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In Russia, COVID-19 Border
Closures Risk Cutting Off Its Public
Works

As Russia starts to see its number of COVID-19 patients rise, it has started to impose more stringent measures

to contain the virus and limit the fallout. As elsewhere, some measures to slow down the disease will have

major economic impacts. Russia closed its border to foreigners on May 18, and will stop processing requests

for work visas. While this will surely stem the potential flow of COVID-19 carriers into Russia, it will also

likely hit its construction sector, which heavily depends on migrant labor. And this, in turn, could upend

Moscow's long-term plans for Russia's economy.
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As Russia starts to see its number of COVID-19 patients rise, it has started to impose more stringent measures
to contain the virus and limit the fallout. As elsewhere, some measures to slow down the disease will have
major economic impacts. Russia closed its border to foreigners on May 18, and will stop processing requests
for work visas. While this will surely stem the potential flow of COVID-19 carriers into Russia, it will also
likely hit its construction sector, which heavily depends on migrant labor. And this, in turn, could upend
Moscow's long-term plans for Russia's economy.
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In an effort to pull the country out of extended economic stagnation [1] and to appease the general public,

the Russian government has in the past years embarked on significant infrastructure projects. The bulk of

this effort is concentrated in a $400-billion endeavor known as National Priority Projects, which include the

Russia-wide construction of modern housing, hospitals, road infrastructure and much more. The projects

have been coming along slowly, as the government failed to process all required spending on the projects in

2019. Now, if personnel shortages hit the construction sector in 2020, the pace won't improve [2]. In

addition to the National Priority Projects, the construction sector is also essential to enabling the growth of

private entities and the development of energy and mining resources, such as those the Kremlin has sought

to tap in the Arctic. If significant slowdowns occur across all of these different layers of activity, this alone

could put the brakes on GDP growth, to say nothing of the challenges imposed by low oil prices [3].

With more than half of its workers estimated to be migrant labor, the construction sector is particularly

vulnerable to the border closure. Russia typically attracts immigrants from across its periphery to fill

vacancies in construction, but with no new visas being processed and demand for migrants already in Russia

increasing, a worker shortage could materialize. Replacing those workers domestically will not be easy, as

there is little in the way of spare workforce capacity [4] left in Russia. Even if immigrant workers could be

replaced, it would take time for untrained Russians to acquire the migrants' skills. Low unemployment has

already restricted growth in personnel-intensive sectors in the past, and now it will limit efforts to recover

from the damage from COVID-19 and low oil prices. 

Russia's appeal to these migrant workers might suffer regardless of the border closure. The impact of the

global COVID-19 crisis and of low oil prices will draw down Russia's macroeconomic performance, something

that will make Russia less attractive as a destination for regional labor. In recent years, Russia has had to

compete with Kazakhstan for such migrants following Russia's reduced economic performance during the

2015-2017 crisis. And this is just one of a multitude of simultaneous economic challenges Russia faces, the

combination of which exposes Russia to significant risk across different sectors — and leads to a bleak

economic outlook for Russia.
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In an effort to pull the country out of extended economic stagnation [1] and to appease the general public,
the Russian government has in the past years embarked on significant infrastructure projects. The bulk of
this effort is concentrated in a $400-billion endeavor known as National Priority Projects, which include the
Russia-wide construction of modern housing, hospitals, road infrastructure and much more. The projects
have been coming along slowly, as the government failed to process all required spending on the projects in
2019. Now, if personnel shortages hit the construction sector in 2020, the pace won't improve [2]. In
addition to the National Priority Projects, the construction sector is also essential to enabling the growth of
private entities and the development of energy and mining resources, such as those the Kremlin has sought
to tap in the Arctic. If significant slowdowns occur across all of these different layers of activity, this alone
could put the brakes on GDP growth, to say nothing of the challenges imposed by low oil prices [3].

With more than half of its workers estimated to be migrant labor, the construction sector is particularly
vulnerable to the border closure. Russia typically attracts immigrants from across its periphery to fill
vacancies in construction, but with no new visas being processed and demand for migrants already in Russia
increasing, a worker shortage could materialize. Replacing those workers domestically will not be easy, as
there is little in the way of spare workforce capacity [4] left in Russia. Even if immigrant workers could be
replaced, it would take time for untrained Russians to acquire the migrants' skills. Low unemployment has
already restricted growth in personnel-intensive sectors in the past, and now it will limit efforts to recover
from the damage from COVID-19 and low oil prices.

Russia's appeal to these migrant workers might suffer regardless of the border closure. The impact of the
global COVID-19 crisis and of low oil prices will draw down Russia's macroeconomic performance, something
that will make Russia less attractive as a destination for regional labor. In recent years, Russia has had to
compete with Kazakhstan for such migrants following Russia's reduced economic performance during the
2015-2017 crisis. And this is just one of a multitude of simultaneous economic challenges Russia faces, the
combination of which exposes Russia to significant risk across different sectors — and leads to a bleak
economic outlook for Russia.
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