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LIST OF 

ABBREVIATIONS

AFU Armed Forces of Ukraine

ATO Anti-Terrorist Operation

APC armored personnel carrier

CCU Criminal Code of Ukraine

CPU Communist Party of Ukraine

NGO non-governmental organization

DLSP Department of Labor and Social Protection

“DPR” “Donetsk People’s Republic”

ECtHR European Court of Human Rights

ECnHR European Convention on Human Rights

IHL International Humanitarian Law

ICC International Criminal Court

IAG illegal armed groups; armed formations 
controlled by the Russian Federation on 
the territory of Ukraine

“LPR” “Luhansk People’s Republic”

MIA Ministry of Internal Affairs of Ukraine

MPADS man-portable air-defense system

OHCHR Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights

ROC Russian Orthodox Church

RF Russian Federation

SES State Emergency Service of Ukraine

SPG self-propelled gun

SSU Security Service of Ukraine

TDF temporary detention facility

UN United Nations
UNA-UNSO Ukrainian National Assembly – Ukrainian 

People’s Self-Defense

UOC-MP Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Moscow 
Patriarchate
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For three months, starting from April 12 
until July 5, 2014, Slovyansk was captured 
by Russian-supported illegal armed groups. 
During this time, the insurgents occupied 
government buildings and established 
dictatorial quasi-structures in the city. 
Slovyansk was the first captured city in 
eastern Ukraine. The fate of Slovyansk 
marks the beginning of an armed conflict 
between illegal armed groups controlled by 
the Russian Federation and the Ukrainian 
military. The armed conflict in eastern 
Ukraine still claims lives today.
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INTRODUCTION

After the collapse of Viktor Yanukovych’s authoritarian regime in 
February 2014 and the annexation of Crimea, Ukrainians had to face 

a new challenge—a wave of pro-Russian protests in the east and 

south of the country. These protests were often held with the support 
of local politicians. At that time, law enforcement agencies preferred 

not to interfere. Later, these protests turned into armed aggression 

against the Ukrainian statehood, attempting to seize police 

departments and government buildings. The inaction of the local 

authorities and the detached position of law enforcement officers 
created the preconditions for the capture of Slovyansk by Russian 

invasion units supported by locals who repeatedly participated in 

anti-Ukrainian demonstrations in February–April 2014. The capture 

of Slovyansk lasted from April 13 to July 5—until the day when the 

formations of the “Donetsk People’s Republic” and the Russian units 

of Girkin (Strelkov) withdrew from the city.

Slovyansk became the epicenter of the first war in the history of 
independent Ukraine. The flames of the armed conflict later spread 
to other cities in the Donbas region. The armed militants brought 

not only a “new regime” but also terror and lawlessness. Innocent 

people were thrown into illegal prisons and tortured, while pro-

Russian propaganda slogans and flags of the “People’s Republic” 
spread throughout the city. In addition to creating a bridgehead for 

the offensive, Slovyansk became a role model for capturing other 
cities in the Donbas.

Each section of this book describes a particular aspect of the war, 

which is relevant for nearly every captured city in the Donetsk and 

Luhansk regions. The data collected in this book reveal the repressive 

methods of the self-proclaimed republics, the social background, and 

the nature of collaboration in eastern Ukraine. This report is designed 

that readers can focus on a specific episode, or follow the conflict in 
its entirety, starting from the pro-Russian protests in February 2014 

to the post-conflict settlement in Slovyansk.

According to a study of the Human Rights Information Center, 

more than 70 percent of respondents in the Donbas believe that 
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1
Interview С--1, December 6, 2018. 

On April 15, 2014, a staff meeting of the Executive Committee of 
Slovyansk City Council took place in the Culture and Recreation 

Center (formerly the Railway Workers’ House of Culture). Usually, 

these meetings were held every Tuesday in the City Council. 

However, this time, after pro-Russian groups took over the City 
Council building on April 12, Nelia Shtepa moved the meeting to 

another place. “We gathered for a meeting in the House of Culture”, 

and the first thing she [Shtepa – ed.] said, “They are not our guys”, 

stated Borys who attended that meeting.1

By not our guys, Shtepa meant the militants who managed to 

capture strategic city objects in a short time. The Mayor claimed 

that she did not know where they came from. Shtepa appealed 

to the city residents not to help separatist groups or go to their 

checkpoints. 

Borys said the Mayor seemed concerned, as she understood that 

the situation was completely out of control. An employee of the 

Executive Committee of Slovyansk City Council also expressed her 

concern. Together with Shtepa, they discussed the latest changes 

in the city:

 Employee: “I do not know what is going on...”

 Shtepa: “You do not understand what he is going to do 

here!”

 Employee: “Who?”

 Shtepa: “Putin.”

“NOT OUR GUYS” 2

SERHII PROTSENKO
Human Rights Civil Research Center

HOW LOCAL AUTHORITIES 

RESPONDED TO THE CAPTURE 

OF SLOVYANSK
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Ukraine crisis: Military observer freed 
in Sloviansk, BBC, 27.04.2014, 
https://bbc.in/2LMH7QL; Frontline 
Slavyansk: inside an occupied 
Ukrainian town, 21.04.2014, The 
Telegraph, http://bit.ly/2JBaKlb, 
Ukraine crisis: Vladimir Putin warns 
of ‘consequences’ after Slavyansk 
skirmish, The Guardian, 24.04.2014, 
http://bit.ly/2XXXeBk.
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Interview C--3, November 8, 2018.
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Pokolenie internet-homjachkov: 59% 
novostej chitajut ne dal'she zagolovka 
[Generation of internet hamsters: 59% 
read no further than the headline], 
Pravda.ru, August 15, 2016, http://
bit.ly/2O3oFWX; Shokuiuchi zaholovky 
ta nudni pres-relizy: yak odeski 
ZMI manipuliuiut iz nazvamy novyn 
[Shocking headlines and boring press 
releases: how mass media in Odesa 
manipulates with headlines], IMI, July 
30, 2018,  
http://bit.ly/2LP6BNk. 

“THE OTHER CITY”: 

SLOVYANSK 

AS A BATTLEFIELD 

OF THE 

INFORMATION WAR

3

NADIIA NESTERENKO
Eastern-Ukrainian Centre for Civic Initiatives

«Слов’янськ» (“Slovyansk”), «Славянск» (“Slaviansk”), “Slovyansk”—
in the spring of 2014, Slovyansk burst into the Ukrainian and global 

information space. Slovyansk was the first captured city in the 
Donbas and marks the beginning of the war in eastern Ukraine. At 

that time, the world’s leading media were covering Slovyansk: the 

BBC, the Telegraph, the Guardian, etc.122 In less than three months 

of the hostilities, Ukrainian and Russian online media mentioned 

more than 26 thousand* times “Slovyansk”. But they were all about 

“the other city”.123

*Monitoring of internet sources and automatic information collection of data from a 
search engine, resulted in a collection of 26,165 hits of Ukrainian and Russian internet 
resources from April 12 to July 5, 2014 mentioning Slovyansk. After the data collection, 
each article was further checked to make sure that it mentioned Slovyansk.

In total, more than 738 Internet publications were analyzed. These publications can be 
categorized into three groups: Ukrainian nationwide publications (222 publications), 
local (226 publications), and Russian (290 publications). From local publications, a 
separate group was distinguished for analysis, namely Donetsk regional media.

The categorization of publications into certain groups was determined by analyzing the 
content of the site, the location of the editorial office, as well as using the resources 
Whois and SimilarWeb. 

Through the analysis of the publication titles, it was possible to identify semantic 
structures and those individuals who were most often quoted and mentioned by online 
media in their headlines. Authors of the study “Social clicks: Who reads on Twitter 
and what?” concluded that only 41% of people read a text in full, and 59% of users 
only read the headline.124 It is very likely that this trend is also present in other online 
publications, so it can be argued that headlines have a significant impact on the 
reader. Indeed, some respondents in Slovyansk mentioned that they only read the 
headlines about their city.

This section describes the mechanism of influence of the Russian propaganda on the 
events in Slovyansk and its residents. The author, along with other researchers from 
the Eastern-Ukrainian Centre for Civic Initiatives, spoke with residents of Slovyansk, 
who had remained in the city during the insurgency, and with local journalists.

The names of the respondents mentioned in this section have been altered.
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Petro Dudnyk's Facebook post, 
June 16, 2014, http://bit.ly/30tgx35. 

186
Currently recorded cases.

85 DAYS UNDER FIRE 4
MARIIA BILIAKOVA, NATALIIA KAPLUN
Vostok-SOS

The hostilities in and around Slovyansk lasted from April 12 to July 

5, 2014. As early as May 2, both sides of the conflict began to use 
artillery. Participants in the armed confrontation performed daily 

combat tasks, such as attacking military and strategic objects of 

the enemy to inflict maximum damage. Civilians in Slovyansk were 
in constant danger at that time. When addressing the Ukrainian 

government and the leaders of the self-proclaimed “DPR” in June 

2014, volunteer Petro Dudnyk wrote: “I get the impression that the 

war is just a game for you, and the life of ordinary people is a 

bargaining chip.”185

This section contains several stories of civilians in Slovyansk 

whose ordinary life turned into a feat during these 85 days. These 

stories were selected from two dozen interviews documented by 

researchers of the Vostok-SOS Charitable Foundation and the 
Eastern-Ukrainian Centre for Civic Initiatives in the fall of 2018.

CONTEXT AND CONSEQUENCES 

OF THE HOSTILITIES IN SLOVYANSK

From April to July 2014, the events in Slovyansk were covered by 

the media worldwide. However, there was little reliable information 

about the humanitarian situation, civilian casualties, and the impact 

of the hostilities on the city’s civilian infrastructure. During these 

months, the city had undergone significant changes through the 
destruction of infrastructure and the establishment of a significant 
number of military warehouses, barracks, heavy weapons positions, 

and military checkpoints.

Militants of the IAG who emerged in the city for 85 days created more 

than 20 objects of military significance.186 A significant part of them 
was located in densely populated areas of the city, more than half of 

them—in medical (Regional Psychiatric Hospital, City Hospital No. 1), 

educational (Secondary Schools Nos. 16, 4, 21, Boarding School, 
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Poems from Slovyansk, Archpriest 
Hennadii Belovolov, livejournal.com, 
August 26, 2014, http://bit.ly/2P7FvEh. 

217
Mer Slavjanska budet podderzhivat' 
social'nye proekty pastorov [Mayor of 
Slovyansk will support social projects 
of pastors], Religiya v Ukraine, 
March 12, 2013, http://bit.ly/2MxUhCl. 

218
Villa Marii – pristanishhe terroristov 
ili centr Moskovskogo pravoslavija 
[Villa Maria is a heaven for terrorists 
or the center of Moscow Orthodoxy], 
6262com.ua, May 11, 2016, 
http://bit.ly/33SYs0X. 

219
Church of Resurrection, Gorlivka and 
Slovyansk diocese, official website, 
http://bit.ly/2Zsh6xa. 

Russia Great, Small, White, Triune God’s country!

Who doesn’t want you to be whole? 

This, above all, is Satan!216

  Archpriest Vitalii Veselyi, 
 Prior of the Holy Resurrection Church of the UOC-MP, 

  Slovyansk

“THE SLAVS ARE 

PAVING THE WAY 

TO RAMA”

5

RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION 

IN SLOVYANSK

SERHII PROTSENKO
Human Rights Public Research Center

NATALIIA HRYTSENKO
Eastern-Ukrainian Centre for Civic Initiatives

Before the capture of Slovyansk, there were Muslim and Jewish 

communities in the city, religious organizations of Buddhists and 

Hare Krishnas, Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church 

of the Kyiv Patriarchate, the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 

Church, Evangelical Christian churches, etc. The city authorities held 

events with the participation of representatives of various faiths 

and involved them in the events of the local community.217

There were also six churches of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of 

the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) in Slovyansk. Representatives 

of the UOC-MP had a somewhat privileged position among other 

religious organizations, including access to municipal resources 

and the city authorities’ loyalty. The local authorities’ granting of 

preferences was a significant prerequisite for establishing and 
spreading the “Russian world” ideology among the city’s residents. 

In particular, in 2011, the city authorities gave the Villa Maria, an 
architectural monument of local significance, and its surrounding 
territory to the UOC-MP for free use for 50 years.218

In 2012, the Center of Slavic Culture “Vvedenie” appeared at Villa 
Maria under Archpriest Vitalii (Veselyi).219 According to Dmytro 

Tymchuk, Head of the “Informatsiinyi Sprotyv” (Information 
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In 2018, Ukraine was ranked 49th (out of 167 countries) in the 

world’s slavery index with 286,000 modern slaves, according to a 

study by the Australian organization Walk Free Foundation.326 The 

organization compiles the so-called Global Slavery Index, which 

estimates the number of people who live in modern slavery in 167 

countries around the world.

For comparison, in 2013, the number of modern slaves in Ukraine 

ranged between 110 and 120 thousand.327 Therefore, before the 

outbreak of the armed conflict in eastern Ukraine, the number of 
people in slavery was almost three times less than in 2018. In 

2014, when the armed conflict began, Ukraine was ranked 40th out 
of 167 countries globally, with about 112,600 people in slavery.328 

In two years, the situation in Ukraine had deteriorated significantly. 
In 2016, Ukraine was ranked 33rd with about 210,400 slaves, i.e., 

the number of slaves had increased by almost 100,000 people 

since 2014.329
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The Global Slavery Index 2018 report, 
Walk Free Foundation.  
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327
The Global Slavery Index 2013 report, 
Walk Free Foundation, p. 120,  
http://bit.ly/2kpO7rC. 

328
The Global Slavery Index 2014 report, 
Walk Free Foundation, p. 20,  
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Illegal captivity of civilians and military personnel in detention 

places has become one of the most widespread human rights 

violations during the armed conflict in the Donbas. Illegal prisons in 
the self-proclaimed “republics” are considered unofficial, even those 
adequately equipped to hold individuals. There are no guarantees 

of legal protection on those territories since control is exercised by 

the IAG, guided only by their understanding of the law. The legal 

lawlessness of the militants of the “Donetsk People’s Republic” led 

to many victims of violence and illegal detainees during the capture 

of Slovyansk.

This section uses 18 interviews collected by documenters of 

the Eastern-Ukrainian Centre for Civic Initiatives. They contain 

testimonies of 15 people who were illegally deprived of their liberty 

and held by the militants of the self-proclaimed republics during the 

capture of Slovyansk. The names of some respondents have been 

changed to preserve anonymity. The testimonies demonstrate the 

arbitrary nature of the detention and the ill-treatment of prisoners, 

such as murder, systemic torture, inadequate sanitation, lack of 

food and medical care, and lack of access to legal remedies or the 

ability to contact relatives. Detention in illegal prisons in Slovyansk 

deprived people of any guarantees of protection because they 

were utterly dependent on the militants. From the testimonies of 

the victims, illegal places of detention could be identified at the 
following places:

1. In the premises of the Slovyansk City Department of the State 

Security Service of Ukraine (SSU) in Donetsk region; address: Karla 

Marksa Street (now Tsentralna) 32, Slovyansk.
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On July 7, 2014, when the “DPR” militants had already left 
Slovyansk, Ihor455 was on his way to a friend who lived near the 

Regional Psychiatric Hospital located in Semenivka. Until the city’s 

recapture, one of the headquarters of the IAG was located there.

Traffic was at a standstill at that time, so the man decided to walk.

 When I was walking along Narvska street towards the 

Psychiatric Hospital, a wire was stretched in the middle of 

the road, made of a fishing line, and impossible to notice. 
I did not see it, so I stumbled over it and fell down. Then 

there was an explosion nearby, and I lost consciousness for 

a while. I cannot say how long I was lying there, but I felt 

pain in my leg, head, and feet when I woke up.456

Ihor looked back and saw only thorn bushes, rocks, and metal 

chunks in the ground. There was no one around, either. 
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The name of the respondent has been 
changed.
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Interview C--45, December 10, 2018. 

The destroyed building of the 
Psychiatric Hospital, Semenivka. 
Photo credit: Kostiantyn Reutskyi, 
July 19, 2014
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After several bombings of Slovyansk residential neighborhoods 
(Artema, Molochar, Lisnyi, Mashmet, Cherevkivka, Semenivka, 

Andriivka, and others), the number of civilian casualties increased 

dramatically, prompting residents to flee their homes. Among them 
were also doctors who left the city.

While the situation was relatively stable between April and May, 

the intensity of attacks increased significantly in June. According 
to respondents499, on June 8, 14, and 20, the influx of wounded 
exceeded those doctors’ capabilities who remained at their jobs. 

There was a disastrous shortage of surgeons, operating room 

nurses, and other specialists at the end of the insurgency. It also 

happened that doctors with a non-surgical profile had to assist in 
surgeries which often took place during the attacks.

Civilian medics independently sorted out the wounded, 

communicated with armed militants, and resolved evacuations. 

Severe cases had to be transported to other hospitals outside of 

Slovyansk. During the last month of the insurgency, there was no 

electricity, no water, and no functioning communication network, 

which significantly complicated the hospitals’ work. Moreover, the 
parties to the conflict ignored IHL norms, according to which health 
institutions are under superior protection.500

During the fighting, medical facilities were attacked as well. Due to 
damages, the Maternity Hospital and the City Children’s Hospital 

had to close at the end of May. In the City Hospital, the “City 

Hospital in the name of Lenin” at that time, the traumatology, the 
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During armed conflict and political violence, children658 and young 

people (especially minors)659 are among the most vulnerable 

categories of the population. They lose access to quality education 

and are at risk of losing contact with their parents. They may be 

recruited into armed groups or forced to work. According to a study 

by the Center for Psychological Health and Psychosocial Support, 

86% of the surveyed schoolchildren in Donetsk and Luhansk 

regions have seen military vehicles, 43% have seen shooting, and 

the same number have endured personal threats or know about 

threats to relatives. 25% of the respondents noted a high level of 

post-traumatic stress.660 Children have an increased psychological 

and emotional sensitivity—they are susceptible to attacks and 

suffer from a lack of access to drinking water, food and medical 
services, and violence. Moreover, children and minors often become 
victims of mines. Experiencing and witnessing violence can have 

consequences in the form of long-term stress and become a 

potential factor for antisocial behavior.661 This chapter deals with 

young people whose personalities have been shaped due to the 

hostilities and the capture of Slovyansk in their own bizarre way: 

some have been traumatized, some have been taught empathy, 

and some have had their life priorities changed.

THREE MONTHS OF HELL

In Slovyansk, students receive secondary education in 22 public 

schools. The city also has six higher educational institutions: the 

Donbas State Pedagogical University and five colleges and technical 
schools. Besides, there are four institutions for professional 

education.662 In the field of extracurricular education, there are 
several municipal institutions: the “Center for Children’s and Youth 
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mentioned in this chapter have been 
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between childhood and adulthood in 
the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child and Ukrainian legislation 
is 18 years of age. For a number of 
factors, this age range is divided into 
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(15-24 years). This section uses these 
definitions of age ranges.

660
Research on psychosocial stress and 
emotional health among school-age 
children, Center for Psychological 
Health and Psychosocial Support 
(NaUKMA), http://bit.ly/2LP5qxp. 

661
War and children: a reference 
handbook, Kendra E. Dupuy and Krijn 
Peters, 2009,  
http://bit.ly/2ZjCz7m.

662
War and children: a reference 
handbook, Kendra E. Dupuy and Krijn 
Peters, 2009 https://dn.isuo.org. 
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The stories in this book illustrate gross violations of human 

rights and war rules in Slovyansk from April 12 to July 5, 2014. 

In particular, they focus on what individuals lost, but sometimes 

also achieved, during this time. Some people lost friends or family 

members, were hurt and traumatized, suffered material losses, but 
also lost trust in other people (for example, in those who justified, 
contributed to, or even committed human rights violations), in state 

institutions, and the media. At the same time, people had to survive 

in most challenging life situations and made experiences which are 

invaluable for building a future in which human rights violations 

will become impossible.

A RETURN TO PEACEFUL LIFE

With the restoration of governmental control in Slovyansk on July 

5, 2014, a new stage in the life of the city’s community started. Its 

residents had to overcome the consequences of a humanitarian 

disaster, restore the city’s viability, and reduce tensions between 

the government’s supporters and people who were hostile to it. 

Pastor Petro Dudnyk, a social activist and one of the leaders of the 

Slovyansk volunteer movement, tried to reconcile the residents of 

the city:

 First, we started putting up billboards with the word of God, 

“Forgive, and you will be forgiven,” something like that. And, 

second, there was a helpful principle that worked then. The 

principle is straightforward: do good unto others. Because 

when a person does good unto others, their negative 

emotions are minimized or even turned into something 

positive.750
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Interview C-15, November 2, 2018.
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