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Camps on the border: Central Asian migrant workers at the RussianKazakh border during the COVID-19 pandemic
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Abstract
In March 2020 the Russian government introduced quarantine measures, suspended non-essential
business activities, and closed borders. Hundreds of Central Asian migrant workers who headed
home were stranded at the Russian-Kazakh border.
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The Russian Federation is home to more than ten million international migrants,2 including about
five million Central Asian migrants in 2019.3 Usually, most Central Asian migrant workers come to
Russia between March and May, and return to their country between late autumn and early winter
before New Year’s Eve.4 But the coronavirus pandemic and related restrictive measures introduced
in Russia deeply disrupted the mobility patterns of Central Asian migrant workers.
One of the key problems faced by Central Asian migrant workers in Russia is the restriction of
their mobilities by the introduction of lockdown measures and the partial or complete suspension of
the activities of many enterprises, especially in industries where many foreign workers are employed
– construction, restaurant and hotel business, wholesale, retail trade, and delivery.5 In addition, the
closure of borders, especially along the Russian-Kazakh border, blocked a main transit corridor for
Central Asian migrant workers.
On 16 March 2020, the Russian Prime Minister decided to completely close the state borders from
18 March to 1 May.6 On 20 March, the Russian government also announced that all non-essential
businesses would be closed,7 and also suspended all international travel in civil aviation.8 These
restrictive measures, introduced to stop the spread of COVID-19, have had a serious impact on the
lives of migrants.
The loss of jobs during these months led large numbers of Central Asian migrant workers to return
to their countries. In March 2019, the number of migrants who returned home was the same as it had
been in January, February, or April, and almost six times less than those who returned in December.
In contrast, in March 2020, the number of migrants who left Russia was two and a half times higher
than in January, and three times higher than in April.9 According to Russia’s Ministry of Internal
Affairs, in May 2020, the number of migrants arriving in Russia was less than 10% compared with
May 2019.10
Between early April and September 2020, because of the closure of state borders, many Central
Asian migrant workers who could not get home began to gather at the Russian-Kazakh border as
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they waited to reach their homeland.11 Hundreds of Central Asian migrant workers trying to get home
to Uzbekistan, Tajikistan or Kyrgyzstan by car became stranded at the Russian-Kazakh border. Along
the border, spontaneous makeshift camps sprang up for several hundred people.
Camps in the Orenburg region
The first camps of Central Asian migrant workers appeared in the Sol’-Iletsk and Buzuluksky areas
in the Orenburg region, near the Russian-Kazakh border, in early April 2020.12 The local authorities
of the Orenburg region set up the tent camps for the migrants on the side of the highway that connects
Russia and Kazakhstan. Those who could not find a place there settled down nearby in makeshift
camps. Some tents were covered with tarpaulin, some with polyethylene. Local authorities,
volunteers, charitable organizations, and local people provided migrants with food, water, clothes,
and other necessary items.13
After almost a month of being forced to stay in the region, Kyrgyz diplomats agreed with the
Kazakh authorities to relocate migrants stranded on transit corridors. On 7 May, 519 people were
transported from Sol’-Iletsk to Kyrgyzstan by bus,14 and two weeks later another group of vulnerable
migrants were evacuated on a flight. Buses were also organized to evacuate 410 Kyrgyz citizens
from Orenburg to Bishkek on 22 May.15
Camps in the Samara region
After Kazakhstan allowed Kyrgyz citizens to cross the border in May, hundreds of Uzbek labour
migrants from all over Russia began arriving in the Bolshechernigovsky district in the Samara region,
hoping to cross the border with Kazakhstan through the nearby Mashtakovo border checkpoint.
However, due to the coronavirus lockdown, they were not allowed to enter the territory of the
Pervomaiskii district in the Orenburg region, where the Mashtakovo checkpoint is located, so they
stayed in the Samara region.16
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On 14 May, a tent camp was set up for migrants in the Bolshechernigovsky district. The district
administration periodically organized the supply of dry rations and drinking water. The residents of
the nearest settlements also provided great assistance. However, according to media reports, there
were no medical facilities in the camps. In contrast, in the neighbourhood there was a cordon of
border guards, employees of the Rosgvardia (the National Guard of Russia), who were responsible
for security in the camps.17
Representatives of the Embassy of Uzbekistan in the Russian Federation and the Consulate General
of the country in Kazan were actively involved during the entire time, trying to find a solution. As a
result of the negotiations, over 1,500 people were able to cross the border through the Mashtakovo
checkpoint and arrive home by bus in May and early June.18 Bus services along the transit corridors
were organized several times, as the flow of Central Asian migrant workers to the borders continued.
In July and August, the last 2,500 migrants that remained in the Bolshechernigovsky region were
sent by rail from Kinel and Buzuluk stations to Tashkent.19
On 14 August 2020, Uzbek migrants from all over Russia rushed to the city of Kinel in the Samara
region, having heard that it would be possible to leave for Tashkent on 17 August.20 However, no
trains had been planned, so they began to settle around the station. A few days later, the Samara
regional administration set up a camp in an open field near Kinel to temporarily accommodate those
waiting to go home. They erected about fifty military tents for twenty people each, installed wooden
toilets, organized the daily delivery of water, and allowed trade. Around this camp, there were also
hundreds of makeshifts tents.21 Voluntaries from Kinel city as well as Bashkiria helped the migrants
by providing them with food, clothes, medicine, and other necessary things.
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Migrant camps nearby Kinel city in Samara region. Photo by Lyudmila Mel’nichenko.

Distribution of water in the camp for migrants nearby Kernel city. Photo by Lyudmila Mel’nichenko.
In September, the regional government organized special train services to evacuate around a
thousand people per week, while new migrants continued to arrive. However, by the end of the
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month, the last migrants from Uzbekistan had left the Samara region, bringing the camps along the
Russian-Kazakh border to an end.22
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