
The Second Year of War: PerSecuTion of MigranTS in ruSSia in 2023
from populist statements to restrictions of rights, 
discrimination, police raids, recruitment for war

In 2023, against the background 
of war, anti-migrant populism has 
firmly reemerged in Russian politics. 
Politicians and official figures are 
actively expressing anti-migrants’ 
views, and negative news about mi-
grants has become a noticeable part 
of the media agenda. At the grass-
roots level, quasi-civil ultra-right 
organisations specialising in anti-
migrant themes, such as “Russkaya 
Obshchina” (Russian Community) 
and “Severny Chelovek” (North-
ern Man), have gained influence. 
Against this backdrop, discussions 
and restrictions on migrant rights 
are being introduced. Regular and 
demonstratively harsh police raids 
are taking place, followed by forcible 
recruitment of foreign citizens and 
those who have recently acquired 
Russian citizenship for the war. At 
the same time, racist violence is esca-
lating on the streets. However, due to 
military mobilisation and the state’s 
attempts to achieve import substitu-

tion, the demand for cheap labour of 
foreign workers has paradoxically 
increased. This creates a situation 
where, on one hand, the Russian 
state and its associated businesses 
actively attract labour migrants 
from Central Asian countries, and on 
the other hand, they restrict migrant 
rights and engage in the harassment 
of migrants to increase the popula-
tion’s loyalty.

conTexT

The anti-migrant discourse emerged 
in Russian politics in the early 2000s, 
spurred by nationalist organisations 
such as the Movement Against Illegal 
Immigration (DPNI), which sought to 
emulate similar European movements. It 
remained a prominent part of the politi-
cal agenda until the beginning of the first 
war in Ukraine in 2014. Both opposition 
politicians (for example, Alexey Naval-

ny’s campaign for Moscow mayor, which 
actively exploited migration issues), and 
official political players (such as the in-
cumbent Moscow mayor Sergey Sobyanin 
who organised a symbolic camp of illegal 
migrants on the outskirts of Moscow dur-
ing the same elections) actively used this 
theme. 

The resurgence of the migration 
theme in the political mainstream be-
came evident only in 2021 against the 
backdrop of the elections to the State 
Duma. Anti-migrant narratives started 
regularly appearing in the media, and 
several high-ranking politicians made 
populist anti-migrant statements. With 
the onset of the war, the issue of migrants 
once again receded from the public at-
tention. However, by the end of the year, 
there was a trend indicating its return to 
the main societal agenda.

In this context, it is symbolic that one 
of the first significant events of 2023 was 
a massive police raid on migrants in the 
center of St. Petersburg on New Year’s 
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Eve. Law enforcement officers detained 
around 2,000 citizens from ex-USSR 
countries on Palace Square, loaded them 
onto buses, and took them for a “docu-
ment check.” Out of the 1,960 individuals 
detained, document issues were identi-
fied in only 69 cases. The majority of the 
latter were fined, and four were placed 
in the migration detention facility. The 
rest of the detainees had nothing to in-
criminate – for them, this “preventive 
operation” just spoiled their New Year’s 
holiday.

MigranToPhobia 
and raciSM

The anti-migrant discourse in Russia 
is marked by pronounced racist charac-
teristics. The targets of these attacks are 
not all foreign citizens living in Russia, 
but specifically those who are ethnically 
or culturally different from Russians. Op-
ponents of migration, in their statements, 
contrast migrants from Central Asia and 
the South Caucasus with ethnic Russians 
from the same regions and residents 
of the occupied territories of Ukraine. 
Striking examples of such expressions 
can be found in the words of Kirill Ka-
banov, a member of the Human Rights 
Council under the President of the Rus-
sian Federation.

On January 23, in his official Tel-
egram channel, Kabanov published a 
call to temporarily restrict the issuance 
of Russian citizenship under the com-
patriots resettlement program. Accord-
ing to him, instead of «bearers of the 
Russian language and our culture,» the 
program is being used by inhabitants of 
some «kishlak on the Panj River with the 
support of their diaspora and money.» 
Meanwhile, «our brethren, bearers of the 
common language and culture, and, most 
outrageously, residents of new territories, 
often go through months, and some even 
multi-year bureaucratic ‘circles of hell’ to 
obtain the citizenship of Russia rightfully 
and dear to them.»

Kabanov consistently makes such 
statements and is not an exception in the 
Russian establishment. Similar remarks 
are made by both official figures and 
representatives of influential societal in-
stitutions. By the end of the year, amidst 
criticism of police raids in mosques and 
prayer houses by Muslim influencers, 
Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox 
Church (ROC) joined the harassment of 
migrants. On October 25, during a meet-
ing with students at the Moscow Peda-
gogical State University (MPGU), he 
expressed concern about the long-term 
consequences of attracting cheap labor 
from abroad to Russia. In his view, such 
individuals «do not become close to us in 
terms of faith or culture.» He fears that if 
a different faith and culture were to «God 

forbid, dominate,» Russians would «lose 
the country.» He referred to the Russian 
people as the «core» of Russia.

The Patriarch continued his critique 
of migration from the perspective of 
the «state-forming people» at the World 
Russian People’s Council on November 
28. The head of the Russian Orthodox 
Church (ROC) stated that erroneous mi-
gration policies could lead to «the most 
unfortunate consequences» in Russia. 
He expressed concern that the influx of 
labor migrants, who are «neither capable 
nor willing to integrate» into Russian so-
ciety, is altering the appearance of cities 
and changing the «legal, cultural, and 
linguistic space» of the country.

recruiTMenT and 
forced MobiliSaTion 
of MigranTS

Despite the disdainful and hostile 
attitude towards migrants from Central 
Asia, the Russian state actively recruits 
them for the war in Ukraine. Reports of 
recruiting migrants for the “Special Mil-
itary Operation” (SVO) started emerging 
as early as the spring of 2022. The Min-
istry of Defence reached out to foreign-
ers who had recently obtained Russian 
passports or those planning to acquire 
citizenship, promising them a fast pro-
cedure. Wagner Group structures sought 
collaboration with foreigners serving 
sentences in the Russian penal system, 
offering them release. Information from 
the relatives of those convicted indicated 
that the promises extended beyond re-
lease and financial rewards to include 
torture. A wide-ranging campaign to at-
tract migrants was unfolded in Russian 
cities, especially in migration facilities. 
For instance, a recruitment point was 
established in the Sakharovo migration 
centre (near Moscow).

recruitment of foreigners

All these methods of recruiting mi-
grants for the war persisted into 2023, 
with some undergoing additional devel-
opment. In April 2023, the Ministry of 
Defense began involving heads of dias-
poras in recruitment efforts, and recruit-
ers continued to contact migrants with 
contract offers. Reports indicated that 
inmates in deportation centers were be-
ing approached with offers to join the 
war, promising financial rewards and 
documents. This extended not only to 
individuals from Central Asia but also to 
migrants from distant countries who had 
unsuccessfully attempted to enter Eu-
rope through the Finnish border but were 
detained due to expired visas. Moreover, 
starting from the fall of 2023, contract 
service in the army was offered to women 

as well, including those serving sentences 
in Russian prisons. Previously, only men 
had been recruited for such roles.

The practice of coercing foreigners 
into service in the Russian army has 
also persisted. Human rights activists 
and journalists have reported that indi-
viduals from Central Asian countries, in-
cluding those held against their will, are 
being sent to war. In August, following 
reports from the Kaluga region about the 
coercion of Tajikistani citizens in deten-
tion to sign contracts with the Russian 
Ministry of Defense, the situation re-
quired intervention from the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Tajikistan. After this 
intervention, the threats ceased.

Reports of recruiting foreigners 
through deception and blackmail contin-
ued. For instance, in the Kaluga region, 
migrants were reportedly illegally denied 
the acceptance of documents for obtaining 
Russian citizenship unless they signed a 
contract with the Ministry of Defense.

Military Mobilization of 
Migrants Who have obtained 
russian citizenship

However, the most significant chang-
es occurred in the practice of recruiting 
migrants with acquired Russian citizen-
ship for the war. If in the spring of 2022, 
they were merely contacted by phone, and 
in the fall, attempts were made to enlist 
them on par with Russians, by the end of 
the summer of 2023, naturalised individ-
uals from Central Asia became the tar-
gets of specifically organised manhunts.

On an official level, the idea of pri-
oritising the mobilisation of naturalised 
individuals from Central Asia in Russia 
was publicly articulated early in the year 
by the head of the Investigative Com-
mittee of Russia (SKR), Alexander Bas-
trykin. He stated that participation in 
combat actions for naturalised foreigners 
is a constitutional duty and that consider-
ation should be given to prioritising their 
deployment to the front lines. Following 
this, cases of travel restrictions for indi-
viduals from Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan 
with Russian passports came to light at 
the end of the month. They were informed 
that they were on mobilisation lists, pre-
venting them from leaving the territory 
of Russia for this reason.

In May, Mikhail Matveev, a State 
Duma deputy from the Communist Party 
of the Russian Federation (KPRF), an-
nounced that he was developing a draft 
law allowing the deployment of migrants 
with Russian citizenship to war. Accord-
ing to him, the need for drafting the bill 
arises from the fact that individuals with 
dual citizenship are not subject to con-
scription; they can only join the ranks of 
the Russian armed forces as volunteers 
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by signing a contract. In reality, conscrip-
tion of citizens with dual citizenship is 
possible, even if a man has completed his 
military service in his home country. Rel-
evant amendments to the «On Military 
Duty» law were introduced as early as 
2013. The only exceptions are citizens of 
Tajikistan, with whom Russia has signed 
corresponding agreements.

In May, Bastrykin reiterated the idea 
of prioritising the involvement of natural-
ised citizens in military service at the St. 
Petersburg International Legal Forum. 
He justified this approach by highlight-
ing the increasing number of serious and 
especially serious crimes committed by 
«non-Russian» migrants in Russia:

«Here’s the idea expressed by people: 
while Russkie (ethnically Russians) are on 
the front lines, migrants are attacking our 
rear. People suggest that if they are citi-
zens of Russia, having acquired citizen-
ship, please, go to the front. If you don’t go 
to the front, if you don’t fulfill your civic 
duty, please, go back to your homeland.»

Thus, a representative of the authori-
ties publicly justified the call to war with 
a statement about migrants’ heightened 
propensity for crime and their hostile 
attitude toward members of the «state-
forming people.»

In July, a similar idea was put for-
ward by Valery Fadeev, the head of the 
Presidential Human Rights Council, 
who proposed synchronising the issu-
ance of Russian passports to foreigners 
with their enlistment in military service. 
Fadeev lamented that upon obtaining 
citizenship, men often forget to register 
with the military enlistment office.

On the day of Fadeev’s speech in St. 
Petersburg, raids took place in two cit-
ies in Chuvashia, during which the po-
lice targeted not only migrants but also 
those who had recently acquired Russian 
citizenship. The Chuvashia FSB reported 
that 10 people were brought to the mili-
tary enlistment office, while the police in 
St. Petersburg claimed to have forcibly 
registered more than 100 individuals.

Subsequently, this practice spread to 
other cities in the Russian Federation, and 
raids on migrants were accompanied by 
representatives of military enlistment of-
fices. Throughout August, reports of raids 
on migrants followed by their compulsory 
registration with military enlistment offic-
es emerged from Chelyabinsk, Perm, Mos-
cow, Nizhny Novgorod, and other cities.

Since the fall, administrative cases 
have been initiated against naturalized 
Russian citizens for failing to fulfill the 
duty of timely military registration, and 
the Investigative Committee began initi-
ating criminal cases for evading military 
service. Raids continued across the coun-
try, with individuals subject to conscrip-
tion and dual citizenship becoming the 
main target for law enforcement agencies.

The raidS

Starting the year with raids on fes-
tivities during New Year’s Eve, Russian 
law enforcement continually expanded 
the list of their targets. While in the past, 
raids mainly took place in markets, con-
struction sites, and dormitories, in 2023, 
almost any space or event where Central 
Asian natives were present could attract 
the attention of law enforcement. From 
mid-year onwards, representatives of mil-
itary enlistment offices joined the raids, 
targeting individuals with acquired Rus-
sian citizenship.

The number and brutality of raids 
in 2023 were so egregious that they even 
raised questions from countries that are 
migration donors. Normally, authorities 
of these countries, economically depend-
ent on Russia, do not criticize the actions 
of Russian law enforcement.

For example, in May 2023, law 
enforcement conducted a brutal anti-
migrant raid in a university dormitory 
in Komsomolsk-on-Amur. According to 
media reports, hundreds of Tajik stu-
dents were beaten during document 
checks. The incident was so resonant 
that the Prosecutor General of Ta-
jikistan urgently sent a telegram to 
the Prosecutor General’s Office of the 
Russian Federation requesting an in-
vestigation into the actions of law en-
forcement and a legal assessment. The 
Tajikistan Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
invited the Russian Ambassador to 
clarify the situation. On June 6, the for-
eign ministers of Russia and Tajikistan 
discussed the matter during a personal 
meeting in Dushanbe.

However, these efforts did not reduce 
the scale or brutality of the raids. In 
August, the leadership of the Tajikistan 
Ministry of Labor and Migration stated 
that the raids were linked to the resump-
tion of the «Illegal» operation, which had 
been suspended due to the pandemic. It 
was emphasised that all migrants, not 
just those from Tajikistan, were being 
targeted by the pressure.

According to police reports, dur-
ing the operation conducted from June 
19 to 25, approximately 7,000 people 
were deported from Russia, and crimi-
nal cases were initiated against another 
two thousand under various charges. In 
November, new data was released, with 
law enforcement claiming that more than 
15,000 individuals were deported, and 
approximately 3,600 criminal cases were 
initiated during the operation.

A distinctive feature of the raids in 
2023 was not only their demonstrative 
brutality but also the media coverage. 
Many of these operations were presented 
as responses to complaints from local 
residents.

In May, prompted by far-right or-
ganizations, the police began detaining 
migrants at sports facilities and football 
stadiums near schools. The formal pre-
text for these crackdowns was reports 
claiming that foreigners allegedly pre-
vented local children from using sports 
infrastructure. Such detentions were 
documented in Moscow, St. Petersburg, 
Blagoveshchensk, Sochi, and Rostov-on-
Don.

raids in religious institutions

A significant shift in the raids on 
migrants to a fundamentally new level, 
coupled with racial profiling, was exem-
plified by the crackdowns in mosques and 
Muslim religious centers. These raids 
targeted individuals from Central Asia, 
where Islam is traditionally prevalent.

The first raid in a mosque took place 
on February 17 in Yekaterinburg, initial-
ly escaping widespread public attention. 
The situation changed after a raid on a 
Muslim center in Kotelniki (Moscow). 
While emphasizing the multi-religious 
character of Russian society, authorities 
had previously refrained from targeting 
Muslims as a whole, though they sup-
ported pressure on unregulated religious 
associations. In the summer of 2023, the 
situation shifted: raids now targeted 
centers associated with the official Spir-
itual Administration of Muslims, and its 
advocacy failed to halt these operations.

In mid-May, a group of individuals 
«on behalf of the remaining few Russian 
residents of the area» recorded a video 
appeal to the president, urging him to 
address the «mosque» in their residential 
building. According to their claims, the 
mosque attracts migrants, making the 
«locals» feel unsafe and unable to park 
their cars. The message was widely circu-
lated on far-right social media platforms, 
where users were encouraged to forward 
it to the Investigative Committee’s office.

On May 17, investigators from the 
Lyubertsy Investigative Committee in-
spected and sealed the premises. They 
also conducted a raid during which «34 
protocols on administrative offences com-
mitted by foreign citizens were drawn up, 
including the identification of 6 violators 
of migration legislation and 8 violators 
of traffic rules.» Subsequent raids took 
place in other locations in Kotelniki, fre-
quented by migrants.

The Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of the Moscow Region appealed 
to the prosecutor’s office, but it did not 
yield results. In July, the raids continued 
in other premises in Kotelniki, rented by 
local Muslims for prayers and religious 
meetings. In one of them, law enforce-
ment officers burst in during prayers, 
roughly arrested the worshipers, fright-
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ened children, and even sprayed a fire ex-
tinguisher on people. According to ultra-
nationalist organizations, which claimed 
credit for the police raids, more than 70 
people were detained.

Muslims also decided to record a 
video appeal to the president, arguing 
that the actions of law enforcement cause 
«significant damage to interethnic and 
interreligious harmony in society.» They 
were supported by the head of Chechnya, 
Ramzan Kadyrov, who called the actions 
of law enforcement «unprofessional.» 
Protesting against police raids, a group 
of Muslims marched through the center 
of Moscow after Friday prayers. However, 
this action received criticism from Kady-
rov and the Muslim establishment.

Nevertheless, neither the appeals to 
the president, nor Kadyrov’s statements, 
nor street actions stopped the raids in 
mosques. In September, the Investiga-
tive Committee launched a criminal 
case against one of the religious centers, 
and the practice of raids during Friday 
prayers spread to other cities. Moreover, 
the victims of the raids were taken to 
military enlistment offices, where they 
underwent an urgent medical examina-
tion and were handed military summons.

raids in public and 
private spaces

Following the raids in football sta-
diums and religious centres, the crack-
downs began to take place in other unex-
pected locations. In July and September, 
raids occurred in several sports clubs in 
Moscow, where migrants often train. In 
October, in Khabarovsk, police checked 
documents during a mixed martial arts 
tournament called «Strelka.» Foreign cit-
izens were taken aside for document veri-
fication, and the tournament had to be 
shortened due to a shortage of athletes.

In October and November, the po-
lice started conducting raids at festive 
gatherings. On October 31, an Azerbai-
jani wedding at the «Kurakina Dacha» 
restaurant in St. Petersburg became the 
target of a raid. The formal reason for the 
raid was the search for the scandalous 
blogger Tural Mamedov, who had filmed 
the beating of Russian teenagers. Despite 
Mamedov’s absence at the event, docu-
ments were checked for all 500 guests 
and kitchen staff. As a result, 5 people 
were detained for document issues. Simi-
lar checks took place in the restaurants 
«Bakinskiy Dvor» and «Nevskaya Zhem-
chuzhina» and a sports hall associated 
with the Azerbaijani diaspora. A similar 
raid occurred in Voronezh at the «Fort» 
restaurant in November during a birth-
day celebration. Law enforcement not 
only checked documents but also handed 
out about 50 military conscription no-
tices.

At the end of November, a raid was 
conducted on migrant taxi drivers at No-
rilsk Airport. Law enforcement claimed 
that the reason was complaints from resi-
dents about «intrusive taxi drivers.» As 
a result, about 40 drivers were detained, 
accusing them of violating military regis-
tration rules (Article 21.5 of the Code of 
Administrative Offenses of the Russian 
Federation).

The media spotlight was on the raids 
at the warehouses of the largest online 
retailer, Wildberries, which took place 
before «Black Friday» in December. The 
police were searching for migrants and 
those who had recently acquired Russian 
citizenship. According to law enforce-
ment reports, 105 Wildberries employees 
with acquired citizenship were taken to 
military enlistment offices. Following 
this, a similar raid occurred at warehous-
es in the Tula region.

In December, a food court in the 
«Greenwich» shopping centre in Yekat-
erinburg was subjected to a raid, where 
the police checked documents of individu-
als resembling migrants. As a result, 16 
people who had recently acquired Rus-
sian citizenship were detained. They 
were lined up, taken out of the shopping 
centre, and transported to the military 
enlistment office for enlistment. The pre-
text for the raid was a recent fight involv-
ing migrants, which ended in a shootout. 
In Saratov, a raid occurred in bars, cafes, 
and nightclubs.

allegaTionS of The 
ParTicular criMinaliTY 
of MigranTS

The main justification for police raids 
and other repressive measures against 
migrants is the claims of their alleged 
increased propensity for criminal activi-
ties. Paradoxically, this is often used to 
explain the necessity of involving them 
in military service, even though partici-
pation in war implies training in weapon 
handling and the practical application of 
it.

One of the most prominent speakers 
on this topic in recent times has been the 
head of the Investigative Committee of 
Russia (SKR), Alexander Bastrykin. In 
March 2023, he stated that in 2022, com-
pared to 2021, the number of criminal 
offenses involving migrants had tripled.

The reliability of these data is highly 
questionable. According to official data 
from the Prosecutor’s Office of the Rus-
sian Federation, in 2022, foreigners 
and stateless persons committed 40,154 
crimes, compared to 36,420 the previous 
year. Thus, the increase was only 10% 
and occurred against the backdrop of an 
increase in the number of foreign work-
ers entering the country after the easing 
of coronavirus restrictions. Moreover, ac-

cording to the same data from the Pros-
ecutor’s Office, foreign workers commit 
crimes less frequently than Russians. 
They account for only 2.04% of the 1.96 
million crimes committed in Russia in a 
year, although various estimates suggest 
that the proportion of migrants in Russia 
ranges from 6% to 10%.

Contrary to these figures, tenden-
tious news about crimes committed by 
migrants is circulated in the media. A 
number of media projects associated with 
far-right political groups, through social 
media, have managed to make «migrant 
crime» a widely discussed public topic. 

This myth is not only exploited by 
representatives of law enforcement, who 
enhance their own significance by ap-
pealing to the fight against migrant 
crime, but also by systemic political fig-
ures of all shades. In August, Vladislav 
Davankov, a member of the formally 
«liberal» party «New People,» proposed 
a law that would allow the deportation 
of migrants for «harassing citizens.» In 
September, LDPR deputies and Senator 
Elena Afanasyeva introduced a bill re-
quiring the expulsion of migrants from 
Russia for violating certain articles of 
the Administrative Code of the Russian 
Federation. In September, Mikhail Mat-
veev, a deputy from the Communist Party 
of the Russian Federation (KPRF), sug-
gested a ten-year ban on issuing weapon 
licenses after obtaining Russian citizen-
ship. Later, deputies from «A Just Rus-
sia» supported a similar initiative. How-
ever, all these populist initiatives faced 
negative feedback from the legal depart-
ment of the State Duma and are unlikely 
to be implemented in practice.

dePrivaTion of 
ciTizenShiP

Populist proposals to revoke acquired 
citizenship, voiced by many politicians in 
2023, did not find support in the govern-
ment as well. In February, the governor 
of the Kaluga region called for revoking 
citizenship without a trial if it was ob-
tained based on questionable documents 
(language proficiency). In March, the 
legislative assembly of the Kaluga re-
gion proposed a similar initiative against 
sham marriages. Both initiatives were 
rejected because existing law already al-
lows for revoking citizenship in cases of 
providing knowingly false information. 
In late August, KPRF deputy Matveev in-
troduced a bill on revoking citizenship for 
evading military registration or mobiliza-
tion. In October, the head of the Investi-
gative Committee, Bastrykin, proposed 
a similar idea. However, these proposals 
were also rejected.

However, the main reason for the 
failure of initiatives in this area was that 
in October of this year, a new citizenship 
law came into effect, which already allows 
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for the revocation of acquired citizenship 
for a significant number of reasons – for 
committing crimes falling under the 64 
articles of the Russian Criminal Code. 
On December 13, two men were deprived 
of their citizenship for crimes related 
to drug trafficking. On December 15, a 
Chelyabinsk court revoked the citizen-
ship of two brothers aged 21 and 24 who 
failed to enlist in military service after 
receiving Russian passports. The court 
interpreted their evasion as the submis-
sion of «knowingly false information.» 
In addition to drug crimes and terrorist 
articles, citizenship revocation is imposed 
for a whole list of political offenses: calls 
for imposing restrictive measures against 
Russia, rehabilitation of Nazism, discred-
iting the armed forces of Russia, as well 
as «public calls for unleashing aggressive 
war.»

labor reSTricTionS 
and reducing The 
aTTracTiveneSS of 
MigranTS for buSineSS

One of the consequences of the mass 
conscription, attempts to establish im-
port substitution, and the activation of 
the defense complex was a shortage of 
labor resources. By the summer of 2023, 
the official unemployment rate in Rus-
sia had dropped to 3%, and experts noted 
a shortage of personnel, which primar-
ily affected the manufacturing industry 
and agriculture. The simplest way to re-
plenish labor resources is to attract for-
eign workers, as suggested by Minister 
of Economy Reshetnikov in September 
of this year. However, similar ideas and 
statements about a shortage of labor re-

sources had been coming from business-
es earlier, and according to demographic 
forecasts, attracting workers from other 
countries is the only way to maintain the 
necessary number of working-age popu-
lation in the foreseeable future.

In contrast to the economic bloc, pro-
ponents of immigration control advocate 
for a reduction in the number of migrant 
workers and lobby for measures that 
would decrease the attractiveness of for-
eign labor for businesses. Most of these 
statements carry a populist tone and are 
unlikely to be implemented in reality.

In April 2023, the head of the In-
vestigative Committee, Bastrykin, pro-
posed introducing a “significant tax” 
for using migrant labor, aiming to mo-
tivate employers to hire Russians. In 
August, “Spravedlivaya Rossia” party 
advocated for a fourfold increase in the 
cost of a patent to reduce competition 
from migrants. In September, a State 
Duma deputy Kolunov revealed his in-
volvement in drafting a law that would 
require employers to provide housing 
for migrants—renting apartments for 
them or organising special dormitories. 
The proposed law included substantial 
fines for non-compliance. In April, the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs suggested 
granting itself the authority to annul a 
migrant’s work permit at the employer’s 
request.

In June, the head of the Presidential 
Human Rights Council, Fadeev, called 
for the establishment of quotas for mi-
grant workers for companies and indus-
tries; a similar idea was put forward by 
deputies of the “Spravedlivaya Rossia – 
For Truth” party. They submitted a bill 
to the State Duma prohibiting migrant 
labor in certain industries and setting a 
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dren (migrants, refugee children from Ukraine); women’s rights 
to work and a campainn against lists of prohibited professions; 
protection of LGBTI+ rights in the region; protection of the 
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maximum number of migrants in various 
sectors. As of December 2023, none of 
these initiatives had been implemented.

These statements are populist and re-
veal the incompetence of their initiators: 
in Russia, a government decree has been 
in effect already for several years estab-
lishing the permissible share of foreign 
workers at the federal level, and in some 
industries, this share is zero. Moreover, 
restrictions on the employment of mi-
grants in certain sectors of the economy 
have long been in place in several regions.

In the Chelyabinsk region, a ban on 
employment in passenger transporta-
tion for foreign workers with patents 
was introduced as early as 2015. How-
ever, citizens of Euro-Asian Economic 
Union member states — Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Belarus, and Armenia — 
are not subject to this restriction. In 
the Tyumen region, a similar ban was 
adopted in 2019. In the Kaliningrad re-
gion, since 2021, there has been a ban on 
foreign labor in the production of bread, 
confectionery, and baby food, in passen-
ger transportation by buses and taxis, in 
short-term rental housing, in the field of 
preschool and school education. Starting 
from 2024, this list will also include work 
in the field of data processing and infor-
mation services. Similar restrictions, as 
well as the suspension of naturalisation 
of foreigners under the “resettlement of 
compatriots” program, have been intro-
duced in the Kaluga region since 2022. 
In 2023, these regions were joined by the 
Tula region, where migrants were pro-
hibited from working in catering, public 
transport, as well as trading in alcohol 
and tobacco, and the Magadan region, 
where the ban was limited to passenger 
transportation.

https://adcmemorial.org/en/publications/adc-memorial-brussels-10-years-of-work-2013-2023/
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aT leaST Win SoMeone over
Migrantophobia – a new wave

In the spring of the current year, 
against the backdrop of exciting news 
from the Ukrainian fronts, the topic 
of persecution of labour migrants 
in the Russian Federation started 
to attract more and more attention, 
especially regarding Tajikistanis. At 
first, only some nationalists wrote 
about it in their Telegram channels 
(of course, presenting information in 
an anti-Tajik spirit), but in May and 
June, the problem was also heard in 
the media, which covered among oth-
er things Tajik-Russian diplomatic 
discussions of the rights of migrants 
in the Russian Federation. Thus, at 
a meeting of the Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs on June 6, when the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Fed-
eration arrived on an official visit to 
Tajikistan, his colleague, the head 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Republic of Tajikistan, Sirojid-
din Mukhriddin, raised the issue of 
observing “the basic rights and free-
doms of Tajik citizens staying in Rus-
sia in the course of scheduled and un-
scheduled measures by the Russian 
state bodies to streamline migration 
processes,” and also stressed that 
“through the country’s law enforce-
ment agencies, an official appeal 
was sent to the Russian side with a 
request to check the legality and ac-
ceptability of such treatment of our 
citizens.”

Experts talked about the pressure 
on Tajikistan, expressed (which has hap-
pened more than once) in the form of an-
ti-migrant police raids, mass detentions 
and deportations of Tajiks. A variety of 
versions were sounded, offering expla-
nations for these persecutions: someone 
saw this as an attempt to drive Tajikistan 
into the EAEU, others connected rela-
tions with Tajik migrants with the war 
in Ukraine, mobilization and the desire 
of the Russian authorities to force labour 
migrants to fight. Both opinions are not 
groundless: it is obvious that Russia is 
interested in Tajikistan’s accession to the 
EAEU, which Lavrov openly spoke about 
when visiting Tajikistan. It is no less ob-
vious that the citizens of Tajikistan are 
being recruited into the active Russian 
army, many have already died in battles 
in Ukraine, although official Dushanbe 
(as well as the authorities of other re-
publics of Central Asia) warn about the 
illegality of participation in the war on 
the territory of other countries, which, 
according to the Criminal Code of the 
country, is recognized as mercenarism 
and is subject to criminal punishment. 

Information has appeared that migrants 
sentenced to deportation by a court in 
St. Petersburg are sent directly from the 
Centre for the Temporary Detention of 
Foreign Nationals  (CTDFN, actually an 
immigration prison) to military units), 
where they – against their will – are be-
ing prepared to be sent to the front. Ta-
jik human rights activists say that in the 
course of police raids, Tajik citizens are 
treated worse than other detainees, they 
are beaten.

According to Karimdzhon Yorov: 
“They hit precisely the Tajik migrants.” 
And the activists of the National Alliance 
of Tajikistan even compared the persecu-
tion of compatriots with the “traditions 
of the treatment of Jews and prisoners of 
war by Hitler’s Nazis”, noting that the po-
lice “raids are accompanied by deliberate 
humiliation human and national dignity, 
deliberately defiantly brutal infliction 
of injuries and mutilations on Tajik stu-
dents in their dormitories and workers at 
their workplaces.”

But there is another opinion: the well-
known defender of the rights of migrants 
in the Russian Federation Valentina 
Chupik does not believe that it is specifi-
cally Tajik migrants who are being perse-
cuted, stating that citizens of Uzbekistan 
and Kyrgyzstan constantly turn to her 
suffering from police violence. According 
to Chupik, the only difference is that the 
authorities of Tajikistan raise the topic 
in negotiations with the authorities of 
the Russian Federation (not only the em-
bassy staff, but also at the level of com-
munications of the General Prosecutors 
and Ministers of Internal Affairs), while 
the authorities of Uzbekistan do not react 
at all, and the government of Kyrgyzstan 
even blames migrants in creating prob-
lems.

It should be noted that the “discontent 
of citizens”, expressed in various video 
appeals to the president, the mayor and 
other figures, was often expressed in re-
lation to immigrants from Tajikistan, but 
the conclusions of these attacks, which 
are quite racist in essence, turned out to 
be of a general anti-immigration charac-
ter. Increasingly, there is a “requirement” 
for the introduction of visas for citizens of 
the Central Asian republics, and deputies 
of the State Duma of the Russian Federa-
tion, including the head of the faction “A 
Just Russia – For Truth” Mironov.

It is difficult to disagree with the ex-
planation offered by Valentina Chupik, 
who believes that the authorities need the 
fight against migrants during the pre-elec-
tion period in order to show that “they are 
defeating someone.” The need to amuse 
“national pride” at the expense of people 
from poor republics who are discriminated 
against and exploited in the Russian Fed-
eration is probably experienced not only by 
regional authorities and security officials. 
The abundance of racist attacks on social 
networks, where stories about some kind 
of “ethnic crimes” are circulated, videos of 
various incomprehensible fights are rep-
licated, and age-old fears of “molestation 
of our girls” are reproduced, speaks of a 
wide demand for migrantophobia. Once 
again in a country where people are dying 
in a brutal war unleashed by their state, 
carrying only defeats and humiliations, 
and the population, despised by the whole 
world, is rapidly impoverished, they are 
looking for “guilty people”. They find, as 
always, the most unprotected, in order to 
take it out on them.

Stefania KULAEVA

First published on the Radio Liberty blog

Photo by Ute Weinmann
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Imprisoning stateless persons for 
the purpose of deportation is a cruel 
and senseless practice widely used by 
Russian courts and law enforcement 
agencies. Being only a “provisional 
measure” for expulsion, such depri-
vation of liberty turns into a punish-
ment. In 2013, the long-term deten-
tion of stateless Roman Kim in the 
Center for the Temporary Detention 
of Foreign Nationals (CTDFN) led 
to proceedings before the European 
Court of Human Rights. At that time, 
the court made an important deci-
sion for stateless persons imprisoned 
in Detention Centers and ordered the 
Russian Federation to take general 
measures to prevent the deprivation 
of liberty of stateless persons only for 
violating migration rules. Unfortu-
nately, 10 years later, stateless per-
sons continue to be issued decisions 
on deliberately impracticable expul-
sion, which dooms them to years of 
detention in CTDFNs. For some of 
our applicants, such decisions have 
become fatal.

In Russia, the administrative legis-
lation which regulates the procedure for 
bringing stateless persons to responsibil-
ity for violating migration rules is out-
dated. For many years, ADC Memorial 
has been trying to draw attention to the 
systemic violation of the rights of state-
less persons who have been in custody for 
years in detention centers in the harshest 
conditions. Their fault lies only in the fact 
that they lost their belonging to any state 
and by coincidence once ended up in Rus-
sia, where they are considered violators 
of the current migration rules. They have 
no legal right to be in the Russian Federa-
tion, therefore they are detained, admin-
istrative proceedings are initiated in this 
relation and decisions on expulsion are is-
sued, after which they are imprisoned in 
Centers for the Temporary Detention of 
Foreign Nationals – in fact, for an indefi-
nite period of time and without purpose, 
since it is impossible to deport such peo-
ple to any country.

In 2014, the European Court of Hu-
man Rights made a major decision in the 
case of stateless person Roman Kim, de-
claring the long-term detention of state-
less persons in CTDFNs a violation of 
the European Convention, and the condi-
tions of detention in detention centres of 
Saint Petersburg – a torture. The general 
measures prescribed by the ECtHR were 
not carried out, therefore, a decision of 

STaTeleSS PerSonS in ruSSia:  
The viciouS circle of ProbleMS cannoT be broken

Stateless persons continue to be detained at  
centers for the Temporary detention of foreign nationals

the Constitutional Court of the Russian 
Federation in a similar case of a stateless 
person Noe Mskhiladze was required to 
declare unconstitutional the norms of 
Russian legislation that turn imprison-
ment in CTDFN in anticipation of an 
impracticable expulsion into additional 
punishment. Both of these decisions 
have become strategic in the fight for 
the rights of prisoners in detention cent-
ers. With reference to the decision of the 
Constitutional Court, it was possible to 
achieve the release of dozens of foreigners 
and stateless persons from the CTDFNs.

However, the legislative changes de-
manded by the high courts never hap-
pened. So far, no judicial control has been 
introduced over the terms and grounds 
for placement in Centers for the Tem-
porary Detention of Foreign Nationals. 
Human rights activists register not only 
cases of prolonged detention of stateless 
persons in custody in different regions of 
Russia, but also the deaths of prisoners 
of CTDFNs, directly related to unfixed 
terms and the harshest conditions of de-
tention.

In many cases, imprisonment in CTD-
FN, if does not kill a person, then breaks 
a person’s life. An example of this is the 
dramatic story of a stateless person, who 
repeatedly ended up in detention centers 
and stayed there for a long time, and for 
the second time – having already won the 
case at the ECHR and received compen-
sation. Still he was never able to legalize 
his status.

A native of Dushanbe, Khurshed 
Mardonshoev, like many former citizens 
of the USSR, did not become a citizen of 
any country in the 1990s. Since 1993 he 
has lived in Russia.

In 2014, Mardonshoev ended up in 
the Center for the Temporary Detention 
of Foreign Nationals of Saint Petersburg, 
the conditions in which were recognized 
by the ECtHR as torture. He was trans-
ferred there from the detention center of 
the Arkhangelsk region, where he ended 
up due to non-execution of a court deci-
sion on expulsion (earlier, the Office of 
the Federal Migration Service for the 
Arkhangelsk region recognized his stay 
in Russia as undesirable, but without 
documents, he could not leave Russia, of 
course). Mardonshoev spent a total of 9 
months in terrible conditions:

    “Natural light does not penetrate 
well into the cells. The windows are trans-

lucent, with bars on each side. There is 
not enough daylight, and the lamp in the 
cell is very dim. The toilet is located in 
the cell itself. There are no cabins. There 
is a wall of medium height, about a me-
ter high. There is no toilet. Shower every 
5-7 days. Often under ice water, as there 
is often no hot water. We wash our clothes 
in buckets, also in cold water. There is no 
place for cooking, food is delivered ready-
made. There is no clean drinking water 
in the cells, water can be taken from the 
shower room, but access to it is periodi-
cally restricted. The food is very scarce. 
They never give one fish, dairy products, 
fresh vegetables and fruits. They feed 
us mainly with primitive porridge and 
soups. Meat is rare and of terrible qual-
ity (mainly cartilage, veins, skin). Sweets 
are never given, even primitive chocolate 
or cookies. They take you for a walk for 15 
minutes. Not every day. Walks take place 
in the courtyard between trailers – ‘cabin 
houses.’ There are no sports facilities and 
nothing at all. There is a horizontal bar in 
the part of the yard which prisoners can-
not access.”

The court decided to expel Mardon-
shoev from the territory of the Russian 
Federation, despite the fact that he did 
not have identity documents and a coun-
try ready to ensure his departure from 
the Russian Federation. The bailiffs and 
the Federal Migration Service attempted 
to cancel his expulsion, but the court con-
sidered that even a stateless person could 
be taken out of Russia and that the length 
of the applicant’s detention was not un-
reasonable even if there were no pros-
pects for expulsion. Only after months 
spent by the lawyer challenging this deci-
sion, in August 2015, the applicant was 
released.

After his release, Mardonshoev’s law-
yers filed a complaint with the ECtHR 
for unlawful prolonged detention in in-
human conditions. On January 29, 2019, 
this complaint was upheld. In its decision, 
the European Court again found Russia 
guilty of violating the right to liberty and 
security of a stateless person, and the ap-
plicant was awarded monetary compen-
sation.

During the time that he was out of 
detention center, Mardonshoev did not 
manage to get even a temporary iden-
tity card, he remained an “illegal immi-
grant”, and 2 years and 10 months after 
his release he was again found guilty of 
violating the rules of stay in the Russian 
Federation and again got into CTDFN.
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On February 20, 2023, the 
Moskovsky District Court of St. Pe-
tersburg ruled to release a native 
of Ukraine, Oksana Kukharchuk, 
who remained in a CTDFN “in or-
der to ensure expulsion” for a year 
and three months, since Decem-
ber 22, 2021.  It took several court 
hearings in different instances to 
release her.

On December 22, 2021, by a deci-
sion of the Moscow District Court of 
St. Petersburg, Oksana Kukharchuk, 
a native of Ukraine, was found guilty 
of violating migration laws for not 
having documents confirming the 
right to stay on the territory of the 
Russian Federation. Her only fault 
was that while working in Russia, 
she lost her documents just before 
the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Kukharchuk was unable to receive 
a temporary identity card in time 
and leave for her homeland: the bor-
ders were closed, and transport con-
nection was interrupted. After two 
months of her imprisonment, a full-
scale war began in Ukraine, due to 
which the restoration of documents 
and the return home became impos-
sible.

When applying to the court to 
check the legality and justification 
of Kukharchuk’s detention in the 
Centre for the Temporary Deten-
tion of Foreign Nationals, the lawyer 
appealed to the decision of the Con-
stitutional Court in the Mskhiladze 
case and proved the absence of a le-
gitimate and achievable goal of keep-
ing the applicant in the CTDFN. She 
cannot be expelled, because due to 
the termination of diplomatic rela-
tions with Ukraine and the closure of 
Ukrainian consular offices in Russia, 
it is impossible to restore her docu-
ments, there is no air traffic, the bor-
der is closed, and there is a war going 
on. Thus, the further content in the 
Centre is meaningless and does not 
pursue a legitimate aim. In addition, 
in January 2023, Kukharchuk wrote 
an application for temporary asylum.

However, on January 13, 2023, 
the Moskovsky District Court of St. 
Petersburg refused to satisfy the ap-
plication, considering that Kukhar-
chuk’s expulsion was possible. The 
court’s arguments are more than 
strange: Kukharchuk’s presence in 
the CTDFN cannot be considered 
arbitrary, since the bailiffs turned to 
the Department of Internal Affairs 
of the Main Directorate of the Minis-
try of Internal Affairs of the Russian 

The ruling of the Kirovsky District 
Court of Saint Petersburg dated No-
vember 1, 2021 states that the term of 
detention in a Center for the Temporary 
Detention of Foreign Nationals should 
not exceed 3 months, but in reality, Mar-
donshoev spent 1 year and 1 month in 
custody.

On December 19, 2022, thanks to 
the efforts of a lawyer, Mardonshoev was 
again released, but during the time that 
he was at the Center for the Temporary 
Detention of Foreign Nationals, serious 
changes took place in his life. His sister 
with whom he had lived before his im-
prisonment had died. Due to the lack of 
documents, he was never registered in 
her apartment, and therefore, after his 
release, he was left without a roof over 
his head. Nobody took him to work, and 
there was no opportunity to rent at least 
a room in a communal apartment. Con-
stant wanderings around the rooming 
houses and abandoned houses, where he 
spent time with other homeless people, 
greatly affected his psychological and 
physical condition: he began to drink and 
fell ill with tuberculosis. In his position, 
his life is currently in serious danger, but 
without valid documents, he cannot even 
receive stable medical care.

All this could not have happened if 
the procedure for documenting and legal-
izing stateless persons on the territory of 
the Russian Federation had been intro-
duced into Russian legislation in a timely 
manner and began to operate effectively. 
Changes to the Law on the Legal Status 
of Foreign Citizens, which came into force 
in August 2021, have already allowed 
hundreds of stateless persons to obtain 
a temporary identity card. However, as 
we see in the case of Khurshed Mardon-
shoev, the documentation procedure does 
not work well, stateless persons can be 
detained at any time for “illegality”, im-
prisoned for two years, released in the 
same status of “illegal immigrants” with 
the risk of being deprived of liberty again. 
400,000-500,000 people in Russia face 
the risk of such a fate – this is how hu-
man rights activists estimate the number 
of stateless people (according to the 2020-
21 census – about 95,000 people).

Now that Russia has been expelled 
from the Council of Europe and is de-
nouncing European conventions, includ-
ing the Conventions on Human Rights, 
the prisoners of the Centers for the 
Temporary Detention of Foreign Nation-
als will lose the opportunity to seek the 
protection of their rights in the ECtHR, 
and the judgments of the European Court 
will no longer be enforced by the Russian 
authorities and taken into account by the 
courts.

releaSe of ukrainianS froM cenTreS for The 
TeMPorarY deTenTion of foreign naTionalS (cTdfn) 

requireS SignificanT efforTS froM laWYerS

Federation for assistance in document-
ing it; the lack of air communication 
with Ukraine is temporary, which means 
that the closure of the borders cannot be 
considered as a basis for terminating 
the implementation of the resolution. 
Finally, the current legislation of Rus-
sia does not establish the obligation to 
expel a foreign citizen from the Russian 
Federation directly to the country of 
which he is a citizen – that is, the court 
seriously believes that Kukharchuk can 
be expelled not to Ukraine, but to some 
third country.

During the consideration of the com-
plaint, the court refused all motions of 
the defence and even refused to inter-
rogate an employee of the Office of the 
Commissioner for Human Rights who 
appeared in court as a witness.

On February 13, 2023, Kukhar-
chuk’s case was again submitted to the 
Moskovsky District Court of St. Peters-
burg, the same one that ordered her ex-
pulsion. When considering the case, the 
court agreed that due to the complete 
absence of diplomatic ties with Ukraine, 
as well as any responses from the Con-
sulate General of Ukraine in St. Peters-
burg to requests for documentation of 
Kukharchuk, the execution of the court 
order on expulsion became impossible, 
respectively, the further detention of 
Kukharchuk in the Centre has no legiti-
mate purpose. On the basis of these find-
ings, on February 20, 2023, the court 
decided to stop the execution of its own 
decision to deport Kukharchuk from the 
Russian Federation and place her in the 
Centre for the Temporary Detention of 
Foreign Nationals. Immediately after 
the announcement of the decision, Ok-
sana Kukharchuk was released.
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On the World Refugee Day, June 
20, Anti-Discrimination Centre Me-
morial Brussels presented three re-
ports on the situation of Ukrainian 
children affected with the war in 
2022-2023. In the reports prepared in 
cooperation with Ukrainian experts, 
the results of monitoring of IDP chil-
dren in Ukraine, of refugee children 
in Europe, and of children taken to 
Russia are analysed. The event took 
place in the framework of the #Cross-
borderChildhoodUA campaign (with 
the support of Fondation de France).

The reports are presented in Eng-
lish, Ukrainian and Russian.

ProTecTion of The righTS of ukrainian children  
MuST be PrioriTized

The situation of children 
from families displaced 
within ukraine due to 
russia’s military aggression 
after 24 february 2022

The report was prepared by the Ukrain-
ian Institute for Social Research after Olek-
sandr Yaremenko.

Analytical team: Tatyana Bondar, 
Alexey Ganyukov, Alexey Durnev. 

Assistant researchers: Nataliia 
Dmytruk, NGO Gender Creative Space, 
Svitlana Shcherban, sociologist, NGO 
“Kharkiv Institute for Social Research”.

With the support of the Anti-Discrimi-
nation Centre Memorial- Brussels and the 
public movement «Faith, Hope, Love».

Russia’s military invasion of Ukraine 
and the intensive fighting that has taken 
place there since Feb. 24, 2022, have dealt 
a severe blow to all kinds of living activities 
in the Ukrainian state. The military esca-
lation and unprecedented deterioration in 

the security situation have caused the mass 
displacement of the civilian population 
within Ukraine and beyond in numbers un-
precedented in modern European history.

Over 1.5 million people left Ukraine 
at the very beginning of the war – is from 
27 February 2022 to 9 March 2022, over 
150,000 people left the country every day. 
On 6 March 2022, a historic high of 210,500 
people were recorded crossing the border. 
Since 24 February 2022, approximately 
one-third of all Ukrainians, including chil-
dren, have been forced to flee their homes. 
According to data that is regularly up-
dated by the Office of the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees, as of 9 May 2023, 
8,207,977 Ukrainian refugees were in Eu-
rope. Of these, 5,093,606 had registered for 
temporary protections and similar national 
protection mechanisms. In addition, the 
UNHCR has recorded 2,875,215 refugees 
in the aggressor countries of Russia and its 
satellite, Belarus. As of 23 January 2023, 
the International Organization for Migra-
tion (IOM) put the number of internally 
displaced people in Ukraine at 5,352,000.

Because of the hostilities and the fact 
that men aged 18 to 60 who are eligible for 
military service cannot leave the country, 
with the exception of individual cases, most 
migrants are women and children, which 
differs from previous years.

There are no exact figures on the 
number of Ukrainian children abroad be-
cause of the constantly changing situation 
and differing approaches to calculations, 
among other things. Various analytical sys-
tems put the percentage of children among 
refugees at 34%-40%, which means that 
almost 3 million children and young peo-
ple have left Ukraine since the beginning 
of the Russian invasion. In the summer of 
2022, 672,000 Ukrainian schoolchildren 
were in different countries (interview with 
Ruslan Gurak, the head of the Ukrainian 
State Service of Education Quality, 21 July 
2022); 185,000 Ukrainian children started 
the 2022-2023 academic year in Polish 
schools (interview with Polish Education 
Minister, 2 September 2022).

Russia’s armed aggression against 
Ukraine has caused a significant deterio-
ration in the situation with observance of 
children’s rights in migrant families. Com-
munication between migrants and their 
family members who stayed in Ukraine 
has been complicated by the destruction of 
established migration processes.

Restrictions on the departure of men 
of draft age from Ukraine have caused 
many family separations. The extended 
stay of one or both parents abroad disrupts 
traditional ties and causes alienation and 

misunderstandings between members of 
their families. Trusting relationships be-
tween children and their absent fathers 
deteriorate and become more distant on 
both sides.

In general, the Russian-Ukrainian war 
has significantly complicated and even pre-
cluded observance of the rights of migrant 
children to education, rest and leisure, and 
a decent standard of living, the right not to 
be separated from parents, the right to the 
benefits of social security, and so forth.

Protecting children’s rights and ana-
lyzing compliance with the rights listed in 
the Declaration of the Rights of the Child 
requires accurate and verified information 
on the situation related to Russia’s armed 
aggression against Ukraine and the mass 
evacuation of families with children from 
dangerous areas to other parts of Ukraine 
or abroad.

This report is based on an analysis of 
over 20 in-depth interviews and dozens of 
ad hoc surveys of parents from internally 
displaced families that were conducted 
from October 2022 to January 2023 both 
remotely and in person. The people ques-
tioned represent especially vulnerable 
groups, including large families, families 
with children with disabilities, and Romani 
families. It also includes the opinions of ex-
perts, government officials, and nonprofit 
organizations. In addition, it cites other 
studies on similar topics and data from 
other open sources.

This analysis highlights different as-
pects of the situation of Ukrainian children 
forced to flee their communities because 
of danger to their lives and health and the 
destruction of housing and infrastructure. 
It also describes the conditions and risks 
of forced migration and ways to overcome 
them.

This analysis has the following limita-
tions:

• Absence or scarcity of the accurate 
statistics required for analyzing 
the situation and calculating a 
sample set of quantitative surveys 
to correctly apply the resulting 
data to the total population.

• The traumatic nature of the evacu-
ation experience, respondents’ 
desire to avoid unpleasant memories 
and conversations about them.

• Potential respondents’ lack of devices 
needed to participate in online surveys 
or their inability to use such devices.

• Unstable internet connections in 
certain countries or localities.

• A rapidly changing situation, which 
means that the data obtained during 
the study quickly lose their relevance.

https://adcmemorial.org/en/publications/the-situation-of-children-from-families-displaced-within-ukraine-due-to-russias-military-aggression-after-24-february-2022/
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violation of the rights of 
children Taken from ukraine 
to russia and belarus 
as a result of russian 
Military aggression

The violation of children’s rights in 
removing them from Ukraine to Russia 
and Belarus is an extremely relevant is-
sue. The specific topic of children’s rights 
might never before have attracted as much 
attention as it does today. After all, chil-
dren’s rights are often not seen as a key 
human rights issue and are overshadowed 
by other, better researched issues. But in 
2023, it was the Russian Federation’s vio-
lation of international law as the aggressor 
state specifically with regard to children 
that drew the attention of international 
human rights organizations. This is due 
to the fact that, among the many war 
crimes Russia has committed with regard 
to the Ukrainian population, the removal 
of children came to be the most glaring 
indication that the international rule of 
law had been violated, which in turn led 
the International Criminal Court at the 
Hague to initiate criminal proceedings. 
Many human rights investigations have 
already undertaken to collect data on the 
forcible removal of children, including un-
accompanied minor citizens of Ukraine 
and children from orphanages, care facili-
ties, shelters and hospitals.

It bears mentioning that in many in-
stances the situation is viewed through 
the lens of gathering evidence of war 
crimes, the violation of the rules of war-
time, attempts to deprive children of their 
civil and political identity and thus also to 
trample the rights of the Ukrainian peo-
ple. But there is another, no less important 
aspect of the issue of Ukrainian children 
in the Russian Federation and the Repub-
lic of Belarus: the violation of the chil-
dren’s own rights in the sense defined in 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UNCRC), an entire set of rights to 
family life, health, emotional and social 
wellbeing, protection from discrimination, 
education, rest, leisure time and many 
other things. Ukrainian children who 
found themselves in Russia and Belarus 
in 2022-2023 had these rights persistently 
violated, while monitoring of the situa-
tion was made complicated and sometimes 
even impossible.

This matter involves hundreds of thou-
sands of children – those who have lived 
or currently live at “Points of Temporary 
Placement” (PTPs) – who, often together 
with parents or other family members, are 
experiencing difficult material circum-
stances and have minimal opportunities 
to overcome the psychological trauma of 
war and displacement from their home ar-
eas, who lack almost any support in issues 
of education, who lack protection from vio-
lence (including, unfortunately, domestic 
violence) or any chance of preserving ties 
to friends and family who have remained 
in Ukraine.

In writing this investigative report on 
the status of Ukrainian children taken 
to Russia and Belarus over the course of 
the war in 2022-2023, the authors have 
attempted to combine two approaches: to 
study the issue as both a violation of in-
ternational law with regard to Ukrainian 
children and their families and as a vio-
lation of the basic rights of the child put 
forth in the UNCRC.

Protecting the rights of Ukrainian 
children in Russia is a very important 
but very complicated task. Of course, all 
children taken from Ukraine without the 
consent of their legal guardians (and these 
are not only the parents, but in many in-
stances the Ukrainian government) must 
be returned home.

Unlawfully applying foreign citizen-
ship and placing children with citizens 
of the aggressor state under permanent 
guardianship (or by adoption, if such in-
stances are discovered) must be ceased, 
recognized as unlawful and undone (if it 
has already taken place). All children who 
have found themselves unaccompanied 
in Russia and Belarus should be helped 
to find their relatives in Ukraine, estab-
lish contact with them and have the op-
portunity to reunite with living family 
members. We must push for the right of 
children to keep their identity and defend 
them from the militarism and ideologized 
Russian instruction being thrust on them.

Under these general approaches, there 
should be comprehensive measures for co-
operation between government agencies 
and representatives of civil society, volun-
teer groups and parents’ initiatives.

We must not allow international hu-
man rights structures to withdraw their 
attention from the issues of the viola-
tion of Ukrainian children’s rights, and 

we must push for experts on children’s 
rights and international law to conduct 
independent monitoring and assessment 
of the situation.

It is worth calling special attention to 
children who remain at points of tempo-
rary placement and various government 
camps.

Ukrainian children should not be sub-
ject to discrimination; they need help and 
support to overcome the trauma of war 
and the loss of homes and loved ones. If 
we do not work on the problem of trauma 
among both children and adults who spent 
many months in basements under shell-
ing, left under automatic rifle fire and lost 
their whole previous lives, this will lead 
to the growth of domestic violence and a 
doubling of the children’s suffering. It is 
important to defend children from any 
manifestation of aggression and to create 
for them a safe environment and condi-
tions for rehabilitation and growth.

We must arrange ongoing informa-
tional cooperation at the intergovernmen-
tal level on issues of searching for children 
who have gone missing during the war and 
provide Ukrainian child welfare agencies 
with access to data on all Ukrainian chil-
dren in Russia and Belarus.

Children’s rights should be a priority 
in overcoming destructive war.

The situation of ukrainian 
children in european countries 
after 24 february 2022 

ADC Memorial thanks the colleagues 
who carried out monitoring of the situa-
tion of Ukrainian children in Europe:

Yevheniia Lutsenko (Belgium)
Katerina Nazarshoeva (Germany)
Riccardo Nicosia (Italy)
Oksana Maslova (Czech Republic)
Elena Plotnikova (Lithuania, Latvia)
Larysa Klopova (Switzerland)

https://adcmemorial.org/en/publications/the-situation-of-ukrainian-children-in-european-countries-after-24-february-2022/
https://adcmemorial.org/en/publications/the-situation-of-ukrainian-children-in-european-countries-after-24-february-2022/
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AVE Copiii (Moldova)
Ana Riaboshenko (Georgia)

ADC Memorial expresses its special 
thanks to Tatiana Bondar for the analysis 
of the monitoring data and preparation of 
the text of the report.

Russia’s military invasion and the 
intense fighting that has continued in 
Ukraine since 24 February 2022 have 
caused the mass displacement of the 
civilian population within Ukraine and 
beyond in numbers unprecedented in 
modern European history.

Countries throughout Europe and 
the world have shown unprecedented 
solidarity with Ukrainian refugees. 
This involves both general institutional 
measures of support at international and 
country levels and the mobilization of 
nongovernmental organizations, volun-
teer activists, and concerned citizens.

This report is based on data from 
monitoring studies and surveys of doz-
ens of parents and children from refu-
gee families, as well as officials, NGO 
staff, volunteers, and other people in-
volved in helping Ukrainian refugees. 
The monitoring studies were conducted 
from October 2022 through March 2023 
both remotely and in person in Ukraine, 
Moldova, Georgia, Switzerland, Nor-
way, and EU countries (Poland, Czech 
Republic, Lithuania, Germany, Italy, 
Spain, and Belgium). Many people ques-
tioned represent groups with certain 
vulnerabilities, including families with 
many children, families with children 
with disabilities, and Romani families. 
The report also cites other studies on 
similar topics and data from other open 
sources.

This report does not claim to be a 
comprehensive study of emigration by 
Ukrainians caused by the war. The situ-
ation is changing quite rapidly in terms 
of statistics, refugee movement between 
countries, their return to Ukraine, suc-
cess integrating into new communities, 
and the creation of opportunities for 
them abroad. The survey was conducted 
of people who have been traumatized by 
the war and suffered the loss of loved 
ones, shelling, life in shelters, the tragic 
experience of evacuation and crossing 
the border, and adaptation to the diffi-
culties of life in other countries. All of 
this left a distinct impression on their 
responses, their willingness to speak 
openly, and their assessments of their 
situation. The monitoring studies were 
not conducted in every country that 
hosts Ukrainians. However, this data 
helps identify important problems re-
lated to refugee integration, best prac-
tices, and questionable decisions made 
by host countries. This report is also 
important as a document of the times 

that records the words, opinions, and 
moods of children and adults suffering 
from the war.

The problems associated with ob-
servance of the rights of children who 
left their communities in Ukraine falls 
under the purview of a wide range of in-
stitutions in dozens of countries; there 
are no simple or ready solutions during 
wartime and in the face of a complex 
migration crisis. Therefore, the authors 
of this report are first and foremost at-
tempting to define problems, both ob-
vious ones and ones that may not have 
been given enough attention yet.

Summary: main problems iden-
tified during monitoring of the 
situation of Ukrainian children in 
European countries

• Incomplete statistical and other in-
formation about children, including 
unaccompanied children, who left 
Ukraine; insufficient awareness 
of Ukrainian children’s protection 
services concerning the situation of 
children abroad; poor cooperation 
between children’s protection ser-
vices abroad and in Ukraine. This 
problem could be resolved by bilater-
al agreements between Ukraine and 
other countries similar to Ukraine’s 
existing intergovernmental agree-
ments with Poland and Lithuania.

• Difficulties encountered by Ukrain-
ian residents of temporarily occu-
pied territories and/or frontline ter-
ritories entering the EU caused by 
the lack of recognition of documents 
they were forced to obtain (passports 
of the so-called “DPR” and “LPR,” 
Russian birth certificates, and so 
forth); arbitrary decisions by border 
guards on allowing into the EU peo-
ple who spent a significant amount 
of time in Russia.

• Discrimination of Romani refugees 
caused by both xenophobia and sys-
temic problems typical for this group 
(problems with documents, poor in-
tegration, low level of education). 
Romani people from Ukraine experi-
ence difficulties crossing the border 
and discrimination when seeking ac-
commodation in refugee centers and, 
later, housing; attempting to receive 
humanitarian aid; and attempting to 
enroll their children in school. Diffi-
culties with integration force Roma-
ni families to seek better conditions, 
which means their children fall out 
of the education system and they ex-
perience deintegration.

• The war has stalled the deinstitu-
tionalization of Ukraine’s children’s 
institutions. Europe has taken vari-
ous approaches to accommodating 
children’s homes that were evacu-
ated in an organized manner. These 

have including retaining the existing 
structures of the Ukrainian institu-
tions, dissolving them, not recog-
nizing the rights of the directors of 
these institutions, and appointing lo-
cal guardians in the host countries. 
Children and staff members at chil-
dren’s homes were not prepared for 
this form of accommodation.

• Ukrainian parents are often poorly 
informed of their children’s rights 
and the need for strict compliance 
with them, in particular the unac-
ceptability of physical punishment 
and other aggressive disciplinary 
tactics. Ignorance of these rules re-
sults in punitive sanctions and even 
the removal of children from parents 
in European countries, which has a 
traumatic effect on children.

• Even though European countries 
have made significant efforts to inte-
grate Ukrainian children into school 
environments and Ukrainian schools 
have continued to provide remote in-
struction for children who left the 
country, many children are at risk of 
falling out of the education system, 
are not receiving instruction that 
matches their age, are losing one or 
even two years of schooling, and are 
under tremendous stress (they have 
to learn in their non-native languag-
es, take promotion and graduation 
exams, and maintain a double school 
load – in their countries of emigra-
tion and online in Ukraine). This 
situation is particularly hard on 
Romani children, who are tradition-
ally vulnerable within the education 
system.

• While refugee children in European 
countries are largely covered by 
medical care within the framework 
of national healthcare systems and 
volunteer initiatives, the situation is 
worse with psychological care, which 
almost every child who has expe-
rienced war and emigration needs. 
This is due not only to the language 
barrier and the lack of staff and re-
sources, but also to continuing dis-
trust in this type of support, stigma-
tization, and the absence of a culture 
of seeking psychological care.

Comprehensive measures are need-
ed to prevent the exploitation and traf-
ficking of children and the loss of data 
on them. Bilateral agreements guided 
by the UN CRC’s position on children in 
migration are needed. Permanent chan-
nels of communication for officials are 
needed.

The rights of children must be a pri-
ority for all countries where children 
could find themselves, be it for forced or 
voluntary residence, transit, or perma-
nent relocation.
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