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Putin is Still Stealing Ukrainian Children
By Karolina Hird

Russian President Vladimir Putin invaded Ukraine over three years ago with the intent, among
other things, of stealing its children. Putin launched his imperial conquest to first and foremost dominate
the Ukrainian people, and he recognized that to deprive Ukraine of its children would be to deprive it of its
multigenerational potential. When Russian troops rolled across the border into Ukraine on the night of February
24, 2022, the groundwork for the massive deportation of Ukraine’s children was already in place. Ukrainian
human rights activists uncovered Kremlin documents dated February 18, 2022, which laid out plans to remove
Ukrainian children from orphanages in occupied Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts and bring them to Russia under
the guise of “humanitarian evacuations.” These documents revealed that Russia planned to target vulnerable
Ukrainian children, especially those without parental care before the full-scale invasion had even begun. In the
subsequent three years, Russia has embarked on a Kremlin-directed, deeply institutionalized project to abduct
Ukrainian children and forcibly turn them into the next generation of Russians.

Ukraine has been able to verify Russia’s deportation of 19,456 children to date, although the true figure is likely
to be much higher because Russia frequently targets vulnerable children without anyone to speak for them.[1]
Yale’s Humanitarian Research Lab placed the number of deported children closer to 35,000 as of March 19,
2025.[2] Putin’s Children’s Rights Commissioner Maria Lvova-Belova (against whom the International Criminal
Court issued an arrest warrant in March 2023 for her role in abducting children alongside Putin) claimed that
Russia has “accepted” 700,000 Ukrainian children between February 2022 and July 2023—a terrifying
benchmark for the lengths that Russia is willing to go to rob Ukraine of its own people.[3] The true number of
deported children is near-impossible to verify, but the implication remains the same—Russia has stolen tens,
potentially hundreds of thousands of Ukrainian children with the explicit intent of eradicating their Ukrainian
identities and turning them into Russians. International law explicitly forbids the forcible transfer of children
from one group to another group for the purpose of destroying, in whole or in part, a national or ethnic group,
and considers these violations as constituent acts of genocide.[4]

Russia's crimes against Ukrainian children have been remarkably well-documented, particularly
by the perpetrators themselves. The Russian legal system made immediate accommodations for the
intended influx of stolen Ukrainian children, signaling the intentionality behind Putin’s deportation project.
Putin signed a decree in May 2022 providing for a simplified procedure for the acquisition of Russian citizenship
for Ukrainian “children left without parental care and incapacitated persons,” which amounted to a legalization
of the process of deporting Ukrainian children and forcibly granting them Russian citizenship.[5]

With the legal framework in place before the full-scale invasion, Russian occupation administrators and
occupation officials have blatantly advertised programs that take Ukrainian children from their homes in
occupied Ukraine to Russia under a variety of guises, such as camps for their supposed rest, relaxation, and
rehabilitation.[6] As recently as March 19, 2025, Zaporizhia Oblast occupation head Yevgeny Balitsky announced
that his administration, with financial support from the Russian Ministry of Education, plans to remove 70
children from occupied Zaporizhia Oblast to a Russian government-controlled children’s camp in occupied
Crimea in order to give the children an opportunity to “rest and improve their health” after living in proximity to
the frontline.[7] Russia has gone to great lengths to claim that these crimes are humanitarian gestures, but the
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legally-consistent humanitarian response would be to transfer Ukrainian children back to Ukrainian-controlled
territory and return them to the care of their fellow Ukrainians—not deport them to the invading country.

Russia's abduction of Ukrainian children inflicts lasting psychological impacts as children are
forced to assimilate to life inside a hostile occupying power.[8] Yale’s Humanitarian Research Lab has
confirmed that Russia is using at least 43 children’s camps throughout Russia to house deported children, at
least 32 of which are explicitly “re-education” facilities.[9] At least one of these camps in Russia’s far eastern
Primorsky Krai is physically closer to Alaska than it is to Ukraine. Russia uses these camps to indoctrinate
Ukrainian children, punishing them for their Ukrainian identities and forcibly instilling pro-Russian sentiment
through carefully curated Kremlin-approved curricula and “military-patriotic” training courses. Chechen
Republic Head and close Putin ally Ramzan Kadyrov has lauded the "military-patriotic" training of abducted
Ukrainian teenagers in Chechnya, for example.[10] Former Ukrainian Children’s Rights Commissioner Mykola
Kuleba has termed these re-education programs as “death camps for Ukrainian identity.”[11]

Of the tens of thousands of children whom Russia has deported since 2022, a likely significant portion have been
forcibly adopted into Russian families. Dmytro Lubinets, Ukraine's Human Rights Commissioner, stated that
Ukraine has confirmed at least 400 children whom Russian families have adopted, but as with estimated number
of deportations, the true number of adoptions is likely to be much higher.[12] Within the first six months of the
invasion, Russia's Krasnodar Krai regional administration posted a quickly deleted advertisement claiming that
there were over 1,000 orphans from occupied Mariupol alone "awaiting" adoption into Russian families. High-
ranking Russian officials with close ties to Putin, such as Lvova-Belova herself and A Just Russia Duma Deputy
Sergei Mironov, have adopted abducted Ukrainian children from occupied Mariupol and Kherson,
respectively.[13]

Manbiwm n3 Mapuynons Uy T
HOBbIE CEMbU

bonee 1000 manviwel u3 ocsoboXAEHHOro MapuynonA yxe Hawny HOsbie cCembi B TIOMEHM, .
Mpkytcke, Kemeposo v Antaickom kpae. Ewe OGonee 300 manvuuer HaXOQATCA Ha BPEMEHHOM
COALPXAHMM 8 CNEUMANMINPOBAHHDLIX YYpexaeHnax KpacHOAApCKOro KPas v C HeTepnexvem xayr e
3HAKOMCTEA CO CBOUMM HOBLIMK CEMbAMM. O

CeMbAM KOTOPLIE PeWnnK NOAAPUTL pebeHKy CBOEe TeNnI0 Mbl XOTHM HAanNnOMHWTL, NTO C MOMEHTa
YCHIHOBNEHUA Y POAMTENEH BOIMUKAET NPABO Ha EAVHOBPEMEHNYIO BbINNATY NO DefepansHoMy 3aKoMy
N' 81-03, Ha nNOnyYeHne MaTepuHCKOro Kanurana, Ha onnarty aexkpera no mecrty paborol (npw
YCHIHOBNEHWW MANbILa B BO3PAcTe A0 3-X Mecaues). Takxke POAMTENM CMOryT NOAyNaTh BCe NOCOBMA M Mepbi roc, NOANEPXKY,
rapanTUpOBaHHbLIE 1A CEMER C AeToMM,

Author screenshot of the Krasnodar Krai Regional Administration page on August 23, 2022. Translation: “Kids
Jfrom Mariupol are looking for new families.”

The adoption process strips Ukrainian children of their Ukrainian names and birthplaces, replacing them with
Russian birth certificates and documentation intended to erase the child’s Ukrainian identity and any paper trail
that would allow Ukrainian authorities or family members to search for the child.[14] For teenage Ukrainian
boys, their forced acceptance of Russian citizenship can result in a near immediate military summons to fight in
the Russian army against their fellow Ukrainians—a completely separate but equally clear violation of
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international law.[15] The Russian adoption system is swallowing Ukrainian children up into a bureaucratic
black hole, premised on the administrative eradication of Ukrainian identity. For the younger children, especially
those adopted in their infancy, their adoption means that an entire generation of Ukrainians are growing up in
Russia, unaware that they are Ukrainian.

There can be no true peace in Ukraine without the return of the children that Putin has stolen.
The fate of these children is inextricably tied to both the military and political outcomes of Putin’s war.
Negotiations and an end to the fighting without consideration for the deported children will empower Russia to
continue to commit these crimes with absolute impunity. A negotiated outcome to the war on any terms but
Ukraine’s will result in the loss of Ukraine’s children, a loss that will be impossible to reverse.

More from Karolina Hird on Russia'’s illegal activities in the occupied areas of
Ukraine, see:

The Kremlin's Occupation Playbook:

Coerced Russification and Ethnic Cleansing in Occupied Ukraine
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