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Children from Ukraine are placed with citizens of Russia  
“in such a way that this guardianship turns into adoption.” 

– Officials in Moscow oblast
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This study is the third in a series of reports authored by 
the Yale School of Public Health Humanitarian Research 
Lab (Yale HRL) as part of the Conflict Observatory 
program examining Russia’s deportation, re-education, 
and coerced adoption and fostering of children from 
Ukraine since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022. The research presented in this report 
took place over a twenty-month period and is the most 
extensive public effort to date to identify and track chil-
dren from Ukraine subjected to deportation, adoption, 
and fostering by Russia’s government following Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. This re-
port includes the largest high confidence public count 
of children taken from Ukraine and placed in Russia’s 
program of adoption and fostering to date. 

Included below is a detailed anatomy of the individuals, 
governmental and non-governmental organizations, 
legal maneuverings, procedures, and systems used by 
Russian Federation President Vladimir Putin’s regime to 
facilitate the adoption and fostering of Ukraine’s chil-
dren. This report details the process by which children 
from Ukraine came into Russia’s custody, the logistical 
networks and transportation routes used to move them 
from Ukraine to and inside Russia, and the processes 
by which specific children have been naturalized as 
Russian citizens  and placed with citizens of Russia or 
listed in Russia’s child placement databases (hereafter 
referred to as “databases”). 

Yale HRL has determined with high confidence that the 
Russian Federation has engaged in the systematic, in-
tentional, and widespread coerced adoption and foster-
ing of children from Ukraine. The operation document-
ed below was initiated by Putin and his subordinates 
with the intent to “Russify” children from Ukraine.  

Yale HRL defines Russia’s program of coerced adop-
tion and fostering as the deportation of children from 
Ukraine and their subsequent placement with citizens 
of Russia and/or in institutions at which they are listed 
in Russia’s child placement databases by the explicit 
command of Russia’s senior federal and occupation au-
thorities. These orders have been executed by multiple 
elements of the Government of the Russian Federation 
in close coordination with occupation officials in Do-
netsk and Luhansk oblasts. 

The key findings of this report are as follows: 

1. Yale HRL has identified 314 individual children 
from Ukraine who have been placed in Russia’s 
systematic program of coerced adoption and 
fostering following Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022. Among the 314 individu-
als identified by Yale HRL, 148 children were listed 

in Russia’s child placement databases, including 
42 who have already been placed for adoption or 
guardianship, or who have had a citizen of Russia 
appointed as their guardian. An additional 166 chil-
dren have been placed with citizens of Russia. This 
is the largest and most comprehensive high-confi-
dence assessment to date of the placement of chil-
dren from Ukraine with citizens of Russia or listed in 
Russia’s databases.  

2. Russia’s officials listed children from Ukraine in 
Russia’s child placement databases following Rus-
sia’s illegal annexation of portions of the interna-
tionally recognized territory of Ukraine in Septem-
ber 2022. Some children had been held at midpoints 
in Russia for six months prior to being taken to 
educational institutions in Russia and subsequently 
listed on Russia’s child placement databases. Yale 
HRL defines midpoints as locations in Russia to 
which children were temporarily transferred prior to 
being moved and placed with citizens of Russia or 
placed in institutions and listed on Russia’s databas-
es. The end of the children’s period of being held at 
midpoints and their listing in the databases coincid-
ed with the illegal annexation of Ukraine’s territory 
by approximately one week, which demonstrates a 
strategic shift from guardianship to adoption from 
October 2022 onwards. 

3. Russia’s Aerospace Forces and aircraft under the 
direct control of President Putin’s office trans-
ported multiple groups of children from Ukraine 
on Russian Federation-flagged military transport 
planes  for placement with citizens of Russia be-
tween May and October 2022. 

4. At least 67 of the 314 children from Ukraine have 
been naturalized as Russian citizens since being 
taken to Russia, although Yale HRL can reasonably 
assume that the number of formally naturalized 
children is significantly higher.  

5. At least 208 of the 314 children identified have 
been placed for adoption or guardianship with cit-
izens of Russia, have been temporarily placed with 
citizens of Russia, or have had a citizen of Russia 
appointed as their guardian. Following legal chang-
es introduced between May 2022 and April 2023, 
Russian citizens who are the legal guardians of 
minors from Ukraine have been empowered to ap-
ply for Russian citizenship and renounce Ukrainian 
citizenship on the minor’s behalf. 

6. Approximately half (46.6%) of the children identi-
fied have siblings with known names listed in the 
databases at the same time. In at least one case, 
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three siblings from a family of four had been placed 
with a citizen of Russia without their fourth, eldest 
sibling who remained listed for adoption on Russia’s 
databases. Yale HRL does not know whether other 
groups of siblings listed in Russia’s child placement 
databases have also been separated from each 
other. 

7. Children have been taken to at least 21 regions 
throughout Russia where they were placed with 
citizens of Russia or placed in institutions and listed 
on Russia’s child placement databases.  

8. Russia’s system of coerced adoption and foster-
ing has been ordered and facilitated by President 
Vladimir Putin and Presidential Commissioner for 
Children’s Rights in the Russian Federation Maria 
Lvova-Belova. Critical officials and organizations 
that play roles in designing and overseeing the 
program include: the Deputy Secretary of the Gen-
eral Council of the United Russia Party and Deputy 
Chairman of the State Duma of the Federal Assem-
bly of the Russian Federation Anna Kuznetsova; 
Heads of the [so-called] Luhansk People’s Republic 
and Donetsk People’s Republic; the Russian Feder-
ation’s Ministry of Education; and officials of Unit-
ed Russia, the majority political party in the State 
Duma (the lower legislative assembly of Russia’s 
Federal Assembly).  

9. Children assessed to be from Ukraine have been 
listed across three primary child placement da-
tabases in Russia as if they are children born in 
Russia. These databases are operated by, affiliated 
with, and/or coordinate closely with Russia’s federal 
government.  

10. Russia utilizes psychologists (психологи) as part 
of an apparent effort to legitimize the program 
by giving the deportation and placement of chil-
dren with citizens of Russia the patina of medical 
necessity. Russia’s mental health professionals were 
found to have matched children from Ukraine with 
citizens of Russia for prospective placement. The 
use of health professionals to legitimize human 
rights abuses in Russia and multiple other countries 
is well-documented.1  

11. All children identified in this report have been 
taken from Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts. At least 
122 of the 314 children (38.9%) were taken from  
institutions located in Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts, 
including 86 children taken from two educational 
institutions in pre-2022 occupied Donetsk oblast. 
With the exception of one child taken from Mariu-
pol, all children appear to have originated from terri-
tory in the so-called Luhansk People’s Republic and 
Donetsk People’s Republic (hereafter referred to as 
the so-called “LPR” and “DPR”, respectively). 

12. At least 80.4% of children from Ukraine listed in 
Russia’s databases have been taken from Donetsk 
oblast. Lvova-Belova stated that the so-called DPR 
would be the first region in Ukraine connected to 
Russia’s federal child placement database.  

13. Children taken from Ukraine were transferred to 
various midpoint locations within Russia, includ-
ing four temporary accommodation centers and 
schools in Kursk and Rostov oblasts, before being 
listed on Russia’s federal databases or directly 
placed with citizens of Russia. 

14. Children from Ukraine have been subjected to 
pro-Russia re-education at each of the eight 
known institutions to which children were trans-
ferred prior to being subsequently listed on Russia’s 
databases. 

15. Agencies operating Russia’s databases would lat-
er limit what personally identifiable information 
was publicly available about children in the da-
tabases. In some instances, the profiles of children 
from Ukraine have been retroactively amended to 
reflect that they were available for both guardian-
ship and adoption, whereas they previously had only 
been listed for guardianship. Data with investigative 
significance, including profile data of children from 
Ukraine and Russian media reports about the trans-
fer, has been removed at various points prior to 15 
August 2024. These profile changes and content 
removal follows the issuance of arrest warrants by 
the International Criminal Court (ICC) against Vlad-
imir Putin and Maria Lvova-Belova in March 2023.  
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1A. Overview of the study
This research focuses explicitly on the fostering and 
adoption of children from Ukraine originating solely in 
Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts due to the information 
Yale HRL analysts could assess for this study. However, 
verified reports indicate that Russia’s systematic adop-
tion and fostering of Ukraine’s children extends beyond 
the children and regions identified in this report.   

Yale HRL has identified 314 individual children assessed 
to high confidence to have been taken from Ukraine 
and placed in Russia’s program of coerced adoption 
and fostering since February 2022. Some of the children 
identified in this report were transported by Russia’s 
Aerospace Forces aircraft, a uniformed service of 
Russia’s Ministry of Defense, prior to being placed with 
citizens of Russia. At least 67 children identified in this 
report have been naturalized as Russian citizens since 
entering the custody of Russia. 

Yale HRL has determined that the children identified in 
this report, with the exception of at least one child, have 
been taken from pre-2022 occupied areas of Donetsk 
and Luhansk oblasts. While internationally recognized 
as Ukrainian territory, sections of these oblasts have 
been under Russian occupation since 2014 and were il-
legally annexed by Russia as of September 2022. A child 
confirmed to be from an area not under pro-Russia forc-
es’ control prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion in Feb-
ruary 2022 had been taken from Mariupol in Donetsk 
oblast during Russia’s attack on the city in early 2022.

Russia’s illegal annexation of Donetsk, Luhansk, Kher-
son, and Zaporizhzhia oblasts in 2022 coincided with a 
major shift observed in how Russia’s officials facilitate 
the widespread adoption and fostering of children from 
Ukraine. Prior to Russia’s illegal annexation of these ter-
ritories, children had been placed directly with citizens 
of Russia. In the weeks following Russia’s illegal coordi-
nated annexation of Ukrainian territories in September 
2022, however, children from Ukraine were listed for 
adoption, guardianship, and/or trusteeship in at least 
one of Russia’s three interconnected child placement 
databases.

Among the 314 children identified in this report, 148 
children have been listed in Russia’s databases. Yale 
HRL has not identified information suggesting that 
the remaining 166 children had been listed in Russia’s 
databases prior to  being placed with citizens of Russia. 
All databases are operated by, affiliated with, and/or 
formally coordinate closely with Russia’s federal gov-
ernment. The databases that yield critical information 
leading to the identification of children in this report 
include Russia’s Ministry of Education (MoE) database, 
the Center for Development of Social Projects (ANO 
TsRSP) database, and the Change One Life (COL) 
database. Examples of children’s profiles Yale HRL has 
extracted from each of these databases can be found in 
Annex II. 

Approximately half of the children taken from Ukraine 
and listed in Russia’s databases (46.6%) are purport-
ed to have siblings; these siblings were also identified 
by Yale HRL as listed in Russia’s databases. Analysts 
determined one case of sibling separation in which 
three siblings were placed in a Russian family without 
their fourth, oldest sibling. Yale HRL cannot yet assess 
the extent to which other sibling groups may have been 
separated as part of Russia’s program of coerced adop-
tion and fostering. 

In addition to the 148 children listed in Russia’s data-
bases, Yale HRL identified 166 children who have been 
placed with citizens of Russia. To date, analysts cannot 
confirm that these children have been listed in Russia’s 
MoE, ANO TsRSP, or COL databases prior to their place-
ment with citizens of Russia. This group of children 
were presented in local media as having been taken 
from Ukraine and placed with citizens of Russia. Open 
source materials analyzed includes reports, images, and 
videos of children from Ukraine being taken to Russia, 
statements and media by Russia’s government officials 
propagandizing the children’s placement with citizens 
of Russia, and ceremonies for the provision of Russian 
citizenship to children from Ukraine who have been 
placed with citizens of Russia.

At least 208 of the 314 children (66.2%) identified as 
originating from Ukraine have been either adopted by a 
family in Russia, placed in a Russian family, or have had 
citizens of Russia appointed as their guardians–includ-
ing 42 of the 148 children listed in Russia’s databases. In 
some cases, it was possible to identify the families with 
which the children have been placed for fostering or 
adoption. Details about these individuals are not includ-
ed in this report to prevent potential reprisals. 

Russia engaged in acts of deception to conceal the 
full scope of this program and related activities. Most 
critically, children taken from Ukraine are fundamen-
tally presented in Russia’s databases as if they were 
from Russia. None of the databases analyzed by Yale 
HRL include information suggesting that the child is 
from Ukraine and do not acknowledge the children’s 
Ukrainian nationality or their place of origin. Places 
of origin for children in these databases likely born in 
Russia are also not listed in these databases. Analysts 
have determined that specific and highly probative con-
tent from Russia’s databases, as well as Russian media 
reports on Russia’s program of coerced adoption and 
fostering of Ukraine’s children, have been removed at 
various points preceding 15 August 2024.

International law enforcement agencies and investiga-
tive journalists have previously conducted research on 
Russia’s fostering and adoption of Ukraine’s children, 
including the Dutch National Police, the BBC, the Kyiv 
Independent, Verstka, Important Stories, the New York 
Times, and the Financial Times.2 These organizations 
identified children from Ukraine present in Russia’s 
databases through a variety of means, including the 
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use of facial recognition technology. All of these efforts 
relied on open source reporting, including some of the 
same sources Yale HRL used to identify the children 
and document Russia’s system of coerced adoption and 
fostering. Yale HRL’s findings are independent of previ-
ous investigations and rely on a unique methodology to 
identify the more than 300 children placed in Russia’s 
databases or with citizens of Russia whose experiences 
are chronicled in this report.  

1B. Identification of children 
from Ukraine
Yale HRL identified that children from Ukraine have 
been listed in Russia’s databases by cross-referencing 
unique physical features obtained from the children’s 
database profiles with open source material publicizing 
the arrival of children from Ukraine to Russia in 2022. 
Analysts began the research process by systematically 
identifying, archiving, and analyzing all available reports 
of children from Ukraine being taken to Russia and sub-
sequently placed with citizens of Russia.  

All children examined in this report are assessed to high 
confidence— the highest confidence level available to 
Yale HRL analysts—to have been taken from Ukraine 
and placed for adoption and fostering in Russia. High 
confidence of a child’s origin from Ukraine was deter-
mined using a combination of indicators, including: the 
child’s presence among a wider group of children pres-
ent in Russia reported as being from Ukraine; a child’s 
travel itinerary from both Ukraine to Russia and within 
Russia; and naturalization as a Russian citizen. In some 
cases, a child’s unique origin point within Ukraine could 
be verified to the standards of the Berkeley Protocol for 
Open Source Investigations. In every case this report 
details, the child’s origin within internationally recog-
nized territory belonging to Ukraine was established to 
high confidence using the Berkeley Protocol standards 
(see Section 2 for a detailed discussion of this study’s 
methodology and limitations). 

Analysts established the itinerary of each child de-
ported from Ukraine and placed in Russia’s program 
of coerced adoption and fostering. Yale HRL identified 
and assessed the children’s patterns of movement over 
time and identified specific modes of transportation 
Russia employed to move the children. The method 
utilized in this report focused on the identification and 
mapping of origin points, midpoints, and terminus loca-
tions to which children were taken in Russia to confirm 
that all children originated from Ukraine.  

Many of the children in this study are present in visu-
al media generated at midpoint locations in Russia to 
which children from Ukraine had been deported in early 
2022—facilities at which only children from Ukraine 
are known to have been present at that time. These 
midpoints—often referred to as “temporary accommo-

dation centers” in Russian media—include educational 
institutions and children’s social and rehabilitation 
centers. Additional indicators this report assessed in-
clude the physical facial features of children present at 
Russian citizenship ceremonies. 

Yale HRL has created dossiers of each child identified 
in this report documenting the following information, 
when available: 

• Name; 

• All relevant photos and video records;

• Month and year of birth; 

• Sex;

• Purported siblings;

• Reported health status as listed in the databases;

• Purported reason for lack of maternal and paternal 
care as listed in the databases; 

• Known origin locations in Ukraine from which chil-
dren were taken;

• Known midpoint locations in Russia to which chil-
dren were taken;

• Child’s last known location within Russia. 

These dossiers have been transferred to the Interna-
tional Criminal Court’s (ICC) Office of the Prosecutor 
(OTP). The dossiers have also been made available for 
independent verification by relevant law enforcement 
agencies and other relevant accountability mecha-
nisms, particularly the Government of Ukraine. Yale HRL 
does not share any personally identifiable information 
(PII) of children with the public. These practices ensure 
compliance with data protection laws governing child 
PII in the European Union and Ukraine and comport 
with accepted ethical standards for the responsible use 
of child PII. 
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1C. Russia’s system of coerced 
adoption and fostering
Russia’s program of coerced adoption and fostering 
of children from Ukraine (hereafter, “the program”) 
has been intentionally and directly authorized by Putin 
and senior officials of the Russian Federation. Russia’s 
federal government amended existing legislation and 
introduced new legislation pertaining to citizenship 
that facilitates the placement of children from Ukraine 
with citizens of Russia. These laws expedite and expand 
the provision of Russian citizenship to children from 
Ukraine, which according to Russia’s federal officials, is 
required for children to be placed under the guardian-
ship of—or adopted by—families in Russia. 

Following the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 
2022, Russia’s officials further amended federal law to 
simplify the process of conferring Russian citizenship 
on children from Ukraine purported to be orphans 
or left without parental care. A series of changes to 
federal law between May 2022 and March 2023 also 
granted pro-Russia authorities in occupied Ukraine ex-
traordinary powers of proxy on behalf of children from 
Ukraine. These authorities include occupation officials 
and heads of medical, educational, and social service in-
stitutions for orphans and children left without paren-
tal care. Their powers include both applying for Russian 
citizenship and renouncing Ukrainian citizenship on 
behalf of minors. Russia’s federal officials publicly stat-
ed that children from Ukraine should immediately be 
naturalized as Russian citizens upon their arrival in Rus-
sia.3 Russia’s federal officials further claimed that 380 
children from Ukraine had been placed in households 
in Russia between April and October 2022, all of whom 
have since been naturalized as citizens of Russia. 

Key individuals involved in this program include the 
Presidential Commissioner for Children’s Rights in the 
Russian Federation Maria Lvova-Belova, the Deputy Sec-
retary of the General Council of the United Russia Party 
and Deputy Chairman of the State Duma of the Federal 
Assembly of the Russian Federation Anna Kuznetsova, 
and senior occupation officials of Donetsk and Luhansk 
oblasts. These individuals directed and facilitated the 
adoption and fostering of Ukraine’s children through 
legislative changes, direct placement of children with 
citizens of Russia, and the naturalization of Ukraine’s 
children as Russian citizens.  

Lvova-Belova herself took legal custody of a child 
from Mariupol in June 2022 who was part of a group 
of children taken to Russia by Russia’s Investigative 
Committee.4 Multiple sources indicate that she subse-
quently adopted this child.5 She stated in an interview 
that “placing children in families was [her] professional 
job” and that requesting support in her effort to place 
children from Ukraine with citizens of Russia “would not 
be correct if [she] had not personally participated.”6  

Occupation officials from the so-called DPR and LPR 
worked directly with the Kremlin and United Russia– 
the majority party in the State Duma–to deport chil-
dren from Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to Russia for 
adoption and fostering. Documents described below 
show the initial transfer of children from educational 
institutions in Ukraine to Rostov and Kursk oblasts, 
with subsequent transfer to Russian regions where 
children were later placed with citizens of Russia or  
listed on child placement databases. These documents 
also illustrate formal cooperation between occupation 
officials in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts with Russia’s 
federal government to facilitate the movement of the 
children into and within Russia between February 2022 
and October 2023. 

The Ministry of Education of the Russian Federation 
plays a central role in facilitating the coerced adoption 
and fostering of children from Ukraine. Russia’s Ministry 
of Education developed agreements that facilitate the 
placement of children from Ukraine in Russian Feder-
ation households, transferred purported orphans and 
children left without parental care to Russia, and oper-
ates one of Russia’s federal child placement databases 
in which children from Ukraine were identified.  

A leaked document, whose provenance has been 
verified by Yale HRL, details how the highest levels of 
Putin’s government worked with occupation officials 
to institute this program. A confidential document 
dated 23 September 2022 that has been publicly leaked 
claims that Russia’s Ministry of Education sent a letter 
to the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy of the [so-
called] Donetsk People’s Republic about the relocation 
of purported orphans from Ukraine to Russia. Following 
a meeting of the Interdepartmental Commission of the 
Russian Security Council on Improving State Migration 
Policy on 26 July 2022, Russia’s Ministry of Education– 
in accordance with the aforementioned letter– was 
directed to take “urgent measures” to “relocate orphans 
and children without parental care” who had been 
taken from Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to temporary 
accommodation centers in Russia. This document in-
cludes an annex listing the institutions in Ukraine from 
which children were moved and the Russian regions to 
which these children were taken. This document, along-
side other official documents, helps corroborate Yale 
HRL’s analysis of where the children had been located at 
each stage prior to being placed with citizens of Russia 
or listed on Russia’s databases. 
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1D. Legal analysis
The coerced deportation, re-education, and adoption 
and fostering of children from Ukraine documented 
in this report may constitute war crimes and crimes 
against humanity under customary international law 
and as codified by the Rome Statute of the Internation-
al Criminal Court (Rome Statute). While these acts, 
in isolation, likely would not provide the sole basis for 
criminal charges of genocide, taken together with other 
evidence, this report’s findings could support a broader 
case. Finally, the acts documented in the report may 
violate Russia’s obligations as a State Party to the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child. For full legal analysis, 
see Section 5. 
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2. Methodology
This investigation utilized publicly available data 
sources and commercially-available satellite imagery, 
including very high resolution (VHR) satellite imagery 
for this investigation. Analysts aggregated, synthesized, 
and verified open source media, Russian government 
documents and communications, and social media to 
identify children from Ukraine placed in Russia’s pro-
gram of coerced adoption, fostering, and subsequent 
re-education. Analysts evaluated Russian legislation 
and corporate records to identify the entities facilitat-
ing these efforts and the ways in which Russia expedit-
ed its operation through extensive changes to federal 
legislation. All materials in non-English languages were 
translated and verified by Russian linguists at Yale HRL.   

This approach applied standards of multi-source 
corroboration established by the Berkeley Protocol on 
Digital Open Source Investigations (Berkeley Protocol).7 
Analysts evaluated each data source for reliability, ve-
racity, and credibility using assessment criteria derived 
from the Berkeley Protocol and the NATO admiralty 
scale. An assessment of bias did not mean that the 
information provided was not valid, but it did require 
additional analysis and scrutiny. Multiple source types 
attesting to the same fact or phenomenon lent credibil-
ity to assertions made. Commercial VHR satellite imag-
ery and GIS tools were used to geolocate, corroborate 
and otherwise verify details as appropriate.  

Yale HRL also adhered to data preservation standards 
outlined in the Berkeley Protocol. Analysts preserved 
local copies of all data–including images and videos–
used to identify the children in Russia’s databases and 
open source media. The web address, source code, full 
page capture, and embedded media files of each digital 
text item were preserved and hashed in both MD5 and 
SHAH256. Data preservation was prioritized to en-
sure its accessibility, authenticity, and potential use by 
accountability mechanisms, including in legal proceed-
ings. 

2A. Research questions
Following Yale HRL’s February 2023 report on the forc-
ible transfer, re-education and adoption of Ukraine’s 
children, analysts continued to investigate Russia’s 
adoption and fostering of Ukraine’s children, during 
which the following research questions were devel-
oped:

1. Affected Children: How many children from 
Ukraine are listed in Russia’s child placement data-
bases? Are children from Ukraine placed with citi-
zens of Russian families or adopted in Russia? Who 
are these children?

2. Structure: What laws, entities, and mechanisms 
facilitate the listing of Ukraine’s children in Russia’s 

databases? Are there other processes by which 
children from Ukraine are being placed with citizens 
of Russia? 

3. Locations, Transportation, and Logistics: Where 
are these children located in Russia? From where 
in Ukraine were children taken? How were they 
relocated?

4. Chain of Command: Who are the actors and enti-
ties involved in the process of deporting children 
from Ukraine to Russia and placing them for foster-
ing and adoption in Russia?

2B. Identification of children 
from Ukraine in Russia’s child 
placement databases
Yale HRL identified children from Ukraine in Russia’s 
child placement databases by identifying patterns of 
descriptive metadata on Russia’s databases and corrob-
orating each child’s identity, location, and movement 
from Ukraine to and within Russia. 

Each child in this subset met two criteria: 1) they were 
listed on Russia’s child placement databases, and 2) 
they were assessed to be from Ukraine to a degree of 
high confidence.

To establish whether children met these criteria, re-
searchers evaluated if any of the following data was 
present, verifiable, and could be corroborated against 
multiple sources:

1. The child appears in at least one of the three major 
databases funded by or affiliated with Russia’s fed-
eral government to facilitate adoption and guard-
ianship placement;

2. The child is reported to be from Ukraine, according 
to:

a. Official statements and documents from 
Russia’s federal government officials, affiliates, or 
entities acting as the child’s legal guardian, and/or

b. Media claiming these children had been taken 
from Ukraine;

3. Any documentation that could place a child in facili-
ties or transportation related to:

a. The child’s departure from Ukraine;

b. The child’s arrival at a facility for children in Rus-
sia, including temporary accommodation centers;

c. A group of children with whom the child trav-
elled or was co-located who were also listed in 
the databases for adoption, guardianship, and/or 
trusteeship; and
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4. If the child was naturalized as a citizen of Russia  
and/or issued a Russian domestic passport.

Media reporting that included photos and videos of 
children being deported from Ukraine to Russia were 
used to help identify children in Russia’s databases. Re-
porting on children from Ukraine located in temporary 
accommodation centers and institutions in Russia was 
also used to identify children from Ukraine that were 
listed in Russia’s databases. The data used to identify 
children was generated by a range of actors, including 
Russia’s government and occupation officials, board-
ing school institutions and children’s centers, govern-
ment-aligned entities, and media agencies. 

Area(s) of interest
Yale HRL conducted a Boolean search to find media 
reports of children– including purported orphans– tak-
en from occupied Ukraine to Russia. The search yield-
ed results across dozens of Russian regions. Yale HRL 
identified leads and investigated specific children that 
may have been taken from Ukraine and listed in Russia’s 
databases in those regions.

2C. Identification of children 
placed with citizens of Russia
Yale HRL conducted keyword searches to identify chil-
dren from Ukraine directly placed in Russian households 
across all 83 federal subjects of the Russian Federation.8 
Analysts then collected information on each child 
identified as having been placed with citizens of Russia, 
including— but not limited to– PII about each child, mid-
point locations to which children were taken in Russia 
where they had been placed with citizens of Russia , and 
whether they had been naturalized as Russian citizens. 
Each child identified in this group was assessed by Yale 
HRL to high confidence as originating from Ukraine and 
confirmed as having been placed with individual citi-
zens in Russia.

2D. Geolocation
Analysts geolocated facilities using descriptive, photo-
graphic, and video media that described the presence 
of children from Ukraine at these facilities. Facility fea-
tures were compared against reference material from 
facilities’ websites, social media pages, and user-up-
loaded photographs on mapping sites. Yale HRL iden-
tified unique features in the background of adoption 
profile images and videos to determine where children 
were located when those profile images and videos 
were created.

At least two analysts had to independently confirm the 
presence of children from Ukraine at a specific facility in 
or after February 2022 for the facility to be considered 

geolocated to high confidence. Imagery analysts cor-
roborated each location and its features through sat-
ellite imagery analysis. This process included mapping 
the structures or areas at the location that matched 
photographs and videos. Yale HRL analyzed satellite 
imagery of these locations during the period in which 
children from Ukraine were present.

Imagery analysts also conducted multi-temporal 
change detection analysis– the comparison from satel-
lite images taken at separate times– for each location 
assessed and geolocated to high confidence. Analysts 
annotated this imagery for observable indicators of ac-
tivity near or at a facility potentially relevant to the de-
portation, transfer, or holding of children from Ukraine 
placed in Russia’s program of coerced adoption and fos-
tering. Two imagery analysts had to reach concurrence 
to establish observable indicators of activity. 

Analysts identified and assessed visual indicators and 
changes in activity patterns that could be consistent 
with operations related to the deportation, transfer, or 
presence of children transferred from Ukraine at spe-
cific sites. Yale HRL imagery analysts developed a list of 
potentially relevant observable indicators for this study 
based in part on the methods laid out in Mass Atroci-
ty Remote Sensing (MARS)-Relevant Observables and 
Corresponding Typing Methods.9 The composition of a 
MARS-Relevant Observables and Corresponding Typ-
ing Methods table involved developing a list of objects, 
activity patterns, and other phenomena visible in sat-
ellite imagery bearing potential relevance to the com-
mission of mass atrocities and other human rights or 
humanitarian law violations and methods for assessing 
their relevance to the conflict or violation in question.

2E. Confidence assessment
Yale HRL assessed the possible origin for each child 
through a series of verification steps using cross-cor-
roboration of multiple sources. Children assessed to be 
from Ukraine at high confidence have a combination of 
the following indicators:

1. The features of a child depicted in open source data 
match those visible in the photo of a child in the 
child placement database, and the verified source 
explicitly states that this child or the group they are 
part of is from Ukraine.

2. An independent assessment of the facility demon-
strates that it matches the features of the facility in 
which the child was located.

3. The child’s purported sibling is assessed to high 
confidence to have been taken from Ukraine.

4. The child was naturalized as a citizen of Russia.

5. The child is located at the same place, at the same 
time, as other children reported to be from Ukraine.
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6. The child’s travel itinerary through Russia aligns 
with that of other children from Ukraine taken to 
the same locations at the same times.

7. The child is identified at a midpoint location in 
Russia.

8. The child is identified at an origin location in 
Ukraine.

Analysts established lower levels of confidence for 
children who did not meet a combination of the above 
criteria, including instances of insufficient data to as-
sess a child’s origin.

2F. Chain of command 
Yale HRL identified high-level officials and entities 
involved in Russia’s program of coerced adoption and 
fostering, as well as their role in directing, facilitating, 
and funding  this program. Analysts identified a range 
of actors involved in the deportation, adoption, and 
fostering of Ukraine’s children, including local non-gov-
ernmental organizations, regional governors, occupa-
tion officials, and senior Russian Federation officials. 
Analysts identified critical nodes in this network based 
on an entity’s level of formal and de facto authority and 
their level of influence on the deportation of children 
from Ukraine and their subsequent placement in Rus-
sia’s databases and among citizens of Russia. 

Sources used for network analysis included publicly ac-
cessible corporate and financial records, official govern-
ment communications, Russian legislation, and Russian 
media reporting on the entity’s involvement. Analysts 
evaluated photos and videos obtained from media 
depicting officials or members of security services with 
children stated to be from Ukraine to identify specific 
individuals and units. 

2G. Limitations
Yale HRL was able to identify more than 300 children 
taken from Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts and listed in 
Russia’s databases or placed with citizens of Russia. 
Yale HRL’s identification of 314 children is not, however, 
representative of the total number of children from 
Ukraine subjected to Russia’s program of coerced adop-
tion and fostering. Yale HRL was neither able to com-
prehensively assess the profiles of all children in the 
child placement databases, nor did analysts systemati-
cally exhaust all possible leads relevant to this process. 
Ongoing investigation is required.

This report raised multiple interconnected and com-
plex ethical issues at each stage of the investigation, 
in particular the underlying balance of consequence 
tradeoffs between the impact that the investigation 
itself may have on evidence versus the necessity of 

identifying the children for recovery and humanitarian 
purposes. At each stage, the team evaluated two prima-
ry sets of indicia to navigate these ethical challenges. 
First, the indicators of change in Russia’s operational 
posture towards the data itself under investigation, and 
second, the results of Yale HRL’s investigation vis-à-vis 
the number of children identified. These two sources of 
information were cross-referenced against each other 
to produce decisions at specific junctures in the inves-
tigation, including changes in Yale HRL’s operational 
procedures.

The removal of content and the limited reporting iden-
tifying children from Ukraine taken to Russia following 
ICC arrest warrants for Putin and Lvova-Belova restrict-
ed Yale HRL’s ability to identify children from Ukraine 
who were presumably listed in Russia’s child placement 
databases after March 2023. Yale HRL was unable to 
pursue all entities involved in the adoption and foster-
ing of Ukraine’s children due to capacity constraints.
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3. Russia’s program of 
coerced adoption and 
fostering
The following section provides an overview of (a) the 
evolution of this program, (b) the top-level officials 
directing Russia’s program, (c) changes made to Rus-
sia’s federal law to facilitate this program, (d) Russia’s 
primary databases in which Ukraine’s children are listed 
for guardianship and adoption, and (e) Russia’s con-
cealment of their adoption and fostering of Ukraine’s 
children.

3A. Evolution of the program

The first transfers
Coercive movements of children from Ukraine to 
Russian territory predate the 2022 full-scale invasion. 
Russia-aligned officials have been bringing Ukraine’s 
children to summer camps and other facilities in occu-
pied Ukrainian territory as early as 2014 after Russia’s 
invasion of Crimea.10 Since February 2022, these facili-
ties became the site of re-education efforts intended 
to “integrate” children from Ukraine into Russian life, 
culture, and society, including enforcing Russia’s version 
of history and narratives that serve the political interest 
of Russia’s government.11 

The Kremlin launched the program of coerced adoption 
and fostering in tandem with its preparation to invade 
Ukraine in the first weeks of 2022. Russia started to sys-
tematically transport children, including some of those 
children identified in this study, from two schools in 
occupied  Donetsk oblast into Russia as early as 18 Feb-
ruary 2022, six days before Russia’s troops first entered 
Ukraine via Belarus.12  

The Heads of the [so-called] DPR and LPR ordered 
the evacuation within hours before children would be 
moved under the pretense of an imminent threat of 
attack by the Ukrainian Armed Forces.13 Yale HRL exam-
ined videos and images of the children gathered in front 
of their school and put on buses. The children arrived 
in Russia within 24 to 48 hours after having been taken 
from their school in Ukraine.14 

Russia focused on four distinct cohorts of children as 
its combat operations expanded and the newly occu-
pied areas of Ukraine fell to Russia’s forces in the first 
months of the full-scale invasion. The four cohorts 
are as follows: 1) children from occupied areas sent to 
camps for re-education activities; 2) children separated 
from families in the network of filtration facilities es-
tablished during the siege of Mariupol in early 2022; 3) 
children taken into the custody of Russia’s military and 

security forces on the battlefield in Mariupol, Kharkiv, 
Kherson, and elsewhere; and 4) children from Ukraine’s 
state institutions and facilities, which are the focus of 
this report.

Officials from the Kremlin and United Russia worked 
closely with senior officials from the so-called LPR and 
DPR in the first weeks of April 2022 to coordinate legis-
lative changes in the occupied areas and set up a head-
quarters for United Russia to facilitate the transfer and 
placement of Ukraine’s children with citizens of Russia 
(see Section 3C). These initial transfers from Donetsk 
and Luhansk oblasts, which include children identified in 
this report, laid the groundwork for what the program 
would later become.

Moscow Region’s pilot program
By April 2022, Andrei Vorobyëv–Governor of the Mos-
cow region–had initiated a pilot project to place chil-
dren from Ukraine with citizens of Russia. Moscow’s 
officials claimed that this project first looked for rela-
tives of children taken to Russia from the so-called DPR 
and LPR in both Russian databases and Red Cross data-
bases. If relatives were not found after officials queried 
the databases, children were placed under temporary 
guardianship prior to being placed for adoption.15 The 
Moscow pilot program became the model upon which 
Lvova-Belova drew for streamlining the future place-
ment of children from Ukraine. In June 2022, Lvova-Be-
lova stated that the system developed in Moscow was 
ready to be deployed in six more regions throughout 
Russia.16 The following month, Lvova-Belova stated that 
the system would be spread throughout the country.17

Moscow officials created a registry in early April 2022 
of citizens of Russia who had previously taken orphans 
and children left without parental care into their house-
holds.18 Other citizens potentially willing to foster 
children from Ukraine and capable of caring for chil-
dren with special needs were sought out as part of this 
process.19 The first children in this pilot project were 
placed with citizens of Russia several weeks later on 23 
April 2022.20 The Moscow oblast continued to develop 
and expand this pilot program. On 14 July 2022, children 
from Donetsk oblast were flown to the Chkalovskiy 
military airfield in Moscow oblast to be redistributed 
and placed with citizens of Russia in the six regions 
previously identified by Lvova-Belova21 (see Section 4 on 
transportation).

Moscow was the first region in Russia to have children 
from Ukraine placed with its citizens as part of the pilot 
program.22 Notably, it was also the first region in which 
children from Ukraine were naturalized as Russian 
citizens following Russia‘s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
.23 According to Moscow’s local government, purport-
ed orphans lived in one of six centers for no longer 
than three months before being placed in homes with 
citizens of Russia or provided government housing.24 
A week before the first known group of children from 
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Ukraine was placed with citizens of Russia in Moscow in 
April 2022, Vorobyëv stated that “we invite them, adopt 
them, this is just the beginning.”25 

Shift from fostering to adoption
The initial focus on temporarily placing children with 
citizens of Russia appears to have decidedly shifted to 
placing children in Russia’s child placement databases 
following Russia’s illegal referendum on the annexation 
of occupied territories in Ukraine on 30 September 
2022.26 The majority of children identified as placed 
with citizens of Russia entered these placements 
between April and December 2022. However, the first 
children this study identified as listed in Russia’s trio of 
child placement databases appeared in October 2022.

In October 2022, Lvova-Belova claimed that she had 
previously reached agreements with governors and se-
lected households willing to foster Ukraine’s children.27 
She further stated that they were not planning to use 
this system following the 30 September 2022 referen-
dum. Lvova-Belova publicly claimed that Russia was 
changing procedures in order to place children from the 
annexed regions in Russia’s federal database system.28

Yale HRL’s analysis of when Ukraine’s children appeared 
in the databases confirms that Lvova-Belova’s October 
2022 statements accurately described the program’s 
agenda at that time. The initial program transitioned at 
this point from a foster-centric focus with the prospect 
of adoption to an adoption-centered effort supple-
mented by foster placements of children with citizens 
of Russia. Children who had been taken from Ukraine 
to institutions in Russia were  listed for adoption and 
guardianship on Russia’s child placement databases as 
early as October 2022.

The children’s profiles on the three interconnected child 
placement databases show them located at the  insti-
tutions to which they were taken in Russia. Citizens of 
Russia who were interested in adopting these children 
could view the profiles of the children from Ukraine, 
who were presented without any online indication that 
they were taken from Ukraine, and contact regional 
officials for additional information (see Section 3e on 
concealment).  

Placement types with citizens of Russia
“Forms of placement” (“формы устройства”) refers to 
the different ways in which children can be placed with 
citizens of Russia. The profiles of children listed on 
Russia’s databases specify the types of placement for 
which children are eligible: adoption, guardianship, and/
or trusteeship. The ANO TsRSP database defines these 
placements as follows:

I. Adoption: “Adoption is a priority form of plac-
ing a child in a family, in which family ties are legally 
established between the child and a person or a 
married couple who are not his or her biological 

father and mother.”29

II. Guardianship: “Guardianship is a form of ar-
rangement for minor citizens (minors under the age 
of fourteen), in which citizens (guardians) appoint-
ed by the guardianship and trusteeship authority 
are the legal representatives of the wards and 
perform all legally significant actions on their behalf 
and in their interests.”30

III. Trusteeship: “Trusteeship is a form of arrange-
ment for minor citizens aged fourteen to eighteen 
years, in which citizens (trustees) appointed by the 
guardianship and trusteeship authority are obliged 
to assist minor wards in exercising their rights and 
fulfilling their obligations, protect minor wards from 
abuse by third parties, and also give consent to 
adult wards to perform actions in accordance with 
Article 30 of the Civil Code of the Russian Federa-
tion.”31 Trusteeship is a specific form of guardianship. 

Adoption, guardianship, and trusteeship

The program has primarily relied on two forms of place-
ment for children from Ukraine with citizens of Russia: 
adoption and guardianship. Procedures, laws, and data-
base systems for governing and facilitating both place-
ment types for children born in Russia existed prior to 
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. 

First, a child from Ukraine is required to be recognized 
as a citizen of the Russian Federation in order to be 
adopted in Russia (see Section 3C).32 Adoption in Russia 
gives adoptive parents the legal right to change the 
child’s surname, first name, patronymic, and date and 
place of birth.33 Under Russian Federation regulations, 
government employees are prohibited from revealing 
any information which may indicate that a specific child 
is adopted.34 To ensure the secrecy of adoptions, adop-
tive parents are recorded on a child’s birth certificate as 
the birth parents as part of the adoption’s finalization in 
Russia.35  

Courts in Russia, as in the United States and Europe, 
are responsible for authorizing and certifying adop-
tion. However, birth parents have no right in Russia to 
withdraw consent for adoption after consent is initially 
given. Parental rights cannot be reinstated and relatives 
of the child cannot claim guardianship after adoptions 
are finalized.36 Children over the age of 10 years must 
consent to adoption. The exception to this rule is that 
consent is not required if the child is already under the 
legal guardianship of the prospective adoptive par-
ents.37

When children in Russia are placed in foster families, 
the mechanisms of either guardianship or trusteeship 
are utilized depending on the age of the child.38 

Unlike children who have been adopted, children under 
guardianship retain their status as “children left with-
out parental care” in the eyes of the Russian Federa-
tion.39 Information about the child’s current place of 
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residence can be given to the child’s relatives and com-
munication with birth family relatives is allowed.40 How-
ever, Russia’s officials state that children from Ukraine 
placed under guardianship require Russian Federation 
citizenship, similar to Russia’s adoption requirements.41

“Temporary Guardianship”

As of April 2022, Russia’s officials widely claimed that 
children from Ukraine were placed in foster families in 
Russia under “temporary guardianship,” a preliminary 
arrangement that cannot exceed six months. Russia’s 
officials placed children under temporary guardianship 
while they amended legislation simplifying the pro-
vision of Russian citizenship to children from Ukraine 
and facilitating the permanent placement of children 
from Ukraine with citizens of Russia. Yale HRL identified 
at least one group of children who were placed under 
temporary guardianship prior to being naturalized as 
citizens of Russia. It is unknown whether children are re-
quired to have Russian citizenship for placement under 
temporary guardianship. 

Temporary guardianship is distinct from the “forms of 
placement” of adoption, guardianship, and trusteeship 
described above. Russia’s Family Code stipulates that 
children can be temporarily transferred to the family 
of citizens permanently residing in Russia for no more 
than three months.42 The law further states that guard-
ianship and trusteeship authorities can extend this 
period by an additional three months under “exception-
al circumstances.” Children granted this extension can 
be temporarily transferred to citizens of Russia for no 
more than six months.

Temporary guardianship is a critical precursor to adop-
tion. In April 2022, Deputy Chairman of the Moscow 
Oblast Government, Vyacheslav Dukhin, stated that 
children from Ukraine are first placed with citizens of 
Russia under temporary guardianship “in such a way 
that this guardianship turns into adoption.”43 This was 
stated at an interdepartmental meeting between Unit-
ed Russia, the Duma, Lvova-Belova, Russia’s Ministry of 
Education, regional officials, and occupation officials in 
which they discussed the placement of children from 
Ukraine with citizens of Russia.44 Lvova-Belova, along 
with Russia’s state news agency “TASS” and the official 
website of the Voskresensk district of Moscow oblast, 
have corroborated this statement, claiming that the 
procedure developed in Moscow oblast “organize(s) 
temporary guardianship, and later adoption” for chil-
dren from Ukraine.45

Russia’s officials have often described the placement of 
children from Ukraine with citizens of Russia as “tem-
porary.” However, Russia’s officials placed children from 
Ukraine under temporary guardianship with the explicit 
intent for this placement to precede adoption. Lvo-
va-Belova’s press service stated that “Temporary guard-
ianship involves placing children in families for up to six 
months. Therefore, during this time, a mechanism for 
permanent family placement of these children must be 

developed.”46 After Russia’s officials developed a proce-
dure facilitating the adoption of children from Ukraine 
who had been placed under temporary guardianship in 
Russia, Russia’s officials amended federal laws simpli-
fying the provision of citizenship to purported orphans 
and children left without parental care from Ukraine. 
These amendments expedited the assignment of Rus-
sian citizenship to children from Ukraine, which allowed 
the temporary guardianship to become “permanent” 
(see section 3C for changes to laws and policies).47

The pipeline between temporary guardianship and 
adoption is a critical component of Russia’s conceal-
ment of their program of coerced adoption and fos-
tering. Russia’s officials developed a process in which 
temporary guardianship acts as the de-facto streamline 
for adoption– and thus the concealment– of children 
from Ukraine. Simultaneous to children being placed 
under temporary guardianship, Russia amended legis-
lation expediting the conferral of Russian citizenship 
to purported orphans from Ukraine. Russia then natu-
ralized children placed under guardianship as Russian 
citizens, enabling them to be adopted by citizens of 
Russia. Russia’s federal law authorizes those who adopt 
to alter the child’s personally identifiable information, 
including their first name, surname, patronymic, place 
of birth, and date of birth.48 Such changes in personal 
information could conceal the child’s original identity 
and present significant barriers to tracing children after 
adoption, including secrecy requirements for Russian 
government officials.

Vladimir Putin ordered and coordinated this program at 
the highest levels of Russia’s federal government since 
the very first transfers. The Russian government’s pub-
licly stated intent, followed by these actions, resulted in 
the systematic and widespread effort to naturalize and 
adopt children from Ukraine. 
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Direct financial support and other assets from the 
President’s Office have underwritten and resourced 
two core logistical components of the program: child 
placement databases and transportation of children. 
Since 2019, the Presidential Grants Fund has approved 
and allocated grants to the Autonomous Non-Profit 
Organization Center for Development of Social Projects 
(ANO TsRSP), the operator of the child placement data-
base Usynovite.ru. 

Children from Ukraine who were taken to Russia have 
been listed on this database for adoption, guardian-
ship, and trusteeship. From 2019 to 2024, ANO TsRSP 
received at least 47,522,281 rubles in grants from the 
government via the Presidential Grants Fund.50 The 
Presidential Property Management unit, which reports 
to Putin, operated at least two flights that transported 
children from Ukraine in 2022 (see Section 4 on trans-
portation). 

Putin’s overall direction and supervision of the federal 
agencies involved in the program has occurred, in part, 
through the Interdepartmental Commission of the Rus-
sian Security Council on Improving State Migration Pol-
icy. Dmitry Medvedev, the former President of Russia, is 
the Security Council’s Deputy Chairman. A confidential 
document dated 23 September 2022 that has been pub-
licly leaked claims that Russia’s Ministry of Education 
sent a letter to the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy of 
the [so-called] Donetsk People’s Republic about the re-
location of purported orphans from Ukraine to Russia.51 

The document further states that following a meeting 
of the Interdepartmental Commission of the Russian 
Security Council on Improving State Migration Policy on 
26 July 2022, Russia’s Ministry of Education– in accor-
dance with the aforementioned letter– was directed to 
take “urgent measures” to “relocate orphans and chil-
dren without parental care” who had been taken from 
Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to temporary accommo-
dation centers in Russia. The document further stip-
ulates that guardianship and trusteeship authorities 
should prepare individual files about the children. 

Next to Putin himself, Lvova-Belova, whose position 
resides within the Office of the President, is the most 
prominent figure responsible for the design and execu-
tion of the program. Her responsibility for the program 
has shaped some of its most consequential top-level 
policies, such as the focus on removing legal barriers 
to conferring citizenship on children from Ukraine, 
pushing for a shift from fostering to adoption from 
fostering children in the fall of 2022, and advocating for 
the utilization of pre-existing government databases 
for advertising the children for fostering and adoption. 
In January 2023, Putin directed Lvova- Belova to “take 
additional measures to identify minors” living in the 
occupied territories “left without parental care, and to 
promptly provide them with state social assistance, as 
well as to provide such persons with social support es-
tablished by the legislation of the Russian Federation.”52 

Lvova-Belova has been the primary coordinating official 
with occupation authorities in the so-called LPR and 
DPR since the start of the war.53 She helped establish 
headquarters of United Russia in occupied territories to 
synchronize local and federal laws and policies related 
to the deportation and nationalization of children and 
has worked closely with regional governors and other 
local officials on coordinating the placement of children 
with citizens of Russia.54 

Lvova-Belova has also been physically hands-on in 
almost every aspect of the program’s logistical op-
erations. This approach includes presiding over “citi-
zenship ceremonies” and presenting the passports to 
children from Ukraine newly naturalized  as citizens of 
Russia.55 She has also identified individual citizens of 
Russia to foster specific children and accompanied the 
children on military transport flights  within Russia prior 
to placement with citizens of Russia.56  

Lvova-Belova’s efforts scaled up the placement of 
children from Ukraine from one region in Russia to at 
least fourteen regions between April and September 
2022. In at least eight instances within this timeframe, 
she personally accompanied by train or plane groups of 
children from Ukraine to meet the families with which 
they would be placed.57 These journeys include two 
instances where children were taken on military trans-
port flights in September and October 2022, respective-
ly (see Section 4 on transportation).58 On two separate 
trips she made with groups of children in July 2022, Lvo-
va-Belova expressed a desire for her work to become 
more “systematic.”59 In July 2023, Lvova-Belova claimed 
that “If earlier the assistance was targeted, now it is 
becoming systematic.”60 

Lvova-Belova and her husband took custody of a child 
from Ukraine themselves, a 15-year-old boy taken from 
Mariupol after Russia’s siege of the city began in early 
2022.61 In an interview, Lvova-Belova stated that she 
“immediately understood he was [her] son.”62 She added 
that requesting support from her fellow Russians to 
help place children from Ukraine with citizens of Russia 
“would not be correct if [she] had not personally partic-
ipated.”63  

Before the imposition of international sanctions and 
subsequent indictments, Lvova-Belova communicated 
her vision for the program to Russia’s domestic audi-
ence. On 18 March 2022, Lvova-Belova held a press con-
ference and spoke about “the implementation of the 
instructions of the President of the Russian Federation” 
pertaining to the placement of orphans and children 
without parental care taken to Russia from Ukraine.64 
In her speech, Lvova-Belova named a lack of Russian 
Federation citizenship as a barrier to placing children 
from Ukraine with citizens of Russia, obstacles which 
her office was working to remove.65 

As early as April 2022, Lvova-Belova stated that adop-
tion of children from Ukraine was the “highest priority” 
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for Russia’s policy towards the children.66 Lvova-Belova’s 
public messaging changed in late 2022 and early 2023 
parallel with increased international condemnation 
of Russia’s deportation of children from Ukraine. She 
stated in October 2022 that media publications accus-
ing Russia of placing children from Ukraine for adoption 
were incorrect and that children were only placed for 
guardianship.67 These comments were made one month 
after the United States sanctioned Lvova-Belova and 
approximately two weeks after children from Ukraine 
were identified as listed for adoption in Russia’s data-
bases. Lvova-Belova further stated that children “can 
return to their homeland if they want.”68  

In April 2023, several weeks after the ICC indicted Putin 
and Lvova-Belova, she further denied that children from 
Ukraine had been adopted and claimed that children 
from Ukraine were given the “opportunity” to become 
Russian citizens, and that they would retain their 
Ukrainian citizenship.69 In the same month, the Duma 
passed laws that render dual-citizenship obsolete (see 
Section 3C). 

Though Putin and Lvova-Belova have had the most 
significant roles and responsibilities for the program, 
they did not act alone. Officials of the so-called DPR 
and LPR, United Russia, including parliamentarian Anna 
Kuznetsova, and the Ministry of Education (MoE) and 
its minister, Sergei Kravtsov, also bear direct command 
and control responsibility for the program, including 
playing key roles in its strategic design, coordination, 
and execution. 

Occupation Officials
The program, particularly in its initial phase in early 
2022, relied significantly on the active involvement 
of senior officials of the so-called LPR and DPR for its 
execution. The heads of these pro-Russia regimes, Leo-
nid Pasechnik, Head of the [so-called] LPR, and Denis 
Pushilin, Head of the [so-called] DPR, were integral 
accomplices in Russia’s efforts to first deport and later 
nationalize children from Ukraine. Both Pasechnik and 
Pushilin approved and facilitated legal changes with-
in their respective regime’s legal code to synchronize 
them with Russia.70 Additionally, Pasechnik and Pushi-
lin issued decrees on 18 February 2022 ordering the 
purported “evacuation” of institutions from occupied 
Ukraine in the days leading up to Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion.71 The decree issued by Pushilin explicitly directed 
the purported evacuation of orphans and children left 
without parental care from educational institutions in 
the so-called DPR.72 Both Pasechnik and Pushilin repeat-
edly met with senior officials of the Russian Federation, 
including Lvova-Belova, in the months following Russia’s 
full-scale invasion to discuss the ongoing placement of 
Ukraine’s children with citizens of Russia.  

Pasechnik, a member of the High Council of United Rus-
sia, coordinated with United Russia and Lvova-Belova 

to place children from Luhansk oblast for adoption and 
guardianship with citizens of Russia.73 Pasechnik himself 
authorized the transfer of at least 104 children from the 
so-called LPR to Russia’s custody.74 

Similarly, Pushilin worked directly with Lvova-Belova to 
select 100 children from the so-called DPR for place-
ment with citizens in Russia .75 He also met with a del-
egation from the Government of Russia in July 2022 to 
establish a shared data bank about children who could 
be transferred to Russia, though it is unclear if the reg-
istry was ever built.76 In October 2022, Pushilin directed 
the transfer of 53 children under the age of five from 
Donetsk oblast to Russia for placement with citizens of 
Russia.77  

In addition to the heads of the so-called LPR and DPR, 
Lvova-Belova had a critical ally in the so-called DPR gov-
ernment, Eleanora Fedorenko, assisting her as she es-
tablished the program in 2022. Fedorenko serves in two 
roles simultaneously: Advisor to Head of the [so-called] 
DPR and Children’s Commissioner of the [so-called] 
DPR. In March 2022, Fedorenko and the Children’s 
Commissioner of the [so-called] LPR signed a Protocol 
of Intent with Lvova-Belova to establish coordination 
on “the protection of rights of orphans and children 
without parental care” (see section 3C). 78  

Fedorenko traveled on at least three occasions with 
Lvova-Belova to visit the locations where children from 
the so-called DPR were being fostered within Russia.79 
In June 2022, Fedorenko wrote a letter to Pushilin 
requesting changes to so-called DPR policy that expe-
dited the process by which children in the region could 
be classified as being “without parental care” if their 
parents were not found within ten days.80

The program was a joint undertaking between so-called 
DPR and LPR officials with the Kremlin from its incep-
tion. However, occupation officials received assistance 
in coordinating with the Kremlin at each stage of the 
program’s development: identification of children for 
transfer, synchronization of laws and policies, and the 
physical movement of the children from Ukraine to Rus-
sia. This assistance came, in large part, from the majori-
ty political party in the Duma, United Russia.

United Russia
United Russia controls the State Duma with 324 of the 
450 seats occupied by United Russia members.81 While 
Putin is not officially the head of the United Russia par-
ty, it is his de facto personal political apparatus.82 There 
is significant overlap between those who played a role 
in the program and United Russia membership at all lev-
els – including both senior officials and local activists.  

United Russia has been involved in the movement of 
children from occupied areas of Ukraine since at least 
early 2022. United Russia collaborated with Russia’s 
federal and occupation officials– including Lvova-Be-
lova, the Heads of the [so-called] LPR and DPR, and 
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Anna Kuznetsova, the Deputy Secretary of the General 
Council of United Russia and Deputy Chairman of the 
State Duma– to establish headquarters that facilitated 
Russia’s program of coerced adoption and fostering.83 

In April 2022, United Russia established headquarters 
in the so-called LPR and DPR to synchronize its policies 
and laws with the Kremlin and facilitate the placement 
of children with citizens of Russia.84 

Kuznetsova is the most prominent Duma member and 
one of the most senior United Russia party officials 
linked to the program.85 She drafted a ‘treaty’ with the 
occupied Ukrainian territories to facilitate the place-
ment of children in Russia in her role as the head of 
the United Russia Commission for the Protection of 
Motherhood, Childhood and Family Support.86 At the 
start of May 2022, Kuznetsova announced that Russia’s 
legislation had been synchronized with that of the so-
called DPR and LPR to ensure “that orphans from these 
territories can be adopted in the Russian Federation.”87 
Kuznetsova has made several public appearances with 
children from Ukraine brought to Russia.88  Prior to her 
election to the Duma, Kuznetsova was Levova-Belova’s 
predecessor as Presidential Commissioner for Chil-
dren’s Rights of the Russian Federation from September 
2016 to September 2021.

Ministry of Education 
Sergei Kravtsov is the head of Russia’s Ministry of 
Education (MoE) and, like Kuznetsova, a senior United 
Russia party official, serving as a member of United 
Russia’s General Council.89 The Ministry of Education 
under Kravtsov has been a central actor for directing 
and facilitating the placement of children from Ukraine 
in foster families, overseeing their re-education and 
institutional housing, and operationally overseeing the 
child placement databases and their websites. Kravtsov 
proved to be one of the program’s most vocal and 
prominent public supporters after Putin and Lvova-Be-
lova, and the MoE played integral roles in both facilitat-
ing the children’s movement and operating the data-
bases and websites which presented the children from 
Ukraine for adoption. 

Russia’s Ministry of Education, according to its own 
officials, prepared “international” agreements allowing 
the transfer of orphans from the occupied territories 
in Ukraine to households and institutions inside Russia 
prior to the illegal annexation of territories occupied 
by Russia.90 State educational and medical institutions 
under MoE control served as midpoints for children 
from Ukraine deemed as being without parental care 
after they entered Russia.91 Children listed for adoption 
resided in MoE-operated boarding schools while they 
were being listed for adoption and fostering.92 

The MoE has been arguably the most involved of all of 
Russia’s federal agencies in the financing and opera-
tion of the websites and databases on which children 
from Ukraine were listed. The MoE itself operates one 

of the three databases containing profiles of children 
from Ukraine – profiles that do not indicate the child’s 
non-Russian origins.93 The MoE provided PII about 
children from Ukraine to ANO TsRSP for its website 
and database, which also lists children from Ukraine for 
guardianship and adoption.94 

Vladimir Putin, Maria Lvova-Belova and senior Rus-
sian and occupation officials’ actions were essential 
to implementing their program of coerced adoption 
and fostering of children from Ukraine. Their efforts to 
change and introduce new laws to naturalize children 
from Ukraine was the single most important factor in 
systematizing this policy. 

3C. Russia’s legal and policy 
changes
The Kremlin’s campaign of adopting and fostering chil-
dren from Ukraine with citizens of Russia following the 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has been 
well-established within the past two years as contra-
vening international humanitarian law, most notably 
the Geneva Conventions. What is less well-known and 
understood is that the program would have also been 
in contravention of multiple elements of the laws of the 
Russian Federation itself. As mentioned in the previous 
sections, these laws were still on the books at the time 
the program commenced in early 2022. This fact is crit-
ical to fully comprehend the level of intentional design 
and coordinated execution required from all levels of 
Putin’s regime to facilitate the program. 

Russia’s officials have stated that Ukraine’s children 
need Russian citizenship for permanent placement—in-
cluding guardianship and adoption—with citizens of 
Russia. While Yale HRL did not identify a law specifically 
requiring Russian citizenship for adoption and guard-
ianship, Article 165 of Russia’s Family Code stipulates 
conditions in which children with citizenship of another 
State can be placed for adoption in Russia.95 Russian law 
states that it is necessary to obtain the consent of both 
the child’s legal representative and the “competent 
authority of the State” of which the child is a citizen in 
order for children be adopted in Russia. Officials re-
peated claims that Russian citizenship is necessary for 
“permanent placement” with citizens of Russia demon-
strates an apparent attempt to circumvent the federal 
law requiring consent from authorities in Ukraine.  

Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022, Russia amended existing federal legisla-
tion and introduced new legislation that facilitated its 
program of coerced adoption and fostering. Russia sim-
plified the process in which children from Ukraine were 
naturalized as Russian citizens and removed legislative 
barriers identified by Lvova-Belova and Putin that pre-
vented children from Ukraine from being placed under 
the guardianship of or adopted by citizens of Russia.  
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A preceding Presidential Decree issued on 24 April 
2019 allowed citizens of Ukraine and “stateless persons 
permanently residing in the territory of Ukraine” the 
conferral of Russian citizenship on a “humanitarian” 
basis.96 This decree granted Russian citizenship in a sim-
plified manner within three months of application.97 The 
decree further specified that heads of organizations 
for orphans and children left without parental care in 
Ukraine could apply for Russian citizenship on behalf 
of the children permanently placed in these organiza-
tions.98 While this decree enabled the simplified pro-
vision of Russian citizenship to individuals in Ukraine, 
there was not yet a specific and systematic process by 
which children from Ukraine were expeditiously grant-
ed Russian citizenship necessary for permanent place-
ment with citizens of Russia as of February 2022. 

As a result, Putin and his senior officials faced a signif-
icant obstacle in the first half of 2022 to any attempt 
to systematically “Russify” children from Ukraine taken 
under Russian custody both in the days leading up to 
Russia’s full-scale invasion and in the following months. 
Both occupied territory and domestic laws that existed 
prior to February 2022 would have to be systematically 
rewritten if the program were to be given the patina 
of apparent legality, which is exactly what the Kremlin 
proceeded to do. The Kremlin’s legal maneuvering, com-
bined with the illegal annexation of occupied Ukrainian 
territories, resulted in fast-tracked citizenship for 
children from Ukraine that enabled Putin’s government 
to claim compliance with Article 165 of Russia’s Family 
Code by ensuring these children were no longer consid-
ered citizens of Ukraine under Russian law. 

“Bureaucratic Delays” 

Putin and his senior officials telegraphed their intent to 
deport, nationalize, and rehome children from Ukraine 
with citizens of Russia by adapting Russia’s policies 
and laws to facilitate the program. Decrees and legis-
lation addressed three tranches of amendments and 
additions to current law, including the granting of new 
powers to the state:  

1. A clear process for children from Ukraine to be nat-
uralized  in the Russian Federation to enable their 
adoption and guardianship with families in Russia;  

2. A mechanism for the renunciation of citizenship 
among minors from Ukraine; and 

3. Elimination of dual citizenship protections for 
children who originally held a passport issued by 
Ukraine. 

Lvova-Belova’s own statements confirmed that these 
legal changes were perceived by Putin as integral to 
achieving the end goal of placing children from Ukraine 
with citizens of Russia inside the Russian Federation.  At 
an event in which 24 children from Ukraine were placed 
with citizens of Russia in Novosibirsk in October 2022, 
Lvova-Belova stated: 

“As far back as March of this year the President 
of the country defined the task: Children from 
the LPR, DPR, and other territories in the zone of 
the special operation must not suffer, must live 
in families... And it is necessary to help children 
without any bureaucratic delay in order that they 
can receive citizenship. For this it was necessary to 
change the legislation.”99  

Lvova-Belova’s mention of “bureaucratic delay” refers 
to the direction she was given by Putin approximately 
two weeks after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. 
In a bilateral meeting between Putin and Lvova-Belova 
at the Kremlin on 9 March 2022, Putin explicitly directed 
Lvova-Belova to quickly resolve legislative delays asso-
ciated with placing children from Ukraine with citizens 
of Russia.100 Putin stated, “These are extraordinary 
circumstances and, it seems to me, we should think not 
about bureaucratic delays, but about the interests of 
children.”101  

The 9 March 2022 meeting between Putin and Lvo-
va-Belova established three critical facts. First, Putin 
exerted direct command-and-control over the design 
and execution of Russia’s program of coerced adop-
tion and fostering of children from Ukraine since its 
inception. Second, Putin communicated his strategic 
intent for Lvova-Belova to oversee systematic changes 
to Russian law in collaboration with the State Duma.102 
Putin claimed in that meeting she should “make propos-
als” for addressing legislative barriers, after which he 
would remove them.103 Third, Lvova-Belova told Putin 
that she had already compiled a register of purported 
orphans from Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, but legis-
lative changes would be necessary to place them with 
citizens in the Russian Federation.104

The first step taken to clear the “bureaucratic delays” 
was the signing of a Protocol of Intent with occupation 
officials.105 This document was signed by Lvova-Belova 
in her role as Children’s Commissioner of the Russian 
Federation, along with the Children’s Commissioners 
of the so-called DPR and LPR, Eleonora Fedorenko and 
Yulia Nazarenko.106 Russia recognized the territories of 
Luhansk and Donetsk as independent states less than 
one month before this meeting.107 The goal of the Proto-
col of Intent was to establish their coordination on “the 
protection of the rights of orphans and children with-
out parental care.”108 The Protocol of Intent was signed 
on 10 March 2022, one day after Putin and Lvova-Belo-
va’s bilateral meeting at the Kremlin. 

Putin issued a decree on 30 May 2022 that sought to 
simplify the provision of Russian citizenship explicitly 
for purported orphans and children left without paren-
tal care from the so-called DPR and LPR.109 The decree 
amended Presidential Decree 187, issued on 29 April 
2019, on simplifying the provision of Russian citizen-
ship to foreign and stateless persons. The 30 May 2022 
decree marked a significant change to previous Russian 
Federation law by stating that orphans and children 
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left without parental care only need to be temporarily 
staying in Russia in order to apply for citizenship—an 
exemption that did not exist prior to the full-scale 
invasion in February 2022.110 Echoing the substance of 
the decree, the Duma worked on a bill to “simplify the 
registration of orphans” in April 2022.111 The document 
proposed to recognize the municipality in which they 
were registered before reaching adulthood as their 
place of residence.112 

Putin issued Decree 951 on 26 December 2022 estab-
lishing a process for Ukrainian citizens to renounce 
their Ukrainian citizenship.113 This decree allowed cit-
izens of Ukraine present in the Russia-occupied terri-
tories of Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson 
who automatically received Russian citizenship after 
Russia’s illegal annexation in September 2022 to formal-
ly renounce their Ukrainian citizenship.114  

In addition to the process for the renunciation of 
Ukrainian citizenship, this decree granted heads of insti-
tutions in Russia and guardians with custody of chil-
dren from Ukraine from the territories listed above the 
power to apply for Russian citizenship and renounce 
Ukrainian citizenship on behalf of children under four-
teen.115 This decree expanded the scope of the law to 
include the 148 children from Ukraine identified in this 
report who were listed in Russia’s child placement data-
bases, all of whom were moved to institutions in Russia.  

The Role of the Duma
Russia’s State Duma played an important role in expe-
diting the naturalization of citizens of Ukraine in Russia. 
The Duma passed a law that made joint renunciation 
a unilateral act in the eyes of Russia, overcoming the 
obstacle of the previous requirement for joint renun-
ciation. 116 The Duma passed Federal Law 62-FZ on 18 
March 2023, three months after Putin’s 26 December 
2022 decree. Both the introduction of proxy renun-
ciation for minors and making the renunciation of 
Ukrainian citizenship a unilateral act exclusively con-
trolled by the Russian Federation further expedites the 
naturalization of children from Ukraine as citizens of 
Russia without Ukraine being able to prevent this act. 

Under this law, all citizens of Russia who possess 
Ukrainian citizenship can apply – or have a proxy apply 
on their behalf in the case of minors– to renounce their 
Ukrainian citizenship. According to this law, guardians 
or “authorized representatives” of institutions– includ-
ing, but not limited to, educational, medical, and social 
institutions – can apply for renunciation of Ukrainian 
citizenship on behalf of orphans and children left 
without parental care.117 Parents could apply for renun-
ciation of citizenship among children under 14 years of 
age.118  

Children between the ages of 14 and 17 are permitted to 
request to renounce their Ukrainian citizenship with-
out the approval of their Russian Federation appointed 

legal guardian.119 Federal Law 62-FZ went into effect 
on 17 June 2023.120 The Duma, in an explanatory note 
attached to the act, explained that those with both 
Russian and Ukrainian citizenship are unable to pursue 
the traditional route of renouncing Ukrainian citizen-
ship due to the ongoing conflict, wherein Ukraine jointly 
acknowledges the renunciation of dual citizenship.121  

The law stipulates that Russia does not require au-
thorization from Ukrainian officials to approve the 
renunciation of Ukrainian citizenship and that Ukrainian 
citizenship is considered legally renounced once citi-
zens submit their renunciation application to Russian 
authorities.122 Moreover, the unilateral renunciation of 
Ukrainian citizenship may mean that Ukrainian author-
ities who were not party to, or did not authorize the 
renunciation of Ukrainian citizenship, may not have 
received notification of any change and still consider 
the individual to be a citizen of Ukraine. This law further 
explicitly prohibits those who apply to Russia unilater-
ally renouncing their Ukrainian citizenship from utiliz-
ing documents certifying or indicating their Ukrainian 
citizenship.123  

On 28 April 2023, the Duma passed Federal Citizenship 
Law 138-FZ.124 The law stated that “a Russian citizen 
who has dual or multiple citizenship is considered by 
the Russian Federation only as a citizen of our country, 
regardless of where he or she lives.”125 The stated prior-
ity of Federal Citizenship Law 138-FZ is to grant citizen-
ship to those “who live in the country and are able to 
fully integrate into [Russian] society.”126  

Russia’s officials have claimed that children from 
Ukraine retained their previous citizenship, including 
Ukrainian citizenship, upon receipt of Russian citizen-
ship.127 However, even if retained, Federal Citizenship 
Law 138-FZ would effectively render Ukrainian citi-
zenship invalid within Russia.128 Citizens are prohibited 
from renouncing their own Russian citizenship until 
they reach the age of eighteen and all obligations to the 
Russian Federation are fulfilled, including mandatory 
military conscription for men aged 18-30 years.129 

Federal Citizenship Law 138-FZ also enshrined certain 
categories of children as being eligible for  Russian citi-
zenship through a simplified process. The law explicitly 
stated that it applied to children who have been adopt-
ed by Russian citizens, children under the guardianship 
of Russian citizens, or those who are in the custody of 
a Russian organization for orphans and children left 
without parental care.130  

These categories encompass all the children this study 
has conclusively identified as those deported from 
Ukraine and placed in the Kremlin’s adoption and fos-
tering program.131 While the law took an additional six 
months from when it was signed to come into effect, 
Yale HRL analysts have documented multiple instances 
in which Ukraine’s children were placed with citizens of 
Russia prior to being naturalized as Russian citizens. 
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Putin issued another Presidential Decree on 4 January 
2024. Decree 11, which was issued on 4 January 2024, 
reverted back to language used in the 2019 decrees 
by replacing all mentions of the so-called DPR and LPR 
with “Ukraine.”132 The decree allowed all children from 
Ukraine to be naturalized as citizens of Russia in the 
same simplified manner established for children from 
the so-called DPR and LPR.133 The “bureaucratic delays” 
that deterred both Putin and Lvova-Belova in the first 
months of the program were now effectively resolved. 

3D. The databases
The operational heart of Russia’s program of coerced 
adoption and fostering of children from Ukraine are 
three interconnected databases. For over twenty 
months, Yale HRL has monitored, archived, and investi-
gated the databases, including collecting granular infor-
mation about domain names, internet service providers, 
and the data sharing relationship between the databas-
es. The three databases are:   

1. Russia’s Ministry of Education’s “State data bank 
of orphans and children left without parental care” 
(hereafter, the “MoE database”); 134

2. The Center for Development of Social Projects 
(ANO TsRSP), a non-governmental organization 
that had previously been funded by the MoE and 
the Office of the President of the Russian Federa-
tion (hereafter, the “ANO TsRSP database”);135 and

3. Change One Life (COL), a non-governmental or-
ganization led by Yana Leonova, a member of the 
expert council of the MoE on issues related to the 
guardianship of unaccompanied children (hereafter, 
the “COL database”).136 

The MoE database, per Russia’s Federal Law, has been 
the federal operator of the “State data bank of orphans 
and children left without parental care” since 2005.137 
In this role, the MoE’s database of children is the sole 
entity in Russia legally responsible for the collection and 
maintenance of data about these children.138 The MoE 
receives and processes data from regional operators of 
databases after they first receive it from local guardian-
ship authorities.139

A hierarchal and interconnected relationship exists 
between the three databases, with the MoE’s being the 
database of record and ANO TsRSP being a second-
ary database that ingests information from the MoE. 
Russia’s officials often refer to the ANO TsRSP database 
as the primary federal adoption database.140 The two 
databases have had a common information sharing 
agreement since at least 2019.141 

The COL database serves as a complement to the MoE 
and ANO TsRSP databases. The COL database has vid-
eos and other interactive content. Additional research 
is required to better understand how this database 

is managed.  Each of the databases contains profiles 
that hyperlink to the children’s profiles in the other two 
databases. 

Each database is hosted on open source websites with-
in Russia. These websites contain resources for adop-
tive and foster parents, contact information of local 
guardianship authorities within each region, and infor-
mation about guardianship and adoption within Russia. 

The databases categorize children listed for forms of 
family placement within each region of Russia. The da-
tabases can be filtered by region to identify the children 
available for adoption, guardianship, and/or trusteeship 
located within the selected region. 

At least as early as March 2023, Ukrainian territories il-
legally annexed by Russia in September 2022 – including 
the so-called DPR, so-called LPR, Kherson, and Zapor-
izhzhia oblasts – were incorporated into Russia’s federal 
child placement databases. It is unknown when the four 
territories were added. It is also unknown if children 
identified in this report were taken and subsequently 
listed within regions in Russia prior to the territories 
within Ukraine being incorporated into the databases.

3E. Concealment of the 
program 
Russia has never hidden the overall fact that it has 
deported children from Ukraine to Russia, nor has it 
categorically denied that some children have been 
placed in the custody with citizens of Russia. However, 
the program has consistently engaged in three cate-
gories of activities that have fundamentally served to 
conceal the number of children in the adoption and 
fostering program, the individual names and origins of 
the children, and the transportation routes and current 
whereabouts of the children who have been processed 
through the program in the past two and a half years.  

First, while Russia’s databases were amended to in-
clude the four occupied territories of Ukraine in which 
children were available for adoption and guardianship, 
children from Ukraine were listed in Russian oblasts of 
the database. All 148 children identified in Russia’s data-
bases were listed in Russian oblasts. Yale HRL identified 
the children’s journeys from their origin point in Ukraine 
to the midpoints and end facilities to which they were 
taken in Russia, after which children were listed on Rus-
sia’s databases in Russian regions.  

Children from Ukraine had already been listed for 
adoption and guardianship in Russian oblasts approx-
imately five months before Lvova-Belova released a 
statement on her official website saying children from 
Ukraine would be placed in Russia’s federal database.142 
Lvova-Belova also claimed that the so-called DPR would 
be the first region incorporated into Russia’s federal 
child placement database.143 After categories for the 
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so-called DPR– along with Kherson, Zaporizhzhia, and 
the so-called LPR– were added to Russia’s databases, 
Yale HRL only identified children from Ukraine listed for 
adoption and guardianship within the Russian oblasts 
rather than the Ukrainian territories.  

Additionally, it is unknown if children were ever listed 
for adoption and/or guardianship within the Ukrainian 
territories. Yale HRL routinely monitored the Ukrainian 
territories in these databases over twenty months; at 
no point were children found by Yale HRL to have been 
listed for adoption and/or guardianship within the 
Ukrainian territories on the databases. 

Furthermore, Russia failed to acknowledge which chil-
dren had been taken from Ukraine in the databases and 
presented them as if they had been born in Russia. This 
willful failure to identify the children as nationals of 
Ukraine occurred simultaneously with Russia’s refusal 
to register the children with the Government of Ukraine 
or the International Committee of the Red Cross, as 
mandated by the Geneva Conventions.144 

The second and third broad types of concealment 
activities included, but were not limited to: 1) Removal 
of profile data about children–including those from 
Ukraine– in Russia’s child placement databases; and 
2) Removal and obfuscation of open source informa-
tion relevant to tracking the children’s travel patterns 
and their whereabouts. The removal of content itself 
does not prove an effort to conceal the identities of 
these children per se. However, this activity is highly 
probative to understanding the degree to which and 
how Russia intended to conceal the identities of these 
children, and specifically, their origins in Ukraine. 

Open source content has been removed or obfuscated 
that has probative value to tracking how the children 
were initially transported from Ukraine and how they 
were moved within Russia. These materials include 
articles showing the arrival of the children at boarding 
schools, specific Telegram content from Lvova-Belova’s 
social media account talking about a visit to a facility 
holding children with delegates of the Red Cross, and 
news reports about children arriving at the midpoint 
locations.145 The tail number of planes used to transport 
the children have also been obscured (see Section 4). In 
at least one case, the personally identifiable information 
of a child in the database did not match the PII attribut-
ed to this child when they were interviewed in Russian 
media. It is unknown whether this child’s PII had been 
changed in the databases. 

The statements of senior officials about the program, 
particularly about whether it included the practice of 
widespread adoption of children from Ukraine, have 
changed over time. The timing of these changes ap-
pears to correlate with international sanctions and law 
enforcement actions connected to the program. For 
example, officials claimed that children from Ukraine 
would be placed in adoption as the priority for place-
ment in the summer of 2022.146 A few weeks after 

Lvova-Belova was sanctioned by the United States in 
September 2022, she claimed that adoption has never 
been the priority despite children beginning to be listed 
on the databases, including specifically for adoption, 
at that time. By March 2023 Lvova-Belova categorically 
denied that any ongoing adoption activities of Ukraine’s 
children were occurring. Following these denials, Russia 
engaged in increased deceptive practices to conceal 
their adoption of children from Ukraine. Between June 
2023 and August 2024, the profiles of at least four chil-
dren from Ukraine were changed from being available 
for guardianship and/or trusteeship to being available 
for adoption in addition to guardianship and/or trust-
eeship. Concurrently, Russia’s officials continued to 
publicly deny any wrongdoing. When asked about the 
ICC’s arrest warrants in July 2023, Lvova-Belova claimed 
“Of course, I’m not hiding from anyone. And I have no 
doubt that we are doing everything right. With every 
day this confidence grows more and more.... It would 
seem difficult to create an image of a ‘woman of geno-
cide’ over such simple and understandable things, but 
the Ukrainian side and Westerners did it.”147 

The ICC indictments in March 2023 led to direct diplo-
matic consequences for Russia’s Federal Government. 
In May 2023, South Africa considered changing its laws 
to allow Putin to attend the BRICS Summit in August 
despite the ICC warrant.148 In July 2023, South Africa’s 
largest political opposition party brought the issue of 
whether Putin should be allowed to attend BRICS be-
fore the High Court in Pretoria.149 Ultimately, Putin did 
not attend. At no other point since the full-scale inva-
sion did Putin himself sustain a direct consequence that 
negatively affected his diplomatic standing amongst 
his allies. After August 2023, Lvova-Belova and officials 
in Russia’s Federal Government continued to deny that 
children from Ukraine are placed for adoption in Russia. 

Following international condemnation, Russia’s offi-
cials–who originally publicized the guardianship and 
adoption of children from Ukraine– later claimed that 
children from Ukraine were solely placed under guard-
ianship. While children may have originally been placed 
under guardianship with citizens of Russia, this did not 
preclude children from later being adopted. Russia’s 
officials developed a system in which guardianship 
precedes adoption. Russia’s officials claimed that after 
children were placed for temporary guardianship, chil-
dren would be adopted.150 As children were placed un-
der temporary guardianship, legislation was amended 
that expedited the conferral of Russian citizenship on 
purported orphans from Ukraine. Children placed under 
guardianship were then naturalized as Russian citizens,  
enabling their adoption by citizens of Russia. As de-
scribed earlier, adoption enables children to be further 
concealed in Russia’s program of coerced adoption and 
fostering, as Russia’s federal law authorizes changes in 
PII among adopted children.151 These changes present 
significant barriers to identifying the individual children 
taken from Ukraine and adopted within Russia (see 
section 6).  
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 4. Children identified 
in Russia’s program of 
coerced adoption and 
fostering 
Yale HRL has identified 314 children at high confidence 
who have been taken from Ukraine and placed with 
citizens of Russia or listed on Russia’s child placement 
databases across 21 regions of Russia following Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Figure 4.1 
depicts where the 314 children identified in this report 
were taken and placed in Russia’s program: 148 children 
were taken to at least five regions of Russia and listed 
on Russia’s child placement databases; 166 children 
were directly placed with citizens across 16 regions of 
Russia. 

Yale HRL has assessed that the true number of children 
from Ukraine who have undergone Russia’s program of 
coerced adoption and fostering is significantly high-
er than the 314 children identified in this report (see 
subsection “Russia’s coerced adoption and fostering 
throughout occupied Ukraine” below). This assessment 
is based on the existence of multiple other credible re-
ports of children from Ukraine not in this study’s cohort 
being fostered and adopted in Russia. These reports 
include investigations on children from Kherson’s baby 
home as well as children who underwent filtration.152 
Yale HRL believes that some children may have had 
living relatives in Ukraine when they were taken to 
Russia and placed with citizens of Russia or placed in 
Russian institutions and subsequently listed in Russia’s 
databases. In various interviews with Russian media 
outlets, citizens of Russia with whom children from 
Ukraine were placed have claimed that the children’s 
parents in Ukraine were missing, had been deprived of 
parental care, had died, or were unable to care for their 
children.153 

Figure 4.1. Geographical distribution of placements of children from Ukraine

Figure 4.1 illustrates the Russian regions in which children identified by Yale 

HR were taken and listed in Russia’s child placement databases or placed with 

citizens of Russia. There is no apparent overlap between placements of the two 

groups. Children were transported to and listed in Russia’s databases in the 

following regions: Pskov (2), Bryansk (4), Orël (9), Saratov (15), and the Republic of 

Bashkortostan (17). Children were placed with citizens of Russia in the following 

regions: Murmansk (1), Leningrad (3), Kaluga (5), Moscow (6), Tula (7), Ryazan (8), 

Kursk (10), Lipetsk (11), Voronezh (12), Rostov (13), Astrakhan (14), Nizhny Novgorod 

(16), Yamalo-Nenets (18), Tyumen (19), Omsk (20), and Novosibirsk (21). 
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The following section provides an overview of the 
children who have undergone Russia’s program of co-
erced adoption and fostering. It includes three primary 
components:

1. The socio-demographic backgrounds of the chil-
dren who were taken from Ukraine and placed with 
citizens of Russia, or placed in institutions and listed 
on Russia’s databases;

2. The children’s experiences identified in this report 
and the associated trends identified in Yale HRL’s 
research on Russia’s program of coerced adoption 
and fostering; and

3. How children were moved through Russia’s system 
of coerced adoption and fostering prior to being 
placed with citizens of Russia or placed in institu-
tions and listed on Russia’s databases. 

4A. Background of children

Movement of children from Ukraine to 
Russia
Russia targeted purported orphans and children left 
without parental care for subsequent adoption, guard-
ianship, and/or fostering in Russia. Almost 1,000 chil-
dren, including those purported to be orphans or left 
without parental care, were taken to Russia under the 
guise of “evacuations” in the days leading up to Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine.154 

Russia’s occupation officials directed the mass deporta-
tion of children from Ukraine to Russia. On 18 February 
2022, the Heads of the [so-called] DPR and [so-called] 
LPR issued decrees ordering the “evacuation” of educa-
tional and social institutions in Ukraine.155 Children from 
Ukraine were deported to Russia within hours of the 
decrees being issued.156 The Ministry of Education and 
Science of the [so-called] Donetsk People’s Republic fa-
cilitated the purported evacuation of 626 children from 
seven institutions in occupied Donetsk oblast to Rostov 
and Kursk oblasts in Russia between 18 and 19 February 
2022.157  

In May 2022, Lvova-Belova claimed that 1,700 orphans– 
including 1,200 orphans from boarding schools in the 
[so-called] DPR and LPR– had been taken to Russia.158 
Yale HRL believes that some of the children identified in 
this report were likely taken to Russia in the days prior 
to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine (see Section 3).  

The heads of institutions in occupied Ukraine prepared 
the children’s documentation and transported the 
children to facilities in Russia.159 Russian media claims 
that the children’s teachers in Ukraine also transport-
ed the children to Russia, where at least some of them 
remained at the facilities with the children for up to 
several months.160  

At least one of the children identified by Yale HRL was 
part of a group of 31 children taken from basements in 
Mariupol.161 According to Russian media, the group was 
purportedly aged between 7 and 17 years old and taken 
from Mariupol to Donetsk by Russia’s Investigative 
Committee– a federal criminal investigative agency– 
and then to a boarding house in Russia operated by the 
Presidential Property Management Department of the 
Russian Federation.162 According to independent investi-
gations, the group of 31 children was flown from Rostov 
oblast to Moscow oblast on a government plane from 
Putin’s Presidential fleet.163 In an interview in June 2022, 
Lvova-Belova stated that these children were “the first 
in line for adoption.”164 The same month, Lvova-Belova 
herself took custody of one of these children, a 15-year-
old boy from Mariupol.165 Multiple sources indicate that 
she subsequently adopted him several months later.166  

Institutions in Ukraine from 
which children were taken
At least 122 of the 314 children identified by Yale HRL 
were taken from institutions in Ukraine. Yale HRL has 
identified two secondary schools in Ukraine from which 
children identified in this report were taken and placed 
in  Russia’s coerced adoption and fostering system. 
Both institutions are in Donetsk oblast and operate as 
boarding schools for orphans and children left without 
parental care.167 

Both of the institutions identified were founded by 
the Ministry of Education and Science of the Donetsk 
People’s Republic and registered in 2014 following the 
invasion of the Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts.168 These 
institutions were re-registered as Russian institutions– 
rather than [so-called] DPR institutions– in November 
2022, less than two months after Russia’s illegal and 
coercive annexation referendum.169  

Both institutions continued to operate after children 
were deported in February 2022; students who at-
tended these schools after the initial groups of chil-
dren were deported in February 2022 were exposed 
to  pro-Russia re-education.170 The institution directors 
who had previously taken children to Russia have since 
returned and have enrolled, or are in the process of 
enrolling, new students in their institutions.171 One in-
stitution was converted to an Investigative Committee 
cadet corps academy in September 2024. Cadet schools 
provide traditional academic instruction while also pre-
paring children to serve in the Investigative Committee 
and aim to “instill ... [in children] a sense of patriotism 
and readiness to defend the Fatherland” (see Yale HRL’s 
report on the deportation of children from Ukraine to 
Belarus on cadet schools).172 Yale HRL has assessed that 
both institutions are active as of 2 October 2024.  

The leaked document from the Ministry of Labor and 
Social Policy of the [so-called] DPR discussed in Sec-
tion 3 includes an appendix that identified nine edu-
cational institutions and children’s centers in Ukraine 
from which children were taken and moved to Russia, 
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including the two aforementioned educational institu-
tions identified by Yale HRL (see Section 3). Additional 
research is needed to identify whether children from 
the seven additional institutions have been placed in 
Russia’s program of coerced adoption and fostering. 

Russia’s coerced adoption and fostering 
throughout occupied Ukraine
All children identified in this report were taken from 
Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts. However, Russia’s pro-
gram of coerced adoption and fostering likely extends 
to additional occupied regions of Ukraine. In May 2022, 
Russia’s officials introduced legislation that enabled 
heads of institutions in Russia-occupied territories in 
the so-called LPR/DPR, Zaporizhzhia and Kherson to 
apply for Russian citizenship on behalf of minors, thus 
enabling children to be placed with citizens of Russia 
(see Section 3C).173 

Three months after this legislation passed, Lvova-Be-
lova asserted that she wanted placement of children 
from Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts with citizens of 
Russia to become “systematic.”174 In October 2022, Lvo-
va-Belova stated that orphans from Donetsk, Luhansk, 
Kherson, and Zaporizhzhia oblasts would be placed 
with citizens of Russia.175 Media identifying children 
from occupied176 Kherson oblast and Kharkiv oblast 
placed with citizens of Russia corroborates Lvova-Be-
lova’s claims and indicates that Russia’s program of co-
erced adoption and fostering extends beyond Luhansk 
and Donetsk oblasts.177

Living relatives in Ukraine
Yale HRL has assessed that some of the children identi-
fied in this report may have living relatives in Ukraine.

As previously reported in Yale HRL’s February 2023 re-
port on the re-education and adoption of Ukraine’s chil-
dren, some children deemed to be orphans by Russia’s 
authorities may have one or more living parent(s).178 
Prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Ukraine’s 
government relayed to the United Nations that the ma-
jority of children in Ukrainian institutions and orphan-
ages “are not orphans, have no serious illness or disease, 
and are in an institution because their families are in 
difficult circumstances.”179 

Some children have parents who were deprived of pa-
rental rights. The director of one institution in Ukraine, 
who transported children from Ukraine to Russia–
where they were placed in institutions and later listed 
on Russia’s databases–claimed that some children were 
deemed “social orphans,” including those whose par-
ents had allegedly been deprived of parental rights.180 
Yale HRL could not corroborate individuals deprived of 
parental rights or the specific circumstances in which 
parental rights may have been revoked, though another 
organization has corroborated these details.181

The Republic of Bashkortostan’s Minister of Family, 
Labor and Social Protection, Lenara Ivanova, claimed 
that an unspecified portion of the 32 children taken 
from Donetsk oblast to the Republic of Bashkortostan 
were children whose status was “not defined’; these 
children had parents who had not been deprived of 
parental rights.182 Ivanova claimed that Russia’s author-
ities would search for the children’s parents and “go to 
the court to deprive them of rights” if the parents were 
in Russia and were “unwilling” to care for the children.183 
Yale HRL could not confirm specific instances of par-
ents whose children with “status not defined” were 
formally deprived of their rights via a court of law.

However, Yale HRL identified at least 25 out of the 32 
children brought from Donetsk oblast to the Republic 
of Bashkortostan, including 14 children whose database 
profiles stipulated that at least one parent had been re-
stricted or deprived of parental rights. Three additional 
profiles claimed that guardianship and trusteeship 
authorities had removed the child from their maternal 
guardians . Yale HRL was unable to determine whether 
any of the 25 children identified previously had a sta-
tus of “not defined” in which parental rights were later 
revoked. 

Someone who identified themselves as the grand-
mother of a child at that institution inquired where 
children deported from an institution in Ukraine had 
been taken in Russia, further suggesting some of these 
children may have had living relatives in Ukraine. In July 
2022, she posted on the VK page of one of the insti-
tutions in Ukraine from which children were deported 
and asked where the children were located.184 At least 
21 children deported from this institution were later 
identified on Russia’s databases.

Yale HRL has not determined how many children 
identified in this report may have had living relatives in 
Ukraine when they were placed with citizens of Russia 
or listed in Russia’s  databases.

Demographic analysis
Age

The children identified in this report ranged in age be-
tween two and 17 years at the time they were taken to 
Russia, with the average age of children listed in Rus-
sia’s databases or placed with citizens of Russia being 
approximately eleven years. Russia’s databases listed 
the child’s age or year of birth; Yale HRL relied on open 
source data to determine the age of children placed 
directly with citizens of Russia. Among the 314 children 
identified, as many as eighteen children will reach the 
age of majority by the end of 2024 and therefore may 
age out of Russia’s program of adoption and fostering. 
As children age out this system, they may become eli-
gible for conscription or to enlist with Russia’s security 
services. 
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Russia’s databases contains a of profile each child, 
detailing their personally identifiable information and 
demographic data. The following section details the 
aggregated demographic data of the 148 children 
assessed to be from Ukraine who were listed in Russia’s 
databases. Yale HRL was unable to collect comparable 
data for the 166 children placed with citizens of Russia; 
those 166 were therefore excluded from the following 
analysis. Figure 4.2 below represents the demographic 
data described below as well as additional information 
related to citizenship status and origin.

Gender

The dataset of children listed skews slightly male 
(59.5%). Except for one case in which gender of the 
child is unknown, Yale HRL identified 60 girls and 87 
boys on Russia’s databases.

Sibling Status

Approximately half (46.6%) of the children identified in 
Russia’s Change One Life database are stated to have 
siblings according to their profiles; HRL identified these 
siblings in the database. Yale HRL was unable to assess 
the sibling status of 14 individual children who did not 
have Change One Life profiles. 

Yale HRL has identified at least one instance in which 
siblings appeared to have been separated from each 
other. Four purported siblings who were taken to the 
same boarding school in Russia and listed on Russia’s 
databases appear to have been separated after the 
youngest three siblings were placed with citizens of 
Russia while the eldest sibling (age 15 at the time) 
remained in the state-run institution.185 This reporting 
is consistent with information reflected on Russia’s da-
tabases: as of 21 August 2024, the profiles of the three 

Figure 4.2. Demographic breakdown of children identified in this study

Children 
identified in 

databases

Children placed 
with citizens of 

Russia
Total

Number of children 148 (47.1%) 166 (52.8%) 314

Number of regions to which children were 
taken 5 16 21

Naturalized as Russian citizens 10 57 67

Age range 4-16 2-17 2-17

Number of children taken from an institution 
in Ukraine 86 36 122

Stated to have siblings 69 - -

Forms of Placement - - -

Adoption, Guardianship, Trusteeship 99 - -

Adoption, Guardianship 26 - -

Guardianship, Trusteeship 15 - -

Guardianship 7 - -

Health Group* - - -

Group 1 9 - -

Group 2 96 - -

Group 3 33 - -

Group 4  4 - -

Group 5  5 - -

Figure 4.2. depicts the demographic breakdown of children taken from Ukraine 
and listed in Russia’s databases or placed with citizens of Russia.
*Yale HRL was unable to identify the health group and forms of placement of one child listed in Russia’s databases. 



25

younger siblings stated that they had been placed with 
citizens of Russia, while the profile of the oldest sibling 
indicated that she was still located at the boarding 
school and stated that she was available for adoption 
and guardianship.186 

Yale HRL has identified at least two accounts of sibling 
separation among children not identified in this report. 
Siblings from Kharkiv were taken to Russia by Russia’s 
military, after which the younger sibling was placed 
with citizens of Russia without his older sister.187 Anoth-
er child who was transported alongside children from 
Ukraine later identified in Russia’s databases reported 
that he and his brother had been taken to separate 
institutions in Russia, despite the child being under the 
impression that they would be taken to the same loca-
tion in Russia.188 Yale HRL was unable to determine what 
happened to the separated siblings described in both 
cases; they could not be identified in Russia’s databases 
and their locations remain unknown. Yale HRL was un-
able to determine the extent to which siblings may have 
been separated through Russia’s program of coerced 
adoption and fostering. 

Family form of placement 

The profiles of children listed on Russia’s databases 
specify the forms of placements for which children are 
eligible: adoption, guardianship, and/or trusteeship (see 
Section 3 for definitions on the forms of placement). 

The vast majority of children (84.4%) assessed to be 
from Ukraine and identified on Russia’s databases were 
listed for adoption, including 66.8% of children who 
were listed for “adoption, guardianship, and trustee-
ship” and 17.5% of children who were listed for “adop-
tion and guardianship.” 

Health Status

Approximately 64.9% of children identified in Russia’s 
databases were assessed by health professionals in 
Russia to be “practically healthy” children, including chil-
dren who may currently have or have had health issues 
that do not interfere with the child’s ability to “work or 
study.”189 These health officials are directed by Russia’s 
Ministry of Health, which mandates that all children 
aged three to 17 are assigned a numerical health group 
that describes the child’s general state of health.190 
According to language analysts at Yale HRL, health 
groups described by Russia’s Ministry of Health range 
from Group 1 (child with no persisting health issues or 
additional support needs) to Group 5 (disabled child 
with extensive additional support needs) (see Annex I 
for Russia’s Ministry of Health’s official categorization of 
each health group).191 Russia’s Change One Life data-
base claims that local pediatricians or doctors affiliated 
with children’s institutions assign each child a health 
group, which is then listed in each child’s profile across 
all three of Russia’s child placement databases identi-
fied in this report.192

Purported Reason for Lack of Parental Care

Children’s profiles on Russia’s ANO TsRSP and Ministry 
of Education databases include the stated reasons for 
“lack of maternal and paternal care of the child,” respec-
tively. Approximately two thirds (66.2%) of children 
identified in Russia’s databases reportedly had at least 
one parent whose parental rights were revoked or re-
stricted by a court of law. 

4B. Experiences of children

Collective experiences
Yale HRL concluded that Russia’s federal government 
targeted highly vulnerable children from conflict zones 
in Ukraine for their systematic and widespread program 
of coerced adoption and fostering. Russia’s deportation, 
adoption, and fostering of children from Ukraine– and 
their concealment of this system– is embedded in the 
Kremlin’s documented effort to erase cultural and na-
tional identity amongst children from Ukraine. 

Midpoints played an essential role in the experiences 
of children taken from Ukraine to Russia. Some children 
were deported to midpoints approximately three hours 
after employees in Ukraine’s boarding schools had been 
directed to transport the children to Russia, accompa-
nied by local occupation authorities and Russia’s border 
guards.193 

At least some of the children who were part of this rap-
id transfer were not told they were being deported to 
Russia for subsequent placement in Russian institutions 
and with citizens of Russia; instead they were told that 
they were going on an “adventure” or “excursion.”194 
Russian media reports also indicate that children had 
been taken in the middle of the night and transport-
ed to one midpoint in Rostov oblast, where they were 
guarded by as many as five agencies among Russia’s 
security and military forces.195 More than 500 children 
from Ukraine–including those later found listed in 
Russia’s databases–taken to this Rostov midpoint were 

At least three children identified in this 
investigation have been placed with the families 
of Russia’s officials or Russia’s military forces. 
Sergey*–taken from a Donetsk institution in 
2022– was listed on Russia’s databases starting in 
November 2022. A little over a year later, Sergey 
was placed with the family of a Russian soldier.

Masha* was taken from an orphanage in Luhansk 
and placed with citizens of Russia in October 2022. 
They reported that Masha is bereft at having been 
separated from her friends and now prefers to be 
left alone.
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guarded by multiple agencies, including the non-de-
partmental security of the Russian Guard, a local police 
squad, Cossacks, the Ministry of Emergency Situations, 
and border guards.196 

Once they arrived at midpoints in Russia, the children 
then underwent medical and psychological examina-
tions in what the official website of the Kremlin de-
scribed as “preparation” for the children’s placement 
with citizens of Russia.197 Some of the children were 
then taken to a military airfield in Russia– including 
those transported on Russia’s Ministry of Defense 
aircraft–where they were subsequently placed with 
citizens of Russia.198 In at least one instance in July 2022, 
citizens of Russia met the children from Ukraine placed 
in their custody at the military airfield where they ar-
rived.199 

Children placed in institutions and subsequently listed 
on Russia’s databases underwent pro-Russia re-ed-
ucation at these institutions.200 Children were also 
recruited by Russia’s Investigative Committee for cadet 
schools and exposed to militaristic propaganda, where 
they were lectured on Russia’s army and assembled 
weaponry (see the “re-education” subsection below).201

These activities, particularly re-education, are a part 
of the Kremlin’s  systematic effort to “Russify” children 
from Ukraine.  

Individual accounts

Yale HRL identified individual accounts of children tak-
en from Ukraine placed in  Russia’s program of coerced 
adoption and fostering. The experiences documented 
below were identified in interviews with the children 

and/or the citizens of Russia with whom they were 
placed. All interviews were identified in Russia’s open 
source media.

According to various interviews, multiple children 
expressed feelings of isolation. Additionally, Yale HRL 
documented at least three accounts in which children 
appeared unaware that they were being permanently 
placed with citizens of Russia or felt coerced into being 
placed with citizens of Russia. 

Key trends
Yale HRL identified three primary trends among chil-
dren in Russia’s program of coerced adoption and 
fostering: 1) children were systematically naturalized 
as Russian citizens ; 2) children underwent medical and 
psychological assessments upon arrival in Russia; and 3) 
children were exposed to pro-Russia re-education.  

Naturalization
The naturalization of children from Ukraine is the cor-
nerstone of Russia’s program of coerced adoption and 
fostering ; this systematic effort enables children to be 
permanently placed with citizens of Russia. 

Yale HRL assessed that it is highly likely that most–if 
not all–children identified in this report have been  
naturalized as Russian citizens. As discussed in the 
previous section, Putin’s government needed to natu-
ralize Ukraine’s children as Russian citizens to facilitate 
their program of adoption and fostering. Additionally, 
Lvova-Belova stated that children must have Russian 
citizenship in order to be placed for guardianship and 
adoption with citizens of Russia.202 Lvova-Belova also 
claimed that Russian citizenship allowed the children’s 
placement with citizens of Russia to become “perma-
nent.203 In October 2023, Lvova-Belova stated that all 
children from Ukraine placed in foster care had been 
naturalized as Russian citizens.204  

Putin and Lvova-Belova, among others, amended federal 
citizenship laws with the explicit intent of placing chil-
dren from Ukraine with citizens of Russia (see Section 
3C).205 According to the official website of the Kremlin, 
Lvova-Belova recommended procedures for simulta-
neously naturalizing purported orphans as Russian 
citizens with the submission of documents to transfer 

Vika* stated that she did not want to be placed 
with a citizens of Russia but believed that if she 
refused, her younger siblings would be separated 
from her and placed in a boarding school.

According to Lyubov’s* foster parent, Lyubov only 
learned that she had been permanently placed 
with a citizens of Russia after her arrival in their 
home. She had thought that she would be returned 
to Ukraine after she temporarily stayed with 
citizens of Russia and was shocked to find out that 
she would be living with them until she came of 
age.

 Gleb* was taken alongside 233 other children from 
a boarding school in Donetsk in February 2022 
and placed with a citizens of Russia. According 
to Gleb, he was told that his placement would be 
temporary. Gleb also said that he used to dream 
of returning to Ukraine; when asked [by his foster 
parent] about returning to Ukraine now, he 
shrugged and stated that he does not have anyone 
to return to.

Figure 4.3. Pull quotes with experiences of children 
identified in Russia’s program of coerced adoption 
and fostering
*All children described have had their names changed 
to protect their identities. Yale HRL was unable to 
corroborate the individual accounts of children from 
Ukraine placed with citizens of Russia.
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them to Russia.206 Three months later, Lvova-Belova as-
serted that children from Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts 
received “immediate” citizenship upon being taken to 
Russia.207

At least 67 (21.3%) of the children identified in this 
investigation were confirmed to have been naturalized 
as citizens of Russia, including 6.8% of those on Russia’s 
databases and 34.3% of children placed with citizens of 
Russia. Yale HRL identified at least 13 of the 314 children 
in this report being presented with Russian domestic 
passports, which are issued only to Russian citizens. 
The ceremonial presentation of a Russian citizen’s first 
internal passport—which is used for domestic affairs 
and access to government programs and not for in-
ternational travel— is customary when a Russian child 
turns 14 years of age.208 

In addition to being required for permanent placement 
with citizens of Russia, Russian citizenship is also nec-
essary for access to higher education, medical care, and 
what is referred to as “rehabilitation” and “health-im-
proving recreation.”209 Yale HRL identified at least one 
account in which a child from Ukraine placed with citi-
zens of Russia was unable to access medical treatment 
until he was naturalized as a Russian citizen.210 

Medical and psychological interventions
Children underwent medical and psychological exam-
inations at the hands of Russia’s medical professionals, 
who also facilitated the placement of children from 
Ukraine with citizens of Russia. According to the Krem-
lin, doctors and psychologists conducted medical ex-
aminations and psychological assessments of children 
deported from Ukraine to “prepare” children for being 
placed with citizens of Russia.211 

Children taken to midpoints in Russia underwent medi-
cal examinations by medical professionals from a near-
by hospital and were asked about their former health 
history, including the presence of illnesses.212 As pre-
viously established, doctors assigned each child later 
listed in Russia’s databases a “health group”– a five-tier 
numerical score that reflects the absence or extent of 
health issues associated with each child (see Annex I 
for Russia’s Ministry of Health’s official categorization of 
each health group). Yale HRL has not verified whether 
children directly placed with citizens of Russia without 
first being listed on the databases were assigned health 
groups. 

Russia’s federal government facilitated the involve-
ment of psychologists in Russia’s program of coerced 
adoption and fostering. On 1 June 2022, Lvova-Belova 
claimed that all children must undergo psychologi-
cal rehabilitation before being placed with citizens of 
Russia.213 Approximately eight months later, Russia’s 
Investigative Committee stated that “psychological 
assistance” had been provided at temporary accommo-
dation centers.214 

Federal guidance issued on 22 February 2022 by Russia’s 
Ministry of Education promulgates that educational 
psychologists working with children located at “tem-
porary accommodation centers” should “not support 
politicization and discussions about the reasons for 
what is happening at this stage.”215 The document 
also recommends “a corrective psychological tool” 
(корректирующий психологический инструмент) to 
work with child and adolescent anxiety “in a situation of 
forced stay.”216 This document explicitly acknowledges 
that these children were: a) not permitted to leave Rus-
sia (“in a situation of forced stay”), b) experiencing psy-
chological distress, c) undergoing treatment by Russia’s 
health professionals with direct support from  Russia’s 
government, and that each of the above conditions 
was known to the Russian government at the time. The 
document illustrates how Russia’s federal government 
orchestrated the involvement of medical professionals 
in their system of coerced adoption and fostering.217 

Psychologists showed introductory videos of potential 
families in Russia to children taken from Ukraine since 
at least September 2022, organized online meetings 
between the children and potential foster families, and 
engaged with children to identify—supposedly joint-
ly—citizens in Russia with which the children would 
be placed.218 Psychologists also issued necessary doc-
uments for transferring the children to Russia, carried 
out diagnostic testing of an unknown nature on chil-
dren ahead of their placement, and accompanied chil-
dren for their placement with citizens of Russia.219 

Yale HRL is unable to provide information about the 
psychologists’ credentials or the medical necessity of 
the examinations conducted at this time.  

Re-education
Russia’s program of coerced adoption and fostering 
serves as an integral vehicle for the “Russification” of 
children from Ukraine by subjecting them to system-
atic re-education. Yale HRL documented re-education, 
including pro-state and militarized propaganda, in all 
eight (100.0%) facilities to which children from Ukraine 
were transferred and subsequently listed on Russia’s 
databases. Yale HRL’s February 2023 report document-
ing Russia’s widespread re-education of children from 
Ukraine defined re-education as the promotion of 
cultural, historical, societal, and patriotic messages or 
ideas that serve the political interest of the State.220 

In recent years, Russia’s Ministry of Education has 
increasingly introduced initiatives in Russia’s educa-
tion system to mandate pro-State narratives, including 
skewed or false narratives legitimizing Russia’s war in 
Ukraine.221 Children integrated into Russia’s educational 
system are consistently exposed to re-education, in-
cluding narratives criticizing Ukraine’s right to indepen-
dence and justifying Russia’s actions in Ukraine, as well 
as curricula and events glorifying Russia.222 
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Children identified in this report attended events cele-
brating Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea and lec-
tures establishing the annexation of Crimea as “[their] 
common heritage and the most important factor in sta-
bility in the region and the country.”223 Another institu-
tion held an event dedicated to “ideological and patriot-
ic education in modern conditions” that taught children 
about figures deemed heroes throughout Russia.224 

One state-run institution dedicated a week to “form in 
children ideas about our Motherland, its heroic past,” 
where children attended lectures about Russia’s history. 
At the end of the week, the institution concluded that 
“the children came to the realization that in order for 
peace and friendship to always exist, there should be 
no quarrels and grievances. We must be friendly from 
childhood, respect, take care of each other, because we 
are the children of one mother, our common homeland 
– Russia.”225

Children were exposed to various pro-Russia events 
by Russia’s officials. One institution commemorated 
Russia’s illegal annexations of Donetsk, Luhansk, Zapor-
izhzhia and Kherson, during which regional officials 
from Russia’s Ministry of Internal Affairs, Emergency 
Situations, and the FSB hosted a soccer tournament 
with children from Ukraine who had been taken to the 
institution and then listed on Russia’s databases.226 

Children were subjected to military education in at least 
five of the eight institutions identified above. While 
Yale HRL documented that a portion of the children 
identified in this report were exposed to military edu-
cation on at least seven separate occurrences, analysts 
have assessed that the frequency of these events is 
likely much higher. One of the most notable events was 
organized by an institution in the Republic of Bashkor-
tostan that aimed:

“1. To expand children’s understanding of the army, 
branches of the armed forces, and defenders of the 
Fatherland. To introduce children to military equip-
ment.

2. To cultivate love for the Motherland, feelings of 
pride in their army. To cultivate a desire to be like 
strong Russian soldiers.

3. To develop memory and imagination.”227 

Children in several other institutions in Bryansk oblast 
and the Republic of Bashkortostan underwent so-called 
“military-patriotic” activities in which children dressed 
in military uniforms and gas masks, assembled machine 
guns, and engaged in activities aimed to mimic life in 
the military.228 One of these events appears to have 
been part of a month-long initiative called “Military du-
ty-honor and destiny” and described by the institution 
as “military-patriotic” education.229 Yale HRL is unable 
to confirm whether the weapons children handled were 
weapons or replicas. It is unknown what safety proto-
cols were followed.

Russia’s federal officials, including military and security 
forces, routinely visited children taken to Russia and 
listed on Russia’s databases and tried to enlist them in 
Russia’s security services. Russia’s Investigative Com-
mittee attempted to recruit children from Ukraine 
deported to Russia to their cadet schools and informed 
them of the admissions “quota” for orphans and chil-
dren left without parental care.230 In March 2023, 
Russia’s Investigative Committee stated that many 
children from Ukraine–including those purported to be 
orphans– were already enrolled in cadet schools.231 

Yale HRL was unable to confirm whether any of the 
children identified in this report were enrolled in ca-
det schools or whether any children enrolled in cadet 
schools underwent Russia’s broader program of co-
erced adoption and fostering. Military recruiters also 
visited an institution in Saratov oblast to which children 
from Ukraine were taken to and listed on Russia’s data-
bases, and lectured children about “the importance of 
preparing for military service.”232 It is unknown whether 
children from Ukraine were present at this event.
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Russia’s Aerospace Forces and Chkalovskiy Airfield 

Some of the children identified in this report were trans-
ported from an unknown location within Russia to the 
Chkalovskiy military airfield in Moscow oblast on 14 July 
2022.234 Russia’s Aerospace Forces transported children 
to this airfield, which is several miles north of Moscow 
city, on at least two instances in 2022.235 Low-resolution 
satellite imagery depicts an aircraft consistent with the 
shape of a TU-154M or IL-76 at the Chkalovskiy military 
airfield between 11 July 2022– approximately three days 
prior to the arrival of children from Ukraine– and 21 July 
2022. This confirms that the airfield was active in the 
timeframe children were reported to have arrived at 
the airfield. The type of plane on which children were 
transported is unknown. 

The official website of the Kremlin stated that Lvo-
va-Belova visited the so-called DPR between 12-14 July 
2022, after which she transported 13 purported or-
phans from institutions in Donetsk city, Shakhtarsk, and 
Makiivka on her return flight to Russia.236 Lvova-Belova 
then joined 19 children from Ukraine who had previous-
ly been taken from Ukraine to Rostov-on-Don and stat-
ed that [her] recent trip to the Russia-occupied territo-
ries aimed to bring children from social institutions in 
the so-called DPR to Russia.237 Yale HRL has determined 
that the two respective groups of 13 and 19 children 

from Ukraine were likely among those transported to 
the Chkalovskiy military airfield on 14 July 2022. 

Military transport: Tupolev Tu-154M

Sources claim that children Russia purports to be or-
phans from Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts were trans-
ported via Russian Aerospace Forces to the Chkalovskiy 
military airfield in Moscow oblast in September and Oc-
tober 2022.238 Multiple sources– including the Kremlin’s 
official website– show children arriving on a Tupolev 
Tu-154M (NATO designation “Careless”239) transport 
plane on at least two occasions: 16 September 2022 and 
7 October 2022.240 Lvova-Belova facilitated the transfer 
of children from Ukraine to Russia on these flights.241

Within Russia, the Tupolev Tu-154 aircraft has been 
primarily used by Russia’s military forces (including 
Russia’s Aerospace Forces and Navy) as well as Russia’s 
government entities (including Russia’s Ministry of In-
ternal Affairs and the Administration of the President) 
since October 2020.242 

Transport Unit: 223rd Flight Squad of the Ministry of 
Defense of the Russian Federation

Children taken to the Chkalovskiy military airfield on 
16 September 2022 were later identified by analysts 
to have been placed with citizens of Russia in Nizhny 
Novgorod oblast, which confirms that their transpor-
tation was followed by their placement into custody. 
Seventy-seven children were transported from Rostov-
on-Don to the Chkalovskiy military airfield on a plane 
with tail number RA-85123.243 According to the official 
website of the Kremlin, these children– alongside 23 
children transported via train– represented 100 children 
from Donetsk oblast taken to Rostov and Kursk oblasts 
for placement with citizens of Russia.244  

According to crowd-sourced typing of Russian planes, 
RA-85123 is a TU-154M operated by the 223rd Flight 
Squad of the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Fed-
eration.245 Yale HRL triangulated this information with 
flight tracking data and reporting depicting the 223rd 
Flight Squad logo and the flight’s tail number to con-
firm that this flight was operated by Russia’s Ministry 
of Defense.246 This unit is part of the Russian Aero-
space Forces and directly reports to Russia’s Ministry 
of Defense and operates on transportation licenses to 
conduct “irregular (charter) transportation” according 
to the Federal Air Transport Agency (Rosaviatsiya).247 
The 223rd Flight Squad of the Ministry of Defense of 
the Russian Federation became a US-sanctioned entity 
in July 2024 for their reported connection to Russian 
Private Military Company Wagner by the United States 
Departmen of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets 
Control’s Special Designated National’s List (SDN).248  

Open sources depicted two aircraft in addition to RA-
85123 present at the Chkalovskiy military airfield on 16 
September 2022, including a Tu-154M plane with tail 
number RA-85843 that was used to transport children 

Oct. 
2022

Figure 4.5. Timeline of arrivals of children 
from Ukraine to the Chkalovskiy military 
airfield in Moscow oblast
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Tupolev 154M - Presidential 
Aircraft (SLO “Rossiya”)
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from Ukraine on 7 October 2022.249 An aircraft with tail 
number RA-86555 was identified contemporaneous to 
the arrival of children from Ukraine on plane number 
RA-85123.250 Multiple sources, corroborated by flight 
tracking data, designate this aircraft as an Ilyushin Il-
62M (NATO designation “Classic”) plane.251 It is un-
known whether this second aircraft was used to trans-
port children from Ukraine or played a role in Russia’s 
coerced adoption and fostering program. 

 At least three other groups of children from Ukraine 
whom Russia purports to be orphans were taken to 
Moscow oblast on aircraft belonging to Russia’s Min-
istry of Defense and President Putin’s administration in 
October 2022. At least one of these groups was taken 
to the Chkalovskiy military airfield at the same time. 

According to the official website of the Kremlin, 234 
purported orphans from Ukraine were transported to 
Moscow via Ministry of Defense planes within the first 
week of October 2022, where they were placed with 
citizens of Russia.252 Previous media reports stated 
that 234 orphans were taken from a boarding school in 
Donetsk oblast– one of the two institutions identified 
by Yale HRL from which children were taken and listed 
on Russia’s databases– to midpoints in Kursk oblast in 
February 2022.253  

Yale HRL finds it highly likely that at least some of the 
234 children– if not all– were among the 234 children 
taken to Moscow oblast in October 2022. According 
to the official website of the Kremlin, some of the 234 
children transported to Moscow oblast in October 
2022 had previously been taken to ‘temporary accom-
modation centers’ in Rostov and Kursk oblasts. These 
children were then placed in institutions in Russia upon 

being taken to Moscow oblast.254 Yale HRL 
identified children from Ukraine– all of 
whom had been placed in institutions in 
Russia– who had been listed in Russia’s da-
tabases as early as October 2022. Yale HRL 
has not yet confirmed whether any of the 
314 children identified in this report were 
among the 234 children taken to Moscow 
oblast in October 2022.  

SLO “Rossiya”: Presidential planes 
used to transport Ukraine’s children

At least two groups of children placed in 
Russia’s program of coerced adoption and 
fostering were transported on aircraft 
managed by the Presidential Property 
Management Department within the 
Presidential Administration in May and 
October 2022, respectively. Putin’s own 
administration provided the resources to 
transport children from Ukraine prior to 
placing them with citizens of Russia.  

One of the three groups of children 
transported to the Chkalovskiy military 
airfield in October 2022 were transported 
via presidential plane. According to the 
official website of the Kremlin, 53 purport-
ed orphans from three children’s institu-
tions in Donetsk were transported to the 
Chkalovskiy military airfield to be placed 
with citizens of Russia. Lvova-Belova and 
Moscow governor Andrey Vorobyëv facil-

itated the transfer of these children–all aged 
5 years and below– to Russia.255 Yale HRL identified that 
children were transported on a plane with tail number 
RA-85843 on 7 October 2022.256 It is unknown wheth-
er the children in this transport were among the 314 
children identified in this report.  

While the official website of the Kremlin claims that 
children were transported via Russia’s Aerospace 

Fig 4.6. Transportation of Ukraine’s 
children to Moscow oblast 

Screenshots from a video published in September 
2022 of the two flights that transported children 
from Ukraine to Chkalovskiy Airfield in September 
and October 2022. The first image depicts RA-
85123 (yellow) and RA-85843 (grey) next to each 
other in September 2022. RA-85123 is a TU-154M 
(orange) that belongs to the 223rd Flight Squad of 
Russia’s Aerospace Forces (blue). 
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Forces on a Ministry of Defense aircraft, flight tracking 
data shows that the October 2022 flight was operated 
by Russia’s Federal Budgetary Institution “Special Flight 
Squad “Russia” (hereafter referred to as SLO “Rossiya”), 
which reports to the Presidential Property Manage-
ment Department of the Russian Federation.257  

The official website of Putin’s administration claims 
that SLO “Rossiya” provides air transportation services 
for Putin and members of Russia’s government, acting 
as the Presidential air transportation fleet.258 According 
to Russia’s Federal Air Transport Agency (Rosaviatsiya), 
SLO “Rossiya” operates under licenses to conduct “ir-
regular (charter) transportation.”259 The Administrative 
Department of the Presidency, its parent organization, 
is directed by Putin’s chief of staff, Aleksandr Sergeev-
ich Kolpakov.260 SLO “Rossiya” operated under at least 
47 contracts worth RUB 114,205, 012 over an unknown 
period,261 including at least one contract with the 223rd 
Flight Squad worth RUB 4,880,130.262  

At least one of the children identified in this report was 
transported via aircraft operated by SLO “Rossiya” in 
May 2022. According to independent investigations, 31 
children taken from basements in Mariupol were trans-
ported by bus to Rostov-on-Don on 26 May 2022, where 
they were subsequently flown to Moscow oblast.263 The 
31 children were  transported from Rostov oblast to the 
Vnukovo airport in Moscow oblast on a flight operated 
by SLO “Rossiya.”264 

SLO “Rossiya” is registered at a facility approximate-
ly 500 meters from the Vnukovo Airport in Moscow 
oblast.265 The Vnukovo Airport has operated tenders 
with the 223rd Flight Squad, whose aircraft was used to 
transport from Ukraine children in September 2022 as 
previously discussed above.266 

The precise location of the May 2022 flight within 
Rostov oblast was not established in existing sources. 
Yale HRL identified the possible location of departure 
by correlating satellite imagery analysis with the time-
frame and area established from other sources.  

Rostov-on-Don North Airbase

Through analysis of satellite imagery, Yale HRL iden-
tified an object consistent with a Tu-154M personnel 
transport plane at the Rostov-on-Don North airbase on 
27 May 2022. This object was present the day after the 
31 children from Mariupol and Donetsk were taken from 
Donetsk oblast to Rostov oblast, according to news 
reports and the public statements of Lvova-Belova.267 
The aircraft’s features include black markings on the 
aircraft’s wings consistent with the SLO “Rossiya” livery. 

 It is unknown if these 31 children were transferred to 
the Rostov-on-Don North airbase or whether the plane 
observed at the airport in Rostov oblast had been used 
to transport children from Ukraine to Moscow. Further 
investigation is required to determine whether children 
from Ukraine had been taken to this airbase. 

During the broader period in which children from 
Ukraine were placed in Russia’s program of coerced 
adoption and fostering, Yale HRL detected high tempo 
ground and air operations at the Rostov-on-Don North 
airbase between 7 and 8 April 2022. Yale HRL assesses 
that Rostov-on-Don North airbase may have operated 
or is currently operating as a military base. Satellite 
imagery analysis found objects present at the facility 
consistent with hardened concrete hangars, military 
aircraft, and military vehicles on 7 April 2022. Satellite 
imagery reveals two convoys of transportation vehi-
cles, including what Yale HRL analysts assess to include 
features consistent with 11 light-toned passenger buses 
ranging between ten and fifteen meters. Nine military 
vehicles of an unknown type are also visible and three 
Ilyushin Il-76 (NATO designation Figure “Candid”) heavy 
transport planes are present on the western tarmac.268  

Timeline depicting possible itinerary and timeline of the 
group of 31 children from Donetsk taken to Rostov and 
flown to Moscow via Presidential aircraft in May 2022.

31 children from Donetsk 
oblast were taken to Rostov 
oblast and flown to Vnukovo 
Airport in Moscow via 
Presidential aircraft.

26 May  
2022

Satellite imagery showed 
a Tupolev 154M bearing 
features consistent with SLO 
“Rossyia” livery at Rostov-
on-Don North Airbase.

The children taken from 
Donetsk Oblast arrive at 
Vnukovo Airport in Moscow. 
One of them is later adopted 
by Maria Lvova-Belova.

27 May  
2022

Date 
Unknown

Fig 4.7. Timeline of movement of Ukraine’s 
children in May 2022
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 4D. Children placed 
with citizens of 
Russia
Yale HRL identified 166 children 
who have been placed directly 
with citizens of Russia across 16 
regions of Russia since Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine. Russia’s 
government officials and Russian 
media stated that these children 
were from Ukraine and had been 
placed with citizens of Russia. The 
overwhelming majority of these 166 
children (72.9%) were placed with 
citizens of Russia between April 
and September 2022. At least 20 
children were placed with citizens 
of Russia between October and De-
cember 2022. Yale HRL was unable 
to identify the exact period in which 
the remaining 25 children were 
placed with citizens of Russia after 
Russia’s full-scale invasion. 

While Lvova-Belova has claimed 
that 380 children from Ukraine have 
been placed under guardianship 
with citizens of Russia, this report 
only includes children whose indi-
vidual identities could be assessed 
by Yale HRL.269 Children taken from 
Ukraine and placed with citizens of 
Russia whose individual identities 
could not be established were not 
included in the group of 166 children 
identified. Yale HRL acknowledges 
that this number is not represen-
tative of all children from Ukraine 
placed with citizens of Russia and 
assesses that the true number is 
likely significantly higher.  

Yale HRL further acknowledges that 
children were likely placed in fami-
lies throughout additional regions in 
Russia not identified in this report. 
Lvova-Belova claimed that chil-
dren from Ukraine had been placed 
with citizens of Russia in 19 regions 
throughout Russia.270 Lvova-Belova 
further claimed that children had 
been or would be placed with citi-
zens of Russia throughout at least 
five additional regions– including 
the Belgorod, Chelyabinsk, Penza, Samara, and Vol-
gograd regions–not included among the 16 regions 
examined in this report (see Section 2 on methodol-
ogy and limitations).271 Further research is required 

to confirm whether children from Ukraine have been 
placed with citizens of Russia throughout additional 
regions. The findings below describe Russia’s systemat-
ic placement of children from Ukraine with citizens of 
Russia.

Figure 4.10. Evolution of placement with citizens  
in Russia between April and September 2022
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Journeys
At least 36 of the 166 children (21.7%) were taken from 
institutions in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to Russia. 
Yale HRL assessed that some children were directly 
taken from Ukraine and placed with citizens of Russia, 
while other children were taken to additional locations 
throughout Russia.272 Children were often initially trans-
ported to or within Russia in groups of 100-200, after 
which they were divided into smaller groups between 
10 and 50 that were distributed to various regions and 
placed with citizens of Russia. At least 108 of the 166 
children identified by Yale HRL were taken to Russia as 
part of larger group of children taken from Donetsk and 
Luhansk for placement with citizens of Russia.  

Some children were taken to multiple locations 
throughout Russia prior to being placed with citizens 
of Russia, including several children from Donetsk 
oblast who were taken to at least three Russian regions  
before being placed with citizens of Russia.273 Yale HRL 
did not identify this pattern among children listed in 
Russia’s databases, who were found to have been taken 
directly from midpoint facilities to institutions through-
out Russia and listed on Russia’s databases (see section 
4E on the journeys of children listed in Russia’s databas-
es). Yale HRL is currently unable to determine why some 
children were moved through more locations compared 
to other children before being placed with citizens of 
Russia. 

Russia’s program of coerced adoption and fostering 
rapidly expanded throughout Russia in 2022. Figure 4.10 
depicts the regions in which the children from Ukraine 
identified in this report were placed with citizens of 
Russia over time. Yale HRL identified children to have 
been first placed in families in the Moscow region in 
April 2022. Within three months, children had been 
placed in with citizens of Russia throughout six regions. 
By the end of 2022, children had been placed with citi-
zens of Russia throughout at least fourteen regions of 
Russia. 

Identification of citizens of Russia with 
whom children from Ukraine were placed
Russia’s officials specifically identified citizens of Russia 
with previous fostering experience with whom children 
from Ukraine could be placed. Lvova-Belova authorized 
the Union of Foster Parents–an organization created 
in 2016 to centralize support systems for foster fami-
lies– to compile lists of families with previous fostering 
experience who had expressed their willingness to 
adopt and/or foster a child from Ukraine.274 Governor 
Vorobyëv directed that a similar register be created for 
the Moscow region.275 Regional authorities throughout 
Russia used these lists to place children from Ukraine 
with citizens of Russia.276 In some cases, these families 
reported that regional authorities had directly contact-
ed them to inquire if they were willing to have a child 
from Ukraine placed with them.277 Yale HRL was unable 

to determine whether all 16 regions identified in this 
report utilized lists of potential foster placements, or 
if regional authorities used any lists made by entities 
other than the Union of Foster Parents.

Additionally, regional authorities and the Union of 
Foster Parents posted messages in online forums asking 
citizens of Russia if they were willing to adopt or take 
custody of children from Ukraine; they also advertised 
individual children from Ukraine who were available for 
adoption or fostering.278 

Placing children in families with previous fostering 
experience enabled Russia’s officials to expedite the 
placement of children from Ukraine with citizens of 
Russia, as citizens of Russia are required to undergo 
specialized training prior to adopting or fostering a 
child.279 This training informs citizens about the fos-
tering and adoption process and aims to determine 
whether citizens are fit to become foster or adoptive 
parents.280 The Head of the Union of Foster Parents, Na-
talya Gorodiskaya, claimed that prioritizing placement 
with experienced foster families ensured that no delays 
were incurred due to trainings needed prior to foster-
ing.281 Yale HRL has not determined whether all citizens 
of Russia with whom children from Ukraine were placed 
had previous fostering experience.  

Methods by which children were placed 
with citizens of Russia
Yale HRL determined that there was no single standard-
ized method by which all children from Ukraine were 
placed with citizens of Russia. Within Russia’s highly 
structured and coordinated program of coerced adop-
tion and fostering, individual placements varied and 
lacked uniformity both across and within regions.

Yale HRL concluded that some children from Ukraine 
were placed with citizens of Russia in a manner con-
sistent with a premeditated and methodical plan. 
Russia’s officials publicly discussed the various steps 
they took to facilitate these placements. As previously 
mentioned, the Union of Foster Parents first identified 
citizens of Russia with fostering experience who were 
willing to have children from Ukraine be placed in their 
families.282 According to Lvova-Belova, Russia’s authori-
ties then selected several potential foster family can-
didates for children, who in turn created videos intro-
ducing themselves that were later shown to children 
from Ukraine.283 Russia’s health professionals facilitated 
online meetings with potential families and—alongside 
the child—identified the family in which the child would 
be placed.284  

In contrast, several citizens in Russia reported that 
children from Ukraine were placed in their family with 
little warning. One foster mother in Novosibirsk oblast 
described how children from Luhansk oblast were 
removed from their guardians, transported to Novo-
sibirsk, and placed in her family within a three-week 
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period in October 2022. She detailed first meeting the 
children on a video call five days after the children were 
removed from their guardians in Luhansk oblast and re-
counted that approximately one week passed between 
when she was asked to take custody of the children 
and when they were placed in her family.285 On another 
occasion, guardianship and trusteeship authorities re-
portedly asked a woman to take guardianship over four 
children from Luhansk oblast as the children were on 
the flight to Novosibirsk oblast.286 Russian media also 
reported that a foster mother who had been preparing 
documents to take guardianship over a child the follow-
ing year was told she needed to take children “faster,” 
after which two children from Luhansk oblast were 
placed in her family within several weeks.287  

Yale HRL also identified several instances in which 
Russia’s guardianship authorities placed children from 
Ukraine with citizens of Russia who were given incom-
plete or inaccurate information about the children 
and/or did not initially agree to the number of children 
placed in their care. One family in Novosibirsk reported 
that they had offered to take a maximum of two more 
children but received one week’s notice that five chil-
dren from Ukraine would be placed with them instead. 
The parents, who now have at least 14 children under 
their care, said that families are advised not to have 
more than eight biological and foster children in one 

family – but when placing children from Ukraine, guard-
ianship authorities reportedly told the family to “take as 
many [children] as [they] want.”288  

The family further claimed they were told inaccurate 
information about the children: they were told they 
would be placed with three girls and two boys, but that  
four girls and one boy had been placed in their family. 
Additionally, this family claimed that some of the chil-
dren had additional health needs despite authorities’ 
initial claims.289 In another instance, Moscow oblast’s 
officials reportedly instructed a woman to take in 
children from Ukraine despite her initial refusal due to 
health concerns. In an interview with Russian media, the 
woman claimed that despite fostering children being 
a “voluntary process,” Moscow oblast’s officials forced 
her to take custody over children from Ukraine.290 

4E. Children placed in 
institutions and listed on 
Russia’s child placement 
databases
Yale HRL identified 148 children assessed to have been 
taken from Luhansk or Donetsk oblast(s) to institutions 
throughout five regions of Russia and subsequently list-
ed on Russia’s child placement databases. The majority 
of children (80.4%) were taken from Donetsk oblast. 
Yale HRL was unable to disambiguate whether the re-
maining approximately 20.0% of children identified on 
Russia’s databases were taken from Donetsk oblast or 
Luhansk oblast. 

The majority of the children’s profiles stated that they 
were available for both guardianship and adoption 
despite Russia’s officials’ staunch denials that children 
from Ukraine have been or are being placed for adop-
tion.291 In March 2023, approximately two weeks prior 
to the ICC issuing an arrest warrant for the deporta-
tion, transfer, and adoption of children from Ukraine, 
Lvova-Belova claimed that “there is no adoption from 

new regions at all, in principle.”292 The first children 
identified by Yale HRL were listed for adoption and 
guardianship in Russia’s databases in October 2022, 
approximately five months prior to Lvova-Belova’s 

blanket denial of such activity. 

Lvova-Belova stated that the so-called DPR 
would be the first Ukrainian region con-

nected to Russia’s federal child 
placement database, which 
may help explain why most 
children identified by Yale HRL 

on Russia’s databases 
were taken from Do-

The above graphic 
illustrates one of 
the methods by which 
children from Ukraine were 
placed with citizens of Russia. 

Fig 4.11. Methods by which some 
children from Ukraine are directly 
placed with citizens of Russia
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netsk oblast.293 Media sources state that children taken 
from at least two institutions in Luhansk oblast in Feb-
ruary 2022 returned to Luhansk oblast in the following 
months.294 Yale HRL was unable to verify these claims. 
It is unknown whether the sample of children identified 
in this report  is representative of the population of all 
children from Ukraine placed on Russia’s child place-
ment databases.

Journeys
The majority of children identified on Russia’s databas-
es (58.1%) were taken from two institutions in Donetsk 
oblast. Yale HRL assessed that it is likely that children 
from these two institutions were taken to Russia under 
the guise of purported evacuation between 18 and 19 
February 2022. The Ministry of Education and Science 
of the [so-called] Donetsk People’s Republic stated 
that 626 children from seven institutions were taken to 
Rostov and Kursk oblasts between 18 and 19 February 
2022.295 Among the children identified from the two 
Donetsk institutions, Yale HRL identified nearly half 
(44.1%) of these children at midpoints in Kursk between 
March and September 2022.  

At least 80 of the 148 children identified by Yale HRL 
were taken to one of four midpoints located in Rostov 
and Kursk oblasts, including children’s social and reha-
bilitation centers and educational institutions. Some 
of the children were transported via bus and rail for 
approximately 29 hours before being placed in a mid-
point in Kursk oblast in the days leading up to Russia’s 
full-scale invasion.296 Satellite imagery showed three 
24-meter rail cars and one locomotive at the nearby rail 
line approximately one kilometer from this midpoint 
facility on 21 February 2022. It is unknown whether the 
children from Ukraine were present on this train. Yale 
HRL estimates that some children remained at these 
midpoints for up to six months before being moved to 
another region in Russia, where they were subsequently 
listed on Russia’s child placement databases.297 Yale HRL 
was unable to determine whether all children identified 
on Russia’s databases were taken to midpoints. 

Children were taken to at least five Russian regions– 
including the Republic of Bashkortostan, Bryansk, Orël, 
Pskov, and Saratov– where they were placed in eight 
facilities, including four boarding schools and four chil-
dren’s centers. At least one institution to which children 
were taken includes a cadet corps program within the 
school; Yale HRL identified children assessed to have 
been taken from Ukraine and listed in Russia’s data-
bases wearing uniforms of the school’s cadet corps.298 
Yale HRL assessed that children were often listed on 
Russia’s databases several months after being taken to 
these institutions. Most children’s profiles identified by 
Yale HRL were posted on Russia’s databases between 
October and December 2022 and between February 
and March 2023. 

All facilities to which children were taken appear situat-
ed in remote, rural areas proximate to railway stations, 
including one facility that was approximately one kilo-
meter from a large military installation. Any operational 
relationship between this force deployment and chil-
dren’s activities remains unknown. 

4F. Where children are now
At least 208 of the 314 children (66.2%) identified in this 
report have been placed with citizens of Russia since 
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. 
In addition to the 166 children placed directly with citi-
zens of Russia, at least 42 of the 148 children identified 
on Russia’s databases (28.4%) have also been placed 
with citizens of Russia. The profiles of these 42 children 
– which originally included multimedia videos, person-
ally identifiable information, and demographic informa-
tion of each child– have been replaced with a message 
stating that the child has been placed in a family. Yale 
HRL assesses that the remaining children whose pro-
files were found on Russia’s databases are still available 
for adoption, guardianship, and/or trusteeship with 
citizens of Russia at time of last assessment. These chil-
dren were last known to have been located at Russian 
institutions from which they were listed on Russia’s 
databases. Yale HRL has not determined the locations 
of children placed with citizens of Russia at this time.
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5. Legal Analysis  
The coerced deportation, re-education, and adoption 
and fostering of children from Ukraine documented 
in this report may constitute war crimes and crimes 
against humanity under customary international law 
and as codified by the Rome Statute of the Internation-
al Criminal Court (Rome Statute).299 While these acts, 
in isolation, likely would not provide the sole basis for 
criminal charges of genocide, taken together with other 
evidence, this report’s findings could support a broader 
case. Finally, the acts documented in the report violate 
Russia’s obligations as a State Party to the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child.300 

5A. War crimes
The 1949 Geneva Conventions (GCs) and the 1977 Ad-
ditional Protocols (APs) regulate the actions of belliger-
ent parties during armed conflict, including the forced 
movement, transfer, or deportation of civilians within 
the context of both internal and international armed 
conflicts.301 In recognition of the particular vulnerabili-
ties faced by children as civilians enduring the scourg-
es of war, the Fourth Geneva Convention (GCIV) and 
Additional Protocol I (API) also delineate specific non-
derogable principles to protect children during armed 
conflict beyond the general protections granted to all 
citizens. Grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions 
constitute war crimes under the Rome Statute.302 

Under the Rome Statute, the war crime of “unlawful 
deportation or transfer” involves the following ele-
ments: (1) The perpetrator deported or transferred one 
or more persons to another State or to another loca-
tion; (2) Such person or persons were protected under 
one or more of the Geneva Conventions of 1949; (3) The 
perpetrator was aware of the factual circumstances 
that established that protected status; (4) The conduct 
took place in the context of and was associated with an 
international armed conflict; and (5) The perpetrator 
was aware of factual circumstances that established 
the existence of an armed conflict. This report demon-
strates that Russia’s actions meet all five elements to 
potentially constitute a war crime. 

(1) Russian officials deported or transferred one or more 
persons from Ukraine to Russia.

This report details how Russia has engaged in the forc-
ible transfer and deportation of hundreds of children 
from occupied territory in Ukraine to Russia, where they 
were subject to coerced adoption or placed under the 
guardianship of citizens of Russia.303 Limited exceptions 
to the prohibition on non-consensual transfers and 
relocations exist under international law. None of those 
exceptions are met in this case.  

The Fourth Geneva Convention specifies that the occu-
pying power can perform forced evacuations of a given 
area for “the security of the population or imperative 
military reasons,” though these evacuations cannot 
result in the displacement of protected persons beyond 
the bounds of the occupied territory except “when for 
material reasons it is impossible to avoid such displace-
ment.”304 Under international law, an occupying power 
cannot undertake evacuations for the security of the 
population if it is itself responsible, through unlawful 
actions, for the humanitarian crisis necessitating their 
removal.305 Here, Russia is the occupying power, and 
Russia is itself responsible for the crisis in the occupied 
territories from which the forced deportations took 
place. 

The Fourth Geneva Convention also prescribes that 
upon cessation of the hostilities in the particular area 
from which the persons have evacuated, the evacuated 
persons must be transferred back.306 The coerced natu-
ralization and placement of children from Ukraine with 
citizens of Russia through guardianship, foster care, 
and adoption facilitates their permanent removal into 
Russia, thereby directly contravening Russia’s obligation 
under this provision to transfer the population back as 
soon as the hostilities have ceased. 

Parties to a conflict have a specific obligation under 
GCIV to remove children from “besieged or encircled 
areas.”307 In carrying out transfers or evacuations, how-
ever, states must ensure that family members are not 
separated.308 For children separated from or without 
parents, the parties have an obligation to “facilitate the 
reception of such children in a neutral country for the 
duration of the conflict.”309 The occupying power must 
arrange for the continuance of the education of or-
phaned children and those separated from their parents 
as a result of the war “if possible by persons of their 
own nationality, language and religion”310 or by “persons 
of a similar cultural tradition.”311 The occupying pow-
er must also take “all necessary steps” to achieve the 
identification of children and the registration of their 
parentage.312 Simultaneously, the Convention prohibits 
the occupying state from changing the child’s personal 
status, including their family status or nationality.313  

The Russian government has failed to abide by its legal 
obligations to ensure family unity and, if evacuations 
were deemed necessary, to facilitate the transfer of 
children without guardians to a neutral country. In 
addition, this report has confirmed pro-Russia reeduca-
tion programs to “Russify” children from Ukraine have 
been undertaken at all institutions to which children 
were transferred. Moreover, Russian authorities have 
engaged in deceptive practices and implemented leg-
islation to facilitate the naturalization of children from 
Ukraine. This disruption of the children’s education with 
the intent to indoctrinate children from Ukraine using 
pro-Russia messaging and the government’s systematic 
efforts to obfuscate and alter their nationality may con-
stitute grave breaches the Geneva Conventions.  
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(2) The children from Ukraine transferred from Ukraine 
to Russia are “protected persons.” 

The Fourth Geneva Convention defines “protected per-
sons” as “those who at a given moment and in any man-
ner whatsoever, find themselves, in case of a conflict 
or occupation, in the hands of a Party to the conflict or 
Occupying Power of which they are not nationals.”314 
Children also receive special protections as protected 
persons under international law. Article 78 of Addition-
al Protocol I (API), to which Russia is a party, establish-
es that “no party to the conflict shall arrange for the 
evacuation of children, other than its own nationals, to 
a foreign country except for a temporary evacuation” 
necessitated by compelling reasons of the children’s 
health or medical treatment or, “except in occupied 
territory, their safety, so require.”315 Furthermore, “where 
the parents or legal guardians can be found, their writ-
ten consent to such evacuation is required.316 

Russia’s transfer of children from Ukraine may consti-
tute a grave breach of these legal obligations. A child 
with Ukrainian citizenship in the hands of Russian mili-
tary or civilian authorities is a “protected person” under 
the Fourth Geneva Convention. The seizure of children 
by Russia’s forces from institutions in Ukraine, transfer 
into Russian-controlled territories, and placement into 
Russian homes or on Russian adoption databases does 
not meet the criteria established for the stringent and 
time-limited exceptions enabling temporary evacua-
tions and therefore violates the GCIV’s strict prohibi-
tion of forcible transfers and deportations as well as the 
API’s specific provisions governing the evacuation of 
children.  

In addition, under API, Russia has an obligation to es-
tablish a process to facilitate the return of evacuated 
children to their families and to their country of origin. 
API instructs that “the authorities of the Party arrang-
ing for the evacuation and, as appropriate, the author-
ities of the receiving country” must establish for each 
child a card with photographs containing information, 
including the child’s first and surname, sex, place and 
date of birth, father’s full name, mother’s full name, and 
other biographical details, which they must send to the 
Central Tracing Agency of the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross.317 However, Russia has refused to 
adhere to these requirements. Russia’s failure to release 
information to authorities, including by refusing to 
compose and transfer a list of evacuated children to the 
Central Tracing Agency, directly violates the API. The 
failure to note children’s Ukrainian national identities 
in the adoption databases, in addition to the coerced 
adoptions facilitated by Russian legislation simplifying 
the citizenship process for children from Ukraine, is a 
serious violation of the Geneva Convention.  

(3) The Russian officials involved were aware of the 
factual circumstances that established that protected 
status. 

Russian officials were aware of the children’s protect-
ed status while undertaking the forced transfers and 
deportations. Russian officials knew that the children 
were of Ukrainian nationality while transferring them 
to Russian territory and listing the transferred children 
on Russian adoption databases.”318 Putin’s May 2022 de-
cree simplifying the process for orphans from Ukraine 
to receive Russian citizenship demonstrates the aware-
ness that these transferred children were not nationals 
of Russia.319 In addition, this report details statements 
from high-level Russian officials, including the Presiden-
tial Children’s Commissioner and occupation officials 
openly describing their involvement in placing trans-
ferred children from Ukraine into Russian foster fam-
ilies.320 This acknowledgment of the children’s origins 
in Ukraine further confirms the widespread awareness 
that these children were not Russian nationals. As a 
result, the Russian Federation, as a party to the API that 
establishes the meaning of “protected persons,” main-
tained knowledge that these children thereby counted 
as protected persons when in the hands of Russian 
authorities.  

(4) The conduct took place in the context of and was as-
sociated with the international armed conflict between 
Russia and Ukraine. 

Common Article 2 of the 1949 Geneva Conventions 
defines international armed conflict as “all cases of 
declared war or of any other armed conflict which may 
arise between two or more of the High Contracting 
Parties, even if the state of war is not recognized by 
one of them.”321 The Conventions also apply in cases of 
partial or total occupation resulting from hostilities.322 
The existence of an international armed conflict in-
volves a factual determination based on the prevailing 
conditions rather than on the subjective views of the 
parties to the conflict. An international armed conflict 
thus exists “whenever there is a resort to armed force 
between states” according to international law.323 This 
means that the Geneva Conventions apply in all cases 
of armed conflict between two or more states even if 
one or all parties deny the existence of the conflict.  

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine since February 2022 clearly 
constitutes an international armed conflict according 
to the standards set forth under international law. The 
parties have engaged in ongoing hostilities that have 
killed hundreds of thousands of troops on both sides 
of the conflict and destroyed large swaths of Ukrainian 
territory.324 Despite Putin’s subjective categorization 
of the conflict as a “special military operation,” Ukraine 
and the international system have recognized the on-
going state of war since the states resorted to armed 
force after Russia’s invasion in February 2022.325 
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5) The Russian officials were aware of factual circum-
stances that established the existence of that armed 
conflict. 

The Russian officials involved in the forced deportation 
of children from Ukraine to Russia were aware that an 
armed conflict between Ukraine and Russia existed at 
the time of the transfers. Putin referred to the ongo-
ing conflict in Ukraine as a “war” as early as December 
2022, ten months after Russia’s full-scale invasion.326 
Following the indictment of both Putin and Lvova-Be-
lova by the ICC, some Russian officials claimed children 
were being placed in “temporary” guardianship with 
citizens of Russia rather than permanent adoption.327 
These statements clearly demonstrate the Russian 
official’s unequivocal awareness of the existence of the 
armed conflict with Ukraine. 

5B. Crimes Against Humanity 
In 2019, the International Law Commission recog-
nized the prohibition on crimes against humanity as 
a peremptory norm of international law (jus cogens) 
from which no State may derogate.328 Consistent with 
customary international law, the Rome Statute catego-
rizes the forced deportation of civilian populations as a 
crime against humanity.329   

Under the Rome Statute, forced deportation is a crime 
against humanity when “committed as part of a wide-
spread or systematic attack directed against any 
civilian population, with knowledge of the attack[.]”330 
The crime is further defined as the “forced displace-
ment” of people “by expulsion or other coercive acts 
from the area in which they are lawfully present, with-
out grounds permitted under international law.”331 The 
crime is made up of five elements:332 (1) The perpetrator 
deported or forcibly transferred, without grounds per-
mitted under international law, one or more persons to 
another State or location, by expulsion or other coer-
cive acts; (2) Such person or persons were lawfully pres-
ent in the area from which they were so deported or 
transferred; (3) The perpetrator was aware of the fac-
tual circumstances that established the lawfulness of 
such presence; (4) The conduct was committed as part 
of a widespread or systematic attack directed against 
a civilian population; and (5) The perpetrator knew that 
the conduct was part of or intended the conduct to 
be part of a widespread or systematic attack directed 
against a civilian population. This report demonstrates 
that all five elements are met. 

(1) Russia forcibly transferred children by coercive acts. 

The Elements define “forcibly” to include physical force, 
and “threat of force or coercion, such as that caused 
by fear of violence, duress, detention, psychological 
oppression or abuse of power against such person or 
persons or another person, or by taking advantage of 
a coercive environment.”333 Drawing on ICTY jurispru-

dence, certain factors may indicate that deportation 
was involuntary, “such as taking advantage of coercive 
circumstances.”334 If individuals consent to deportation, 
it is not a crime against humanity, though “that consent 
must be real in the sense that it is given voluntarily and 
as a result of the individual’s free will, assessed in the 
light of the surrounding circumstances.”335 There is no 
requirement that “the perpetrator intended to displace 
the individual across the border on a permanent ba-
sis.”336 

Russia’s efforts to transfer children from Ukraine to 
Russia may constitute deportation or forced transfer. 
Three hundred and fourteen children, some of whom 
had been taken from educational institutions for or-
phans and children without parental care in Ukraine, 
were placed in Russia’s foster and adoption system.337 
Thousands of children with clear guardianship have 
been lured away from Ukrainian families under coercion 
or duress338 by Russia’s Federal Government to a system 
of forty-three camps and facilities across Russia and 
Crimea.339 These facilities re-educate children through 
academic instruction, political and nationalistic in-
doctrination, and military training.340 In at least four 
instances, camps have delayed or declined to return 
children to their families.341 Ukrainian parents have been 
coerced to sign consent forms by teachers, armed forc-
es, and occupation authorities or did so under duress 
– seeking to evacuate their children from conflict zones 
or to secure their access to sanitation, healthcare, or 
food.342 Still, many children at these camps lack unco-
erced parental consent.343 For those children who have 
documentation of parental consent, there is mounting 
evidence that consent was obtained through coercion 
by occupying forces.344 In addition, consent may be con-
sidered involuntary in light of the coercive environment 
where parents have no other option to get their chil-
dren access to food, healthcare, and sanitization.345  

The Geneva Conventions institute protections for chil-
dren who are orphaned or separated from their families 
as a result of war, including the transfer of those chil-
dren away from hostilities. As already noted, however, 
the forced deportation of children from Ukraine to 
Russia does not meet the requirements established in 
Geneva Convention IV, including the obligation to facili-
tate the transfer of children to a neutral country.346  

(2) The children from Ukraine were lawfully present in 
the area from which they were so deported or trans-
ferred.  

The children from Ukraine were citizens of Ukraine 
and lawfully present in the areas from which they were 
deported.347  

(3) Russian officials were aware of the factual circum-
stances that established the lawfulness of such pres-
ence. 

Russian officials were aware that these children were 
lawfully present in Ukraine.348 Russian officials identified 
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the acquisition of Russian citizenship as the main bot-
tleneck to “permanent” placement and adoption in Rus-
sian foster families.349 Putin signed a decree on May 30, 
2022, easing the process for orphans from Ukraine to 
attain Russian citizenship to ease such bottlenecks.350 
These statements and actions make clear that Russian 
officials were aware that these children are citizens of 
Ukraine and thus were lawfully present in the area from 
which they were deported. 

(4) Russian officials’ conduct was committed as part of 
a widespread or systematic attack directed against a 
civilian population.  

Russian officials’ actions were clearly part of a wide-
spread or systematic attack against Ukrainian civilian 
populations. According to investigative reporting done 
by The New York Times, over 100 hospitals, 100 church-
es, and 700 schools have been destroyed as of June 
2024.351 As many as 210,000 buildings have been leveled 
across an 800-mile frontline and deep within Ukrainian 
territory.352 Whole towns have been destroyed and 
wiped off the map.353 OHCHR estimates civilian casu-
alties have reached 35,000, including more than 2000 
children.354  

The program of coerced transfer of children is also itself 
widespread or systematic. Russian federal legislation 
was introduced in May 2022 to expedite Russian citi-
zenship for orphans from Ukraine, seemingly to facili-
tate permanent placement in and adoption by citizens 
of Russia.355 There has been a notable increase in the 
scope and intensity of the efforts to deport children 
from Ukraine since February 2022. Yale HRL has iden-
tified 314 children that have been taken from Ukraine 
and placed in Russia’s program of coerced adoption 
and fostering. Yale HRL has also pinpointed 148 children 
from Ukraine listed for adoption, guardianship, and/
or trusteeship on Russia’s three main child placement 
databases, all of which are either run by or coordinated 
with Russia’s federal government.356 High-level govern-
ment officials also frequently travel to occupied regions 
to discuss the movement of children,357 and children 
have been placed in at least 21 regions in Russia.358  

(5) Russian officials knew that the conduct was part of 
or intended the conduct to be part of a widespread or 
systematic attack directed against a civilian population. 

The report details ongoing involvement of high-level 
government officials in the systematic deportation and 
coerced adoption of children from Ukraine. Putin, Lvo-
va-Belova, Russia’s Ministry of Education, and the Rus-
sian State Duma have all been directly involved. Russian 
officials have explicitly stated their involvement. For 
instance, Lvova-Belova openly discussed transferring 
children from Ukraine to Russian foster families and 
listing children from Ukraine on adoption databases.359 
Lvova-Belova signed a protocol of intent soon after 
meeting with Putin in March 2022.360 There is ample 
evidence of the results of their involvement, such as 
legislative changes signed by Putin, listings for adoption 

on a Russian state-controlled adoption database, and 
the placement of children from Ukraine with citizens 
of Russia facilitated by Lvova-Belova. In addition, both 
the so-called LPR and DPR issued decrees ordering the 
transfer of children from Ukraine.361 After the ICC indict-
ed both Putin and Lvova-Belova for the war crimes of 
unlawful deportation of children and unlawful transfer 
of children from occupied areas of Ukraine to the Rus-
sian Federation,362 several of the officials involved have 
denied their involvement or denied wrongdoing, for 
instance denying adoptions have taken place or claim-
ing that placements were temporary.363 

5C. Genocide
The prohibition on genocide is a peremptory norm of in-
ternational law, an obligation from which no derogation 
is permitted.364 Russia is therefore bound by this pro-
hibition. It is also bound to prevent and punish crimes 
of genocide as a State Party to the Genocide Conven-
tion, which explicitly proscribes “[f]orcibly transferring 
children of the group to another group” with the “intent 
to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical racial 
or religious group.”365 The distinctive dolus specialis 
(special intent) mens rea element creates a high burden 
of proof.  

The Rome Statute incorporates the language of the 
Genocide Convention.366 The ICC Elements of Crimes 
clarifies that the genocidal crime of forcibly transfer-
ring children requires the perpetrator to have forcibly 
transferred one or more persons who belonged to a 
particular national, ethnical, racial, or religious group, 
and, in doing so, the perpetrator “intended to destroy, in 
whole or in part, the national, ethnical, racial or religious 
group as such.367 The transfer must involve moving the 
person or persons “from that group to another group,” 
and the transferred person or persons must have been 
younger than 18 years old, a fact which the perpetrator 
knew or should have known.368 Forcible transfer can 
include “threat of force or coercion, such as that caused 
by fear of violence, duress, detention, psychological 
oppression or abuse of power, against such person or 
persons or another person, or by taking advantage of a 
coercive environment.”369 Finally, the genocidal conduct 
must take place “in the context of a manifest pattern 
of similar conduct directed against that group, or was 
conduct that could itself effect such destruction.”370 
As noted earlier, while Russia is not party to the Rome 
Statute, Russian individuals are liable for crimes com-
mitted in Ukrainian territory under the Court’s territori-
al jurisdiction. 

Russia has clearly used physical force and coercion to 
transfer children from Ukraine to Russia, to place them 
into camps and foster care, and to facilitate the forced 
naturalization and adoption of children from Ukraine by 
citizens of Russia. However, proving the specific intent 
to destroy is difficult. Few cases alleging genocide have 
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been brought, and fewer genocide convictions have 
survived appeal.371 No one has ever been convicted of 
genocide for the forcible transfer of children.372 Lacking 
precedents, it is unclear what evidence would be suffi-
cient for a conviction on these grounds alone, though 
this report’s findings could support a broader case. 

5D. UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
provides a broad set of protections to safeguard the 
civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights of 
children. This includes a provision directing states to 
treat the best interests of the child as the primary con-
sideration in all actions taken concerning children.373 As 
parties to the UNCRC, Russia and Ukraine are obligated 
to adhere to the specific protections outlined in the 
Convention. 

Article 8 of the UNCRC obligates states to “respect the 
right of the child to preserve his or her identity, includ-
ing nationality, name and family relations as recog-
nized by law without unlawful interference.”374 The CRC 
calls on states to ensure that a child is not “separated 
from his or her parents against their will” and permits 
such separations only when it is in the best interests of 
the child.375 With regard to adoption, the CRC spec-
ifies that “the best interests of the child shall be the 
paramount consideration” and that family separation 
leading to adoption can only take place in cases where 
the competent authorities have determined “that the 
adoption is permissible in view of the child’s status 
concerning parents, relatives and legal guardians and 
that, if required, the persons concerned have given 
their informed consent to the adoption.”376 Simultane-
ously, states have the obligation to take measures to 
“combat the illicit transfer and non-return of children 
abroad.”377  

The facts in this report suggest Russia is not in com-
pliance with its legal obligations under the CRC. In 
direct violation of the CRC’s prohibition of the transfer 
and non-return of children abroad and its obligations 
to preserve the child’s nationality, name, and family 
relations, Russian authorities have transferred children 
from Ukraine to Russia, intentionally obfuscated their 
identity information including their nationality, and 
enabled the naturalization and adoption of children 
from Ukraine by citizens of Russia. In particular, Russia’s 
decree simplifying the process of applying for Russian 
citizenship for orphans and children without parental 
guardians has enabled the absorption of children from 
Ukraine into Russian society and the potentially per-
manent alteration of their nationality. As a result, the 
transfer of children with citizens of Russia further vio-
lates the CRC’s provision that, for a child temporarily or 
permanently deprived of his or her family environment, 
including through fostering and adoption, the state 

must pay “due regard…to the desirability of continuity in 
a child’s upbringing and the child’s ethnic, religious, cul-
tural, and linguistic background.”378 Upon entering Rus-
sia, many of the children listed for adoption or placed 
with citizens of Russia appear to have been naturalized 
as Russian citizens and subjected to pro-Russia re-ed-
ucation, directly contravening the CRC’s obligation to 
enable the preservation of children’s personal identifi-
cation information and infringing on the continuity of 
the child’s upbringing with regard to their ethnic and 
cultural background. 

Under the CRC, children also have the right to maintain 
personal contact with both parents on a regular basis 
while separated.379 Russia’s transfer of children to its 
territory, separating them from their families or legal 
guardians without a system for reunification or iden-
tification, impedes the ability of children to establish 
or maintain contact with their guardians. The refusal 
to transmit the children’s information in accordance 
with the Geneva Convention’s prescription to record 
and convey specific identity details for each child to 
the Central Tracing Agency further prevents the iden-
tification of separated children and the establishment 
of contact with their guardians. As a result, this also 
directly violates Russia’s obligation under the CRC to 
respect the rules of international humanitarian law that 
are relevant to the child during armed conflict.380
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6. Conclusion
Russia continues to place children from Ukraine in their 
program of coerced adoption and fostering. In order 
for these children to be returned, the following five 
steps must occur: 

1. Russia must provide a register of all children from 
Ukraine currently in its custody, as mandated by 
the Geneva Conventions;

2. Ukraine, with support from allies and partners, 
must define the framework for the return of chil-
dren from Ukraine;

3. Russia and Ukraine must establish the conditions 
of return, including their time, location, and the 
process of return; 

4. Ukraine, as a sovereign state, must set the terms 
for how children in which an existing family mem-
ber or guardian is not available will be placed upon 
return; and

5. Children returned to Ukraine or a neutral third 
country must be provided with psychosocial, finan-
cial, and other forms of reintegration support.

All children are known to have been taken from ter-
ritory in Ukraine occupied by Russia, so the question 
of where these children should be returned is often 
complicated. Reintegration, after being taken to Russia 
and returned to Ukraine, will be a complex challenge 
for each child regardless of their individual experiences. 
There will need to be individual reintegration support 
among cohorts and tailored support for each child.

This report highlights many of the barriers to return 
these children face, which were largely the result of 
Russia’s actions. First, Russia transferred the children in 
violation of international law. Second, Russia failed to 
register the children with the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC). Third, Russia created legal 
barriers that made the children more difficult to iden-
tify and return. Fourth, Russia placed the children from 
Ukraine amongst children from Russia in child place-
ment databases that did not reveal they were children 
from Ukraine. 

It is worth noting that there are additional barriers 
to returning children from Ukraine who have been 
deported to Russia and placed in Russia’s program of 
coerced adoption and fostering. The passage of time 
exacerbates efforts to identify and return children. 
Young children may not remember the details of being 
taken or their lives in Ukraine. Amongst the children 
identified in this study, the youngest child– who was 
placed in this program at 2 years–is now approximate-
ly 4 years old. The oldest child, who was 17 years, is 
now between 19-20 years old and has reached the age 
of majority in Russia. Those who were placed in the 

program as children but have since reached the age of 
majority need to be allowed to return to Ukraine imme-
diately and without conditions.  

Russia’s actions – including use of deception, denial of 
access, and sowing confusion on children’s birth ori-
gins – have effectively put the onus on Ukraine’s gov-
ernment and civil society to trace where the children 
originated from in Ukraine and where they have been 
subsequently moved within Russia. This systematic 
program and efforts to prevent the identification of 
children from Ukraine have been camouflaged by Russia 
as humanitarian action.

This study builds on a growing body of evidence out-
lining Russia’s coerced deportation of children from 
Ukraine. Russia’s program of coerced adoption and 
fostering should continue to be investigated by law 
enforcement agencies, documented by civil society, and 
cross-examined by international government agencies 
in order to facilitate the return of Ukraine’s children.  

The total number of children currently in Russia’s cus-
tody is not known. Further research on the scope and 
nature of Russia’s allocation of resources, including the 
role of medical professionals, is required. In light of the 
mounting evidence of Russia’s efforts to deport and 
nationalize children from Ukraine, Russia must share 
all available data about these children with relevant 
authorities in Ukraine and international organizations.  
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Annex II: Child Profiles on Russia’s Databases
Below are examples of child profiles listed on each of the three databases identified in this report. All personally 
identifiable information about the children has been redacted for protection purposes. The profiles below were 
chosen at random from Russia’s three child placement databases. Yale HRL has no information suggesting these 
children were taken from Ukraine and were therefore not included as part of the 314 children identified in this 
report.  

Sample Profile from Russia’s Ministry of Education (MoE) Database
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Example profile from Russia’s Center for Development of Social Projects  
(ANO TsRSP) database
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Example profile from Russia’s Change One Life (COL) database
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Annex III. Timeline of Events
Date of event Description

24 April 2019 Putin issues Decree 183 allowing citizens of Ukraine and “stateless 
persons permanently residing in the territory of Ukraine” the con-
ferral of Russian citizenship in a simplified manner.

July 2019 Russia’s Ministry of Education and ANO TsRSP sign Information 
Cooperation establishing mutual collaboration and information 
sharing to maintain the ANO TsRSP database and help place chil-
dren in families. 

15-Jun-20 Russia’s Ministry of Education issues order establishing itself as the 
principal operator of the MoE child placement database and the 
data contained in the database.

18 February 2022 Denis Pushilin and Leonid Pasechnik issue decrees ordering the 
“evacuation” of institutions from the so-called DPR and LPR. Pushi-
lin’s decree targets orphans and children left without parental care 
living in state institutions.

18-19 February 
2022

The Ministry of Education and Science of the [so-called] DPR 
executes Pushilin’s order and arranges for the “evacuation” of 626 
purported orphans and children without parental care from at least 
seven institutions in Donetsk oblast to Rostov and Kursk oblasts in 
Russia.

19-23 February 22 Children purportedly “evacuated” from Ukraine– including 234 chil-
dren taken from a boarding school in Donetsk oblast– are placed 
in temporary accommodation centers in Kursk and Rostov oblasts 
in Russia. Some of these children are listed on Russia’s child place-
ment databases six months later. 

21 February 2022 Putin issues decrees recognizing the so-called DPR and LPR as inde-
pendent states.

22-Feb-22 Russia’s Ministry of Education issues recommendations for psy-
chologists working with children “in situations of forced stay.”

9-Mar-22 Putin instructs Lvova-Belova to identify the “bureaucratic delays” to 
placing children from Ukraine with citizens of Russia. Putin claims 
he will remove legislative barriers with the Duma.

10-Mar-22 Lvova-Belova signs a Protocol of Intent with the Commissioners for 
Children’s Rights of the [so-called] DPR and LPR establishing their 
coordination on “the protection of the rights of orphans and chil-
dren without parental care.”

16-Mar-22 The State Duma amends Russia’s legislation to allow the adoption 
of orphans from “Donbass” who do not have Russian citizenship



49*date on which event is reported

*6 April 2022 United Russia, alongside Lvova-Belova and the Heads of the [so-
called] DPR and LPR, establish headquarters to synchronize legis-
lation for the guardianship and adoption of children from Ukraine 
and select citizens in Russia with whom children from Ukraine 
would be placed. 

*6 April 2022 Lvova-Belova claims that adoption is “the highest priority.”

*6 April 2022 United Russia and Russia’s Ministry of Education draft an “inter-
national” agreement to facilitate placing Ukraine’s children with 
citizens of Russia. 

*6 April 2022 The Government of the Moscow oblast develops a pilot program 
to place children from Ukraine with citizens of Russia.  

 
*19 April 2022 Lvova-Belova authorizes the Union of Foster Parents to compile 

lists of families in Russia with previous fostering experience who 
had expressed their willingness to adopt and/or foster children 
from Ukraine.

*23-Apr-22 The first known group of purported orphans from Donetsk oblast 
are placed under “temporary guardianship” with citizens of Russia 
as part of Moscow oblast’s pilot program.

26 May 2022 31 children taken from basements in Mariupol and Donetsk by Rus-
sia’s military and security services are transported to Rostov oblast 
and flown by Putin’s presidential aircraft to Moscow oblast.

30 May 2022 Putin signs a decree authorizing orphans and children left without 
parental care in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to be naturalized as 
citizens of Russia in a simplified manner.

*30 May 2022 Lvova-Belova claims the aforementioned 31 Mariupol children will 
be “first in line for adoption.”

*1 June 2022 Lvova-Belova takes custody of one of the 31 children taken from 
Mariupol and Donetsk identified by Russia’s military and security 
services.

1 June 2022 Lvova-Belova claims that all children must undergo psychological 
rehabilitation before being placed with citizens of Russia.

*2 July 2022 The first known group of Ukraine’s children placed with citizens 
of Russia in Moscow oblast are naturalized as Russian citizens at a 
ceremony presided by Lvova-Belova and Moscow’s Governor An-
drey Vorobyëv.

12-14 July 2022 Lvova-Belova travels to Donetsk oblast and identifies 13 purported 
orphans from institutions for transfer to Russia.
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14 July 2022 Children from Ukraine– likely including the 13 children identified 
above– are transported to the Chkalovskiy military airfield in Mos-
cow oblast for placement with citizens of Russia.

*22 July 2022 Lvova-Belova claims that she wants the placement of children from 
Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts with citizens of Russia to become 
“systematic.”

23-26 July 2022 Dmitry Medvedev, Deputy Chairman of the Security Council of 
the Russian Federation, holds a meeting of the Interdepartmental 
Commission of the Security Council of the Russian Federation on 
Improving State Migration Policy.

4-6 August 2022 Lvova-Belova meets with Heads of the [so-called] DPR and LPR to 
synchronize legislation on the adoption and guardianship of chil-
dren from Ukraine and discuss legal issues pertaining to transfer-
ring children to the custody of Russian citizens. She suggests that 
the orphans from Ukraine be naturalized as Russian citizens while 
their documents are submitted to relevant authorities for their 
transfer to Russia.

16 September 
2022

77 children from Ukraine are transported from Rostov-on-Don to 
the Chkalovskiy military airfield on a plane belonging to Russia’s 
Aerospace Forces for placement with citizens of Russia.

23 September 
2022

A leaked document from the Ministry of Labor and Social Protec-
tion of the [so-called] DPR states that following Medvedev’s 23-26 
July 2022 Security Council meeting, Russia’s Ministry of Education 
was directed to take “urgent measures” to “relocate orphans and 
children without parental care” who were taken from Donetsk and 
Luhansk oblasts to temporary accommodation centers in Russia.

 
30 September 
2022

Russia illegally annexes the occupied territories of Donetsk, Lu-
hansk, Kherson, and Zaporizhzhia in Ukraine.

30 September 
2022

The earliest known group of children later listed on Russia’s child 
placement databases is relocated from temporary accommodation 
centers and placed in an institution in Russia.

First week of Oc-
tober 2022 

234 children from the so-called DPR and LPR– at least some of 
whom had been taken to temporary accommodation centers in 
Russia– are transported to Moscow on aircraft belonging to Rus-
sia’s Aerospace Forces or Putin’s Presidential aircraft for placement 
with citizens of Russia.

Mid-October 
2022

The earliest known record of a child from Ukraine is listed in Rus-
sia’s child placement databases (among the 148 children identified 
in Yale HRL’s dataset).

*13 October 2022 Lvova-Belova states that following the annexation of occupied 
territories in Luhansk, Donetsk, Kherson and Zaporizhzhia, children 
from Ukraine will no longer be placed with citizens of Russia and 
will instead be listed on Russia’s federal child placement databases. 
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*13 October 2022 Lvova-Belova claims children from Ukraine placed with citizens of 
Russia would “immediately” be naturalized as citizens of Russia. 

29 October 2022 Lvova-Belova denies children from the so-called DPR and LPR are 
adopted by Russian families, instead claiming that children are only 
placed under “guardianship.”

26 December 
2022

Putin issues decree authorizing heads of institutions in Russia and 
those with custody of children from Ukraine to renounce Ukrainian 
citizenship on behalf of children under 14 years of age.

3 January 2023 Putin instructs that more work should be done to “identify” or-
phans in the new Russian regions and provide [unspecified] sup-
port.

*16 February 2023 Lvova-Belova reportedly announces to Putin that she has adopted 
the child from Mariupol taken into her custody in June 2022.

6 March 23 Lvova-Belova claims there is “no adoption [of children] from new 
regions at all, in principle.”

17 March 2023 The ICC issues arrest warrants for Putin and Lvova-Belova on the 
deportation and transfer of children from Ukraine.

18 March 2023 The Duma passes a law enabling parents, guardians, and heads of 
institutions to renounce Ukrainian citizenship on behalf of children.

29 March 2023 Lvova-Belova claims the so-called DPR would be the first Ukrainian 
region connected to Russia’s federal child placement database.

*4 April 2023 Lvova-Belova continues to deny that children from the so-called 
DPR and LPR were adopted in Russia.

*4 April 2023 Lvova-Belova claims that new Russian citizens retain existing 
Ukrainian citizenship if they did not express a voluntary desire to 
renounce it.

*5 April 2023 Russian [official] claims that children from Ukraine are solely 
placed under guardianship, rather than adoption, at an informal UN 
security council meeting.

23 April 2023 The Duma passes a law stating that Russia does not recognize dual 
citizenship for those with Russian passports.

May 2023 South Africa considers changing its laws to allow Putin to attend 
the BRICS Summit in August despite the ICC warrant preventing 
Putin’s attendance.

July 2023 South Africa’s largest political opposition party brings the issue of 
whether Putin should be allowed to attend BRICS before the High 
Court in Pretoria.



52*date on which event is reported

*19 July 2023 Officials in Russia and South Africa state that Putin will not attend 
BRICS 2023 in South Africa.

*13 October 23 Lvova-Belova claims that all children from Ukraine placed in foster 
care in Russia have been naturalized as citizens of Russia.

4 January 2024 Putin signs Presidential Decree allowing all children from Ukraine to 
be naturalized as Russian citizens in a simplified manner.
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