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Excecutive Summary

This survey was first published by the European Parliamentin February 2024 and complements
an April 2023 European Parliamentary Research Service report as well as other investigations
into Russia’s forcible displacement and deportation of Ukrainian children since 24 February
2022. The nature of this disturbing issue and the challenges posed together with possible
solutions are discussed here, on the basis of numerous quotes from Ukrainian officials.
Ukrainian reactions to the deportations are listed as well as the first foreign governmental
and non-governmental responses. Against this background, various recommendations are
presented for action to the European Union and further international stakeholders. These
policy suggestions are based on interviews with experts in Kyiv and designed to jump-start
the process of not only repatriating illegally transferred children but also restoring justice. An

extensive bibliography concludes the report.
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1. Outline of Events and Context!

This report uses both the term «child> and «children: in the sense quoted in Article 1 of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child: ‘a child means every human being below the age of
eighteen years'. In this context, the term ‘displacement’ applies to transfers of Ukrainian
children who have been forcibly and illegally moved by Russian state organs, yet have
remained within the Russian-occupied territory of Ukraine. The term ‘deportation’ denotes a
state’s unilateral act of forcefully removing a person from her or his homeland; it refers here
to those children who have been illegally transported from Ukraine to the internationally
recognised territory of Russia®.

1.1 Russia’s Deportation Strategy and Its Genocidal Character

Starting in 2014 and especially since 2022, Moscow has implemented an outrageous
policy of large-scale Russian state-enforced displacement and deportation of Ukrainian
civilians including tens if not hundreds of thousands of children, among which apparently are
also thousands of unaccompanied minors and teenagers. Belarus has participated in this
campaign, albeit to a relatively smaller degree. These incredible actions are emanations of
broader pathological traits in Soviet/neo-Soviet political thinking and behaviour”.

Both Russian and Belarusian governments have inherited a generally instrumental approach
towards children’s human rights from the USSR's domestic and foreign policies. For
example, with its 2012 so-called ‘Dima Yakovlev Law’, Moscow forbade the adoption of
Russian children by American citizens in retaliation to the US Magnitsky Act against Russian
officials involved in human rights violations. The Russian government and parliament thereby
deprived thousands of heavily impaired Russian children living in Russia’s nursing homes of
a chance to grow up in American foster families®.

This report addresses the history of displacement, deportation and russification of
unaccompanied Ukrainian children between 24 February 2022 and 10 October 2023
together with first reactions. It does not consider important documents such as reports

1 The report was commissioned in summer 2023 and first published in February 2024, as a briefing for

the European Parliament’'s Subcommittee on Human Rights. See: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/
en/document/EXPO_STU(2024)754442. It follows, with a couple of exceptions, only developments until 10
October 2023. Translations from Ukrainian and Russian have been made by the author. The author is grateful
for substantive and editorial advice to Sonia Chabane, Natalia Salchuk, Kateryna Rashevska, Tetiana Fedosiuk,
Omar Ashour, two anonymous reviewers from the EP and two representatives of The Reckoning Project. None
of these persons and their institutions can, however, be held responsible for any misjudgements that this report
may contain.

2 Y. loffe, ‘Forcibly Transferring Ukrainian Children to the Russian Federation: A Genocide?’, Journal of
Genocide Research, 2023.

3 As there have been various forms of Ukrainian displacement during the war since 2014, the report could
be further specified as being about Russian state-enforced displacement, i.e. transfers within Ukraine not
organised by the adult relatives of children but by the Russian government. Russian state-enforced deportation
explicitly denotes the removal of Ukrainian children that did not happen in the context of voluntary migration of
their immediate adult relatives and/or other legal guardians to Russia.

4 A.Umland, ‘Do Russians Love Their Children Too?’ Transitions Online, 16 July 2012.

5 C. Hawkins DeBose and E. DeAngelo, ‘The New Cold War: Russia’s Ban on Adoptions by U.S. Citizens),
Journal of the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers, Vol 28, 2015, pp. 51-77; T. Fedosiuk, ‘The Stolen
Children: How Russia Attempts to Kidnap Ukraine’s Future', International Centre for Defence and Security,
2023.
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from the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine, established by the
United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council in February 2022°, and the March 2023 arrest
warrants for Vladimir Putin and Maria Lvova-Belova by the International Criminal Court’.
These and similar relevant legal topics are covered in a January 2024 European Parliament
briefing by Yulia loffe, which also includes discussion on the new International Centre for the
Prosecution of the Crime of Aggression against Ukraine established in July 2023 and hosted
by the European Union (EU) Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation, Eurojust®.

Within such a report, it would be justified to also include the story of accompanied Ukrainian
children who have been forcibly transferred by the Russian government together with their
adult legal guardians — either within Ukraine's Russia-occupied territories or from Ukraine
to Russia. Accompanied children constitute the majority of displaced and deported minors
and teenagers. In part, they suffer similar fates and are currently also lost for Ukraine.
Therefore, in their public pronouncements, Kyiv officials often do not explicitly distinguish
between accompanied and unaccompanied Ukrainian children forcibly transferred to Russia.
Moreover, Moscow’s removals of accompanied minors and teenagers have, as in the case
of unaccompanied children, often been effected by application of some form or threat of
coercion to the children themselves and/or their legal guardians.

The forcible transfer and future repatriation of accompanied Ukrainian children is, though,
a different problem than the current sad fate and future possible return of unaccompanied
Ukrainian minors and juveniles displaced or deported by the Russian state. Most of the
unaccompanied Ukrainian children who have forcibly come under Russian tutelage are
certain to have close relatives or other legal guardians in Ukraine. However, both their forcible
transfer and future repatriation pose challenges that are different and often more complex
than those regarding the return of accompanied children to Ukraine.

A particular aspect of the forcible transfer and subsequent russification of unaccompanied
Ukrainian children is the time factor. The longer the Russian state-orchestrated displacement,
assimilation and brainwashing of the unaccompanied children continues, the more problematic
repatriation becomes for them as well as their families. Many children become integrated
into Russian society, attached to their foster communities or families, and impregnated with
Kremlin narratives®. The likelihood of disagreement with their repatriation once it becomes
possible grows the longer subjection to Russian tutelage continues, an aspect of which
Moscow is doubtless fully aware and cynically counts on.

An autumn 20283 official Russian governmental bulletin reported unashamedly about a group
of 31 unaccompanied Ukrainian children picked up in Mariupol in 2022 and sent via Donetsk

6 OHCHR, Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine, Human Rights
Council, Fifty-second session 27 February—31 March 2023, A/HRC/52/62, 16 March 2023.

7 ICC, ‘Situation in Ukraine: ICC judges issue arrest warrants for Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin and Maria
Alekseevna Lvova-Belova', ICC Press Release, 2023.

8 European Commission, ‘Ukraine: International Centre for the prosecution of Russia’s crime of aggression
against Ukraine starts operations today’, Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations,
News Article, 3 July 2023.

9 Interfax, ‘Yermak discussed with UNICEF Executive Director cooperation to stop the deportation of
Ukrainian children by the occupiers [Epmak 06roBopus i3 BukoHaBuMm avpektopom FOHICE® cnienpauto woao
NPUNUHeHHs AenopTauii okynaHTamu ykpaiHcekux aiten], Interfax-Ukraine, 25 April 2023; Y. Usenko, ‘Children of
war: abduction of young Ukrainians by Russia as a crime of genocide [[itu BiitHu: BukpageHHs pocieto ManeHbKux
yKkpaiHuis sk anounH redoumay]’, Ukrinform, 7 February 2023.
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to Russia. Seven of these juveniles who had by 2023 reached the age of 18, the Russian
government bulletin rejoices, decided to stay in Russia'®. Such an irreversible result of
deportation illustrates that Russia’s assimilation policy towards Ukrainian children is already
having lasting effects’".

This report cannot detail, discuss and interpret the varieties, connotations and changes of
positions that displaced or deported Ukrainian children and their legal guardians have taken
in the past, take now and will take in the future. These can range from complete disagreement
to full accord. However, it should be remembered that all such statements by Ukrainian
citizens since 2014 have been made under conditions of potential, latent, or actual duress.
Russia’s intense national and international propaganda campaigns, its multivariate war
(hybrid, delegated, conventional, genocidal, etc.) against Ukraine, its terroristic occupation
as well as bombardment of Ukrainian territories, and its child as well as adult education
programmes are designed to generate expressions of consent. Made under conditions of
restraint and public pressure, most opinions expressed by Ukrainians under occupation or
within Russia should not be taken at face value. They can be genuine, but may also be
false, situational, conformist, partial, or otherwise distorted. Moreover, such opinions may
change over time and depend on the current locations not only of children, but also their
accompanying or separated legal guardians.

Moscow's aggressive child removal policy is an aspect of Russia’s nine-and-half-year military
aggression against Ukraine that illustrates its character as a demographic and not only
geographic conquest, as well as a national-cultural and not only military-political project'2.
One of the ‘special military operation’s’ aims since 2022 has been to capture and then russify
large numbers of Ukrainian citizens in order to prop up Russia’s declining population'. This
aim may — at least initially — have been as important to Moscow as the annexation of Ukrainian
territory. Child displacement and deportation has been taking place in Ukraine's occupied

10 Russian Government, ‘Activities of Maria Lvova-Belova, Presidential Ombudsperson for Children's Rights,
to protect children during the special military operation’ [[estenbHOCTb YnonHomoueHHoro npu MNpesvaeHTe
Poccuiickon ®egepaumm no npasam pebeHka Mapuu JIbBoBoi-benoBoit no 3aluuTe AeTen Bo Bpems
creumansHoi BoeHHo onepaumu], Bulletin, No 2, 13 October 2023, p. 8.

11 Communication with Kateryna Rashevska, Regional Centre for Human Rights (RCHR), 16 October 2023.
Another Ukrainian youngster from this deported Mariupol group, 17-year-old Bohdan Yermokhin, in contrast,
tried to flee Russia and return to Ukraine on his own in early 2023. Yet, Yermokhin was, during his escape,
detained on the Belarusian-Russian border and brought back to Russia. See D. Bulavin, ‘Teenager deported
from Mariupol tried to return to Ukraine from Russia yet was detained on the border with Belarus — media’
[OenopToBanuii i3 Mapiynons nignitok Hamaraecs NMoBepHyTUCS B YKpaiHy 3 pocii, Moro saTpuManiy Ha KOpAoHi 3
Binopyccto — 3MI], Hromadske, 4 April 2023. By autumn 2023, Yermokhin's case had become widely known
not only in Ukraine but also abroad. In apparent reaction to international mediation and negative international
media reports concerning Yermokhin, Moscow eventually released the teenager, and he returned, shortly
before his 18th birthday, to Ukraine in mid-November 2023. T. Peter, and Yu. Kovalenko, ‘Ukrainian teen returns
to Ukraine after being taken to Russia from occupied Mariupol’, Reuters, 20 November 2023. The author is
grateful to Tetiana Fedosiuk for alerting to this case.

12 M. Kragh, and A. Umland, ‘Ukrainophobic Imaginations of the Russian Siloviki: The Case of Nikolai
Patrushev, 2014-2023', Centre for Democratic Integrity, 2023.

18  O. Kunytskyi, ‘Ukraine’s abducted children: ‘List of suspects will grow", Deutsche Welle, 25 March 2023;
D. Herasymchuk, ‘There is no international structure that could offer an effective mechanism for the return of
our deported children from Russia’, [Hemae oaHoi MixHapoaHoi CTpYKTypu, sika 6 Morna 3anporoHyBaTi Oiesuii
MexaHisM noeBepHeHHs 3 Pocii Hawwmx aenoptosanux gitei], Interfax-Ukraine, 19 June 2023; S. Talaver, ‘Russia’s
War Is a Failed Answer to Its Demographic Crisis’, Jacobin, 23 April 2023.
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Crimea and Donbas since 2014 Yet, it did not become widely known until 2022 when the
numbers of such illegal transfers rose sharply.

In view of the concerted character of Moscow’s efforts to deport and russify young Ukrainian
citizens, various scholars as well as international institutions have started to apply the
concept of ‘genocide’ to Russia’s actions'®. Among other such statements (see below), a
2023 report from the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (CoE) pointed out
that ‘the documented evidence of this practice matches with the international definition of
genocide''®. This is also the approach and terminology preferred by most Ukrainian officials'”.

1.2 Numbers, Procedures and Paths of Deportations

Between 24 February 2022 and 10 October 2023, Russia had displaced or deported at
least 19 546 unaccompanied Ukrainian children. This is an official figure provided by the
Ukrainian government’s ‘Children of War' portal at childrenofwar.gov.ua which also lists
statistics on killed, maimed, missed, found, returned and abused children'®. However, this
daily updated statistic includes only those children on whom information has been provided
to the government by relatives, witnesses or local authorities regarding a child’'s deportation
to Russia or forcible transfer within the Russian-occupied parts of Ukraine and where such
evidence is already undergoing verification'®. Presumably, the real figure is considerably
higher.

A broad variety of estimates on the number of overall deportations has been circulating since
2022. In a June 2023 interview, Daria Herasymchuk, Ukraine’s Presidential Commissioner
for Children’s Rights and Child Rehabilitation, rejected a staggering number published by
Russian authorities of 744 000 allegedly illegally ‘evacuated’ Ukrainian children. Ukraine’s
Children Rights Commissioner estimated instead that there could be up to 200-300 000
deported and forcibly removed children?. This number and estimates of similar magnitude by
Ukrainian officials also include accompanied minors who were transferred by force to Russia
with their legal guardians.

14 Embassy of Ukraine to Ireland, ‘On illegal adoption of the orphaned children of Ukrainian nationality in
Crimea’, News, 17 October 2014; Crimean Human Rights Group, ‘lllegal deportation of Ukrainian citizens from
Crimea by Russian Federation', Working session 11: Humanitarian issues and other commitments, Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 19 September 2017: ‘For more than three years, Ukraine has not
been able to obtain information from the Russian Federation on the fate of more than 4,000 orphans who were
in orphanages in Crimea at the time of the occupation. It is known that in October 2014 several children were
taken from Crimea and moved to the families of Russian citizens in the framework of the Train of Hope project.
However, the Russian authorities refuse to give Ukraine any information about the fate of moved children and
those who remained in Crimea’.

15 See for instance Y. loffe, ‘Forcibly Transferring Ukrainian Children to the Russian Federation: A
Genocide?’, Journal of Genocide Research, 2023.

16  Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, ‘The forcible transfer and ‘russification’ of Ukrainian
children shows evidence of genocide, says PACE', News, 28 April 20283.

17  See for instance Ukrinform, ‘Bring Back Kids UA movement launched in Ukraine to return deported
children’ [B Ykpaini sanouatkysanu pyx Bring Back Kids UA 3a noBepHeHHs aenoptoBaHux aiteii - 3apisra), Ukrinform,
15 May 2023.

18  Ukrainian Government, ‘Children of War', Ukrainian Government Children Affected by the War Tracker,
2023.

19 L. Solomko, ‘Thousands of deported and abducted Ukrainian children are hostages in the hands of Russia.
What are the mechanisms for their release”?’ Voice of America, 17 March 2023.

20 D. Herasymchuk, op. cit.
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Apparently, Moscow has deliberately circulated an exaggerated estimate of ‘evacuated’
children, which is designed to blur the difference between potentially genocidal deportation
and russification of Ukrainian children, along with other forms of transfer of Ukrainian minors
and teenagers to Russia. If not simply taken out of the blue, the figure of 744 000 could,
for instance, include children of Ukrainian labour migrants in Russia. Such dilution of crimes
committed by Russia via statistical hyperbole is meant to obfuscate the nature, scale and
intentions of Russian human rights violations.

The displaced or deported unaccompanied Ukrainian children can be separated into the
following categories:

‘Children of war’ in a more literal sense are minors or juveniles who for different reasons
have been left alone during the fighting. Unaccompanied children have been collected by
Russian officials and activists from the frontline or occupied Ukrainian territories.

Some children’s parents or relatives have been persuaded by Russian agents (officials,
activists, collaborators, etc.) to send their offspring to Russian summer camps or other
recreational centres. After an agreed recreation period, many have been kept for longer
and/or transported elsewhere.

Since 2014, underage orphans and other minors living in Ukrainian children’s homes
have been systematically displaced or deported by the Russian authorities. As many

as 3 855 children from Ukrainian institutions had, according to the Regional Centre for
Human Rights (RCHR), been deported or displaced by September 20232, It should be
noted that, according to the Ukrainian Child Rights Network (UCRN), less than 10 % of
minors and teenagers in Ukrainian children’s homes are genuine orphans, i. e. have no
living parent®2.

Some Ukrainian children have been separated from their parents in so-called ‘filtration
camps’ along the frontline®s.

From all four categories, most of these illegally transferred Ukrainian non-accompanied
children have close relatives or other legal guardians. Some of the latter live in the
government-controlled areas of Ukraine whereas others are themselves externally displaced
and live abroad. In the vast majority of cases, neither the relatives nor any relevant Ukrainian
governmental authorities have given explicit permission for Russia’'s permanent transfers of
these unaccompanied children.

21 UN, ‘Deportation, Treatment of Ukraine's Children by Russian Federation Take Centre Stage by Many
Delegates at Security Council Briefing: Delegate Questions Moscow’s Position in International Community
Once Conflict Ends’, United Nations Meetings Cover and Press Releases, SC/15395, 24 August 2023.

22 Interview with Daria Kasyanova, Ukrainian Child Rights Network (UCRN), Kyiv, 5 September 2023.
23  Ukrinform, 5 May 2023, op. cit.
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In February 2023, the Yale School of Public Health's Humanitarian (YSPH) Research
Laboratory published the following graph (Figure 1) illustrating two pathways for the forcible
Russian transfer of Ukrainian children and their rare return to legal guardians.

Figure 1: A child’s journey through Russia’s system of re-education camps and
adoption

Source: YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab, 2023.

Certain children’'s camps in Russia are advertised as ‘integration programmes’ for Ukrainian
children. By the end of 2022, at least 32 of 43 such camps had been identified by the YSPH
as engaged in systematic political re-education. The YSPH report published in February
2023 stated that ‘[tjwo facilities were associated with the deportation of orphans’?*: a
psychiatric hospital and a family centre. 41 summer camps were either in Russian-occupied
Crimea or Russia itself: ‘12 were clustered around the Black Sea, 7 are on Crimea, and 10
are located around Moscow, Kazan and Yekaterinburg' 11 camps are located more than 500
miles from Ukraine's border with Russia, including 2 in Siberia and 1 in the Magadan region
of Russia’s Far East near the Pacific Ocean®.

According to the RCHR, during the first nine months of 2023, ‘Russia not only did not stop
but escalated its efforts to “re-educate” Ukrainian children. [There were] 85 cases involving
the transportation of 8 254 Ukrainian children to summer camps or sanatoriums between
May and September 2023. This network of facilities has notably expanded in comparison
to 2022. Some of them are operating under the tutelage of President Putin himself, for
instance, the “Okean” (Ocean) camp in Vladivostok, located 9 000 kilometres away from the

24 YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab, ‘Russia’s systematic programme for the re-education and adoption of
children from Ukraine’, Conflict Observatory, 2023.

25 YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab, op. cit.
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children’s homes. There are now 46 such camps in Russia, 7 more camps on the territory of
occupied Crimea [also identified by the YSPH] and at least 4 such institutions in Belarus'?®.

In November 2023, the YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab published a follow-up report
specifically on Belarus’ participation in the Russian deportation programme detailing that
more than 2 400 children from Ukraine aged between six and 17 years old have been taken
to 13 facilities across Belarus since 24 February 202227. The YSPH report further specified
that ‘[m]ore than 2,000 children [...] were transported to the Dubrava children’s centre in
Belarus’ Minsk region between September 2022 and May 2023, [...] while 392 children
were taken to 12 other facilities. [...] Transports to Belarus through Russia were “ultimately
coordinated” between Russian President Vladimir Putin and Belarus leader Alexander
Lukashenko [...]. Lukashenko approved the use of state organizations to transport children
from Ukraine to Belarus and finance their transportation. Once in Belarus, children have been
subjected to military training and re-education [...]. It is unclear how many of the children
identified by Yale's research remain in Belarus'®.

1.3 Russian Legislation and Actors Involved in Deportations

While there had already been forcible transfers of children in the period 2014-2021, a
systematic and mass campaign started in early 2022 as part of large civilian deportations
from the Donbas to Russia. It accelerated further after 24 February 2022 within Moscow’s
so-called ‘special military operation’ (i.e. full-scale war) in Ukraine. For instance, on 26 April
2022, according to Russia's so-called Commissioner for Children’s Rights, Maria Lvova-
Belova, 27 alleged orphans from Donbas were officially transferred to Russian families?®. This
was done without permission by Ukrainian authorities, but instead by ‘political consent’ from
the so-called Lugansk People’'s Republic (LPR) and Donetsk People's Republic (DPR). At
that point in time, these pseudo-republics had just been recognised as ‘states’ by Moscow
and were still waiting to be annexed to Russia which happened five months later.

Various new legal acts were adopted by Russia to facilitate the russification and assimilation
of Ukrainian children. Among the first such regulations were: the Russian Government
Resolution No. 348 in March 2022 on the integration of Ukrainian children from the so-
called LPR and DPR into Russian society®’; the Russian Ministry of Education Decree No.
AB-631/05 of March 2022 which aimed at identifying and re-educating deported children
with poor Russian language skills®'; and amendments to the 2019 Russian President'’s

26 Communication with Kateryna Rashevska, RCHR, 16 October 2023.

27 YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab, ‘Belarus’s Involvement in Russia’'s Systematic Relocation of Ukraine's
Children’, Conflict Observatory, 2023.

28 A. Deutsch, ‘Thousands of Ukrainian children taken to Belarus - Yale research’, Reuters, 17 November
2023.

29 K. Rashevska, ‘Operation Repatriation: How to return Ukrainian children forcibly deported by Russia?
[Onepaluis “penatpiaLis”: sk MOBEPHYTU MPUMYCOBO AeMNOPTOBaHUX POCIE YKpaiHCbKuX Aitei?], Higher
School of Advocacy, 16 June 2022.

30 ‘On the procedure for coordinating activities in the field of general education, secondary vocational
education and relevant additional vocational education, vocational training, additional education of children and
adults, education, guardianship and care of minors, social support and social protection in relation to persons
originating from the territories of the DPR and LPR!’

31 ‘On sending methodological recommendations on secondary vocational education and preparation for the
final state certification of citizens accepted by transfer to educational organisations of the Russian Federation
from educational organisations of the DPR, LPR and Ukraine.’
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Decrees Numbers 183 and 18732 in May 2022 which simplified the procedure to obtain
Russian citizenship for Ukrainian children without parental care®®. After these and a number
of further executive acts, on 18 March 2023 the State Duma passed a law allowing easier
withdrawal of Ukrainian citizenship from children under 14 years®4. These revisions have led
to a situation in which, according to a report from the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe/Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR),
children 'have virtually no say in the whole process [of citizenship change] and the same is
true for their parents or other (original) legal guardians in cases, where children are separated
from them'®,

A range of Russian governmental bodies participate in the deportation and adoption
process, with Children Commissioner Lvova-Belova playing a coordinating role. Granting of
Russian citizenship entitles adopted children to ‘social guarantees’, in other words access
to governmental subsidies. This creates financial incentives for potential adopters®. Under
the Russian Family Code, adopted children are equal in status to their parents’ own children.
Russian adoptions ‘may entail the change of the name, surname and the date and place of
birth of the child. It is guided by the principle of secrecy, due to which there is not, and there
cannot be, any database of adopted children’®”. This makes it difficult to establish Russia-
adopted Ukrainian children’s status and their relatives in Ukraine®®.

At one point, the Russian government responded to international criticism in 2022 concerning
some of the deported children claiming that they have been merely placed in foster care rather
than offered for adoption with Russian families®. Yet, the plausibility or, at least, continued
validity of such rebuttals is questionable. It is known that, since 2014, numerous orphans
from occupied Crimea and Donbas forcibly transferred to Russia had not only been put
under foster care, but also adopted by Russian citizens*'.

In February 2023, YPSH identified dozens of federal, regional and local officials involved in the
operational as well as political implementation of Russia’s child deportation and russification

32 ‘On determining, for humanitarian purposes, the categories of persons entitled to apply for Russian
citizenship under a simplified procedure’, and ‘On certain categories of foreign citizens and stateless persons
entitled to apply for Russian citizenship under a simplified procedure.’

33 V. Bilkova, C. Hellestveit and E. Steinerte, ‘Report on Violations 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 to the Russian Federation’, OSCE, 4 May 2023, p. 19.

34 Federal Law ‘On peculiarities of the legal status of citizens of the Russian Federation who have citizenship
of Ukraine.’

35 V. Bilkova, C. Hellestveit and E. Steinerte, op. cit., p. 20.

36 Interview with Kateryna Rashevska, RCHR, Kyiv, 5 September 2023.
37 V. Bilkova, C. Hellestveit and E. Steinerte, op. cit., p. 18.

38 K. Rashevska, op. cit.

39 Russian Foreign Affairs Ministry, ‘Unreliable information from the US Department of State', Press Service,
12 September 2023; I. Balachuk, ‘Russian Children’s Commissioner says orphan from Mariupol who wanted to
go home was not allowed to leave Russia’, Ukrainska Pravda, 4 April 2023.

40 Communication with Kateryna Rashevska, RCHR, 16 October 2023.
41 Embassy of Ukraine to Ireland, op. cit.; V. Bilkova, C. Hellestveit and E. Steinerte, op. cit.,, p. 19.

Russia’s Forcible Transfers of Unaccompanied Ukrainian ChildrenResponses from Ukraine, the EU and Beyond


https://www.osce.org/odihr/542751
https://www.osce.org/odihr/542751
https://www.osce.org/odihr/542751
https://mid.ru/en/press_service/articles_and_rebuttals/rebuttals/nedostovernie-publikacii/1904143/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2023/04/4/7396367/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2023/04/4/7396367/

programme*?. Activities of these officials include: logistic coordination; fundraising; providing
supplies; managing children’s camps; as well as promotion of the russification campaign within
Russia and the occupied areas of Ukraine. By early 2023, ‘at least 12 of these individuals
had not yet been put on US and/or international sanctions lists™3. Crucial decision-makers
and their official functions in implementing the resettlement, re-education and adoption of
Ukrainian children are listed in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Senior leadership involved in systematic relocation, re-education and adoption of
Ukrainian children

Source: YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab, 202344,

2. Reaction to Deportations in Ukraine and Abroad

2.1 Official Statements and Actions of Ukraine on Deportations

Ukraine has addressed the forcible transfers through various public statements and diplomatic
channels. On 8 April 2022, the country’s then Commissioner for Human Rights Liudmyla
Denisova alerted the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Global
Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions. At that time over 121 000 children had been
transferred from Ukraine — mainly with their families from the Donbas*. As this practice
continued and accelerated, Ukrainian officials have made more and more statements on
the issue and addressed particular persons. On the one hand, the latter included Ukrainian

42 YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab, op. cit.
43 YSPH Humanitarian Research Lab, op. cit.

44  This picture distinguishes between state-enforced deportation into Russia, on the one side, and state-
organised organised displacement within Ukraine’s occupied territories, on the other. It lists only select officials
involved in the forcible transfers implemented by hundreds of Russian civil servants and activists.

45 T. Fedosiuk, op. cit.
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relatives of illegally transferred children*®, and on the other hand Russian foster or adopting
families possibly unaware of their involvement in an international crime*’. In March 2023,
Ukraine’s Vice Prime Minister Iryna Vereshchuk appealed unsuccessfully to Moscow:

‘| am publicly addressing the Russian Ombudswoman Tatyana Moskalkova and
the Russian Ombudswoman for Children’s Rights Maria Lvova-Belova. | propose
to immediately hand over to the Ukrainian side the lists of all orphans and child-
ren deprived of parental care who: (1) as of 24 February 2022 were citizens of
Ukraine, up to and including the age of 18, (2) are currently in the temporarily oc-
cupied territories of Ukraine, (3) were transferred from the temporarily occupied
territories of Ukraine to the Russian territory'*®.

Since the second half of 2022, Ukrainian criticism has become increasingly targeted at
multilateral institutions and foreign partners. Especially those international organisations
tasked with preventing and reversing forcible transfers of children are branded by Kyiv as
insufficiently active and effective. In November 2022, the Head of Ukraine's Presidential
Office, Andriy Yermak, criticised the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC):
‘unfortunately, due to the very passive position of international organisations, in particular the
ICRC, we are not able to fix the exact number of our children and where they are’°.

On 19 May 20283, Virginia Gamba, Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General
for Children and Armed Conflict, met with Lvov-Belova — then already wanted by the ICC
— in Moscow and talked with her about the deportation of Ukrainian children. Gamba was
heavily criticised for this meeting not only by Ukrainian commentators but also — as noted
in Ukraine — by the US State Department®®. Despite Gamba's meeting with Lvov-Belova
and the absence of any concrete results, in 2023, the UN'’s so-called ‘list of shame’ — the
Secretary-General's yearly ‘Children and Armed Conflict’ report to the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA), published shortly after Gamba's trip to Moscow — did not mention the
mass Russian deportation and displacement of unaccompanied and accompanied Ukrainian
children®'.

In May 2023, Ukraine's parliament called ‘on the institutions of the CoE and the EU, the
OSCE in Europe, the UNCRC, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, the UN Children’s Fund [UNICEF], the International
Organization for Migration and the ICRC to intensify their work on developing international

46  Ukrinform, ‘Deportation of children: the Ombudsman told where to turn to relatives and friends [[Qenoprauis
niTel: oMmbyacMaH posnosis, kyau 3eeptatucs pigHum i 6rmsskum]’, Ukrinform, 1 February 2023.

47  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine, ‘Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine on the
deportation of Ukrainian citizens from Kherson and Zaporizhzhia regions by Russia [3assa M3C Ykpainu wopao
nenopTauii Pocieto ykpaiHcbkix rpomaasH 3 XepcoHebkoi Ta 3anopisbkoi obnacteit], Press Release, 2022,

48 |. Vereshchuk, ‘Deputy PM Vereshchuk appeals to Russian commissioners to provide lists of Ukrainian
orphans’, The New Voice of Ukraine, 19 March 2023.

49 | Sitnikova, ‘Yermak criticises ICRC for passive stance on abduction of Ukrainian children by occupants
[Epmak poskpuTukyBas MKUYX 3a nacyeHy noauLilo 1WOA0 BUKpaAEHHA oKynaHTamu ykpaiHcbkux aiteid], Hromadske, 9
November 2022.

50 European Pravda, ‘US State Department concerned over UN official's meeting with Russian Children’s
Rights Commission’, Ukrainska Pravda, 25 May 2023.

51  Communication with Kateryna Rashevska, RCHR, 16 October 2023; UNGA, ‘Children and armed
conflict: Report of the Secretary-General', General Assembly Security Council Seventy-seventh session,
A/77/895-S/2023/363, 5 June 2023.
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mechanisms for the identification, return and reunification of abducted and forcibly deported
children, protection of interests, return of abducted and forcibly deported children home and
reunification with their families’?. In the same month, President Zelenskyy publicly asked
‘the Vatican to join Ukraine's efforts to return Ukrainian children illegally and forcibly taken to
Russia, de facto abducted’®.

As the child deportations continued and only very few of them were reversed, the Ukrainian
government has launched various initiatives. These include the Centre of National Resistance
collecting, inter alia, information on illegal displacement; the Child Rights Protection Centre;
Bring Kids Back UA programme; as well as Coordination Council on Child Protection and
Safety under the President of Ukraine chaired by Presidential Office Head Yermak. The Bring
Kids Back UA Action Plan unites efforts by Ukrainian government agencies, international
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) as well as concerned citizens. According
to Commissioner Herasymchuk, this programme aims to: return and reintegrate Ukrainian
children deported by Russia; develop family forms of upbringing for orphaned children;
record crimes; promote inter-parliamentary cooperation; and communicate with the public®.
However, by autumn 2023, less than 400 children of the so far almost 20 000 officially
registered displaced or deported children had been returned to government-controlled
territory within Ukraine®®.

2.2 Ukrainian Non-governmental Assessments and Initiatives

A range of NGOs have become engaged in the documentation, prevention and reversal of
Russian state-organised displacements and state-enforced deportations of Ukrainian children.
The Save Ukraine Foundation founded by Mykola Kuleba, Ukraine'’s former Commissioner
for Children's Rights, the Ukrainian section of the international network SOS Children's
Villages and RCHR are among organisations advocating, preparing or managing the
return of deported children. On 25 February 2022, a large coalition of NGOs under the
name ‘Ukraine: At Five in the Morning’ was launched. It brings together 31 NGOs as well
as some individual experts documenting Russia's war crimes and crimes against humanity.
It seeks protection or justice for victims through various national and international legal
mechanisms. In January 2023, the coalition published its report ‘Deportation of Ukrainian
citizens from the territory of active hostilities or from the temporarily occupied territory of
Ukraine to the territory of the Russia and the Republic of Belarus’ in Kyiv®.

52 Press Service of the Verkhovna Rada, 2023, ‘The Vice-Speaker Olena Kondratiuk addressed the National
Council and invited the President of Slovakia to become an ambassador for the return of abducted Ukrainian
children’, Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 29 March 2023.

53 B. Skavron, ‘Zelensky drew the Pope's attention to the abduction of children in Ukraine by the aggressor
state [BEJIEHCbKWW 3BEPHYB YBATY MAMU PUMCBKOIO HA BUKPAOEHHSA B YKPAIHI OITEV OEPXABOO-
ArPECOPKOIO]', TSN, 13 May 2023.

54 President, ‘The President got acquainted with the plan to return children illegally deported by Russia Bring
Kids Back UA and took part in the opening of the Centre for the Protection of Children’s Rights [MpesnaeHT
03HaNoOMMBCS 3 MIIaHOM MOBEPHEHHST HE3aKOHHO AernopTtosaHux Pocieto aiten Bring Kids Back UA Ta B3sB y4acTtb y
BigkpuTTi LieHTpy 3axucty npas gutunn], President of Ukraine, 31 May 2023.

55 ’Help us trace and bring back home the forcefully deported children of Ukraine’, Bring Kids Back UA,
2023.

56 Media Center Ukraine, ‘How Russia steals children and illegally moves Ukrainian citizens: Presentation of
the analytical report of the Coalition ‘Ukraine. Five in the Morning’ [Ak pocis kpaae aiTeit Ta HE3aKOHHO NepemilLye
rpoMaasH Ykpaiu: npeseHTauis aHanitniHoro 3sity Koaniuii «Ykpaina. M'ata panky»], Ukrinform, 16 January 2023.
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An example illustrating another type of civic response to the illegal displacements and
deportations is KibOrg. This is a project involving journalists and information technology
specialists who investigate Russian crimes in Ukraine, expose collaborators and debunk
Russian fakes. As an example, KibOrg managed to gain access to the occupational
database ‘Children of Donbas' with information about: abductions; transfer of children's
personal files to Russian citizens; forced ‘passportisation’; and local collaboration®’.

2.3 Foreign Actions in Response to Deportations

International public awareness of Russia's mass deportation of children has risen only
slowly. Following the large-scale invasion, it initially became a topic of attention in East-
Central Europe. On 25 May 2022, for instance, the ministers responsible for social policies
of Ukraine, Estonia, the Czech Republic, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia issued a
joint open statement condemning Russia’s illegal deportations and related violations of
international law®®. On 1 July 2022, global human rights organisations called for a moratorium
on inter-country adoptions of Ukrainian children in line both with the Ukrainian government'’s

approach and international law. By early March 2023, it had been signed by 43 international
NGOs®®.

In September 2022, the European Parliament (EP) adopted a resolution calling upon Russia,
inter alia, to:

‘immediately cease [...] all forced transfers of children to the Russian-occupied
territories and the Russian Federation, as well as any inter-country adoptions of
children transferred from Ukraine’s entire internationally recognised territory; [...]
repeal all legislation facilitating the adoption of Ukrainian children; [...] immediately
provide information about the names, whereabouts and well-being of all Ukrainians
detained or deported, and allow and enable the safe return of all Ukrainian civilians,
including children; [...] immediately grant international organisations such as the
OHCHR [Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights] and
UNICEF access to all Ukrainian children who have been forcefully deported to the
Russian-occupied territories and Russia; [and] ensure the safety and well-being
of Ukrainian children while in Russia and in the Russian-occupied territories, and
to protect them from the dangers arising from the war and its consequences’®.

Being one of the first such significant foreign declarations, the EP resolution was appreciated

57 KibOrg, ‘Minihysterial ministers: who is involved in the abduction of children in Luhansk region’ [Mivictepku-
MIHICTEPBU: XTO NMPUYETHUI A0 BUKpadeHHs aiteii Ha MyraHwmi], KIBORG, 20 July 2023; KibOrg, ‘Donbas
Children Database: Who is involved in the abduction of children in Mariupol [Basa ganux «[itn loH6acy»: xTo
NpUYeTHUIA Ao BUKpadeHsb aiter y Mapiynoni], KIBORG, 22 August 2023.

58 Ukraine Ministry of Social Policy, ‘Maryna Lazebna together with ministers from 6 EU countries issued a
joint statement condemning the illegal actions of the Russian Federation against children in Ukraine [Mapuna
JlasebHa pasom 3 miHicTpamu 6 kpaiH €C 3BepHYNNCh 3 CMiNbHOK 3asIBOK0 NPO 3aCyAKEHHSI HE3aKOHHMWX i POCIACHKOT

59 Human Rights Watch, ‘Joint statement on the forcible transfer, deportation, and adoption of children from
Ukraine by Russia’, Reliefweb, 2023.

60 EP, Joint Motion For A Resolution on human rights violations in the context of the forced deportation of
Ukrainian civilians to and the forced adoption of Ukrainian children in Russia), 2022/2825(RSP), 14 September
2022.
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in Ukraine as reflecting the government'’s position and demands at the time®'. In a February
2023 resolution, the EP went further and stated that transferring children from one group
to another constitutes the crime of genocide®2. As mentioned above, this classification was
also supported by the Parliamentary Assembly of the CoE in April 2023 and duly noted in
Ukraine®. The term ‘genocide’ was not, though, used in a parallel OSCE/ODIHR report which
instead spoke of ‘crimes against humanity’ — a nuance noted in the Ukrainian government’s
comment to the report®.

Shortly after, in April 2023 Russia used an informal UN procedure to spread disinformation
concerning its child transfers. In explicit reaction to Moscow’s action, a Joint Statement’
was signed by the EU together with 22 other states®. The multilateral declaration stated,
inter alia, that: ‘We unequivocally condemn the actions of Russia in Ukraine, in particular the
forced deportation of Ukrainian children, as well as other serious violations against children
committed by Russian forces in Ukraine®®.

On 1 June 2023, International Children’s Day, 23 foreign diplomatic missions in Ukraine issued
a joint statement on Russia’s forced deportation of Ukrainian children which concluded: ‘We
will hold Russia accountable for its illegal and barbaric actions in Ukraine!’®”. On 18 August
2023, the Presidential Commissioner for Children’s Rights Daria Herasymchuk, UN Resident
Coordinator in Ukraine Denise Brown and UNICEF Representative Murat Shahin signed a
joint preventive plan to stop gross violations of children’s rights in the context of Russia’s
armed aggression against Ukraine®®.

In July 20283, the Advisor to the Head of the Office of the President of Ukraine Mykhailo
Podolyak indicated that Riad and Ankara were negotiating with Moscow the return of Ukrainian
children®®. In October 2028, the Financial Times confirmed that Tirkiye and Saudi Arabia

61 See for instance I. Lysohor, ‘European Parliament condemns deportation and forced adoption of Ukrainian
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62 European Parliament, ‘Resolution of 16 February 2023 on one year of Russia's invasion and war of
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had already been engaged for some months in negotiations with Russia on the repatriation of
Ukrainian children. The Emirate of Qatar also engaged in informal diplomacy and achieved
in autumn 2023 a repatriation of four children from Russia to Ukraine™'.

3 Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

3.1 Assessment of Current Initiatives: Almost no Repatriations

In addition to the documents quoted in this report, further announcements, declarations,
resolutions, protests and the like now constitute an impressive body of texts with clear
messages, unequivocal aims and resolute formulations. These statements stem not only
from Ukrainian stakeholders, but also other governmental bodies and NGOs as well as
international and EU institutions, including the EP. However, despite such comprehensive
condemnation, by 10 October 2023 only 386 Ukrainian deported children had been returned
from Russia’2. Thousands of unaccompanied Ukrainian minors remain in Russia or Russia-
occupied territory without their legal guardians. As mentioned above, the longer they stay
away from their homes and families, the more painful, complicated and questionable their
future repatriation becomes.

Occasionally, there has been select Russian governmental cooperation in the return
of certain Ukrainian children. For propagandistic purposes, a video of a Ukrainian family
reunion in Russia was, for instance, circulated; the tape prominently featured Lvova-Belova
who took credit for the successful action”. However, despite many appeals to the Russian
government, no transparent procedure, mechanism, or algorithm for enacting family reunions
and child repatriations has been established™.

Not only has bilateral communication on the issue been unsuccessful. Attempts at finding
solutions within multilateral formats and by international organisations have to date also been
ineffective. Ukraine'’s Children’s Rights Commissioner Herasymchuk complained: ‘the ICRC
should be the organisation that would be the first to be on the spot and save people, but
unfortunately, in practice in Ukraine, this did not work'”®.

Oddly, instead of preventing and reversing forcible transfers, the Belarusian Red Cross
Society (BRCS), a member of the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies, has participated in the deportation of Ukrainian children to Belarus’®.

Federation — Podolyak [Ykpaina 3a qonomoroto TpeTix kpaiH HamaraeTbcs NOBepHyTM AiTelt, BukpageHux P® —
Moponsik], UNIAN News Agency, 19 July 2023.
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72  Ukrainian Government, op. cit.
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[OHK nomorna BepHyTb peberka 6abywike ¢ YkpauHbi], Telegram, 3 September 2023.; Russian Government, op. cit.
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2023.
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Dzmitry Shautsou, the BRCS'’s Secretary General, publicly boasted about these activities
after which the BRCS was sharply criticised from many sides including the ICRC"?. In a
television report of the governmental Belarus 1 TV channel, Shautsou rejected this criticism
and defended his organisation’s involvement in the removals from the occupied territories of
Ukraine to Belarus as a humanitarian action in the interests of the deported children.

3.2 Recommended Actions for the EU and International Organisations

Until more responsible governments come to power in Russia and Belarus, massive
multilateral and multidirectional action is needed to affect swift and tangible change. National
and transnational actors must move from verbal interventions to result-oriented action. A
combined plan of public pressure as well as informal and backchannel diplomacy should
pave the way for returning a maximum number of Ukrainian children home as soon as
possible. The following recommendations start with some general suggestions after which
possible measures by the EP, the EU and its Member States are outlined — in line with ‘The
EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child and the European Child Guarantee' (EU, 2022) and
other EU documents™.

As a comprehensive and public solution to the issue of collaboration with Moscow is
currently impossible, a worldwide blaming and shaming campaign by national governments
and parliaments, international organisations and human rights watchdogs in cooperation
with media outlets as well as social networks is overdue. Increasing public statements by all
concerned actors for worldwide circulation should be undertaken in parallel with diplomatic
attempts to reunite Ukrainian children with their families. Initial results in this regard, albeit
minor, have been achieved and show that attaining Russian cooperation in informally
organised repatriation is possible®. Following these examples, further mediation by non-
North Atlantic Alliance governments, for instance, of Asia and/or non-Western NGOs, such
as international relief, religious and labour organisations should be supported®'.

In June 2023, Ukraine's Presidential Office Head Andrii Yermak announced that the Vatican's
assistance as an intermediary is being sought: ‘we will welcome the efforts and will be happy
if the representative of the Holy See can help us releasing prisoners from Russian captivity
and returning home illegally deported Ukrainian children’®2. These forays have so far been
unsuccessful yet should be continued. Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) with
ties to the Catholic Church and other religious organisations, including national Orthodox
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AP News, 19 July 2023.

78 ATN, ‘Stories of Donbas Children: Impressions from Belarus. Main broadcast’, ATN: news of Belarus and
the world, 23 July 2023 [video deleted by now].

79  Council of the European Union, ‘Council conclusions on the fight against impunity regarding crimes
committed in connection with Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine’, 15237/22, 29 November 2022.

80 A. Mills, op. cit.; Reuters, op. cit.
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be on the return of children who are not only victims of Russia’s genocidal policies but also its witnesses.

The latter circumstance may be an additional reason why Moscow and Russian families are reluctant to

return deported and, perhaps, already adopted Ukrainian children to Ukraine. Interview with Roman Romanoyv,
International Renaissance Foundation at Kyiv, Skype, 5 October 2023.
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Christian churches, should explore possibilities to start dialogues with the Russian Orthodox
Church, Spiritual Assembly of Muslims of Russia and other officially recognised Russian
religious organisations to facilitate the return of Ukrainian children from Russia.

Diplomatic efforts from other states such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia or Tiirkiye (see Section
2.3) can also serve as models for similar attempts in the future. EU Delegations and
Member States’ embassies across the world should consult with successful mediators
about their experiences. Further such activities should be supported and the willingness and
capability of additional non-Western governments and organisations to function as informal
intermediaries between Russian authorities and Ukrainian families for enabling repatriations
explored. Among observers in Kyiv, there are also hopes that, for Russia, relevant countries
such as Kazakhstan, India or South Africa can — within structures such as the Eurasian
Economic Union or BRICS group — help to mediate a return of deported children to Ukraine.
The example of multilateral negotiations leading to the Black Sea Grain Initiative is mentioned
as perhaps a relevant model®3. Some experts suggest that a country or group of countries
should be officially designated as third-party facilitator, possibly with a mandate from the
UNGA?®*. EU Member States’ diplomats should explore the appointment of such a mediating
state or coalition via the UN, OSCE or another governmental organisation to which Russia
is still a party.

Within the naming and shaming blaming approach referred to earlier, the RCHR has
suggested that, instead of merely mentioning Russia’'s mass deportation of children in
generic humanitarian or political declarations, official ad hoc documents specifically
demanding the repatriation of Ukrainian children should be adopted and publicised®. The
UNGA, international parliamentary assemblies and as many national parliaments as possible
should do so. This would follow the examples of respective statements by the EP as well as
the Parliamentary Assembly of the CoE®®, and, on a national level, by the US Senate in June
2023 and Slovakia’s parliament in March 2023%. The Slovak National Council’s adoption of
a separate declaration condemning Russian crimes against Ukrainian children and women
has been acknowledged by the Ukrainian parliament®e.

EU officials and diplomats should support a joint initiative of the UN's EU members for
an adoption, by the UNGA, of an ad hoc resolution solely devoted to Ukrainian children
captured by Russia. Such a resolution text should demand from the Russian government in
the most direct terms the repatriation of all forcibly displaced or deported Ukrainian children
to Ukraine. It should also require an immediate end to all involuntary transfers of Ukrainian

83 Interview with Kateryna Rashevska, RCHR, Kyiv, 5 September 2023.
84 Interview with Roman Romanoy, International Renaissance Foundation at Kyiv, Skype, 5 October 2023.
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npasosaxucHnus], Regional Center for Human Rights, 2023.
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civilians, including unaccompanied Ukrainian minors and teenagers, within the Russia-
occupied territories and to Russia. In addition, MEPs should suggest to their colleagues at
home the formulation and adoption of respective national parliamentary declarations, as well
as raise the question of respective multilateral resolutions initiated by their home country’s
delegations to inter-parliamentary assembilies.

EP committees and political groups can initiate further actions to bring more public attention
to the fate of deported children and their families following the example of an EP workshop on
13 November 2023%. These could include open hearings within EP and national parliaments
premises with relatives of deported Ukrainian children who are willing to express their views
and feelings publicly. Individual MEPs may consider announcing sponsorships for certain
deported children and their families if desired and welcomed by them. Special conferences
in Brussels, Strasbourg or at other significant locations could bring together Ukrainian civil
society groups, activists from EU Member States and international governmental as well as
non-governmental organizations specialising in child protection. They should also include
media representatives.

Furthermore, the RCHR has suggested that agreements between Ukraine and willing
partners should be concluded on cooperation in repatriation; the list of currently sanctioned
Russian persons involved in deportations should be expanded and means of influencing
already sanctioned figures be extended; new arrest warrants modelled on those against
Putin and Lvova-Belova should be issued by the ICC; new crimes should be added to
those listed in the existing warrants; and frozen Russian assets should be confiscated and
reprofiled for the needs of children who have become victims of illegal deportation and
forced displacement®. An additional EP resolution detailing such and similar proposals
specifying their implementation and suggesting concrete measures to the EU's various
organs and Member States should be adopted. Limitations on Russian officials involved in
the deportation and assimilation of Ukrainian children should become a prominent feature
in EU sanctions packages®'. EU sanctions related to the deportation and assimilation of
Ukrainian children should be extended to Russian NGOs, companies, schools, universities,
professional organisations and so on participating — often openly and even demonstratively
— in the deportation and russification efforts®2.

MEPs and EU officials should use their influence and voices to demand a more active, clear
and visible stance of international organisations designed to reduce the suffering of civilians
and children during violent conflict. The ICRC, UNICEF, UNCRC and similar structures are
co-funded by EU Member States. These organisations — in Kyiv's opinion — show insufficient
resistance, continued meekness and public softness regarding Russia’s mass displacement
and deportation of Ukrainian children, which needs to be brought to an end as a matter of
urgency.

Further RCHR suggestions for steps to be taken by interested actors throughout the
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world, in cooperation with Ukrainian specialised organisations, include: expanding lists
of confirmed and presumably deported children; transferring these lists for verification to
Russia via relevant international organisations or third states; identifying locations within
and outside Ukraine for the temporary placement of returned children to Ukraine with their
relatives or other authorised carers; requesting Russia to return deported Ukrainian children
and coordinating this process with the participation of relevant international organisations or
third states®®. For instance, international experience, according to the UCRN, suggests that
‘children hubs’ can be created in third countries, namely outside Ukraine and Russia. There,
deported children can meet with their Ukrainian guardians (legally authorised relatives and
other carers) as well as child psychologists. There they would have the opportunity and time
to contemplate and decide for themselves about their future®. MEPs and EU officials could
initiate the creation of such hubs for family reunions and transitory periods in East-Central
European EU Member States.

The formal legal consequences of deportations to Russia will often be graver than those
of displacements within the occupied territories of Ukraine when, for instance, they lead to
adoption. Notwithstanding, as long as Ukraine's occupied territories are not liberated, forcible
removals of Ukrainian children into Russia proper may sometimes be easier to reverse than
illegal transfers within the parts of Ukraine captured by Russia. Russian rudimentary rule of
law and civil society function better within Russia than in the Ukrainian territories annexed by
Russia in 2014 and 2022. Against this background, MEPs and EU officials should attempt
to use remaining public or private connections — usually initiated before 2014 — to Russian
governmental and non-governmental organisations to facilitate the location, identification,
and repatriation of Ukrainian children deported to Russia.

3.3 Recommended Actions for Research and Investigative Authorities

Ukraine's Children Rights Commissioner Herasymchuk stated in June 2023:

‘One of the biggest problems with the return of children is not knowing who we
are looking for. [...] A second problem is that we don't know where they are.
It is very difficult to find them. Russia is doing everything to hide them. They
immediately give children Russian citizenship, constantly move them around or
give them to Russian families for upbringing, changing their names. They also
have a strong influence on children’s minds. So even after spending only a few
months in Russia, children return with great psychological trauma’®.

A lack of solid information on the identity and fate of displaced and deported children
constitutes a major challenge. Much of the relevant data on Russian displacements and
deportations is currently not easily collectible. The possible engagement of Russian
researchers inside Russia and the occupied territories in Ukraine to find transferred children
and identify destinations of displacements and deportations entails personal risks for such
investigators. This would especially be the case if such research were funded by Western
governmental and NGOs.

However, archival and field research in the government-controlled parts of Ukraine is possible
and welcome. To date, it has been insufficiently undertaken by Ukraine’s own authorities and
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specialised institutes because Ukrainian financial and human resources remain sparse during
the war. Moreover, investigation of open sources within Russia, such as relevant accounts
in leading Russian social media networks such as VKontakte (In Contact) or Odnoklassniki
(Classmates), is still possible. It can be conducted with little risk from outside Russia and the
Moscow-controlled territories in Ukraine. Governmental, not-for-profit, or even commercial
intelligence services and agencies may be utilised to acquire evidence that is not easily
accessible via Open Source Intelligence. The 2023 YPSH reports® or the KibOrg hacking
operations mentioned above illustrate that substantive data collection within Russia, Belarus
and in the occupied territories is still possible.

At least three larger studies should be commissioned by the EP or other EU institutions to
provide a better picture of the current situation:

Firstly, in collaboration with Ukrainian governmental and non-governmental organisations,
a comprehensive register of all presumably displaced and deported children with
personal data on them (including DNA information) should be created. An initiative in this
direction has already been proposed in February 2023 by the European Commission,
Poland, and the UN®’,

Secondly, a further report should be modelled (a) on perpetrator studies of crimes during
the Second World War and in later wars as well as (b) on the above-quoted reports by
the YPSH?®. This means that an as detailed and as wide-ranging a study as possible
should outline the methods, actors and paths of illegal displacements, deportations and
adoptions of Ukrainian children by Russia.

Thirdly, a cross-cultural and historical study — paralleling a recent comparative-legal
analysis by Yulia loffe®® — should compare the course, results and effects of current
Russian policies to other cases of state-enforced mass deportation of children and their
subsequent reversals.

In sum, these three investigations would provide amore solid basis for policy recommendations,
formulation and implementation than the currently sketchy body of analytical literature.

Both journalistic and scholarly investigations should focus particularly on the genocidal intent,
character and result of Russia’s child deportations. Many observers still refrain from applying
the concept of genocide for Russia’s actions in Ukraine since 24 February 2022'%°, Yet, there
is a growing community of jurists, political scientists and historians who classify Moscow’s
behaviour in Ukraine as such'®'. This also includes the Russian displacement and deportation
of children'®. Following the example of a recent seminal legal exploration of how applicable
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the Genocide Convention might be to Russia's deportation and displacement of Ukrainian
children'®®, additional expert analyses in this direction and subsequent dissemination of their
results should be encouraged, promoted and funded.

3.4 Recommended Actions in Mass Media and by Public Relations Companies

Broadcasters, news agencies, publishers, as well as public relations, artistic and further
organisations have an important role to play, not only in documenting and explaining the
above issues, but also indirectly helping with the containment, deterrence and reversal of
Russia's displacement and deportation policies. In Ukraine itself, preventing further removals
and protecting those living in areas of active hostilities and occupied territories remains a
complex issue.

In December 2021-January 2022, the UCRN had already warned first the Ukrainian
government and then the Ukrainian public that the forthcoming Russian large-scale invasion
would create specific challenges for the evacuation of families and children'®. Yet, these
warnings were not circulated widely and did not lead to sufficient precautionary measures.
Today, national and international media should conduct awareness-raising campaigns for
families: (a) encouraging them to evacuate in time so as to take children out of insecure
areas; and (b) warning them not to let their children be taken on any Russia-organised
‘holiday trips’ — whether without or with consent of their parents.

A far more complicated challenge is how to alert still largely ignorant parts of the international
community to the scale, gravity and tragedy of Russia’s child removal policies. So far, there
remains a deep rift between, on the one side, expert knowledge, and, on the other side,
public awareness about Russian deportations and displacements of Ukrainian children.
While many interested academics, politicians and diplomats in the West are already well-
informed, acquaintance with this scandalous situation among ‘ordinary’ citizens of European
and other countries remains limited'%. This gap needs to be closed with particular focus on
nations in the Global South where Kremlin narratives about the Russo-Ukrainian War are
relatively popular, yet public condemnation of Russian child deportations may be achieved,
nevertheless'®. Special fellowships, prizes, competitions, tours, meetings, workshops and
so on for journalists, editors, bloggers, publishers, pundits, artists and so on should lead to
the production of suitable analytical, journalistic and artistic texts, podcasts as well as video
material which is more easily accessible and disseminated to the general public'®’.
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Torture Camp on Paradise Street, Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute, Cambridge, 2022.

106 G. Khadiagala, ‘An African Peace Initiative in the Russia-Ukraine War?', PRIF blog, 21 July 2023.

107  See for instance W. Klitschko and T. Kiel, Gestohlene Leben: Die verschleppten Kinder der Ukraine,
Heyne, Miinchen, 2023; Online.ua, ‘Abducted Childhood: Documentary’, Youtube, June 2023; Vice News,
2023, ‘Stealing Ukraine's Children: Inside Russia’s Camps', Youtube, June 2023.
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