym-clenom-dvizenia-worldskills-
https://www.adb.org/news/adb-loan-boost-skills-development-and-inclusive-growth-uzbekistan
https://www.adb.org/news/adb-loan-boost-skills-development-and-inclusive-growth-uzbekistan


170

27  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). Resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers On 
Measures to Restore Economic Growth in 2020-2021 and Continue Systemic Structural Reforms 
in Sectors of the Economy, No. 526, 29 August 2020, http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4978202.
28  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). Presidential Resolution On Measures to 
Introduce a System of Safe, Orderly and Legal Labour Migration, No, PP-4829, 15 September 
2020, http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4997979.
29   Tax Code of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2019). New edition, 30 December 2019, http://lex.uz/
ru/docs/4674893.
30  Law of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). On Employment of the Population, No. ZRU-642, 20 
October 2020, http://lex.uz/ru/docs/5055696.
31  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). Presidential Decree On Priority Measures 
to Mitigate the Negative Impact on the Economy of the Coronavirus Pandemic and the Global 
Crisis, No. UP-5969, 19 March 2020, http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4770763. 
32  Gazeta.uz (2020). “Ministry of Labour - five lessons learned by Uzbekistan during cotton cam-
paigns”, Society, 31 May 2020, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/05/31/labor/.  
33 Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). “Uzbeki-
stan’s initiatives for the labour market during a pandemic”, Mehnat.uz, All news, 24 September 
2020, https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/iniciativy-uzbekistana-dlya-rynka-truda-v-period-pandemii.
34 Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). “The un-
employment rate in Uzbekistan was 2020”, Mehnat.uz, All news, 2 August 2020, https://mehnat.
uz/en/news/the-unemployment-rate-in-uzbekistan-was-132-percent.
35  Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). “Uzbeki-
stan became a member of a regional project for the countries of Central Asia and the Russian 
Federation to mitigate the socio-economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on labour 
migrants”, Mehnat.uz, All news, 16 September 2020, https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/uzbeki-
stan-stal-uchastnikom-regionalnogo-proekta-dlya-stran-centralnoy-azii-i-rossiyskoy-feder-
acii-po-smyagcheniyu-socialno-ekonomicheskih-posledstviy-pandemii-covid-19-na-trudovyh-
migrantov.
36  Gazeta.uz (2020). “Problems of migrants will be solved together with the Uzbek diaspora in 
Russia”, Society, 19 August 2020, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/08/10/diaspora/.
37  Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). “Informa-
tion of the Minister of Employment and Labour Relations N. Khusanov was heard”, Mehnat.uz, 
All news, 7 August 2020, https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/zaslushana-informaciya-ministra-zanya-
tosti-i-trudovyh-otnosheniy-nhusanova.
38  Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). “Results 
of participation of representatives of the Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations of the 
Republic of Uzbekistan in the framework of the 3rd meeting of the EU-Uzbekistan Subcom-
mittee on Development”, Mehnat.uz, All news, 20 October 2020, https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/
itogi-uchastiya-predstaviteley-ministerstva-zanyatosti-i-trudovyh-otnosheniy-respubliki-uz-
bekistan-v-ramkah-3-go-zasedaniya-podkomiteta-es-uzbekistan-po-voprosam-razvitiya.
39  Government of the Republic of Uzbekistan (2020). Presidential Resolution On the Organisation 
of the Ministry of Mahalla and Family Support of the Republic of Uzbekistan, No. PP-4602, 18 
February 2020, https://lex.uz/docs/4740337.
40  Gazeta.uz (2020). “The head of the Central Bank explained why there was no sharp decline in 
remittances”, Economy, 23 October 2020, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/10/23/money-trans-
fers/.

Zulfiya Sibagatulina   |   Embracing a Dynamic Future: Monumental Shifts in Uzbek Labour Migration Policy

http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4978202
http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4997979
http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4674893
http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4674893
http://lex.uz/ru/docs/5055696
http://lex.uz/ru/docs/4770763
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/05/31/labor/
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/iniciativy-uzbekistana-dlya-rynka-truda-v-period-pandemii
https://mehnat.uz/en/news/the-unemployment-rate-in-uzbekistan-was-132-percent
https://mehnat.uz/en/news/the-unemployment-rate-in-uzbekistan-was-132-percent
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/uzbekistan-stal-uchastnikom-regionalnogo-proekta-dlya-stran-centralnoy-azi
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/uzbekistan-stal-uchastnikom-regionalnogo-proekta-dlya-stran-centralnoy-azi
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/uzbekistan-stal-uchastnikom-regionalnogo-proekta-dlya-stran-centralnoy-azi
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/uzbekistan-stal-uchastnikom-regionalnogo-proekta-dlya-stran-centralnoy-azi
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/08/10/diaspora/
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/zaslushana-informaciya-ministra-zanyatosti-i-trudovyh-otnosheniy-nhusanova
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/zaslushana-informaciya-ministra-zanyatosti-i-trudovyh-otnosheniy-nhusanova
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/itogi-uchastiya-predstaviteley-ministerstva-zanyatosti-i-trudovyh-otnoshen
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/itogi-uchastiya-predstaviteley-ministerstva-zanyatosti-i-trudovyh-otnoshen
https://mehnat.uz/ru/news/itogi-uchastiya-predstaviteley-ministerstva-zanyatosti-i-trudovyh-otnoshen
https://lex.uz/docs/4740337
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/10/23/money-transfers/
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2020/10/23/money-transfers/


171





173

ABOUT 
THE AUTHORS



174

Mr. Alexander Maleev, Project Manager within the Prague Process Secretariat at IC-
MPD, is responsible for the implementation of the ‘Prague Process: Dialogue, Analy-
ses and Training in Action’ initiative, funded by the European Commission under the 
Migration Partnership Facility (MPF). He has a background in Social and Cultural An-
thropology (University of Vienna, MA) as well as European Political and Administrative 
Studies (College of Europe, MA), focusing mainly on migration. A member of the Prague 
Process Secretariat since 2012, he has actively contributed to the evolution and overall 
achievements of the Process. 

Ms. Irina Lysak is an ICMPD Project Officer with a regional focus on Eastern Europe, 
Russia and Central Asia. She holds a joint Master’s Degree in Global Studies from the 
University of Vienna and the University of Wroclaw, and a Diploma in Journalism and 
Public Relations from the Voronezh State University. Since 2012, Irina works at the 
Prague Process Secretariat at ICMPD, actively contributing to the results and achieve-
ments of the Process and in particular to  the production of analytical publications within 
the Migration Observatory. 

Mr. Glen Swan is an independent Advisor on Return and Reintegration. He has exten-
sive experience with return and reintegration programs, having worked on national pro-
grams, policy development, and capacity building initiatives. His strengths are sourcing 
reintegration solutions in third countries, developing operational capacity with service 
partners, and building customized programs for host governments.

ICMPD’s Anti-Trafficking Programme assists state and non-state stakeholders at the 
national and regional level by supporting the development of comprehensive anti-traf-
ficking responses in accordance with international and European standards. The Pro-
gramme has a team of resourceful, dedicated, and specialised anti-trafficking experts 
who have been instrumental over the years in deploying various types of technical as-
sistance expertise in different parts of the world based on needs expressed by countries, 
regional communities, and the donor community. The Anti-Trafficking Programme also 
collects and analyses facts in order to enrich its thematic expertise and to ensure the 
release of relevant and adequate products.

Mr. Franck Düvell is senior researcher at Osnabruck University, Institute for Migration 
Research and Intercultural Studies (since 2020). Previously, he was Head of the migra-
tion department at the German Centre for Integration and Migration Research, Berlin 
(2018-2020). From 2013 to 2018, he was associate professor and senior researcher at 
the Centre on Migration, Policy and Society, University of Oxford. He has over 25 years 
of experience in conducting and leading research, analysis and policy advice. He is an 
expert on international migration and in particular irregular, transit and forced migration, 
migration governance and international relations in the field of migration. His studies 
specifically focus at the countries on the periphery and in the wider neighbourhood of 
the EU. Franck also worked for the ICMPD, GIZ, SEO Amsterdam Economics, Nicolaas 
Witsen Foundation, University of Exeter and University of Bremen and did consultancies 
for IOM and OSCE and provided evidence to the EU Council, Council of Europe, British 
parliament, Turkish Directorate General for Migration Management and many others. 
He holds a Ph.D. in Social Sciences from the University of Bremen. Franck has conduct-
ed more than 25 research projects and has published 10 books and over 60 research 
articles in internationally renowned journals.

About the authors



175

Mr. Andrea Salvini is a labour economist and policy advisor to governments and inter-
national organizations on employment, skills development and labour migration issues. 
Before founding the consulting firm Siloe Labour Solutions, Andrea worked for over 12 
years for the ILO. Andrea is a professor of practice and trainer for government manage-
ment with wide experience in the design of learning strategies for large institutions to 
implement effective policies and reforms. Andrea has over 18 years of experience as an 
economist and policy advisor on labour migration, employment and skills development. 

Mr. Georg Bolits is a policy advisor and capacity building expert in the areas of employ-
ment, labour migration, skills development and reintegration. As a co-founder of Siloe 
Labour Solutions, he advises international organizations and governments on migra-
tion, labour and skills policies, development strategies and employment programmes 
as well as regulatory reforms in different industries and sectors. Most recently, Georg 
provided technical advice on labour migration and inclusive skills development policies 
in Ethiopia, Albania, Afghanistan, Pakistan and South Sudan. He holds two distinctions 
in postgraduate degrees from UCL London and from Corvinus University Budapest in 
economics and political science.

Mr. Ulan Nogoibaev is the Deputy Head of the Secretariat of the Migration Council un-
der the Speaker of the Parliament of the Kyrgyz Republic. From 2013 to 2019, he worked 
as an external communications expert in the Secretariat of the National Council for 
Sustainable Development of the Kyrgyz Republic. He has experience as a consultant in 
development projects for UNDP, OSCE, USAID, World Bank and ICMPD. In 2013-2019, he 
conducted a socio-economic research in Osh, Jalal-Abad and Batken regions, funded by 
UN agencies, USAID and ICMPD. The results of this study helped the UNDP Osh office to 
raise additional funds from the UN Trust Fund for the implementation of development 
projects in the Osh region, including in remote mountainous areas. Mr Nogoibaev stud-
ied international economics and international relations at the Diplomatic Academy in 
Vienna, the Diplomatic Academy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kyrgyz Republic 
and the American University in Kyrgyzstan (now AUCA). He is fluent in Kyrgyz, Russian, 
English and Turkish.

Mr. Ronald Skeldon is an Honorary Professor at Maastricht University and an Emeritus 
Professor at the University of Sussex. He was trained at the Universities of Glasgow, 
Scotland (BSc Hons) and Toronto, Canada (MA; PhD). He joined the University of Sussex 
in 2000 and was a core member of the Development Research Centre on Migration, 
Globalization and Poverty and, from June 2009 to March 2011, was seconded to the De-
partment for International Development (DFID) in London as a Senior Research Fellow. 
He continued teaching at the University of Sussex until 2017, when he became Emeritus 
Professor. He joined Maastricht University in 2013 as Professor in Human Geography, 
becoming Honorary Professor in 2018. He has published widely on issues of migration 
and development, most recently, the Routledge Handbook of Migration and Develop-
ment (2020) with Tanja Bastia of the University of Manchester, and most recently Ad-
vanced Introduction to Migration Studies for Elgar. He continues to act as a consultant 
for many international organizations. He lives in Nairn, Scotland.

 About the authors 



176

Mr. Andrew Fallone is a researcher at the European University Institute’s School of 
Transnational Governance, focusing on the impact of migration management policies. 
His professional background includes time with the German Federal Employment 
Agency’s Institute for Employment Research and the United Nations. He previous-
ly studied International Relations at the American University in Washington, D.C. and 
served as the Executive Editor of the World Mind journal.

Ms. Zulfiya Sibagatulina, Project Officer of the Border Management Programme in 
Central Asia (BOMCA) at ICMPD, is responsible for the overall implementation of the 
Programme’s activities in the Republic of Uzbekistan. She is a graduate of the Tashkent 
State University of Economics and also earned a Master’s degree from the Uzbek State 
University of World Languages. Having more than 20 years of professional experience, 
she gained extensive programme management expertise while working for various 
international organizations in the country, including JICA, UNICEF, UNDP, UNODC, and 
ICMPD. 

About the authors





© International Centre for 
    Migration Policy Development


