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CHAPTER GNE

Executive Summary

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine

in 2022, tens of thousands of Ukrainian
children have been taken from their homes and
transferred deep into Russia. The Ukrainian
Government in March 2023 confirmed

19,646 cases, but this figure is a significant
understatement. Data from Yale University
published in June 2025 pushes this figure

up to 35,000. Other estimates put the figure
even higher. In July 2023, the US Government
estimated that around 260,000 children were
transferred, though likely most of these were
with their families. It is important to emphasise
these children were not lost; they were stolen..

For the over one million children that remainin
temporarily occupied territory of Ukraine (TOT),
the situation has also been dire. What started with
a ban of speaking their own language and rewritten
school curricula has turned into a state-sponsored
campaign of indoctrination and militarisation,
that has seen children given military training and
issued draft papers for the Russian military.

This report provides striking evidence of how
Russian authorities are employing a multi-layered
system of control - to create a generation of
children stripped of their identity and moulded to
serve an authoritarian state.

This report is built around testimonies from 200
children who were returned from Russian-occupied
territories (TOT) and from inside Russia. Between
March 2023 and July 2025, Save Ukraine specialists
- including psychologists, social workers, and legal
experts - conducted interviews with these children.
Their voices provide one of the clearest windows
yet into the systematic violations and suffering
inflicted on Ukrainian children.

Of the 200 repatriated Ukrainian children surveyed
a significant number reported single or multiple
serious violations of their rights:

55% reported being subjected to pro-Russian
indoctrination.

41% highlighted experiences of militarisation
through school-based training, or
membership in organisations.
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39% percent described unlawful transfers or
deportations, to Russia, Crimea or Belarus.

30% cited being placed in camps where
further indoctrination or military training was
provided.

Other grave abuses included separation from
families (18%), denial of medical care (18%),
torture or cruel treatment (10%), conflict-
related sexuval violence (6%), exploitation
including forced labour (2%) and religious
persecution (2%).

Testimonies describe children being told they
would be permanently separated from their
parents if families refused Russian citizenship.
Children give first-hand accounts of torture,
intimidation, and cultural erasure. Evidence
describes constant pressure to conform to Russian
identity and loyalty, representing a sustained
assault on their psychological wellbeing and their
sense of belonging (Chapter 13).

Alongside recording the profound violations that
these 200 children have endured, their words
crucially reveal the horrifying reality still faced by
hundreds of thousands of children left behind in
Russia and living in occupied Ukraine.

This report aims to ensure that these children’s
voices are heard, so that the public and politicians
alike stand up for their rights and effect change. It is
a joint effort of three organisations: War Child UK
who provides protection, education, psychosocial
support, and advocacy to children impacted by
conflict; Save Ukraine who alongside supporting
children affected by the ongoing war rescues and
repatriates children unlawfully taken or trapped
under occupation; and the Human Security Centre
an independent think tank that researches conflict,
human rights, and international law.

The evidence presented in this report - and
confirmed by many governments, international
organisations, and human rights groups - shows
that Russia's treatment of Ukrainian children is a
state-driven policy of abduction, indoctrination,
and militarisation. It can fairly be identified as the



largest, most organised campaign of grave child
rights violations in Europe since the end of the
Yugoslav wars. In some respects - because of

the scale of indoctrination and militarisation - it
represents a new dimension of child exploitation in
armed conflict.

Scale and Patterns of Abuse — a summary
of the evidence

The report provides compelling evidence of how
Russian authorities employ a multi-layered system
of control. Schools in the TOT have been reoriented
into pathways of indoctrination, with Russian
curricula replacing Ukrainian and compulsory
participation in patriotic events. Children are offered
better grades or manipulated into believing that
they are less likely to receive military draft papers
by joining paramilitary groups. The reality is that
they function as recruitment pipelines, normalising
military service from early adolescence.

Camps across Russia, Belarus and temporarily
occupied Ukraine (TOT) subject children to
ideological programming and military drills, often
under the guise of “recreation” or “rehabilitation.”

By 2025, researchers had identified at least two
hundred camps and facilities holding Ukrainian
children (Chapter 7).

Beyond militarisation, Russia enforces cultural and
legal assimilation. Ukrainian children are issued
Russian passports and identity documents,
sometimes without parental consent. Newborns
inthe TOT are registered with Russian birth
certificates, cutting legal ties to Ukraine from the
moment of birth. Adoption systems place children
with Russian families, giving them new names

and documents, and erasing their Ukrainian identity
entirely (Chapter 9).

The militarisation of children is embedded in
Russia's national security and foreign policy
doctrine. Since 2022, official strategy documents
have drastically increased their emphasis on the
importance of patriotic education for pre-draft
training. Budgets for patriotic education rose
from $50 million in 2022 to $459 million in 2024,
with further increases projected in 2025. President
Vladimir Putin and senior officials have explicitly
described youth policy as a strategic issue, linking it
to Russia's sovereignty, military preparedness, and
geopolitical ambitions (Chapter 6).

This report provides evidence that Ukrainian
children are not merely collateral victims
of these policies but are being deliberately

IT IS IMPORTANT
T® EMPHASISE
THESE CHILBDREN
WERE NOT LOST;
THEY WERE
STOLEN.

targeted. The report arrives at the judgement that
Russia’s aim is both demographic and strategic: to
erase Ukrainian identity, assimilate TOT, and prepare
a new generation of military recruits.

The practices documented in this report are likely
to evidence violations of multiple instruments of
international law. Forced transfer and deportation
of children are prohibited under the Geneva
Conventions and are prosecutable as war crimes
under Articles 8(2)(a)(vii) and 8(2)(b)(viii) of the Rome
Statute. When committed with the intent to destroy
a national group, such practices could fall under
Article 6(e) of the Rome Statute as acts of genocide.
The European Court of Human Rights, in July 2025,
also found Russia responsible for the unlawful
transfer of Ukrainian children (Chapter 12).

Russia’s goals are painfully clear, to create a
supplicant generation of Ukrainian children devoid
of their past identities and cast anew in their own
mold. Left unchecked countless thousands

of these children will be turned upon their

own people to fight in Russia’s armies. The
international community must do everything it can
to end this travesty before it is too late.

Urgent action is needed

The international community must prioritise the
safe return and reintegration of deported children,
ensure accountability through international justice
mechanisms, and provide expanded psychosocial
and legal support for survivors. Allowing the
militarisation and assimilation of children to
continue unchecked risks not only condemning
potentially hundreds-of-thousands of young lives
but also undermining the global commitment
to protect children in war - a principle at the
heart of international humanitarian law and our
shared humanity.
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But governments and institutions alone cannot
shoulder this responsibility. Real change will only
come if the world refuses to look away. Public

pressure is essential to keep Ukrainian children’s

rights on the agenda, to hold decision-makers
accountable, and to ensure that justice is not
delayed or denied.

The British public and people from across the

globe are called on to speak up for these children,

ensure that their stories are heard. Raise this
situation with their elected representatives and
share media coverage of their stories.

When | first arrived [at the school], they said,
“You're Ukrainian? Ew, Ukrainians... Allmy
friends that support Ukraine were insulted and
humiliated. The deputy principal kept telling
us that Ukraine is useless, and Russia is better.
She told me: ‘If you don't do this’ [referring to
participation in pro-Russian militarised events]
‘then you'll get failing grades. One time | came
in and shouted, ‘Glory to Ukraine!- the police
came, and the principal hit me, and said that

in Russia you're only allowed to say ‘Glory

to Russia’

Back in occupied Luhansk, | enrolled in
college. They introduced “Conversations
About Important Things” - a weekly 45-minute
propaganda session. Every Monday, we

raised the Russian flag. Teachers repeated the
same line: “Ukraine started the war, Russia is

protecting us.” Soldiers came to the college and
made us prepare “voluntary-compulsory” aid
packages for the Russian army. We were told
FSB agents might come to inspect our phones.

Boy, 18, city of Luhansk

When you turn 17, they issue you a draft notice
for military registration. The first and second
notices don't bring penalties, but the third can
lead to court and fines. In my case, they posted
an announcement at the town shop with my full
name, summoning me to appear by a certain
date with my Russian passport. | was given a
paper summons stating | had to register for
military service by January 25. 1 did not go. |
didn't want to fight - especially not against my
own people.

Boy, 17, Kherson region

Boy, 10, Kharkiv region

We got the impression that schoolchildren were
being prepared for war. They said this was a
ticket to military school. Most joined because it
gave extra exam points, increasing the chances

of not being drafted into the military. This
especially applied to boys.

Girl, 14, city of Luhansk
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CHAPTER TW@

No child should ever be torn from their family, have
their language and identity silenced, or made to
bear the brunt of war. Yet this is what hundreds of
thousands of Ukrainian children are enduring today.

The testimonies in this report speak for themselves.
Teenagers describe being placed in so-called
“recreation camps”, forced to conduct weapons
drills, dig trenches and trained to search for mines.
Others recall classrooms where history was
rewritten, their own language banned, and loyalty to
Russia demanded on threat of violence.

Children are enduring the most brutal abuses,
including torture, sexual violence, and other forms
of cruelty that no child should ever face. The
separation of children from their families is one of
the most terrifying and traumatic realities of war -
and in temporarily occupied Ukraine it is happening
as a deliberate policy.

These crimes must never be normalised. The
forced transfer, indoctrination, and militarisation of
children are some of the most serious violations of
international law. They represent a direct assault on
the rights of children everywhere, not just in Ukraine.
When the world tolerates the systematic abduction
and manipulation of children in one conflict, it
erodes the protections of every child caught up

in war.

War Child UK and Save Ukraine recognise our

joint purpose: to protect children from the worst
consequences of conflict,and where we have been
unable to prevent this, to provide expert support
and assistance to enable children to heal from

the inevitable harm. Yet the evidence in this report
reveals crimes that are devastating children’s lives
on a massive scale

We cannot allow this to continue. The international
community must act with urgency to ensure that
every child taken is found and returned to safety and
care. Governments must increase pressure to hold
perpetrators accountable - through the International
Criminal Court, through targeted sanctions, and
through the mechanisms of the UN.

At the same time, there must be sustained
investment in the long-term support required for
children to recover: psychosocial care, education,
and protection that allows them to reclaim

their future.

The courage of the 200 children at the heart of
this report must compel us to act. Their voices -
sometimes faltering, sometimes trembling with
fear, but always unmistakable - speak not only of
what they have endured, but paint a picture of the
shadow now hanging over hundreds of thousands
left behind. It is a shadow the international
community has a duty to lift, before it deepens
further in Ukraine and spreads to other war zones.

Every child has the right to be returned home,
reunited with family and able to grow, not as an
instrument of war but as a child once more.

Helen Pattinson - CEO War Child UK
Mykola Kuleba - CEO Save Ukraine

BEHIND EACH
STATISTIC IS A CHILD
WHOSE FUTURE HAS

BEEN DERAILED



CHAPTER THREE

Introduction to Save Ukraine,
War Child UK and the Human

Security Centre

Save Ukraine

Save Ukraine is a non-partisan, international NGO
headquartered in both Ukraine and the United
States. Since its founding in 2014 the organisation
has become the leading force behind the rescue,
rehabilitation, and reintegration of Ukrainian children
who were either illegally deported by Russia or
trapped in the TOT. Save Ukraine’s rapid response
field teams have also evacuated over 100,000
children and family members from frontline areas.

In response to the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
2022, Save Ukraine launched covert cross-border
rescue missions into TOT and Russia itself. These
operations have resulted in the successful return
of nearly 800 Ukrainian children who were forcibly
transferred by Russian authorities in violation of
international law.

Save Ukraine provides a full continuum of care -
from emergency shelter and trauma counselling to
long-term family reunification and reintegration into
Ukrainian society. To support this, the organisation
has built over 20 rehabilitation and support centres.

Each child’s recovery is supported by a
multidisciplinary team of psychologists, legal
advocates, educators, social workers, and

case managers - ensuring that every child is
safely reintegrated, emotionally supported, and
empowered to reclaim their identity and future.

Save Ukraine’s work is grounded in international
humanitarian and human rights law and guided by
trauma-informed, child-centred principles. With over
300 dedicated staff and volunteers, the organisation
works on the front lines of one of the most urgent
child protection crises of our time.

Save Ukraine is a key partner in the international
“Bring Kids Back UA” Coalition and serves as a
trusted hub for rehabilitation, evidence collection,
and reunification of rescued children.

War Child UK

For over three decades, War Child UK has been
driven by a single goal — ensuring a safe future for
every child affected by war.

We work in some of the hardest-to-reach places
to support those who are most in need and aim to
reach children as quickly as possible when conflict
breaks out and stay long after the cameras have
gone to support them through their recovery.

War Child UK is a member of the War Child Alliance
Foundation, a global foundation made up of five
fundraising offices all raising money to support our
work in 14 countries across Africa, Asia, Europe, the
Middle East, and Latin America. Programme staff are
based in and around conflict-affected areas around
the world.

War Child Ukraine, part of the global War Child
Alliance, has been active since March 2022,
supporting children and families affected by the
war. Operating across various regions, including
frontline and hard-to-reach areas, War Child Ukraine
has supported over 13,500 children through child
protection, over 20,000 through mental health and
psychosocial support, and over 275,000 through
catch-up learning via the Can’t Wait to Learn
platform.

Working with local partners, government agencies,
international organisations, and donors, War Child
Ukraine ensures a coordinated, inclusive, and child
rights—based response that prioritises gender
equality and access for all children.

Globally our challenge is bigger than ever. Nearly 1in
5 children are affected by conflict worldwide. There

are more children at risk today than at the end of the
second world war.

War Child boldly campaigns on the root causes of
conflict and helps to amplify children’s voices, so
that it can advocate for change on the issues that
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https://www.saveukraineua.org/
https://www.bringkidsback.org.ua/

matter to them. We understand children’s needs,
respect and stand up for their rights, and put them at
the centre of everything we do.

Every day, our local teams are in communities and
refugee camps creating safe spaces for children
to play, learn, and access psychological support.
War Child will never give up on children affected
by conflict.

The Human Security Centre

From Kyiv to Kabul, the safety of ordinary people

is being undermined by war, repression, and
lawlessness. The Human Security Centre (HSC)
exists to confront these threats head-on and to
ensure that protecting lives is treated as a core duty
of foreign policy.

The HSC is an independent, non-profit foreign
policy think tank based in London. It was founded
to put people at the heart of security policy. The
purpose of the HSC is to address, and to formulate
solutions to, current and emerging threats to human
security. The HSC aims to promote and help create
an international society in which individuals and
communities everywhere are able to live free from
fear, free from want and free from indignity.

To achieve this, the HSC promotes the concept

of human security as a tool to facilitate

better understanding of the complexity and
interrelatedness of threats and as a central pillar of
foreign policy in the twenty-first century.

The HSC aims:

« To educate the public about the concept of
human security and the various threats to human
security around the world.

To contribute to the collective knowledge and
advance the understanding of the concept of
human security.

+ To encourage governments to adopt the human
security approach as the basis for foreign,
defence, security and international development
policies.

To engage with key stakeholders and the
general public in strengthening the political will
to act upon human security issues.
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Since its establishment, the HSC has worked

with a wide range of partners, including national
governments, international and regional
organisations, non-governmental organisations,
academic institutions, media outlets, private sector
actors, and security and humanitarian specialists.




CHAPTER FOUR

Research Findings from Save
Ukraine’s Child Protection Case Files

This chapter presents the findings of new
research carried out by Save Ukraine, in
collaboration with the Human Security Centre,
based on the experiences of 200 children who
were repatriated from Russian-controlled
territory between March 2023 and July 2025.
The research, drawn from Save Ukraine’s case
management system, provides one of the most
detailed accounts to date of the violations
suffered by Ukrainian children under Russian
occupation.

Analysis

The analysis in this chapter is grounded in
transcripts and notes from semi-structured
interviews conducted by Save Ukraine’s
multidisciplinary teams - including psychologists,
social workers, lawyers, educators, and child
protection coordinators - and validated against
internationally recognised investigative standards'.
Allinterviews followed strict ethical safeguards, with
a trauma-informed approach designed to protect
children’s psychological wellbeing and ensure
confidentiality. All the interviews are were translated
from the original Ukrainian or Russian and a small
number were paraphrased for clarity and to protect
identities where necessary.

By combining the testimonies of children and their
families with documentary evidence (Chapters
5-10), psychological assessments (Chapter 13), and
legal analysis (Chapter 14), this research offers both

1 Documenting International Crimes and Human Rights Violations
for Accountability Purposes: Guidelines for Civil Society
Organisations.

Istanbul Protocol: Manual on the Effective Investigation

and Documentation of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 2nd edition, 2022.
Global Code of Conduct for Gathering and Using Information
about Systematic and Conflict-Related Sexual Violence (the
Murad Code), April 13, 2022.

Basic Investigative Standards for International Crimes (Global
Rights Compliance LLP), 2019.

Berkeley Protocol on Digital Open Source Investigations
(extended version), Office of the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights and the Centre for Human Rights at
the University of California, Berkeley School of Law, 2020.

qualitative insights into the lived experiences of
affected children (Chapter 10) and quantitative data
on the prevalence of specific violations (below). It
documents patterns of indoctrination, militarisation,
forced displacement, deportation, detention,
torture, denial of medical care, conflict-related
sexual violence, and exploitation.

It is important to note, that these findings reflect
only the experiences of children who managed to
escape Russian control and return to Ukrainian-held
territory. Their ability to flee makes them a small and
relatively fortunate group compared to many others
who likely endured harsher conditions.

Children still in occupied territories, or transferred
deeper into Russia or Belarus, may have faced
even more severe indoctrination and coercion,

in some cases to the point of losing awareness

of the violations committed against them. As a
result, this study likely understates the full scale
of abuses. It should also be noted that the cases
examined involve children repatriated between
March 2023 and July 2025, meaning that many

of their testimonies do not capture the most
recent and intensified campaigns of militarisation
and indoctrination. In certain instances, children
were manipulated into believing that Ukraine had
already been conquered and no longer existed as a
sovereign state.

While the children included in this study represent
those who managed to escape and return to
Ukrainian-controlled territory, their accounts
nevertheless reveal the scale and severity of
international crimes being committed. The evidence
presented demands urgent attention from national
and international justice mechanisms.

This case study is therefore not only a record of
grave violations against children, but also a vital
resource for accountability efforts - ensuring that
the voices of Ukraine’s most vulnerable are heard,
protected, and acted upon.
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HEABLINE RESULTS

Total number of cases: Age category:

200 children 14-17 years old — 181 children (?1%)
Gender: 18-20 years old — 18 persons (9%)
Girls — 88 (44%) Case type:

Boys — 112 (56%) Initial interview — 200 children (100%)

Follow-up interview — 10 children (5%)

55%

Indoctrination (110 cases)

41*

Militarisation (83 cases)

39%

Forced displacement or deportation (78 cases)

30%

Attended ‘camps’ (60 cases)

18%

Separation from family (36 cases)

18”

Denial of access to medical care (36 cases)

17%

Forced detention (34 cases)

10%

Torture / cruel treatment (20 cases)

6%

CRSV (conflict-related sexual violence) (12 cases)

2%

Exploitation (all forms, de facto human trafficking)

(5 cases)
O/ Note: The indicators listed may overlap, and one
2 ° child may have experienced multiple forms of
impairment.

Religious persecution (5 cases)
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It should be noted in relation to the figures above
and shared elsewhere in this report, that the
purpose of interviews conducted by Save Ukraine
specialists, was first and foremost to ensure the
wellbeing of the repatriated children and tailor
support that covered their psychological, social
and other needs. As such, interviews may have
largely focused on the most serious harms and
pressing needs. Effects such as these can be seen
in figures around indoctrination, where a child may
not reference changes to their education curriculum
despite Russian authorities having made significant
changes as part of state policy, as identified in
Chapter 9 of the report.

Indoctrination

More than a half of the child case studies
surveyed (55%) included descriptions of the
child being subjected to pro-Russian narratives,
participation in ideological activities, or a ban
on studying the Ukrainian language and history.
These took place in mandatory school programs,
participation in patriotic events, repetition of pro-
Russian narratives, screenings of films and lectures
promoting a “correct” version of history, as well as
punishment for expressions of Ukrainian identity.

The percentage of children who did not experience
militarisation and ideological indoctrination includes
those who did not attend Russian schools but
continued their studies remotely with Ukrainian
schools, had already completed their education
after the 9th or 11th grade, or managed to escape
shortly after occupation. This group also includes
children who were granted health leave from school.

Militarisation

Testimonies reveal that 41% of the children
surveyed were subjected to militarisation

under Russian control. Many were compelled to
attend so-called “military-patriotic camps,” where
they were dressed in uniforms, trained in combat
tactics, weapons handling, and sapper work.

Some underwent direct instruction in shooting,
grenade throwing, and the use of mines, alongside
preparation for eventual service in the Russian army.
Several children reported being issued summonses
at the age of 17 and pressured to enrol in military
academies or sign contracts for future service. In
several cases, children were openly encouraged or
coerced to prepare for armed conflict against their
own state.
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Forced displacement and deportation

Of the case studies surveyed, 39% of the
children were subjected to forced displacement
or deportation, sometimes alongside their

family and at other times separated from their
caregivers. Under international humanitarian

law, forced displacement and deportation have
distinct meanings.

o Forced disaplcement refers to the transfer of
civilians within occupied territory, such as the
movement of children from Donetsk, Luhansk,
Kherson, or Zaporizhia to Crimea.

o Deportation refers to the forcible transfer of
civilians beyond national borders - in this case,
the removal of Ukrainian children to the Russian
Federation or Belarus.

Attending ‘camps’

30% of the children we surveyed reported
staying at ‘camp’ facilities. These sites, which were
located in the TOT, Russia or Belarus, were often
used as location in which children were subjected to
indoctrination and militarisation. Accounts indicate
that children and parents were frequently tricked
into believing they would be attending recreational
facilities and were instead subjected to military
training. There were multiple reports of mistreatment
while at the camps, telephone contacts with parents
being both monitored and limited, as well as threats
of children being placed under the care of someone
other than their parents or guardians - with this
threat acted upon in some instances.

Separation from family

According to the data, 18% of children reported
losing contact with their families as a direct
result of actions taken by Russian authorities
while under occupation. In numerous cases,
parents died as a result of hostilities, mistreatment,
or lack of access to essential medical care. Others
were detained in inhumane conditions, including

in makeshift underground pits. Children from large
families were sometimes taken away under the false
pretext of developmental delays or illness, or when
parents had a disability or were elderly, allegedly
deemed unfit to care for them. In some instances,

a brother or male guardian was forcibly taken to

a military training camp, leaving the child without
guardianship. There were also cases in which
parents managed to flee occupied territory but were
later prevented from returning by the occupying
authorities, resulting in prolonged separation and
uncertainty for their children.
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Denial of access to medical care

18% of children reported experiencing deliberate
obstruction, neglect, or failure to receive
necessary medical services. This included the
absence of qualified paediatric care, refusal to
administer treatment without Russian identification
documents, and systemic neglect in camps and
institutional settings.

Forced detention

o 17% of children reported being detained -
o sometimes alongside their parents - in police
stations, filtration camps, or informal facilities. Some
were held for weeks or months, interrogated, and

subjected to threats, torture, and even electric
shocks. Children of Ukrainian servicemen and
women were specifically targeted and pressured to
disclose their parents’ military affiliation. In several
cases, the solitary confinement of children was used
as punishment at camps.

Torture or cruel treatment

10% of children reported experiencing torture

o or other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment.
This included physical abuse such as beatings,
o electric shocks, and forced stress positions, as
well as psychological pressure through threats,

intimidation, and prolonged interrogations.
Some children were forced to undress during
interrogations or in detention settings, exposing
them to humiliation and fear. Others were made
to witness or hear acts of violence against fellow
detainees. These practices were often used

to instil terror, extract information, or punish
perceived disobedience.

Conflict-related sexval violence

6% of children reported experiencing or
witnessing conflict-related sexval violence.
These incidents included sexual harassment,
threats of rape, forced undressing, and, in some
cases, sexual assault while in detention, filtration
camps, or during abduction. Particularly alarming
were testimonies from boys who reported that
minor girls were raped by supervisors in the camps.
Unaccompanied children, especially girls, faced
heightened risks in settings where there was no
oversight or protective presence.
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Exploitation

2% of documented cases included references to
child exploitation in the form of forced labour or
service to military structures. Children reported
being compelled to carry out tasks such as cleaning,
cooking, washing military vehicles, laying tiles, and
performing refurbishment or repair work - often
under coercion or threat. In some instances, these
tasks were carried out directly for occupying forces
or camp personnel.

Religious persecution

2% of children reported experiencing religious
persecution at schools orin camps during their
time under occupation. This included being
prohibited from practicing their faith, as well as
being mocked or punished for expressing their
religious identity. In some cases, access to churches
was denied and personal religious symbols

were confiscated.

RETURN EVERY CHILD



CHAPTER FIVE

Ukraine's Stolen Children

This chapter provides an overview of the
deportation of children from internationally
recognised Ukrainian territory under Moscow’s
control to Russia and Belarus, which together
form the ‘Union State.”” The campaign began
with the 2014 annexation of Crimea. It intensified
immediately before and after the 2022 full-scale
invasion, aiming to remove large numbers of
Ukrainian children and youths from TOT. It is
estimated that between those removed from
TOT to Russia and those who remain, 1.6 million
Ukrainian children are living under Russian
control.® Of those in the TOT, around 600,000 are
school aged children.*

Numbers transferred

Determining the number of children deported

out of Ukraine or displaced within temporarily

TOT is difficult due to inconsistent definitions and
data gaps. A May 2023 Organisation for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) report notes
that while exact numbers remain uncertain, the
large-scale displacement of children on what is
internationally recognised as TOT does not seem to
be disputed by either Ukraine or Russia, but notes
confusion from combining different categories

The ‘Union State’ is a supranational union between Russia and
Belarus which was established in 1999. For further details, see
Barros, George, “Russia’s Quiet Conquest: Belarus”, Institute
for the Study of War. 15 January 2025. Available at: https://
www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russias-quiet-con-
quest-belarus,

3 AHgpin €Epmak, Telegram, August 20, 2023. Available at:
https://t.me/ermaka2022/5983; Pagio Ceoboaa (2025). Epmak:
nig koHTponem Pocii nepebyBatoTb 6mm3bko 1,6 MinbiioHa
ykpaiHcbkux giten. [online] Pagio CBoboaa. Available at: https://
www.radiosvoboda.org/a/news-yermak-rosiya-dity/33350669.
html

Ombudsman of Ukraine, “Special Report of the Ukrainian
Parliament Commissioner for Human Rights on Access

to Education for Children and Youth from the Temporarily
Occupied Territories of Ukraine,” 2025, p.11. Available at:
https://ombudsman.gov. ua/storage/app/media/uploaded-files/
Special%20report%20 on%20Access%20to%20education%20
for%20children%20 and%20youth%20from%20the%20tempo-
rarily%20occupied%?20 territories%200f%20Ukraine.pdf
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of children.® Similarly, the UN Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) Independent International Commission of
Inquiry on Ukraine highlights greatly varying figures
which it cannot verify.¢ Both missions informed

the July 2025 ruling of the European Court of
Human Rights (ECHR) in the case of Ukraine and
the Netherlands v. Russia, which found Russia
responsible for the involuntary transfer of Ukrainian
children.’

In January 2023, the Commissioner for Human
Rights of the Ukrainian Verkhovna Rada suggested
that over 150,000 Ukrainian children may be on
Russian territory, although she clarified that it
included children with parents or guardians and
that only 14,000 had been positively identified.?

In April 2023, a Russian diplomat cited 730,000
children moved to Russian territory, allegedly
mostly with relatives.? In June 2023, a Ukrainian

5 Bilkova, V., Hellestveit, C. and Steinerte, E. Report on the

Violation and Abuses of International Humanitarian and Human
Rights Law, War Crimes and Crimes against Humanity related
to the Forcible Transfer and/or deportation of Ukrainian Children
by the Russian Federation, OSCE 4 May 2023, p.12 and 76.
Available at: https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/7/7/542751.

pdf

Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine,
Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry
on Ukraine, UN Human Rights Council, 15 March 2023, p.17.
Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/
hrbodies/hrcouncil/coiukraine/A_HRC_52_62_AUV_EN.pdf

7 ECHR, “Grand Chamber judgment Ukraine and the Neth-
erlands v. Russia - The Court holds Russia accountable for
widespread and flagrant abuses of human rights arising from
the conflict in Ukraine since 2014, in breach of the European
Convention on Human Rights,” 9 July 2025, p.12. Available at:
https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/frepress#{%22fulltext%22:[%22rus-
sia%20ukraine%22],%22sort%22:[%22kpdate%2 Descend-
ing%22],%22itemid%22:[%22003-8279845-11657965%22]}

Interfax Ukraine, “More than 14,000 Ukrainian children verified
in Russia’s territory, but there may be more than 150,000 of
them there — Ombudsman,” 27 January 2023. Available at:
https://en.interfax.com.ua/news/general/887392.html ; Bilkova
etal,12.

TASS, “Maijority of children who fled Ukraine for Russia came
with relatives — diplomat”, 28 April 2023. Available at: https://
tass.com/society/1611397
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presidential advisor estimated 200,000-

300,000, although noted only 19,499 positive
identifications.”® In July 2023, a statement from

the U.S. government claimed that the Russians
“have interrogated, detained, and forcibly deported”
between 200,000 and 1.6 million Ukrainian citizens,
including 260,000 children, from their homes

to Russia."" The fundamental root of the lack of
precise figures is that only Russia is in a position to
provide them and refuses to do so. They have also
refused to cooperate with the ICRC missing persons
process’ and its Central Tracing Agency.”?

The use of the number for which specific
information exists provides a more conservative
estimate, albeit one that will inevitably vastly
underestimate the total. The Ukrainian government’s
‘Bring Kids Back' initiative recorded 19,546 reports
of unlawful deportations and forced transfers.® An
OHCHR report of October 2023 also references
this government figure and contains clarification
from the Ukrainian government officials that the
number included those children who had not been
separated from their parents.* However, OSCE
research identified that the two primary categories
the children in this figure fell under were “orphan”
and “unaccompanied children.™

An OHCHR study released in March 2025 stated

10 EkartepuHa Jlrogsuk, “Russians could kidnap 200-300 thousand
Ukrainian children, - Herasimchuk, 19 June 2023. Available
at: https://censor.net/en/news/3425520/russians_could_kid-

nap_200300_thousand_ukrainian_children_herasimchuk

11 U.S. Embassy in Ukraine, “Russia’s ‘Filtration” Operations,
Forced Disappearances, and Mass Deportations of Ukrainian
Citizens,” 13 July 2022. Available at: https://ua.usembassy.
gov/russias-filtration-operations-forced-disappearanc-

es-and-mass-deportations-of-ukrainian-citizens/

12 Atrticle 7 ((1)(i)) of the Rome Statute bans “enforced disappear-
ance” including concealment of a person’s whereabouts ((1)

(i). The IV Geniva Convention’s Article 136 mandates sharing
information on protected persons. The International Convention
for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance’s
Article 25(1)(a) requires efforts to locate and return missing
children.

13 Bring Back Kids UA. Available at:

https://www.bringkidsback.org.ua/

14 Independent International Commission of Inquiry On Ukraine,
Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry
on Ukraine. UN Human Rights Council October 2023, p.17.
Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/

hrbodies/hrcouncil/coiukraine/A-78-540-En.pdf

15 Bilkova et al, p.13.
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that it was unable to fully assess the scale of the
transfers owing to its lack of access to TOT or
Russia.” Yale School of Public Health’s Humanitarian
Research Lab’s (HRL) latest research, published in
June 2025, indicates that over 35,000 children have
been taken from Ukraine.”

Of our sample of 200 case studies, 39% of children
stated that they experienced unlawful transfer
(moved from one area of TOT to another) or
deportation to Russia without parental consent,
sometimes using falsified guardianship documents.®

The Nature of the Transfers

The OSCE mission identified three main Russian
justifications for child “evacuation.” The first,
security-related evacuations, began in the TOT in
eastern Ukraine shortly before the 2022 invasion.
Extrapolated data suggest about 21,000 children
were removed from Donetsk and Luhansk regions
by 20 February 2022". However, the OHCHR judges
that in none of the 164 case studies they examined
met the safety or medical criteria required under
international humanitarian law.?°

The second rationale is adoption or foster care.

This practice originated after the 2014 annexation

of Crimea and expanded to TOT areas of Donetsk
and Luhansk after 2022, later extending to
Russian-annexed Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson, and
Zaporizhzhia.? Limited numerical data is available for
adoption or foster care transfer however, December
2024 research from the Yale HRL states that the
organisation “has determined with high confidence
that the Russian Federation has engaged in the

16 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR), The Impact of the Armed Conflict and
Occupation on Children’s Rights in Ukraine, March 2025, pp.
14. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2025-

03/2025-03-21-ohchr-report-children-s-rights-in-ukraine.pdf

17 Humanitarian Research Lab, “Help the Humanitarian Research
Lab Keep Finding Ukraine’s Abducted Children”, Yale School
of Public Health. Available at: https://medicine.yale.edu/lab/

khoshnood/give-now/

18 Save Ukraine data: Numerical data was taken from a group of
200 children who escaped the TOT for Ukraine between March

2023 and July 2025.

19 Bilkova et al, 14-15.

20 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine,
Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry

on Ukraine, UN Human Rights Council, 15 March 2023, p.15.

21 Bilkova et al, p.16.
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systematic, intentional, and widespread coerced
adoption and fostering of children from Ukraine,”
and gave a figure of 314 identified individuals. It also
stated that “The operation... was initiated by Putin
and his subordinates with the intent to ‘Russify’
children from Ukraine."??

Additional disturbing detail came to light in August
2025, when Save Ukraine exposed the existence
of a Luhansk People’s Republic website offering
Ukrainian children for adoption, with options to
select them by characteristics including hair colour,
eye colour, and gender.?® Yale HRL confirmed that
similar regional websites had been operating since
2016, and that these sites lists of children followed
the format of the Russian Ministry of Education
database that the HRL had identified was used to
feed data to Russia-affiliated adoption sites.?*

The third category involves transfers to what are
colloquially referred to as “camps,” which serve

as indoctrination and militarisation centres across
the TOT, Belarus, and Russia. 30% of 200 cases we
surveyed included children being sent to camps,
sometimes with parental consent, often in the hope
that they would be safer or have an opportunity

for rest or recuperation from the war. However, this
was not always true or informed consent, with many
accounts of parents being coerced into sending
their children or consenting after being misled as to
the purposes of the camps.?® These camps will be

22 Raymond, Nathaniel A., Oona A. Hathaway, Caitlin N. Howarth,
and Kaveh Khoshnood et al., Intentional, Systematic, & Wide-
spread: Russia’s Program of Coerced Adoption and Fostering of
Ukraine’s Children, 3 December 2024. Humanitarian Research
Lab at Yale School of Public Health: New Haven, p.1. Available
at: https:/files-profile.medicine.yale.edu/documents/aa3bcb47-
c4db-4d86-994¢-22489¢70581b

23 RFE/RL, “Ukrainian NGO Accuses Russia-Controlled Luhansk
Of Operating ‘Child Trafficking’ Database,” 8 August 2025.
Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/ukrainian-ngo-accuses-rus-
sia-luhansk-child-trafficking-database/33498167.html

24 Nathaniel Raymond and Caitlin Howarth, “HRL Statement re
Adoption Website,” 8 August 2025. Available at: https://ysph.
yale.edu/news-article/statement-re-adoption-website/

25 Khoshnood, Kaveh, Nathaniel A. Raymond and Caitlin N. How-
arth et al., “Russia’s Systematic Program for the Re-education
and Adoption of Ukraine’s Children. “14 February 2023b, p.5
and 13-14. Humanitarian Research Lab at Yale School of Public
Health: New Haven. Available at: https://files-profile.medicine.
yale.edu/documents/8c54abb4-3c6d-4b5c-be05-727f612afccc

Khoshnood, Kaveh.; Nathaniel A. Raymond and Caitlin N. Howarth
et al., “Belarus’ Collaboration with Russia in the Systematic
Deportation of Ukraine’s Children,” 16 November 2023a. Hu-
manitarian Research Lab at Yale School of Public Health: New
Haven, p.1 and 11. Available at: https://files-profile.medicine.
yale.edu/documents/a5414357-e145-47de-90e3-f5625305e089
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examined later in this report (Chapter 7).

The OHCHR identifies three groups of
unaccompanied transferred children: those who
lost or lost contact with parents during hostilities,
those separated after parental detention, and those
previously institutionalised; the OSCE uses a similar
categorisation of “orphans” and “unaccompanied
children.”? 18% of the children we surveyed reported
being separated from their families their families
(defined as one or both parents or guardians) as a
result of the war.?”
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Ukrainian children available for adoption with faces blurred
out from a website of the Russian-controlled administration
in the TOT of Luhansk. The websites search criteria includes
options for gender, age, eye colour, and form of child
placement.

26 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine,
Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry
on Ukraine, UN Human Rights Council, 15 March 2023, p.15.
Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/
hrbodies/hrcouncil/coiukraine/A_ HRC_52 62_AUV_EN.pdf ;
Bilkova et al, p.13-14.

27 Save Ukraine Interview


https://files-profile.medicine.yale.edu/documents/aa3bcb47-c4db-4d86-994c-22489c70581b
https://files-profile.medicine.yale.edu/documents/aa3bcb47-c4db-4d86-994c-22489c70581b
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukrainian-ngo-accuses-russia-luhansk-child-trafficking-database/33498167.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukrainian-ngo-accuses-russia-luhansk-child-trafficking-database/33498167.html
https://ysph.yale.edu/news-article/statement-re-adoption-website/
https://ysph.yale.edu/news-article/statement-re-adoption-website/

RUSSIA DOES
NOT ACT ALONE:
YALE HRL HAS
BOCUMENTED
BELARUS'S
INVOLVEMENT,

identifying 2,442 children transferred to at least
13 Belarusian facilities between 24 February 2022
and 30 October 2023. Consent from parents or
guardians was not always obtained.?®

Returned Children

Details of the return process are limited. OSCE
and Yale HRL note that most recoveries result from
efforts by Ukrainian government agencies and
children’s relatives, with the OSCE also noting the
role of civil society.?

Russia obstructs repatriation through renaming,
relocations, and bureaucratic hurdles; the OHCHR
reports almost no proactive Russian initiatives.>°
Testimonies from those surveyed provide examples
of Russia's attempts to hold on to children:

28 Khoshnood et al, 2023a, p.1 and 11.
29 Khoshnood et al, 2023b, p.16; Bilkova et al, p.21

30 Bilkova et al, p.21; Independent International Commission of
Inquiry on Ukraine, Report of the Independent International
Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine. UN Human Rights Council
October 2023, p.15https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/
documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/coiukraine/A-78-540-AEV.pdf.
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The Russians warned me that if my parents didn’t
take me back within six months, | would be sent to
an orphanage and my guardian would lose custodly.
They kept saying over and over that no one would

come for us, that we shouldn’t
expect anyone. ®

Girl, 16, Kherson region

The Ukrainian government and partners have
created mechanisms to identify and document
missing children, led by the Ombudsman'’s Office
and the Prosecutor General. NGOs such as Save
Ukraine gather evidence, conduct rescues, and
assist with reintegration. Families report cases via
hotlines or directly to NGOs, which help assemble
proof of guardianship required for repatriation.
Relatives often travel to Russia or TOT to retrieve
children.

International intermediaries have aided returns.
Qatar launched a mechanism in October 2023,
enabling 68 returns by May 2025.32 The ICRC
facilitated “several dozen,” though this success
was undermined after the Belarus Red Cross
admitted involvement in transfers to Belarus.** The
Vatican has also quietly assisted.** The International
Coalition for the Return of Ukrainian Children

was established in February 2024. Co-chaired by
Ukraine and Canada, the group currently has 41
member states as well as the Council of Europe as
participants.®

31 Save Ukraine Interview

32 Ukrainiform, “Qatar helps return 68 Ukrainian children home
— Lubinets,” 26 May 2025. Available at: https://www.ukrinform.
net/rubric-society/3997295-qatar-helps-return-68-ukraini-

an-children-home-lubinets.html

33 ICRC, “Russia-Ukraine International Armed Conflict: The

value of neutrality for humanitarian work,” 21 February 2025.
Available at:https://www.icrc.org/en/article/russia-ukraine-in-
ternational-armed-conflict-value-neutrality-humanitarian-work;
Associated Press, “Belarus Red Cross says it is involved in
transfer of children out of Ukraine,” The Guardian, 20 July 2023.
Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/20/
belarus-red-cross-says-it-is-involved-in-transfer-of-children-out-
of-ukraine

34 Borgia, Gregorio. “Ukraine’s Zelenskyy meets with Pope
Leo XIV. Both propose the Vatican as the site for peace
talks,” Associated Press, 9 July 2025. Available at:https://
apnews.com/article/vatican-pope-leo-zelenskyy-children-tak-

en-ukraine-cb1437b87d9970d0642648152979fcd0

35 Government of Canada, “International Coalition for the Return
of Ukrainian Children.” Available at: https://www.international.

gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_develop-

RETURN EVERY CHILD


https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-society/3997295-qatar-helps-return-68-ukrainian-children-home-lubinets.html
https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-society/3997295-qatar-helps-return-68-ukrainian-children-home-lubinets.html
https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-society/3997295-qatar-helps-return-68-ukrainian-children-home-lubinets.html
https://www.icrc.org/en/article/russia-ukraine-international-armed-conflict-value-neutrality-humanitarian-work
https://www.icrc.org/en/article/russia-ukraine-international-armed-conflict-value-neutrality-humanitarian-work
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/20/belarus-red-cross-says-it-is-involved-in-transfer-of-children-out-of-ukraine
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/20/belarus-red-cross-says-it-is-involved-in-transfer-of-children-out-of-ukraine
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/20/belarus-red-cross-says-it-is-involved-in-transfer-of-children-out-of-ukraine
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/response_conflict-reponse_conflits/crisis-crises/ukraine-children-enfants.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/response_conflict-reponse_conflits/crisis-crises/ukraine-children-enfants.aspx?lang=eng

As of August 2025, the Ukrainian government lists
1,560 children “returned from deportation, forced
transfers, and temporarily occupied territories.*®

As noted, Russia has sought to frustrate the

return process. Our survey identified multiple
instances of interrogation by Russian authorities of
those attempting to flee from TOT to the territory
controlled by the Kyiv government.¥”

However, those who succeeded in escape
expressed relief and hope for the future:

When | crossed the border into Ukraine, | was so
happy | almost cried. At first, | couldn’t believe

| had returned to my homeland. My plan now is
to go to my brother, find a job, and I'd also love

to volunteer, driving people out of Donetsk and
Luhansk. My biggest dream is to be a volunteer
and help people. *

Boy, 16, Kherson region

pement/response_conflict-reponse_conflits/crisis-crises/
ukraine-children-enfants.aspx?lang=eng

36 Bring Back Kids UA. Available at:
https://www.bringkidsback.org.ua/

37 Save Ukraine Interview

38 Save Ukraine Interview

RETURN EVERY CHILD

17

SAVE UKRAINE
EXPOSED THE
EXISTENCE OF

A LUHANSK
PEGPLE'S REPUBLIC
WEBSITE OFFERING
UKRAINIAN
CHILDREN FOR
ADOPTION, WITH
SPTIONS TO
SELECT THEM BY
CHARACTERISTICS
INCLUBING HAIR
COLOUR, EYE
COLOUR, AND
GENBER
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CHAPTER SIX

Goals of Militarisation

This chapter provides an overview of the Russian
rationale behind the “patriotic education” and
militarisation of youth, the tools employed

in its implementation, and its role within the
framework of Russia’s national security doctrine.
It examines how patriotic education serves as

a key instrument for preserving Russian values,
promoting patriotism as a means of safeguarding
Russia’s version of historical truth, elevating

its geopolitical stance and justifying the use

of force.

Militarisation of Youth as a Policy Agenda

While far from an entirely new phenomenon -
modern patriotic education efforts began in 2001

- youth militarisation efforts drastically accelerated
in 2012, when, on returning to office, Putin advanced
the concept of patriotic education based on a
“objective” writing of history.* The 2014 Russian
Military Doctrine identified “the improvement

of youth pre-draft training and the military-

patriotic education of citizens” as a key pillar in

the organisation and development of the Russian
Armed Forces.*® In 2020, Putin submitted legislation
to add patriotism to the school curriculum.* Since
the beginning of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine

in 2022, the Russian government has intensified its

39 CSIS, ” Next-Generation Fighters: Youth Military-Patriotic
Upbringing Bolsters the Russian Military’s Manning and
Mobilization Potential,” 22 September, 2020. Available at:
https://www.csis.org/blogs/post-soviet-post/next-gener-
ation-fighters-youth-military-patriotic-upbringing-bolsters
lashchenko, luliia. "Nationalistic Propaganda as a Strategy for
Patriotic Upbringing in Russian Education,” Nuovi Autoritarismi
e Democrazie: Diritto, Istituzioni, Societa, No.1/2023, p.111-
112. Available at: https:/riviste.unimi.it/index.php/NAD/article/
download/19960/17777/59457

40 The Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation. Approved by
President of the Russian Federation V. Putin on 25 December
2014, No. Pr-2976, p.14. English translation available via the
Russian Military and Security blog. Available at http://rusmilsec.

blog/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/mildoc_rf_2014_eng.pdf

41  Moscow Times, ” Putin Adds Patriotism, War History to
School Curriculum,” 22 May, 2020. Available at: https://web.
archive.org/web/20200524012405/https://www.themos-
cowtimes.com/2020/05/22/putin-adds-patriotism-war-histo-

ry-to-school-curriculum-a70347
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efforts around patriotic education. Accounts from
children surveyed describe constant propaganda
- portraits of war heroes and Putin‘s speeches in
classrooms, care package drives for soldiers, and
messaging about inevitable Russian victory.*

Budgets reflect this escalation: funding for patriotic
education rose from $50 million in 2022 to $439
million in 2023 and $459 million in 2024, with
Yunarmiya - a Defence Ministry funded youth
organisation founded in 2016 - projected to receive
800 million rubles ($9.7 million) in 2025 under

the Youth and Children national project and an
additional 200 million rubles ($2.4 million) from

the Defence Ministry itself.*® In 2022, Russian
President Vladimir Putin described youth policy

as a strategically important issue for the Russian
government, stating that young Russians (including
residents of TOT, as implied by Putin) would
“determine Russia’s future development.”* Two
years later, addressing the participants of the Znanie
Society award ceremony, he elaborated: “The key
to the country’s future and the continuity of its
development lies in ensuring that young people
have reliable life guidelines and consider our
[Russian] traditional values truly their own”*®

According to Russian researchers, the authorities
turned their focus to young people during the period
when democratic processes (“colour revolutions”)
were taking place in Serbia (2000), Georgia (2003)
Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan (2005), where youth

42 Save Ukraine Interviews

43 Vasily Kuzmichenok / Moskva News Agency. “Russia Doubles
Budget for State-Sponsored ‘Youth Army’.” The Moscow Times,
23 April 2025. Available at: https://www.themoscowtimes.
com/2025/04/23/russia-doubles-budget-for-state-sponsored-
youth-army-a88832; The Kyiv Independent. How Russia

is turning kids into soldiers. YouTube video, https://youtu.

be/l_Mh6S1ACWAQ .

44 TACC. (2022a). NyTnH Ha l'occoBeTe Ha3Bar MOMOAEXKHYHO
MOANTUKY cTpaternyecku BaxHon Temou. [online] Available at:

https://tass.ru/obschestvo/16665365

45 TACC. (2024). B lNyTuH: HagexHble XN3HEHHbIE OPUEHTUPbI
y mMornogexu - 3anor byayiuero Poccun. [online] Available at:

https://tass.ru/obschestvo/20087409
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were the primary driving force behind them.* The
central idea of these revolutions was the strong
zeal for democracy and demand for removal of
entrenched authoritarian leaders. As a result of
these protests, Slobodan MiloSevi¢, Askar Akayey,
Viktor Yanukovych, Eduard Shevardnadze were
overthrown after disputed elections. As noted

by scholar Seva Gunitskiy, “colour revolutions”
represented contagion-driven waves emanating
from the intense external forces, capable of
temporarily overwhelming the domestic constraints
of these states.”

During this period, the Russian regime recognised
the potential threat posed by the younger
generation, who might demand democratic change
at a time when authoritarianism in Russia was
already deepening.*® Therefore, to prevent “colour
revolutions”, the Russian authorities decided, first
and foremost, to eradicate “extremist ideas” among
young people.

The methods used on Ukrainian children strongly
indicate that Russian youth policy in TOT,
designed to create a mobilisation reserve and
foster allegiances to the Russian state, is aimed

at eradicating Ukrainian identity and imposing
Russian militarised patriotism.* It can be inferred
that it is done to establish and strengthen Russian
control over Ukrainian territory and undermine
Ukrainian sovereignty.
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obuectse // F'ymaHuTapHbIi BecTHUK. 2019. Ne6 (80), p. 7.
Available at:: https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/molodezh-i-tsvet-
nye-revolyutsii-tendentsii-vzaimodeystviya-v-sovremennom-ob-
schestve

47 Gunitsky, S. (2018) ‘Democratic Waves in Historical Perspec-
tive’, Perspectives on Politics, 16(3), p. 635, doi:10.1017/
S1537592718001044.

48 Hawn, Jeff, New Lines Institute, “The Youth Are Russia’s
Future,” 3 April 2023. Available at: https://newlinesinstitute.org/
strategic-competition/the-youth-are-russias-future/

49 Ibid, 4,5,6 and 9.
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Russian Rationale

In 2020, Russian President Vladimir Putin defined
patriotism as service to the development of the
country, describing it as the core of the Russian
national idea.>® Again, this is not a new development:
since 2001, Russian officials’ stated aims for
‘patriotic education’ have included helping to
preserve stability, restore the national economy,

and maintain/strengthen the country’s defence
capability.”

This rationale responds to what Moscow views as
an “ideological vacuum” after the USSR’s collapse.??
The 2015 National Security Strategy stresses
preserving traditional spiritual moral values and
resisting foreign cultural influence; the 2021 update
explicitly names the U.S. and allies as threats to
Russian sovereignty and cultural “Westernisation.>3
In this regard, the popularisation of patriotic
education is presented as the first step toward
restoring Russia’s status as a great power and
canonising the Russian version of historical truth.

Putin’s 2021 article “On the Historical Unity of

One People” portrays Russians, Belarusians, and
Ukrainians as one nation and casts Ukraine as a
foreign-backed anti-Russian project.>* Since 2022,
Putin has repeatedly invoked “de-Nazification” to
justify the war.®® These beliefs are manifest in those
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mas 2020 r. JocTynHo no ccbinke: https://ren.tv/news/v-
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patriotizme
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53 Cooper, Julian. “Russia’s updated National Security Strategy.”
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ndc.nato.int/research/research.php?icode=704
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at: http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181
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gives free rein to Kremlin”,9 February 2025. Available at: https://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-68248740
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who have been tasked with implementing Russian
policy regarding the indoctrination of children in
Ukraine. One child recalled:

In every civics class ODNKR, all we ever talked
about was Russia. Even at home, we had to do
homework about Russia’s coat of arms and national
anthem. Every Monday, we had to stand for the
anthem - if you bent down to grab a pen, the teacher

could kick you out. Every class was about how
Russia is great, and | remember the teacher calling
Ukrainians Nazis, fascists, and “Zelensky’s army. ¢

Boy, 12, Kherson region

Practical Implementation and Its Logic

While we will examine the extent and methodology
of the implementation of these policies in more
detailin Chapter 7 and 9, it is important to note how
goals, history, and policy intersect more broadly
within Russia. Militarisation and support for Russia’s
war permeate education at every level.

Beginning in kindergartens, children are exposed to
Kremlin propaganda throughout their education - a
policy Putin has explicitly advanced.” Militarisation
is supported by activities such as immersing
children in a World War Il atmosphere, where they
are tasked with creating a soldier's meal menu,
identifying military ranks by shoulder boards and
marching, overcoming rope obstacles, decoding
ciphers, and transmitting messages using Morse
code - experiences that are targeted to ignite a
sense of duty and inspire the idea of serving the
Motherland.*® Youth centres promote patriotism
through military-themed role play, including
obstacle courses, code breaking, and soldier meal
preparation.®?
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57 Hurska, A. “Russia is breeding for war through youth (para-)
militarisation. Eurasia Daily Monitor, 21 (22). Jamestown
Foundation, 13 February 2024. Available at: https://jamestown.
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itarization/; Interfax, “Putin supported the proposal to introduce
‘Conversations about the important’ from kindergarten,”

18 October 2024. Available at: https://novayagazeta.eu/
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Youth programmes such as “Volunteers of Victory,”
with 650,000 members across 89 regions, glorify
Russian history and traditional values, linking today’s
war to World War |l narratives and presenting it as

a moral duty to defend the motherland.®® Given the
Russian policy of assimilating Ukrainian children

into the Russian world, it is to be expected that both
abducted children and those residing in TOT have
been exposed to such an environment. Combined
with changes to the curriculum and new educational
material, this is intended to fully immerse those
within the Russia-led education system. 55% of
those we surveyed reported exposure to Russian
ideological indoctrination.®

| REMEMBER THE
TEACHER CALLING
UKRAINIANS
NAZIS, FASCISTS,
AND “ZELENSKY'S
ARMY.

Poccuu! MNpakTrka naTpuoTnyeckoro BOCNUTaHWA AeTen
MOSOAEXN B yUpPEXAEHUN SOMONHUTENBHOIO 0OPa30BaHNSAY.
XypHan «[po_[OM», Jetcko-toHowweckuii LeHTp «APCy,
Koctpoma, 27 aBrycta 2024 r. JoctynHo: https://prodod.
moscow/archives/31638
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Broader Geopolitical and Strategic Purposes

For Russia, the USSR’s collapse was a major
geopolitical defeat, compounded by Western
expansion and perceived attempts to undermine
Russia's wartime legacy and sphere of influence.?
The failure of Russian efforts to fit into the
geopolitical game by Western rules, economic
slowdown, public unpopularity of democratisation
and the USSR nostalgia emphasised Russian
‘otherness’%® Putin capitalised on these grievances,
shaping Russian underdeveopment into the
increasingly aggressive ‘enlightened imperialism’
ideology and positioning himself as a stronghold
bearer of this mission, portraying Russia as a unique
civilisation resisting Western encirclement.®*

Patriotic education is integral to this strategy. Putin’s
Executive Order on Russia’s development goals
through 2030 and for the future until 2036 called
for 75% youth participation in patriotic initiatives,
echoed in the updated State National Policy
Strategy, which incorporates Donetsk, Luhansk,
Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson into national policy
frameworks.®® It underpins the paramount role

of youth in advancing Russian national interests
and promoting its ideology, represented by the
indoctrination of young people, including those in
TOT, to aid the assimilation of these regions and to
raise a new generation that harbours official state
rhetoric, nurturing young generation’s eagerness to
sacrifice lives for the state’s interests in the potential
conflicts.
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Russia'’s short-term inability to achieve its
objectives in Ukraine through military means has
added another impetus to its militarisation efforts.
Russia’s militarisation of deported Ukrainian
children and those who remain in TOT serves as
both psychological warfare and demographic
engineering purpose - erasing Ukrainian identity
and instilling anti-Ukrainian sentiment to hinder
reintegration of liberated territories.*

Ultimately, patriotic education aims to instil loyalty
to the state which in practice mean Putin's regime,
where Putin, portrayed as the beacon of Russian
patriotism, assumes a paternalistic role in leading
the Russian people toward the restoration of former
greatness. The “transformation of patriotic initiatives
into a war-supporting apparatus”, is combined with
the fear of persecution for anti-war views, fostering
“ritualistic support” and “passive adaptation” to the
realities of war.¥’

ULTIMATELY,
PATRIOTIC
EDUCATI®N INSTILS
LOYALTY T@
PUTIN'S REGIME
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nuie-dytynstvo-tsiloho-pokolinnia-ukraintsiv/.
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Militarist Indoctrination—Disciplinary Power and Silent
Resistance in Russia after the Onset of the War against
Ukraine, Problems of Post-Communism, pp.5,9 DOI:
10.1080/10758216.2024.2444600;
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Extent of the Militarisation

This chapter examines the network of

camps used to indoctrinate and militarise
Ukrainian children. Labelled as “recreation”
or“rehabilitation” centres by Russia, these
facilities provide ideological training,
paramilitary drills, and religious instruction to
erase Ukrainian identity and instill loyalty to
Russia. Many attendees are victims of forced
deportation, while others remain in TOT but are
subject to transfer within it. Those Ukrainian
children forced to attend Russian-run schools
both in Russia proper and TOT and therefore
exposed to the indoctrination and militarisation
they advance following their transfer to Russian
control, are also considered here:

Transfers of Ukrainian children to camps

Russian authorities and proxies run an extensive
network of camps across the TOT, Belarus, and
Russia to detain, indoctrinate, and militarise
Ukrainian children. Facilities outside Ukraine span
from Krasnodar and Moscow to Chechnya and
as far east as Magadan, nearly 4,000 miles from
Ukraine.®®

The creation of the current Russia-run network
dates from shortly after the 2014 outbreak of war; in
addition to new facilities, it uses pre-existing camps
- including Artek, which Russia took over and funded
after annexing Crimea that year.*” Today, Artek is
one of the most prominent in a broader network

of camps established after the 2022 invasion.”®
These are managed by the Russian regional and
local governments with support from civil society
and private sector actors, and appear to be led

at the national level by Russian Commissioner
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rferl.org/a/russia-ukraine-artek-pioneers-crimea/33436003.html

for Children's Rights Marua Lvova-Belova in
cooperation with senior members of Kremlin
leadership.”!

Image of Deputy Chairman of the Security Council of Russia
and former president Dmitry Medvedev visits Artek camp in
2015

Russia frames the transfer of Ukrainian children as

a humanitarian mission.”? However, many children
sent to camps have never returned or faced
involuntary extended stays. As noted in Chapter 5,
consent from parents for their children to attend is
sometimes obtained through deception or coercion.
An OSCE report cites a case of 200 children sent to
a summer camp in KrasnodarskyiKrai, Russia, who
were enrolled in local schools instead of returning
to Ukraine.”® A similar case was reported by the
Guardian in December 2022, including a refusal by
a camp in Crimea to return a child to his family after

71 Khoshnood et al, 2023b, p.6.
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his hometown of Kherson had been liberated by
Ukraine.” Our research has uncovered examples of
mistreatment of children in such facilities including
one boy being stripped down to his underwear,
standing against the background of the Russian flag,
and forced to record a video apologising for their
pro-Ukraine tattoos.”

Camps Statistics and Institutional Support

In February 2023, Yale HRL identified 43 camps
and other facilities used for purposes including
indoctrination that hold Ukrainian children, including
7 inthe TOT of Crimea and 10 near Moscow, Kazan,
and Yekaterinburg.” In 2024, the Ukrainian Regional
Centre for Human Rights identified 13 re-education
camps in TOT, 18 in Belarus, and 67 within the
Russian Federation.”” By March 2025, Yale figures
had increased to “at least 57 facilities - including

13 facilities in Belarus and 43 in Russia and Russia-
occupied territory!””® By September 2025, Yale HRL
believed that facility numbers exceeded 200.7”?

Russia has expanded the Yunarmiya initiative - a
paramilitary youth movement created in 2016 by

the Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation -
and established facilities in the Crimean Peninsula,
subseqguently establishing similar regional
headquarters in the TOT areas of Donetsk and
Luhansk oblasts. The movement now reportedly has
1.8 million members.&°
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Yunarmiya youths on parade in TOT of Crimea, May 2022

Russian federal agencies are central to the process:
the Ministry of Education drives curriculum and
patriotic education; the Defence Ministry partially
funds and oversees youth military programs like
Yunarmiya; and the Ministry of Internal Affairs
handles passports and civil registry changes.®

The Russian Orthodox Church contributes
ideological programming, presenting militarisation
as a moral and spiritual duty. In 2022, it began to
work with the authorities to facilitate the placement
of children in monasteries and other facilities
controlled by the church.®? The church also has
arole in bolstering the attractiveness of military
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service, with its leaders stating that “sacrifice in the
course of carrying out your military duty washes
away all sins."® In 2023, it published a children’s
booklet, To Live is to Serve the Motherland, with
sayings including material telling readers that it is
their duty to fight with the country’s armed forces.?

PORHHE
CAYKHT

Pycciote mOCIOBHIEI 3 TOrOBOPKI,
myrare: w3 Cesuennoro [Ticamis,
HACTABJIEHIA CBATHIX OTIIOB, M3PEUCHMA

The “To live is to serve the motherland” booklet of the Russian
Orthodox Church

No corner of Russia has remained uninvolved. In
Chechnya, the “Gorny Klyuch” camp near Grozny
was used to host about 200 teenagers from the
TOT area of Donbas and other regions in late 2022
for a “military-patriotic” program. There, teens were
taught to handle weapons and were inundated with
tales of Russian military “glory” in Ukraine. Another
program, dubbed “Forces of the Caucasus,’ was a
joint project of Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov
and Russian Children'’s Rights Commissioner Maria
Lvova-Belova.®®

A February 2023 Yale HRL study found that at least
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32 (78%) of identified camps systematically re-
educate Ukrainian children through Russia-centric
academic, cultural, patriotic, and military programs.8¢

In our survey of children, 41% reported experiencing
militarisation or being forced to participate in the
activities of armed formations, and 30% attending
camps.? This included weapons training, tactics and
explosives. In several cases, minors were forced to
prepare for armed conflicts:

They take all children starting from age 14. But
there was even a boy who was 13 - he was sent
to a camp for training. From Kherson, Luhansk,
Donetsk - children from all occupied territories

are taken ‘for training’ to prepare for war, for the
army, to fight against Ukraine .28

Girl, 17, Kherson region

Categorisation of Affected Children

Yale HRL categorises camp-assigned children

into four groups: those with parents or guardians,
children deemed to be orphans by Russia, children
formerly in Ukrainian state care, and those with
unclear pre-invasion status. Children with parents or
guardians appear to be the main focus of the camp
system, while orphans and children in state care
were found to be particularly vulnerable to removal
from Ukraine, often for adoption by Russian.?’ Yet
even those in the camps with relatives at home are
not immune:

There was even a visit from the Russian
ombudswoman Maria Lvova-Belova. She was
recruiting girls to move deeper into Russia and boys
to join military youth movements like Yunarmiya.

I managed to contact [name redacted]. | called

her crying, telling her | wanted to come home. The

Russians warned me that if my parents didn’t take
me back within six months, | would be sent to an
orphanage and my guardian would lose custodly.
They kept saying over and over that no one would
come for us, that we shouldn't expect anyone. °

Girl, 16, Kherson region
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87 Save Ukraine Data

88 Save Ukraine Interview

89 Khoshnood et al, 2023b, p.4

90 Save Ukraine Interview

RETURN EVERY CHILD


https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-patriarch-kirill-dying-ukraine-sins/32052380.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-patriarch-kirill-dying-ukraine-sins/32052380.html
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2023/8-december/news/world/new-handbook-instructs-russian-children-on-duty
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2023/8-december/news/world/new-handbook-instructs-russian-children-on-duty

Quantitative Estimates and
Program Descriptions

Russia’s federal government coordinates a broad
network of camps and facilities. In February 2023,
Yale reported that over 6,000 Ukrainian children
had been held in camps, although the true number
was “likely significantly higher,” in the TOT of Crimea
and within Russia.”’ According to September 2023
UK Ministry of Defence data, about 11,000 Ukrainian
children were in “Russian custody” at 43 re-
education camps.”

As well as those detained, the camps also have a
broader turnover of attendees. In December 2024,
Ukraine's Regional Centre for Human Rights stated
that around 40,000 Ukrainian children went through
these camps annually.”® In April 2025, the Russian
First Deputy Education Minister stated that 53,000
Ukrainian children would spend their summer
holidays at such camps.”

In June 2025, analysis by Hala Systems and Save
Ukraine used satellite and other data to analyse six
Yumarmiya facilities. * The data and testimonies
from attendees support the belief that children are
being given military training at these camps. Mobile
phone tracking showed drills in marching formation,
while satellite images revealed slit trenches for
training. Testimonies from children corroborate
these findings.
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May 2025. Available at: https://www.theglobeandmail.com/
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They took me and settled me in some camp,
the “Druzhba” camp, then | was transferred to
another camp, “Luchisty”, where | was for about
1.5 months. After that, the director came and
took me to study without permission. It felt like 5
months... It was a formation, singing the Russian
anthem, a run, then we went to training %

Male, 20 (16 when taken to camp), Kherson region

Ukrainian children with weapons in Russian-controlled camps

Some Ukrainian children deported to Belarus have
been sent to paramilitary-style youth camps run by
the Belarusian Ministry of Emergency Situations,
where they were given uniforms, took part in drills,
and were exposed to military culture. Yale HRL has
documented at least six such training events at
Belarusian facilities housing Ukrainian children.’””

96 Save Ukraine Interview

97 Yale HRL, Belarus’ Involvement in Deportations, p.20


https://x.com/DefenceHQ/status/1726646695772004606
https://rchr.org.ua/en/publications/kateryna-rashevska-addresses-un-security-council-on-forced-deportation-and-political-indoctrination-of-ukrainian-children-by-russia/
https://rchr.org.ua/en/publications/kateryna-rashevska-addresses-un-security-council-on-forced-deportation-and-political-indoctrination-of-ukrainian-children-by-russia/
https://rchr.org.ua/en/publications/kateryna-rashevska-addresses-un-security-council-on-forced-deportation-and-political-indoctrination-of-ukrainian-children-by-russia/
https://rchr.org.ua/en/publications/kateryna-rashevska-addresses-un-security-council-on-forced-deportation-and-political-indoctrination-of-ukrainian-children-by-russia/
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-occupation-update-may-1-2025
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-occupation-update-may-1-2025
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-satellite-data-sheds-light-on-russias-modern-day-gulags-for-ukrainian/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-satellite-data-sheds-light-on-russias-modern-day-gulags-for-ukrainian/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-satellite-data-sheds-light-on-russias-modern-day-gulags-for-ukrainian/

Camp discipline is severe. One attendee stated:

If someone misbehaved, they were beaten or
thrown into a cold pool. As punishment, they
were forced to pull waist-high weeds or dig

fields. Girls were told they'd get the same if they
misbehaved. 78

Girl, 17, Kherson region

Militarisation in Schools

After occupying Ukrainian territories in 2014 and
again in 2022, Russia enrolled children into state-
affiliated groups promoting patriotic values and
military skills, prioritised under the Russian Strategy
of State Cultural Policy to 2030.%°

The numbers highlighted above understate the
broader campaign targeting all school-aged
children in TOT. The latest information indicates that
there are 900 secondary approximately schools in
TOT, although accounts vary greatly as to the total
number due to a lack of information.°® Even before
February 2022, children in Crimea and Russian-
controlled Donetsk and Luhansk were subjected

to anti-Ukrainian propaganda and basic military
training in schools.”

In 2015, the so-called Luhansk People’s Republic
passed a law embedding “patriotic education,”
creating a “high level of patriotic awareness” among
citizens.?? The so-called Donetsk People's Republic
embarked on a similar effort, and in both instances,
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the laws are in many areas direct transpositions
from their Russian equivalents, in the Luhansk
People's Republic law including the aim to “increase
the prestige of state and military service!"® In
November 2022, Crimean authorities approved a
program of “preliminary military training” for school
children, matching a similar policy implemented in
Russia.®*The militarisation of children in the TOT is
integrated into all levels of the educational process
through compulsory curricula, state-run youth
organisations, and ideologically charged “patriotic”
activities, including:

« Yunarmiya'®®> — all-Russian paramilitary youth
movement created by the Ministry of Defence
of the Russian Federation, in which children
aged 8 to 17 participate in military, combat,
and fire training, marches, military-historical
reenactments, and propaganda events.
Ukrainian children who find themselves on the
territory of the Russian Federation or under
occupation are massively recruited into the
Yunarmiya without the informed consent of their
parents.

. Zarnitsa (often referred as Zarnitsa 2.0)'°
— originally a Soviet system of military sports
games for schoolchildren, later restored in the
Russian Federation. It contains the elements of
combat training, tactical games, shooting, and
simulation of military operations. Participation
in “Zarnitsa” is aimed at developing children’s
survival skills in combat conditions and
readiness for military service.

103 Ibid.
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Crime,” 1 December 2022. Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/
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- Dvizhenie pervykh (The Movement of the Russian Armed Forces. This course serves as
First)'“— an officially established state-run an ideological tool for preparing students for
“patriotic” movement of children and youth, mobilisation.
designed to replace the Soviet-style pioneer
organisation. The movement encompasses
educational institutions. Subordinate to the
Russian Presidential Administration, critics say
it seeks to foster loyalty to
the Russian government,
inculcate submission to state

Molodaya hvardiya Young guard™ — the youth
wing of the pro-government party “Yedinaya
Rossiya” (United Russia), which is actively
operating in the TOT. In addition to participating
in propaganda activities,
members of the organization

. . are involved in organizing
ideology, glorify war, and / et "

! 4 atriotism lessons”,
SIS th.e .educatlon i “‘ crc)elebrations in honour
youth as “citizen-defenders. of the “SVO” (i.e., Special

+ Razhovory o vazhnom Military Operation — Russia’s
onversations abou official name for the war in

(C ti bout fficial forth i

Ukraine) volunteer actions in
support of the Russian army
Monday in schools across and de-facto campaigns to
the Russian Federation undermine Ukrainian state.
and in the temporarily (Young Guard) functions as a
occupied territories (TOT). tool for political mobilisation
The topics are intended to and military education of
impose the ideology of the adolescents and youth.

Russian world on students, . Eaglets of Russia™ — this
honour the Russian army, i

. \ o ' is a Russian children's
ultimately forming a positive /

important things)'°¢ —
are classes held every

. project aimed at younger
attitude towards the war
V. . hool students (6-10
and discrediting Ukraine. S years

old), which serves as early
Attendance stpuciiclese: militarisation and ideological
is mandatory, and the

. ded preparation for joining the
olfelpatlies 2 e, Movement of the First and

- OBZR - osnovy bezopasnosti zashchity Yunarmiya. As part of the program, children are
rodiny (Fundamentals of Safety and solemnly “consecrated” as “eaglets”, presented
Protection of the Motherland)'*®* — another with symbols and involved in events that glorify
mandatory subject in the school curriculum the Russian army, promote “traditional values”
that is graded. Its study involves drill, training and form loyalty to the Russian state. In the TOT,
in tactics, handling weapons, and preparing in particular in Melitopol, mass involvement
children for military service in the ranks of the of first-graders in the project without parental

consent or under duress has been recorded.
Participation in militarised structures such as
Yunarmiya, Eaglets of Russia, (Young Guard), or
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essentially mandatory and strictly monitored.

The implementation of Russian Strategy of State
Cultural Policy to 2030 is manifested by the
preparation of youth for the Russian military service
within Yunarmia facilities. The OHCHR reports

boys and girls aged 8-18 being trained to handle
automatic rifles, grenades, sniper and anti-tank
weapons, and forced to wear military style uniforms
to school. ™2 By 2024, Yunarmiya membership
totalled 4,100 members in Donetsk, 6,000 in
Luhansk, and included 23 groups in Zaporizhzhia.™

Many of those we surveyed referred to their
participation in the Yunarmiya movement.
One child noted:

Russian soldiers came to our school and
organised a trial participation in Yunarmiya. It
was military training. There were about six of
them - they told us about Donbas, something
about Kyiv, something about the war, what
happened in 2014. They gave us weapons to

assemble and disassemble, and also cartridges
- we handled and disassembled those too. They
let us shoot; the rifle was heavy, but the bullets
weren't real. ™

Girl, aged 15, Mariupol, Donetsk region

A witness reported mandatory participation in
Yunarmiya beginning in first grade (age-6-7),
describing intense psychological pressure; one
classmate, aged 15, dug trenches for Russian troops
and later signed a military contract.™
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Occupation on Children’s Rights in Ukraine, March 2025, pp.
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“Yunarmiya”, “Statute of the Yunarmiya Movement,” adopted
28 May 2016; and “Development Strategy of the Yunarmiya
Movement Until 2030.” Available at: https://deti.gov.ru/Deyatel-
nost/documents/245
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Putin at a Movement of the First board meeting,
December 2023

Military training was often compulsory for both
genders. A girl Save Ukraine Interviewsed described
it thus:

We were taught to use weapons. Then they

told us to choose a specialisation - tactics,
medicine, emergency response, drone control,
or demining. | chose demining. | thought it would
be easy. But we trained in the evening: mining

and demining, throwing grenades at our feet,
learning about anti-tank and anti-personnel
mines.™

Girl, 17, Kherson region

Schools also host military groups, which we will
outline in detail in Chapter 9. The “Young Guard”
group was an initiative mentioned by several of
those we surveyed.

116 Save Ukraine Interview
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One participant noted:

Young Guard is like a military school, but it took
place at our regular school. Sometimes we got to
shoot with an automatic rifle or watch some military
event. We could leave school early to prepare for

a parade, to march, to travel to Moscow, or to go

on excursions. They issued a special uniform. | was
part of it before, because it seemed interesting...

We got the impression that schoolchildren were
being prepared for war. They said this was a ticket
to military school. Most joined because it gave extra
exam points, increasing the chances of not being
drafted into the military. This especially applied to
boys."”

Girl, 14, city of Luhansk

The document “Extracurricular Course on

Basic Military Training,” targeted at high-school
students aged 16-17, provides an insight into
Russia’s approach. Split between practical training
(including marksmanship and battlefield medicine)
and patriotic indoctrination, where “the Russian
peoples” is used in plural form, underlying that

the “Russianness” transcends the borders of

the Russian Federation. The document does not
specifically address the militarisation of Ukrainian
youth but emphasises the univocal purpose of
military education for youth - the rapid preparation
of individuals for their eventual integration into the
Russian armed forces.™

In 2015, in the TOT of Crimea, Russia introduced
“cadet classes” (pre-professional education for
entry into law enforcement and the military) into
public schools for girls and boys."” By the 2023-2024
academic year, 78 schools in Crimea had a total

of 244 cadet classes. By December 2024, 11 cadet
classes were operating in the TOT of Zaporizhzhia,
with additional classes in at least three schools in
Kherson, three in Luhansk, and two in Donetsk. In
September 2024, Mariupol opened a specialised

117 Save Ukraine Interview
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Naval Military School for 560 students from the 5th
grade (ages 11-12).°

Another form of forced militarisation is the civic-
state group “Movement of the First.” It claimed

to have formed 2,108 groups for children aged 6
and older at schools in the TOT. This movement
promoted militarisation and cultivation of Russian
patriotism through paramilitary games - “Zarnitsa”
and “Zarnichka” - events, many those of whom

we surveyed and referenced.” A 16-year-old

boy recalled:

They told us there would be ‘Zarnitsa.! We sat
down with the history teacher, and he started
assigning roles. | was told I'd be demining cans
with a stick - I'd be a sapper. Another classmate
had to run through obstacles. Tasks were
handed out: someone had to learn Russian
military ranks to record a video, answer history

guestions, and all about Russia. The boys were
told to dress in military uniforms; there would
be sports competitions, pull-ups, military
drills, assembling weapons - assault rifles - for
speed.”??

Boy, 16, Kherson region

An additional programme of note is Moscow’s use
of Russian children for the development, testing and
production of combat drones, as well as the training
of soldiers. Amongst these efforts is the Berloga
(“Bear’s Den”) project, which sees schoolchildren
play as bears in a computer game battling

“cyber bees” to test and develop their abilities
before moving on to clubs and competitions that
serve as recruitment centres for the military and
supporting industries. Putin himself has endorsed
the program.'®

120 OHCHR 2025, p.18.
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Screenshot from the Berloga website that develops children’s
ability to fly drones

The Berloga programme has also been
incorporated into Zarnitsa, with children learning
quadcopter drone piloting skills. In 2023, the
Movement of the First incorporated this program
into its activities, including through the “Pilots of the
Future” competition.*

A Russian child in a military uniform being trained to operate a
drone - image via Zarnitsa 2.0’s official Telegram channel

This approach reflects a deliberate policy of early
military socialisation of children, structured to instill
combat skills, loyalty to the Russian army, and
support for the war.

124 Ashurkevich, et al.

WE GOT THE
IMPRESSION THAT
SCHOOLCHILBDREN

WERE BEING

PREPARED FOR WAR.
THEY SAID THIS WAS
A TICKET T@ MILITARY
SCHOOL. MOST
JOINED BECAUSE IT
GAVE EXTRA EXAM
PBINTS, INCREASING
THE CHANCES OF NOT
BEING DRAFTED INT®
THE MILITARY
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Risks to children of militarisation

As highlighted in previous chapters, the
militarisation of Ukrainian children in the context
of the temporary occupation and the state policy
of the Russian Federation poses a threat to their
physical, psychological and social security.

The multi-stage system of indoctrination and
militarisation described in Chapter 7 seeks to
normalise violence, militarism and war, while
simultaneously displacing the Ukrainian language,
culture and historical memory (Chapter 9). More
than three years of Russian occupation of parts of
Ukraine is already causing profound changes in the
minds of some children (Chapter 13).

In many cases, parental consent to participate
in such activities is formally given, but without
areal choice - under pressure, coercion or
deceptive promises.

| don't understand why they need this. They say:
“To rest.” In what sense — to rest? We ran with
machine guns and shovels! Mum says: “There
will be a sea, take a swimsuit.” | take a swimsuit,
and they take us to the camp. | stand and look:

where is the sea? Where is the rest? One soldier
laughs: “Who told you that you would come to
the seaq, to rest? No, you came to the military
camp.”®

Girl, 17, Kherson region

Ongoing military socialisation is already
conditioning Ukrainian children for potential service
in the Russian armed forces (Chapter 7), and if these
policies persist, the risk of their full assimilation,
loyalty to the occupying state, and eventual use as a
mobilisation resource will only grow.

Such conditioning exposes especially older children
and youth to profound dangers: including the
physical risks of front-line combat, injury, and death,
alongside the psychological harms of coercion,
indoctrination, and exposure to extreme violence,
which can leave lasting trauma well into adulthood.
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The vulnerability of separated children

In the context of the systemic militarisation
carried out by the Russian Federation in the
TOT, the situation of children who have been
forcibly separated from their families or found
themselves without proper parental care is of
particular concern.

Such children - including those who have been
deported to the Russian Federation or taken to
the TOT of Crimea - are most vulnerable to the
influence of ideological indoctrination, forced
involvement in ‘patriotic events’ and programs of
a militarised nature.

Conversely, we have identified children with parents
or guardians who have been able to provide their
children with some protection.

The last straw is Zarnitsa [system of military sports
games for schoolchildren], they made it mandatory.
Even lessons are cancelled for Zarnitsa, and
children must participate. Conflicts began here. If
grades 6 and 9 - the teachers there are pro-Russian,
then we said that we would not participate in it, then

the teachers: “Well, how about it, nada, nada [it's
needed, it's needed].” And with my middle daughter,
grade 8 - there is a Ukrainian teacher, he called me

- my children will not participate in Zarnitsa, they are
believers.*

Mother of 16-year-old girl, Kherson region

Russian controlled institutions which forcibly
separated or unaccompanied children are placed
in, such as foster families, temporary centres or
children’s camps, often act as instruments of state
policy for military education, rather than protection
of the rights of the child. In cases of forcible
separation, decisions to participate in militarisation
activities are, by definition, made without the
informed consent of the parents.
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CHAPTER NINE

Methods of Influence

This chapter examines how the Russian state
imposes ideological, cultural, and psychological
control over abducted Ukrainian children. It
focuses on forced assimilation through coerced
citizenship, the issuing of Russian ID documents,
bans on the Ukrainian language, and “patriotic
education” - all designed to erase Ukrainian
identity and reduce children’s ability and desire
to return home.

Identity Erasure

Russia uses several methods to wipe out
children’s Ukrainian identity. Mykola Kuleba,

CEO of Save Ukraine - one of the two charities
involved in this report - describes this process

as an intended operation to destroy Ukrainian
identity.?” International and Ukrainian organisations
report multiple ways in which Russia conducts a
systematic policy to erase the identity of Ukrainian
children.”® The process of “de-Ukrainianisation”
often begins at birth in TOT. Russian authorities
have instructed medical staff to issue Russian birth
certificates with Russified names and Russia listed
as the place of birth: transmitting newborn data to
Ukraine's National Health Service is forbidden.?
This obstructs Ukrainian efforts to trace the child
and poses a significant barrier to future repatriation.

127 IpuHa Marsindyk (2024). Pocis nepeTBoproe AenopToBaHuX 3
YKpaiHu piTeri Ha BoporiB amepukaHcbKoro Hapoay. IHTeps’to
3 Mukonoto Kyneboto. [online] fonoc Amepuku YKpaiHCbKO0.
Available at: https://www.holosameryky.com/a/rosy-depor-
tovani-dity-kuleba-intervju/7466972.html

128 For examples, see Ukrainian Parliament Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights on the Observance of Children’s Rights in the Con-
text of Armed Aggression against Ukraine, “Cross-Pollenated”,
2024. Available at: https://www.ombudsman.gov.ua/storage/app/
media/uploaded-files/Special%20Report%20_CROSS-POLLI-
NATED_.pdf; OHCHR, 2025, pp.16-19; Gittoes, Matt. “Stolen
Generation; A Systematic Violation of Ukraine’s Future,
GLOBSEC, June 2025. Available at: https://www.globsec.org/
sites/default/files/2025-06/Stolen%20Generation%20a%20
Systematic%20Violation%200f%20Ukraine%E2%80%99s%20
Future.pdf
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Dariia Zarivna, Advisor to the Head of the Office of the
President and Chief Operating Officer of Bring Kids Back

UA, presents a child's original Ukrainian birth certificate,

and a Russian one issued to the same child after they were
abducted and taken to Russia, to the United Nations Security
Council.

Additional risks exist for children without parents

or those separated from them, as many transferred
under Moscow'’s control have been entered into
Russia's adoption database.*® Some children,
especially infants, are adopted early, issued Russian
documents, and given new names, potentially
completely erasing their Ukrainian identity.

This adoption system enables generational
assimilation, functioning as an administrative tool

to eliminate the cultural and national heritage of
Ukrainian children. When placed in adoption or
other placements in the TOT or Russia, the OSCE
has noted that “Ukrainian children find themselves in
an entirely Russian environment, including language,
customs and religion and are exposed to a pro-
Russian information campaign often amounting to
targeted re-education as well as being involved in
military education.” ™'
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When leading the indoctrination of Ukrainian
children, Russians participating in this effort say
that they do not instill their culture, but “restore”
it because, as they claimed, “residents of the
temporarily occupied territories have always been
bearers of Russian culture.™ Collectively, this
contributes to forming an opinion compliant with
the Russian propaganda narratives, where NATO
is framed as a culprit for the war, while fostering
the feeling of abandonment by Ukraine and the
inevitability of the Russian victory.

Among the children we surveyed, 55% reported
efforts to impose pro-Russian ideology.** One pupil
described being made to wear shirts with Russian
flags, read poetry on camera, and take part in pro-
Russian events. Lessons were filled with nationalist
propaganda, pressuring students to claim Russian
superiority.** Students were made to wear military-
style uniforms and sing the Russian national anthem,
often being filmed during these performances.
Additionally, Russian patriotic songs were
popularised, including ones that honoured violence
and the Russian military.®® It was also reported

that soldiers would visit schools to promote joining
youth movements and the Russian military:'*¢

132 OmbyacmeH Ykpainu, «CneuianbHa JOMOBiAb:
,rlepeonuneHi“. CuctemHa pocincbka nonituka
3HULLEHHS YKpaiHCBbKOI iBEHTUYHOCTI AiTen», 2023,
pp. 29-30. Available at: https://www.ombudsman.
gov.ua/storage/app/media/uploaded-files/C%D0%B-
F%D0%B5%D1%86%D1%96%D0%B0%D0%BB%D1%8C%D
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9D%D0%86_.pdf
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The military - representatives of the Russian
army - came. They wanted us to enter their
educational institutions after school. We were
taught to disassemble and assemble machine
guns. They said that after school you could
enter a military school in Melitopol... They said
that you could do whatever you liked - driving
in cars, driving in tanks. They promised that they
would pay a salary - they said that they pay well
there™

Boy, 17, Kherson region

A member of the Russia’s Rosgvardiya (National Guard)
demonstrates a weapon in a classroom in the TOT in the
Kherson region

At some events, leaflets are passed out to pupils
with warnings of how to behave around visiting
veteran soldiers. These appear to serve a double
purpose: deter pupils from behavior that may trigger
soldier’s post-traumatic stress disorder, and to
intimidate pupils into obedience. These individuals
had open and unrestricted access to Ukrainian
children, posing serious risks to their psychological
safety and well-being. One such warning explicitly
stated that “any carelessness may cost a child their
life.” Another advised children not to wear clothing
that combines yellow and blue - the national colors
of Ukraine - suggesting that even subtle signs of
Ukrainian identity could provoke punishment.
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MPABW/A BE3OMACHOIO MOBEAEHWA BO
BPEMS MATPMOTUYECKOW CMEHbI
* HE NPOBOLMPYW MEPOS!
Ka:

KAOE TEOE CNIOBO MOMET CTATL MGCAEAHMM MHPHBIM
<noBom AnA!

RULES FOR SAFE BEHAVIOR DURING THE
PATRIOTIC CAMP SESSION
DO NOT PROVOKE THE HERO!
Every word you say could become the last peaceful word
of the day!

S HE MIOKPALLIBAVICA K BOKATOMY J DO NOT SNEAK UP ON THE COUNSELOR
CO CrUHBI! FROM BEHIND!
570 Hoier Morou U T b0 cor, It iy Fornine the Haro of sambat.
J HEPKV PYKU HA BIADY! i KEEP YOUR HANDS VISIBLE!
be interpreted

J HE FOBOPM NO-UHOCTPAHHOMY gy DO NOT SPEAK A FOREIGN LANGUAGE
PSILIOM! NEARBY!

IO MOMET BbI3BATL NOAO3PEHMS M PAAPIKEHME. This may cause suspicion and irritation.

g V/13BETA CUHNX BELLEV B ONEWAE! Y AVOID WEARING BLUE CLOTHES!
SIOHCOIT SEAUITE IIIHUE Secol Mt U o RTHNH This may create unnecessary associations when
Sl el combined with yellow uniforms.

S ECTMOH KPUaUT - HE MPEPEKAMCS! i IFHE SHOUTS - DO NOT ARGUE!

I B e T S Hide and wait until the anger passes.
HE WYMU MOCIE OTEOS!

e e st J DO NOT MAKE NOISE AFTER LIGHTS OUT!
ONACHOCTY. ‘The Hero might not distinguish mischief from real danger.

iy TRTM CLERTITML B DRVED TRRSCE Jr |FHE'S STARING INTO SPACE AND NOT
Sl S UL MOVING - DO NOT DISTURB!

* HE YXANYWCA HA YKAPY, XONoa unu * DO NOT COMPLAIN ABOUT THE HEAT,
YCTANOCTb. HUNGER, OR FATIGUE.

. PaNAAHCKIX, PO TOHHO 3HAIOT, UTD. Unlike civilians, Heroes really know what “hardship”
akoe o meanst

* BEX CTb CIIACAET XWU3HM! g POLITENESS SAVES LIVES!

Ynei6Ka B¢ MY = ITO HE CNAGOCTL, 3 Mepa ‘A smile to the counselor is not a weakness, but a
penocTopossiocTI! precaution!

Leaflet handed out to children in advance of a visit by military
veterans and its English translation.

Interwoven with this is a wider campaign of
intimidation and oppression. Of the children we
surveyed, 18% reported obstructed access to
medical care. This was often interlinked with the
issuing of “official” Russian documents such as
passports.*®

At first, they didn't force Russian passports, but
hospitals wouldn’t admit anyone without them

and wouldn't give out medicine.®

Boy, 16, Kherson region

Torture and cruel treatment were reported by 10%
of those surveyed.*° We identified a number of
instances of children being interrogated, beaten and
tortured on suspicion of supporting Ukraine. The
OHCHR has also identified cases of children being
tortured.*? One child surveyed reported Russian
soldiers brutally torturing and killing his adult friend
after false accusations of collaborating with the
Ukrainian military.

138 Save Ukraine Interviews
139 Save Ukraine Interview

140 Save Ukraine Data

141 Save Ukraine Interviews

142 OHCHR, 2025, p.14.

34

The hardest thing for me is remembering

the death of my friend [Name redacted].

The Russians found a message thread with
Ukrainian soldiers on his phone and took him
to the commandant’s office... They ripped out

his teeth and eyelids, cut off his fingers... He
couldn't survive the torture. Later, the news said
he died of a ‘blood clot! But the truth is — they
killed him."

Boy, 18, Kherson region

Also notable was bullying and intimidation from
school peers, including physical violence, from
pupils towards students who expressed pro-Ukraine
views.“* Conflict-related sexual violence was rarer
but still reported by some 6% of those surveyed.
Our survey revealed multiple instances of rape.*®
Again, this corresponds with similar findings from
the OHCHR.*¢ These findings also highlight how
indoctrination often overlaps with other violations,
creating severe risks to children’s physical,
psychological, and social well-being.

Coerced Citizenship

Much of the push for coerced citizenship has been
legalistic. Since annexing Crimea in 2014, a series of
laws and decrees has created automatic or coerced
citizenship pathways. Key developments include:

- Law No.6-FKZ (21 March 2014), which
automatically granted Russian citizenship to
individuals in the TOT of Crimea unless they
opted out within one month.*

- Presidential Decree No. 183 (24 April 2019):
Decree opened a fast-track path to Russian
citizenship for people in certain districts
of Ukraine’s Donetsk and Luhansk. Decree
187 of the same day expanded eligibility to
additional categories of Ukrainian nationals;
expanded by Decree 343 (17 July 2019) to all
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residents in both oblasts.™®

- Presidential Decree No.330 (30 May 2022).
Granted guardians, caretakers and the leaders
of children’s institutions the ability to apply
for Russian citizenship for children under
their care.®”

- Presidential Decree No. 440 (11 July 2022): A
decree extending simplified naturalisation to all
citizens of Ukraine.*®

- Russian Federation Federal Constitutional
Laws No. 5 FZK, No.6 FKZ,No.7 FKZ and No.8
FKZ (7 Oct 2022): Legalised (in Russian law) the
annexation of Donetsk, Lugansk, Zaporizhzhia,
and Kherson and offered residents citizenship
via an oath.™

- Presidential Decree No. 951 (26 Dec, 2022):
Introduced a procedure to register children
“unwilling” to retain Ukrainian citizenship, and a
procedure for children under 14 to be registered
as such without consent, via parent, guardians
or officials.?

- Presidential Decree 307 (27 April 2023):
Ordered Ukrainians in TOT to obtain Russian
passports by 1 July 2024 or lose rights (later
extended to 31 December 2024 by Decree No.
281).1%3

- Russian Federation Law 138-FZ (28 April
2023): Endowed the Russian President with the
right to decide if individuals could be granted
Russian citizenship without satisfying all

148 President of Russia, “List of persons entitled to apply for
Russian citizenship under simplified procedure expanded,” 11
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required criteria.*

Russian Federation Law 271-FZ (24 June
2023): Integrated the physical education and
sports entities of TOT into the Russian legal
system.’®®

Presidential Decree No. 11 (4 Jan, 2024):
Enabled expedited citizenship for orphans via
presidential or institutional request.®

Decree No.62, Ministry of Education (1 Feb
2024): Made “Fundamentals of Security and
Defence of the Homeland,” which includes
weapons training, a compulsory school subject
from September 2024.%”

Order No.2501 Government of the Russian
Federation (11 Sept 2024): Established Russian
Strategy of State Cultural Policy to 2030,

and placed the cultural, moral and spiritual
integration of “new” Russian citizens and the
participation of children in activities including
those with a “military historical theme” as
leading priorities.”*®
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- Russian Federation Law No.550-FZ (28 Dec
2024): amended law to priorities patriotic
education and provide support for military-
patriotic clubs.

- Russian Federation Law No.543-FZ (28 Dec
2024): Instructed that activities at facilities
including children’s camps be directed
towards the “formation in children of a sense of
[Russian] patriotism.™°

- Presidential Decree (20 March 2025):
Required Ukrainians in TOT to regularise their
legal status by 10 September 2025 or be
classified as foreign nationals, facing expulsion
or loss of rights.”!

These laws and decrees collectively accelerate the
Russification of Ukrainian children under Russian
control. Refusal to accept Russian passports
brings retaliation: we identified the case of a boy
ina TOT village who refused such documents at

16 and subsequently suffered from a campaign of
threats and intimidation by the Russian military.'¢?
Others reported similar pressure to obtain

such documents '3

Russia also uses children as leverage to coerce
parents into accepting Russian citizenship. Families
are threatened with the removal of their children

if they refuse. Multiple sources confirm additional
threats, including job loss, termination of social
benefits, denial of pensions, restricted bank access,
and refusal of medical care.**

CTparerum rocyaapCTBEHHOU KyrbTYPHOM MOMUTUKN Ha nepuos
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Russian passports issued to Ukrainian citizens who
subsequently escaped the TOT.

After the house search, | found out my children
were put on a list of those who had refused

to go to Russian schools. The Russians had
already prepared a document with addresses,
and my house was on it. They said: ‘Get ready
for a raid. September is the start of the school
year - time for re-education.’ | was terrified. In
the village, people said that if a family didn’t
obey the occupying regime, the children would
be taken away either far from the parents, into
orphanages, or into Russian social services.
And the parents would face ‘re-education’ in the
basement. In our village school, the Russians
set up a real torture chamber: a pit, rods, chains,
electric shocks... After the torture, people were
brought to the hospital barely alive. Even after

| got Russian documents, they kept checking
on me. Because to them, the passport isn’t
protection. They decide whether you're a
‘proper mother’ — and whether you deserve to
raise your own children.'s®

Mother, Kherson region

iaeHTnyHocCTI giteny, 2023, p. 18 Available at: https://www.om-
budsman.gov.ua/storage/app/media/uploaded-files/C%D0%B-
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Our survey uncovered numerous cases of
intimidation against Ukrainians who refused Russian
passports: consequences included denial of school
access, employment, medical care, and travel, as
well as physical violence. Several respondents
reported threats of being sent to “the pit” - likely
referencing punishment systems reportedly used
against Russian soldiers.'s

Educational Indoctrination

Russian authorities have imposed the Russian
curriculum at schools and cancelled teaching in
Ukrainian: around 600,000 school-aged children
live in TOT.¢” After the occupation of some
Ukrainian territories after 24 February 2022, Russia
introduced new mandatory lessons at schools -
“Conversations about Important Things” - where
the objectives of the “special military operation”
were explained. At these lessons, teachers stated
that Russian soldiers were heroes, and Ukraine

was not represented as an independent country.
Indeed, this program was one of the most frequently
referenced by the children we surveyed. One noted:

Back in occupied Luhansk, | enrolled in
college. They introduced “Conversations
About Important Things” - a weekly
45-minute propaganda session. Every
Monday, we raised the Russian flag. Teachers
repeated the same line: “Ukraine started

the war, Russia is protecting us.” Soldiers
came to the college and made us prepare
“voluntary-compulsory” aid packages for
the Russian army. We were told FSB agents
might come to inspect our phones.”

Boy, 18, city of Luhansk
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The Russian Ministry of Education has introduced
the compulsory subject “Fundamentals of Security
and Defence of the Homeland" for all 8th-grade
students, including training on small arms and sniper
rifles.”® There were also other educational activities
- lectures, thematic lessons, and media programs
around Russia's geopolitical agenda and promotion
of “traditional Russian spiritual and moral values."”
At some of such events, participants in the Russian
“special military operation” are invited to speak.
After the lessons, children are commonly forced to
write “letters to soldiers” thanking Russian troops for
their fighting.”?

Children in the TOT writing letters to soldiers
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®enepauyunn, kacarowmecs peaeparnbHbix 0bpa3oBaTeribHbIX
nporpamMmm OCHOBHOro obLero obpa3oBaHus N CpeaHero
obuero obpasoBaHusi” (3apernctpupoBaH 29.02.2024 Ne
77380). [online] Available at: http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/
document/0001202402290059
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Survey participants also cited OBZR classes,
which blend basic emergency training with
militarised content 7*

On OBZR classes, they forced us to march. “If
you don’t march, you fail,’ the teacher said. It
didn't matter if we were tired, if we didn’t want
to. March or get punished. They were going

to start something like Yunarmiya or shooting
practice, too. My classmate was picked to carry
the flag because he was tall. They even played

their military songs during the events. We

didn't have a choice. Every day felt like we were
being reshaped into something we weren't.
They didn't treat us like kids. They wanted us to
behave like their soldiers. And all the while | kept
thinking - this isn’t school. This isn’t normal.”*

Girl, 16, Kherson region

Furthermore, evidence suggests that ill treatment
of parents and teachers has been a core part of the
Russian indoctrination effort Russia either coerced
educators into cooperating or replaced them with
Russian educators.” Additionally, teachers have
been subjected to torture, including electroshock,
to obtain pupil records.” Our research has
uncovered instances of parents being threatened
with fines or separation from their children if

they did not send their children to schools under
Moscow’s auspices.””

Teachers loyal to Ukraine were dismissed or fled;
remaining staff promoted pro-Russian ideology.
Some of them instructed students not to speak
Ukrainian and claimed Ukraine no longer existed.”®
Children were taught to denounce pro-Ukrainian
views and to ascertain which family members
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report/2024/06/20/education-under-occupation/forced-russifica-

tion-school-system-occupied-ukrainian
177 Save Ukraine Interviews

178 Save Ukraine Interview

supported Ukraine.”” Russia also deployed
propaganda in the guise of educational material,
according to the surveyed children.

Parents weren't allowed inside the school — just
on the grounds. A soldier stood at the entrance,
fully armed. They gave us new Russian
textbooks. On every one of them, the homework
section said: “Assignment from Putin.”

They registered us in the Russian school
without our guardians’ permission - “these are
state children,” they said. There were rumours in

the village that if kids didn't go to school, they'd
be taken away. They didn't like how we spoke
surzhyk - they called us “Khakhols,’ [a Russian
slur for Ukrainians] “Banderites” [Ukrainian
nationalists]. The school forced on us the
Russian language, the anthem, and poems.'®°

Girl, 14, city of Luhansk

ONE OF THE MOST
NOTABLE RUSSIAN
INITIATIVES

HAS BEEN THE
INTREBDUCTION OF

A SERIES OF NEW
HISTORY TEXTBOGKS

179 Human Rights Watch, Education Under Occupation, p.28.
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New Russian history textbook issued in 2023

One of the most notable Russian initiatives has been
the introduction of a series of new history textbooks
in both Russia itself and TOT.® Drafted under the
supervision of Putin advisor Vladimir Medinsky,

they serve to discredit the West and present
justifications for the ongoing war against Ukraine."®?

Analysis from Ukraine's Foundation for Democracy
Assistance suggests that there is an attempt

to develop a comprehensive “architecture of
influence” over Ukrainian children in the TOT.83
One potential manifestation of this is the “Where
does the Motherland Begin?” project, reportedly
launched in Buryatia (a Russian republic in eastern
Siberia) in 2024 and now being rolled out across
other Russia regions. In August 2025, a website for
the project was created, outlining best practices

181 “LUkonbl JIHP Kk 1 ceHTAabpsa nonyyat y4ebHUKM MO NCTOpum C
pasgenamu 06 CBO — MuHobpasoBaHus”, 8 September 2023.
Available at:https://lug-info.ru/news/shkoly-Inr-k-1-sentya-
brya-poluchat-uchebniki-po-istorii-s-razdelami-ob-svo-minobra-
zovaniya/?utm

182 Ibid

183 Foundation for Democracy Assistance, forthcoming research
paper.
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for patriotic education across a wide range of
settings.’®

Ideological indoctrination and the enforcement of
Russian culture occur through multiple channels.
Children from TOT are sent on propaganda trips to
Moscow, St. Petersburg, Rostov on Don, and Tula
through programmes such as Cultural Map 4 +85,
Youth Route, and University Sessions.”®

WELEY

HE BAXY CMBICAA HATY B APWAO.
YHYC, PABOTAIO - HE AO CAYKGI
HO 3HAID, 4TO ECAV BYAET YTPO3A
MOEMY FOPOAY, NPYAYT BOEHHSIE,
TO BCTAHY 1 NORAY HA SALATY.

Hy BETYIUTS B OTPSA
| CAMOOBOPOHS! FOPOAA.
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Panels from “The Heroes of the Special Military Operation”
comic

Pop culture also plays a role. One notable
example are comic-based depictions of soldiers
fighting for Russia. Russian Ministry of Education
in collaboration with other educational agencies
launched the project “The Heroes of the Special
Military Operation”, designed to tell children about
the “feats” of the Russian soldiers in the war with
Ukraine in a “bright and easily understandable
graphic style”'® These comics were distributed

to multiple schools across Russia for classroom
sessions of “Conversations about Important Things”.
Notably, it encompassed dozens of schools in the
Ukrainian territories under occupation, spanning
Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson, and Zaporizhzhia
regions and the Crimean Peninsula.”®’
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CHAPTER TEN

In Their Own Words

This chapter presents the direct testimonies of
Ukrainian children and parents. Their accounts
describe deception of parents, strict military
discipline, weapons training, punishments,

and indoctrination into pro-Russian narratives.
Children recount experiences of fear, coercion,
loss of trust, and even exposure to life-
threatening situations, alongside violations
such as lack of medical care and forced draft
notices. These testimonies provide first-hand
evidence of a systematic policy to militarise and
assimilate Ukrainian children, conditioning them
psychologically and physically for future service
in the Russian armed forces while eroding their
identity and rights.

Life at the child military training camps

Interviews with children who returned from Russia
and the TOT revealed many cases of forced

child participation in military training camps. The
experiences described by a 17-year-old returnee girl
highlight the dangers children were exposed to.

They are taking all children from the age of

14. But there was even a 13-year-old boy — he
was sent to a camp for training. From Kherson,
Luhansk, Donetsk regions - from all the
occupied territories, children are being taken
“for training” to prepare for war, for the army, to
fight against Ukraine.

Mum came and said: you will go to the camp.
| thought that we will go to rest by the sea
like before, under Ukraine, when we went to
Skadovsk.

When we arrived, the camp supervisors met us.
They divided us into platoons: | was in the 8th
platoon, 4th company. We settled in a regular
room, it was warm, tidy... Then they said: that's it,
let’s start. The first lesson - communication: how
to transmit information. A soldier came up to me
and said: “Did you come here to rest, or what?

If you don't like it go back”. Then our supervisor
appeared. He led tactics, training, showed how
to handle weapons, how to disassemble a
machine gun.

40

They didn't beat us, but they made us squat
125-140 times. The last three days were the
hardest. They gave us air rifles, taught us how to
shoot. | hit the target four times. An older man
came up and said: Young lady, are you ready to
join the army?” | said: “I'm a girl.” And he said:
“Girls are going too.”

The director shouted: “Why are you late? You
scum! Do you know what your task is?” They
put us in the middle of the field - squat 145
times. The guys - do 100 push-ups, 5 minutes
of plank. Whoever can’t stand it squats again...
Then they took pictures of everyone and gave
them certificates: “We passed military training.”
| asked: “Why do we need this?” - “Because
you're going to join the army.”

One night, at 3 o'clock, we were taken to the
“Motherland” [colloquial name of a mountain
/ cliff face]. We had to climb up. The wind was
blowing; there was no fence. If you fell, you
would die. We were told: “Rest here, and in 20

minutes down”. Then in the morning we had

to climb up again at 7 am. And then another
“excursion”: the arrival of tanks, shooting,
grenade explosions. We stood for two hours in
the rain, wanting to eat and go home. They gave
us buckwheat and bread. We had breakfast,
and they took us back to the tents.

There were only children from 14 to 17 years
old there. | threw a grenade once. | was taught
how to disassemble an automatic rifle. We
were shown to set a stretcher: they gave us a
grenade, a piece of string - you tied the grenade
to a tree or pole, pulled it tight and wound

it up. Then they made someone walk by - it
would work. We carried mines for tanks. We
were made to carry them and hide them, and
then your partner had to look for them with a
mine detector - they gave us a long stick. Then
you throw it back (imitation of a mine) and
catch it. They also gave us gloves and training
equipment, showed us how to de-mine them.
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At first, it was difficult with machine guns. We
just stood and aimed, were shown how to stand
correctly. And after a few days, they started
taking us for training. We assembled machine
guns, studied them. Then | learned to assemble
them in a minute. Later, they gave us real

weapons. In the last two days, they took us to
a training ground. There, they gave us machine
guns - we shot, ran. We threw real grenades,
worked with mines, stretchers. This was the
specific reason why we were taken.'®®

Girl, 17, Kherson region

Deception of parents

Ukrainian parents allowed or were coerced by
schools and Russian authorities to give their
permission to allow their teenage children to be
taken to camps, only to be informed that their
children wouldn’t be returned when promised or
kept indefinitely.

The situation has changed, go and take

them back yourselves. After some time, the
classroom teacher who travelled with the
children admitted they had planned for the
children to be taken for a 3-month stay, but they
never told the parents about it."®’

Mother of 14 year old girl, Kherson region

The Russians refused to return the children from
the camp to Ukraine. At the school, the parents
were told that the abduction had been planned
from the beginning. The children were then
informed about the next relocation to Pskoy,
followed by adoption, explained with the words:
‘These will be children of Russia.”°

Boy, 16 years old, Kherson region

One of the camp staff told me directly: ‘If your
mother doesn’t find you within six months, a

Russian family will adopt you.”'

Boy, 17, Kherson region
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Lack of medical care

In the TOT, Ukrainians were forced to apply for
Russian passports. In their absence, people,
including children, were effectively deprived of
access to medical services.

At first, they didn’t demand Russian passports
very much. But then they wouldn't let us into
the hospital without passports, they wouldn't
give us medicine. It was difficult to move around
the village because the police or military police
would come or stop us and ask: where are the

documents? At the checkpoint, they said that if
we didn't do it soon, there would be problems.
And the Russians would set fire to the houses of
civilians or shoot into the houses.”?

Boy, 16, Kherson region

Contact with parents

Testimonies indicate that many children taken to
camps were allowed only to have just a single 20
min phone conversation per week. All contact
was under adult supervision, which limited the
child’s ability to freely express complaints or
report violations.

Days off were only on Saturdays. We were
given 20 minutes to talk to our parents. It was
strict. Anyone who misbehaved was beaten
and thrown into a cold pool. As punishment,

they made us pull waist-high weeds and dig up
fields. They said the same would happen to the
girls if they disobeyed.”®

Girl, 17, Kherson region

Torture and solitary confinement

Al6-year boy, along with his group of approximately
100 ‘cadets’, was deported to the children’s camp
“Druzhba” (Friendship) in Yevpatoria, in the TOT

of Crimea.
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While | was in the camp, | tried to protest against
the occupiers. One day, | just took down the
Russian flag from the flagpole. For that,and a
few other things they didn’t like, they put me in a
punishment room - just a tiny space, about two
by three meters, with a bed and a window. They

took my phone away. | stayed there for nearly
a week, with nothing to watch, read, or do. No
one to talk to. | felt completely cut off from the
world. At some point, | started having suicidal
thoughts.**

Boy, 16 years old, Kherson region

Military notices issued to children

16 and 17-year-olds share testimonies of being
handed a summons for military service or
witnessing other teenage boys being handed them.

That day | was resting at home, watching TV,
then two representatives of the army came
to me. They were with service weapons,

one definitely had a firearm, the other had
documents. They asked for a passport to
establish my identity. We went further into the
kitchen where they handed it [a summons]

in a raised tone, it says that | must appear

at the military registration and enlistment
office to undergo a medical examination for
military service. Then they took a picture of
me with a Russian passport and a sighed
document. | didn’t argue with them, because
they had firearms. They said that | would serve
somewhere in Russia."”

Boy, 17 years old, Kherson region

Another teenager, recounted how he was violently
arrested, forced into a vehicle, and taken to the
military enlistment office under the pretext of
registration, with threats of conscription upon
reaching adulthood.

| went to the town to collect my Russian
passport. | arrived at the passport office

and picked up the documents. | mumbled
something — they gave me the passport, and
along with it, a contract for military service.
They promise millions, apartments, a house in
Crimea. There's a checkbox indicating whether
you want to serve or not. But they tell you: “You
understand that no matter where you go, they'll

give you a paper — and you'll be forced to sign
it"16

Boy, 16 years old, Kherson region

| was sitting at home and stepped outside for

a smoke. A Lada Vesta pulled up. Three men

in black got out. They came in and said: you're
coming with us to register for military service.
They twisted my arms, slammed me face-down,
put me in handcuffs, and loaded me into the car.
They were silent on the way, didn’t say where we
were going. They said: you'll undergo a medical
check now, and at 18, you'll go serve. | asked to
make a phone call - they refused at first but then
allowed it. They said we are ‘citizens of Russia’
and must fight for the Motherland, defend it. |
sat in the hallway in handcuffs for four hours. |
was the only one they brought in handcuffed.
My grandmother came and got me out. | lived
with her for a week and then returned home [to
Ukraine].””

Boy, 17, Kherson region

| saw the Russians driving down the street and
stopping to hand out draft notices to underage
boys - 17 years old. They were told to report

to the commandant’s office for army service,

to work for the Russian military and become
soldiers.”®

Boy, 17, Kherson region
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Bullying and punishment for pro-Ukrainian views

In the TOT, children who openly express
pro-Ukrainian views or show attachment to
Ukrainian identity can be subjected to bullying,
humiliation, and punitive measures - both by peers
and educators.

When | first arrived [at the school], they said,
“You're Ukrainian? Ew, Ukrainians..! All my
friends that support Ukraine were insulted and
humiliated. The deputy principal kept telling
us that Ukraine is useless, and Russia is better.
She told me: ‘If you don't do this’ [referring to
participation in pro-Russian militarised events]

‘then you'll get failing grades. One time | came
in and shouted ‘Glory to Ukraine!- the police
came, and the principal hit me, and said that
in Russia you're only allowed to say ‘Glory to
Russia™”

Boy, 10, Kharkiv region

In some cases, entire families deemed pro-Ukrainian
can face cruel and degrading punishment.

Then my brothers, their wives, and my father
were thrown into a pit and kept there for a week.
We had pro-Russian neighbours who reported
that we were Ukrainian. In the pit, they had just
one mattress, weren't allowed to sleep or use
the toilet. They were forced to chop and carry
wood. It was a trench with no exits covered
with a roof, with a door like in prison. They were
called ‘khokhols’ [a slur for Ukrainians] and told
they were pro-Ukrainian.?®°

Boy, 16, Kherson region

Impunity for violations of children’s rights and
threats of parental rights termination

The systemic impunity bestowed on representatives
of the occupying administration and Russian
Federation security forces has created an
atmosphere of fear and legal arbitrariness for
children and their parents. Parents and children can
be summoned to juvenile affairs commission after
perceived bad behaviour.
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| BIBN'T ARGUE

WITH THEM,
BECAUSE THEY
HAD FIREARMS.,

| understood what this could mean for us - it
would be very frightening. | stayed silent, didn't
express myself. | tried to appear neutral to
them.?®'

Mother of 18-year-old boy, Kherson region

It's impossible to fully describe or explain how
my child ended up in that sanatorium. I'll put it
briefly... Voluntarily-forced: the Russians said
that if children didn’t attend kindergartens,
schools, or other educational institutions,
parents would be stripped of their rights.

The wellness camps were also part of this
program.2°?

Mother of 14-year-old girl, Kherson region

A teenager shared an incident in which Russian
soldiers forced him and his friend into a vehicle,
demanding they reveal the location of a girls’ home.

My friend and | were walking a girl home when
soldiers suddenly pulled up. The car stopped
abruptly. They said, “You go on, we'll walk her!
We refused. The Russians started dragging us

into the car. We resisted but eventually ended
up inside. They told us to show them the way to
the girls’ home.?®3

Boy, 16 years old, Kherson region
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Another case involves a boy, 16, who was arrested
along with his friends by Russian military personnel
and detained. Later at school he was threatened
with being separated from his family.

My friends and | planned to bike near the river,
we went through a field and were stopped by
soldiers. They took us to their base, detained
us, and threatened to call the traffic police and
FSB. They said they'd call the police. They took
me to the police station, locked me in a holding
cell, and waited for my parents to arrive. At
school, they threaten that if we don't attend,
child protection services will come and take us
away.?%4

Boy, 16, Zaporizhzhia region

They took my father just because the word
‘Armed Forces of Ukraine’ (ZSU) appeared in

a chat with my teachers. They used that chat
to send us homework, but that was enough for
them to start torturing him. He said they used
electric shocks and asked things like: ‘What is
ZSU?’ ‘Do you support them?’,‘Do you send
them money?’

After that, his vision started deteriorating, his
legs stopped working, and his speech became
slurred - like he was drunk. We took him to the
hospital, but they just shrugged their shoulders.
He was only 42. He died. So young.?®®

Boy, 17, Kherson region

MY BROTHERS,
THEIR WIVES, AND
MY FATHER WERE
THROWN INT®

A PIT AND KEPT
THERE FOR

A WEEK.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Ukrainian Children Fighting for

Russia

While Chapter 8 addressed Russia’s
militarisation of Ukrainian children, this chapter
focuses on detected instances of them taking
part in such fighting, chiefly as adults. Most of
the examples we have identified have come
from individuals who were living in Crimea

and Eastern Ukraine at the time of its seizing

of those territories by Russia in 2014. Case
studies of individuals who were resident in the
TOT occupied by Russia since February 2022
are scarcer - in part owning to the limited time
elapsed only allowing a limited number of those
who were children in 2022 ‘aging in’ to being
military recruits.

Evidence of Current Participation

Reports of Ukrainian youths fighting against their
own country surfaced well before the 2022 invasion.
In 2016, a coalition of 17 Ukrainian NGOs operating
under the banner “Justice for Peace in Donbas”
recorded 37 cases of children being recruited in

the TOT Donetsk and Luhansk. Most were between
16 and 17 years old, and nearly half said they had
enlisted voluntarily. Their duties ranged from staffing
checkpoints and conducting patrols to taking part in
combat operations.?°® By 2020, Ukrainian courts had
convicted at least 29 minors for serving in Russian-
controlled proxy forces in eastern Ukraine, including
one who was just 16 years old at the time.2””

A Ukrainian government report released in July
2023 estimated that Russia had mobilised about

206 Burov, S., Lazarenko, O., lanova, G., Nekrasova, A. and
Shcherbachenko, V. (2016). Eastern-Ukrainian Centre for
Civic Initiatives, Involvement of Children in Armed Formations.
[online] Warsaw: HDIM, p. 7 Available at: https://hfhr.pl/up-
load/2022/01/zaangaz-owanie-dzieci-w-formacje-zbrojne-podc-
zas-konfliktu-militarnego-w-donbasie.pdf

207 Promote Ukraine Media, “Militants have been recruiting
teenagers in Donbas for six years,”, 2 June 2020. Available at:
https://www.promoteukraine.org/militants-have-been-recruiting-
teenagers-in-donbas-for-six-years/
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60,000 Ukrainian men.?°8 Since the start of the
full-scale invasion, there have been reports of
forced recruitment in newly TOT regions such as
Zaporizhzhia and Kherson.??? In September 2024,
Putin signed a decree for an autumn conscription
period lasting from October 1to December
31,20247°, It was tightly connected with the

forceful passportisations in the TOT, where those
possessing the Russian passports also fall under
the Russian conscription decree.?" In October 2024,
Volodymyr Saldo, the Russian-installed head of
Kherson region, announced that citizens in that
region be conscripted into the Russian armed forces
from 1 October 2024 through the end of the year,
showing the readiness of the occupying authorities
to assist the Russian Armed Forces.??

In November 2024, the first such groups from
Kherson and Zaporizhzhia reportedly travelled to
Russia and Crimea for service, following an already
established pattern in other TOT. The Ukrainian

208 Defence Intelligence of Ukraine, “Andrii Cherniak, “Russia
Forcibly Mobilizes about 60,000 males in temporarily occupied
territories of Ukraine”, 31 July 2023. Available at: https://gur.gov.
ua/en/content/na-okupovanykh-terytoriiakh-ukrainy-rosiia-pry-
musovo-mobilizuvala-blyzko-60-000-cholovikiv-andrii-cherniak.
html

209 Georgetown University — Global Children’s Issues, “Russia
Is Turning Abducted Ukrainian Children into Soldiers”, 5 April
2023. Available at: https://globalchildren.georgetown.edu/posts/
russia-is-turning-abducted-ukrainian-children-into-soldiers

210 Reuters, “Putin orders conscription of 133,000 servicemen in
Russia’s autumn draft,” 30 September 2024. Available at::
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/putin-orders-conscrip-
tion-133000-servicemen-russias-autumn-draft-2024-09-30/"

211 PBS, "AP report: Russia imposes its passport on occupied
Ukraine, coercing hundreds of thousands into citizenship,” 15
March, 2023. Available at: https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/
russia-imposes-its-passport-on-occupied-ukraine-coercing-hun-
dreds-of-thousands-into-citizenship

212 Ukrainska Pravda, “Russians announce conscription in
temporarily occupied territories of Kherson Oblast,” 2
October 2024, Available at: https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/
news/2024/10/2/7477812/


https://hfhr.pl/upload/2022/01/zaangaz-owanie-dzieci-w-formacje-zbrojne-podczas-konfliktu-militarnego-w-donbasie.pdf
https://hfhr.pl/upload/2022/01/zaangaz-owanie-dzieci-w-formacje-zbrojne-podczas-konfliktu-militarnego-w-donbasie.pdf
https://hfhr.pl/upload/2022/01/zaangaz-owanie-dzieci-w-formacje-zbrojne-podczas-konfliktu-militarnego-w-donbasie.pdf
https://www.promoteukraine.org/militants-have-been-recruiting-teenagers-in-donbas-for-six-years/
https://www.promoteukraine.org/militants-have-been-recruiting-teenagers-in-donbas-for-six-years/
https://gur.gov.ua/en/content/na-okupovanykh-terytoriiakh-ukrainy-rosiia-prymusovo-mobilizuvala-blyzko-60-000-cholovikiv-andrii-cherniak.html
https://gur.gov.ua/en/content/na-okupovanykh-terytoriiakh-ukrainy-rosiia-prymusovo-mobilizuvala-blyzko-60-000-cholovikiv-andrii-cherniak.html
https://gur.gov.ua/en/content/na-okupovanykh-terytoriiakh-ukrainy-rosiia-prymusovo-mobilizuvala-blyzko-60-000-cholovikiv-andrii-cherniak.html
https://gur.gov.ua/en/content/na-okupovanykh-terytoriiakh-ukrainy-rosiia-prymusovo-mobilizuvala-blyzko-60-000-cholovikiv-andrii-cherniak.html
https://globalchildren.georgetown.edu/posts/russia-is-turning-abducted-ukrainian-children-into-soldiers
https://globalchildren.georgetown.edu/posts/russia-is-turning-abducted-ukrainian-children-into-soldiers
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2024/10/2/7477812/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2024/10/2/7477812/

Defence Ministry urged citizens subject to drafting
to flee to Ukraine.?® Russian officials conducted

an official ceremony in Crimea (with priests, flags,
media and various tributes) for newly conscripted
youth from Kherson and Zaporizhia regions, as well
as the young men from Mariupol, marking the formal
recognition and facilitation of the conscription
efforts in the TOT.2#

Russia, pledges that they will
not be sent to the frontline - a
statement that has previously
been challenged by previous
unofficial coercive Russian
practices in the TOT, including
manipulating conscripts into
signing professional military
service contracts.?® Whilst
autumn 2024 marked the
“normalisation” of Russian
conscription efforts in the
TOT of Eastern Ukraine by

the Russian government itself
- a violation of international
law - previous reports of this
practice since 2014 include an
official but low-key round in the :
eastern TOT in autumn 2023, /

suggest that the transformation

of civilian manpower into

conscripts under occupational

authorities is an integral part

of the Russian war efforts.?® While conscripts have
been previously called up - in 2019, the UN reported
that around 18,000 Ukrainians in Crimea had been

213 Starcevic, Seb. “Russia enlists more Ukrainians from occupied
regions to fight their own country,” Politico, 20 November 2024,
available at: https://www.politico.eu/article/russia-ukraine-war-
occupied-country-state-media-army-fight-kremlin-regime/

214 TACC, B “Kpbim BriepBble Npubbinv NpU3bIBHUKA 13
3anopoxckou n XepcoHckon obnacten” Available at: https://
tass.ru/obschestvo/22420545

215 Asadzade, Ulviyya,, “Putin’s Broken Promise: Young Russian
Conscripts Dying In Ukraine Invasion,” RFE/RL, 19 March 2025.
Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/russian-conscripts-youth-
dying-ukraine-putin/33351828.html

216 Kyiv Independent, “New round of Russian conscription will
include Ukraine’s occupied territories” 30 September, 2023.
Available at: https://kyivindependent.com/new-round-of-rus-
sian-conscription-will-include-ukraines-occupied-territories/;
HRW, "Crimea: Conscription Violates International Law,”

1 November 2019. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/
news/2019/11/01/crimea-conscription-violates-international-law

—

called up since 2015 - they would have been at

a lower risk during this period prior to the war’s
escalation.?” To the Crimean conscripts placed at
risk by the war must be added the those drafted as
part of the September 2022 mobilisation.?®

It appears inevitable some of those who were
children during the 2022 invasion will by now
have been drawn into Russia’s
conscription and mobilisation
system as adults. Given the
12-month service period of
conscripts, it is likely that
additional information will
emerge on this in the coming
months. In September 2024,
UK intelligence assessed that
Russia would likely continue

to force conscripts to sign
contracts following completion
of their service.?? Should this
occur, it is likely that Ukrainian
ex-conscripts from the autumn
2024 conscription wave will being
appearing in substantial numbers
on the battlefield fighting for
Russia from early 2026.

Media accounts tell of Ukrainian
youths who moved from groups
like Yunarmiya into active service
with Russian forces. Radio Free
Europe/Radio Liberty profiled
three examples: Illya Zozulskiy, 23, from Poltavka
in Crimea, joined Yunarmiya as a boy and later
served as a Russian artilleryman, earning the
Zhukov Medal; Russian media list him among 50
former Yunarmiya “mentors” now fighting in Ukraine.
Stanislav Sikorskiy from the TOT of Horlivka, once
in both Yunarmiya and the Young Guard, says he
fought alongside Russian troops. Hanna Lisovenko

217 OHCHR, “Report on the human rights situation in Ukraine 16
May to 15 August 2019.” p.24 Available at: https://www.ohchr.
org/sites/default/files/Documents/Countries/UA/ReportUkraine-
16May-15Aug2019_EN.pdf
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2024. Available at: https://x.com/DefenceHQ/sta-
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from Donetsk joined the Young Guard-Yunarmiya
“Spartans” in 2017 and is reported to have become a
Russian drone operator.??°

There have been reports of forcibly deported
Ukrainian children being issued Russian draft
notices. In November 2023, Radio Free Europe
highlighted the case of Bohdan Yermokhin

from Mariupol, who was placed under Russian
guardianship. While he received a draft notice,
Russia’s Children’s Rights Commissioner Maria
Lvova-Belova claimed he would get a deferment
due to college and in any case was planning to
leave Russia with his sister. However, his lawyer
stated that during a meeting with Lvova-Belova,
Yermokhin was coerced into writing a statement
saying he wanted to stay in Russia.??

There have been deaths. The majority of these were
children at the time of Russia’s seizure of the Crimea
and intervention in parts of Donetsk and Luhansk
regions in 2014 and mobilised as adults by the
Russian-controlled local militias in 2022. Some were
members of youth military groups.

A notable example is Ivan Shifman of Donetsk. Aged
13-14 in 2014, he was a member of a local military-
patriotic youth club called “Heirs of Victory” which
was part of Yunarmiya. In 2019, at age 18, he enlisted
in the People’s Militia of the Donetsk People's
Republic (DPR) after finishing school and began
service in the Ist Separate Guards Motorised Rifle
Brigade (known as the 1st “Slavyansk” Brigade).
Following the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022, Shifman fought on some
of the most intense frontline sectors in Donetsk.
Shifman was 20 years old when he was killed in
action on April 14, 2022 2%
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Mural image of Captain Alexander Vladimirovich Miroshnik,and
Gleb Vikhrov in the TOT of Luhansk

Murals are often used to underline the link between
the Yunarmiya and soldiers who have died in
battle. The above was painted in TOT of Luhansk,
and reportedly shows Guard Captain Alexander
Vladimirovich Miroshnik, who died in the war in
June 2022, and commander of the Yunarmiya
detachment of the Kamenobrodsky district of the
city of Lugansk, Gleb Vikhrov.?2

Other instances of deaths while serving in local
militia include Yaroslav Serhiyovych, Bykadorov
who was a student at the Zasyadko Mining College
in Torez. He was a child when Russian-allied forces
took over the region in which he lived in 2014. He
was mobilized into the People’s Militia of the DPR
and was killed on 30 April 2022 in Zaporizhzhia
region aged 20.2%

Others were part of the Russian military proper.
Born and raised in Crimea, Vladyslav Turubara

had by March 2014, become deeply involved in
patriotic and military-oriented activities despite
only being 16 years of age. Local officials noted that

drostkov-est-pogibshie-denisova; Telegram. (2025). FOHapmus.
[online] Available at: https://t.me/yunarmya/1701
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3awmTtHuk. [online] CeTeBoe n3gaHue ‘ApMenckuin ctaHaapT .
Available at: https://armystandard.ru/news/20221220951-utcuR.
html
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Turubara “from a very young age tied his life with the
military starting with Zarnitsa [military games] and
culminating as a graduate of a military school.” After
finishing school in 2015, Turubara immediately joined
the Russian Armed Forces. He enrolled as a cadet at
the Tyumen Higher Military-Engineering Command
Schoolin Tyumen, Siberia. He was killed in Kherson
in August 2022.22°

Vasyl Potapov of Crimea enlisted with the Russian
military at 18 in around 2023 after finishing school.
He was deployed as part of the “special military
operation” and was killed in combat on 20 January
2025 at the age of 19. Hailing from the village of
Pryvitne in Crimea, Potapov is one of the youngest
known fighters (by birth year) to have died in the
Ukraine war.??

Additionally, Oleg Zotov, a teenager from the TOT
area of Donetsk and a former Yunarmiya member,
was reported in May 2025 to have had signed a
contract with Russian forces at 18. He was killed in
combat one week later. His case is among the first
verified examples of a militarised Ukrainian youth
dying while fighting against Ukraine, highlighting
the pipeline from youth indoctrination to frontline
deployment.??

The above is by no means an exhaustive list but
should be seen as illustrating a clear trend.

Testimonies

Verifying the use of Ukrainian forcibly recruited
young people in combat remains difficult. In July
2025, Yale HRL reported investigating numerous
allegations of forcibly recruited Ukrainian youths
entering the Russian military upon turning 18.
Executive Director Nathaniel Raymond told The
Times that the issue is under active scrutiny.??®
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228 Dunn, Tom Newdon, “Russia ‘sending kidnapped Ukrainian
children to front line’,” Times, 24 July 2025. Available at: https://

Andriy Yermak, President Zelensky's chief of staff,
has also claimed that the bodies of these individuals
are being found on the battlefield.??

The testimonies we have gathered have further
bolstered the case that Russia is recruiting current
and former children into a pipeline ending in
military service.

We have a subject called “Conversation

About Important Things.” It's mostly

focused on military topics. Most likely, that's
what influenced the students. | didn’t personally
know the boy. When he was 16, soldiers came

to him and asked if he wanted to serve, and

two weeks later, they brought back his corpse.
It's possible that his parents were also pro-
Russian. They sent him off to serve without any
preparation. And he died at the age of 16?*°

Boy, 14, Kherson region

We have recorded many instances of individuals
being forcibly taken to a military enlistment office,
where, without consent, they were registered as
fit for military service and handed draft notices.?!
Others were sent for draft registration:

One day after class, two 11th-graders came in
and said they had received military summons
and were going to the draft office for a check-
up. That happened just recently, in early

February. At the time, | didn’t think much about
it, but now | realise | could be registered for
conscription too.2*?

Boy, 14, Kherson region

www.thetimes.com/world/russia-ukraine-war/article/russia-send-
ing-kidnapped-ukrainian-children-to-front-line-0jz8b2zch
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A further testimony we received was from an 18-19
year old whose mother and grandmother, both of
Russian ethnicity, held pro-Russian views. During the
Ukrainian counter-offensive in the Kherson direction,
the family relocated the boy to the Krasnodar region
of Russia, where they received housing through a
government certificate program.?*

Throughout their time in Russia, the boy’s family
continuously pressured him to join the Russian
military, insisting he should serve “like a real man.”
Despite his opposing views, which he consistently
expressed to his relatives, he refused their
proposals, leading to constant family conflicts over
this issue.

The situation escalated unexpectedly when

he received a “red” summons to the military
commissariat - in Russia, this designation requires
immediate reporting to the nearest recruitment
office. Upon arrival, he discovered that his own
mother had “requested” acquaintances within the
Russian security apparatus to issue the conscription
notice to her son. He subsequently served for a year,
chiefly in Crimea. After the end of his service, he
escaped from Russia to Ukraine.

The critical component in this process is the
‘passportisation’ outlined in Chapter 9. The pipeline
appears thusly: Ukrainian children are issued a
Russian passport at birth or otherwise forced to
obtain one via Russian administrative barriers and
intimidation. Upon receipt of the passport, the child
is registered in the Russian central database:

When you turn 17, they issue you a draft notice
for military registration. The first and second
notices don't bring penalties, but the third can
lead to court and fines. In my case, they posted
an announcement at the town shop with my full
name, summoning me to appear by a certain

date with my Russian passport. | was given a
paper summons stating | had to register for
military service by January 25. 1 did not go. |
didn’t want to fight - especially not against my
own people.z

Boy, 17, Kherson region

233 Save Ukraine Interview
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Supporting this process is a system of indoctrination
and militarisation that fosters willingness among
children to serve. Legally, conscripts cannot be
deployed outside Russia - only contract soldiers
can. Yet, reports describe violations of this rule,

with conscripts coerced into signing contracts.
Indoctrination increases the likelihood of such
manipulation succeeding.?® In modern warfare, with
drones and missiles, serving in the Russian military
is dangerous regardless of deployment location.
Moreover, the exemption from frontline service does
not apply to the mass mobilisation Russia launched
in 2022.

235 Asadzade, Ulviyya. “ Putin’s Broken Promise: Young Russian
Conscripts Dying In Ukraine Invasion,” RFE/RL 19 March 2025.
Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/russian-conscripts-youth-
dying-ukraine-putin/33351828.html
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Violations of child rights and other
contraventions of international law

This chapter will examine the matter of the
militarisation of Ukrainian children through the
lens of international law violations. It focuses

on clear breaches such as the forced transfer
and unlawful deportation of children from
Ukraine, their recruitment into armed forces, and
related matters. We outline below the key legal
provisions of international bodies relevant to the
treatment of Ukrainian children.

International Criminal Law

The core elements of International Criminal Law
(ICW) are chiefly codified in the Rome Statute of
the International Criminal Court (ICC), which came
into effect in 2002. Ukraine has been a party to

the statute since 1January 2025, having already
accepted the court’s jurisdiction retroactively back
to 21 November 2013.2%¢ |CC prosecutorial powers
against individuals cover responsibility for the crime
of aggression, crime of genocide, crimes against
humanity and war crimes.

Crime of Aggression

Article 8bis of the Rome Statute defines aggression
as a state’s armed force against another’s
sovereignty, territorial integrity, or political
independence, including “any annexation by
the use of force."?” Russia’s 2022 invasion and
annexation meet this definition, but as it is not
an ICC State Party and can veto UN referrals,
the ICC cannot prosecute for the crime of
aggression. Accountability is pursued through
mechanisms like a proposed special tribunal,
while the ICC addresses crimes within its remit.

236 Kmiotek, Celeste. “Ukraine ratifies Rome Statute but must
address concerns over ICC jurisdiction,” Atlantic Council, 27
August 2024. Available at: https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/
ukrainealert/ukraine-ratifies-rome-statute-but-must-address-
concerns-over-icc-jurisdiction/

237 ICC, Rome Statue of the International Criminal Court, p.10.
Available at: https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/2024-05/
Rome-Statute-eng.pdf
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Genocide

Article 6(e) of the Rome Statute and Article 2(e)

of the Genocide Convention define genocide to
include “forcibly transferring children of the group
to another group.”?*® While no indictments yet

cite this, on 8 May 2025 the European Parliament
condemned Russia's “genocidal strategy” in
Ukraing, citing forced child transfers, Russification,
and militarisation.?®

Crimes Against Humanity

Under Article 7 of the Rome Statute, crimes against
humanity include: “deportation or forcible transfer”
(M), “persecution against any identifiable group”
((T(h)), and “enforced disappearance” including
concealment of a person’s whereabouts ((1)(i), (2)
(i)).2*° However, at the time of writing, no charges
have been brought under this statute regarding
Russia'’s treatment of Ukrainian children.

War Crimes

Articles 8 of the Rome Statute list war crimes
including unlawful deportation, transfer,
confinement (Art 8(2)(a)(vii)) the deportation or
transfer of all or parts of the population of the
occupied territory within or outside this territory ((2)
(b)(viii)); and forcing protected persons into military
service (Art 8(2)(v).%

238 ICC, Rome Statute, p.3; United Nations, Convention on
the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide,
9 December 1948. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/
instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-preven-
tion-and-punishment-crime-genocide

239 European Parliament, European Parliament resolution of 8 May
2025 on the return of Ukrainian children forcibly transferred
and deported by Russia, 8 May 2025, available at: https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-10-2025-0096_EN.html

240 ICC, Rome Statute, p.4 and 7

241 ICC, Rome Statute, p.5-6.
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A 15 March 2023 UN report found Russia’s
deportation of Ukrainian children violates
humanitarian law and is a war crime.?*? An ICC arrest
warrants for Vladimir Putin and Maria Lvova-Belova
was issued on 17 March 2023

International Humanitarian Law

Key protections for children under International
Humanitarian Law are found in the Fourth Geneva
Convention (GC V), which classifies them as
“protected persons.” Both Russia and Ukraine are
parties to GC IV and its Additional Protocols: I-lll for
Ukraine, and |-l for Russia.?*

Article 24 requires care for orphans or separated
children and culturally appropriate education.
Article 49 bans forcible transfer or deportation
except for security needs, while Article 47 forbids
using annexation to remove rights. Article 50

bars status changes or enlistment and requires
identifying children and parentage; Article 136
mandates sharing information on protected
persons. Article 51 prohibits forcing them into armed
or auxiliary service. Additional Protocol | bans
recruiting under-15s (Art. 77) and evacuating children
abroad without parental consent and return records
(Art. 78).244

Convention on the Rights of the Child

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC),
binding on Russia and Ukraine, defines a child as
under 18 (unless stated as earlier under national
law). It requires states to prioritise best interests (Art.
3), preserve identity (Art. 8), and prevent parental
separation (Art. 9). Article 10 mandates prompt
family reunification and freedom of movement.
Articles 11(1) - (2) require combating illicit transfer
and non-return abroad. Article 17 ensures access

to diverse information, and Article 29(c) mandates
education that supports cultural identity, language,
values, and respect for national values. Article 32(1)
protects from harmful work, and Article 38(2) bans

242 OHCHR, 2023, 14-16.

243 ICRC, Geneva Convention (V) relative to the Protection of
Civilian Persons in Time of War. Geneva, 12 August 1949.
Available at://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en/ihl-treaties/gciv-1949/
article-4?activeTab=GClV,

244 1bid; ICRC, Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions
of 12 August 1949, and relating to the Protection of Victims
of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol 1), 8 June 1977.
Available at: https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en/ihl-treaties/
api-19777?activeTab=1949GCs-APs-and-commentaries
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recruiting under-15s into armed forces.?*

The Optional Protocol on the Involvement of
Children in Armed Conflict, ratified by both Russia
and Ukraine, prohibits the conscription of anyone
under 18 (Art. 2) and allows voluntary enlistment
below that age only with genuine consent and the
approval of a parent or guardian (Art. 3(3)(a)).2*

International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights

This treaty was sighed in 1966 and has been in
effect since 1976, with both Russia and Ukraine as
parties. It includes Article 1(1), affirming the right to
pursue economic, social, and cultural development;
Article 23(1), protecting the family; and Article 24(1),
guaranteeing children’s protection appropriate to
their status as minors.?¥

International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights

Also in force since 1976, this 1966 treaty, ratified
by both Russia and Ukraine, affirms in Article 10(1)
the importance of the family. Article 10(3) requires
protection of children from economic and social
exploitation, banning work harmful to their health,
morals, or development.?#

The International Convention for the Protection
of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance

Ukraine is a party to this treaty, but Russia is not.
Article 2 defines “enforced disappearance” as an
arrest, detention, or abduction carried out with
state involvement, accompanied by concealment
of the person’s fate or whereabouts.?* Article

245 |bid.

246 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child
on the involvement of children in armed conflict, 25 May 2000.
Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/
instruments/optional-protocol-convention-rights-child-involve-
ment-children

247 United Nations, International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, 16 December 1966. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/
en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-cove-
nant-civil-and-political-rights

248 United Nations, International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, 16 December 1966, p.710. Available at:
https://www.refworld.org/legal/agreements/unga/1966/en/33423

249 United Nations, International Convention for the Protection of
All Persons from Enforced Disappearance, 20 December 2006.
Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/
instruments/international-convention-protection-all-persons-en-
forced
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25(1)(a) obliges states to prevent and punish the
wrongful removal of children subjected to enforced
disappearance, including through the falsification
or concealment of identity documents. It also
requires efforts to locate and return these children,
restore their identities, and annul any adoptions or
placements arising from the disappearance.?*°

UN Security Council Resolution 1261, 1882, 1998
and 2225

UN Security Council Resolution 1261, adopted on
25 August 1999, highlights the recruitment of child
soldiers, abduction, and forced displacement as
some of the most serious violations of children’s
rights. It expresses concern and reaffirms existing
treaty-based protections.?' Resolution 1882 (2009),
1998 (2011) and 2225 (2015) reiterate 1261's critical
points.

UN Children in Armed Conflict Report
Children in Ukraine (2022-2025)

The United Nations documentation of grave
violations against children in the ongoing Ukraine
conflict reveals significant disparities in both

the scale and nature of violations committed by
different parties to the conflict. This analysis, based
on verified UN data from the annual Children in
Armed Conflict Reports spanning 2022-2024,
provides an assessment of verified incidents. It
should be noted that these figures do not represent
the full picture of grave violations, they highlight only
those cases the UN was able to verify.??

250 Ibid.

251 United Nation Security Council Resolution 1261 (1999),
25 August 1999. Available at: https://docs.un.org/en/S/
RES/1261(1999)

252 United Nations, 2023, Children and armed conflict: Report of
the Secretary-General. UN General Assembly and Security
Council, A/77/895-S/2023/363, 5 June, Available at: https:/
docs.un.org/en/A/77/895 (Accessed: 22 August 2025); United
Nations, 2024, Children and armed conflict: Report of the
Secretary-General. UN General Assembly and Security Council
A/78/842 S/2024/384 4 June 2024, Available at: https://docs.
un.org/en/S/2024/384 ;. United Nations, 2025, Children and
armed conflict: Report of the Secretary-General. UN General
Assembly and Security Council A/79/878-S/2025/247 17 June
2025, Available at https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/
wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Secretary-General-Annual-Re-
port-on-Children-and-Armed-Conflict-Covering-2024.pdf
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Scale of Documented Violations

UN verification data demonstrates substantial
differences in the number of violations attributed
to various parties across the three-year period
examined. In 2022, Russian armed forces and
affiliated armed groups were attributed with 658
child casualties (136 killed, 518 maimed) while
Ukrainian armed forces accounted for 255 child
casualties (80 killed, 175 maimed).?> This pattern
persisted through subsequent years, with Russian
forces responsible for 287 child casualties in 2023
and 474 in 2024, compared to Ukrainian forces’ 40
and 26 respectively.?> That the actions of both sides
have resulted in children’s deaths should not be
seen as an indication of comparable conduct.

Itis nevertheless important to emphasise that
Ukraine has implemented comprehensive measures
to protect civilians, with a particular focus on
children in conflict zones. Following Russia's
February 2022 invasion, authorities conducted
evacuations of tens of thousands of civilians,
including coordinated operations with the UN and
ICRC, such as the May 2022 evacuation from the
Azovstal plant in Mariupol.?%® In August 2025 alone,
894 children were evacuated from settlements in
Donetsk Oblast.?*® These measures underscore
Ukraine’s commitment to safely evacuating civilians
from high-risk areas.

Similarly, attacks on educational and healthcare
facilities show marked disparities: Russian forces
conducted 480 such attacks in 2022, 249 in 2023,
and 696 in 2024, while Ukrainian forces were
attributed with 212, 70, and 56 attacks respectively
during the same periods.?’

253 United Nations, 2023, p.37.
254 United Nations, 2024, p.38; UN, 2025, p.25.

255 Gillard, E., 2024. Enhancing the security of civilians in conflict:
Notifications, evacuations, humanitarian corridors, suspensions
of hostilities and other humanitarian arrangements. Chatham
House, p. 19. Available at: https://www.chathamhouse.org/
sites/default/files/2024-04/2024-04-24-enhancing-security-of-
civilians-in-conflict-gillard_0_0.pdf

256 AHTOH Ctenypa (2025). 3 [JoHeY4nHn 3a TUXKAEHb eBaKytoBanm
894 AnTUMHN — 3anuwiarTbcsl NoHag 2 Tmcadi. [online]
CycninbHe | HoBuHu. Available at: https://suspilne.media/
donbas/1095222-z-doneccini-za-tizden-evakuuvali-894-ditini-
zalisautsa-ponad-2-tisaci/.

257 United Nations, 2023, p.37; UN, 2024, p.39; UN, 2025, p.25.
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Nature of Violations and Implications for
Child Protection

The documented violations reveal distinct patterns
with particular relevance for forced displacement
and family separation concerns. Russian forces and
authorities were responsible for all verified cases
of child abduction in 2022 (92 children), with an
additional 122 children abducted in 2023.2°% The UN
also verified the transfer or deportation of children
from Ukrainian territories to the Russian Federation,
including 46 children in 2022 and 33 in 2023.2%°

Trends in Violation Patterns

The UN Secretary-General has noted contrasting
trends between parties over the reporting period.
Ukrainian authorities demonstrated engagement
with UN mechanisms, resulting in what the
Secretary-General described as a “significant
decrease in the verified number of children killed
and maimed and attacks on schools and hospitals

attributed to the Ukrainian armed forces” by 2023.26°

Conversely, the reports show an escalation in
violations by Russian forces, with the Secretary-
General expressing being “deeply alarmed by the

increase in grave violations attributed to the Russian
armed forces and affiliated armed groups” in 2024.2¢!

These divergent trends have direct implications for
the safety and protection of children in affected
areas and underscore the importance of continued
monitoring and advocacy for child protection
measures by all parties to the conflict.

European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR)

Article 3 bans torture and cruel, inhuman, or
degrading treatment or punishment; Article 5
guarantees liberty except in lawful circumstances;
and Article 8 protects the right to private and family
life. Under Protocol No. 4, Article 2 affirms freedom
of movement, including the right to leave any
country, while Article 3 (2) forbids denying a person
entry to their own country.?¢?

258 United Nations, 2023, p.37
259 United Nations, 2023, p.37; UN, 2024, p.39.
260 United Nations 2024, p. 39
261 United Nations 2024 , p.40

262 Council of Europe, European Convention on Human Rights,
Council of Europe, p.7-8
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International Labour Organisation

ILO’s Convention on the Worst Forms of Child
Labour Convention, No. 182 Article 3 (a)(3) 9a)
prohibits exploitation, including “forced or
compulsory recruitment of children for use in
armed conflict”2¢3

263 ILO, Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999,
1 June 1999. Available at: https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/
nrmix_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_
CODE:C182



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Impact on well-being, reintegration
prospects, and other consequences

This chapter presents findings from an in-depth
psychological assessment of ten children, aged
14 to 20, who were returned by Save Ukraine from
the temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine or
from the Russian Federation.

Assessment Cohort and Objective

Of the ten respondents, six were boys and four were
girls. In terms of age, two participants were between
14 and 16 years old, while the majority - eight
participants - were aged 17 to 20.

The primary objective of the study is to explore how
militarisation and other potential war crimes have
affected the children’s current psycho-emotional
and mental well-being. It also aims to identify
factors influencing the depth and nature of these
experiences, assess the long-term consequences of
trauma, and develop evidence-based strategies for
psychosocial support.

Focusing on individual cases of militarisation and
other systemic violations, the study investigates
events children identified as traumatic, with the
goal of analysing the severity of their psychological
impact and helping shape effective coping and
recovery mechanisms. The assessment offers
important insights into the psychological reactions
of children to war-related trauma and contributes
to building tailored, trauma-informed support
interventions.

Methodology Summary

This study is grounded in a comprehensive
psychological assessment based on semi-
structured in-depth interviews, clinical observation,
psychodiagnostic tools, and documentary evidence
collected by the Save Ukraine team. All data
collection was conducted with strict adherence

to ethical standards, including informed oral
consent, confidentiality, and the principles of a
trauma-informed approach to ensure children’s
psychological safety.
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The psychological evaluation employed a set of
internationally recognised tools to examine trauma-
related symptoms, including:

Childhood War Trauma Questionnaire
(CWTQ) - a semi-structured tool for qualitative
analysis of a child's wartime experiences;

Life Events Checklist for DSM-5 (LEC-5) -
used to screen exposure to potentially traumatic
events;

Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) - to assess
cognitive, affective, and somatic symptoms of
anxiety;

PTSD Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5) - a self-
assessment tool for identifying symptoms of
post-traumatic stress disorder according to
DSM-5 criteria.

Findings

This analysis revealed that most of the assessed
children experienced multiple forms of rights
violations, often overlapping in nature. Among

the ten children assessed, the most common
included separation from family, indoctrination, and
militarisation, reported by eight of the participants.
Violent detention and torture or cruel treatment
was reported by three, while conflict-related sexual
violence (CRSV) was reported by two. Only one
child experienced deportation.

Psychological Consequences of War-Related
Trauma in Children

Traumatic experiences caused by war can have
profound and long-lasting effects on children’s
mental health, emotional development, and social
functioning.?* These experiences often overwhelm
a child’s internal resources, leading to a loss of

264 War-related trauma linked to increased sustained attention
to threat in children, SRCD (Society for Research in Child
Development, 11 February 2022. Available at: https://srcd.
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cdev.13739?utm_source=-
chatgpt.com
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control, fear, and an inability to make decisions

- conditions under which children begin to form
survival strategies that may hinder their long-term
development.2®®

Such trauma can result in a wide range of
psychological disorders, including post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), acute stress
reactions, depression, anxiety, panic attacks,

sleep disturbances, dissociative symptoms, and
behavioural issues such as aggression or antisocial
conduct.?¢ In some cases, trauma may also lead to
the development of addictions. 2’

Children affected by war face trauma across all
areas of life - emotional, physical, social, and
coghnitive.?® Key contributing factors include loss
of basic needs, family separation, discrimination,
and the normalisation of violence.?® Interviews
with returned children confirm exposure to these
conditions. The psychological impact depends on
each child’s perception, coping capacity, and adult
support.

Traumatic Stress

All ten children assessed through in-depth
interviews and psychological tools (CWTQ and
LEC-5) had experienced events with strong
potential to cause traumatic stress. The most
commonly reported experiences were direct
exposure to explosions, armed attacks, and combat,

265 Impact of war and forced displacement on children’s mental
health—multilevel, needs-oriented, and trauma-informed
approaches, European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 14 March
2022. Available at: https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/
s00787-022-01974-z

266 Mental health of children living in war zones: a risk and pro-
tection perspective, World Psychiatric Association, 19 January
2018. Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/
wps.20496

267 Childhood Trauma, Combat Trauma, and Substance use
in National Guard and Reserve Soldiers, 1 October 2018.
Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1080/0889707
7.2018.1443315

268 Living through war: Mental health of children and youth in
conflict-affected areas, International Review of the Red Cross,
August 2019. Available at: https://international-review.icrc.org/
articles/living-through-war-mental-health-children-and-youth-
conflict-affected-areas

269 Impact of war and forced displacement on children’s mental
health—multilevel, needs-oriented, and trauma-informed
approaches, European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 14 March
2022. Available at: https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/
s00787-022-01974-z
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which were universal across all respondents.

- Fire or explosion: All ten children lived in
areas subjected to shelling, missile and drone
strikes. They experienced explosions nearby,
triggering acute stress reactions. Two children
were directly impacted when a drone hit their
home. One child had been under occupation
since 2014 and endured such attacks from early
childhood.

- Armed violence: All ten children were
exposed to armed violence. Three respondents
experienced violence involving torture. Seven
witnessed violence against others. Six reported
being threatened with weapons.

- Combat exposure: All ten children reported
witnessing active combat, including clashes
and military movements. One child had served
as a conscripted soldier. Three had close family
members in the Armed Forces of Ukraine,
contributing to heightened fear and emotional
strain.

- Physical violence or torture: Four children
experienced direct physical aggression, and
seven had witnessed it.

- Conflict-related sexval violence: Two
respondents experienced sexual harassment by
Russian soldiers.

- Sudden violent death of a close person:
Reported by five children; including one case
involved death due to lack of medical care.

- Severe suffering: Nine experienced significant
psychological distress, with eight reporting
traumatic separation from family, and others
citing the death or torture of loved ones.

« Other traumatic events: These included the
use or display of torture devices intended
to threaten loved ones, threats involving
firearms, and mistreatment at Russian military
checkpoints during the children'’s return
to Ukraine. One child experienced acute
psychological distress after being threatened
with separation from his mother and placement
in institutional care.

Anxiety Levels Among Adolescents (BAl Results)

The Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) revealed that eight
of the children assessed showed elevated levels of
anxiety, indicating a significant psycho-emotional
burden among those returned from occupation.



- Sevenrespondents demonstrated a
moderate level of anxiety, marked by frequent
somatic symptoms (e.g. rapid heartbeat, sleep
disturbance, shortness of breath) and anxious
thoughts that may affect daily functioning.

- Onerespondent presented a high level of
anxiety, scoring 29 points,
with intense symptoms that
severely impact quality of life
and daily activities.

Only two respondents fell
within the normal range,
showing minimal anxiety
symptoms that did not
interfere with functioning.

These findings, while limited
to a very small study cohort,
suggest a high prevalence
of anxiety-related distress
among returned children and
underline the need for targeted /
psychological support to reduce
anxiety, strengthen resilience,
and promote adaptive coping

strategies.

PTSD Symptom Severity (PCL-
5 Results)

All ten respondents reported

exposure to traumatic events, as confirmed by the
Life Events Checklist (LEC-5), making them eligible
for PTSD screening. The PCL-5 self-assessment
revealed varied severity levels of post-traumatic
stress symptoms:

- Fourrespondents scored in the low range
(0-32), showing limited PTSD symptoms and
generally adaptive emotional responses.

Four respondents exhibited a moderate level
of PTSD (32-49), with recurring symptoms
such as flashbacks, avoidance, and sleep
disturbances.

- Tworespondents showed a high severity
of PTSD (50+), marked by intense intrusions,
physiological arousal, and emotional
dysregulation.

—
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In total six participants demonstrated moderate

to high PTSD symptomatology, suggesting that
trauma has not been fully processed and may
significantly impact their mental health. These
results underscore the close link between anxiety
and post-traumatic responses in war-affected
children and confirm the need
for trauma-informed therapeutic
interventions using evidence-
based approaches.

Child-Reported Factors
Affecting Psycho-Emotional

Well-Being

Children identified several
key experiences that severely
impacted their emotional and
psychological health:

Indoctrination and
Identity Suppression:
eight respondents reported
systematic erasure of their
Ukrainian identity through
bans on language, symbols,
and history. These actions led
to confusion and emotional
disorientation, especially
as they contradicted the
children’s lifelong cultural
worldview.

Militarisation and Normalisation of
Violence: Also reported by eight respondents,
militarisation involved forced participation in
military camps and school-based training in
weapons handling, tactical medicine, and drill
exercises. This exposure, particularly damaging
during adolescence, frequently exceeded their
psychological capacity to process trauma. Three
children (30%) described inhumane conditions
in camps, including lack of medical care,
intimidation, and instances of cruel treatment.

Disruption of Education: Eight also
experienced interrupted schooling, school
closures, or forced transfer to Russian-run
institutions where Ukrainian identity was erased.
Some children studied in isolation online for
extended periods, fearing exposure, and were
cut off from peers and normal social interaction.
Schools were also used for military purposes,
making them unsafe learning environments.
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These experiences illustrate the layered nature
of the trauma endured by Ukrainian children in
occupied territories, combining cultural erasure,
forced militarisation, and deprivation of basic
developmental needs.

The longer the war continues, the more severe
and lasting these consequences are likely

to become. As children accumulate adverse
experiences, the psychological toll may increase
with age - particularly given their underdeveloped
coping mechanisms, which make them especially
vulnerable to chronic stress and trauma.

Summary of Psychological Impact and
Implications for Support

Children returned from temporarily occupied
territories were not exposed to isolated incidents,
but rather to multiple, overlapping traumatic events
- including militarisation, separation, violence,

and identity erasure. This multi-layered exposure
significantly increases the risk of developing PTSD,
chronic anxiety, sleep disturbances, somatic
symptoms, and emotional exhaustion.?’®

Many children reported that traumatic events
affected both themselves and their loved ones,
highlighting the high density and complexity of
trauma. Results from the Childhood War Trauma
Questionnaire (CWTQ) and LEC-5 confirm a very
high level of traumatisation across the sample.

While this study is again small in nature, the findings
indicate the urgent need for a structured, long-
term psychological support programme focused
on trauma recovery, the development of adaptive
coping strategies, and the strengthening of
resilience in war-affected children.

Consequences and Risks for War-Affected
Children

Children in Ukraine face widespread and
multifaceted risks as a result of the ongoing
war, including direct exposure to violence, loss,
displacement, and the breakdown of critical
infrastructure and support systems.

270 Traumatic events and posttraumatic stress symptoms in a
treatment-seeking sample of Ukrainian children during the
war, Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, 09
February 2024. Available at: https://capmh.biomedcentral.com/
articles/10.1186/s13034-024-007 15-1?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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1. Exposure to Violence and Militarisation

Children are killed, injured, or maimed by shelling,
drones, and mines. Some experience torture, forced
militarisation, or are compelled to take part in
military training. This exposure not only endangers
their physical safety but also causes deep
psychological harm.

2. Destruction of Essential Infrastructure

The war has severely damaged educational,
medical, and social institutions. Many children
lack access to schools, healthcare, psychological
support, and legal protection due to destroyed
facilities and a shortage of specialists.

3. Humanitarian Crisis and Health Risks

Widespread poverty, loss of parental employment,
and poor living conditions contribute to
malnutrition, disease, and lack of access to life-
saving medication. Without heat, electricity, or clean
water, children'’s basic survival and development are
compromised.

4. Family Separation and Loss

Many children have lost one or both parents or
have been forcibly separated from their families.
As a result, many are raised by single mothers or
live in constant fear for loved ones still in occupied
territories.

5. Displacement and Social Isolation

Children forced to flee their homes often struggle
with repeated displacement, losing their social
environment and the ability to build lasting peer
relationships. Social isolation heightens vulnerability
to physical, emotional, and sexual violence.

6. Disrupted Education and Loss of Future
Opportunities

Educational access has been severely disrupted by
insecurity, teacher shortages, and the militarisation
of learning environments. Some children study
remotely in unsafe or isolating conditions. Many lose
the opportunity to obtain vocational education and
the ability to plan for the future.

7. Loss of Identity and Discrimination

Children face cultural suppression and
discrimination based on nationality, language,
or beliefs. The loss of identity contributes to
psychological distress and a breakdown of self-
worth and belonging.



8. Lack of Parental Attention and Overwhelming
Burden

As families struggle for survival, children are often
left to cope alone with emotional trauma, loss, and
overwhelming responsibilities that far exceed their
developmental capacity.

Prospects for Reintegration

Reintegration is a long-term recovery process
essential for children returned from occupation and
forcible transfer. It must restore their identity, well-
being, and access to services. Aligned with Article
39 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,
reintegration should uphold the child’s best interests
and dignity.

A successful approach requires a systemic,
state-supported framework, inclusive of all
war-affected children, with active child and
community involvement. Reintegration efforts
must ensure access to education, healthcare,
and psychosocial support, while building
adaptive coping skills and resilience.

REINTEGRATION
EFFORTS MUST
ENSURE ACCESS
T® EDUCATION,
HEALTHCARE, AND
PSYCHOSOCIAL
SUPPORT, WHILE
BUILBING ADAPTIVE
COPING SKILLS AND
RESILIENCE.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Accountability and Justice

This chapter examines legal efforts to address
the forced transfer and militarisation of
Ukrainian children, focusing on the ICC and other
international bodies. It also explores long-term
prospects for repatriation.

Child Abduction and the ICC Process

On 17 March 2023, the ICC issued arrest warrants
for President Vladimir Putin and Children’s Rights
Commissioner Maria Lvova-Belova for war crimes
involving the forced transfer of Ukrainian children.
The charges cite Article 8(2)(a)(vii), Article 8(2)(b)
(viii), joint and indirect commission (Art. 25(3)(a)), and
superior responsibility (Art. 28(b).?”

Russia, which withdrew from the ICC in 2016,
rejected the arrest warrant as “outrageous and
unacceptable,” and Lvova-Belova defended the
child transfers as humanitarian rescues.?? On

20 March 2023, Russia opened a criminal case
against ICC prosecutors and judges, and in April
2023, passed a law criminalising cooperation with
international bodies to which it is not a party.?’3

Human rights groups like Freedom House, the
Regional Center for Human Rights, and ZMINA
have submitted evidence to the ICC on the political
indoctrination and militarised re-education of
abducted children in Belarus, urging recognition of
these as war crimes, crimes against humanity and

271 ICC, * Situation in Ukraine: ICC judges issue arrest warrants
against Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin and Maria Alekseyevna
Lvova-Belova, 17 March 2023. Available at: https://www.icc-cpi.
int/news/situation-ukraine-icc-judges-issue-arrest-warrants-
against-vladimir-vladimirovich-putin-and

272 “Reactions to ICC’s arrest warrant for Putin citing Ukraine war
crime,” Reuters, 17 March 2023. Available at: https://www.
reuters.com/world/europe/reactions-iccs-arrest-warrant-putin-
over-ukraine-war-crimes-2023-03-17/

273 Jochecova, Ketrin. “Russia blasts back at ICC over Putin arrest
warrant,” Politico, 20 March 2023. Available at: https://www.po-
litico.eu/article/putin-russia-icc-criminal-case-moscow-ukraine-
war/; “Russia: Law Targets International Criminal Court,” Human
Rights Watch, 5 May 2023. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/
news/2023/05/05/russia-law-targets-international-criminal-court

RETURN EVERY CHILD

genocide. No charges have been issued to date
against the Minsk government.?*

Vladimir Putin and Children’s Rights Commissioner Maria
Lvova-Belova.

Special Tribunal for the Crime of Aggression
against Ukraine

The ICC cannot prosecute aggression in the Russia—
Ukraine war unless referred by the UN Security
Council - which Russia can veto - orif all involved
states are ICC members that have ratified the
Kampala Amendments. Ukraine’s ICC’s membership
took effect in January 2025, but Russia’s lack of
membership of the ICC and Security Council veto
shields it from prosecution.?’>

In June 2025, Ukraine and the Council of Europe
agreed to create a Special Tribunal to prosecute
Russian leadership for aggression.?¢ Though not
focused on child rights, such aggression enabled

274 Stolen Childhood: How the Belarusian Regime is Erasing
Ukrainian Children’s Identity through Displacement,
Re-education, and Militarization, Freedom House, 8 October
2024. Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/
files/2024-10/FH_ReportEN_FINAL_Oct8.pdf

275 “Russia withdraws from International Criminal Court treaty,”
BBC News, 16 November 2016. Available at: https://www.bbc.
co.uk/news/world-europe-38005282

276 “PACE calls for an ad hoc international criminal tribunal to
hold to account perpetrators of the crime of aggression against
Ukraine,” Council of Europe, 28 April 2022. Available at: https://
www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/pace-calls-for-an-ad-hoc-interna-
tional-criminal-tribunal-to-investigate-war-crimes-in-ukraine
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those violations. Preparatory work is underway via
the ICPA, launched in July 2023.”7

International Court of Justice (ICJ)

Unlike the ICC, the ICJ hears disputes between
states. Ukraine filed a case in March 2022 under

the Genocide Convention, challenging Russia’s
false claims of genocide as a pretext for invasion.?’8
Ukraine later argued Russia’s use of force and
recognition of the DPR and LPR also violated the
Convention. In February 2024, the ICJ ruled it lacked
jurisdiction on those points, allowing only the claim
over false genocide allegations to proceed.?”?

European Court of
Human Rights

On 9 July 2025, the ECHR ruled in Ukraine and

the Netherlands v. Russia, a case combining four
proceedings. Ukraine presented evidence of
Russia's refusal to return children sent to “summer
camps."?®° The court found a clear pattern from
2014-2022 of removing Ukrainian children and
integrating them in Russia, violating Articles 3, 5, and
8 of the European Convention on Human Rights and
Article 2 of Protocol No.4.%'

Separately, in January 2023, the Ukrainian Helsinki
Human Rights Union submitted an application

to the EHCR concerning the alleged transfer of

ten Ukrainian children from Crimea to Russia for
adoption in 2014. The allegations state that Russian
nationality was imposed upon these children, and

277 “One year on since the launch of the International Centre
for the Prosecution of the Crime of Aggression Against
Ukraine (ICPA),” European Union Agency for Criminal Justice
Cooperation, 3 July 2024. Available at https://www.eurojust.
europa.eu/news/one-year-launch-international-centre-prosecu-
tion-crime-aggression-against-ukraine-icpa

278 Allegations of Genocide under the Convention on the Pre-
vention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (Ukraine v.
Russian Federation), ICJ, 7 March 2022. Available at: https://
www.icj-cij.org/public/files/case-related/182/182-20220307-
ORA-01-00-Bl.pdf;

279 Marchuk, Iryna and Wanigasuriya, Aloka. “ The Curious Fate of
the False Claim of Genocide,” Verfassungsblog, 24 February
2024. Available at: https://verfassungsblog.de/the-curious-fate-

of-the-false-claim-of-genocide/

280 Case of Ukraine and the Netherlands v. Russia: (Applications
nos. 8019/16, 43800/14, 28525/20 and 11055/22): Judgement,
ECHR, 1500-1505. Available at: https://hudoc.echr.coe.
int/#{%22tabview%22 :[%22document%22],%22item-

id%22:[%22001-244292%22]}

281 Ibid, 1588-1590.
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that there is no current evidence of the children’s
whereabouts. If proven, these actions would violate
Articles 5 and 8 of the Convention.?8?

Ukrainian National War Crimes Investigations

While international courts play a key role, war
crimes should primarily be prosecuted nationally if
possible. Ukraine's Prosecutor General has opened
a case on the forcible transfer of children, pressing
charges in absentia against officials including Denis
Pushilin, head of the so-called Donetsk “People’s
Republic,” his children’'s commissioner, Eleonora
Fedorenko, and official Svitlana Maiboroda.?83
Similar charges target Inna Shvenk, children’s
commissioner of the so-called Luhansk “People’s
Republic”284

Ukraine is investigating Russian foster families who
took in deported children, focusing on those who
collaborated with occupation authorities. Law
enforcement is also examining the Russification

of education and youth militarisation. One case
targets Yunarmyia leaders in the TOT of Crimea

for promoting Russian military service, potentially
violating Article 51 of the GC V.28

The first war crimes case brought by Ukraine
against a Russian national in its custody is currently
underway. Dmitry Kurashov is accused of executing
a Ukrainian soldier in 2024 prior to his capture.?8

282 Application no. 6719/23 Ukrainian Helsinki Human Rights
Union on behalf of ten Ukrainian children against Russia
lodged on 14 January 2023, communicated on 25 March 2025,
ECHR, 14 April 2025. Available at: https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/
eng#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-242887%22]}

283 The Kyiv Independent, ” Ukraine names pro-Russian collab-
orators suspected of forcibly deporting Ukrainian children,”

1 October, 2024. Available at: https://kyivindependent.
com/ukraine-officials-suspected-of-forcibly-deporting-chil-

dren/

284 Motorevska, Yevheniia, “Investigating the Deportation of
Ukrainian Children,” Institute for War and Peace Reporting,
16 January 2025. Available at: https://iwpr.net/global-voices/

investigating-deportation-ukrainian-children

285 Ibid

286 Gunter, Joal. “The first trial of its kind: A Russian soldier
takes the stand for an execution,” BBC News, 15 June 2025.

Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cp8ylx534j00
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Other national and collaborative investigations

Additionally, the principle of universality allows for
third-party countries to investigate and prosecute
allegations of war crimes. Notably, the UK Met
Police’s War Crimes Team have issued appeals

for information regarding potential war crimes in
Ukraine. As of February 2023, they had received
over 100 referrals, although at present, the evidence
gathered will be used to support ICC efforts.?”

International sanctions against perpetrators

On 18 July 2025, the EU adopted its 18th sanctions
package against Russia. Amongst its provisions
was one on an individual involved in Russia’s
“military education” of Ukrainian children, bringing
the total number of individuals sanctioned relating
to the deportation and indoctrination of Ukrainian
children to 90.288 Other national governments and
international bodies have sanctioned individuals.

The UK has imposed sanctions on individuals
involved in the deportation and indoctrination of
Ukrainian children. On 17 July 2023, sanctions were
announced against figures including Moscow
Children’s Commissioner Ksenia Mishonova and
Education Minister Sergey Kravtsoy, for roles in
forced transfers and “re-education camps.’?

On 19 November 2024, further sanctions targeted
those involved in deportation, indoctrination, and
propaganda, including Yunarmiya, care institution
staff, and individuals linked to Artek camp

in Crimea.??°

287 Counterterrorism Policing, “Met Police refreshes appeal for
evidence of war crimes in Ukraine,” 17 February 2023. Available
at:Met Police refreshes appeal for evidence of war crimes in
Ukraine | Counter Terrorism Policing

288 “Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine: EU adopts 18th
package of economic and individual measures,” Council of
the European Union, 18 July 2025. Available at: https://www.
consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2025/07/18/
russia-s-war-of-aggression-against-ukraine-eu-adopts-18th-
package-of-economic-and-individual-measures/

289 “UK announces new sanctions in response to Russia’s forced
deportation of Ukrainian children,” UK FCDO, 17 July 2023.
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-announc-
es-new-sanctions-in-response-to-russias-forced-deportation-of-
ukrainian-children

290 “UK sanctions perpetrators of Russia’s forced deportation and
brainwashing of Ukrainian children on 1000th day of full-scale
invasion of Ukraine,” UK FCDO, 14 November 2024. Available
at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-sanctions-perpetra-
tors-of-russias-forced-deportation-and-brainwashing-of-ukrain-
ian-children-on-1000th-day-of-full-scale-invasion-of-ukraine;

UK Sanctions Publication List, FCDO, updated 23 July 2025.
Available at: https://docs.fcdo.gov.uk/docs/UK-Sanctions-List.
html
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Future Prospects for Justice

In addition to ongoing legal proceedings, a range

of bodies - including the proposed Special Tribunal
for Aggression, national authorities, the UN, the

ICC, the ICJ, and NGOs such as the Ukraine 5AM
Coalition, the Regional Centre for Human Rights, the
“Almenda” Centre for Civil Education, East SOS, and
Where Are Our People? - are working to assemble a
robust body of evidence for future prosecutions.?”

The ICC focuses on those bearing the greatest
responsibility. Potentially hundreds could face
charges, rising to thousands if the scope of
prosecutions are broad, ranging from senior leaders
and generals to officials who oversaw deportations,
operated camps, or enabled recruitment into
Russian forces. However, these cases face major
legal and procedural obstacles.

As a non-member, Russia has no duty to surrender
suspects or assist investigations and can veto

any Security Council referral. ICC members South
Africa sought to avoid arresting Putin before his

visit to the country was canceled, and Mongolia
refused to arrest him during his visit to the country in
September 2024.%°? Prosecutors also lack access to

291 European Union Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation,
International Centre for the Prosecution of the Crime of
Aggression against Ukraine. Available at: https://www.eurojust.
europa.eu/international-centre-for-the-prosecution-of-the-
crime-of-aggression-against-ukraine?utm; Office of the Special
Prosecutor's, Government of Ukraine. Available at: https://war-
crimes.gov.ua/en; United Nations, “Call for Submissions by the
United Nations Independent International Commission of Inquiry
on Ukraine,” 8 July 2024. Available at: https://unis.unvienna.org/
unis/pressrels/2025/unisous450.html; ICC, “Ukraine: Situation
in Ukraine.” Available at: https://www.icc-cpi.int/situations/
ukraine; ICJ, Allegations of Genocide under the Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide
(Ukraine v. Russian Federation), 31 January 2025. Available at:
https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/182/182-
20250131-pre-01-00-en.pdf; ZMINA, ” Proper documentation of
crimes underpins future justice — Ukraine 5AM Coalition reports
on results of one year of full-scale invasion,” 23 February 2023.
Available at: https://zmina.ua/en/event-en/proper-documenta-
tion-of-crimes-underpins-future-justice-ukraine-5am-coalition-
reports-on-results-of-one-year-of-full-scale-invasion; Almenda,
“Analytical Report ‘Russian Propaganda Camps’: Where and
Why Russia Takes Children from the Temporarily Occupied
Territories,” 24 October 2024. Available at: https://almenda.org/
en/analitichnij-zvit-tabori-rosijskoi-propagandi-kudi-i-navish-
ho-rosiya-vivozit-ditej-z-okupovanix-teritorij; Regional Centre
for Human Rights, “Human Rights.” Available at: https://rchr.
org.ua/en/humanrights; East SOS, “Documenting War Crimes.”
Available at: https://east-sos.org/en/directions/war-crimes-doc-
umentation/; Where Are Our People? “About Our Project.”
Available at: https://deportation.org.ua/about-our-project/

292 Farouk Chothia, Faruk and Greenall, Robert. ” South Africa
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Russian-controlled areas, and Russia's constitution
prohibits the extradition of its citizens.?”>* A change
in Moscow'’s leadership could shift that, as shown
in 2001 when Serbia extradited Slobodan Milosevic
after his removal from power.

The ICJ has limited jurisdiction over genocide
charges. Yet, forcibly transferring children is
explicitly defined as genocide under Article ll(e) of
the Genocide Convention. Ukraine and others argue
Russia's abduction and “Russification” of Ukrainian
children violates these obligations. Scholars have
suggested Russia’s actions may meet the ICJ’s
genocide threshold.?* Ukraine has not yet brought
such a case. Even if the ICJ ruled against Russia, it
would only affirm Russian obligations to prevent and
punish genocide, not prosecute its own individuals.
Russia could also veto any UNSC effort to enforce
the ruling.?®

The July 2025 ECHR ruling against Russia marks
Ukraine's most significant legal victory on child
deportations. Russia was expelled from the Council
of Europe - and announced its withdrawal - on

15 March 2022.%¢ However, the Court affirmed its
jurisdiction over violations by Russia that occurred
up to 16 September 2022.27
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Russia no longer participates in the Committee of
Ministers system overseeing ECHR compliance and
has declared the Court’s rulings “null and void."?%®
However, future efforts to restore ties with Europe
may require compliance - potentially including the
return of deported children.

In May 2023, the Council of Europe adopted the
“Declaration on the situation of children of Ukraine,”
condemning the unlawful transfer, detention and
adoption of Ukrainian children by Russia and
Belarus.?”” The creation by the Council of Europe

of a position of “Special Envoy on the situation of
children of Ukraine” in February 2025 indicates that
the Council sees a role for itself in raising awareness
of the issue.>®°
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Future Prospects for Repatriation

Ukrainian officials have demanded the return

of deported children in every negotiation and
international forum. Ukrainian Deputy Foreign
Minister Mariana Betsa said in April 2025 that “These
are red lines for Ukraine.”* During peace talks in
Istanbul in June 2025, the Russian delegation was
reportedly handed a list of 339 transferred Ukrainian
children, although the Kremlin appeared to indicate
that the issue did not require urgent attention.3
Alternatively, this may be a feint, with the Kremlin
instead hoping to “buy time,” delaying returns while
children are being assimilated and evidence of their
origins erased.

Children who have returned to Ukraine from the TOT

Russia’s retention of Ukrainian children gives Kyiv

a powerful moral argument. While this issue has
been less critical amid evidence of other Russian
violations, it may become more politically useful

- especially under shifting attitudes within U.S.
leadership. Thought it would appear that even this
has limits: a letter from the U.S. First Lady passed
to Putin during his Alaska summit with Trump raised
the importance of the protection of children, but no
specific reference to the return of those Ukrainian
children under Russian control.*°* However, during
the White House summit between Trump, Zelensky
and European leaders on 19 August, President of
the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen
highlighted the critical importance of the children’s
return, although Trump avoided mentioning Russia
by name.3%4
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Conclusions

This report has traced, chapter by chapter, the
unfolding reality of how Russia’s war against
Ukraine has extended beyond the battlefield
to target children as instruments of war

and assimilation. The findings demonstrate
that the deportation, indoctrination, and
militarisation of Ukrainian children are not
accidental consequences of occupation, but
deliberate state policy. Together they form a
coherent strategy designed to erase Ukrainian
identity, sever children from their families and
communities, and put them into service in the
Russian Armed Forces, including against their
own country (Chapters 6-9).

The evidence of deliberate policy

Across the evidence base, a pattern emerges

that cannot be dismissed as incidental. From the
testimonies of children who were promised seaside
“holidays” only to find themselves drilling with
rifles, to accounts of schools where lessons begin
with the Russian anthem and end with military
training exercises, the through-line is unmistakable.
Indoctrination and militarisation have been woven
into every level of childhood experience under
Russian control.

Chapter 6 traced the roots of this strategy to
Russia’s national security doctrine, which for more
than a decade has prioritised “patriotic education”
as a cornerstone of military preparedness. Since
the 2022 invasion, the budgets allocated to youth
militarisation have skyrocketed, reflecting the
centrality of this agenda. Chapter 7 documented
how this policy is implemented through an
expanding network of camps in Russia, Belarus, and
occupied Ukraine, many disguised as recreation or
rehabilitation centres. Chapter 9 further showed
how schools and cultural life have been repurposed
as tools of indoctrination: Ukrainian language and
history stripped away, Russian curricula imposed,
and compulsory programmes like Conversations
About Important Things used to glorify Russia and
denigrate Ukraine.

The deliberate nature of this policy is reinforced
by the role of state institutions. As documented in

Chapter 7, the Russian Ministry of Defence, Ministry
of Education, Ministry of Emergency Situations, and
Interior Ministry all play roles in relocating children,
shaping curricula, and embedding military training.
Chapter 9 highlighted the Russian Orthodox
Church’s endorsement, framing military service as
a sacred duty. Together these institutions form a
multi-layered apparatus of control operating across
territories and age groups.

The human cost

Behind the data are the lives of children whose
sense of identity and belonging has been violently
disrupted. Chapter 4 highlighted the breadth

of violations: over half (55%) of those surveyed
reported indoctrination, 41% militarisation, and 39%
unlawful transfers. Many experienced these abuses
in combination, compounding their trauma.

Children spoke of being separated from their
families (Chapters 5), of being forced to wear
military uniforms and participate in patriotic rituals
(Chapters 7-9), and of being instructed to denounce
their Ukrainian heritage (Chapter 9). Some were
subjected to torture, cruel treatment, or sexual
violence (Chapter 10). Others described the fear of
being forced to accept Russian documents, with
threats that their parents would lose custody if they
refused (Chapter 9). These accounts reveal not only
physical harm, but profound psychological wounds:
confusion over identity, severance of family bonds,
and the fear that returning to Ukraine might never be
possible (Chapter 13).

Chapter 5 underscored the scale of unlawful
transfers. While precise numbers remain contested,
credible estimates suggest tens of thousands

of children have been moved, with 19,546 cases
officially documented in 2023 by the Ukrainian
government. International organisations such as the
OSCE, OHCHR, and Yale HRL corroborate this scale
or highlight it as a significant underestimation.

Legal characterisation

The violations documented in this report strike at
the heart of international humanitarian and human
rights law. Forced transfer and deportation of
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children constitute war crimes under Articles 8(2)
(a)(vii) and 8(2)(b)(viii) of the Rome Statute (Chapter
12). When carried out systematically and on a large
scale, they also constitute crimes against humanity
under Article 7(1)(d).

Perhaps most gravely, Article 6(e) of the Rome
Statute defines the forcible transfer of children from
one group to another, with the intent to destroy

that group in whole or in part, as genocide. The
deliberate attempt at erasure of Ukrainian identity
through coerced citizenship, enforced adoption,
and systematic cultural suppression may provide
evidence of intent (Chapters 5 and 9).

The European Court of Human Rights, in July

2025, has already found Russia responsible for the
unlawful transfer of Ukrainian children (Chapter 5).
The ICC's issuance of arrest warrants for Russian
officials, including the Commissioner for Children’s
Rights, signals the beginning of accountability - but
justice remains far from complete.

Strategic and geopolitical implications

The militarisation of children is not merely a
humanitarian tragedy. It is a geopolitical weapon. By
assimilating Ukrainian children into Russian society
and military structures, Russia seeks to undermine
Ukraine's capacity to regenerate its national identity
and sovereignty. The report shows how this strategy
serves both immediate and long-term purposes:
bolstering Russia’s war effort in the present, while
reshaping the demographic and cultural future of
TOT (Chapters 6-8).

The parallels with past conflicts are stark. Just
as the forced displacement and ethnic cleansing
campaigns of the 1990s sought to permanently alter
the demographic fabric of the Balkans, Russia’s
policies today aim to dismantle the foundations
of Ukraine’s future. In scale, organisation, and
intent, this constitutes the largest grave violation
of children'’s rights in Europe since the end of the
Yugoslav wars. Yet in its systematic militarisation
of children - including their use by Russia on

the battlefields of Ukraine - it may represent a
dangerous evolution of such crimes.

Responsibilities and next steps

The findings of this report demand urgent action

at multiple levels. Ukraine and its civil society
partners must be supported in their efforts to
identify, recover, and reintegrate deported children.
As Chapter 3 illustrates, organisations like Save
Ukraine have already rescued and rehabilitated
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hundreds of children and operate nationwide
centres for psychosocial care, family reunification,
and rehabilitation. They must be resourced

and protected.

The international community must intensify pressure
on Russia. Diplomatic efforts must be paired with
legal accountability. Evidence documented here
should be preserved and submitted to the ICC

and other relevant mechanisms (Chapter 4 and

10). States must consider sanctions targeted at
individuals and institutions implicated in child
deportations and militarisation.

Broader awareness and advocacy are also essential
otherwise the systematic nature of these crimes risk
being obscured by the daily headlines of war.

Final reflections

The forcible displacement, deportation,
indoctrination and militarisation of children is not
only a violation of their individual rights; it is an
assault on an entire generation of children and

a challenge to the principles of humanity that
underpin international law. If left unchecked, it
risks setting a precedent that children can be
weaponised on mass in modern conflict with
impunity.

This report has provided evidence that is both
sobering and galvanising. It documents immense
suffering, but it also points to avenues for justice and
recovery. Children who have returned speak of their
relief and their determination to rebuild their lives.
Their voices remind us that even amid deliberate
attempts to erase identity, resilience endures.

The international community now faces a choice.
To act decisively is to defend not only the rights

of Ukrainian children, but the global commitment
that children in war are never legitimate targets,
never pawns in geopolitical games, never resources
for armies. To fail to act is to normalise one of the
gravest child rights violations of our time.

The protection of children has long been recognised
as ared line in international law. Russia has crossed
that line. The task now falls to Ukraine and the
international community, to international justice
institutions, and to all who uphold the dignity of
childhood to ensure that this crime does not stand -
and that every child has the chance to return home,
to heal, and to grow in freedom.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Recommendations

Recommendations to the United Nations (UN) &
UN Human Rights Mechanisms

The United Nations should establish a
dedicated Special Rapporteur focused on

the rights of children affected by armed

conflict and occupation in Ukraine, providing
sustained international attention and systematic
documentation of violations.

UN bodies including UNICEF, OHCHR, UNHCR,
and IOM should scale up trauma-informed,
cross-border reintegration programs that
recognise the unique psychological impact

of militarisation on child development,
including specialised psychosocial assistance
addressing identity confusion created by forced
indoctrination.

The UN should champion transitional justice
frameworks that include child survivors in
reparations, rehabilitation, and truth-telling
mechanisms, acknowledging their distinct needs
for healing, education support, and long-term
psychological care extending beyond the
immediate post-conflict period.

Recommendations to European Union (EU)

.

The European Union must systematically
include Ukrainian child deportations, transfers
and militarisation in all EU-level human rights
dialogues with Russia and potential Russian
aligned states, coupled with targeted sanctions
against individuals and institutions directly
involved in these programs. The EU should make
clear that such sanctions regimes will not be
dropped until large scale repatriation efforts are
undertaken by Russia.

Ukraine's EU accession process should explicitly
incorporate children’s rights benchmarks
addressing conflict-specific vulnerabilities. The
addoption of the acquis communautaire must
include enhanced victim protection aligned with
the EU’s anti-trafficking directive, child-friendly
justice principles from the 2021 EU Strategy

on the Rights of the Child, and comprehensive
frameworks for education continuity and trauma
treatment.
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- The EU should establish dedicated funding
for national child recovery programs including
mobile trauma-response units for rural and
liberated areas, community-based mental health
services addressing militarisation-specific
impacts, and education continuity projects
helping children reconnect with Ukrainian
curricula and identity

Children must be recognised as active
stakeholders in Ukraine's recovery and
peacebuilding. The EU should: establish

child participation mechanisms in recovery
planning, consistent with the Convention on

the Rights of the Child; support youth-led
initiatives in education, civic engagement, and
peacebuilding, and; promote community healing
and cultural identity programs to strengthen
resilience.

« The EU should extend targeted sanctions to
the entire supply and support chain, including
suppliers of non-military equipment and
services when they are effectively used in
child militarisation, indoctrination, transfer or
deportation programs (IT, communications,
transport/logistics, insurance, payment services,
advertising/media platforms, venue leasing).

Recommendations to Council of Europe

GRETA and the Lanzarote Committee should
develop thematic guidance addressing
trafficking risks related to militarised child
displacement, conflict-related sexual violence
within military training contexts, and protection
gaps in transnational child abduction cases.

Recommendations to International
Criminal Court

The International Criminal Court should

apply Rome Statute definitions to investigate
systematic forcible transfer of Ukrainian children,
forced militarisation through indoctrination
programs, denial of identity and access to
Ukrainian education, and psychological torture
inherent in military-focused re-education.
Investigations should prioritise testimony from
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returned children while ensuring their safety and
psychological well-being.

In addition to the articles already identified,
request that the ICC Office of the Prosecutor
assess additional legal characterisations,
namely: (i) persecution as a crime against
humanity (including on grounds of national
or linguistic—cultural identity); (ii) the infliction
of severe mental suffering as inhuman
treatment/“other inhumane acts”; and (jii)
the linkage of the “seamless upbringing/
indoctrination” practice, as a matter of state
policy, to the forcible alteration of a child’s
identity (linguistic, cultural, civic), with an
assessment of responsibility across the full
chain of command, including the role of civilian
institutions (education, youth, media).

Recommendations for the Government
of Ukraine

Ukraine should create a national reintegration
program for children affected by occupation,
providing long-term psychological, social, and
educational support through evidence-based
trauma interventions, mobile mental health units,
and community care. The National Mental Health
Programme must be strengthened to train

child psychologists on war trauma, standardise
assessment tools across institutions, and build
referral systems from frontline agencies to
specialist services. The government should
appoint specialised prosecutors and judges
trained in child protection and war crimes,
provide comprehensive legal and psychosocial
support to children as witnesses or victims, and
establish forensic psychological examination
protocols aligned with international standards
for child-friendly justice.

Establish a methodology to assess the impact
of indoctrination on the psychological state of
the child and design a formula to calculate the
monetary equivalent of the damage caused,
ensuring compensation within the International
Register of Damage for crimes committed by the
Russian Federation;

Should expand the age continuum in
recognising children as victims of deportation,
forced displacement, or the risk of deportation.
This includes individuals aged 18 to 23, provided
that at the time of their deportation they were
under 18 years of age.
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Education recovery efforts must prioritise
rebuilding schools as safe, inclusive spaces for
all children, including those repatriated from
TOT or Russia. Reintegration programs should
include language restoration and identity work,
supported by teachers trained in post-trauma
educational environments.

Ukraine should support systematic collection

of survivor testimonies and evidence of child-
specific war crimes for use by the ICC, Ukrainian
law enforcement, and international commissions
of inquiry.

Recommendations for the UK Government

Expand targeted sanctions against Russian

and Belarusian officials, institutions, and
organisations implicated in the deportation,
indoctrination, and militarisation of children,
including administrators of “re-education”
camps and leaders of Yunarmiya and coordinate
sanctions policy with allies in the EU, US,
Canada, and G7 to ensure coherence and
effectiveness.

Extend targeted sanctions to the entire supply
and support chain, including suppliers of
non-military equipment and services when
they are effectively used in child militarisation,
indoctrination, transfer or deportation programs
(IT, communications, transport/logistics,
insurance, payment services, advertising/media
platforms, venue leasing).

Continue to provide UK financial, intelligence,
and legal resources to strengthen investigation
and prosecutions efforts at the International
Criminal Court.

Strengthen the Metropolitan Police War Crimes
Unit with dedicated resources to collect
testimony from child victims.

Explore the use of universal jurisdiction to
prosecute individuals responsible for grave
breaches of international law where possible.

Provide technical and financial support to
Ukrainian prosecutors and civil society groups
engaged in documenting unlawful transfers,
forced adoptions, and militarisation practices.

Lead efforts to establish a UN Special
Rapporteur or monitoring mechanism focused
on children in conflict in Ukraine.

Use the UK'’s position at the UN Security Council



and Human Rights Council to maintain sustained
international attention on child deportations,
despite Russian obstruction.

Provide logistical and financial support for family
tracing, safe return, and reintegration, including
assistance with cross-border documentation
and travel.

Support trauma-informed teacher training and
Ukrainian-language recovery programmes.

Elevate the issue of child deportations and
militarisation in UK foreign policy messaging as a
clear “red line” violation of international law.

Create special protection status for transferred
Ukrainian children. Introduce dedicated
immigration pathways and legal protections

for Ukrainian children who have been

forcibly transferred and subjected to forced
passportisation, and wish to return to Ukraine or
temporarily relocate to third countries, including
simplified procedures for family reunification.

Wider Recommendations

A comprehensive Multi-Stakeholder Action Plan
covering international institutions, governments
and NGOs should be developed covering
health and trauma care, family tracing and
reunification, education and identity restoration,
and legal protection and monitoring. Children at
greatest risk including those forcibly displaced,
militarized, tortured, or orphaned should receive
priority case management, cross-sectoral
protection, and long-term psychoeducation
support.

Independent monitoring and evaluation of
reintegration outcomes must be funded to
track PTSD and recovery progress, social
integration, educational re-entry, and resilience-
building indicators, ensuring accountability and
continuous improvement of support programs.
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