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1. History of terror against believers and religious organizations in eastern Ukraine 
 
With the armed aggression of the Russian Federation, the situation in regard to human 
rights, including religious freedom, has radically changed in the territories of Ukraine 
occupied by Russian troops and Russian-backed militarized forces. Russia's direct military 
intervention began with the occupation of the Ukrainian Crimean peninsula in February 
2014 and continued with its covert subversive and provocative activities in the East and 
South of Ukraine. However, since July 2014, the Ukrainian government's attempts to 
stabilize the situation in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions have been countered by 
Russian regular troops with their heavy artillery and multiple launch rocket systems, 
which were used in military operations (often without identification marks) against the 
law enforcement authorities and military forces of Ukraine. 
 
As soon as power in Donetsk was seized by pro-Russian separatists in April 2014, the 
Institute for Religious Freedom began to be reliably informed about the facts of religious 
intolerance, in particular about anti-Semitic leaflets from the leaders of the self-
ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ά5ƻƴŜǘǎƪ tŜƻǇƭŜϥǎ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎ,έ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ unprecedented religiously 
motivated crimes. Kidnapping and illegal imprisonment, emotional abuse, physical 
torture and even murders of unwelcome clergymen and believers of άnon-traditional 
denominationsέ ς all this has become a real nightmare for local religious communities 
that did not experience such persecution even during the  Soviet terror times. This was 
also accompanied by the seizure of churches and houses of worship, some of which were 
used as firing positions and barracks for militants, mercenaries and regular Russian 
troops. 
 
The Institute for Religious Freedom has presented the specific facts of such crimes in 
several of its publications, as follows:  

¶ Terrorists kidnapped, tortured and threatened believers in eastern Ukraine1 

¶ Chronicle of terror: Religious persecution by Russian militants in eastern Ukraine2  
 
These facts and other personal testimonies of victims of 
religious persecution in eastern Ukraine are documented in 
the report άWhen God Becomes the Weaponέ3 prepared by 
a coalition of human rights organizations based on the 
results of monitoring visits and personal interviews with the 
victims. Since that report was published as early as April 
2015, the present Report aims to show the current 
situation and trends in regard to religious freedom in the 
occupied territories of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, 
analyse and recommend some actions to protect believers 
from further harassment.  

                                                           
1
 Available at: https://goo.gl/g5PCPv  

2
 Available at: https://goo.gl/3BA8iv  

3
 Available at: https://goo.gl/9ZFAFh  

http://www.irf.in.ua/eng/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=419:1&catid=34:ua&Itemid=61
http://www.irf.in.ua/eng/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=421:1&catid=34:ua&Itemid=61
http://www.irf.in.ua/eng/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=431:1&catid=36:com&Itemid=55
https://goo.gl/g5PCPv
https://goo.gl/3BA8iv
https://goo.gl/9ZFAFh
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2. An overview of the religious situation in eastern Ukraine:  

before and after the armed aggression of Russia 

 
Religious pluralism, the participation of religious organizations in public life and the 
provision of religious rights according to international standards of freedom of religion 
or belief ς that is what the believers in the occupied territories of eastern Ukraine are 
currently deprived of. All these benefits of Ukraine as a democratic state, acquired and 
developed since the proclamation of independence in 1991, are now available to the 
rest of the population. It is, in particular, possible for religious communities to operate 
without state registration, including the printing and distribution of religious literature; 
to organize peaceful public gatherings; to teach their religion to children and adults; and 
to disseminate their beliefs through the media and take part in public life. 
 
Religious diversity was also characteristic of the eastern Ukrainian regions. According to 
official statistics, at the beginning of 2014 (before the Russian occupation) there were 
1,797 religious organizations in the Donetsk region. Of these: 762 Orthodox parishes of 
the Moscow Patriarchate, 366 Evangelical Christian communities (Pentecostals, 
Charismatics, etc.), 186 Christian Baptist churches, 86 Orthodox parishes of the Kyivan 
Patriarchate, 83 Jehovah's Witnesses organizations, 49 Seventh-Day Adventist churches, 
38 Muslim communities, 36 Greek Catholic parishes, 19 Jewish communities, 14 Catholic 
ǇŀǊƛǎƘŜǎΣ мп .ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ у YǊƛǎƘƴŀ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳunities.  
 

 
 

 

There were 835 religious organizations in the Luhansk region. They were: 423 Moscow 
Patriarchate Orthodox parishes, 131 Evangelical Christian communities (Pentecostals, 
Charismatics, etc.), 99 Baptist churches, 35 Kyivan PatriarchateΩǎ Orthodox parishes, 39 
Seventh-Day Adventist churches, 28 Jehovah's Witnesses organizations, 14 Jewish com-
munities, 13 Muslim communities, 6 Greek Catholic parishes, 6 Buddhist communities.4 
                                                           
4
 Official statistics of the Ministry of Culture of Ukraine: https://goo.gl/Mtsezq  

Orthodox (Moscow Patriarchate)  

Evangelical churches (collectively) 

Orthodox (Kyivan Patriarchate)  

Jehovah's Witnesses 

Muslim communities 

Greek Catholic parishes  

Jewish communities 

Roman Catholic parishes 

Buddhist communities 

Krishna followersô communities 

Religious communitiesΩ denominational structure in the Donetsk region at the beginning of 2014 

https://goo.gl/Mtsezq
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Interview of the "DPR" militant on the background of the building of the "Word of Life" Bible 
Institute of the Ukrainian Christian Evangelical Church, seized by the separatists in August 2014 

In the example of the Donetsk region, it is obvious that despite the Orthodox self-
identification of the majority of Ukrainians, the diversity of other denominations was 
present in this region. And although the number of Orthodox parishes of the Moscow 
Patriarchate took a prominent place in the Donetsk region (42% of the total), at the 
same time, one third of all religious communities were the Evangelical Christians of 
different denominations (33%) and Orthodox parishes of the Kyivan Patriarchate (11%). 
 

However, the Russian-backed militants almost at once began to establish their power by 
combating the dissent: no manifestations of loyalty to both the Ukrainian government 
and Ukraine as a state and nation were tolerated. On the other hand, apart from the 
motive of winning increasing influence through terror, Russian propaganda popularized 
the myth that the Ukrainian authorities oppressed the Orthodoxy of the Moscow 
Patriarchate and Russian language, and that was why they allegedly demanded armed 
protection. Deceitful propaganda has greatly influenced the attitude of Russian-backed 
militants, mercenaries and separatists towards believers of other denominations. And 
some of them, for example, illegal detachments of the so-called άRussian Orthodox 
Armyέ and Russian Cossack detachments, in particular, the άMost Glorious Legion of 
Don,έ openly set out to build a so-called άOrthodox ǎǘŀǘŜέ in the occupied territories. 
  

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ŦŀƛǘƘ ς it is Orthodoxy. Because I took up arms so that we 
could have an Orthodox state.έ  
 

In this manner a militant of the self-ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ά5twέ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ 
towards other denominations to a VICE News correspondent in March 2015. He added 
that he would not have allowed άŜƛǘƘŜǊ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘǎΣ ƻǊ WŜƘƻǾŀƘϥǎ ²ƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ or Catholics, or 
DǊŜŜƪ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎǎέ to return to their churches and houses of worship.5 
 

 
 

                                                           
5
 Secret Protestant Churches in Donetsk: Ukraine's Religious War (VICE News): https://youtu.be/mhEe2PSaEW0  

https://youtu.be/mhEe2PSaEW0
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The above mentioned dominance of Orthodox parishes of the Moscow Patriarchate in 
eastern Ukraine refutes the thesis of Russian propagandists on the justification of 
military intervention by the motives for the protection of Orthodox believers, since the 
Ukrainian government in every way provided religious freedom for any denomination 
here. Instead, the occupation authorities imitated Russian experience, using a religious 
factor to strengthen their illegal power. An example was the methods of terror of pro-
Ukrainian communities and the elimination of any opposition and dissent which were 
used by the Russian authorities in occupied Crimea.6  
  
As a result, after the influence of Russia the residents of the non-government controlled 
Ukrainian territories of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions found themselves isolated from 
law and order, out of the influence of domestic and international human rights-based 
approaches ς without any guarantees of respect for their human dignity, without 
ensuring human rights in general and freedom of religion in particular.  
 

3. Religiously motivated persecutions as an instrument  

ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

 

Most churches and faith-based communities in the occupied territories of Donetsk and 
Luhansk regions, with the exception of Orthodox parishes of the Moscow Patriarchate, 
are now forced to cease their religious activities or to significantly restrict them and to 
act in the underground. In particular, for most denominations, it became impossible to 
practice worship in their own temples or houses of worship either because their religious 
buildings were seized by the occupation authorities, or because of the threat of 
identification and further prosecution of parishioners. Peaceful street gatherings (sacred 
processions, praying and evangelization events) also became impossible, as well as the 
distribution of religious literature, outreach and awareness-raising work among kids and 
youth, and chaplaincy services in hospitals and penitentiary institutions.  
 
Both large and small religious communities in eastern Ukraine, first of all, Evangelical 
Christians, Orthodox of the Kyivan Patriarchate, Greek Catholics, and WŜƘƻǾŀƘΩǎ 
Witnesses, are perceived by the separatists as a threat to their undivided and arbitrary 
power. At the same time, the ideological basis of the occupation authorities is the 
aƻǎŎƻǿ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άwǳǎǎƛŀƴ WƻǊƭŘέ ς a ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ άhǊǘƘƻŘƻȄ ǎǘŀǘŜ,έ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
the main place is occupied by the Russian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate.  
 
/ƻƳōŀǘƛƴƎ άǎŜŎǘǎέ 
 
In May 2015, the head of the self-ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ά5twέ hƭŜƪǎŀƴŘr Zakharchenko declared at 
a press conference in Donetsk that only four denominations ς the Orthodox Church 
(Moscow Patriarchate), Catholicism, Islam and Judaism ς were recognized by the 
occupation authorities. All other believers, including the Orthodox Church of the Kyivan 
Patriarchate, Greek Catholics and Evangelical Christians, were clasǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άǎŜŎǘŀǊƛŀƴǎ.έ 

                                                           
6
 Report of the OSCE Mission assessing the state of human rights in the Crimea: https://goo.gl/5syHX2  

https://goo.gl/5syHX2
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Later, according to the Russian model, they began to be accused of extremism, 
espionage in favor of Ukraine or the United States, subversive activities, etc., that was 
accompanied by illegal arrests and the confiscation of church property.  
 

On December 1, 2016, representatives of the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άaƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ {ǘŀǘŜ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ά[ǳƘŀƴǎƪ tŜƻǇƭŜϥǎ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎέ ό[twύ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻƴ-
traditional religious organizations, referring to them as άsects,έ which allegedly 
represented a security threat of the άLPRέ. There was no specific list of denominations 
ending up in the crosshairs of the άLPRέ security forces, but during the press conference 
they mentioned the Evangelical Faith Christians (Pentecostals) and the Baptist Church.7 
 

Oppression of the Muslim communities  
 

Religious persecution is also experienced by Muslims. On June 28, 2018, representatives 
of the so-called άMinistry of State Security of DPRέ όMSS DPR) raided the mosque al-
Amal at 2 Berestovska Street in Donetsk, confiscated prayer books and other religious 
literature, sealed the premises, and then took the imam and parishioners of the mosque 
to interrogation. Information on the closure of a single mosque in Donetsk was 
confirmed by the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine.8 Earlier, in May 2016, the 
occupation authorities of Donetsk recognized religious literature of the Spiritual 
Directorate of Muslims of Donbas (also called the Donbas Muftiate) as extremist and 
banned it from being distributed, and several Muslims of this community were arrested. 
The activities of these Muslim communities were banned.  
  

άBefore 2014, in Donetsk there were our communities and the Islamic University 
 ς branch. However, neither communities nor university operate there any moreέ

reported the IRF sheikh Rustam Gafuri, Deputy Mufti of the Religious 
Administration of Ukrainian Muslims. 

 

Sheikh Said Ismagilov, Mufti of the ά¦aa!Iέ Ukrainian Muslims Spiritual Directorate, 
reported to the IRF that after Russian occupation, their communities functioned as 
autonomous. He told that subsequently, under the pressure of the άMSS DPR,έ their 
largest community in Donetsk, which carried out a significant amount of spiritual and 
charitable activities among Muslims, was closed. Also, the occupation authorities have 
banned the imam of this community from leaving this region, keeping him under their 
surveillance. Now only one of four Muslim communities is left in the Donetsk region, in 
Snizhne. In the occupied part of the Luhansk region the situation is slightly better; there 
are still four Muslim communities ς in Luhansk, Stakhanov, Kirovsk and Brianka.  
 

Other religious minorities 
 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), according to the separatists 
themselves, disappeared from the occupied territory, which is due to complete hostility 
to this denomination because of its American origin, and also in connection with the 
seizure of all its houses of worship.  
                                                           
7
 ±ƛŘŜƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά[twέ representative's statement: https://youtu.be/KO3w6j-enhM (accessed 31/08/2018) 

8
 The OSCE SMM to Ukraine news: https://www.osce.org/special-monitoring-mission-to-ukraine/386561  

https://youtu.be/KO3w6j-enhM
https://www.osce.org/special-monitoring-mission-to-ukraine/386561
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In a private interview, a representative of the Buddhist community reported the IRF that 
in the occupied territories, Buddhist communities could not act publicly and went 
underground. 
 

3.1. Evangelical Christians, Kyivan Patriarchate, Greek Catholics,  

WŜƘƻǾŀƘΩǎ ²ƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎ: the main targets of religious persecution  

 
Evangelical Christians 
 
Baptists, Pentecostals, Charismatics, Adventists and other Evangelical Christians 
(Protestants) are experiencing the greatest oppression by the occupation authorities in 
eastern Ukraine. In 2014 there were frequent reports of illegal arrests, beatings, tortures 
and even the killings of Evangelical Christian pastors and clergymen.  
 
The most brutal of the known facts took place when the city of Sloviansk in the Donetsk 
region was occupied, when the Russian militants were commanded by Igor Girkin 
(Strelkov), a retired Russian military forces officer. On June 8, 2014, a group of άDPRέ 
militants arrested Albert and Ruvim Pavenko, two elder sons of the pastor of the 
Evangelical Faith Christians /ƘǳǊŎƘ άTransfiguration of the Lord,έ as well as two deacons 
of this Church, Viktor Brodarskyi and Volodymyr Velychko, threatening them with guns 
immediately after the worship service. The following day, the separatists simulated their 
death allegedly from the shelling of Ukrainian military forces, blasting all of them with a 
grenade dispenser in a car. Those who survived were shot at point-blank range. 
 

 
 

 The "DPR" occupational authorities organized a rally against the "sects" near the BaptistsΩ  
house of worship in the city of Shakhtarsk in the Donetsk region, September 29, 2015 
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Such intimidation took place both in Donetsk and Luhansk: pastors of Evangelical 
Christian churches were arrested, beaten, subjected to simulated shooting and other 
tortures, and their private homes were barged into and raided. At best they were 
induced to leave the occupied territories. Thus, the Russian-backed occupation power 
strove for full control over the civilian population. Evangelical Christians were perceived 
as enemies, άWestern spiesέ ƻǊ ¦ƪǊŀƛƴƛŀƴ άǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ agentsέ ς that is, as a threat to the 
occupation authorities. In addition, the separatists and Russian militants are profit-
motivated, because in most cases religious persecution in eastern Ukraine is closely 
related to the desire to take possession of a church property ς the real estate and 
ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΣ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ Ǿŀƭǳables.  
 

In an interview for the IRF, Leonid Padun, Senior Bishop of the Ukrainian Christian 
Evangelical Church, reported that the Evangelical Christians in the occupied territories of 
the Donetsk and Luhansk regions are actually in the underground: 
 

ά{ƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ together for 
worship, the local religious communities have to do it secretly, without publicly 
announcing the place of their meetings. It is all the more dangerous to hold any 
street activities, to pray and preach the Gospel publicly, or distribute Christian 
literature ς all these kinds of religious activity have become dangerous for 
Evangelical Christians in this region. In addition, the seized church buildings are 
not simply taken away from the believers, but completely looted.έ 

The hostile inscriptions and calls to get out were left on the BaptistsΩ house of worship  
 (Shakhtarsk of Donetsk region, September 29, 2015) 


