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War has been going on in Eastern Ukraine since 2014. Meanwhile, international media rarely report 
about it. And even if they do, it is not easy to understand, what has actually been going on.

What is life like in a warzone? How do people manage their everyday lives and how do they deal with the 
constant exposure to violence? And how do the thousands of internal refugees restructure their lives? 
Current discourses offer little place for the voices and stories of those directly affected by the war.

Our project attempts to change this. Telling nine authentic stories, we show what the conflict actually 
means for people, how it changes their lives, and thus, how it impacts society. The people who are given 
a voice here all come from different backgrounds. Thus the graphic novel reflects upon a variety of ways 
in which conflict produces violence and affects people’s lives.

Our project team consisted of human rights activists from Ukraine. We particularly invited people who 
are involved with conflict documentation to participate. Moreover, we found two skilled artists who agreed 
not only to engage with such a sensitive topic, but also to engage in a creative group process. We worked 
together to turn pieces of information into pieces of art.

What is Oral History?
We started our project by offering participants (the activists) an introduction to biographical 

interviewing. Life trajectory interviews provide respondents with the freedom to tell their stories at 
their own pace and in their own words, without interruption or guidance. This method, called Oral 
History, was designed to give those a voice who are often not heard. It creates authentic accounts 
of events seen from the perspective of a witness. These accounts not only help to understand what 
happened, but also what it meant to a person — including respondents’ perceptions, feelings and thoughts. 
Rather than producing dates, facts and numbers, Oral History tells stories of dreams and fears, of hard 
decisions and their consequences, of friends and foes, in a nutshell: of life. It reveals how experiences 
affect and change us. 

Each participant interviewed a person of his or her choice. Afterwards, we identified storylines in each 
interview, and transformed them into dialogues and pictures. Of course, it was not possible to squeeze         
a person’s whole life into a couple of pages. We chose one story from each interview that displays how the 
protagonist became exposed to war and violence, and how that changed their life.

Why a graphic novel?
Graphic novels tell stories with both words and pictures. Often, they speak more directly to people than 

books and reports do. They can communicate what cannot be said, explain complex matters, and refrain 
from judgement. They enable the reader to empathize with the people in the story, and to see the world 
through their eyes. That is why we consider a graphic novel an excellent medium to speak about violence, 
hardship, and human rights violations. Moreover, this format allowed us to involve many people with 
diverse backgrounds and opinions in the creation process — interviewees, trainers, authors and artists. 
Controversial discussion, difficult decisions and plenty of great cooperation determined this group effort. 
Through making this graphic novel, we learned how to talk about the conflict, even if we do not agree, and 
even if we do not understand everything. We hope that it will have a similar effect for the people who read 
and discuss it.

Introduction 
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Our aim
Now you know the story behind this book. But who told it to you? When you read the stories below, you 

will be hearing the voices of the interviewees. These have been transposed into the graphic novel format by 
the authors and artists. And in this introduction you have are hearing from us, the organizers of the project. 
We are activists from two organisations: Libereco – Partnership for Human Rights e.V., based in Germany 
and Switzerland, and Eastern Ukrainian Center for Civic Initiatives, a member of the Coalition «Justice for 
Peace in Donbas» . Our organisations aim to protect human rights. This involves not only raising awareness 
of concerning these rights, but, at an even more basic level, discussing what human rights are. We want to 
show the broad spectrum of human rights, and point to the many ways that they are violated. 
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Excuse me, where is 
carriage number five?

I also need number five. 
Come with me.

Lviv
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Where are you going?

To Kyiv, and then I have to change. 
I’m going to Eastern Ukraine.

To the East? Can I ask you what 
you’re going to do there?

I’m a journalist, from Germany. 
I report on conflict areas. 

Recently, I’ve been to Syria. 

Are you going to Kyiv too?

I’m not sure yet. You don’t know where you’re going!? It’s hard to explain it 
in one sentence…
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Ticket to Nowhere
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*Fight and you will prevail **Kick out the bandits ***Euromaidan Crimea (see glossary)

*

**

***

*

*See glossary
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What’s going on here? 
Who are these people? 

Why is Kyiv not reacting?

We need to get 
Crimea back. How can I help? 

*Euromaidan Crimea *Traitor of Crimea, **State Department Agent (see glossary)

Come to the park 
tomorrow and bring 

your friends.

* * **
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Did you hear that they kidnapped 
the coordinators of 

Euromaidan Crimea? 

What shall we do? 
Who can we turn to? 

We cannot trust the local 
authorities anymore, 

they’re no longer on our side. 

And Kyiv keeps silent. 
No one helps us. 

That means we’re next. We’d better leave 
straight away.

*See glossary

*
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I need to go. 
Not for very long, 
maybe two weeks. I will pass all the exams 

as soon as I am back. 

At university...

*Platform 1

* Train ticket Simferopol-Lvov

As long as I have not left
 Crimea, I am not safe.

*

*
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For now, you can stay 
with me. Choose a sofa!

*Help for Ukrainians from Crimea. Emigration, housing, food

*



15*Help for Ukrainians from Crimea. Emigration, housing, food

I met some others 
from Crimea here. 

Let’s all get together, 
we need to support one another.

I’m from 
Bakhchysarai. 

I’m an 
entrepreneur.

I am a teacher 
from Yalta. 

I come from 
Yevpatoriya,  

I work in a shop.
I’m from Feodosia, 

I’m a lawyer.
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You migrants are only here for
the money. Return to Crimea, 

there is no shooting there. 

I can’t go back, 
they will arrest me. 

What for?

They consider 
me a «Banderist*», 
because I supported 

Ukraine.

But we can’t 
help you.

Crimea isn’t part 
of Ukraine anymore!

Crimea is Russia!

You won’t get a passport here. 
You are from Crimea.

Everywhere I am considered 
a stranger. In Crimea they call me 

an enemy because I am pro-Ukraine. 
But here is no place for me either.

At the registration office...

*See glossary
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We know that your 
daughter lives in Lvov. 

What is she 
doing there?

As time passes, Natalia’s mother 
is questioned again and again 

by the Russian Security Service FSB.
How are you?

These three years 
have been a nightmare. 

And it doesn’t seem to end. 
Tell me, how are you? 

Everything’s ok.

I’ll find my place. 
And I’ll get a cat.
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Are you going anywhere else? 

No, just Donbas. But the war isn’t  only 
going on there, it affects 

the whole country. 

Good morning!
As a journalist you certainly travel a lot. 

I am mostly in Ivano-Frankivsk. I am teaching 
at the medical university there. Except for last year…
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 Returning to Another World
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It’s time for bed. Tomorrow you need to go 
to school, and Daddy and I need to work. 

Honey, playtime is over.

Darling, I’ll finish late, 
I have four lectures. 

I can’t pick you up from work. 

Ok, then I’ll pick up Oleg from school 
and we can go for a walk. 

And grab a piece of cake somewhere. 

What do you think?
Yay!
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I hope you rested well during the weekend. 
Today, cirrhosis of the liver needs 

your full concentration.

Good morning! Good morning!

Today at noon all male 
lecturers must undertake  
a medical examination at 
the recruitment office. 
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And now?

Come here please and 
register. Who’s next? *

*Medical Examination

This bone fracture has not healed properly. 
Lucky you. You are unfit for military service. 

Please write that I am fit. 
I don’t want to shirk my duty.

**Fit for military service

**
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*

**

**January

Nothing.

I decided to go to the East. 
Many of us will go. 

The soldiers at the frontline are 
coming straight from school.

They need support. 
I can’t shirk my duty.

So few?
Where are the others?

You have angina, Grandpa. 
You need to dress warmer.  Thank God they finally sent a doctor. 

It makes it a bit easier to endure this situation. 

Tryokhizbenka*

*See glossary
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…and then they took my son. 
I haven’t seen him since.

Have you talked to him 
on the phone?

Yes.

If only the war was over.
I’m sure they’d let him go then. 

Keep a stiff 
upper lip!

Thank you, doctor. It feels good 
to be able to talk to someone.

It’s almost as if I was 
talking to my son… 

Who are you? 
Are you all by yourself?

Ok, come here. You can 
warm my feet a little.

*

* February
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I need to check if everyone’s ok. 
You wait here until 

the shelling is over, Kitty.

Someone seems 
to be outside.

Again everyone 
gathered here.

Near the doctor is 
the safest place. 

At least he can help immediately
 if anyone gets hurt.

This is one of my last nights with you. 
Next week I will be transferred 

to Shastya*, the lucky town.
Please take care of my cat. 

Dearest, how are you? 
Is everything ok?

Of course, don’t worry. 
The frontline is far away. Everything’s 

calm…
Better tell me how you are. 

I miss you so much!

I love you and Oleg so much. 
I want you to know that…

*

**Darling

**

*See glossary
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At university, we had this training for reservists. 
However, war is a completely different thing. 

Shastya. A few weeks later...

...Most importantly, don’t panic. 
You’ll learn everything as you go.

Don’t worry. After all, this
isn´t your first day in the East.

Well, it’s only a graze shot 
but it could have killed you. 

How did it happen?
I was standing in front of the checkpoint, 

and there it came. They are constantly 
targeting the Ukrainian flag. So far, 

they haven’t been able to shoot it down. 
However, they hit me. 

Mikhailovich hoisted this flag 
when he came, a year ago. 

Medics, come in. This is Owl. 
Shelling at the frontline. 

KIAs, WIAs*, over. 

He is good at motivating people, 
very unusual for a doctor. 

*Killed in action, wounded in action
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Victor, please prepare a compress 
and keep close to me.

And watch out.

Mikhailovich!...

Mikhailovich!

Hold on!...
Hold on, 

just a little bit!!

My dear friend…
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Hey guys, Take down 
the fucking flag! Listen! 

We won’t shoot you 
on the Pentecost holiday. 

*June

Enough already! Every day 
they hijack our channel. 

Ok, we will take the flag down. 
But — as agreed — no shooting! 

Those bloody Ukrainian nationalists. 

Welcome! We haven’t seen you for months!
What are you bringing this time? We have everything you 

ordered, even a little more. 

What medicine did you bring? 
We ran out of antipyretics last week. 

Responses to our official requests 
usually take time, and people are 

dying here. What would we do 
without you volunteers?

The kids are sending these.

They painted them for the doctors,
as a a present for the Day 
of Medical Personnel**.

***Thank you for protecting us!

This is the most beautiful 
present I’ve ever received.

It reminds me of why I am here. 
And whom we need to protect…

*

***

**See glossary
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It was an honour to serve with you. 
I can’t believe that the year 

is already over. 

It was an honour for us. Thank you 
for saving all these lives. 

We’ve got a present 
for you, Doc…

Mikhailovich’s flag.

Thank you.

Shall I invite a couple of friends? 
You’ve been back for weeks already 

but you haven’t seen anyone yet. 
Everyone is asking for you.

Dad!

Daddy!

No, I don’t want 
to see anyone.
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We’re so proud of you!

Our hero! Welcome back.
Everything alright 

with you?
We tried to call you 

but you didn’t answer. 

How are you?

Everything’s ok.

It’s not easy to get used to civilian life. Supposedly, this is one country. But in the East, there is shelling every day, 
people are dying. And here people live as if nothing was going on. They go out, the bars are full, everyone looks happy.

Here, the youngsters are dancing. 
Over there, they are doing very

different things...
By the way, 

you will be promoted.

You’ll be 
a professor. 

And you’ll get a raise.

We need to throw you 
a welcome back party!

Thank you, but I’d prefer to spend the money 
for something more important than a party.

At the frontline, 
they are short of everything. 

And you can’t buy anything there, 
there are no shops anymore.

Sometimes we waited 
a month for medicine.

The volunteers were our only salvation. 
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Here you go, the chair 
of surgery sends this. 

And this is from paediatrics. 
Everyone wants to contribute.

Victor, thank you for 
organizing this transport.

Are you sure that this is how you want 
to spend your christmas holidays? 

I’m positive. The day after tomorrow 
we’ll already be there. 

The boys 
are waiting. They will be 

so happy.
Definitely.
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Can I join you?

Yes, of course.
Where are you going?

I’m visiting 
my brother’s comrades...
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My Brother
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…We will not abandon 
the Russian population 

in East Ukraine…

This is really war. 
It’s crazy.

I am scared. 

*Russian Federation Humanitarian Aid (see glossary)

I’m going to volunteer 
for the military.

What? Volunteer? Are you 
serious? Bro, please think about it 

more carefully before 
you make a decision!If I don’t go I will 

never be able 
to forgive myself.

What did your parents say?

They don’t know.

*

*Volunteer registration

*
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You will be sent 
to the front.

Please come     
back alive… He’s not answering.

*Sister Oksana

*
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I’m in the Antiterrorist Operation 
Zone*, in a volunteer battalion.

Close to Ilovaisk. 
Only volunteers here. 

Are you okay? 
Anything we can send you?

Everything 
is alri…

What? Where are 
you exactly?

Hello? 
Hello???

It’s really war.
I am so worried.

In Ilovaisk, enemy troops encircled 
a Ukrainian volunteer battalion**.

*See glossary **See glossary
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There’s shooting 
everywhere, 

we are surrounded. 
This is hell.

And no reinforcements. 
They’re simply giving up 

on us.

Hold on! And 
don’t get hit 
by a bullet!

Both sides have agreed on a ceasefire. 
The Ukrainian troops will be able 

to leave the circle through a corridor. 
Alexander is going to be free.

I am alive! They are just
taking us out through a corridor.

I love you. 
Soon we will see each other. 

They will 
take you out?

Please take care of 
yourself. We miss you!

Hello? 
Hello???

Destroy 
the Ukrainian column!

When Alexander and his comrades are evacuated through the corridor, 
he calls Oksana’s husband.
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The encircled Ukrainian volunteer 
battalion came under heavy fire. 

The Russian Federation broke 
the agreement. 

You need to help them. 
Please send help! Medics! 

There’s nothing 
we can do.

We can’t help you.

We have to stick
to the ceasefire.

Alexander is fighting 
in a volunteer battalion near 

Ilovaisk. I am afraid that something 
bad happened to him.
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Is there an 
Alexander in your 

hospital?

Is there an Alexander 
in your unit?

I am looking for Alexander. 
Do you know him? Do you have 

any information about him?

I think I have seen 
his name at the war 

cemetery.

That’s not my brother. 
He’ll return, I’m sure. 
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Do you know 
this soldier?

He fought with you 
in the battle of Ilovaisk.

I don’t know him.

We need to get him 
acknowledged 

as a combatant.

Please help 
to confirm his status.

I can’t help you.

Please leave my office. 
You should take it to court. 

And if he is really dead, 
I need to earn respect 

for him.

We have orders.  We don’t know this 
person. We aren’t 
allowed to do it.

Please 
accept these 
documents. 

They confirm that 
my brother participated 

in the war.

This is impossible. 
He is a hero. 

I ask the court 
to acknowledge my brother as 

a participant of war*. 

How can you say that? 
He fought. There are 

witnesses.

Alexander was never 
registered in the military. 

He never participated 
in this war. 

Some days later...

*See glossary
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He fought with us.

He defended Ukraine.

He was our comrade.

Excuse me, but he 
wasn’t registered. 
We didn’t supply 

him with a weapon.

Are you saying that 
he’s a criminal?

It’s possible.
I ask the court for 
a fair judgement.

The court has decided to acknowledge Alexander as Participant of War and Defender of the Fatherland.
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How is it possible that all the people 
I meet in this train have a history 

with the war? 

What interesting plants! 
I’ve never seen any like this before. 

Indeed these are very rare plants. 
This for example is …

Finally, this isn’t about the war.

?!?!

I had this plant in my original collection,
but we lost it when we had to leave Lugansk…
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The Price of Choice
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Every day shelling.
You need to leave the city.

Without you??? 
Just me and the child?

I cannot simply leave the botanical 
garden collection. It’s been 12 years of my life. 

Luhansk, 2014

45
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I’ll join you as soon as the situation 
has calmed down.

Nikolay and his colleagues continue to take care of the plants.

From time to time, soldiers come by. Sometimes soldiers from both sides
on the same day. 

Any separatists? Any weapons? 
Any Ukrainian nationalists?
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To organize food and petrol for the generators, 
the workers need to drive to Luhansk or 
Stanytsia Luhanska. Each time risking their lives...

On one of these trips...

47
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What happened?

Where’s Vera? Vera???

What was that??? 
Oh my god, my legs?!

I need to crawl as long as I can.

48
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I need to crawl as long as I can.

Why do I not walk?

My legs? 

You need to undergo surgery immediately. 
But we can’t do it here.

Svetlana,
My feet are completely 
burned.

I urgently need an 
operation in Kharkov 

but all my documents 
burned up in the car. 

How shall I pass 
the checkpoints without 
documents?

Kharkiv

No specialists, no medicine 
in the hospitals of Lugansk.
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The snow came 
early this year.

Everything will be ok. You’re alive, 
that’s the most important.

I owe it all to you.

You got me through all these checkpoints 
without papers. Not even thinking 
that you are risking your own life.

And you protected our child 
from this horrible war. 

It’s okay, please don’t cry. You were 
so tough after the accident 

and such major surgery. 
I need to get my plants 

out of there.
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Now, the plants support us. 

Without these plants you would 
still have two healthy legs. 

The war is guilty, 
not the plants.

Daddy, Mummy, 
I love you so much. 

Can I have an ice cream? 
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Attention, the train from Lviv 
to Kyiv is arriving on platform five. 

Are you going to Enakievo by any chance?

Yes, I plan to.

Could you take this hearing device 
for my mother? The address 

is written here.

Yes, of course.

I’m a journalist. I’m reporting
on the doctors who were at the front. 

I knew plenty 
of those doctors…
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A Special Supper
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Look at what’s happening!!!

I’m going to Kyiv, 
to the Maidan. 

How can you leave your 
children alone? 

*Militia

Could you 
help me out, 

mum and dad?
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*

*

*Kyiv 500 km

*Militia

, 
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We will 

prevail! Ukraine 

is united!

We will p
revail!

Long live 
Ukraine!

I’m 
Irina.

I’m 
Andrey.

Victory! 

Finally, I can return 
to my family. 

It’s been two months.

Now I can be sure that 
my daughter will have 

a better future.

*See glossary
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*Republic

Andrey 
Verin??

Irina, 
you here?

*

A couple of weeks later...

- . 
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Irina, I want to make a special 
supper for my boys. Can you give 

me some ingredients? 

A special supper, Andrey? 
Why special? This is the key to

the supply cupboard. Take 
what you need. 

Take care!

After some weeks in the same unit...
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Hi Palich, can you tell me 
how Verin is? Can you say 

hi from me? 

Don’t you know that 
they were taken?

Palich, is he dead? 
What happened? 

How can you seem so 
relaxed when you say 

that?

What did you expect? We are at war. 
And war means casualties. 
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Now I get it. A special 
supper? A last supper! 

Irina, come here 
for a second. 

I am Verin, Andrey Bogdanovich, born in 1980. 
I was taken prisoner and am now in hospital. 

Luhansk Hospital 
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Luhansk Hospital 

Please help 
to release a prisoner.

Help me to liberate 
a friend of mine.

I need support!

…help!

After several phone calls with the people involved 
in prisoner exchange, Irina speaks to a doctor. 
He worked in the hospital where the video of Andrey 
was recorded.
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Yes… that was him, but he died yesterday. 
Tomorrow, he will be burried in a mass grave.

*People’s Republic Luhansk (see glossary)

I beg you as a mother: 
don’t bury him. 

We will pay you. 

Help me get his body back! 

Help to bury a friend 
with dignity!

I need your help.

*
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Liver cirrhosis? Impossible! 
He didn’t even drink. 

We need to check what really 
caused his death.

*Independent Medical Examination

*

*

*

*Cause of death: multiple injuries, bone fractures, gunshot wounds.

My God, I hope this is my first 
and last case like this.

My dear son!

* Death certificate; Cause of death: cirrhosis of the liver 
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Irina, sit here, this used to be 
Andrey’s place.

After all you did for us, 
you are like family 

to us now, Irina.

This tablet… Andrey wanted
to buy one for his daughter. 

As he is not able to do that now…
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Good evening.

Your tickets please.

You are from Germany? And you are also 
going to the East? Why are you coming to us? 

I am a journalist. I am collecting material.

Did you know that this was the train the soldiers
from the volunteer battalions always took? That’s

why they called it the «Kyiv – War» express.
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New Rule



67
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Russ-ia, 
Russ-ia!

*Russia
Re-fer-en-dum!

We will win!

This used to be 
the Soviet Union. 

We speak Russian.

Your time is up! 
Go and sell cigarettes at the market, 
as we have done for the past years!

Occupation of the City Administration 

*

See glossary
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What do you want? 
I also grew up in the Soviet Union;

I was a member of the Komsomol and 
the Communist Party. But that is the past. 
Do you think these bandits who have 

occupied the administration will reintroduce 
communism? And who prevents you 

from speaking Russian?

69

*Rus

*
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In the Regional Administration Building yard, the separatists negotiated
with the police for a couple of hours. The policemen refused to hand over 
their weapons, so the separatists decided to take the weapons 
to a special room at their base, and guard the room with both separatists 
and representatives of the Ukrainian government.

In the end, the separatists took power. The political winds changed in the local 
administration, Valentina’s workplace. We need to disperse this 

bunch. Why did we not 
receive orders from Kiev? 

My wife is 
at home, 

pregnant…

I’m not going to 
hand over my gun.

Why is Kiev silent? 
We called yesterday already.
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Well, Valentina Petrovna, we now have 
a new government to work for. 

Please provide contact data for all entrepreneurs. I can’t help you.
 All data is openly accessible 

on the statistics site. 
And entrepreneurs – that is 

private business. They decide 
for themselves. 

Why is there no order to evacuate 
the administration? We need to save all the 

documents and databases with our own hands…

Lyosha, how can I find 
the server hard disc?

Valentina Petrovna, I have already 
taken all the important files.

You either work for the People’s
Republic of Lugansk, or you don´t work at all.

I am not hired by the People’s 
Republic of Lugansk. 

My supervisor is the head 
of the regional administration, 
and only he can dismiss me.
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I guess it’s time 
to pack.

KNOCK 
KNOCK

Get ready; you’re 
coming with us. 

Where are they taking me?
When will I be back?
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Please tell my daughter that I was arrested 
by the «People’s Republic».

Better not to touch the food here.
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Cough cough.
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Fuck off, principal! 
You are not going to teach 

in Bandera’s* language 
here any longer. 

They are demanding
a ransom.

*See glossary
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Oh my god, this junkie 
wants to interrogate me? 

We arrested you on behalf 
of the the People’s Republic of Lugansk. 

Can you make that clearer? 
Why exactly did you arrest me? 

Why am I sitting in this basement?

And what republic?

What choice do you have? 
You know that we can shoot you.

Sergey Ivanovich, the citizen 
refuses to cooperate. 

Look, you seem to have 
plenty of useful contacts. 

You could work in 
the ministry of the People’s 

Republic of Lugansk. 
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They let me go, but they said 
that I’m «under arrest» anyway. 
I didn’t get my documents back. 

Don’t worry, Ma. Your international 
passport is at home. They couldn’t find it.

*Mama was arrested. Please help! People’s Republic of Lugansk…

We have five minutes to get ready. 
Some people offered to take us in their car. 
I don’t know them but they’re leaving from 

Lugansk in a couple of minutes. 

My homeland!

*Shastya

I have already been working here
 for some weeks and we’re 

currently administering a lot 
of rebuilding projects in Donbas. 

*United Ukraine

*

*

*
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Good afternoon!

…Do you live here? I guess you 
have seen a lot, haven’t you?

Indeed, I have. I’ve been a prisoner.
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Forever a Different Person
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Daddy, I want to sing 
you my new song.

Come on, my love, let’s all 
get together and put on 

a little concert.

Illegal armed 
groups have 
occupied 
the city…

Nikita? I thought you were 
on your way to work. Weren’t 
you supposed to come back 

tomorrow?

A couple of fighters stopped 
me and took the car. 

Thank god 
you’re alright! 
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Haven’t you forgotten 
something from your car?
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You betrayed your 
country and you will 

pay for that. 
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Hold on, brother. 
We’ll think of something.

What can we 
possibly think of? 

A day earlier, a day 
later, we all have 

the same fate. 

Shut up, you are not 
in a sanatorium!

Here, take a sip. 
Water is worth more 

than gold in here.

Thank you, 
Sasha!
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Let’s go. 
We’re taking 
a little tour…
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And run!

…God, this is suicide!
*Mines

*

How on earth shall I run 
with my injured leg?…

Oh God!! 
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Shit, this is 
a minefield!

Sasha! No!!!

• 

-- -. -::.. ( 
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Lord, 
protect us and save us...
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Now let’s check whether you 
remember the good old bunny poem*. One...

Two...
Three...

Four...

Five!!!

Five!!!

…two, three, four

*This refers to a Russian children’s poem: «1,2,3,4,5, the bunny went for a walk. Suddenly the hunter comes running, shoots the bunny, piff, paff, ojojoj, that’s how my bunny died.»
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Hey you, beanpole! 
Let’s go!

This is the end. Now they 
will finally shoot me. 
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You shouldn’t have 
taken this risk. 

What did they 
do to you? 

How did you even 
manage to get me 

out of here?

Those creatures speak only 
the language of money.

Your weight is balanced 
on your two feet.

I know, Daddy, you’ve 
told me so many times. 

You have only one bullet. 
Only one shot to save 

yourself…

A year later...

Mother???
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Can you tell me how to get 
to Enakievo please?

Kostiantynivka

Take the bus to the checkpoint 
and then change onto a minibus.

Checkpoint? 
What do I need to do to pass?

Sit next to me in the bus 
and I’ll explain everything.

Please put that here, it doesn’t bother me. 
So much medicine. You must be a doctor? 

Thank you very much. 
I’m a nurse. 

I’m a journalist. I’d like to talk to some military 
doctors. Do you think you could help me 

getting in touch with them?
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If Not Me, Then Whom?

*January 2015
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You are an excellent nurse. 
I think you would also make a great doctor.

Me? A doctor? 
What are you talking about?

The real doctors are surgeons and casualty doctors. 
A woman can’t become either of these.

And why would I take on 
so much responsibility? 

Kostiantynivka, 2015

93
*January 2015

*

Kostiantynivka, 2005
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Mum, you need to sit there.

I need to sit here so I can see the carpet.

Mummy, please sit on this chair 
so that everything will be okay. 

We need to sit exactly as we did 
during the last air-raid.

My dear son, please calm down. I’ll do 
everything you want, just, calm down. 

Honey...

This is your chair.

Because I need to see the carpet.
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I guess we really need to leave.

No!!!

The most important is that you stay
on this chair, so nothing will happen to us.

Masha, please come quickly to the old hospital. 
They have set up an improvised surgery room there, 

to take care of the injured.

The hospital was closed two years ago, how can they 
even operate there? There’s no medicine or anything…

We have no choice, we have nowhere else to take 
them, there is constant shelling. A couple of military 

surgeons came; I hope they will help us.

Oh my God!!! This is Katya, 
my son’s classmate! 



96

Masha, it doesn’t make sense 
to constantly watch her. 

She has nearly no chance of surviving. 

I have an idea! There is this soldier, they call him 
Crazy Jack. Only he would risk 

to drive to the hospital under fire. 

How can we survive this winter without water, electricity, gas or heating?

And he did.
Some weeks later on Facebook...

* I got a dog! Yeah!

*Kids on board

* 

*

We have no medicine to treat her 
and as long as we are being shelled, 

no ambulance will come here.
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How can we survive this winter without water, electricity, gas or heating? And it’s only February…

And with constant shelling…

You’re charging us for
plain water, my son?

* I got a dog! Yeah!

Theres almost nothing left of my pension. 
But I have no choice.

We won’t force you to buy it. If you prefer, go to the ice hole yourself.
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Masha, Elena Timofeevna is in a bad state. Her blood pressure is jumping up and down. 
We have no medicine. Could you have a look at her? I understand if you refuse. 

At our place, they are shooting constantly. 

I can try to bring her some medicine. 
Volunteers brought something, but the 

instruction leaflet is in English. However, 
they noted on the package what it’s for. 

I need to buy some food quickly.

You’re a man, you shouldn’t be afraid. 
Look at me, do I look afraid? 

And I am a woman.

Maybe I could walk next to you, then it 
would be less scary.
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Oh God, she’s had a stroke.

Oh, looks as if I am too late.

She must have been sitting here for a while. What terrible bedsores you have! 

I used to feel ashamed when 
I felt sorry for someone.

Mummy, did you realize that I have stopped doing the things that make 
other people think I am crazy? I don’t need that anymore.

I don’t get it. Did the war do what all 
these doctors couldn’t? Or is my son 

better so I can help others?

Mummy, are you treating everyone now 
because there are people with guns 

everywhere?

I treat them because they need it. 
If someone is in pain, and might

even die, it doesn’t matter who he is 
or which side he’s on. He deserves help.

And if not me, then who?

99
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Masha, we have been working together 
for more than a month now. 

But you’re still a little distanced towards 
us military doctors, aren’t you?

I don’t fully understand it myself. 
Of course I can see that you 

 are good people.

But the Russian TV says Ukrainian soldiers 
are occupants. And I have my own personal 

experience with the military. When I was  

Can you imagine? He froze to death in the tank. 
During the training. What a weird death. 

Poor daughter.

That’s what you think? I’m a successful emergency 
surgeon in my hometown. Why would I volunteer 

to go to war? For me, it’s very simple. 
Who will do it if not me?

And I am really wondering why you 
came here. Is it because of the money?

If not me, then who? 
    That’s it!

Look, there is Masha. She’s like a real doctor now.

I just need to accept my place and my role.

young my father went to do military training...
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You’re welcome. Now you need 
to take this minibus. Travel safely.

*

*Stop! Control!

Thank you for your help, 
and for your story.

Look how empty it is.
Before it looked very different.
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Somebody Needs to Stay
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Mum, look how beautiful 
the tulips are this year.

Grandpa, look!

Olga, can you bring us some tea? 

It’s so nice when 
we’re all together.
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In Kiev, chaos rules. Russia has 
already taken Crimea. We’re next. 

What happened? 
Who are these people?

The road is blocked. 
Something weird is going on.

April 2014
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We can’t take the skateboard. 
We don’t know where we’re going 

or if you can skate there.

Does that mean 
that we’re going 
to some village?

I don’t know. Maybe.

Mum, you can still reconsider.

*Donetsk 40 km

Come with us.

No, I’ll stay and feed the dog 
and the cats. I’ll take care 

of your house until you return. 

May 2014

What are they doing? 
Oh my God!

*
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I didn’t bring much. 
I hope the neighbour doesn’t 

forget to feed the dog. 

I didn’t put in the paperwork 
for this month to get paid.

Train station

We won’t rent a flat. At first, 
we’ll stay with friends. 

We’ll only be away for a couple of weeks.
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You can stay 
here with us.

Together we’ll 
have more fun.
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Stop! Where are 
you going?

To feed the dog, 
why?

It’s curfew. You aren’t allowed 
to go out at night. 

They’ll arrest you and lock you 
in one of those basements.

Ugh, what’s that smell?

Where’s it coming from?

Smells like burned meat. 
Actually, I don’t want to know….

Sasha died yesterday. He was 
sitting at the window when 

the shelling started. Splinters 
of glass killed him. 

Now it’s much safer.
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*Meat, bread, pastry *Supermarket

*

*
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We want to come back, 
granny! We miss you!

My darlings! Right now 
you can’t come back. 

In the queue in front of a checkpoint 
two elderly people have died.
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All social benefit payments* for 
people who live on occupied territory 

have been stopped. 

Doesn’t matter. 
We’ll make it 

work somehow. 

Doesn’t 
matter.

I will just carry on. 

May God’s will prevail.

*See glossary
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According to Ukraine’s Chief Military Prosecutor, up to 80% of the 500,000+ 
people who fought in  Eastern Ukraine now suffer post-traumatic stress disorder 
(February 2018). Since the war’s beginning, 2-3 soldiers from the conflict area 
have committed suicide each week, on average, he stated.1

The fates and problems you encountered in the stories are not limited to one 
particular person or place. They are rather representative for significant groups 
of people. To show that, we are providing some general numbers. Moreover, 
they are not limited to the East but affect people throughout the country. To 
visualize that, this map shows the routes, people travelled in their stories.

Since the outbreak of the war in Spring 2014, the UN has recorded between 
13,000 and 13,200 people killed in hostilities. At least 3,350 of them were 
civilians. Between 29,000 and 31,000 people have been injured, among them 
7,000-9,000 civilians.2

Children are especially targeted in conflict. Ceasefire violations affect the lives 
of the 500,000 children who live within 20km of the front line. UNICEF has 
argued for urgent humanitarian protection and assistance for these children.5

The International Committee of the Red Cross estimated in September 2019 
that at least 700 families are still lacking information about a missing family 
member. Their families require support on multiple levels. In particular, their 
psychological and psychosocial needs cannot be understated.4

Currently, Ukrainian authorities register 1.4 million Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDPs). The UN Refugee Agency UNHCR stressed the urgent need for durable 
solutions for IDPs, particularly concering housing.6

Kyiv

Lviv

Drohobych

Ivano-Frankivsk

In February 2019, the Ukrainian government listed 16 cities, 55 villages and 
99 small settlements in the Donetsk region that were not controlled by the 
Ukrainian administration. In the Luhansk region, it counted 17 cities, 46 villages 
and 48 settlements.3

The conflict takes a significant toll on the lives of more than five million people. 
3.4 million people require humanitarian aid and protection services. More 
than 30% of them are elderly people, 16% children and 12% people with 
disabilities. Approximately 2.8 million people in the conflict zone suffer from 
critical problems related to physical and mental well-being.1*

 Routes and Numbers
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Cherkasy

As of July 1st, 2019, the Ukrainian state has granted 369,451 people the status 
of a participant of combat action.7

Even though the number of casualties has dropped significantly, landmines and 
other explosive remnants of war (ERW) continue to affect two million civilians 
in the government-controlled area, according to Humanitarian Needs Report. 
Ukraine ranks fifth in the world for overall casualties as a result of landmines 
and ERW, and second when it comes to anti-vehicle mine casualties.8

Kostiantynivka 

Kostiantynivka

Horlivka

Enakievo

Myronivsky

Shastya

Shastya

Tryokhizbenka

Tryokhizbenka

Luhansk

Luhansk

Makiivka
Donetsk 

Donetsk 

Ilovaisk

Ilovaisk

St. Luh.**

Starobilsk
Polovinkine

Kharkiv

Kherson

Simferopol

*References p. 120
**Stanytsia Luhanska
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Timeline of the War´s First Year

…two days later, I left Crimea.
…I registered as a volunteer for the military 
during the fourth mobilisation wave.

...two days later my children and 
grandchildren left. 

...three months later, separatists arrested me 
for «pro-Ukrainian activity» and held me in one 
of the infamous «basements» — illegal prisons 
within the conflict zone. 

On March 2014, the last 
pro-Ukrainian demonstration 
took place in Simferopol. 

On 18 March 2014 in the context 
of the occupation of Crimea, the first 
mobilisation wave of civilians started…

On 13 March 2014 in Donetsk, 
a pro-Ukrainian activist died — the first 
case of death at a demonstration… 

Between 17 and 19 March 2014
V. Rybak, a pro-Ukrainian member 
of the Horlivka city council 
was tortured to death...
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…my brother was killed there.

…in May my family fled because 
of the constant shelling.

…two hours before the ceasefire 
started, Andrey was captured.

…three months later, they arrested 
me and tried to force me 
to collaborate.

…during the fighting in January and 
February 2015 the village of Myronivsky 
was without electricity, water and 
heating for 45 days. 

Between 18 and 29 August 2014
heavy battles raged in the city 
of Ilovaisk…

15 April 2014 marked the onset of the official 
Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) to liberate 
the occupied Ukrainian territories…

On 15 September 2014 ceasefire 
negotiatons began...

On 29 April 2014 separatists occupied
the City and Regional Administration
buildings of Luhansk.

18 February 2015 
the Ukrainian army pulled their 
units out of Debaltseve…
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Glossary

 
ATO (p. 36) 
Abbreviation for the term «Antiterrorist Operation». On 13 April 2014, the Ukrainian government declared 
conflict area an «Antiterrorist Operation Zone». This implies that the battles in Donbas were not part of a 
war but of an anti-terrorist action. On 1 April 2018, the initial designation and status was changed to «Joint 
Forces Operation».  Some people still use «ATO» to describe the regions close to the contact line.

Banderist (Russ.: Banderovets) (p. 16, 75)
Deriving from the surname of Stepan Bandera (1909-1959), the leader of the militant wing of the 
Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN-B), separatists use this term to defame those expressing 
pro-Ukrainian sentiment as radical nationalists or even proto-fascists. Accordingly, they use «Bandera’s 
language» (p.75) as a defamatory expression meaning «Ukrainian».

Day of medical personnel (p. 28)
In the Soviet Union and its successor states, many professions have their own holidays. Those working in a 
profession are celebrated on their holiday for instance by being greeted with flowers.

Euromaidan (p. 10, 56)
The wave of demonstrations and civil protest that started in November 2013 after the former Ukrainian 
president Viktor Yanukovych refused to sign an Association Agreement with the European Union. A 
spontaneous demonstration in Kyiv’s Maidan of Independence (Independence Square) developed into an 
ongoing protest under the hashtag #euromaidan and spread to other towns of Ukraine. In mid-February 
2014, clashes between protesters and special police forces (Berkut) caused the death of more than 100 
people. Shortly afterwards, Yanukovych fled Ukraine. The protesters celebrated this as a victory and the 
Maidan gradually dissolved.

Euromaidan Crimea (p.10)
In December 2013, civil protest began in Crimea. Both the protest itself and its’ organizers became known 
as Euromaidan Crimea. In February 2014 so-called «little green men» appeared — unmarked military 
commandos who were later revealed to be Russian soldiers. They started to take over official buildings and 
military bases, preparing for what would become the annexation of Crimea. In March 2014, Euromaidan 
Crimea dissolved due to on-going repression.

Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR) and Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) (p. 10, 68)
Proto-states in Eastern Ukraine proclaimed by Russian-backed separatists in Spring 2014. Internationally, 
these entities lack recognition. They are ruled by authoritarian regimes and strongly depend on Russia’s 
military, economic and media support. Their proclamation followed the occupation of administrative 
buildings and military bases in Luhansk and Donetsk by illegal paramilitary forces and a contested 
referendum. Ukrainian legislation describes the areas as temporarily occupied territory.

Poster Propaganda (p. 10) 
In early 2014, posters with pictures of local pro-Ukrainian activists appeared in public spaces that 
labelled them for instance as «Traitor of Crimea», or «State Department Agent», the latter attempting to 
indicate that the pro-Ukrainian protest was financed by the US. The posters were intended to generate 
the impression that pro-Ukrainian protesters do not act in Crimea’s interests. Similar posters later also 
appeared in the Donbas region.
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Symbol of the Crimean Tatars (p. 11) 
The Crimean Tatars are an ethnic minority in Crimea who were persecuted during Stalinism. The Crimean 
Tatar flag has the symbol in the upper left corner, depicted in gold on a light blue background.

Shastya (p. 25)
Town in the region of Luhansk. The name originates from the Ukrainian (and Russian) term for «luck». 
Between April 2014 and June 2014 it was occupied by illegal paramilitary groups. Very close to the 
frontline, it has been significantly affected by shelling. 

Tryokhizbenka (p. 23)
Village in the North-East of the region of Luhansk. Located in close proximity to the contact line, it has been 
heavily affected by shelling, particularly in 2014 and 2015. 

Ribbon of St. Georg (p. 10)
Russian military symbol consisting of three black and two orange stripes. The Ribbon is traditionally used 
for commemorating the war between the Soviet Union and the German Reich, and the victory of the Soviet 
Union. More recently, it also became used and understood as a symbol of Russian nationalism and support 
for Putin’s politics. 

Russian Federation humanitarian aid (p. 34)
Russian vehicles that intruded into Ukrainian state territory in spring 2014 and were partly concealed as 
humanitarian aid transportation.

Social benefit payments (p. 113)
In 2014, the Ukrainian government stopped paying social benefits in the occupied territories. To receive 
their pension, people living in the occupied territories need to register on Ukrainian controlled territory as 
Internal Displaced Persons and collect their pension in person. For elderly, sick or disabled recipients, it is 
difficult to undertake the long and exhausting journey, which includes crossing the frontline, every other 
month.

Volunteer Battalions (p. 36) 
Informal, pro-Ukrainian volunteer battalions have formed since the Russian military actions in Ukraine of 
Spring 2014. Often recruiting in a rush, the leadership failed to register all combatants properly and to fully 
document the distribution of weapons. Some volunteer battalions committed unauthorised and uncontrolled 
acts of violence. Meanwhile, all former civilian battalions have been either dissolved or integrated into the 
Ukrainian armed forces.

War Veteran Status (p. 40) 
The status of «war participant» is connected to a number of social benefits, including medical, psychological 
and financial support after missions. Only soldiers who were registered with the military receive this status. 
Unregistered combatants from volunteer battalions had to testify that they participated in the war. Some 
families struggled to ensure their dead kin were awarded this status.
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*1 – Humanitarian Needs Overview Ukraine, https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/
operations/ukraine/document/ukraine-2020-humanitarian-needs-overview-hno

*2 – Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Report on the human rights 
situation in Ukraine 16 November 2019 to 15 February 2020, p. 8 https://www.ohchr.org/en/countries/
enacaregion/pages/uareports.aspx

*3 – https://www.president.gov.ua/documents/322019-26050
*4 – http://ua.icrc.org/2019/09/19/international-day-of-disappeared-2019-eng/; http://ua.icrc.

org/2019/09/19/international-day-of-disappeared-2019-eng/
*5 – UNICEF Ukraine Humanitarian Situation Report No.12, https://www.unicef.org/appeals/ukraine_

sitreps.html
*6 – https://www.unhcr.org/ua/en/18113-internally-displaced-persons-in-ukraine-urgently-need-

durable-solutions.html
*7 – http://dsvv.gov.ua/dostup-do-publichnoji-informatsiji/informatsiya-schodo-nadannya-statusu-

uchasnyka-bojovyh-dij.html
*8 – Humanitarian Needs Overview Ukraine, https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/

ukraine/document/ukraine-2020-humanitarian-needs-overview-hno
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LIBERECO — Partnership for Human Rights e.V.
http://www.lphr.org

Founded in 2009, Libereco — Partnership for Human Rights advocates for the respect and 
maintenance of civil and political human rights in Belarus and Ukraine. The association is recognised as 
a non-profit and non-governmental organisation in Germany, Switzerland and The Netherlands. Libereco 
contributes to the improvement of the human rights situation on various levels. It provides information 
on human rights violation, is involved in human rights education and supports people in need that are 
directly affected by the war in Ukraine. 

Contacts: 
Libereco – Partnership for Human Rights e.V.
Am Scheidweg 62
Köln, 50765
Germany
E-mail: info@lphr.org

About us
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EASTERN-UKRAINIAN CENTRE FOR CIVIC INITIATIVES (EUCCI)
http://totalaction.org.ua/

The EUCCI is a non-governmental, non-profit organisation established in December 2002 in Luhansk. 
Through education, advocacy and research, it aims to develop and maintain the ability of Ukrainian 
society to face current and upcoming challenges. Its work is based on the principles of democracy and 
the rule of law.

Currently, main activities include the documentation of human rights violations that occurred during 
the conflict in Eastern Ukraine and the facilitation of processes contributing to the restoration of peace. 

The EUCCI is one of the founders of the Coalition «Justice for Peace in Donbas».

Contacts: 
73G Ryzka Street, 25th floor, ТМ-17, 
Kyiv, 04060, 
Ukraine
Tel.: +38 (044) 578-14-38, + 38 (063) 640 96 40
E-mail: zahyst@gmail.com 



124

JUSTICE FOR PEACE IN DONBAS 
COALITION OF HUMAN RIGHTS ORGANISATIONS AND INITIATIVES

https://jfp.org.ua/

The Coalition is an informal union of 17 human rights organisations and initiatives mostly from the 
Luhansk and Donetsk regions. It was founded in 2014 in response to the outbreak of the conflict in 
Donbas. Its mission is to build a sustainable and just peace in Donbas by consolidating the efforts of 
civil society institutions to ensure respect for human and civil rights. 

Coalition members cooperate to collect, systematize and save the evidence of human rights violations 
committed during the armed conflict in eastern Ukraine. According to members of the Coalition, 
bringing perpetrators to justice is a prerequisite for the restoration of peace and reconciliation in 
eastern Ukraine. 


