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At a Glance

> In March 2026, Kenya and Russia signed a bilateral agreement formally prohibiting the
recruitment and deployment of Kenyan nationals into Russian military operations.

> Recruitment networks exploited Kenya's 67% youth unemployment rate by luring citizens
through deceptive job offers in construction and hospitality that were later converted into
military contracts.

> The targeting of Kenyan recruits is part of a broader "Africa Corps" strategy designed to
supplement Russian manpower while reducing the domestic political costs of mobilization
in Russia.

> This issue risks triggering domestic social unrest ahead of Kenya's 2027 elections and
complicates its diplomatic balance between Western partnerships and strategic
non-alignment
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Introduction

On Monday, the 16™ of March 2026, Prime Cabinet Secretary and Cabinet Secretary
for Foreign and Diaspora Affairs Mr. Musali Mudavadi of Kenya reached a mutual
agreement with the Russian government. According to international media outlets
(BBC, Reuters, and The Guardian), the bilateral understanding clarified and
prohibited the recruitment and deployment of Kenyan nationals into Russian
military operations, including the war in Ukraine. This underscores that any
enlistment of Kenyans into Russian forces, voluntarily or involuntarily, occurs
outside formal state authorization and in violation of agreed diplomatic norms.
However, the official diplomatic engagement between Russian Minister of Foreign
Affairs Sergey Lavrov and Mudavadi in Moscow reflects a carefully curated
articulation of Russia-Kenya relations that foregrounds cooperation while omitting
contentious issues such as the reported non-voluntary recruitment of Kenyan
nationals into the war in Ukraine. The press release emphasizes the strengthening
of bilateral ties across political, economic, cultural, and humanitarian domains,
alongside commitments to institutional development through mechanisms such as
the proposed Intergovernmental Commission on Economic Cooperation." Notably,
both parties frame their alignment within broader ideological commitments
toward a “polycentric world order” and in conjunction with the principles of
equality in international relations. Thus, signaling a convergence within emerging
multipolar discourses. However, the absence of any reference to military
recruitment controversies suggests a deliberate diplomatic silencing, revealing
how official state narratives prioritize strategic partnership and normative
alignment over addressing asymmetrical or potentially contentious practices
within the relationship.

Russia's Policy in Sub-Saharan Africa

Moscow's global strategy to continue asserting itself as a superpower has led to its
increased presence in Africa. Over the past decade, Moscow has expanded its
engagement across Africa through arms sales, diplomatic outreach, security
cooperation agreements, and the activities of private military actors such as the
Wagner Group (now incorporated under a new entity known as Africa Corps).> Thus,

! Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Press release on the meeting between Foreign
Minister Sergey Lavrov and Cabinet Secretary for Foreign and Diaspora Affairs of the Republic of Kenya
Musalia Mudavadi,” April 17, 2026, https:/mi n/foreign_| .

% Ryan Bauer, “The Wagner Group Is Leaving Mali, but Russian Mercenaries Are Staying,” RAND, June
12,2025,


https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/2086497/
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in addition to the traditional diplomatic channels, Russia has taken to promoting its
role via private sector agents such as private military companies (PMCs) and is also

accused of seeking to influence foreign states through Russian criminal networks.*
4

Particularly with regard to recruitment, it is noteworthy to mention that after the
outbreak of hostilities in 2022, military mobilization became unpopular inside
Russia. Therefore, the Kremlin, in an effort to avoid increasing public resentment,
began to rely less on forced conscription and more on contracting mercenaries,
prisoners, and volunteers.” This, in an attempt to protract the war without
revealing how many people are being sent to fight, and how many are being killed.
However, the Wagner mutiny in the summer of 2023 revealed a serious problem
about the Russian state’s dependency on PMCs. Showing how the former can
easily lose control over the latter, and thus representing a threat to the Russian
government itself. As a result, the Kremlin has begun tightening control over the
PMCs it hires.® These recruitment patterns have in turn served to reflect the
broader shifts in Russia’s global strategy since the escalation of the war in Ukraine.

More specifically, in recent months, international investigations have reported
cases of foreign nationals, including individuals from Kenya, being recruited into
networks linked to Russia’s military operations.” While reliable data on Kenyan
recruits remains limited, reports from international media platforms such as the
BBC, Reuters, and The Guardian suggest that some Kenyan nationals were initially

https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/06/the-wagner-group-is-leaving-mali-but-russian-mercenari
es.html.

3 International Centre for Counter-Terrorism (ICCT), “Russia’s Crime-Terror Nexus: Criminality as a
Tool of Statecraft,” September 30, 2025,

https://icct.nl/sites/default/files/2025-09/Russia%20Crime%20Terror%20Nexus_Criminality%20as%20a
0

* Mark Galeotti, “Gangsters at War: Russia’s Use of Organized Crime as an Instrument of Statecraft,”
Global Imtlatlve Agamst Transnational Organized Crime, November 2024

3 Benjamin Quénelle, “Russia ramps up all kinds of recruitment efforts to support its war effort,” Le
Monde, February 24, 2026,
https://wWww. lemonde fr/en/international/article/2026/02/24/russia-ramps-up-all-kinds-of-recruitment-effo

¢ Margarete Klein, “How Russia Is Recmltlng for the Long War: Covertly Mobilising Volunteers While
Preparing for a New Round of Compulsory Mobilisation,” SWP Comment, Stiftung Wissenschaft und
Polmk June 2024,

7 Sarahelena Marrapodi, “False Promises: Russian Military Trafficking in Africa,” Foreign Policy
Research Instztute Aprll 2, 2026,



https://www.fpri.org/article/2026/04/false-promises-russian-military-trafficking-in-africa/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/comments/2024C24_Russia_Recruiting-for_LongWar.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/comments/2024C24_Russia_Recruiting-for_LongWar.pdf
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2026/02/24/russia-ramps-up-all-kinds-of-recruitment-efforts-to-support-its-war-effort_6750817_4.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2026/02/24/russia-ramps-up-all-kinds-of-recruitment-efforts-to-support-its-war-effort_6750817_4.html
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Mark-Galeotti-Gangsters-at-war-Russias-use-of-organized-crime-as-an-instrument-of-statecraft-GI-TOC-November-2024.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Mark-Galeotti-Gangsters-at-war-Russias-use-of-organized-crime-as-an-instrument-of-statecraft-GI-TOC-November-2024.pdf
https://icct.nl/sites/default/files/2025-09/Russia%20Crime%20Terror%20Nexus_Criminality%20as%20a%20Tool.pdf
https://icct.nl/sites/default/files/2025-09/Russia%20Crime%20Terror%20Nexus_Criminality%20as%20a%20Tool.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/06/the-wagner-group-is-leaving-mali-but-russian-mercenaries.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/06/the-wagner-group-is-leaving-mali-but-russian-mercenaries.html
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approached through labour recruitment channels offering employment in Russia.®
1% 1n several cases, migrants reportedly travelled to Russia expecting to be placed
in construction or industrial jobs, only to find out upon their arrival that they were
being offered military contracts."" Evidence of this comes mainly from the
above-mentioned media outlets, foreign intelligence reports, and government
statements. All of which have not yet been fully verified by independent actors. As
of late 2025, several reports argue that Kenyan nationals have been recruited to
fight for Russia in Ukraine, although the exact numbers remain a source of
debate.” In response, Russia has publicly stated that foreigners are allowed to
voluntarily enlist, thereby denying illegal recruitment schemes."

Despite the shift toward the recruitment of volunteers, Russia is also preparing for
another round of forced recruitment, suggesting that the war in Ukraine requires
more soldiers than the Russian army can field through its new recruitment
strategy.'* Additionally, there are plans to expand the military to about 1.5 million
troops which indicate that Russia’s strategy is aimed at the long-term rather than
short-term." Possibly turning the war in Ukraine into the first of a series of future
conflicts with the West."® Within this broader context, recruitment networks
targeting foreign nationals appear to serve multiple objectives: 1) Addressing
manpower shortages created by the war; 2) Strengthening Russia’s political
messaging in the Global South; and 3) Exploiting labour migration pathways
shaped by economic inequality. The emergence of such recruitment networks

¥ Wycliffe Muia, “Over 1,000 Kenyans enlisted to fight in Russia-Ukraine war, report says,” BBC News,
February 19, 2026, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce8w266769go.

? Reuters, “More than 422,000 people signed contracts with Russian army in 2025, a drop from previous
year ” January 16 2026

S-drop-previous-2026-01-16/.
1 Carlos Mureithi and Rachel Savage, “More than 1,000 Kenyans lured to fight for Russia in Ukraine
war, report says,” Tl he Guardian, February 19 2026

“ Geeska Desk, “Kenya Warns Crtlzens Over Fraudulent Job Offers Lurlng Workers to Ru551a ” Geeska
February 15, 2026,

12 Marrapodl “False Promises: Russian Military Trafficking in Africa.”

13 President of the Russian Federation, “Decree of the President of the Russian Federation No. 690: On
the Admission to Citizenship of the Russian Federation in a Simplified Manner of Foreign Citizens and
Stateless Persons who have Concluded Contracts for Military Service,” September 30, 2022,

' Klein, “How Russia Is Recruiting for the Long War: Covertly Mobilising Volunteers While Preparing
for a New Round of Compulsory Mobilisation.”

'3 Julia Shapero, “Russia lays out plans to boost size of military to 1.5 million,” The Hill, January 17,
2023,

16 Klein, “How Russia Is Recruiting for the Long War: Covertly Mobilising Volunteers While Preparing
for a New Round of Compulsory Mobilisation.”


https://thehill.com/policy/international/3816314-russia-lays-out-plans-to-boost-size-of-military-to-1-5-million/
https://thehill.com/policy/international/3816314-russia-lays-out-plans-to-boost-size-of-military-to-1-5-million/
http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/0001202209300053
https://www.geeska.com/en/kenya-warns-citizens-over-fraudulent-job-offers-luring-workers-russia
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/feb/19/kenyan-soldiers-russia-ukraine-war-intelligence-report
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/more-than-422000-people-signed-contracts-with-russian-army-2025-drop-previous-2026-01-16/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/more-than-422000-people-signed-contracts-with-russian-army-2025-drop-previous-2026-01-16/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce8w266769go
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highlights how the war in Ukraine is generating global ripple effects. Labour
migration systems, economic vulnerabilities, and geopolitical competition are
increasingly intersecting in ways that challenge existing governance frameworks,
especially here in Kenya.

The Recruitment Process

Because reliable quantitative data on foreign recruitment into Russian military
structures remains scarce, this section draws on investigative journalism, which
currently constitutes one of the few publicly available sources documenting
recruitment patterns. Reporting from the Human Rights Research Center indicates
recurring patterns that resemble a multi-stage recruitment process pipeline that
blurs the line between labor migration and military mobilization."’

The first step toward military recruitment is based on the initial contact which
often occurs through labour recruitment agencies, social media advertisements, or
informal migrant networks offering employment in Russia. In several documented
cases, workers believed they were accepting jobs in construction, logistics, or
hospitality.'

When analyzing the recruitment process, a 2024 investigation by Reuters reported
that foreign recruits including workers from Asia and Africa were initially recruited
through civilian job advertisements before being redirected toward military
contracts."

Upon arrival in Russia, some recruits reportedly faced pressure or incentives to
sign military-related contracts. According to the reporting done by the BBC on the
matter, in some cases they were offered salaries ranging from $2,000 to $3,000 per
month, far exceeding typical wages in their home countries. In some instances,
contracts reportedly included additional incentives such as signing bonuses,
fast-tracked residency permits, or the possibility of Russian citizenship.” Once

17 Erina Bazan Lopez, “Russia’s Global Recruitment Pipeline and Their Trafficking Routes to Fill Up
Their Ranks,” Human Rights Research Center, February 3, 2026,
https://www.humanrightsresearch.org/post/russia-s-global-recruitment-pipeline-and-their-trafficking-route

'8 Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, “Russia: Women from Africa recruited via ‘Alabuga Start’
programme on social media to work in weapons factories; incl. cos responses & non-responses,”
November 25, 2024

' Reuters, “More than 422,000 people s1gned contracts with Russ1an army in 2025, a drop from previous
year.”
2 Muia, “Over 1,000 Kenyans enlisted to fight in Russia-Ukraine war, report says.”


https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/russia-women-from-africa-recruited-via-alabuga-start-programme-on-social-media-to-work-in-weapons-factories-incl-cos-responses-non-responses/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/russia-women-from-africa-recruited-via-alabuga-start-programme-on-social-media-to-work-in-weapons-factories-incl-cos-responses-non-responses/
https://www.humanrightsresearch.org/post/russia-s-global-recruitment-pipeline-and-their-trafficking-routes-to-fill-up-their-ranks
https://www.humanrightsresearch.org/post/russia-s-global-recruitment-pipeline-and-their-trafficking-routes-to-fill-up-their-ranks
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contracts are signed, recruits are transferred to training facilities before
deployment, to areas connected to the war effort. Once there, they are then
deployed in both logistical support roles and frontline units.?’

Because recruitment often occurs through private intermediaries rather than
formal military channels, the local governments, from whose countries recruits are
selected, frequently have limited visibility over the process until casualties or
detentions are reported. This creates significant challenges for diplomatic
protection and existing labour regulation.

Russia’s Strategic Engagement in Africa

Research conducted by Security and Defense quarterly has revealed that over the
past few years Russia has significantly expanded its presence in Africa through a
multifaceted strategy, which includes economic investments, military cooperation,
and diplomatic outreach.” This in turn can be interpreted as a strategic effort by
Russia to assert its historical role in global affairs and counterbalance Western and
Chinese political and economic dominance. Although, for it to be an effective
strategy it requires the alignment of the ends with the means to achieve them. As
showcased by the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Putin has sought to prevent further
NATO enlargement eastward, and by default curbing the expansion of the U.S. and
European Union's spheres of influence.

With regard to recruitment, several strategic considerations help explain why
Russian networks are targeting Sub-Saharan Africa. The war in Ukraine has evolved
into a prolonged conflict requiring sustained troop deployments. As casualties
mount and operational demands increase, Russia has sought alternative ways to
supplement its military capacities. Recruiting foreign nationals allows Russia to
expand manpower while limiting the domestic political costs associated with
large-scale mobilization inside Russia.

Secondly, regarding political messaging in the global South, Russia has also framed
the Ukraine war as part of a broader geopolitical struggle against Western
dominance in international politics. Engaging recruits from regions such as Africa
can reinforce the narrative that Russia enjoys support beyond its immediate

2! Yuliia Akimova, “Prosecuting Russia’s Foreign Mercenaries,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting,
October 14, 2025, https://iwpr.net/global-voices/prosecuting-russias-foreign-mercenaries.

22 Seun Bamidele and Nicholas Idris Erameh, “Moscow’s African relations: Unveiling Russia's strategy in
Afrlca and 1ts 1mpact on global politics,” Securzty and Defence Quarterly 51 no. 3 (2025) 112-129,



https://securityanddefence.pl/pdf-206969-129477?filename=Moscow-s-African-relation.pdf
https://iwpr.net/global-voices/prosecuting-russias-foreign-mercenaries
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geopolitical sphere. Africa has become a key diplomatic arena in this context. At
the 2023 Russia-Africa Summit in St. Petersburg, Russia hosted representatives
from over 40 African countries, including numerous heads of state, highlighting
Moscow's growing diplomatic engagement with the continent.”

Thirdly, by leveraging labour migration dynamics, economic inequality between
regions plays an important role in recruitment dynamics. Youth unemployment
across Sub-Saharan Africa remains high, and many workers actively seek overseas
employment opportunities.?* According to the International Labour Organization,
in 2023 youth NEET (not in employment, education, or training) in Sub-Saharan
Africa exceeds the global rate by standing at 21.9 percent, while underemployment
remains significantly higher.”> Higher salaries offered through foreign recruitment
networks can therefore appear attractive even when associated with significant
risks. In Kenya, the youth (15-34 year-olds), who form 35 percent of the
population, have the highest unemployment rate of 67 percent.”

Lastly, with regard to hybrid warfare and private military networks, Russia’s use of
foreign recruits reflects broader changes in modern warfare, which is described as
being a complex, multi-domain operation that integrates a broad spectrum of
military and non-military tools to achieve strategic goals.”’” Private military
organizations, such as Redut, Convoy, and Patriot MPCs have played an important
role in Russia’s external engagements, with deployment ranging from the Central
African Republic and Mali to Burkina Faso and Niger.® ?° The former Wagner
Group has been active in several African states, such as the Central African
Republic, Mali, and Libya, where security assistance has often been exchanged for

% “Outcomes of the Second Russia-Africa Summit,” Russia-Africa Summit, July 27-28, 2023,

2% International Labour Organization (ILO), “Global Employment Trends for Youth 2024: Sub-Saharan
Africa,” August 2024,
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-08/Sub-Saharan%20Africa%20GET%20Youth%202024_0.pd
f.

3 Ibid.

% Federation of Kenya Employers (FKE), “Youth Employment,” accessed March, 2026,
https://www.fke-kenya.org/policy-issues/youth-employment.

" Nikolai Sokov, “Russian Hybrid (New Generation) Warfare in the Time of a Systemic Political-Military
Transition,” Occasional Paper 65, James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies, September 2025,
. C € AN-Nvorid-wariare-o as10nal-pap

auon. org/wp-contenvyupload

2025.pdf.
2 OpenSanctions, “Redut (PMC Redut),” accessed April 2026,

https://www.opensanctions.org/entities/NK-oN4V9PcudbgqHzBgaZ WCfc/.
¥ Berk Biiyiikarslan, “Russian Private Military Companies: The Evolution of Redut, Convoy and

Patriot,” Finabel, December 2024,
https://finabel.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Berk-IF-PDFs.pdfcorrected.pdf.


https://finabel.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Berk-IF-PDFs.pdfcorrected.pdf
https://www.opensanctions.org/entities/NK-oN4V9PcudbqqHzBgaZWCfc/
https://nonproliferation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/OP65-Russian-hybrid-warfare-occasional-paper-2025.pdf
https://nonproliferation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/OP65-Russian-hybrid-warfare-occasional-paper-2025.pdf
https://www.fke-kenya.org/policy-issues/youth-employment
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-08/Sub-Saharan%20Africa%20GET%20Youth%202024_0.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-08/Sub-Saharan%20Africa%20GET%20Youth%202024_0.pdf
https://summitafrica.ru/en/archive/2023/summit-outcomes/
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political influence or access to natural resources.®® At the same time, Russia has
expanded its role as a key supplier of military equipment to these African
governments.>’ Within this broader framework, recruitment networks targeting
foreign nationals can not be interpreted as merely ad hoc labour arrangements
but as part of a wider geopolitical strategy through which Moscow seeks to expand
its global influence while offsetting military pressures created by the war in
Ukraine. These deployments often combine military assistance with broader
political and economic partnerships. According to the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute, Russia accounted for approximately 40 percent of Africa’s
arms imports between 2018 and 2022, making it the continent’s largest external
arms supplier.> While foreign labor recruitment linked to the Ukraine war operates
differently from PMCs deployments in Africa, both reflect an evolving strategy that
allows Russia to expand its operational reach beyond conventional military
structures.

Implications for Kenya

Kenya occupies a significant diplomatic position within both Western and Global
South politics, which complicates simplistic narratives portraying the country as
merely a source of labour. As one of East Africa’'s most politically stable and
diplomatically active states, Kenya has historically played a prominent role in
regional mediation efforts, multilateral diplomacy, and international peacekeeping
missions.” Its influence within institutions such as the United Nations and the
African Union has positioned the country as a key interlocutor between African
governments and external powers. This diplomatic profile became particularly
visible in early debates surrounding Russia’s invasion of Ukraine when Kenya's
ambassador to the United Nations, Martin Kimani, delivered a widely cited speech
defending the principles of territorial sovereignty and the post-colonial sanctity of

% Ladd Serwat, Héni Nsaibia, and Nichita Gurcov, “Shifts in Wagner Group Operations Around the
World ” Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (4 CLED) August 2,2023,
9/AC

-the- World 2023 pdf.

3! Selcan Karabektas, “Russia’s Growing Military Footprint in Africa: Arms Deals and Defense
Cooperatlon ” Orion Polzcy Instztute March 24, 2024
i

32 Pieter D. Wezeman et al “Trends in Internatlonal Arms Transfers 2023 ” SIPRI F act Sheet, Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute, March 2024,
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2024-03/fs_2403_at 2023.pdf.

¥ Gilbert Kimutai, “Kenya’s Peace Diplomacy in Eastern Africa: Regional Hegemon?,” International
Journal of Research and Innovatlon ln Soczal Sczence 8, no. 4 (May 6 2024) 978-988,



https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss/Digital-Library/volume-8-issue-4/978-988.pdf
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2024-03/fs_2403_at_2023.pdf
https://orionpolicy.org/russias-growing-military-footprint-in-africa-arms-deals-and-defense-cooperation/
https://acleddata.com/system/files/2025-09/ACLED_Report_Shifts-in-Wagner-Group-Operations-Around-the-World_2023.pdf
https://acleddata.com/system/files/2025-09/ACLED_Report_Shifts-in-Wagner-Group-Operations-Around-the-World_2023.pdf
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borders.** For Kenya, the recruitment of its citizens into foreign military networks
raises significant questions about sovereignty, labour governance, and diplomatic
positioning. As Kenya expands its labour migration programmes, the government
is responsible for ensuring that overseas employment pathways do not expose
citizens to exploitation, abuse or militarized recruitment.

However, beyond formal diplomatic agreements, the risks mentioned can generate
even more social and political tensions within Kenya. The families of recruited
workers, through labor advocates and civil society groups, are increasingly vocal,
raising concerns over exploitation, human rights violations, and inadequate
government oversight.*® Such dynamics will possibly contribute to public unrest,
particularly among Kenya's youth, who already face high unemployment and
economic precarity, potentially pressuring the government to take stronger
domestic action. The situation is further complicated by the upcoming August 2027
elections, during which widespread societal dissatisfaction and political tensions
could amplify grievances, heightening the potential for protests or other forms of
civil unrest. It has thus become more important, than ever before, for the Kenyan
government to tread carefully, preventing any public dissatisfaction that may lead
to larger social or political instability. Failure to manage these tensions could
undermine public trust in state institutions, weaken Kenya's ability to protect its
citizens abroad, and complicate its diplomatic positioning between competing
global powers. Effective oversight of labour recruitment channels, transparent
communication with the public, and proactive engagement with civil society will be
critical to mitigating both domestic discontent and international criticism,
particularly from Western partners concerned about the exploitation of Kenyan
nationals in foreign conflicts.

Implications for Germany and EU Partners

For Germany and other European partners, the involvement of African nationals in
the Ukraine war highlights how the conflict increasingly intersects with global
migration systems and labour markets. Germany has positioned itself as a key
partner of African countries, specifically Kenya, on migration governance, skills

3* Permanent Mission of the Republic of Kenya to the United Nations, “Statement by Ambassador Martin
Kimani, Permanent Representative, during the Security Council Urgent Meeting on the Situation in
Ukraine,” February 21, 2022,
https: n.int/kenya/si
ukraine 21 february 2022 at 2100.pdf.

%% Sharon Mwende, “Families Demand Answers on Fate of Kenyans Caught Up in Russian Military,”
Journalist for Justice, March 16, 2026,

https://ifjustice net/families-demand-answers-on-fate-of-kenyans-caught-up-in-russian-military/.



https://jfjustice.net/families-demand-answers-on-fate-of-kenyans-caught-up-in-russian-military/
https://www.un.int/kenya/sites/www.un.int/files/Kenya/kenya_statement_during_urgent_meeting_on_on_ukraine_21_february_2022_at_2100.pdf
https://www.un.int/kenya/sites/www.un.int/files/Kenya/kenya_statement_during_urgent_meeting_on_on_ukraine_21_february_2022_at_2100.pdf
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mobility, and labour protection. The Partnership agreement on A Comprehensive
Migration and Mobility Partnership signed in September 2024 between Germany
and Kenya, demonstrates the ability of the two signatories to position themselves
as responsible and mutually beneficial partners by prioritizing legal migration
pathways, skills development, and the protection of migrant workers’ rights.*® In
this regard, Germany distinguishes itself from Russia by advancing a governance
framework grounded in transparency, labour standards, and long-term
development cooperation, rather than exploitative or informal recruitment
practices. In fact, when recruitment networks exploit migration channels to funnel
workers into foreign military structures, this raises concerns not only about human
security but also about the broader integrity of international labour mobility
frameworks. Strengthening cooperation with Kenya on recruitment regulation,
migrant protection, and information sharing could therefore become a strategic
priority. Moreover, EU policymakers may interpret such recruitment practices as
part of Russia’'s broader strategy to internationalize the conflict and offset
domestic manpower constraints. For this reason, supporting partner countries like
Kenya in strengthening regulatory oversight may thus serve both humanitarian
objectives and wider security interests.

Potential Consequences on Kenya-Russian Relations

In 1963 the Soviet Union formally recognized Kenya’s independence, making them
only the second country after West Germany to establish diplomatic ties with
Kenya. Thus, showcasing the importance, on both sides, to maintain a mutually
beneficial and longstanding diplomatic cooperation. Although, if Kenyan nationals
are drawn into foreign conflicts, such as the Russian invasion of Ukraine, through
deceptive or poorly regulated recruitment channels, Nairobi may face growing
domestic and international pressure to strengthen oversight of international
labour brokers and enhance diplomatic protection for migrant workers.
Simultaneously, Kenya will have to carefully manage its diplomatic relationships
with Russia, if not completely redefine them. While maintaining pragmatic relations
with Russia remains important for trade and political engagement, Kenya also
seeks to preserve strong partnerships with the West, in an effort to serve its best
interest.

36 Agreement between the Government of the Republic of Kenya and the Government of the Federal
Republic of Germany on a Comprehensive Migration and Mobility Partnership, September 2024,
https://www.parliament.go.ke/sites/default/files/2025-03/ AGREEMENT%20BETWEEN%20THE%20G
MENT%200F%20THE%20FEDERAL%20REPUBLIC%200F%20GERMANY %200N%20A%20CO

MPREHENSIVEY%20MIGRATION%20AND%20MOBILITY%20PARTNERSHIP%20%281%29 0.pdf.
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At the same time, Kenya's government has emphasized that its bilateral
engagement with Russia extends well beyond the context of the Ukrainian
conflict.”” Mudavadi has highlighted potential avenues for cooperation in energy,
tourism, and agriculture, arguing that “the relationship between Kenya and Russia
is much broader than the special operation [in Ukraine] agenda alone”.* This
framing reflects Nairobi's strategic attempt to balance citizen protection and
domestic accountability with the pursuit of pragmatic economic and diplomatic
opportunities. A development which Western partners will be keen to monitor in
the face of Russia’s continued aggression in Ukraine, and international military
involvement in the Sub-Saharan Region. Particularly as Russia may seek to leverage
its economic initiatives and bilateral partnerships to consolidate influence in
Kenya, thus intensifying Nairobi's position within a competitive multipolar context.

Conclusion

The evolving relationship between Kenya and Russia represents a complex
intersection of pragmatic diplomacy, economic vulnerability, and global power
competition. The bilateral agreement reached in March 2026 serves as a formal
attempt by the Kenyan government to reclaim sovereignty over its citizens' labor,
yet it simultaneously highlights a diplomatic silencing where official narratives
prioritize strategic partnership over the contentious reality of informal military
recruitment. The core of this issue lies in the exploitation of economic disparity.
With Kenyan youth unemployment reaching nearly 67%, Russia’s shift toward
contracting foreign nationals through deceptive labor migration channels, initially
promising industrial or construction work, has turned Kenya into an unwitting
manpower reservoir for the protracted conflict in Ukraine. This practice allows the
Kremlin to mitigate domestic political costs in Russia while leveraging the high
economic precarity of the Global South.

For Kenya, the stakes extend beyond simple labor governance. The potential for
social unrest is high, particularly as the August 2027 elections approach; public
dissatisfaction regarding the government’s perceived inability to protect its citizens
from exploitation could trigger domestic instability. Furthermore, Kenya finds itself

37 “Ukraine war briefing: Russia agrees to stop recruiting Kenyans in fight against Kyiv,” The Guardian,
March 17, 2026,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/mar/17/ukraine-war-briefing-russia-agrees-stop-recruiting-ken

ans.

3% Guy Faulconbridge, “Kenyans will no longer be enlisted to fight for Russia in Ukraine, minister says,”
Reuters, March 16, 2026,
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/russia-kenya-agree-that-kenyans-will-no-longer-fight-russia-ukrain
e-minister-2026-03-16/.
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in an increasingly delicate position between its long-standing Western
partnerships, exemplified by transparent labor agreements like the 2024 migration
partnership with Germany, and its strategic desire to remain non-aligned in a
polycentric world order.

Ultimately, the recruitment of Kenyan nationals into the war in Ukraine is not
merely an ad hoc labor issue but a symptom of Russia’s broader ‘Africa Corps’
strategy. Moscow is successfully utilizing hybrid warfare tactics and economic
incentives to expand its footprint in Sub-Saharan Africa, challenging Western
influence. To safeguard its national integrity and the welfare of its youth, Kenya
must move beyond carefully curated diplomatic statements toward robust
regulatory oversight of international labor brokers, ensuring that its quest for
pragmatic economic cooperation does not come at the cost of its citizens' lives or
its international standing as a champion of territorial sovereignty.
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