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In early January 2026, a video of Kenyan Francis Ndung’ Ndarua went
viral on social media. In the video, Ndarua is seen with an anti-tank
mine strapped to his chest. Russian soldiers had ordered him to storm
the Ukrainian front line as a human “can-opener” under humiliation with
racist slurs (CNN, 2026). Francis has been missing ever since. His mother
learned of his fate as a mercenary soldier through social media. Francis is
only one of many recruits lured to the Russian front by the promise of high
pay. CNN spoke to a dozen men from Ghana, Kenya, Uganda and Nigeria,
reporting that most had been promised civilian jobs, signing bonuses of
up to $13,000, monthly salaries of up to $3,500 and Russian citizenship.
In reality, all of them were pushed into frontline service with minimal
training (CNN, 2026).

Since the full-scale attack on Ukraine in February 2022, Vladimir Putin
has step by step converted Russia into a war economy. The rise of what
the economist Vladislav Inozemtsev has termed “deathonomics” has pro-
duced profound changes not only in the Russian economy but also in its



society (Inozemtsev, 2026). Deathonomics describes a system in which
soldiers who volunteer for the front receive massive state compensation
packages, life insurance and recruitment bonuses. If the soldier is killed,
the payments will be transferred to his family. Death at the front thus
becomes the most economically efficient means of securing a livelihood
for the bereaved. By the end of 2023, military service had become one of
the country’s highest-paying professions, representing a level not seen in
Russia since the late 17th century (Inozemtsev, 2026). Russia is waging the
first major war in its modern history without conscription. For this, the
Kremlin raised its defence spending by an estimated 30% (Cooper, 2026).

Consequently, the war economy initially even generated growth. High
state spending stimulated production and employment, unemployment
fell, and regions with defence industries profited in the short term. This
artificially induced war boom, however, proved short-lived. (Kluge, 2024).
In the long run, Russia’s economic stability has become dependent on
the continuation of the war effort itself, which is why the argument that
a ceasefire could trigger a severe economic contraction — and, with it, a
decline in public support for Putin — is widely shared among analysts
(Kluge, 2024). At the same time, Putin faces the challenge of recruiting
enough volunteers for the front without conscripting large parts of the
population, which would force him to debunk the fiction of a “special mil-
itary operation”. To solve both problems at once, the Kremlin introduced
in 2022 a strategy of turning death in war financially lucrative for its own
population: the death economy:.

The system’s appeal is greatest in Russia’s structurally weak regions,
where military pay exceeds local wages many times over (Inozemtsev,
2023, 2026). Its price, however, has risen steadily: by 2025, recruits could
expect monthly pay of 200,000-215,000 rubles, signing bonuses of 2—3.5
million rubles and death payments of 12-16 million rubles. This sum rep-
resents roughly a fourfold increase in the annual cost of keeping a soldier
at the front compared to 2022 (Inozemtsev, 2026; Kluge, 2024).

The prospect of enormous earnings drew particular attention to people
without stable employment, indebted and impoverished, as well as to
criminals with the promise of having their criminal records expunged
to the Russian front. In effect, the Kremlin paid these men more than
they could have expected to earn over their entire remaining working
lives. In addition to injecting considerable funds into the economy, this
policy raised wages across most sectors and supported consumer demand
(Stockholm Institute of Transition Economics, 2024). In the early phase of
the war, the arrangement also defused a political problem that might oth-
erwise have eroded Putin’s approval ratings, as the enormous casualties
were formally the result of individual free choice and therefore provoked
relatively little public outcry.

In turn, this arrangement allowed the Kremlin to portray readiness to
die at the state’s call as a social value inherent to Russians (Inozemtsev,



2026). After more than four years of war, however, the effectiveness of
financial incentives as a recruitment tool appears to be reaching its limits.
Total recruitment fell in 2025, as battlefield casualties began to exceed
new enlistments (Gould-Davies, 2026). Even the windfall of higher hard-
currency revenues is unlikely to reverse this trend, as a marginal increase
in benefits will hardly persuade Russians who have already declined
generous rewards for four years to enlist now. Moreover, as the partial
mobilisation of 2022 demonstrated, coercion produced not a surge in
force generation but a large-scale exodus of military-aged men from the
country (Gould-Davies, 2026).

Besides that, Putin’s calculation did not account for the entrenched tra-
dition of corruption and systematic extortion within the Russian military.
Field commanders extort pay from their subordinates, as soldiers must
pay bribes to avoid frontline deployments, obtain leave, or be transferred
out of the death zone (UK Defence Intelligence, 2024; Royal United Services
Institute, 2022). Besides this, due to severe supply shortages, recruits are
frequently forced to finance essential equipment such as body armour,
medication and even drones out of their own funds, as they ultimately
must forgo the higher reimbursement for frontline service to ensure their
own safety within the Russian army. Survival at the front has thereby
spawned a shadow economy of its own. Researchers have documented
commanders sending soldiers on near-suicidal assaults when they refused
to pay bribes or complained about corruption in their units (Shymkiv et
al,, 2026). Moreover, in September 2025, Russia’s Investigative Committee
alleged that members of the 83rd Guards Air Assault Brigade shot them-
selves and each other to fraudulently collect over 200 million rubles in
state payments, a scheme implicating 35 officers and soldiers (Naylor,
2025). One senior officer, wounded four times and twice decorated, report-
edly admitted that none of his injuries came from combat and that he had
asked colleagues to shoot him in non-vital areas of his body (Naylor, 2025).
Punctual arrests and harsh sentences against high-ranking officers have
done little to resolve these structural problems of corruption. Deathonom-
ics has thus generated not only a market for death but also a parallel
market for its simulation.

In addition to this domestic approach, Putin has also recruited foreign
mercenaries such as Ndarua and other innocent men from other African
countries. Furthermore, he concluded a formal alliance with North Korea
through the “Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Treaty” in June 2024,
which includes a mutual defence clause. A few months later, according
to Western intelligence assessments, around 11,000 North Korean sol-
diers were deployed to Russia’s Kursk region. Subsequent rotations have
resulted in cumulative deployment figures of up to 15,000 (Park & Smith,
2024). Initially, the deployment was denied by both sides. In late April 2025,
after the recapture of Kursk, however, Putin publicly thanked the North
Korean soldiers for the first time. According to South Korea’s National



Intelligence Service, North Korea had suffered roughly 4,700 casualties by
April 2025 (Cheon & Adzkia, 2026; Ukrinform, 2026). By mid-2025, British
and South Korean assessments put total casualties at more than 6,000
(Cheon & Adzkia, 2026; Ukrinform, 2026). Pyongyang exploits these losses
for domestic propaganda through framing soldiers’ deaths as brave self-
sacrifice for the nation. In this way, North Korea mirrors the Russian
model of promises to bereaved families’ compensation. In return for its
assistance, North Korea hopes to secure future security guarantees, along
with technology transfers and battlefield experience for its armed forces.

The globalisation of deathonomics, however, cannot compensate for
domestic exhaustion. Recruitment of foreign mercenaries is unlikely to
rise significantly and certainly not enough to make a difference on a bat-
tlefield where, since the beginning of the year, Russian casualties of around
30,000 a month have begun to exceed recruitment rates of roughly 27,000
(Jones & McCabe, 2026). Even the recent oil windfall, in the course of the
US attacks on Iran and the resulting higher oil prices and US sanctions
relief, eases the strain on the state budget more than it sustains the war
itself. Moreover, roubles must still be converted into weapons and soldiers.
It is precisely that factor that an economy operating at full capacity can no
longer deliver.

In sum, Russia’s external recruitment relations can only marginally
ease its military-economic dilemmas. This does not mean that Russia is
heading for collapse. Military economists rather argue that Russia will face
a financial crisis with open inflation, a growing deficit financed at very
high interest rates, and a civilian sector sliding into recession — rather
than a breakdown of output (Gould-Davies, 2026). Since early July 2026,
reports have emerged that China has begun training Russian soldiers,
reportedly including in the handling of chemical, biological and nuclear
(CBRN) weapons (Chernyshev et al., 2026). Beijing has firmly rejected
these allegations. The pattern suggests that while China has an interest
in the war’s continuation, it remains reluctant to position itself openly as
a party to Putin’s war. As long as Beijing publicly denies any allegations
of military support, it is unlikely that such training reaches a scale or
quality that would meaningfully shift the course of the war in Ukraine. If,
however, Beijing were to shift from denial to open assistance, the calculus
for European policymakers would change accordingly.
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