Summary
We conclude our description of labour migration (otkhodnichestvo) by certain generalizations which do not result from speculative analysis but are based on empirical material obtained in those places where migrant (migrating, migratory) workers (otkhodniks) permanently reside and where they leave for their recurring (seasonal) work from. Evidently, no material as such allows making definite and one-sided generalizations. Indeed, after analyzing this material, we all formed our own special opinions, which in certain cases even differ. Nevertheless, we attempted to put the mosaic together in order to provide a more-or-less general picture. Certainly, it is rather sketchy; however, it gives an understanding of what is common for contemporary labour migration and what underlies this phenomenon.

Contemporary otkhodnichestvo is a type of labour migration which is distinguished by its temporary and returnable nature. An adult able-bodied family member temporarily leaves home to offer proactively his or her services or seek employment in other regions (areas). Nowadays, otkhodniks come mostly from small towns or rural areas to offer their services or seek jobs in major cities – regional centers and capitals, in the industrially developed areas of the country.

Certain features distinguish a classical otkhodnik from other types of labour migrants (rotation workers, shabashniks (jobbers), cross-border migrants, etc.). Generally, otkhodninks work far from home, from the place of their permanent residence; their work is of a seasonal (recurring) nature; they are self-starters and act independently; they are driven by the desire to improve their material well-being; and they have no intention to relocate their families. The above features make contemporary otkhodniks similar to typical otkhodniks of the 18th - early 20th centuries. That's why we consider that otkhodnichestvo is a sustenance pattern similar to the one which existed in Russia up to the second decade of the Soviet era.

Currently, the classical otkhodnik emerges primarily from the north of European Russia and the Urals. Those areas have sufficient natural resources that the population can largely use and independently bring to market. We believe the availability of such resources in places where the otkhodniks live was a major factor which contributed to their emergence as a special type of labour migrants.
The classical type of otkhodnik is flanked by variations with an incomplete set of features, which we nevertheless classify as otkhodniks: rotation workers and those employed in the service sector. A proactive approach to job-seeking, the leave-and-return nature of the jobs, no intention to relocate permanently to the place of work and a high level of well-being for the family as motivation are typical of these categories of labourers as well. Such otkhodniks (not strictly classical) are to be found in the central and southern regions of Russia.

In many parts of European Russia otkhodnichestvo reproduced those most important practices, which were already well-developed here centuries ago. We are witnessing a situation when economic practices lost by several generations during the Soviet era were revived as soon as external political conditions changed in such a way that local circumstances forced people to go back to universal and largely archaic sustenance patterns, including otkhod (temporary departure from home to far away destination in order to earn a living). Otkhodniks' destinations also reproduced previous trends: they aim for developed labour markets, regional centers, the capitals and metropolitan agglomerations. The primary center of attraction is Moscow and the Moscow Region; in the past, St. Petersburg used to be the principal destination.

Contemporary otkhodnichestvo is not a homogeneous phenomenon. We find that it is diversified along several (probably only three or four) lines. Only in the first case – where the otkhodnik brings to market a competitive local resource which he can procure or produce and process independently – does he act as a classical otkhodnik – enterprising, independent and self-employed – an entrepreneur. In other cases, where the otkhodnik offers for sale either his skilled labour, or only his hands, he doesn't differ whatsoever from an employee, a recruited professional or a rotation worker, retaining one or two distinguishing otkhodnik features – independent job-seeking and long-distance returnable labour migration. 

Based on our field research, we identified significant social and economic features of contemporary otkhodnichestvo. The main reason driving people to seek temporary jobs far from home is not need but the desire to raise the well-being of their families, which, surprisingly, is entirely in line with what motivated otkhodniks of the late 19th – early 20th centuries. The otkhodniks are prepared to stay home and be content with earning only twice as much as their neighbours employed in the public sector, or three to five-fold more than the minimum subsistence level, i.e. up to 20,000-25,000 rubles. Actually, many otkhodniks make twice as much as they aim for and generally three to four-fold more than they would have earned at home. It is noteworthy that these people, being active and efficient workers that rely primarily and exclusively on themselves, have rather modest needs which are more than satisfied by their own achievements. This constitutes a fundamental difference between otkhodniks and many of their neighbours who are engaged mainly in the public sector or do nothing themselves to secure a job: such people's expectations are higher than their capabilities and actual economic performance. In all local communities there are those who seek and find ways to make a decent living, and those who have no other wish or intention than to 'take'. Local communities are split along this line. 

Due to their earnings, otkhodniks feel themselves wealthier than their neighbours, and this shows in their everyday life. They spend their income on just a few important items: education of their children, including comprehensive and higher vocational education; household improvements, including vehicles; family leisure and vacations. Their short-term objective is the well-being and decent existence for the family; and the long-term goal is the future of their children.

Among contemporary othkhodniks men are an absolute majority only in regions where otkhodnichestvo is a traditional way of life – in the north of European Russia, and also in the Urals and Siberia. In central and southern regions of the country women engage in otkhodnichestvo on the same level as men. This fact is also not new: back in imperial times the share of women in temporary non-agricultural peasant labour migration (otkhod) in the southern and central provinces was significant. We believe that the availability of a special type of resources, which the local population can utilize themselves, underlies such sustainable regional differences in the gender breakdown of otkhodniks. Such resources include forests, wild-growing herbs, berries and mushrooms, as well as water resources which are abundant in the north and east of Russia. Mainly men are engaged in their development, and they form the majority of classical otkhodniks who deliver competitive processed goods to the external market.

A significant difference between the contemporary and former otkhodnik is age: if previously, children and teenagers held a very high share, the otkhodnik of today is almost always older than 25. Actually, the majority of contemporary otkhodniks, both men and women, are middle-aged and older. The reasons for such differences lie primarily in the special status of contemporary young people and the late age when they start a family, as the need to provide for the family is what drives a person to leave home and become an otkhodnik.

The sociological portrait of a typical otkhodnik is as follows: a healthy middle-aged man, well-socialized, highly-motivated worker, unpretentious in everyday life and resistant to problems. He is sociable, intelligent, has a good sense of humour, he is a moderate drinker, and has a positive attitude to life. He is married, has several children, appreciates and loves his wife. He provides for himself and his family on his own. The otkhodnik has a higher living standard than his neighbor, who is not an otkhodnik. His house stands out as it is sturdy, well-built and demonstrates certain introduced urban trends. Farming is small-scale and limited to a kitchen garden. An otkhodnik does not alienate himself from the local community and maintains all family and friendly relations. He is prepared to help and he is an altruist. He enjoys the respect of fellow townsfolk or villagers. He rarely participates or does not participate at all in the political, social and cultural life of his community.

We applied different methods for assessing the number of Russian otkhodniks, and came to the conclusion that they constitute no less than 10-15, or maybe even up to 20 million families. This means that estimated roughly, one quarter to one third of all Russian families are the families of otkhodniks. Currently, from 10-15% to 50-80% of able-bodied inhabitants of Russian small towns and rural areas make a living far from home; and they usually find sources of income themselves. 

The mobility of economically active population in the Russian province is astounding in scale. However, this mobility remains concealed and imperceptible for official economic statistics. Otkhodniks are not recorded by government statistics. Neither are they registered in municipal reports. Most othkodniks find jobs through acquaintances rather than through official information channels or public employment agencies. The overwhelming majority of otkhodniks offers their services themselves or works unofficially. They pay no taxes. Therefore, for the economy they are non-existent.

The otkhodniks work far away from places of their permanent residence (where they are registered) and are often absent from home. At the same time, they are not registered at places of their temporary residence and usually work informally. As a result, otkhodniks drop out of social government programs and are not covered by the mandatory government service package provided to all citizens. Otkhodniks practically never resort to free public healthcare, as they can not afford to be sick either at home or when working far from home. Contemporary otkhodnichestvo has little or nothing to do with another element of the social state - the public system of vocational education. The majority of migrating workers do not work according to what they were professionally trained to do. Considering that most otkhodniks work unofficially, pay no taxes and are well aware that they cannot count on any future pensions, we can say that they are practically completely excluded from the public welfare system. Therefore, as most of these people seem to exist apart from the state, it is only logical that they are not registered in the economic system and that they pay no taxes.
As the otkhodniks do not participate in local social life and are practically non-existent for the local economy, they also escape the attention of municipal authorities. Moreover, they are beyond the scope of their interest. Nowhere and in no way do the municipal authorities engage with the otkhodniks; usually, the authorities are not even aware of them. In their activities, municipal bodies, just as government organizations, target primarily or exclusively people receiving income from the budget, i.e. members of the local community represented by pensioners, public-sector employees and those in need of support and custody. In the meantime, economically this is the least active part of any local community, whereas the otkhodniks and local business people are its most active and entrepreneurial part. However, neither the municipal, nor the government authorities interact with them or consider them as targets for political actions. This category of really active population seems not to exist within the competence of the authorities. In the existing type of relations with the public authorities, the phenomenon of otkhodniks seems to demonstrate the current stage of engagement between the state and its subjects which is traditional for Russia: avoid control by fleeing to the outskirts of the empire. Nowadays, its flight to the shadow niches of the economy which escaped the attention of the authorities.

We realize that our observations of contemporary labour migration are limited; we are well aware that this way of life has a variety of forms and involves very different categories of the population; we see the challenge and importance of the role that otkhodnichestvo plays both for the local and national economy; we feel that such a differentiated approach of the state to different categories of its citizens, which vary in their potential and attitude to life, may have unpredictable consequences. In view of the above, we tried to abstain from irresponsible scientific forecasts or sociological predictions. Our central objective was to perform a phenomenological, sociological analysis of a mass phenomenon in our society, which for whatever reasons remained concealed not only from the public but from the economic and social science, and even from the government. We therefore believe our conclusions to be reasonable and expect our colleagues to interpret them as a call for a more detailed analysis of this remarkable and rather dramatic phenomenon in Russia’s economic and social life.
