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Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is updated 
daily alongside the static maps present in this report. 
 
ISW is publishing an abbreviated campaign update today, February 26. This report focuses on 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s attempt to avoid ordering involuntary mobilization by 
launching a series of irregular volunteer force generation campaigns since late May 2022 and the 
consequences of that attempt. Putin sought to satisfy the requirement for replacements 
following Russian defeats around Kyiv by conducting a voluntary recruitment campaign building 
on the existing campaigns already being conducted by quasi-official ultranationalist groups such 
as the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics (DNR and LNR) or the Wagner Group. Putin 
unsuccessfully attempted to establish new all-volunteer formations over the summer that 
competed with other existing quasi-official formations. Putin eventually abandoned his 
volunteer recruitment campaign after Ukrainian forces liberated much of Kharkiv Oblast 
between September 6 and September 11, ordering partial reserve mobilization on September 21.  
 
Russia likely began to run out of combat-ready forces by late May 2022, forcing Russian 
President Vladimir Putin to decide between launching a volunteer recruitment campaign or 
ordering an unpopular involuntary reserve call-up. ISW observed several indicators that suggested that 
the Russian military command had begun to suffer significant manpower shortages in May 2022. Russian forces 
began withdrawing from their positions immediately around Kharkiv City in mid-May, and ISW assessed that 
Russian forces had abandoned their offensive on the Izyum-Slovyansk line in favor of concentrating forces for 
the seizure of Severodonetsk-Lysychansk.1 The inability of Russian forces to pursue offensives on both 
Severodonetsk-Lysychansk and Slovyansk simultaneously reflected serious limitations in Russian combat 
power. Russian veteran communities apparently came to the same conclusion and called on Putin and the 
Russian MoD to immediately declare partial mobilization while improving the mobilization call-up system for 
subsequent mobilization waves in May 2022.2 The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) had likely advised Putin 
that he needed to declare mobilization as soon as possible to ensure that Russia had sufficient combat power to 
continue offensive operations past the capture of the Severodonetsk-Lysychansk line.  
 
Putin likely rejected the Russian military’s advice to order an involuntary reserve call-up because 
of the unpopularity of the move, the fact that he had not set informational conditions for it, and 
possibly also because of his growing distrust of the Russian MoD, which had overseen such 
spectacular failures in the war to date.3 Putin decided instead to double down on existing volunteer 
recruitment efforts already being conducted by ultranationalist groups and ordered the formation of new 
volunteer formations. Putin signaled this decision by removing the upper age limits for contract service on May 
28, 2022, which would expand the pool of volunteers (although not in a way that would generate many volunteers 
suitable for frontline combat).4 Putin also removed the planners and the executors of his invasion plan – Chief 
of Russian General Staff Valery Gerasimov and Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu – from the public eye, prompting 
many to speculate that both had been fired or demoted.5 Putin began to interact directly with the Russian 
ultranationalist milblogger community that was spearheading the voluntary recruitment campaign – even 
holding an official meeting with milbloggers on June 17.6 Milbloggers had been increasingly criticizing the 
Russian MoD for failing to achieve significant victories while taking heavy losses and for their repeated military 
failures, likely voicing similar complaints to Putin.7 Putin and his mouthpieces continued to push a narrative that 
the Russian “special military operation” in Ukraine was a limited campaign that would not affect the general 
Russian public, setting informational conditions to preclude rather than facilitate involuntary mobilization.8   
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The Kremlin had consistently outsourced voluntary recruitment efforts to support its operations 
abroad and during the full-scale invasion of Ukraine to ultranationalist groups and likely allowed 
ultranationalist networks to expand their force generation campaigns over the summer. The New 
America Foundation found that the Kremlin has been relying on Russian ultranationalist networks – such as 
Task Force Rusich and the Russian Imperial Movement (RIM) -- to recruit active reservists, veterans, and 
contract servicemen for Russia’s covert operations abroad for years.9 These ultranationalist movements are 
interconnected both in the real world and online, with Rusich and RIM facilitating recruitment for the Wagner 
Group’s commanders.10 New America also observed that these ultranationalist groups have been using online 
platforms such as VK and Telegram to facilitate recruitment, crowdfund, and disperse propaganda.11 
Recruitment for the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics (DNR and LNR), select regional volunteer 
formations such as the Alania Battalion in North Ossetia, Chechen units, and Cossack paramilitary groups among 
other formations have similar online recruitment campaigns.12 These campaigns continue to target Russian 
nationalists via financial incentives and by appealing to their ideological convictions.13 
 
The Kremlin likely turned to these existing networks in hopes that they would immediately 
attract volunteers who ideologically support his war. ISW repeatedly observed and reported on 
numerous instances of Russian pro-war, nationalist milbloggers (military bloggers and war correspondents) 
promoting recruitment and crowdfunding campaigns.14 These quasi-official ultranationalist groups began to 
increasingly recruit from the general public, reaching beyond reservists who had completed their mandatory 
conscript service, veterans, and contract servicemen. Certain groups expanded eligibility for service to men ages 
18 to 50 or 60 regardless of whether they had prior military experience.15 ISW reported numerous instances of 
DNR officials spamming Mariupol residents with recruitment text messages and even observed Wagner Group‘s 
“Orkestr W” billboard in Yekaterinburg, among other examples.16 The Kremlin had also allowed Wagner Group 
financier Yevgeny Prigozhin to begin recruiting prisoners around July 2022 – a campaign Prigozhin would not 
have been able to execute without the permission of the Russian government.17  
 
ISW also observed that Putin had been increasingly tolerating ultranationalist milbloggers who have become 
mainstream sources of frontline information since May 2022 despite their harsh criticism of the Russian military 
command and the progress of the war.18 Putin likely valued the milbloggers’ ability to recruit volunteers above 
maintaining the Russian MoD’s propaganda efforts or saving the reputations of Shoigu, Gerasimov, and other 
failed military commanders.19 The Kremlin, for example, tolerated and continues to tolerate former Russian 
officer Igor Girkin who directly criticizes Putin and his administration, likely due to Girkin’s connections to DNR 
and LNR volunteer formations that have generated additional volunteers for the war. Russian milbloggers have 
accused the Russian MoD of attempting to censor them, but none of these censorship attempts were successful, 
likely because Putin did not permit them to proceed. 
 
Putin likely ordered the Russian MoD to form its own regional volunteer battalions to replicate 
the recruitment processes of the ultranationalist groups rather than ordering the involuntary 
reserve call-up the MoD likely recommended. ISW observed a widespread campaign among Russian 
federal subjects (provinces and similar regional governments) recruiting volunteers without prior military 
experience into regional volunteer battalions between late May and early September.20 The timelines for most of 
these battalions are complicated, with local Russian outlets regularly publishing conflicting dates of these units' 
announced formation and completion. Perm Oblast, the Republic of Bashkortostan, and Chechnya were among 
the first to form volunteer units, which started recruiting in late May 2022.21 ISW assessed that at least 47 federal 
subjects had generated volunteer units as of September 15.22 The Russian MoD was responsible for equipping 
and paying salaries to volunteers, while Russian federal subjects provided one-time enlistment payments to local 
volunteers. Russian military recruitment centers, which are subordinated to the Russian MoD, were responsible 
for advertising the recruitment alongside regional government heads. The Russian MoD, however, appeared to 
largely delegate support for the volunteer recruitment effort to regional authorities by reportedly failing to 
properly equip and train volunteers, and withholding payments.23 The Russian MoD likely did not put significant 



   
 

   
 

effort into this volunteer campaign because it preferred to push for a reserve call-up. This MoD volunteer 
recruitment campaign essentially drew from the same pool of potential volunteers as the ultranationalist groups, 
which further complicated relations between the Russian MoD and the ultranationalist formations who were 
competing for the same people. 
 
The Russian MoD has historically struggled to generate volunteer forces and has instead 
remained reliant on conscription. The Russian MoD first attempted to form a voluntary full-scale military 
reserve force in February 2018 by offering individuals who had left active duty to sign military contracts.24 
Although it is unclear how many forces this campaign generated, the Russian MoD’s August 2021 failed efforts 
to form the Russian Combat Army Reserve (BARS-2021) - which sought to recruit 100,000 volunteer reservists 
for three-year contract service – suggests that the Russian MoD had likely already failed at incentivizing former 
servicemen to join their ranks.25 Ukrainian officials reported that the Russian military command brought only 
around 7,000 BARS servicemen into combat, which likely indicates that the Russian MoD could not recruit the 
desired number of reservists before the war.26 The Russian MoD largely advertised BARS recruitment on its 
official website and websites of regional military recruitment centers, an effort that was clearly far less effective 
than advertisements disseminated by the ultranationalist online communities and milbloggers who were 
competing for the same human resources. The Russian MoD and military recruitment centers also suffer from 
poor reputations. The recruitment centers advertising for volunteers were the same as those executing the semi-
annual conscription call-up, and the Russian MoD had not covered itself with glory in combat during the war's 
opening months. The Russian MoD, thus, likely largely relied on incentivizing or coercing its current conscripts 
as the primary recruitment base for contract service.  
 
The Russian MoD, in fact, appears to have abandoned the effort to recruit into the BARS system 
itself, delegating that undertaking to the ultranationalist community. Ukrainian intelligence 
indicated in March 2022 that the Kremlin used BARS to covertly recruit prisoners.27 The Russian MoD likely 
transferred the wartime recruitment for the BARS program to the Russian-based quasi-official network “Union 
of Donbas Volunteers,” which recruited men with little or no military training to serve on the Izyum frontline.28 
Russian independent outlet Novaya Gazeta also noted that the BARS structure included Rusich and Imperskiy 
Legion which participated in Russian operations in Donbas in 2014-2015.29 BARS formations are technically still 
subordinated under the Russian MoD while also operating as irregular armed groups under proxy commanders. 
Russian and Ukrainian sources reported that BARS servicemen did not officially sign contracts with the Russian 
MoD and often find themselves in a bureaucratic limbo where they are not perceived as being formally part of 
the Russian Armed Forces.30  
 
Ukraine’s sweeping counteroffensive in Kharkiv Oblast between September 6 and September 11 
likely shocked Putin into realizing that he needed to order an involuntary reserve call-up. Putin 
declared partial mobilization shortly after the Ukrainian counteroffensives on September 21. He likely realized 
that irregular volunteer formations were not sufficient to defend Russian positions or conduct successful 
offensive operations. BARS units, for example, were responsible for holding the new Kreminna frontline after 
losing ground in Izyum, and the Kremlin immediately reinforced those positions with newly mobilized 
personnel.31 Bloomberg reported that Putin even consulted Kremlin-affiliated milbloggers regarding the 
situation on the ground, and it is also possible that the latter expressed concern over the ability of the volunteer 
forces to hold the frontline.32  
 
Putin likely recognized that the involuntary reserve call-up could not close the gap between 
Russian force requirements and available manpower in a timely fashion, however, and so gave 
the Wagner Group room to expand its recruitment of prisoners and its operations on the 
frontline until the mobilized personnel could arrive en masse. Putin continued to tolerate the Russian 
ultranationalist community, which only expanded in its influence in society against the backdrop of Russian 
military failures in Ukraine.33 Putin even reportedly listened to Prigozhin’s criticism of the Russian military 
command, which likely resulted in the appointment of Army General Sergei Surovikin (who is linked with 



   
 

   
 

Wagner) as the theater commander in Ukraine on October 8.34 Wagner was allowed to retain responsibility for 
offensive operations in the Bakhmut direction, and the Russian MoD did not attempt to integrate the DNR and 
LNR 1st and 2nd army corps at this time. Putin delayed allowing the Russian MoD to reassert control over all 
Russian forces in Ukraine until December likely in an effort to retain favor with the only effective forces he had 
available.35 
 
Once the bulk of the 300,000 mobilized reservists had arrived with units in Ukraine Putin began 
allowing the Russian MoD to reassert its primacy over all Russian forces. Putin named Gerasimov 
overall theater commander on January 11, subordinating Surovikin to him.36 The Russian MoD began actively 
integrating the 1st and 2nd (DNR and LNR) army corps into the conventional Russian military and is reportedly 
removing proxy commanders, measures that are generating backlash within the ultranationalist community.37 
The Russian MoD is also attempting to restrict Wagner from receiving state ammunition and stopped Wagner’s 
prisoner recruitment in favor of its own prisoner recruitment efforts.38 Gerasimov stripped Wagner of 
responsibility for Bakhmut, began introducing Russian conventional military reinforcements into the area, and 
ordered official Russian channels to use a euphemism for Wagner forces without using the Wagner name.39 The 
Russian MoD is reportedly entertaining ideas to restrict milbloggers’ operations on the frontlines and is 
introducing new operational security and discipline regulations.40 These controversial measures are all part of 
the Russian MoD’s rushed attempts to unwind and resolve the aftermath of Putin’s refusal to order involuntary 
mobilization in May 2022.  
 
Putin’s clear efforts to prepare the Russian people for a protracted and painful war suggest that 
he has realized that only the Russian MoD can actually sustain the large mechanized forces he 
needs to have any hope of achieving his ambitions in Ukraine. Putin has apparently still hesitated to 
order the additional reserve call-up that Russian officials were reportedly preparing at the start of 2023.41 He has 
not turned back to voluntary recruitment and is unlikely to do so, but he seems to remain nervous about how 
much sacrifice he can impose on his people. 
 
Putin’s need for the ultranationalist community has changed but has not vanished. Putin no longer 
needs that community to draw volunteers to allow him to avoid involuntary mobilization at this time, but he still 
needs it to serve as the most reliable pro-Kremlin voice sustaining support for the war effort. He is unlikely, 
therefore, to allow the MoD fully to censor or shut it down, but he may allow Gerasimov to sideline or remove 
entirely some milbloggers who have been too strident in their criticisms now that their services as active 
recruiters are no longer necessary. 
 
Putin may find himself facing another dilemma after another wave or two of reserve call-ups, as 
the pool of reservists appropriate for front-line fighting is finite. The Russian conscription system 
generates roughly 260,000 new soldiers each year, drawn in two semi-annual call-ups. The combination of the 
pre-war reserve call-up, the recruitment efforts that drew partly on reservists, and the partial reserve call-up of 
September have likely made significant inroads into the available reserve manpower in the age groups and with 
the experience appropriate to replace losses in front-line combat units. Putin may need to consider expanding 
conscript service itself, drawing a higher proportion of young Russian men against their will into military service 
each year. But demographics do not favor such an approach. Roughly 800,000 young men turn 18 each year in 
Russia.42 Expanding conscription much beyond the 260,000 of those already forced into military service risks 
not only taking young men with physical conditions unsuitable for war but also beginning to pull too many young 
men out of the Russian economy, which Putin is simultaneously attempting to put on a war footing. 
 
The specter of limitless Russian manpower is a myth. Putin has already been forced to make difficult 
and suboptimal choices to offset the terrible losses his war has inflicted on the Russian military, and he will face 
similarly difficult choices in 2023 if he persists in his determination to use military force to impose his will on 
Ukraine and the West. Russia can mobilize more manpower, and Putin will likely do so rather than give up. But 
the costs to Putin and Russia of the measures he will likely need to take at this point will begin to mount rapidly. 



   
 

   
 

 
Key inflections in ongoing military operations on February 26: 
 

 Deputy Head of the Ukrainian Main Intelligence Directorate (GUR) Vadym Skibitsky 
stated that Ukrainian forces will be ready for a counteroffensive this upcoming spring and 
that one of Ukraine’s strategic goals will be to drive a wedge into the Russian front in 
southern Ukraine between Crimea and the Russian mainland.43 
 

 Russian President Vladimir Putin falsely stated that the West is trying to break up the 
Russian Federation and suggested that Western security assistance to Ukraine makes the 
West a participant in the war.44 Putin leaned on a longstanding rhetorical line of effort for 
raising domestic support for the war by falsely claiming that the West is threatening the 
survival of the Russian people as a unified ethnic group.45  
 

 Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu stated that the types of systems that the West 
provides to Ukraine will determine how far Russian forces need to push threats away from 
Russia’s borders, likely in support of an ongoing Russian information operation aimed at 
discouraging Western provision of specific systems to Ukraine.46 
 

 US Central Intelligence Director William Burns stated on February 25 that the CIA is 
confident that Chinese leadership is considering the provision of lethal equipment to 
Russia but has not made a final decision.47 
 

 Russian forces continued to conduct unsuccessful operations northwest of Svatove and 
near Kreminna.48  
 

 Russian forces continued offensive operations around Bakhmut, and a prominent Russian 
milblogger claimed that Russian forces made further advances north of the city.49 
 

 Russian forces continued offensive operations along the western outskirts of Donetsk City 
and in western Donetsk Oblast.50 
 

 Representative of the Ukrainian Tavriisk operational direction Oleksiy Dmytrashkivyskyi 
reported that Russian forces are accumulating a large amount of Russian personnel and 
equipment near Vasylivka and Hulyaipole in Zaporizhia Oblast.51 
 

 Head of the Ukrainian Joint Coordination Press Center of the Southern Forces Nataliya 
Humenyuk stated that Russian forces are continuing to construct defensive fortifications 
in Crimea.52 Humenyuk also reported that Russian forces conducted failed attempts to 
mine islands in the Dnipro River delta and are mining the east (left) bank of the Dnipro 
River in Kherson Oblast.53 
 

 A Ukrainian military officer reported that Russian forces are replacing Battalion Tactical 
Groups (BTGs) with a new unit called the “Assault Unit” or “Assault Detachment” due to 
failures with their current assault tactics.54 The Ukrainian military officer stated that 
Russian forces are transitioning from larger structures to smaller, more agile assault units 
that rely heavily on artillery support that are customizable to specific mission 
requirements.55 
 



   
 

   
 

 Russian military personnel from the 1439th Regiment from Irkutsk Oblast released a 
video complaining about being subordinated under DNR commanders in Ukraine, further 
indicating that the Russian Ministry of Defense may be continuing to integrate DNR 
formations into the Russian Armed Forces through the subordination of mobilized 
personnel to these formations.56 
 

 Independent Russian outlet Dozhd reported that it identified communication between the 
Russian Ministry of Education and regional guardianship authorities revealing that 
Russian officials forcibly deported 400 Ukrainian children to Russian territory in August, 
2022.57 Dozhd reported that 36 children had been placed into foster care by mid-January 
2023, and that boarding schools received instructions not to place the children with 
families with Russian citizenship.58 Dozhd also stated that Russian officials are subjecting 
the children to Russian patriotic-military education programs.59 
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