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Mobilization in 2022. Sergei Vedyashkin / Moskva News Agency

"Why wait for a draft notice when you can take control of the situation? Sign a military
contract voluntarily."

As rumors of an impending new wave of mobilization swirl inside Russia, one pro-war
Telegram channel claimed to offer a solution: instead of waiting to be mobilized, sign a
military contract now, while you can still ''choose your own terms."

As Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has stalled in its fifth year, questions are once again
mounting over whether the Kremlin could resort to a politically costly mobilization to boost
its manpower.

The Kremlin has denied any plans for a new draft campaign. President Vladimir Putin last
called up 300,000 reservists in September 2022, marking Russia's first mobilization since
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World War II, triggering rare public protests and prompting tens of thousands of Russians to
flee the country.

Since then, Moscow has relied on generous signing bonuses and salaries to recruit contract
soldiers rather than announcing another nationwide draft.

But fears of another mobilization remain widespread. Men who were drafted in 2022 are still
fighting on the front line with no clear path home, and few are willing to risk sharing their
fate.

Recruitment

The renewed speculation comes as Russia’s offensive has slowed to one of its lowest rates of
advance and the country faces growing challenges in replenishing its forces.

Russia has sought to offset battlefield losses among the roughly 700,000 troops deployed
along the front by offering high salaries and signing bonuses to new contract soldiers, with
payments reaching up to 5.5 million rubles ($70,266) for a year of service.

Authorities said that more than 80,000 contract soldiers had joined the army in the first three
months of 2026 and that troop recruitment was proceeding “at a fairly good pace.”

Independent media reports and analysts suggest that Russia is finding it increasingly difficult
to attract new contract soldiers, as fewer men are willing to risk being sent to the front and
potentially killed.

Many are also discouraged by the fact that military contracts cannot easily be broken by law,
even though recruitment ads often promise only one year of service.

One sign that Russia is struggling to recruit contract soldiers was the intensified campaign to
pressure university students that began this year. Students have been encouraged to sign up
with the country’s drone forces, while some who failed their winter exams were offered
military contracts as an “alternative to expulsion.”

Related article: What We Know About the Aftermath of Ukraine’s Wildberries Drone Strikes

The Defense Ministry also appears to have set recruitment quotas for universities in an effort
to attract as many students as possible into military service.

Migrants, people in financial hardship and homeless people have also been targeted in similar
campaigns, Sergei Krivenko, head of the human rights group Citizen. Army. Law., told The
Moscow Times.

In the Penza region last month, security forces and military enlistment officers detained local
men and pressured them to sign military contracts following coordinated street raids.

The number of similar cases remains difficult to measure nationwide, Krivenko said, but they
indicate that recruitment efforts have become more aggressive.
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Regional authorities have also repeatedly increased one-time payments for signing military
contracts, in addition to salaries and federal bonuses — a sign that Russia is having to offer
increasingly generous financial incentives to attract recruits.

Despite these efforts, recruitment in Moscow and across Russia has fallen by one-third so far
this year compared to 2025, the exiled outlets Vyorstka and IStories reported.

These developments have fueled speculation that Russia could eventually announce a new
mobilization, especially with Kyiv claiming that Moscow was planning to mobilize at least
500,000 reservists this fall.

An anonymous Russian general who fought in the full-scale invasion of Ukraine told
journalists that he believes ‘“mobilization to capture Donbas is entirely possible, either
through a covert process or through an officially announced and public mobilization.”

Putin has repeatedly said that Russia intends to secure full control over the Donbas region of
eastern Ukraine. As of March, Kyiv controlled around 17% of the Donetsk region, Russia said.

“No one will worry about the losses. The main thing is to save face. So it is entirely possible,”
the general said.

Military lawyers and human rights experts also say that Russia has already prepared legal and
administrative mechanisms needed for a new wave of mobilization.

Under Russian law, mobilization can be launched by presidential decree. But the decree issued
by Putin to call up reservists in September 2022 remains legally active, Krivenko said.

“This means the authorities could simply issue a separate, possibly secret presidential order
instructing the Defense Ministry to call up a certain [additional] number of people,” Krivenko
said, adding that such an order would not even necessarily have to be made public.

Russia has also significantly expanded its military registration system since the 2022
mobilization, including electronic databases and new rules requiring employers to provide
information about citizens eligible for military service.

Yet, from an economic perspective, expanding the army would also require a significant
increase in spending, as mobilized troops would need to receive payments comparable to
those already provided to troops mobilized in 2022, military analyst Dmitry Kuznets told The
Moscow Times.

“Both the federal and regional budgets are already facing serious constraints,” he said.

Related article: Could Russia's Wartime Debt Boom Trigger a Banking Crisis?

Manpower on the front

Military experts say that despite the slowing recruitment, Russia has so far managed to
replace battlefield losses with newly recruited contract soldiers.
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“There are no signs of widespread reports that large units are consistently suffering from a
lack of personnel,” Kuznets said. “Of course, there are isolated cases where an assault unit is
almost completely wiped out, leaving only one survivor. But there is every reason to believe
that, after some time, these units are replenished with newly recruited contract soldiers.”

Russia is recruiting around 30,000 people a month, while its irreversible losses appear to be
lower, Kuznets said, citing estimates drawn from publicly available budget data for payments
to contract servicemen.

Janis Kluge, a researcher at the German Institute for International and Security Affairs,
estimates that around 9,000 Russian soldiers have been killed per month in 2026. That is
roughly one-third the number of new recruits, suggesting that Russia still has enough
contract soldiers to sustain the war, IStories said.

The anonymous general said that Russia would need to replace “at least 55,000-60,000
casualties every month” in order to capture the remaining Ukrainian-held areas of the
Donbas.

“Without sufficient manpower reserves, the General Staff cannot guarantee results. It is a
kind of safeguard — by demanding an unattainable level of resources, it shields itself from
accusations of professional incompetence if military objectives are not achieved,” he said.

How long Russia can maintain its current recruitment model remains uncertain, however.

Related article: Even If Ukraine Doesn't Recapture Crimea, Kyiv Has Damaged Russia's
Credibility

“We do not know when [these payments] will stop being effective — when the number of
people willing to risk their lives for any amount of money will run out,” Kuznets said, adding
that the pool of potential recruits remains limited.

Russia has increasingly relied on small infantry assault groups — usually teams of two
soldiers, and in some cases up to five — to infiltrate Ukrainian positions, a tactic that is
“obviously being used to conserve manpower,” Kuznets said.

For now, Kuznets said, success on the battlefield depends less on troop numbers than on
striking high-value assets such as drone operators and electronic warfare systems.

‘“However, if Ukraine decides to shift its focus toward targeting personnel, Russian losses
could increase,” he said, and Russia would have to adjust accordingly.

The pace of Russia’s advances also depends on whether the army has the command
structures, officers and equipment needed to turn additional recruits into effective combat
units — something Russia currently lacks.

“What could Russia do with a new wave of mobilization? It could quickly expand the number
of reserve regiments,” he said. “But these units would not be able to operate effectively.”

“Simply increasing the number of personnel in the military grouping would not lead to a
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comparable improvement in combat effectiveness,” Kuznets said.

Related article: ‘My Sweet Child’: Filmmaker Reconstructs the Life of the Mother He Lost in
the MH17 Disaster

Political will

The renewed speculation also comes ahead of September’s parliamentary elections, when the
Kremlin is likely to avoid politically unpopular decisions such as another nationwide
mobilization.

Sources close to the presidential administration told Vyorstka and IStories that although
officials were weighing various options to expand the army, no final decision had been made.

A source close to the Kremlin’s domestic policy bloc said “rumors were circulating” that
“something could happen” in October, after the State Duma elections.

Another source close to the presidential administration said officials were considering
“different road maps for increasing the army’s manpower.”

To reduce the political consequences, Russia could avoid announcing a broader mobilization
campaign and instead selectively mobilize people from specific regions or economic sectors,
using recent changes to military registration procedures and legal frameworks since 2022,
political analyst Kirill Shamiev said.

Yet experts agree that the decision to launch another mobilization rests with Putin alone.

“Considering the political and economic risks, it is highly doubtful that [the Kremlin] would
choose [mobilization],” Kuznets said. “At this stage, Russia does not need another
mobilization to sustain the war at its current pace.”

“We do not see a situation that would be catastrophic for [the Kremlin] at this point,” he said.
“But this is not something we assess — the decision is made by one person in the Kremlin,
together with his advisers and the General Staff.”
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