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GLOBAL SECURITY FRAMEWORKS COLLAPSE: Q

Russia Faces Domestic Economic Shock & Military Manpower Deficits
(Report Date: Feb 15, 2026)

1. THE END OF ARMS CONTROL & THE “NEW COLD WAR”

¥ UNREGULATED STRATEGIC COMPETITION BEGINS.
No inspections. Rapid modernization of triads. Potential
for new nuclear states (e.g., Japan, South Korea).
Increased risk of miscalculation.

2. THE “HIIJDEN TAX ON WAR” - RUSSIAN DOMESTIC STRAIN

JHKH (UTILITY) TARIFFS
+50-100% SPIKE

ECONOMIC SHOCK.
“Cucumber inflation” & utility surge
create “communal crisis.” Falling
real incomes vs. rising war costs.
Public outcry & social media vitriol.

MANPOWER CRISIS:
CASUALTIES > RECRUITMENT

== Casualties

= FOREIGN | |
Signmgs | MERCENARIES | |

: . DEPLETING VOLUNTEER POOL
(Africa, South Asia) | 4 Shift to coercion & fraudulent foreign recruitment.
-DECEPTIVE | 5 ARMENIAN REALIGNMENT: Freezes CSTO, signs US
SCHEMES ) nuclear deal. Loss of “near abroad” influence.

DEMOGRAPHIC COLLAPSE
(Birth Rate ~1.41)

LONG-TERM IMPLICATIONS:
DIGITAL CENSORSI'"P Untenable strategy without risky mobilization. Looming demographic
"black hole”. Intensified state control over information.
A more complex, nuclear-armed future.
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GLOBAL SECURITY FRAMEWORKS
COLLAPSE AS RUSSIA FACES
DOMESTIC ECONOMIC SHOCK AND
MILITARY MANPOWER DEFICITS

DAY-AT-A-GLANCE

February 15, 2026, marks a critical inflection
point in global and regional stability. The for-
mal expiration of the START-3 (SNV-3) treaty
signals the end of the last major nuclear arms
control regime between the United States and
Russia, plunging the international community
into an era of unregulated strategic competi-
tion. Experts warn of a "New Cold War" char-
acterized by rapid modernization of nuclear
triads and the potential emergence of new nu-
clear-armed states, such as South Korea and
Japan, as traditional security guarantees
erode (Source). This geopolitical instability is
mirrored by internal friction within Russia,
where a massive spike in utility (JHKH) tariffs
and food prices—specifically "cucumber infla-
tion"—has triggered rare public outcry and so-
cial media vitriol, even from pro-government
figures. Analysts describe these costs as a
"hidden tax on war" suggesting that the
Kremlin is increasingly passing the economic

burden of the invasion of Ukraine directly
onto the Russian populace (Source).

Simultaneously, the Russian military appara-
tus is facing a mounting manpower crisis. For
the first time since the invasion began, casual-
ty rates have reportedly exceeded the rate of
contract recruitment. This has forced the Min-
istry of Defense to shift tactics, moving from
voluntary enlistment to systematic coercion of
conscripts and the aggressive recruitment of
foreign mercenaries from Africa and South
Asia. These developments, coupled with Arme-
nia’s decisive pivot toward Western security
structures and nuclear energy cooperation, in-
dicate a significant erosion of Russian influ-
ence in its "near abroad" (Source, Source).
The convergence of these trends—nuclear
deregulation, domestic economic strain, and a
depleting military labor pool—suggests that
the Kremlin’s current strategy of a "war of at-
trition" is becoming increasingly untenable
without a new, politically risky wave of mobi-
lization.

MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

* Expiration of START-3 Nuclear Treaty:
The last remaining treaty limiting deployed
nuclear warheads expired on February 5,
leaving the US and Russian nuclear pro-
grams without formal oversight for the first
time in over 50 years. This allows for rapid
scaling of warheads on existing delivery
systems (Source, Source).

* Russian Domestic Utility Price Shock:
January 2026 utility bills in Russia saw un-
expected increases of 50-100% in some re-
gions, far exceeding promised 2% caps.
This has sparked widespread outrage on so-
cial media and criticism from systemic
politicians like Sergey Mironov (Source).
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* Manpower Deficit and Mercenary Re-
cruitment: Russian military losses in Janu-
ary 2026 outpaced new contract signings
by 9,000 personnel. Evidence has emerged
of systematic pressure on conscripts to sign
contracts and the use of fraudulent recruit-
ment schemes in Kenya and Iran to fill "as-
sault" units (Source, Source).

Armenian Geopolitical Realignment: Ar-
menia has frozen its participation in the
CSTO and signed a landmark nuclear ener-
gy agreement with the US to reduce depen-
dence on Russian energy, while Kremlin
media begins framing the Pashinyan regime
as "hostile" and "satanic" (Source, Source,
Source).

Cuban Fuel Crisis Impacts Russian
Tourism: A severe fuel shortage in Cuba,
exacerbated by a US "petroleum blockade,"
has left thousands of Russian tourists
stranded as airlines cannot refuel for re-
turn flights (Source, Source).

Indoctrination and Forced Mobilization
in Occupied Ukraine: Reports from occu-
pied territories describe the Russian admin-
istration issuing 2025-2026 military sum-
mons to Ukrainian teenagers as young as
17 and implementing "educational" pro-
grams focused on "dying for Putin"
(Source).

KEY GOVERNANCE TOPICS

* Geopolitics: The collapse of START-3 is the
primary global risk factor. Russia is deploy-
ing the "Oreshnik" intermediate-range sys-
tem as a signal of its intent to operate out-
side previous treaty frameworks. Mean-
while, the Armenian-US nuclear deal repre-
sents a strategic loss for Russia’s Rosatom
in the Caucasus (Source, Source).

* Domestic Stability & Social Order: The
Russian state is facing a "scissors" effect:
falling real incomes and rising utility/food
costs vs. the need for continued war spend-
ing. The public's "escapism" via cinema
(e.g., the success of "Cheburashka 2") is in-
terpreted as a coping mechanism for a pop-
ulation under extreme stress (Source,
Source).

* Economic Statecraft: The Russian Cen-
tral Bank's "cosmetic" 0.5% rate cut to 13%
is viewed as a political signal of control
rather than an effective tool against the
stagflation caused by the war economy
(Source).

* Legislation:

o Regional Birth Incentives: Over half
of Russian regions have legalized pay-
ments (100k-150k RUB) for "student
births" to address the 20-year low birth
rate (1.41) (Source).

o Roskomnadzor Censorship: New bans

on publishing information regarding
VPNs and more aggressive DNS-level
blocking of YouTube, WhatsApp, and
Telegram (Source).

o CSTO Suspension: Armenia’s formal
legislative steps to distance itself from
the Russia-led security bloc (Source).

* Elite Politics: A retrospective analysis of
the "digital takeover" of Mail.ru and VKon-
takte by Alisher Usmanov highlights how
the Russian state secured control over the
domestic internet by forcing out founders
like Pavel Durov and Yuri Milner (Source,
Source, Source).

LEGISLATION/POLICY

Recent legislative efforts in Russia focus on
two disparate but critical areas: mitigating a
catastrophic demographic collapse and tight-
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ening the state’s grip on the digital informa-
tion space. Regional governments are passing
laws to bypass the traditional "career-first"
mindset of young women, while federal agen-
cies are implementing high-tech barriers to
foreign communication platforms.

BILLS DISCUSSED/DEBATED:

* Regional Student Birth Subsidies: Laws
passed in 12+ regions offering up to
150,000 RUB to students and schoolgirls
for giving birth, intended to raise the fertili-
ty coefficient from 1.41 to the target 1.8 by
2036 (Source).

* VPN Information Ban: A Roskomnadzor
directive effective Sept 1, 2025, banning
the dissemination of information about cir-
cumventing blocks, now being used to justi-
fy DNS-level removal of major social plat-
forms (Source).

* Armenia-US Nuclear Cooperation
Agreement: A policy shift by the Armenian
government to sign a Section 123 agree-
ment with the US, effectively ending Rus-
sia’s monopoly on Armenian nuclear infra-
structure (Source).

HEARINGS & PRESS EVENTS:

* Mironov Criticism of JHKH: Systemic op-
position leader Sergey Mironov publicly at-
tacked the "insane" increase in utility tar-
iffs, demanding a federal investigation into
regional mismanagement (Source).

* Russian Ministry of Defense Press
Briefings on "Heroes": Coverage of "SVO
heroes" (like Evgeny Korobov) was revealed
to be a orchestrated propaganda effort to
mask desertion and self-mutilation within
the ranks (Source).

DEEP DIVE: TRENDS AND
THEMES

The End of Arms Control and the "New
Cold War": The expiration of START-3 is not
just a technicality; it represents the final
abandonment of the post-Cold War security
architecture. Experts suggest the US could
quickly triple its warheads by adding multiple
reentry vehicles (MIRVs) to Minuteman III
missiles, a move Russia would likely mirror
with its Yars systems. The lack of inspections
means "strategic stability" now relies solely
on opaque signals and satellite intelligence,
significantly increasing the risk of miscalcula-
tion (Source, Source).

The Economic "Front Line" Moves to the
Kitchen: The Russian populace is beginning
to feel the "hidden tax" of the war through
utility bills and food inflation. The comparison
of cucumber prices to pork prices is a potent
symbol of the breakdown in domestic supply
chains and the failure of import substitution.
The state’s inability to maintain infrastructure
(resulting in 65% pipe wear) while spending
trillions on the military is creating a "commu-
nal crisis" that systemic politicians are start-
ing to exploit to distance themselves from lo-
cal failures (Source).

The Depleting Volunteer Pool: Russia’s re-
liance on "contract soldiers" is hitting a ceil-
ing. The transition to pressuring 18-year-old
conscripts and recruiting "foreign legions"
from Kenya and Iran indicates that the finan-
cial incentives (multi-million ruble sign-on
bonuses) are no longer sufficient to attract do-
mestic volunteers at the scale required by cur-
rent casualty rates. The "industrialization" of
recruitment fraud—promising civilian jobs to
foreigners only to force them into assault
units—risks severe diplomatic blowback from
"Global South" partners (Source).
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The Decolonization of Identity in Central
Asia: Kyrgyzstan's struggle with its Soviet
past, including debates over the status of the
Russian language and the renaming of Soviet-
era districts, shows a growing desire for "in-
formational independence." The wuse of
Wikipedia as a tool for "linguistic sovereignty"
suggests that the battle for influence in Cen-
tral Asia is moving from high politics to the
digital and cultural realms (Source).

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Short Term (1-4 Weeks): Expect a surge in
regional protests or "digital petitions" in Rus-
sia over utility prices. The Russian MoD will
likely intensify "contract signing" campaigns
at conscript assembly points to meet Feb/
March quotas. Diplomatic tensions between
Russia and Kenya/India/Egypt will rise as
more "labor recruitment" scams are exposed
(Source, Source, Source).

Medium Term (1-6 Months): Armenia will
likely formalize its exit from the CSTO, lead-
ing to potential Russian trade retaliations
(e.g., bans on Armenian cognac or fruit). The
US and Russia will likely conduct "demonstra-
tion" missile tests to establish "new baselines"
in the post-START-3 environment. Russia's
"communal infrastructure" will likely suffer
more frequent failures as maintenance funds
are diverted (Source, Source).

Long Term (1-5 Years): The emergence of a
"Nuclear Multi-polar World" as South Korea
and Japan reconsider their non-nuclear status.
Russia faces a demographic "black hole" as
the 2026-born cohort hits a historic low, po-
tentially leading to more draconian "anti-
childfree" legislation and restricted emigra-
tion for women of childbearing age (Source,
Source).

RECOMMENDATIONS &
IMPLICATIONS

For International Policy:

* Security: Prepare for a period of extreme
nuclear opacity. Track the deployment of
MIRVs on US/Russian ICBMs as the prima-
ry indicator of an escalated arms race
(Source).

* Diplomatic: Support Armenia's energy
transition. The shift toward US nuclear
tech provides a long-term lever to detach
the Caucasus from Russian hegemony
(Source).

* Humanitarian: Monitor the "foreign mer-
cenary" pipeline. International pressure on
transit hubs used for "labor recruitment" to
Russia is necessary to stem the flow of traf-
ficked combatants (Source).

For Private Sector/Investors:

* Risk Management: Russian utility and in-
sectors are increasingly
volatile. Avoid any exposure to Russian
JHKH-related entities as they become flash-
points for social unrest (Source).

frastructure

Supply Chain: The Armenian market is
opening for Western energy and tech infra-
structure. Long-term opportunities exist in
the "de-Russification" of the Armenian and
Kyrgyz economies (Source, Source).

* Compliance: Enhanced scrutiny is re-
quired for labor recruitment agencies oper-
ating in Africa and South Asia to ensure
they are not fronts for Russian military traf-
ficking, which carries significant reputa-
tional and legal risks (Source).
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ABOUT THIS REPORT

Today's Media Trends is a public interest ex-
periment in applying deep thematic trend
analysis to television news coverage from
around the world to explore how responsibly
applied advanced Al can help journalists and
scholars better understand the overarching
trends, themes and patterns of our global
world.

No data is used to train or tune any Al
model.

Each morning, in collaboration with the Inter-
net Archive's TV News Archive, we apply
Google's Gemini 3 to deeply examine yester-
day's coverage from each television news
channel to tease out the overarching themes
and trends of its news coverage into a richly
annotated thematic analysis. Each high-level
insight is connected back to the original
broadcast, allowing journalists and scholars to
understand the dominate themes and trends

and instantly click out to the underlying
sources for details.

By helping journalists and scholars see the
broader trends and patterns of global news
coverage, this analysis helps them identify rel-
evant stories and coverage they might not oth-
erwise have encountered and uncover connec-
tions, emphases and narrative shifts that en-
able more comprehensive reporting and deep-
er, evidence-based research.

This report is entirely machine generated us-
ing Gemini 3 and may include errors and
omissions. Please verify all findings. No data
is used to train or tune any Al model.

For questions or suggestions, please contact
kalev.]eetarub@gmail.com. You can also learn
more about the GDELT Project at https:/
blog.gdeltproject.org/ and the Internet Ar-
chive's TV News Archive at https://ar-

chive.org/details/tv.
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