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COMING HOME? PATTERNS AND CHARACTERISTICS 

OF RETURN MIGRATION IN KYRGYZSTAN 

 

Summary 

Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Kazakhstan are all major destinations for 

labour migrants from rural areas of southern Kyrgyzstan. Along with searching for better 

income, younger men and women also migrate for educational purposes; children and el-

derly people stay behind. While older migrants often regard this separation from their fami-

lies as temporary, younger people start to put down roots in places other than their homes 

and this has long-term consequences for development in rural areas. The paper therefore 

looks into families’ multi-local settings and why young migrants fail to return home. It also 

considers the potential impact on rural development including remittance dependency, an 

increasing shortage of qualified labour and new conditions of social care. The paper con-

cludes with an assessment of the policy implications.  
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INTRODUCTION 
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Every year large numbers of migrants seek better economic and political circumstances 

abroad. Many of them leave with the hope that they will eventually return to their home 

country. Emigration and return are not isolated acts and might well be repeated several 

times. However, in many cases, a definitive return to the home country is regarded as con-

cluding a phase of migration (Ghosh, 2000). Migrants have different conceptions and ways 

of expressing their intention to return (Moran-Taylor and Menjívar, 2005) and their reasons 

for returning might be professional, societal or personal (Alberts and Hazen, 2005). How-

ever, re-migration is not always an easy task and might involve many of the features of 

first-time migration, such as personal, emotional and social difficulties (Tannenbaum, 

2007). As well as migrants’ individual interpretations of return, different types of migrants 

can make different contributions to their home countries, some through their skills, educa-

tion and professional experience, others of a financial nature (Thomas-Hope, 1999). At the 

same time, the return of migrants might also decrease remittances and conflict with a remit-

tance-driven migration policy (Logan, 2009). However, social, political and economic con-

ditions in the country itself and returnees’ confidence in their homeland are crucial to mak-

ing effective use of migrant’s skills (e.g. Nair, 1999; Diatta and Mbow, 1999).  

But where do people actually return to? In times of economic recession, do people still wish 

to return to their home country? If so, where exactly do people wish to go back to? How do 

they prepare their return? If people do not return to their place of origin, what are the impli-

cations for all the people involved? What are the consequences of living in different locali-

ties for the investment of remittances, for care provision within the family and also for the 

rural workforce? These questions form the focus of this paper.  

Despite an increasing number of studies on the subject of return migration, return migrants 

are treated as national aggregate flows with no indication of their precise destinations. 



 3 

Hence, little is known about the varying mechanisms and consequences of migrants who 

either return to their specific community of origin or resettle elsewhere within their home 

country (Gosh 2000: 8-9). The paper at hand tackles adds to this unexplored dimension of 

return by considering the process by which they resettle in their home country but else-

where than their specific community of origin and the possible consequences of this, not 

only for the returnees but also for their families that remain in rural areas. Examples are 

taken from research in Kyrgyzstan where up to 20 per cent of the population is seeking bet-

ter economic opportunities in Russia and Kazakhstan, sending back remittances that ac-

count for 30 per cent of GDP (Sadowskaja, 2008). Fundamental political, social and eco-

nomic changes and new forms of uncertainty and vulnerability are making people cautious 

when it comes to predicting their own future perspectives and plans. Nevertheless, nearly 

two decades on from independence, labour migration is no longer a recent phenomenon and 

a second generation is already on the move. Migration has become part of many people’s 

lives. Labour migration by the young population is still regarded as a temporary solution 

and successful migration is expected to conclude with return. However, migrants only re-

turn under certain circumstances and not necessarily to the rural areas from which they 

originally set out. This has consequences for rural development including remittance de-

pendency, an increased shortage of labour and new conditions of social care.  

This paper therefore has three aims, which are reflected in its structure. After an introduc-

tion to the theoretical and methodological framework and the case study area, I first shed 

some light on different generations of male and female migrants and their non-migrating 

family members and how they intend to return - or have already returned - to urban areas 

rather than rural ones. A return to their home country Kyrgyzstan is born of socio-economic 

necessity and is not a single-stage relocation. A return requires medium- and long-term 
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planning as well as continued access to the return migrants’ wider international profession-

al, social and economic networks, which are the main components of the current multi-

locality of people’s livelihoods. Secondly, I discuss the meaning of remittances, which are a 

major marker of people’s multi-local lives and networks, and their influence on when and 

where people return. Thirdly, I discuss the lack of skilled labour in rural areas as well as 

new social care arrangements for the elderly and children. These new care arrangements are 

initially caused by international labour migration but are consolidated when the younger 

generation fails to return to rural areas. The paper concludes by outlining some of the poli-

cy implications.  

 

DEFINING RETURN, MULTI-LOCALITY AND DEVELOPMENT  

This paper deals with themes of return migration, multi-locality and development. 

As a conceptual point of departure, I take King’s (2000) broad definition of return migra-

tion as “… the process whereby people return to their country or place of origin after a sig-

nificant period in another country or region.  (…) Clearly, return migration must be related 

to the emigration which preceded it; furthermore return may be the prelude to further epi-

sodes of spatial mobility.” (King, 2000:8)  

The fact that return might lead to further migration is indeed an important point for the pa-

per. I shall argue that in order to enable migrants to return permanently to their home coun-

try, returnees need to retain their movement to Kazakhstan or Russia and within their own 

country (also Black and King, 2004). I therefore use ‘return’ in this paper firstly for people 

who intend to return and have started to buy a house or land in Kyrgyzstan, but are still liv-

ing and working mainly in Russia and/or Kazakhstan; and secondly to people who have al-

ready returned to Kyrgyzstan, reside and work mainly in their home country, but in many 
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cases still need to maintain their professional linkages to Russia and/or Kazakhstan. In most 

cases, they plan to return to Kyrgyzstan at least in the medium term, but to make their home 

in urban centres such as the capital Bishkek rather than their rural place of origin. Overall, 

settling in urban destinations is a process that may take many years because most migrants 

do not have sufficient financial capital to invest in land and housing straight away. Invest-

ments are done on a step-by–step basis. Debts to build a house or land for example must be 

repaid and there are still major migration links between the place(s) of work in neighbour-

ing countries and the person’s village of origin. A definitive return to the rural place of 

birth is only likely upon retirement. Thus people gradually establish a multi-local setup of 

their livelihoods, with responsibilities in different places - initial international migration for 

work, then the gradual establishment of a new home in urban areas of Kyrgyzstan, coupled 

with a long-term intention to return to the countryside upon retirement (Thieme, 2008a) - 

and strong interlinking of internal and international migration (Skeldon, 2000). Family 

members live and work in different places, take care of their children and elderly from a 

distance, earn money in one place and invest it in a different one. Migrants’ and non-

migrants’ lives and responsibilities within and outside their families are (re)negotiated and 

(re)organised in the context of multi-local systems.  

As well as voluntary and planned return, return can also come about unexpectedly due to 

illness, disappointment or deportation. In such cases, the connection to the place of origin 

counters or reduces “…the risks and uncertainty inherent to an international mobility strat-

egy, because it offers a return option as a fallback strategy.” (Conway, 2005: 267) 

One of my research questions looks at the characteristics of multi-local livelihoods and a 

return of migrants to places other than where they originally come from and the conse-

quences of this for rural development. The relationship between migration and development 
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- understood as broader processes of social and economic changes - is a heterogeneous and 

reciprocal one (e.g. Nyberg-Sørensen et al. 2002). Moreover, social change can be in mul-

tiple directions, making it difficult to assess the linkages between migration and develop-

ment. However, adverse socio-economic or political developments do cause migration. 

Therefore, positive development aims to reduce poverty, increase well-being and initiate 

enriching changes for the population by creating employment or investment in education, 

for example. Development also includes people’s more subjective evaluations about wheth-

er consider themselves better off than they were before (cp. Ammassari, 2004: 134-135, 

Tiemoko, 2004) – a major driving force behind migration in general. Assessments of social 

and economic changes also include more critical consequences for one’s own family and 

also the wider community. For example, migrants send remittances, but their absence might 

cause labour shortages and jeopardise professional services in their communities of origin.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The empirical examples are based on research work conducted over four months in 2006 

(April to July) with a one-month follow-up study in June 2007, which focused on labour 

migration and multi-locality in Central Asia. A case study was carried out in a rural munic-

ipality (aiyl okmotu) of Osh oblast (province) in southern Kyrgyzstan, focusing on qualita-

tive research but including quantitative data in the form of a list of the village’s absentees. 

The municipality is about a three-hour car drive away from the oblast capital of Osh and, in 

2006, had a total of 9,911 inhabitants. The local council realised during the mayoral elec-

tions at the beginning of 2006 that many people were missing and it therefore produced a 

list of those who had missed the elections (with their name, year of birth and in most cases 

their new place of residence). The author updated this list by checking how many people 
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were absent with council leaders and then conducting a self-selected random sample of 

households in order to complete the data. The results revealed that people work mainly in 

either the capital Bishkek in northern Kyrgyzstan or else in Russia and Kazakhstan. Follow-

ing Kandiyoti (1999: 521), the survey data was supplemented by in-depth studies, which 

are particularly important in such a rapidly changing context as far as income generation, 

social provision and redistribution go. Using a theoretical sampling approach (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1969; Straus & Corbin, 1996), the selection of in-depth studies was not pre-defined 

but decided during the research process. To explore the multi-local household settings, for 

instance, I chose five households with the widest possible range of migration patterns 

(household members only within Kyrgyzstan, only in Kazakhstan, only in Russia, or a 

combination of the three). Firstly, I interviewed the household members who had not mi-

grated and, as a second step, I followed the routes of the household members who had mi-

grated and interviewed them in Bishkek, Almaty, Kazakhstan and Moscow (Russia). To 

close the cycle, I then returned to the place of origin and discussed the experiences again 

with the non-migrants. In most cases, returning to the home country Kyrgyzstan was an in-

herent part of our discussions about their future plans. Once I had a good idea of the mi-

grants’ different ideas of where they would return to, I widened the sample. I talked to other 

family members (who were not necessarily part of the same household) as well as friends 

and co-workers at the different research sites. By the end of the cycle, I had interviewed 68 

women and 90 men, all of them ethnic Kyrgyz. Furthermore, I carried out interviews and 

group discussions with key people from the village of origin, including the mayor, teachers 

and social workers. In two schools, I interviewed both the teachers and the pupils in group 

discussions. 
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In June 2007, I went back to talk to the interviewees once more (except for Moscow), fo-

cusing this time on the members of the five selected households. Another outcome of the 

research in 2007 was the 30-minute documentary “The Other Silk Road” (2008) about peo-

ple’s migration experiences. In the section on remittances and brain drain, I shall refer par-

ticularly to Schoch (2008) and Schoch et al. (2010), which was designed as a follow-up 

study to the author’s research and carried out under the author’s supervision. 

 

RELEVANCE OF MIGRATION TO KYRGYZSTAN 

The collapse of the former Soviet Union in 1991 caused fundamental political, economic 

and social change in Kyrgyzstan. The breakdown of the complex economic linkages be-

tween the member republics of the former Soviet Union resulted in a huge economic crisis 

with drastically reduced output and company closures, leading to mass unemployment. 

There was therefore a sharp increase in poverty after Kyrgyzstan gained its independence 

(Howell, 1996; Ronsijn, 2006).  

The southern part of the country (Osh, Batken, Jalalabad oblasts) has a different demo-

graphic and economic structure from the north; it is more rural and has the lowest Human 

Development Indicators. However, although the south is generally perceived as being less 

developed than the north, poverty varies from one region to the next. Poverty is widespread 

in rural areas, particularly mountainous ones, and also exists in other oblasts such as Talas 

and Naryn. Bishkek in the north is Kyrgyzstan’s centre of modern economic and cultural 

life, as well as a major destination for migrants from the south. The city of Osh, in the south 

of the country, is the second most important city with regard to its economic, technical and 

cultural infrastructure (UNDP, 2002). The role of the state has changed dramatically since 

the collapse of the former Soviet Union, which was responsible for a wide range of basic 
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needs such as schooling, childcare and health provision. These services were quickly dis-

continued after the collapse of the USSR, affecting women in their societal roles as income-

earners, mothers, wives and caretakers of the family even more than men (Thieme, 2008b).  

Although Central Asia’s history has always been characterised by movements of people, 

the disintegration of the USSR and the shift from a socialist economic system to a market 

economy led to a particularly sharp economic decline (Schmidt and Sagynbekova, 2008). 

Official numbers suggest that almost one-sixth of Kyrgyzstan’s inhabitants left the country 

between 1989 and 1999. Along with the repatriation of Russians, Uzbek, Kazakh, Ukraini-

ans and Germans who had been forced to settle in the Kyrgyz Republic during the Soviet 

era, high unemployment and the sharp decline in living standards was one of the chief rea-

sons for this emigration. Many of those emigrants were highly qualified and will definitely 

not return. This brain drain caused a major shortage of skilled labour, thus worsening the 

hardships of the transition period (Schmidt and Sagynbekova, 2008). Apart from that wave 

of repatriation, other people also began moving in search of work (UNDP, 2002; Schuler, 

2004). Most migrants who have left to seek better economic opportunities outside Kyrgyz-

stan find work in Russia and Kazakhstan, but the capital Bishkek is also an important place 

for work opportunities. The south of the country is particularly affected by emigration 

flows. The representative of the Kyrgyz State Committee in Moscow in 2006 officially reg-

istered 153,886 Kyrgyz citizens in the Russian Federation, of whom 32,536 possessed offi-

cial work permits (Schmidt and Sagynbekova, 2008: 117).  However, unofficial sources in 

both Russia and Kyrgyzstan put the number somewhere between 200,000 and 500,000, 

with the higher number equivalent to almost 10 per cent of Kyrgyzstan’s total population or 

one-third of the economically active population (UNDP, 2005: 140-41; Schmidt and 

Sagynbekova, 2008). Other sources suggest that, in the summer, up to 20 per cent of Kyr-
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gyzstan’s population go abroad for seasonal work. The difference between the official and 

estimated numbers illustrates the fact that a large proportion of migration activities are un-

documented and irregular (Ruget and Usmanalieva, 2008), which is one reason why de-

tailed return migration statistics do not exist. Overall, the proportion of returning migrants 

who go back to their specific community of origin, as opposed to those who resettle else-

where within their country, is unknown.  

While remittances make up about 30 per cent of the country’s GDP, more than 75 per cent 

of the remittances transmitted to Kyrgyzstan flow into rural areas (World Bank, 2007). 

Internal migration, particularly from the south of the country to the capital Bishkek, is an 

equally important feature. Out of a total population of 5.4 million, about 1.5 million people 

live in the capital Bishkek and there has been noticeable and rapid urban sprawl in recent 

years. More than 30 migrant settlements - so called self-help housing districts - with 2,500 

to 7,000 households each have grown up in the last few years. Many of these migrants con-

duct their various micro-businesses informally, paying neither taxes nor fees (Jeenbaeva, 

2008).  

 

MIGRATION PATTERNS AND DIMENSIONS OF RETURN 

The author’s survey of one municipality in southern Kyrgyzstan showed that out of 9,911 

inhabitants, 19 per cent were absent during the year 2006. 64 per cent of the migrants were 

male and 36 per cent female; their average age was 32. Migrants are young and middle-

aged men and women, who either move alone or as a couple, leaving their children with 

their parents or parents-in-law. Internal migration is almost as important as international 

migration. About 45 per cent of absentees migrated internally, mainly from the south to the 

north – to the capital Bishkek and its suburbs, with a small number heading for Osh, the 
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biggest city in the southern part of the country. Another 41 per cent of the migrants work in 

Russia; in this case, Moscow has been the predominant destination, followed by cities like 

St. Petersburg and Tomsk. Kazakhstan is a destination for 12 per cent of migrants, who 

mainly work in Almaty. These numbers indicate that migration is both a very important 

livelihood strategy and a gendered process, which has also been confirmed by further case 

studies in the Kyrgyzstan’s southern oblasts (provinces) of Batken (Bichsel et al. 2005; 

Rohner 2007) and Jalalabad (Schmid and Sagynbekova, 2008). 

The qualitative research revealed that most interviewed families have family members who 

do not work in one city. They either work in several places around Russia and Kazakhstan 

and/or in Bishkek; or else they have worked at different places by themselves. In addition, 

women always, without exception, moved into their husband’s home after marriage and 

their husbands’ place of residence became their home. The four family portraits below ex-

emplify this.  

 

Family 1: Mr Saliev was born in the case study area. Mrs Salieva was born in the neigh-

bouring village, but moved to her husband’s house after marrying. She works as a teacher 

in the village of her birth. He was an agronomist during Soviet times but lost his job and 

has no permanent income even now. They have one son and two daughters. The son studied 

Economics in the southern city of Osh, but did not find a job and now works in Moscow as 

a construction worker. He is not yet married. Both daughters have trained as teachers, but 

do not work in their profession. The younger daughter got divorced and moved back to her 

parents’ house in the case study area. The older daughter lives with her husband in Almaty, 

where they are both engaged in petty trade.  
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Family 2: After marriage Mrs Kubatbekova moved to her husband’s village. Mr Kubat-

bekov worked as an engineer in Soviet times and Mrs Kubatbekova as an accountant. Both 

lost their jobs but had to take care of their two small children. So he went into business and 

started trading in Russia in 1991. They sold all their livestock to finance the seed capital 

needed for trading. The wife and two small children stayed in the south of Kyrgyzstan with 

her parents-in-law. In 1994 he stopped trading in Russia and moved to Kyrgyzstan’s capi-

tal, Bishkek, where he bought a house and invested in a market stall. Soon after, his family 

followed him there from the south of Kyrgyzstan. The family now runs two clothing stalls 

in Osh Bazaar, one of the biggest wholesale markets in Bishkek. Their daughter (16 years 

old in 2007) is still at school in Bishkek and helps her parents part-time. The parents plan to 

send her to medical college in Bishkek. Their son (20 years old in 2007) is studying in 

Bishkek. In 2007 he spent his summer holidays working on a construction site in Kazakh-

stan to earn some extra income.  

 

Family 3: Mrs Abdieva originally hails from the case study area. After marrying, she 

moved in with her husband and parents-in-law whose house was about an hour away by 

car. She studied part-time at a business college in Osh (a 2-hours drive away). Until 1999 

she and her husband run a shop in the village, but they could not earn a living. They there-

fore decided to go to Almaty and trade. They have four daughters and one son. Until recent-

ly she and her husband worked in Almaty, while the children stayed with her parents-in-law 

in the village in Kyrgyzstan. After her father in-law died, they decided that the husband 

would stay in the village to support his mother. The four daughters stayed in the village in 

Kyrgyzstan and they are still at school. Only the son (the youngest child of the family) 

moved to his mother in Almaty, where he now goes to school. Mrs Abdieva said that she 
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does not have enough money or space to accommodate their daughters. Moreover, the 

daughters do not speak Russian and would therefore find it difficult in a Kazakh school. 

During the school holidays, the daughters sometimes visit Almaty and help their mother on 

the market. Mrs Abdieva also visits her husband and children in Kyrgyzstan at least twice a 

year, but she also makes the most of these occasions to visit her own parents in the neigh-

bouring village. 

 

Family 4: Mr Osmonov and Mrs Osmonova grew up in the same place. During Soviet 

times Mr. Osmonov was employed as driver for the kolkhoz (collective farm), while his 

wife took care of household and brought up their four sons and two daughters. Three of 

their sons work in Shymkent (Kazakhstan), mainly in trading. Two of them have children, 

who live in the village with Mr and Mrs Osmonov. The two married daughters and the se-

cond oldest son are in Bishkek, but all of them have previously worked in Russia or Ka-

zakhstan.  

 

WHERE DO PEOPLE RETURN TO?  

In the following section, I will look at people’s desire to return to their home country, Kyr-

gyzstan, and their explanations for the fact that return does not necessarily mean returning 

to their place of origin.  

Using King’s typology (King et al. 1983: 18-21 in King, 2000: 11), all interviewees could 

be described as “target migrants” (King, 2000: 11). Target migrants move abroad with a 

specific aim in mind. They not only have the intention to return but do in fact return – at 

least as far as can be foreseen. The mayor of the municipality and migrants from the case 

study area exemplify this. “Migrants bring a lot of money here. I think that they will only 
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leave temporarily. They are not going to settle down there [Russia and Kazakhstan]. They 

are just working abroad for the money. They will come back in two to three years”. 

(Mayor, 50 years, 2007.) 

 

Migrants have a similar perception and intend to return to Kyrgyzstan once they have ac-

cumulated a certain sum of money: “We are not staying here [Russia] permanently. We just 

need time to earn enough money. We’ll definitely go back to Kyrgyzstan. But we don’t 

know when. Maybe in five, ten or even one or two years, it depends on how quickly we 

earn enough money.” (Worker in Moscow, 25 years old, 2006.) 

The timescale is not yet clear and migrants are realistic enough to admit that it could take 

many more years for them to earn enough money. For most of them, it appears obvious that 

they will return to their home country, but policymakers and researchers rarely discuss 

where exactly migrants want to return to. While elderly people mainly express the wish to 

return to their home villages, younger people increasingly see their identity and their future 

prospects in urban areas rather than in the village of their birth. The main places for in-

vestment are Bishkek and its suburbs, and sometimes Osh or Jalalabad in the south. Such 

investments enable people to gradually set up a new home. They will, for example, buy a 

house in Bishkek, but then have to pay off their debts by working in Russia or Kazakhstan. 

They thus add Bishkek to the existing multi-local setup of their place of origin and their 

workplace in Russia or Kazakhstan. This is summarised in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1, about here.  
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For example, Satirbek was born and raised in the same municipality. In 1991, he graduated 

from technical college but could not make a living, and thus first went trading to Russia and 

later on moved to Almaty in Kazakhstan. He now sees himself as an established business-

man. 

Satirbek: “My younger sister trades in Almaty and so do I. We bought two 

houses in Bishkek. In the long run, I am going to live in Bishkek.” 

Author: “Will young people like you return to your village one day?” 

Satirbek: “No, they won’t until jobs are created. Right now we don’t have 

any jobs in the village. For example, if you want to work in the fields, there 

is no water. If that continues, there won’t be any young people left in the vil-

lage. They will not return because there are no jobs.” (Satirbek, 33 years old, 

trader in Almaty, 2006.) 

 

The other dimension of return reflects the experiences of migrants when they go back to 

their rural homes for shorter visits, as shown by the following quote: 

I want to go to the village. I miss it. But every time I go there, I want to 

come back to Bishkek. Because we are young. In the village, there are no 

young people of my age. All my friends are here. So it’s difficult to stay in 

the village alone. I go to the village, meet my parents, stay 10 days and then 

I return. There aren’t any young people. Only three to four of my friends 

stayed. They would like to leave too, but they have to look after their par-

ents. (Male trader, 2007, 25 years old. At the age of 17 he finished school 

and went to Almaty to trade. Three years ago he moved to Bishkek, but he 

visits Almaty regularly on business.) 
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When they visit, migrants experience a range of ambivalent feelings - from wishful 

thoughts of not remaining a migrant for the rest of their lives and dreams of returning home 

permanently to a rural life through to a certainty that they will never again be able to live in 

the countryside. The link to home and the family, however, can also reduce the risks of 

mobility and might provide a “fall-back strategy” (Conway, 2005: 267), as described by the 

family in portrait 1. The younger daughter of the family lives with her husband in Almaty. 

Both do some irregular petty trading. In many cases, migrants who live in urban areas pro-

vide networks through which other family members can get access to medical care. Never-

theless, as long as migrants work and live illegally, access to good medical care can be 

risky and requires bribes. Therefore, when the younger daughter became pregnant in 2007, 

she returned temporarily to her parents’ house in southern Kyrgyzstan and stayed there for 

the birth and pre- and post-natal care. She then moved back to Almaty, but her mother was 

worried about her daughter and newborn grandchild. Although she had never been to Al-

maty herself, she knew about her daughter and son-in-law’s precarious living and working 

conditions. 

They pay their rent but cannot live freely. There is always control. They can 

only keep the light and gas on for a short period of time. They pay the rent 

but the owner always comes and tells them to switch it off. He dictates what 

they can do and what they can’t. My daughter asks me how she’s supposed 

to live there, now that she has a baby and needs a warmer house and electric-

ity and gas. They pay money, but this owner always comes and tells them to 

switch it off, to do this and don’t do that. (Southern Kyrgyzstan, 2007.) 
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The family long discussions had long discussions about whether the newborn child should 

be with his mother and father in Almaty or would be better staying with its grandparents in 

southern Kyrgyzstan. Finally the daughter decided to take her child to Almaty. The grand-

parents work too and would not have time to take care of the child. 

 

Most migrants can only imagine returning to their rural place of birth when they reach re-

tirement age; it is therefore crucial that they remain in contact with their original home to 

keep this option open. One example is the family described in family portrait number 2. 

After trading in Russia, the family settled in Bishkek. As their son and daughter grow older, 

the parents are starting to think about the future and about whether they should return to the 

village or not. 

We still have cattle and livestock there. (…)  I would love to go, but my 

children don’t want to. I will go of course, but only after all my kids have 

got married. We will return. We have a house and cattle there. We have a 

nice house there. We have kept it in a very good state. It is the best house in 

the village. (Mr Kubatbekov, 45 years old, Bishkek, 2007.) 

 

But there are also examples, such as family portrait number 3, where people do not have 

enough money to invest in urban areas in Kyrgyzstan and will have to work for as long as 

possible in Kazakhstan and Russia to finance the needs of their families. Mrs Abdieva lives 

with her son in Almaty. For financial reasons, her four daughters (school age) and her hus-

band have stayed in the village in southern Kyrgyzstan. Two years ago her father became 

very ill and they managed to bring him to Almaty for treatment. Because of her irregular 

status she had to pay large bribes to make sure he received good medical treatment, but she 
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did eventually managed to pay for it. She is often ill and feels exhausted from working long 

hours on the markets all year round. Her precarious working conditions are a source of ad-

ditional insecurity and provoke strong feelings of attachment towards her home country of 

Kyrgyzstan.  

You feel so free and you have independence. It is a paradise in the village; 

you feel so independent and by yourself. You do whatever you want because 

it is your place of birth. Here (in Almaty) you keep your mouth closed, you 

are as silent as possible. You are afraid and you do not have any freedom in 

this foreign place. (…) When I cross the border and I am on Kyrgyz territory 

I feel so relieved and I am so happy. (Mrs Abdieva, family portrait no. 3, 

selling bread in a market in Almaty, 2006.) 

During the interviews, she clearly saw her future at her husband’s village of birth. By 

“place of birth” she meant the rural south of Kyrgyzstan in particular. Mrs Abdieva thought 

about returning to her husband’s village in Kyrgyzstan and establishing a small business. 

There is nothing in the village to attract young people – no wonder all of 

them leave. During the last years I toyed with so many ideas about what I 

could do back home. I would like to open a school buffet serving breakfast 

and lunch for schoolchildren. The place could also be used as a café for the 

whole village, somewhere we could screen movies and celebrate weddings 

or birthday parties. I could train my daughters to run the business with me 

and they could stay in the village.” (Almaty, 2006.) 

However, from short-term visits back home she felt that she might not have enough capital 

to open such a place. Furthermore, she didn’t know where to look for support to discuss her 

plans. Therefore Mrs Abdieva thought it more likely that she would stay in Almaty until 
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her children have finished school. Her son should complete his education in Almaty and her 

older daughters would have the possibility of learning a profession or studying in Bishkek.  

 

The examples have shown that most younger and middle-aged migrants wish to return to 

Kyrgyzstan, but their reasons for not returning from Kazakhstan or Russia (like in family 

portrait number 3) or for first returning to urban rather than rural areas of Kyrgyzstan in-

clude lower salaries and fewer economic opportunities, their concerns about corruption, the 

lack of social, medical and training services, shopping facilities and technical infrastructure. 

They also fear that they will not have sufficient savings to be able to return and invest in 

consumer items and production in rural areas.  

 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF MULTI-LOCAL LIVES  

The medium-term orientation of migrants towards urban centres sustains the financial flows 

between urban and rural areas, but it also causes brain drain and new family constellations, 

which will be discussed in the following section. 

 

Importance of remittances  

 

The vast majority of households rely on remittances. On average, households receive per 

month US$ 50-100, which tallies with the results of a World Bank study (World Bank, 

2006) in which 14 per cent of the respondents had an average monthly income of less than 

US$ 50, 31 per cent earned US$ 50-100, about 30 per cent up to US$ 200, and another 20 

per cent even more.   
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The mayor pointed out: “Last year we calculated that 20 million Som were sent back to Y. 

You might have noticed the new fences. People can feed themselves again and with the rest 

of the money they build fences and houses. Last year people brought 65 new cars and 61 

new houses were built.” (Mayor of the municipality, South Kyrgyzstan, 2007.)  

 

The high dependency on remittances in rural areas also puts pressure on the migrants re-

sponsible for earning them. “It is difficult. Even when you are sick, you have to work and 

earn money. You try to earn money even when you are sick. You realise that your family 

and your children expect your support. There is no way out - you have to work. (Mrs Abdi-

eva, family portrait no. 3, sells bread on a market in Almaty, 2006.) 

 

Money is first of all spent on daily survival and secondly on life-cycle events, cars, hous-

ing, cattle, land and an increasing number of social events such as seasonal festivities. Mar-

riages are important life-cycle events. Traditionally, parents are expected to pay for their 

children’s weddings and for their sons’ houses. Nowadays, migrants of marrying age in-

creasingly pay for their weddings and houses themselves – and they increasingly build their 

houses in Bishkek or smaller urban centres nearby such as Osh or Jalalabad.  

Livestock is an investment with multiple dimensions. Many younger migrants generate 

their main income from trading and wage labour and cannot imagine living in the country-

side in the medium or short term. However, they do still invest in livestock. Despite the 

growing importance of houses and cars as symbols of successful migration, livestock re-

mains a sign of wealth. In addition, livestock represents stability and Kyrgyz tradition by 

binding people to the pastures of home. Migrants live off their memories of these (jailoos). 

They associate jailoos with clean air, freedom and a place to relax and recuperate, even if 
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they do not go there on a regular basis and the actual work on the pastures is harsh, espe-

cially for women.  

In a follow-up study in the same municipality focusing on the links between livestock farm-

ing and migration, Schoch (2008, also Schoch et al., 2010) found that after a sharp decrease 

in livestock after 1990, the number of livestock has once more been on the up since 2000. 

Villagers describe the increase of livestock as a direct effect of migration. On the one hand, 

people directly invest remittances in livestock to increase the number; on the other, daily 

expenses are covered by remittances and people can stop selling livestock to cover these 

expenses (Schoch, 2008).  

Investments in cattle, land and a house in rural areas become a fallback strategy for the mi-

grants themselves and provide a safety net when they later retire. What is true of all major 

investments - as illustrated in the previous section when Mr Kubatbekov emphasises his 

house (family portrait no. 2) - is that they are symbolic of the returnee’s social status and 

serve to demonstrate that the returnees have been successful – that they have made it (also 

Conway 2005: 275).  

Aside from one mosque, no remittances have as yet been invested in community develop-

ment or larger private businesses. Despite frequent complaints about a shortage of water, 

technical infrastructure and employment opportunities, everybody involved regard their 

remittances as only being sufficient to cover their private needs. The state is still seen as the 

main provider of infrastructure and services and as overwhelmingly responsible for job cre-

ation.  

 

Shortages of labour and qualified people in rural areas 
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Besides remittances, one important aspect of migration is the absence of family members 

and labour in the community, which entails a new organisation of roles and tasks within 

families and the community.  

Most of the households supplement their income from migration with stockbreeding and 

agriculture. Thus households feel the labour shortages most in the summer months when 

they have to tend to their livestock, make hay and cultivate the fields (Schoch, 2008). Those 

families that move to the pastures with their livestock during the summer find it impossible 

to cultivate their fields at the same time. Due to the absence of household members, people 

increasingly ask relatives and friends to look after their livestock or pay professional herd-

ers to do this. ‘Ashar’ a system of mutual help among friends and relatives, is coming back 

into fashion for haymaking and cultivation. In addition, day labourers (mainly male teenag-

ers from the village) are employed and paid out of remittances. Other villagers have reacted 

to labour shortages by ceasing to cultivate their fields. Although very few people actually 

completely stopped cultivation, most families reduced their agricultural production to self-

sufficiency levels. Nevertheless, remittances exceed the expense of paid labour or the losses 

incurred by not cultivating land (Schoch, 2008).  

As well as the labour shortage at household level, there is a lack of well-trained people in 

all sectors in rural areas. For example, people were worried that despite an increasing num-

ber of livestock, a lack of professionals might endanger the future of livestock production. 

Most households practice livestock farming at their own discretion, leading to poor pasture 

management and low output and productivity (Schoch, 2008). During interviews at the 

school and the local hospital, it was a common occurrence to see teachers, nurses and doc-

tors taking extended leave to go and work abroad. Also, the Central Asia Human Develop-
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ment Report (UNDP and CIS, 2005: 150) warns that many qualified Kyrgyz teachers have 

migrated to Russia and Kazakhstan; educational standards have fallen as a result. 

Thus migration has led to a lack of labour in every sector of employment in the source re-

gion. Although it is often argued that migrants will return with new ideas and skills, peo-

ple’s reasons for working abroad are overwhelmingly economic and they are generally not 

that interested in learning new skills or starting a new profession. Moreover, apart from a 

few lucky exceptions, young and middle-aged skilled migrants such as doctors, lawyers, 

teachers, clerks and nurses (men and women) are prepared to undertake work far below 

their skill level in the hardest and most draining jobs on construction sites, factories, mar-

kets and in restaurants. This has also been confirmed by other researchers (Bichsel et al., 

2005; Rohner, 2006; Schmidt and Sagynbekova, 2008; Ruget and Usmanalieva, 2008: 132-

134). Remittances are partly spent on children’s education. Although parents know from 

experience that a good education no longer offers a secure path to economic security and 

upward social mobility, they work as hard as possible to give their children the best educa-

tion. At the same time, young internal migrants of school and university age try to reduce 

the financial burden on their parents by working during their studies in Bishkek. However, 

my interviews and observations in rural schools revealed paradoxical situations whereby 

pupils put working abroad above further education: “Once parents start sending money to 

their children, their behaviour and habits change. Depending on where parents work, chil-

dren also visit their parents. Once they have experienced money and seen the city, they 

don’t care anymore about their family, home or education. Children become spoiled.” 

(Schoolteacher, southern Kyrgyzstan, 2007.) 

However, many younger people in their twenties were also seen to interrupt their education 

simply because they need to earn money to survive and intend to invest their savings in 
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their own education later on. Anyway, it is unlikely that young people will find any well-

paid employment in their rural homes. They would rather stay in Bishkek or, in many cases, 

end up returning to Russia or Kazakhstan to work. 

 

Social protection and caring from a distance 

Social protection refers to the range of public, private, formal and informal measures that 

address an actor’s vulnerability to incidents that have a negative effect on their well-being 

(Sabates-Wheeler and Maclausan 2007: 28). People’s need to sustain their income, secure 

their livelihood and thus ensure their social protection is often the major driving force be-

hind migration. At the same time, there are various points during the migration process 

when social protection is required (Sabates-Wheeler and Maclausan, 2007). Although mi-

grants also lack social protection, the focus of the following section is on non-migrants in 

rural areas and their care arrangements as one aspect of social protection. Young and mid-

dle-aged men and women who migrate to Russia or Kazakhstan leave their children with 

their parents or parents-in-law. It is the older and the very young members of the population 

who do not migrate. 

Once they grow up, their parents will take them with them – and then I will 

take care of the next generation of children. (…) Right now they are calling 

us father and mother, but soon they will understand that we are their grand-

parents. (…) I keep explaining to them who their father and mother are and 

who their grandparents are. (Grandmother, family portrait no. 4, South 

Kyrgyzstan. Her sons and daughters work in Bishkek and Kazakhstan; she 

and her husband take care of their grandchildren, 2007.) 
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It is not an entirely new phenomenon for the youngest generation to grow up with their 

grandparents while their parents are busy studying and working. However, respondents felt 

that the general situation has been changing. Parents stay away for longer periods of time 

and further away from home under uncertain conditions. Irregular migration regimes make 

it hard for parents to stay in contact with other family members and children back home or 

to bring their children to their places of work. Those migration patterns have changed the 

structure of the family care constellation. Distance caring involves a reliance on older chil-

dren, grandparents and relatives while the parents are absent for longer periods of time. 

All my children are in different places. It’s not a normal family anymore. I 

would love to bring my children up, but because of the bad economic situa-

tion I don’t have any choice. I am their mother and I know best how to treat 

my children. (…) My two-year-old girl couldn’t stay with my mother-in-law 

because she is too difficult and too young for my old mother-in-law, but for 

my middle daughter it was OK. My youngest daughter now lives with one of 

my aunts. (Gulja, 30 years, Almaty, 2006.)  

In Kyrgyzstan, no long-term studies have yet been conducted into the impact of family sep-

aration on children. In the interviews, remittances were seen as a positive opportunity to 

invest in good nutrition and education for children - and therefore a better future. The flip-

side mentioned by parents, grandparents and teachers is the greater likelihood of a drop in 

school enrolment and performance, greater need for medical care and also the general psy-

chological consequences. For many countries affected by emigration, the impact on the 

families and especially children left behind has become a serious concern. Research in the 

Philippines (Scalabrini Migration Center, 2003/04) for example, on children that had been 

left behind, showed that parental absence creates displacement, disruption and changes in 
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care arrangements. However, despite the emotional displacement, the children of migrants 

are not disadvantaged compared to children of non-migrants as far as many aspects of their 

well-being is concerned. On the contrary, the economic advantages of migration appear to 

provide the children of migrants with other advantages like enrolment in better schools and 

a greater likelihood of participation in extra-curricular activities. Thus, when the family is 

stable, it can withstand the separation imposed by migration (Scalabrini Migration Center, 

2003/04). Whenever parents manage to maintain a base in Bishkek, they also relocate their 

children of school-going age to the capital. If parents cannot be with them in Bishkek full-

time because they work in Kazakhstan or Russia, other extended family members provide 

shelter for the children.  

A further concern if the younger generation settles down in urban areas is to decide who 

will care for the elderly in the long run, especially if the traditional set-up also declines 

whereby the youngest son and his wife live with his parents. In many families, those rules 

are challenged and often renegotiated. In some cases, the son who was least interested in 

migration has taken on the entire responsibility for his parents, independently of his age and 

position in the family. In other cases, parents required their sons to return whenever they 

could afford to financially, or at the very least his wife (their daughter-in-law) had to re-

main with the elderly and shoulder the main burden of the housework. It is also not yet 

clear whether having full responsibility for their parents and elderly family members may 

hinder the younger generation from investing in their own children, family and businesses.  

 

CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS  

Migration in Kyrgyzstan is characterised by internal rural to urban north-south migration as 

well as international migration to Kazakhstan and Russia. This mobility mostly only in-
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volves migration by some family members and, as a result, people’s livelihoods take on a 

multi-local dimension. Many migrants to Russia and Kazakhstan feel a strong attachment to 

Kyrgyzstan and fully intend to return home. However, while the elderly often expect the 

younger generation to return to their home villages, younger people in particular increas-

ingly situate their identities and their future prospects in urban places rather than in their 

home village. They could imagine returning to their rural place of birth when they have 

reached retirement age. People’s reasons for staying in urban rather than rural areas include 

the poorer economic opportunities in the countryside, the lack of services and infrastruc-

ture, and an urban lifestyle that leaves more scope for individual freedom. In addition, mi-

grant parents want to see their children complete their education and get married. Migrants’ 

return to Kyrgyzstan therefore frequently involves a further migration step – namely mov-

ing first to an urban area (especially the capital Bishkek) and only later, upon retirement, 

back to the rural area. , People will derive the necessary income to sustain or establish the 

new urban home in Kyrgyzstan by working in Kazakhstan or Russia. Hence they must keep 

up their transnational and national rural-urban linkages to make it possible to return to the 

urban centres in their homeland and to potentially allow themselves to retire to the country-

side. 

International and internal migrants alike sustain their non-migrating family members 

through remittances. They also provide networks of access to medical care and education in 

urban areas, as well as jobs for following migrants. Non-migrating family members on the 

other hand take care of children, livestock and personal belongings. They also maintain the 

emotional base of the home and to a certain extent reduce the risks and uncertainty inherent 

in international mobility. This is illustrated by the fact that pregnant women prefer to stay 

in safety with their parents rather than endure precarious living conditions in Kazakhstan.   
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Overall, migration is generally seen in a positive light, since remittances have significantly 

improved the economic situation of the migrating, as well as the non-migrating, members 

of the households. However, there are several critical side effects of migration. Labour mi-

gration to Russia and Kazakhstan and the failure of migrants to return to rural areas in the 

medium term exacerbates the lack of qualified personnel in the service sectors there – and 

only lends more weight to people’s reasons for migrating or not returning. The shortage of 

family workforce is made up for by mutual help between relatives or by paying temporary 

wage labourers out of remittances. However, the impact of long-distance childcare and the 

responsibilities of looking after the elderly in the future remain unclear. Furthermore, 

should the flow of cash transfers be interrupted because the migrant falls ill or loses his/her 

job, for instance, this could disturb the delicate balance of debt and repayment for house-

holds with hardly any access to other sources of cash income. 

As far as the policy implications go, the findings point to a number of questions.  

A large number of rural migrants work in urban areas in Russia and Kazakhstan or finally 

converge on Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan. Those migrants have had a major impact 

on the urban environment. Can national and international policy help to shift the view of 

rural migrants as rural, “backward”, dependent immigrants who work in the informal sector 

to a perception of them as active entrepreneurs and consumers? Legalising migrants’ eco-

nomic activities would turn their migrant labour into entrepreneurial activities, providing 

stability and predictability (cp. Jeenbaeva, 2008) and helping to integrate them into city life 

without the need for state social support. Then their mobility could be seen as a resource 

that strengthens economic rural-urban interlinkages, both within Kyrgyzstan and interna-

tionally. If combined with better social and economic service provision in rural areas, not 
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only is it more likely that migrants would return to rural areas, but it would also give non-

migrants access to healthcare, childcare and education. 

This leads on to a second question. Can policy encourage specific vocational education 

schemes to raise rural income levels? People have to gain the knowledge, skills and atti-

tudes to be in a position to manage private farms and other businesses, and this will help to 

raise incomes in rural areas. Given the resurgence in livestock farming, there is a need for 

appropriate structures and organisations are needed, as are better farming techniques to im-

prove soil fertility, solve irrigation problems and address the lack of technical infrastruc-

ture. There is also a recognition that the processing industry is pivotal. Meat, milk and wool 

could be processed and sold on local and even export markets (cp. Schoch, 2008). Last by 

not least, how can migrants, who are absent for most of the year, be integrated into deci-

sion-making and training in areas in which they continue to invest and are keen to return 

to? So far, a large proportion of the population that represents the country’s future is absent 

from the process of training, capacity building and creating infrastructure in rural areas.  
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Figure 1: Multi-local livelihoods and stages of return 

 

Source: Own draft, 2009. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


