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ANNOTATION
A study of the horizontal
communication
features
between
residents of the Ukraine-controlled part
of Donetsk and Luhansk regions with
citizens who reside in the non-controlled
part of Donbas (also known as separate
districts of Donetsk and Luhansk regions
or further – SDDLR) was conducted in
February 2018 and involved nearly 80
respondents in 8 settlements of the
region. Research findings allow for better understanding of the nature and features of
interaction between residents of divided Donbas, as well as the specificity of social
moods in Ukraine’s temporarily non-controlled part of the region, including public
perceptions and assessments of the conflict by residents of the SDDLR, their urgent
problems, fears and anxieties, future expectations, information requests, and interests
and attitudes towards various sources of information.
The research material could be used in the context of devising state policy in the
Donbas that is more effective and acceptable to public sentiment and for implementing
needed targeted measures aimed at understanding, bolstering public trust and further
reintegration of the region into Ukraine.
The material is intended for representatives of state governmental bodies and
ministries who are responsible for information policy and interaction with residents
of Donetsk and Luhansk regions, communication experts, donor institutions, political
scientists, sociologists and other social scientists, journalists, civil society organizations
who carry out communication, as well as other campaigns in eastern Ukraine.
This study was prepared by the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation
as part of the Ukraine Confidence Building Initiative (UCBI II) that is financed by the
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). The conduct of this research was
made possible thanks to the generous support of the American people made through
USAID. The content of this report is the sole responsibility of the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic
Initiatives Foundation and does not necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the US
government. It is prohibited to reproduce or use any parts of this report in any format,
including graphically, electronically, copying or used in any other form, or without citing
the original source.
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SUMMARY
Interpersonal horizontal contacts
and communication between relatives,
friends, and acquaintances that live on
either side of the contact line in Donbas,
remains the main channel of bilateral
communication for the region’s residents.
Compared to primary i nformation sources
(television, radio, the press, internet sites
and social media), this communication
channel is the most trusted and often
serves as a medium that prompts citizens
on both sides of the line of delineation
to critically perceive information and to
seek a common meaning of events, and
common interpretations of important
issues in their lives.

anticipate that the conflict will end and
have serious fears that active military
action will resume mostly from the
Ukrainian side. Russia is identified as
an aggressor by an absolute minority
of citizens. Among causes for the war,
the events of the Maidan (2013-2014)
are most frequently named even when
supporters of “DPP/LPP” joining Russia are
recognized.
Thus, a majority of Donbas citizens
perceive the current conflict mainly as an
internal one. Herein particularly lies the
reason for the extremely skeptical attitude
of Donbas residents towards the idea of
having an international peacekeeping
mission. It also contributes to the growing
idea in the occupied territories that
chances for real peace will emerge only
after a “change of power” in Kyiv.

After four years of armed conflict,
what unites Donbas residents on both
sides of the line of delineation is mostly
negative perceptions of the present and
near future. The differences only lie in the
A prevailing desire exists among
degree to which they are troubled by the citizens on both sides of the line of
problems of everyday life.
delineation to restore the “prewar”
People realize and acknowledge socio-economic reality (prices, the dollar
that there are certain advantages to living exchange rate, purchasing power of
in the liberated territories of Donbas. In wages, pensions and security level). Such
particular, residents in the temporarily feelings create favorable opportunities
occupied territories, irrespective of their for reactionary pro-Russian political
political preferences, enjoy the peaceful parties to impose their own formulas for
and mended life in the liberated territories. resolving the complicated current socioHowever, the absence of convincingly economic problems under the slogan
positive changes in comparison to 2014, “returning to how life was before the
a decline in personal welfare and the Maidan.” Concurrently, such a position
constant threat of active military action does not prevent citizens from relying
resuming, undermine public confidence primarily on their own strengths or on
that possible changes for the better will the help of friends and relatives to solve
come in the foreseeable future. At the current problems and improve the wellsame time, the current government and being of their children.
state is seen as being mainly responsible
Therefore, an adaptation to life in
for the current state of affairs.
the new situation in Donbas has already
Residents of the temporarily happened. Yet, “pre-war” memories and
occupied territories of Donbas do not comparisons to life conditions before
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and after 2014 still prevents citizens from
perceiving changes as irreversible. Not
having a better alternative, people lean
towards those who promise them a return
to pre-war life.

problems and do not protect their
interests. Respondents provided many life
examples from both sides of the line of
delineation that testify to the violation of
their rights by the authorities.

Particularly concerning is the
lack of trust among citizens towards
the Ukrainian government. Peoples’
testimony show that such attitudes are
actively exploited and cultivated by
citizens who joined the separatist law
enforcement and security forces and
whose welfare now depends to a large
extent on the duration of the conflict. Also
of concern is information that secondary
education is actively being used, especially
in the occupied districts of the Donetsk
region, to form anti-Ukrainian attitudes
among adolescents.

The
particular
information
situation in the region exacerbates such
attitudes. In particular, citizens realize that
propaganda is systemically carried out in
the non-controlled territories of Donbas
(but which works only on those who from
the beginning supported Russia or didn’t
identify with the Maidan), yet dissent is
severely punished. Whereas, people in the
liberated territories get information from
open sources that usually is negative
about the situation in Ukraine. According
to respondents, pro-Russian residents in
the occupied territories of Donbas usually
Thus, based on eyewitness view information that the Ukrainian media
accounts, it can be argued that war and disseminates negatively.
occupation have become sources of
Thus, in the conflict’s fourth year
wealth and legitimacy for the separatist it has to be stated that weak public trust
authorities. The war has deepened a in government institutions is due to the
sense of paternalism and expectations of/ lack of positive experience in observance
inclinations towards Russia’s leadership of their basic rights. One can assume in
among ordinary citizens, especially this situation that people will increasingly
retirees.
reject the government’s symbolic steps,
On the other hand, according such as, Ukrainianization and the policy of
to accounts, a portion of those who in de-communization.

Therefore, a foundation still hasn’t
been laid in the Donbas region to support
the belief that life in Ukraine is more
advantageous than in the non-controlled
territories. Separate household or social
benefits in the liberated territories
(lower prices, higher quality of food and
a larger selection of medicine, more job
When comparing life under opportunities) are offset by widespread
occupation and in the liberated territories, perceptions that corruption is ubiquitous
people tend to think that authorities and that there is weak rule of law. The
on both sides do not care about their mass media (particularly Russian and
previous years supported the armed
struggle against the Ukrainian army or
who cooperated with the occupying
administrations of Donbas, have grown
tired of fighting and continue doing so
only out of fear of possible retribution
after defeat or a peaceful resolution to the
conflict.
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local (“republics”) mass media and the
channel NewsOne) actively supports these
sentiments widely popular among the
region’s residents.

At the same time, a clear understanding
is lacking among Donbas residents of
the possibilities for achieving peace in
conditions in which the war has become a
source of profit and prosperity for its direct
participants, when hate towards Ukraine is
fostered and cultivated amid reminders of
the pain and loss of loved ones and friends,
when fear of retribution for taking part in
military action or affiliation with occupying
administrations, bodies or agencies in the
non-controlled territories of Donbas is
widespread.

Cautious optimism abounds that,
despite various complaints that people
have towards the state in the liberated
and occupied territories, they recognize
and value even those opportunities that
arise from existing ties between them.
At the same time, respondents express
surprise and indignation at the weak
inertia and indifference of the state and
authorized bodies that slowly respond to
the specific requirements for improving
certain services or areas of life (pension
provision, quality of social and transport
infrastructure, simplification of checkpoint
procedures at the line of delineation).
In summation, one can say that
among citizens who reside in the liberated
territories and maintain regular contact
with relatives and acquaintances in the
occupied territories, a feeling of anxiety
and helplessness prevails. A majority
try to “escape” from this by limiting the
horizon of their future plans and focusing
on everyday issues. This leaves their basic
pre-war outlook and beliefs without
significant changes. Thus, these people
would hardly answer calls for mass
protests. Appeals to patriotic feelings are
also mostly futile until state institutions
undergo fundamental changes and
demonstrate more efficacy and sensitivity
to the interests of ordinary people.
It can be assumed that a majority
of residents in the temporarily occupied
districts of Donbas will support any plan
for peace if its implementation foresees
the renewal of the “pre-war state of
affairs” both socially and economically.
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SUBJECT, PURPOSE, AND METHODOLOGY
OF THE STUDY
PURPOSE AND SUBJECT OF THE STUDY
Since 2014 the military conflict in Donbas remains one of the most acute security
challenges for Ukraine, as it has simultaneously provoked a number of associated
problems and challenges for the residents of the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts. One
of the most significant and far-reaching consequences of the conflict was the actual
division of people living in this region, which was, until recently, closely tied with the
a wide range of historical, cultural, industrial, economic, social and humanitarian,
family and other links. In addition to merely political and diplomatic efforts at the
intergovernmental level aimed at overcoming the consequences of the conflict, targeted
information, communication work, and development of the appropriate measures and
policies is required. Policies should be aimed at reintegration, deepening of horizontal
communication between citizens of the affected regions, overcoming social tension,
and strengthening overall trust and understanding. Feasibility of policy- making requires
understanding public attitudes, expectations and needs of the residents of Donetsk and
Luhansk regions on both sides of the delineation.
Public opinion and attitudes of the residents of the Ukraine-controlled part of the
Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts has been actively studied within the framework of some
sociological studies for the last several years (especially since the beginning of the conflict
in spring 2014). At the same time, the nature of public attitudes, expectations, and
requests of the residents of Ukraine’s uncontrolled part of the Donetsk and Luhansk
oblasts that were shaped during the course of the military conflict and the actual
separation of the Donbas region is rather unsatisfactorily studied today. The lack of
reliable and valid tools for conducting direct surveys of public opinion in uncontrolled
areas of the Donbas region requires using non-standard approaches to obtain the
necessary information and data.
According to the latest polls of the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation,
approximately one in every two (49%) respondents in the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts
has relatives and friends living in the uncontrolled territory of the Donbas.
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Furthermore, the total majority of interviewed respondents maintains contacts
with people in occupied territory in accordance with the results of the above- mentioned
regional public opinion survey. Also, during 2017’s poll, some quantitative parameters
were identified as to how the conflict affected the interpersonal communication
of residents on both sides of the delineation line. The relative majority of Donbas
respondents (45%) reported that the conflict did not actually affect their communication
with their relatives, friends and acquaintances who live in the uncontrolled territory
of the Donbas, while for 16% of respondents the conflict made relations even closer.
The presence of divergence with relatives and acquaintances was noted by about one in
six (16%), while about 8% stopped communicating with their relatives, acquaintances,
friends living in the uncontrolled Donbas territory.

Therefore, previous sociological surveys of public opinion have made it possible to
identify that, despite a military conflict, a larger part of the residents of divided Donbas
has regular and fairly frequent communication, the content and nature of which is not
properly and sufficiently investigated.
This study is aimed at investigating the specifics of horizontal communication
of the residents of divided Donbas with a special focus on investigating public opinion
and general disposition of people residing in the currently uncontrolled part of
Donbas. To achieve this goal, the study is primarily based on the analysis of thoughts
and interpretations voiced by respondents of the focus group interviews conducted in
territories under Ukrainian control in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions.
The main research questions were as follows:
 How did the conflict affect relationships and communication between relatives, close

friends and acquaintances that are separated by the line of delineation the Donbas?

 How have the lives of residents in the uncontrolled part of Donbas changed in the

past four years? Has their perception of the conflict changed?

 What are the concerns of citizens who find themselves in an uncontrolled area of the
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Donetsk and Luhansk regions? What are the issues and problems they are discussing?
From what sources do the residents of the so-called “DPR / LPR” receive information
about the situation in the “republics” and in Ukraine? What sources of information are
trusted, and which ones are not?


Envisioning the future: what do people living in the “republics” expect from the near
and more distant future?


		
		STUDY

METHODOLOGY

The fact that there is fairly intensive but insufficiently investigated communication
between the residents of Donbas on both sides of the line of delineation, on the one hand,
and the lack of the possibility of conducting reliable sociological surveys in uncontrolled
territories of the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, on the other hand, determined the choice
of a methodological approach.
The methodology of this study is based on the method of focus group discussions.
In total from February 17 to February 25, 2018, eight focus group discussions (interviews)
were conducted in 8 towns of Donetsk and Luhansk region.
Locations of focus group discussions:

¾¾ Svatove (Luhansk oblast)
¾¾ Starobilsk (Luhansk oblast)
¾¾ Rubizhne (Luhansk oblast)
¾¾ Severodonetsk (Luhansk oblast)
¾¾ Pokrovsk (Donetsk oblast)
¾¾ Myrnohrad (Donetsk oblast)
¾¾ Sloviansk (Donetsk oblast)
¾¾ Mykolaivka (Donetsk oblast)
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The respondents of the focus group discussions mentioned above represented
various gender and age groups (from students to retirees), and different backgrounds
from the Donetsk and Luhansk regions. The main criterion for selecting respondents
of certain focus groups was the presence of relatives or friends in uncontrolled parts
of the Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts, with whom the respondents have maintained
contact. Some of the focus group participants were internally displaced persons (IDPs).
Some of the respondents not only knew the views of their friends or relatives, but
personally crossed the line of separation and personally witnessed the situation in
Ukraine’s uncontrolled territories of Donbas.
The authors of the study are fully aware of the methodological constraints of
this approach and the possible risks of a certain distortion of the real picture of public
1
opinion and the mood of the people of SDDLR that was expressed in the interpretations
of the participants of the focus groups. At the same time, the influence of the above
restrictions was reduced by increasing the total number of respondents in focus groups,
including the representatives of IDPs and those who had direct experience of living in the
territory of the SDDLR, and accordingly, the possibility of comparing their interpretations
among themselves to reduce the factor of subjectivity of views expressed in the context
of focus group discussions. Most of the conclusions and overview presented in the
study relies on those interpretations and opinions expressed by at least two different
respondents during focus group interviews.
The number of respondents selected for focus group interviews ranged from
8 to 10 people. In all groups the discussion was carried out according to the standard
procedure, based on a pre-agreed guide in Russian and Ukrainian languages (each
participant independently decided in which language it was more convenient to answer).
In order to adhere to the principle of anonymity, the participants were not
acquainted. They were also warned that the organizers of focus groups are not interested
in names and personal data of persons who were informed about the situation in
the so-called “LPR / DPR” and their assessment of this situation. The moderator also
explained to the participants that a limited number of people will have access to the
audio recording of the discussion, and ultimately only a report will be available that will
contain the individual statements of the respondents without indicating who and from
which group it was said.
In total, 80 respondents took part in the focus group discussions.

1

SDDLR – temporarily occupied territory of Donetsk and Luhansk regions, abbreviation comes
from Separate Districts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions
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RESEARCH FINDINGS
COMMUNICATION CHANNELS AND SPECIFICS OF
COMMUNICATING WITH RESIDENTS OF SDDLR

Communication channels
Among the main sources of knowledge about how residents of the Donbas uncontrolled
territories assess the situation, respondents in focus groups mentioned mostly telephone conversations with their friends and relatives, as well as Internet communication through Skype, social networking and specialized mobile applications (Viber,
WhatsApp, etc.):
“I also communicate through Skype, and through the Internet with friends
from LPR we call and hear how they live there”.
“We have relatives in Alchevsk. We will write sometimes through the Internet,
through classmates/odnoklassniki or via Facebook. Sometimes they call”.
Some respondents directly contact SDDLR’s residents during personal or work
meetings when relatives or acquaintances (or other categories of persons) come to
them for various purposes from those territories to Ukraine controlled territory:
“Well, friends come to me; they need to get a pension here”.
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“We also receive some people we know to get a pension here”.
“My husband’s brother lives in Alchevsk. Comes here every two months,
receives a pension”.
“I have basically two sources of information: the first one is the Internet,
namely, social networks. And the second one is personal meetings with
people who migrate between these territories”.
“I work in the market; therefore, I communicate directly with people who
come to make purchases. There are many people buying garments: from
Alchevsk, Donetsk, Luhansk, and even eighty year olds, even women”.
“... I have relatives there. They come rarely, but when they do, they come to
us. They tell us what the situation is there. And of course we always keep in
contact by phone”.
One of the respondents (IDP) noted that he travels to an uncontrolled territory
of the Donbas and visits his friends or relatives there:
“Well, we communicate, yes, I go there; I’m from that territory, now I’ve
moved, I live here (on the government controlled part of the Donbas -aut.)”.
Specifics of communication with residents of SDDLR
When evaluating the character of their communication, many respondents noted
that during telephone conversations there is a tendency to be constrained, avoiding
sharp political issues or criticism of government by those who live in the uncontrolled
territory of Donbas. It is also commonly believed that telephone conversations are
monitored:
“We do not worry about anyone listening to us, but they (the people of SDDLR - aut.) - they do. With them when you talk, there’s this confusion. Sometimes you ask, for example, the last time I asked: in your region there has
been a coup in the circle of Plotnitsky (former head of the so-called “LPR”
- aut.)? And there’s silence. They are silent and do not know how to answer.
And then [they ask] “Did you also hear about this?” Well, they are sure that
we do not know what is going on there. So, we consider this ... But they won’t
fully expose themselves. They talk very carefully. Very carefully”.
“We can say that we are in trouble with all these prices for gas and tariffs and
so on, but they do not say anything like this. They are so careful answering
these questions”.
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“... with relatives, we can discuss everything. But if we’re talking on the
phone, then they try to avoid (sharp issues or issues - aut.)”.
Some respondents point out the presence of certain signs of intimidation and rigidity in the behavior and statements of those who come from uncontrolled territories
to the region under the control of Ukraine:
“As for fear, I wanted to add something. People come in; one can immediately see that they came from that side, from the other side. Their eyes are full of
fear, vigilance, and they keep their distance”.
“You know, they are afraid to open up fully... because tomorrow they will
need to return and, alas, someone will have put it out there that she said too
much there”.
At the same time, the opposite view was expressed that people from non-controlled territories were tired of silence:
“Already, I’m talking about Antratsyt, there are many people from 30 to 60
years old, they have quite a lot of friends, and they are not afraid of anything,
people are just tired of silence, and, perhaps, want some progress, maybe”.
However, according to respondents, the prevailing tendency in horizontal communication is non- political communication: avoiding conversations on sensitive political or ideological issues, and focusing only on topics connected to survival in a difficult
situation:
“They use a psychological shield: “it does not concern us”, “we will not be
impacted by this”, “the main thing is our life, the lives of our children, our
relatives”.
“They constantly repeat in conversations: “This is not our business - the main
thing is to survive.” That’s all going to change. These fat cats will solve the
problem - the main thing is to survive”.
“... this “shield” is already being used not only by the elderly generation, but
also by my peers. People of a younger age, they also say “The main thing is
just give me the opportunity to live, no shooting, no bombardment, and a
workplace to earn a living and support our families. My world has ended”.
It is worth noting that most relatives and acquaintances of respondents arriving
to receive their pension and to buy the necessary goods on Ukrainian territory stay there
only for few days. Therefore, it is not enough time to discuss various topics, as a rule:
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“They do not come very often. They cannot afford it. They can’t stay here
for weeks on end ... if they arrive for a couple of days they quickly withdraw
money and leave”.
Thus, residents of the controlled territories of the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts
use a sufficiently wide range of communication tools and channels to support
communication with their friends and relatives living in the territory of the SDDLR. In
particular, respondents, along with the traditional channel of telephone communication, mentioned communication through Internet (Skype), use of social networks and
specialized mobile applications, as well as direct contacts during trips and personal
meetings in the government controlled regions of Donbas or directly in the territory of
SDDLR. At the same time, the availability of a wide range of channels for communication does not yet mean broad and comprehensive awareness of the opinions and feeling of people from SDDLR. After all, according to respondents themselves, people from
SDDLR communicate in a very rigid manner; they are somewhat inflexible, sometimes
intimidating, and mostly try to avoid sharp political and ideological issues (especially
during telephone conversations while they are fearful of spying). Given the thematically
restricted nature of interpersonal communication in most cases, one can assume that
the respondents’ awareness of the views of their friends and relatives from SDDLR is in
some cases incomplete.
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IMPACT OF THE CONFLICT ON
INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

In general, this conflict, as it follows from the data of the focus group discussions,
had an ambiguous impact on the interpersonal relations of residents of divided Donbas.
Focus group materials provide some evidence of trends and changes in relationships
and communication between people.
First of all, as follows from focus group discussions, respondents retained relationships with those relatives and friends with whom they share views/positions.
“Relationships have changed only in the sense that we see each other less
often. Before we met very often and were closer”.
“Relatives, acquaintances ... we do not have conflicts, we have calm, free
communication, we understand each other. Nothing is really at odds. It even
happens that we ask each other what is cheaper and where”.
“With close relatives (brother, parents) we share one position and
disagreement has never occurred”.
Instead, respondents during the discussions noted that with relatives and some
acquaintances with different views, they mostly try to avoid disputes and discussion
political issues:
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“... In general, we just try to not talk about political topics”.
“I want to say that relations have not changed, but we try not to impose our
opinion and they try to not impose theirs. We communicate purely on family
matters”.
“Well, the relations of course did not change, because they’ve always been
there and still remain; we try not to speak about politics”.
“We do not discuss it. Because there’s no sense in that. There are disagreements, but we try not to speak openly among us”.
“... the frequency of communication has decreased. And, yes, there are some
sharp moments and perhaps this is connected, indeed, with the fact that
there is no certainty that the discussion will not lead to a complete break of
the relationship ... There are attempts not to lose one another at all, so all
political issues are not discussed, and with those with whom they were discussed – more distant people – it all led to a break”.
“We have disagreements with the friends who live there, but we try not to
talk about politics at all”.
“We stopped talking about political issues with neighbors and friends”.
Some of the respondents mentioned people with whom they continue to communicate, and those with whom they completely stopped or severely restricted communication:
“I do not communicate with my family. Because of political point of view we
no longer communicate”.
“Relations with family practically have not changed. With some people, not
with all, but with some, yes, relations can be said to have broken off because
if the political issues start appearing then there is a confrontation. As a result, we simply stopped communicating rather than become enemies”.
“Changed, one can even say that with some even radically changed. Some
people stopped speaking entirely. With some, on the contrary, we have become closer and dearer, because we have the same points of view”.
“I also communicate with relatives, I go to that side. And with friends I communicate. Honestly, I have a different situation: there are friends who have
moved to the other side, they have uncompromised opinions”.
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“I have a brother, sister, nephews, and nieces. Relations with them have not
changed. And with my classmates, associates ... relations with some changed
up to the point that we “removed” each other from our social networks”.
“We have peaceful communication with the elderly relatives, not so many
left, everything is in order, they adhere to the same point of view as we do.
As for friends, some of those left, and we communicate with those that have
similar views. As for the rest – in the beginning ... nobody thought that all
this would grow to such an extent, into a huge large-scale conflict. Then
when you start moving, friends and everything changes. Communication is
discontinued. So everything is broken”.
“I have worsening relationships with a lot of my friends. We stopped talking
at all. Blacklisted each other. Only the closest friends and very close relatives have remained, we keep in contact”.
Part of the respondents acknowledged that they argue with some friends and
relatives, but try not to bring the controversy to the point of hostility and a rupture of
relations. However, some admit the presence of a certain tension in communication:
“Well, we talk with relatives, with friends in the Luhansk region on the other
side. We talk about politics quite a lot. Nevertheless, we do not have serious
disagreements, rather we argue, but we have enough perspective or something else maybe, to love to each other. It always has a peaceful end”.
“There are no conflicts as such because we try to avoid them… if some issues
are discussed we try to be neutral not to hurt anybody and not to break
relations. But tension exists. With those who support that side. Yes, some
invisible line, so to say, the delineation appeared. There was no such thing
before”.
Finally, some respondents restored initially broken relationships and they now
communicate. In some cases, the reason for this was a lessening of the rigorousness
of disagreements or assessments of certain aspects of the conflict. These ideological
contradictions have become less sharp and everyday topics or familial issues came to
forefront:
“Relationships differ depending on the level of family relation. Relatives of
the second degree of kinship are cousins, sisters, their parents, who actively began to support the LPR, “enter, Putin, the troops”; some even went to
these self-defense units. At first we had an acute disagreement. We could
not communicate, blamed each other, well ... time passed. And it’s amazing:
their attitude has changed. They no longer appreciate it so much that they
will “send in the troops”, and Russia is a panacea for all their troubles. And
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they just want this conflict to end, and on this topic we even discuss some
issues. And quarrels between us stopped. Because, as a matter of fact, they
turn for help to us more often than I turn to them”.
“I can say that at the very beginning there were conflicts, because I defended
the position that we are Ukraine and what was happening in the “DPR” was
not close to the civilized solution of the conflict. But then I saw that it was
not worth it. And my relatives are my relatives. And we are just trying to
talk right now, really, because, in any case, there is a commonality - how
much do you pay for meat, milk, and how much medicines cost, and whether
it can be found or not. We try to talk about children, memories about family
members and relatives”.
Thus, the conflict in the Donbas has led to the development of different models and approaches to the communication of respondents with their relatives, friends
and acquaintances living in the uncontrolled part of Donbas. The factors affecting the
nature and content of communication were, first of all, the proximity or degree of
relations of a person (close relatives, distant relatives, friends, colleagues, etc.) and the
depth of the existing differences in views and beliefs. As it follows from the data of
focus groups, the respondents mostly retained relationships with relatives and loved
ones with whom they have common or similar views. With relatives and those close
acquaintances that have other views, they try to avoid conflicts and political topics, or
discuss them only if there is a partial overlap of views or assessments of the situation.
Instead, respondents were much more likely to disconnect with more distant people
(acquaintances, colleagues, classmates, group mates, etc.) if there was a divergence in
opinions and assessments. At the same time, in some individual cases lessening contradictions and evaluations over time led to the restoration of relations once broken as a
result of the conflict and they now discuss household or family issues in interpersonal
communication.
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During focus group discussions respondents identified some social strata and
groups of residents from the uncontrolled part of Donbas who, in their opinion, won
or, on the contrary, lost as a result of the deployment of a military conflict in 2014 and
the formation of self-proclaimed “republics” in the uncontrolled territory of Donbas,
based on information received from communication with their relatives, friends and
acquaintances.
Among the key beneficiaries of the current situation, respondents named in the
first place the officers of military and law enforcement and “ministries” of the socalled “DPR / LPR”:
“Do you know who feels better there? Those who serve in the army. I know
my daughter’s classmates, although we left in November 14, but at the moment when the war started in October they joined up and they have been
well-paid, their children showed up with these modern gadgets. The same
now: while men serve their family gets a well-being”.
“Yes, those among employees of the ministries there – they are fine, there
receive good salaries. Everyone is striving to work there”.
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“... about 20 percent of people there went to paramilitary forces, command
structures. There is another level of life. They live more chic than they lived
before. And they believe that Ukraine will never return, otherwise their
“cream” will end”.
At the same time, respondents from focus groups also noted that the departure
of many residents from the region during conflict created less competitive conditions,
and accordingly - very good opportunities for career growth of those who remained in
the so-called “republics”:
“A friend of my husband is in a more favorable situation. When military action began in 2014, many employees left Donetsk. Accordingly, there were
several empty positions in the staff. To save money, they decided not to recruit new employees. He performs the functions of several employees. His
salary is quite decent - more than 2 thousand dollars. Of course, he agrees
to live there. He says: “I feel well, it’s better than when I lived in Ukraine. And
my salary is higher, the conditions are excellent”.
“... I know my relatives; they are entrepreneurial, interesting, and competent. As far as I understand many people left and the career doors were open
... they jumped at the chance to climb the ladder”.
Now in a more favorable position as a result of the conflict’s expansion in Donbas, according to respondents, some individuals could take advantage of the lack of
legitimacy in the uncontrolled territory of the Donbas and seize (“violently takeover”)
a profitable enterprise or business from its previous owner:
“In Donetsk and in Khartsyzsk, for example, there are those that held metal
scrap points during the time of Ukrainian control – yes! They have acquired
such wealth that they have been killed by these newly arrived militias that
were paid to replace the person in charge. That is, it’s one of the businesses
that is very profitable there because there’s of a lot of metal”.
“... the head of their family has been chosen, one took a leading position
somewhere in the district administration in Luhansk, and another, we think,
was made a director of a “robbed” business, something connected with
transport. And it was from them that I heard why I drew attention and I’ve
remembered it because it was the first time I heard this and in such an explicit form, they said: “You cannot think that everything is bad in Luhansk, in
Luhansk lots of people live well”.
Respondents pointed out that other benefits from the current situation went to
local pensioners who receive Ukrainian pensions, along with local subsidies from the
so-called “republics”:
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“I wanted to say about pensioners, that this is precisely the category of the
population, which more or less feels confident. Oddly enough, it’s because
they get a double pension. And they are not bad”.
“Retirees began to live ... those who receive a pension in the territory controlled by Ukraine. Plus ... help. They live well. And their children, grandchildren also live by these means. And younger people remained without a job
then”.
“The retired people who live there - they are very well off. They receive pensions here and there. Of course, they now live very well in general”.
In general, the respondents note that most residents of the uncontrolled part
of Donbas who have highly paid work did not suffer material losses as a result of the
conflict:
“I can tell you about IT programmers. ... They live in Donetsk, do orders (work
remotely), exchange, I transferred some amount of money there. So these
people have the opportunity to make money by this, but there are very few
of them”.
“Yes, I have a relative who is a dentist, he has a clinic, he stayed there, he
said: “I have not lost anything”. Everything stayed like it always was”.
“I think that young people who stayed there stayed because they had a job;
they do not see any difference. Normally they live and work at the university”.
At the same time, respondents during the focus group discussions noted that,
as a result of the conflict, the sit uation of pensioners who did not receive Ukrainian
pension deteriorated. Also, those who do not have a permanent job or have low paid
jobs live worse.
“My sister is working ... She works at the mill. It’s been 3 and a half thousand
rubles, and still is. From this she spends 2 thousand for transit in order to fill
the car, because the transport does not run there. Salaries from the 20152016 are still the same, they do not rise, and nothing changes”.
“For 2-3 months delay in salary”.
“Well, I can tell about teachers. My colleague has a 1.5 wage tariff, the same
as when she worked in Ukraine, and now he works much more. But she
gets only 7 thousand rubles, and here she would receive at least 7 thousand
hryvnias”.

22

RESEARCH FINDINGS

HOW HAS LIFE CHANGED FOR RESIDENTS IN NONCONTROLLED DONBAS SINCE THE CONFLICT STARTED?

According to respondents, the situation has also deteriorated among local businessmen in the territory of the SDDLR, who were unable to adapt to the new conditions, as well as those who left their jobs (or lost them):
“Those with small businesses... like my sister was engaged in business. They
lived better before and worse now. All goods were brought from Kharkiv. It
is difficult now from Kharkiv. They had a few employees. Now they work by
themselves”.
“I have a friend - we studied together at the institute- that had to close his
business. I’m talking about beginning when “new” authorities came in
and asked for a very large sum from him to continue business. So he
had to close the business. Well, rudely speaking, they were “milking” private
entrepreneurs there to earn more”.
“Those who lived very well before now live worse. They do not want to get
an official job in the “LPR” or “DPR”. Because Ukraine will reunite. And then
they will say: ‘And you worked there’”.
“I have relatives that are teachers there in LPR, they get a salary about what
they got in UAH before this. Only now in rubles. That is, if she had previously
received UAH 4,000, she now receives 4,000 rubles (RUR). But it is impossible
to live there for that money”.
Along with this, residents of the uncontrolled areas of Donetsk and Luhansk
oblasts complain about the greater pressure on local business from controlling agencies of the self-proclaimed “republics”:
“My cousin is a private entrepreneur, a seamstress. She has an industrial machine. She bought this before the war, with her money, took a loan … Tax inspection came and said that all this will be inventoried and everything will go
to the state, because it is industrial. She had to take everything to her home”.
“It took 3 months, and the same lady began to cry because someone began
to screw with her business. All of them ran away – one escaped to Berdyansk,
the other to Volnovakha. It turns out that those who were previously able to
solve the issues now found it too difficult. That is, the allocations were limited
and more and more inspection and control agencies popped up. It isn’t possible to accommodate so many of them. People closed shop and left. Even
those who were engaged in transportation or trade”.
Also, during the discussions of focus groups, the idea that the quality of life in
the “capitals” (self- proclaimed “republics” in the Donbas – aut.) – Luhansk and Donetsk
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– was considerably better than outside these cities:
“The best off of all people live in Luhansk, in my opinion, because the quality
of life outside Luhansk is sometimes worse. For example, in Luhansk, water
is supplied every day, the only problem being that it’s only supplied twice a
day (in the morning and in the evening). As for the situation outside Luhansk
– water may not come for a day, or two or three, even not in a week or a
month”.
To summarize, the discussions of focus groups have shown that the general perception of how SDDRL’s residents’ lives changed after the conflict (for better or for
worse) is largely determined by the material situation of certain social groups of these
territories’ residents. In particular, respondents pointed to the winning situation of pensioners who receive Ukrainian pensions along with local payments, those who were
able to preserve or find a job in spheres with relatively high level of salaries (military,
enforcement structures and “ministries” of self-proclaimed “republics”), or in other
sectors requiring highly skilled personnel (e.g. IT specialists, dentistry, etc.). Also, according to respondents, the financial situation has improved for local raiders who have
taken alien businesses in uncontrolled areas of Donbas. The situation has deteriorated for low-skilled workers, employees of budget institutions (teachers, professors),
who continue to receive salary according to the old tariffs, but in rubles (that is, half as
much), for business that has not adapted to new conditions and is subject to greater
pressure from controlling authorities. In the worst position are pensioners who, due to
their health (or for other reasons), cannot leave to get pension payments in Ukraine
and live only on local financial assistance, those who lost their jobs, as well as those who
live close to the line of delineation (because of shelling, the lack of utilities and the poor
supply of goods).
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Respondents interviewed during the focus group discussions named quite a
wide range of versions, factors and explanations of why, in the opinion of their relatives,
friends and acquaintances from uncontrolled territories, the military conflict in the Donbas was possible in 2014.
One of the commonly used explanations of people living in uncontrolled territories is based on the belief that conflict was provoked by EuroMaidan (2013-14)
and the rushed commitment of Ukraine’s accession to the European Union, which,
moreover, did not have enough support among the residents of Donbas:
“Ukraine is guilty for everything. Maidan is to blame. That is, if there was
no Maidan, everything would be fine, normal. Ukraine is to blame. (opinion
of the residents of uncontrolled territories of Donbas - aut.) The meaning of
such views: Ukraine had to surrender in shameful conditions and there would
be no war. But Ukraine did not want to”.
“Many people thought that we were not ready for the European Union so
everything started”.
The following explanation was based on the hypothesis that the new Ukrainian
post-revolutionary political elite allegedly wanted to ban Russian language and cul-
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ture, which caused a natural resistance on Donbas:
“... the causes of the conflict are that they wanted to take away our native
language and our culture. That was a threat to the existence of Donbas”.
“Those who remained there indubitably blame the Ukrainian side. And the
main reason is in radicalism; too much of the nationalistic side of the problem was taken. This ... was not liked by people and some took advantage of
it. Somebody took advantage”.
“It seems to me that all that has happened ... all these radical statements
(“hang those muscovites”) ... people were scared of this”.
There was also a widespread perception that Donbas contributed more to
Ukraine’s economic development than it received (“feeding Ukraine”), and at the
same time it received a kind of “insult” from Ukraine. Thus, the population of the region considered “autonomy” as a way of getting justice and extra economic benefits for
the region and its inhabitants:
“As some people explained - we were always the breadwinners. Here Luhansk, Donetsk region - these were areas that still had a good industrial base
before the military action. And they provided a lot of funds for the state
budget and still we were always considered bad. We were told that we are
this, we are that. Donbas is wicked, and so on. Well, that’s why, honestly
speaking - this offense has become the reason for the emergence of this
conflict. Well, if we are bad, then we’ll leave”.
“If we are autonomous, the standard of living will rise immediately and everyone will have their cake and eat it, too”.
The other thought was that Kyiv did not listen to the “justified demands” of
Donbas (“they have not been heard”), and this actually led to a conflict:
“Luhansk and Donetsk just were not heard”.
“... they say so. There would be no war, if they had given us what we wanted”.
On the other hand, the respondents described the views of their relatives and
friends from the uncontrolled territories of Donbas about the guilt of those who were
promised that Donbas would join Russia, and also were sold the idea using the example of Crimea’s entry to Russia:
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“They think that they were deceived. In what sense? That someone makes
money off of them. They were introduced to the idea - just a little bit, that
Russia will take you, won’t offend you, and Ukraine will be crying again”.
“It would be. Yes, this is the first, probably, the most important thing that has
influenced. Since the Crimea was captured there in two or three days - easily
without a shot, everyone thought, as they said, that Russia would come
within two to three days and life would be incredible”.
Some see the cause of the war in the conflict between the United States and
Russia, which, in their opinion, unfolds at the territory of Ukraine:
“This is all organized by America. And what was Putin to do in this situation?
Once America came from this side, he should have defended his borders. And
he created this buffer zone from Russia’s side in order not to be hit by NATO.
The Donetsk zone - as a buffer between Russia and NATO”.
“There is an opinion that this is a miscommunication between the two countries of Russia and America. America plays key and deciding role, and we are,
so to speak, an exchangeable coin, this is a common view”.
The long continuation of war on Donbas is explained by some respondents as the
business interests of certain groups that gain definite benefits:
“This is a business and nothing personal. ... In fact, it is making money on
gas, on guns, on fuel. This is what my relatives and friends say. This is making money”.
“My friends said that someone there, at the top, I do not know where, earns
from this war, and ordinary people are just meat”.
“They still say that many people are earning from this war, it is profitable that’s why it’s happening”.
At the same time, according to respondents, there is a selection of people who
do not understand the reasons for the conflict at all and deny all above-mentioned
versions and possible explanations:
“They just do not understand anything ... it’s expressed by the fact that in
principle you neither understand this authority, nor that. What happened,
who is guilty in this division - is also unclear”.
In general, focus group discussions put forward different versions and
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explanations for the reasons of conflict in Donbas. Some of the voiced explanations are,
in fact, difficult to relate directly to those events that began to unfold in the spring
of 2014 in the region (such as the protests of EuroMaidan), other explanations were
more vague or scheming (the desire of Ukrainian authorities to ban Russian language
and culture), or responded to widely circulated themes and slogans in the region long
before the conflict began (“Donbas funds Ukraine”; “Kyiv does not hear Donbas”); some
versions of the conflict have more specific character (Donbas’s desire for autonomy to
ensure a fairer distribution of the values produced between the center and the region,
the geopolitical conflict between Russia and the United States, whose arena is Ukraine,
the business interests of those who make money from war). No one spoke about the
factor of Russian aggression, but at the same time acknowledged the desire of the
population of Donbas to join Russia according to the Crimean scenario during the period
of conflict.
Most of the given versions of the conflict’s origin are not directly related to the
population of Donbas and transferred the responsibility to certain external factors (new
Ukrainian authorities, nationalists, the USA, Russia, etc.).
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The focus groups respondents’ views give grounds for identifying at least four
main trends in the perception of the conflict at the present stage, which were formed
among the residents of the uncontrolled territories of Donetsk and Luhansk region.
On one hand, there is a deterioration of the attitude towards Ukraine under
the influence of propaganda from territories controlled by occupation administrations
of the so-called “republics” or due to the fact that insufficient efforts were made to
return the territories of Donbas by the Ukrainian side:
“... there are those who originally supported this conflict and were supporters of all these events (separatism in the Donbas - aut.). But there are people
who did not support this situation, but I must admit that here, gradually,
slowly some of them change opinion and, unfortunately, not for the better
for us”.
“They are categorically opposed to uniting with Ukraine. Especially now... as
long as this government will be in office…”.
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“... they were patriots of Ukraine; they were very fond of Ukraine. But when
the militia took over, and the troops of Ukraine were near my city, they were
already very close - they retreated. And those patriots changed their point
of view because Ukraine left them, they believe that Ukraine does not need
them and therefore they do not leave, they do not want anything. They believe that they are detached, alienated, and unnecessary”.
On the other hand, there is also an increase in the desire to return to Ukraine,
to return to normal peaceful life, disillusionment with the idea that the “republics”
will absolutely be recognized by the world community, and disappointment in “their”
governance (mostly respondents from the Luhansk area expressed):
“I still think, and so do the people from the circle of my communication, that
despite it all a great majority is waiting to return to Ukraine. Despite it all”.
“Those people may have hoped in international recognition of these units
(self-proclaimed “DPR” and “LPR”- aut.) three years ago. They have not
counted on it so far”.
“In terms of changing the outlook: my cousin initially supported the LPR and
welcomed Russia, wanted to go to work only for Russia. And this year he has
already said: “Galya, imagine, the Russians do not like us, they call us ‘khokhols’ (toupee – Eng.).
“All the same their opinion has changed in four years... They are disappointed, they already want to remain here, they do not want war. So I think that
changed”.
The third position, which focus groups respondents have described, is that the
residents of the uncontrolled part of Donbas are not against returning to Ukraine, but
they have a negative attitude towards the current Ukrainian authorities and are ready
to return only after significant changes in Ukrainian political life (for example, the
change of governance):
“Although however many friends I have - they all equally adhere to that point
of view. And they are categorically opposed to it ... as they say: “We are not
against Ukraine; we are against the fact that you now have such a system”.
“On one hand, they seem to be for Ukraine, on the other - such as Ukraine is
today – that no one needs”.
“My circle of communication explains to me “we are not against Ukraine as
a country, we are against the authorities”. They do not like the current governance. Well, at least, I think, here too ...”.
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“They say ‘let it be Ukraine, but not this governance’. Full reboot. Full ... Yes,
but not this power. Fully remove all those who have held us up”.
The fourth position according to respondents is that the people of SDDLR will
agree to accept any authority that can provide peace in the Donbas:
“... Mainly, there is still such an opinion that we do not care who comes. The
main thing - no shooting. People want peace very much”.
“Apolitically - they have to eat, and decisions are taken by someone at the
top. That is, they do not care whether Putin, Poroshenko or Obama”.
“Let anybody take us, just stop shooting”.
So, during the course of the conflict, the assorted dynamics of conflict perception
have evolved among the residents of the uncontrolled territories of Donbas and several
major tendencies in public opinion have concurrently developed. Some of the SDDLR
residents, as it follows from the materials of the focus groups, do not want to return
the uncontrolled territories of Donbas to Ukraine, others on the contrary look forward
to full reintegration into Ukraine, whereas there is a segment of the population that
already agrees to the reintegration of the territories, but only after a change of power
in Ukraine. Finally, there is a group of those who are tired of prolonged conflict and
agree to any governance that will provide peace to the uncontrolled territories of
Donbas.
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During the focus group discussions respondents voiced various issues and fears
that, in their opinion, are common among relatives, friends and acquaintances living in
uncontrolled areas of Donbas.
Problematic issues
One of the most painful topics is the end of the shelling and the termination of
hostilities in general, the return to peaceful life in the uncontrolled territories:
“The only topic is when this all will be over”.
“When there is a peaceful situation and there will be no fear for one’s life,
for the future”.
“Shooting. When the war ends and they will not shoot”.
“Here it is neither easy, nor there. This division is arbitrary. It is necessary to
have peace on earth”.
Another important topic - life support, satisfaction of primary needs, restoration of the destruction:

32

RESEARCH FINDINGS

MAIN ANXIETIES AND FEARS: WHAT WORRIES
PEOPLE IN THE NON-CONTROLLED TERRITORIES?
“Generally people are tired from this war there, so to speak. They are focused on the main issues. How to feed and clothe themselves”.
“There is no water, no light for some. They live in the basement ...”.
“Well, it’s half broken”.
Some respondents also noted problems with provision of telephone communication (in particular, due to the temporary suspension of the Vodafone mobile network
in the territory of the SDDLR):
“Communication is the main priority”.
“There is no connection at all”.
“We communicate by telephone, but at the moment, they have a problem
with the connection there (on the territory of the SDDLR - aut.)”.
“... if you do not have connections with the outside world ... The ground lines
are all turned off, because they simply do not need it. There is no “Vodafone”, there is nothing. If my daughter gets signal from Vodafone (I do not
know how), then other people do not get it. They walk on the Rutchenkovsky
Bridge, they stand near the “Sokol”. You should have seen it: it looks like a
communication point!”
An important topic for many residents of uncontrolled territories who are left
without a job is work opportunity:
“... now people are interested in what: a job, everyone wants to earn for their
family and somehow more or less live. Mostly interested in work”.
“Work, salary, pension”.
“... a classmate lives in Donetsk and says, since before he worked in a mine
there, everything was wonderful, okay. And now he is 37 and says that there
is no work at all, there is only work connected with military affairs - to carry
shells, take automatic guns and go lay on the ground, dig trenches ...”.
For those residents of the uncontrolled part of Donbas, who have children, their
future is an important topic, in particular their education:
“You know, I look at my relatives, and they are very concerned with the future of their granddaughter. Where she will go to study. The child is now in
the eighth grade. The ninth is coming soon. And where do we go? Whether
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in a Russian school or in a Ukrainian. Distance learning ... and whether it is
possible to go to your school or another. To move here or there ...”.
“The future. The future of children”.
During focus group interviews respondents also pointed out the difficulties with
receiving Ukrainian documents:
“Documents (not DPR, LPR, and Ukraine). Birth documents. The child was
born and not meant to be a resident of LPR”.
“Since autumn, passports have not been issued to those from the territory
(SDDLR - aut.) and to those who live in the adjacent territory (to the line of
separation - aut.), i.e. the Yasynuvatskyi district no longer receives”.
The general problem for the residents of the uncontrolled part of Donbas is the
lack of certainty, stability and, accordingly, limited horizons for planning their future:
“People just want certainty in their lives, if we knew 5 years ago - oh, you
work there, your salary, advances, a private entrepreneur relies on himself.
We made plans then- where to go on holidays in summer, to get something
repaired ... Now people are not making plans, living one day, living a day glory to God”.
“... practically they do not make them (plans - aut.), and many say: “Give me
back the life that I had 5 years ago when I calmly stood on my own feet (rely
on myself – aut.).
As it is evident from focus group interviews, key concerns of the Donbas uncontrolled part’s residents are primarily related to the continuation of hostilities in Donbas
and, accordingly, to the desire to return to a stable, peaceful life. Also a wide range of
social problems is related to the conflict: from livelihoods and restoration of damage
to the provision of telephone communications, possibility in obtaining Ukrainian documents and employment opportunities. The complexities of the above- mentioned problems generate a feeling of uncertainty and insecurity in a significant part of residents
from uncontrolled territory and, accordingly, create an emotional and psychological
context in which it is impossible to effectively plan their future in the mid and long-term.
Common fears
The most widespread fear among residents living close to the combat zone is for
their lives and the lives of their relatives, as well as the fear that the Ukrainian Army
will move ahead, leading to the expected destruction of Donbas:
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“[I was]… very frightened by the adoption of the law on the de-occupation
of Donbas (Law of Ukraine: On the peculiarities of State policy on ensuring
Ukraine’s State sovereignty over temporarily occupied territories in Donetsk
and Luhansk regions - aut.), within the framework of which they gave large
powers to the military units that will be (… ) Listened to the TV, where they
said that Ukraine will soon attack us, and in Ukraine they adopted a law to
confirm this, so people are very afraid of it”.
“... that there will be some kind of active military action in the territory of Donetsk, this is being discussed. And the local population is very afraid of this”.
“There are people scared and they are afraid that Ukraine will free them by
military means”.
“That the Armed Forces of Ukraine will begin to actively “combat” with the
use of aviation and artillery. Namely, they are constantly kept in fear, constantly simulating leaks, that there are plans to manipulate the elections,
to win certain cities, certain districts, and all this is supplemented by some
kind of shelling from their own weapons, in order to keep the population in
revolt”.
It is also commonplace in the uncontrolled territories of Donbas to be afraid
of expressing a critical opinion or discussing political problems in order not to be repressed by the so-called “state security” bodies of the occupation regimes in DPR / LPR:
“Well, they are so worn out ... they even fear each other, once again they try
discussing this topic, well, you know from the conversation, you cannot say
anything else (...) Because they are all afraid of themselves”.
“... and they begin to tell, and you often hear: “Keep it silent, do not say
anything, and keep it silent”, and they always hold back from each other,
say, wives hold back their husbands, husbands hold back their wives. There’s
some fear in them that when you say too much you can, God protect, be
captured ...”.
“And they now do not trust even neighbors ... There is no trust, such is the
reality. They are now struggling to simply be with each other, check whether they are affiliated with each another and they ban the rest. All links are
limited”.
“Those who often cross the line of delineation are especially afraid of being
imprisoned (put in the basement)”.
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“They do not discuss political issues because someone might inform on
them”.
“My aunt does not speak about this by phone. Says she can be listened to. So
she is afraid. When she comes here - she can afford to talk about it”.
Some respondents reported the concerns of their relatives and friends from
uncontrolled territories that the conflict in Donbas may drag on for a long period of
time:
“People are very afraid of frozen conflict”.
“They are afraid that this will not stop, and that this (the conflict in Donbas aut.) will be delayed for decades”.
“... that it will be like in Abkhazia”.
“They already understood that Russia will not take them, most likely. Or Russia will not be allowed to take them (…) The prospect of becoming Abkhazia
and Ossetia - too, they do not like much. Therefore, they say “when will they
come to an agreement?” and everything will go back to as it was”.
Some of the people living at the uncontrolled territories of Donbas link their
fears or intimidation with the advent of Americans or with the possibility of disruption
caused by Ukrainian SIGs (sabotage intelligence group):
“... More and more are afraid of the Americans coming”.
“No matter what, the hardship is the fault of ukrops (Ukrainians). There is no
light - ukrops, water - ukrops, somewhere some kind of an accident - ukrops,
namely, everything is written off, whoever is guilty is excused, and instead
the Ukrainian SIGs are said to be guilty”.
There is also a distrust and fear of the SBU (Security Service of Ukraine) from
those inhabitants of the uncontrolled Donbas coming to Ukrainian territory that have
relatives or acquaintances serving in the armed militias of the “republics”:
“Such rumors, I heard that at the intersection (the line of delineation in the
Donbas - aut.), SBU can take you for an exchange”.
“They are afraid. She is afraid to cross because it’s not really to see relatives,
but just some acquaintances, and it seems that her husband has only just
entered into this army (the self- proclaimed “DPR / LPR” - aut.) All, and now
she is giving birth to a child, she wants to come here, and she’s afraid”.
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Residents of Donbas’s uncontrolled territories are afraid of reprisals against the
families of “militias” (combatants who participated in hostilities on the side of the socalled DPR / LPR) in the case of control restoration by the Ukrainian government in territories now controlled by self-proclaimed “republics” as the focus group respondents
admitted:
“... because a significant percentage of the population has relatives who
served in these military formations (the so-called DPR / LPR - Aut.). Not even
the soldiers themselves, just their relatives. And they understand that if
Ukraine comes, it is likely that those who served there, even if they have
already fled, perhaps their families, too, they will have to leave this place,
go somewhere, maybe to Russia to escape or something. Of course, they are
afraid of this”.
“... they are afraid to return and also that Ukraine will return. Those who
have their finger in the pie, they are afraid. Now they are quietly trying to find
a spare living space with someone in case the need to escape somewhere”.
“What if integration or de-occupation proceeds this way, then the same
events repeat and there will be new victims?”.
“Everyone thinks… if Ukraine comes - what will happen to them? That is,
this is a very big factor. They even think that if they speak against Ukraine,
Ukraine would come and shoot them here. I have such a godmother”.
Finally, uncontrolled territories’ residents are worried about complete closure
of checkpoints (KPVB), which would make it impossible to visit the de-occupied territories of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts (controlled by Ukraine):
“And if they close the checkpoint, they will not be able to leave”.
“They will block the checkpoint, and they will not go through here!”.
“People call and ask: is it true that from March 1 they will close (the possibility of passing through the CPVB - Aut.)? You should know better there in
Ukraine!”.
Therefore, even today, when the military conflict in Donbas is no longer as largescale and severe as in 2014, the emotional and psychological state of many residents of
the uncontrolled territories remains rather volatile and alarming. Some regions’ representatives, as evidenced by focus group discussions, live in an atmosphere of horror
and concern. Some people associate these fears directly with Ukraine’s possible or hypothetical actions (the possibility of incursion by the Ukrainian army and the accompanying ruin, fear of being detained by the SBU, repression of the families of “militias”
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by Ukrainian authorities, etc.), while others - with activities of the rulers of self-proclaimed “republics” (fear of censorship and repression by the state security authorities of the self-proclaimed government of the so-called DPR / LPR). Since they are fully
dependent on contact with Ukraine (getting a pension, buying goods, direct communication with relatives, etc.), people in the uncontrolled areas of Donbas are also worried
about the possibility of continuing to cross the line of delineation through checkpoints.
Respondents also expressed the opinion that some fears are actively cultivated by the
self-proclaimed authorities of the “republics” (“DPR / LPR”) in accordance with their
political interests.
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The main hope of the residents of the Donbas uncontrolled territory is the soonest possible achievement of peace and stability – “return” to the pre-conflict period
(preceding 2013-14):
“In 2011, the dollar was eight hryvnias, and the salary was two and a half
thousand. For that money it was three hundred dollars. Now they are only a
few who get that. Therefore, it was precisely during that time that everything was stable, good. That’s exactly the period they want to return to. Not
now, not the current Ukraine”.
“People from this side want stability, I repeat. They do not want to be forced
to take any available job, they want to choose for themselves!”.
“... they say, it will soon be over. Peace is needed”.
“It would be better if everything came back, it would be better if there was
never a Maidan, it would be better not to have all of this. “Here, give us our
old life,” that is”.
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Scenarios of the political future for the uncontrolled part of Donbas
The scenarios of the political future are envisioned in different ways by the
residents of the Donbas uncontrolled territory. One of the respondents of the focus
groups summarized the main expected scenarios of the political future as seen by the
residents of the uncontrolled territories of the Donbas as follows:
“There are three groups: some want to return to Ukraine indisputably, and
live there (in the uncontrolled territories of Donbas - aut.) Because there is no
opportunity to leave, and they may have parents who are old. Some exclusively want Russia and all this because “better a bird in the hand than two in
the bush”, and they believe it. And some – they are in the minority – believe
faithfully in the republic (the self-proclaimed republics of the DPR / LPR aut.) and that the republic will be recognized. People believe that, one day,
the republic will be recognized anyway”.
The widespread perceptions of the main expected scenarios of the political future that were outlined by focus group respondents are presented below.
Respondents provided evidence that some of the Donbas uncontrolled territories’ residents (mostly of middle and senior age) look forward to returning to Ukraine
as a desirable and expected scenario of the political future:
“I have friends that say, although they are part of the older generation, not
schoolchildren but the older generation (over 40), they say: “We agree to
forget the shelling, the basement detainments, the food shortage of 2014,
when we were without water, if only Ukraine would return”.
“They (older age) are more for the integrity of Ukraine. But at the same
time they want to work for themselves, so that they are respected. Even if
Ukraine becomes one, they want their opinion to be taken into account, too;
that it was not all so decided, roughly speaking, at the table. And it should be
that every person’s opinion is taken into account”.
“My relatives are more inclined towards Ukraine. That everything becomes
peaceful, because in Ukraine they have more prospects. Because Russia....
deceived and abandoned us”.
“My relatives say that, all the same, DPR, LPR will still be integrated into
Ukraine. They’re not throwing mud, no one is offended, they are simply
peacefully waiting because anyone can become accustomed to anything”.
There is also such a group among residents of the Donbas uncontrolled territories that still has not lost hope of “joining” Russia and connect their region’s political
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future with the following scenario:
“Well, here they say, soon we will be in Russia, and you will be in Ukraine”.
“Well, there are people who hope that the LPR and the DPR will become
Russia and will flourish”.
“... The locals, they usually don’t say DPR or LPR, at least my friends don’t.
They say: “You are from Ukraine, and we are from Russia”. At this point they
are oriented towards Russia. And they righteously believe that this new formation sooner or later will become like Crimea, they will go to Russia, and
there will be some kind of federation and so on”.
Another scenario of the political future expected by some residents in uncontrolled territories is the development of their own “state” out of self-proclaimed “republics” (the so-called “DPR / LPR”) and subsequent acquirement of international recognition with the help of Russia, or that they will obtain autonomous status within
Ukraine:
“Still, they hope to get support from Russia. To be recognized by the world”.
“...they believe in strengthening their own state, they consider themselves
a young republic, they want to stand on their own two feet, which means
competing with big cities, that is to say with the entire country. They would
not mind staying in Ukraine, yes, but at the same time they all want their
own republic, that is, to independently make any decisions; they want to
grow their economy”.
“Just to abide a bit, and we will live in our own small country, but we will be
better than everyone else. So it is”.
Some of the residents of the Donbas uncontrolled areas are tired of waiting for
positive changes, according to the words of the focus groups respondents. These residents try to “live for today” and not make plans or expectations about the future:
“... if earlier people had made some plans, they used to say that soon, perhaps, in a little bit, let’s wait a bit, and they will come to an agreement or everything will somehow “get stuck” - now nobody sees the end of the active
phase of the confrontation. Nobody wants, cannot and does not know how
to correctly forecast and in principle no one expects anything. Everybody in
theory will wait for the end, but no one is making real predictions”.
“Tired of waiting, hoping, believing in something”.
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“People just live for today and they no longer believe ... in recognition”.
There are those who are tired of the current uncertainty and expect that “at the
top” the elites once agreed about the format of the current conflict settlement:
“They already understand that Russia will most likely not take them. Or Russia will not be allowed to take them. Even if they really want to. That would
be too expensive. Even they have understood. Under such conditions Russia
will not take them. They also do not like the prospect of becoming Abkhazia
and Ossetia. Therefore, they say “they will come to an agreement” and everything will go back to as it was”.
“... there were fights for Luhansk, and Syeverodonetsk somehow was released without a single shot, one can say. And that means - someone at the
top agreed with somebody else. It turns out, if someone somewhere agreed
with someone else - then maybe the war is entirely contractual”.
It is noteworthy that, under current conditions, the SDDLR residents tend to consider the scenario of peacekeepers in Donbas unlikely, or even express anxiety about
this possibility:
“They do not believe that it is possible for peacekeepers to enter since Putin
will not take away his Russian military which “flutters” all over Luhansk. And
thanks to them, the service sector is developing. So when they leave (Russian
troops - aut.), they can pursue any solution”.
“No one believes in this (the introduction of a peacekeeping contingent in
Donbas - aut.)”.
“It seems to me that peacekeeping troops represent the freezing of the conflict: this will be delayed for a long time”.
“Very worried .... Again, America will come”.
“Well, they (the people of SDDLR - aut.) believe that those will be NATO
troops”.
“If some peacekeepers come here, or in Donetsk, Pokrovsk, Dimitrov, etc.,
then, realistically, everyone will begin to understand that from here everybody will rush. Just run. No one is waiting for anything good here”.
The prospect of introducing a peacekeeping contingent in Donbas is not considered negatively by everyone (especially those who want a termination of hostilities
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in the region as soon as possible):
“They (the people living in SDDLR - aut.) would already accept any troops”.
In general, residents of Donbas’s uncontrolled territories have different expectations and vision of future political scenarios for their region, which are, to a certain
extent, shaped by general tendencies of perceiving the conflict and the various parties
in it. Some are oriented towards Ukraine and, accordingly, are expecting reintegration;
others - continue to expect the “accession” scenario to Russia according to the Crimean model. Along with this a stratum of people evolved during the course of the conflict
in the uncontrolled territories to expect further development of self-proclaimed “republics” (the so-called “DPR / LPR”) in order to gain international recognition or receive autonomy inside Ukraine. However, the prevailing hope of Donbas’s residents in
uncontrolled territory is still the achievement of peace and stability, which was sometimes expressed as utopian aspirations of “return” to the past (as before, before the
conflict). At the same time, the prospect of the involvement of peacekeeping contingent to Donbas as an instrument for securing peace is ambiguous and rather skeptical.
How is the future of children seen in Donbas’s uncontrolled areas?
Respondents pointed out that children are subject to ideological influence and
are raised in the spirit of the local “republican” patriotism in the schools of SDDLR:
“I am worried about the generation that is growing up there. They are brainwashed daily. We will just lose them!”.
“In 2014, children went to school; they were brought up on other ideals. A
child is born now and is brought up on other ideals. We are losing, we are
definitely losing”.
“... they came to school at the age of 6 years, they have a portrait of Motorola on the wall, oh, this, sorry, Zakharchenko (so-called “head” of the self-proclaimed “DPR”- aut.). And they tell a story, open a textbook: look at what
happened, that’s the hero of the republic. And the child absorbs it ...”.
“You know, I have friends that say: “In another year or two, these generations will be lost”.
“The youth became… well actually for instance I hadn’t noticed that my
goddaughter presented herself as very patriotic before, (...) but now some
changes in their attitudes have appeared… they seem to support that side
more and they organize some activities there in the cities with youth, well,
that’s just how it is”.
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“School has lost. This is exactly what I can say. Children who go to school
there - there is pure propaganda. All from LPR, DPR, Russia. There’s nothing
left of Ukraine, believe me. Our boys are driven to cadet corps, now girls,
too”.
According to the respondents, the international isolation of self-proclaimed
“republics” (so-called DPR/LPR) makes sport and athletics without future prospect because sport competitions outside these “republics” are difficult to access:
“... The mother of my daughter-in-law works as a swimming coach. And says
- my children trainees are very good swimmers. They are championships of
Ukraine ... and now - champions of LPR, DPR. All. We cannot go with the
children anywhere; we should not show anywhere, nowhere, nothing. All is
forbidden”.
“He keeps a big horse club there (...) And he does not really like that there is
no sport developing there, but there is nothing to be done. He even invites
children free of charge. “Please come and help”. But everyone is so “planet-struck” that nobody wants to go. And those athletes who are 13-14 years
old have left here (to the territory controlled by Ukraine - aut.) And here they
work on stables and learn...”.
Those who leave school that are from the uncontrolled part of Donbas face a
choice of direction to take for further education: in Russia, Ukraine or there - in the
territory of the self-proclaimed “republics”. According to the respondents, their choice,
as a rule, is due to ideological considerations and the economic state of families.
For example, in this context, there were additional costs associated with the
possibility of obtaining a Ukrainian passport:
“... there are people who were less fortunate and they could not obtain Ukrainian citizenship due to financial deficiency. So, in order to get a
Ukrainian passport you have to invest a huge sum of money ... It is necessary to have spent a certain time there (in the territory controlled by Ukraine
- aut.). This costs a lot”.
However, according to respondents, there are those in the territory of the SDDLR
who are struggling to obtain a Ukrainian diploma:
“... many, living there and studying at those universities, do not forget about
the fact that they should be enrolled in the universities of Ukraine. That happens often - it’s some compromise on the part of the universities, which need
to assure enrollment and in fact - provide Ukrainian diplomas. And those
students (from the other side) are often anti-Ukrainian, but at the same time
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they realize that they do not have chances without that diploma. And they
get a Ukrainian diploma, a Ukrainian education anyway. Sometimes, they
stay and continue to work there, but in the future they expect restoration of
ties with Ukraine or that they can be employed in Ukraine”.
“There was also a situation - how could one leave to study: at first, everyone
left, the competition was weak and more people could apply. Let’s suppose
if it’s a four-year program - a person will study for 3 three years there, then
move for the last year and receive a diploma (valid – aut.) ... they move to
Ukraine”.
At the same time there are some people in SDDLR who focus on further education in Russia:
“... we have friends there (in the territory of the SDDLR - aut.). They tried after they finished school, they immediately tried to enter Russian institutions
in order not to study in the DPR… they try to enter them immediately, you
understand, to escape from the DPR”.
“Now the girl finishes (school – aut.). She has her sights set on Russia ...”.
At the same time, those who enter institutions of higher education on the territory of SDDLR mostly hope to receive a Russian diploma in some way:
“They promise to change the diploma to Russian format”.
“If you look at education curricula, (...) then you can get a completely decent,
normal Russian diploma. Only the cost is not small. In accordance with the
salaries received there - it is completely unrealistic”.
“In Russia there are announcements, where they write that those with diplomas from LPR / DPR need not apply”.
The view was expressed that those who have been poorly trained or were poorly
prepared also enter the “universities” in the uncontrolled territories of the Donbas, because they “enroll everybody”:
“Enrollments are very insufficient, of course. They take absolutely everybody; because there are a lot of new ones ... Everything is possible, only if
young people go to them. Technical schools, institutes”.
According to respondents, mostly young people from SDDLR see their future
prospects for work in Russia, or in military service or other workplaces at the territory
of self-proclaimed ”republics”:
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“My god relatives, for example. They have children at school. The future of
children? One is in the Institute of Rescue Services in Donetsk, the second is in
the Institute of Internal Affairs of Donetsk. The future is only in the military
sphere. These are boys ....”.
“... well, basically young people are all in Russia, salaries are better there.
Moscow is a big city, and we do not care about Rostov”.
“I even know those who went to serve just because there was no work,
nowhere to go, the mines were closed, here I mean Gorlovka. And now they
would be happy to leave, well, from there (from the military formations in
the name of “DPR / LPR”- aut.) but just have not been allowed to go”.
Focus group respondents, speaking about the future of children from SDDLR,
noted the high level of “ideologization” of the educational process in local educational
institutions (in line with the local “republican” patriotism), the easiness of entry into
local educational institutions due to the lack of competition, orientation of the part
of youth towards receiving Ukrainian versus Russian diplomas and the adaptation of
the rest of the residents to conditions under which they can get decent earnings within
the “republics” (for example, focus on education for local military or law enforcement
agencies).

46

RESEARCH FINDINGS

ASSESSEMENT OF EVENTS IN UKRAINE AND IN
THE NON-CONTROLLED TERRITORIES OF DONBAS

What is satisfactory in Ukraine and the so-called “republics”, and what is not?
Assessing broadly the situation in Ukraine and in Donbas’s uncontrolled areas,
focus group respondents cited the SDDLR residents who mentioned a wide range of
both positive and negative aspects. In particular, some features in uncontrolled areas
contrasted with the situation in Ukraine, and vice versa.
Among the unappreciated factors are the high rates of utility payments in
Ukraine and, at the same, they like the lower rates in the so-called “republics”:
“But I like that there is a low level of utilities payment there. We have such
rates that what you earn you need to give away. Almost nothing left for
food!”.
“Yes, tariffs and medicine. And gas and everything”.
“Utilities. Prices for utilities (do not like)”.
The residents of the uncontrolled territories do not appreciate the high cost of
health services in Ukraine. They like the free or cheap medicine in the so-called “republics”. Our respondents believed that medicine in uncontrolled areas was cheaper, as
doctors are allegedly punished for bribes in this area:
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“I’d say that they’re afraid to take bribes (doctors – aut.)... Well, yes, if you
are caught, then you might end up getting shot, in the most severe cases”.
“Well, yes, there it is cheaper and perhaps more qualitative (medication aut.)”.
“Even people from our side leave; they go there, because they can be operated on for half as much. Or do not take payment at all”.
“It is about health. A father lives here, and his son - in Luhansk. The father
says that they went to the hospital here - they were asked to pay a huge
amount. I even helped them here to get a diagnosis for free. Therapy is free,
even surgery: if necessary - all for free”.
“I have heard that food is free (in the hospital), yes. They told me there:
“Imagine, I just remembered in my childhood when everything was for free”.
“... there were facts from the personal lives of my relatives, when, from
this territory (the de- occupied territories of the Donbas - aut.), some people
went there and received medical treatment”.
People do not like the long stops at checkpoints for entry and exit, the lack of
proper amenities there, and frequent checks and bullying while crossing the line of
separation. At the same time, according to respondents, the complaints apply to both
sides:
“... the only thing that they do not like is crossing the border (this means the
checkpoint on the line of delineation - aut.). In order to get a pension there,
to receive a payment ... it’s clear that nobody likes that they must come
here, even rent an apartment if they don’t have relatives in the area … stand
in queues … I do not like it very much. In these queues – you can wait a lifetime”.
“... we have one checkpoint in the Luhansk region. And the very first thing
that relatives crossing the line of delineation face… there were days that
they stood in line for 24 hours. This is half of the trouble when they come
over here - as they say, it all depends on the guard team. I understand that
many of our soldiers consider them separatists. And they behave in accordance with this. Depending on what you encounter. It can pass quickly, but
sometimes it takes two hours. And it is not clear what the checkpoint guard
wants from you. Sometimes they insult. They also can turn away people
who cross (the line of delimitation - aut.)”.
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Residents of uncontrolled areas do not like bureaucratic delays and the prevalence of bribery both in Ukraine and in SDDLR:
“To receive a pension, a person needs to come here from there, register here
as a temporary migrant. Open a card account in a bank. It is required to live
here for some period of time... Yes, he did all of this, he returned home, and
didn’t leave. And suddenly they deprived him of it (IDP status – aut.) after
some time. ... 60 days had passed, more than 60 days”.
“They spend nights near the pension office (fund - aut.) For 3 days! Such
queues, for 3 days”.
“...I was passing the pension office... there were lines, I heard them calling
roll, like a number in the thousands, and everyone is standing. That’s just
mockery. They become angry, they are all evil ...”.
“Someone definitely profits from it. There is a certain system, when in the
beginning a person pays 5000 - 7000 hryvnias immediately, to be brought
here, without waiting in line, to get lodging and breakfast, go through official
agencies, and to be taken back. And only then, after a while, they will restore
a pension which he would not have received for a year”.
“The fact of the matter is that we need to talk about corruption, here everything is corrupt “.
“International passports are a huge problem. My husband had a huge problem. We were ready to offer any money at the passport office in order to
receive his passport”.
A separate aspect which, according to respondents, is mostly negatively perceived by residents of uncontrolled areas of Donbas, is the policy of de-communization
and the peculiarities of language- cultural policy (Ukrainization) in Ukraine:
“This is precisely indoctrination, in some cases it is the absolute imposition of
the Ukrainian language”.
“I’ll tell you about my acquaintances. Absolutely everyone does not like it
(the policy of de- communization - aut.). Why would they do this? For what?
Broken history!”.
“It seems like erasing history to me. This is still history, our people lived,
lived, and lived under communists. This is our history”.
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“I want to add something, regarding Ukrainization. Literally in January our
relatives came and they said that, especially on TV, they really feel this
Ukrainization. Direct pressure, just pressure on people”.
“It would be better if they gathered funds for repairing roads or something
else. And didn’t focus on this (renaming the streets - aut.). This is what matters if you love your country - your work, your achievements... not renaming
things”.
Also, the lack of certainty, stability, predictability and order in Ukraine is negatively perceived in the uncontrolled territories of Donbas. At the same time, people of
the uncontrolled territories point out the alleged success of attempts to “restore order”
in self-proclaimed “republics”:
“This is the main thing about Ukraine that is very annoying for them. As I look
at the Verkhovna Rada, it annoys me. That is, this jelly which we have in the
government, or lack of definiteness”.
“By the way, there is more order there (in the territories of the SDDLR –
aut.)”.
At the same time, according to respondents of focus groups, the residents of
Donbas’s uncontrolled areas like the prices and quality of Ukrainian products in comparison with Russian ones:
“Prices are liked for the most part ... quality and price, respectively. It is
pleasant to everyone, probably”.
“Products of low quality (in uncontrolled areas of Donbas - aut.). They complain, especially about the Russian ones that they import or ... well, the quality is the subject of all complaints – that the quality is disgusting. That’s why
they try to purchase Ukrainian goods”.
“Our relative is coming from Alchevsk, he constantly makes purchases. He
carries huge bags from here”.
“As my relatives say: “I go to your bazaar, and I’m delighted by the prices”.
And he compares, compares endlessly. Our meat costs this much, and yours
that much. Well, he is so content”.
Moreover, residents of the uncontrolled areas of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts
like that in Ukraine there is a greater choice of cheaper medicines:
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“People ordered, personally, my wife delivered pills, neighbors ordered drugs
here, yes”.
“Medicines – they complain that there are no medicines (in uncontrolled territories of Donbas - aut.) and that they are expensive”.
“And then they quickly go to pharmacies, they buy up all the medicines according to lists, so that they are sustained for two weeks ... that is, for two
months it was enough. And they deliver most of the medicines there, on the
other side (in SDDLR - aut.). Because the situation with medicines there is,
first, some are unavailable, and second, available medicines are expensive”.
“... I have, for example, a relative who comes from Donetsk to buy medicines,
because the pharmacy is more expensive there. There we just don’t have the
same medicines there that are available here”.
Most of the residents coming from SDDLR (especially those who come from the
territories close to the line of separation) like the peaceful life and the availability of everyday life amenities in Ukrainian cities, as well as the absence of a curfew time, which
is established in the territories of the self- proclaimed “republics”:
“I recently had relatives coming (from the uncontrolled territories of Donbas
- aut.). It is impressive. They say, ‘you have hot water, and we have a bath
filled with cold water’”.
“The very big contrast is that here (in Ukraine - aut.) – there is a peaceful life”.
“... they have there (in territories of SDDLR - aut.) by 3 or 4 o’clock, no one is
still on the streets ...”.
“I like it - most likely, it is an opportunity to get some elementary benefits of
civilization, which, unfortunately, are currently absent there (in uncontrolled
territories of Donbas - aut.). This is probably the most important factor that
convinces them to come here and enjoy these benefits, because there are no
such things and, indeed, nostalgia is still working very well (laughter) in favor
of Ukraine. Plus, of course, relatives”.
“The absence of a curfew plays a big role, of course. If we take, for example,
our city, we have no such thing. There is a military hospital, there are military
men. But we do not have such a mass of them. In Donetsk, it’s possible to come
across them in one’s daily life, to run into the military as part of your routine…
they may not look so good, not very sober. By the lack of this issue here, of
course, people are pleased. Namely after coming from there (from the territory of the SDDLR - aut.) they see that here one doesn’t have to face it”.
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“A friend came, not one, two. Same thing. Saying it is quiet here, normal, you
can easily walk along the streets”.
“What delights is that you can go get money from an ATM; they like it very
much”.
Residents of the uncontrolled territories of Donetsk and Luhansk region appreciate the availability of workplaces and opportunities for earning in the de-occupied
territories of Ukraine:
“Well, one can earn here. There – no such earnings”.
“It is more financially difficult to live there now, even for the well-off people,
those who stood more or less on their feet. Now they feel less secure and a
piece of bread is said to be very difficult to get ...”.
“Well, yes, unemployment and lack of earnings - they do not like it”.
People of SDDLR do not like that a certain category of public employees are restricted from leaving the uncontrolled areas of Donbas:
“... that it is impossible for budget workers to leave Donetsk”.
“They cannot leave, cross (line of delineation in Donbas - aut.). There is a
ban”.
At the same time, some residents of Donbas’s uncontrolled areas point out the
social protection of students, good quality of public utilities, and the best road conditions in the so-called territory of “republics”:
“Well, the girl lived here in Svatovo ... as this war began she left, stayed there
in medical school, finished, she was given a free hostel and job”.
“As before. They say that a job is provided after graduation”.
“They all describe the quality of public utilities in the city in general, too ...
Everything is washed, cleaned, painted, cropped. At the level that it was, not
worse than before the war”.
“Do you know what our friends said? They say that, whether good or bad,
order is maintained in the city. They say this about Luhansk. Something gets
repaired, material is imported, but all the time they say that this material
was imported from Russia, it is Putin delivering to you, that’s what they said”.

52

RESEARCH FINDINGS

ASSESSEMENT OF EVENTS IN UKRAINE AND IN
THE NON-CONTROLLED TERRITORIES OF DONBAS
“I was last (in the territory of the SDDLR – aut.) in August 2017. The roads are
in perfect condition compared to our roads”.
According to focus group respondents, in general, people living in SDDLR, regardless of their political sympathies and antipathies, like the peaceful life and well-being,
the cheaper and better quality products, the availability of a wide range of medicines
in pharmacies, and better job opportunities in Ukraine. In contrast, they do not like
the lengthy and uncomfortable procedure for crossing the line of separation, queues
at the pension fund, bureaucratic retrenchment, high tariffs for utilities, bad roads, expensive medicine (including the additional cost of bribes), Ukrainization and de- communization, and the lack of order and stability. At the same time, as respondents admitted, people in the uncontrolled territories of Donetsk and Luhansk oblast appreciate
cheaper or even free medicine, attempts to “restore order” (fight against corruption in
medicine), and better roads that are being repaired there. The view was also expressed
that after graduation, graduates were provided with a job (probably in relation to those
professions that were lacking sufficient employees). At the same time, SDDLR residents
do not like the lack of jobs in the civilian sphere, the curfew, the lower quality and
higher prices of products, medication problems, and the prohibition to go to Ukraine
for certain categories of workers.
The attitude of Donbas uncontrolled territories’ residents towards the reforms
in Ukraine
In general, the range of opinions and assessments of reforms in Ukraine by residents of uncontrolled areas of Donbas is neither extensive nor developed enough, as
the results of the relevant discussions have shown during the focus groups.
According to the respondents, some of the residents of the so-called “republics” are not at all interested in the reform process in Ukraine:
“They are not interested in Ukraine now. They are now interested only in
their lives, people think about how to survive there and what will happen to
them next. And the fact that pension and health reform works here - honestly, this is very far from them, very”.
“They live in their own world”.
At the same time there are those who are somewhat interested in reforms in
Ukraine, but they tend to view them negatively:
“They do not like the constant reforms. There is no stability, solidity. Always
something changes, and it does not change in the right way!”.
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“According to my relatives, I can say that they are interested and their reaction is negative. Because of the processes that occur. There are even those
who support statehood and want it, but their views on reforms are definitely
negative”.
At the same time, only those reforms that deal with issues important to them
are the subject of interest for residents of the Donbas uncontrolled territories; for example, pension and medical reforms:
“... only interested in pension reform, how much it was raised (pensions aut.)”.
“They are very pleased that reforms have taken place and pensions have
risen. Very happy! The only concern is how to stay and not lose this pension!
It is necessary to cross back and forth, to fulfill all the requirements of the
banking, customs, and at the intersection so that it will not be lost later”.
“Medical (reform - aut) is also worrying, as many go for operations - Kharkiv,
Kyiv, or the oblast centers - Odessa. Therefore, many people are even worried about getting to a general practitioner, getting a referral to another
medical center ...”.
“They are interested only in the sense of how much they will raise a pension,
and that’s all. The rest of the reform, it seems to me, they do not even know
that there was a reform”.
Thus, some reforms in Ukraine - pension and medical - are to a certain extent
interesting for only those residents of Donbas uncontrolled territories who are directly
affected by these reforms (pensioners, those who need healthcare, etc.). At the same
time, the general social tendency in SDDLR is the predominantly negative or indifferent
attitude towards the reforms in Ukraine.
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Sources of information available to the people in SDDLR
According to respondents, the main source of information for SDDLR residents
is television. At the same time, the population of the uncontrolled territories watches
primarily local (“republican”) and Russian TV channels:
“I will speak about my family. They watch Russian channels there. There are
no Ukrainian channels...”.
“There are those who want to hear information only from Russian sources”.
“They watch their (Russian) channels”.
“Alchevsk. And she says as such: “Our Russian channels are very interesting”.
-“... they watch their Luhansk news”.
At the same time, according to one of the respondents, not all of the residents
of SDDLR trust the information provided by Russian television:

55

RESEARCH FINDINGS

INFORMATION SOURCES AND INFORMATION
REQUESTS OF SDDLR RESIDENTS
“Half of them trust Russian television, and the other half doesn’t trust it”.
At the same time, many respondents expressed concern and criticism due to the
fact that, for many SDDLR people (who do not have access to the Internet or a satellite
receiver), Ukrainian TV channels are simply not available on the cable network, and
they are impossible to receive by simple antenna (without a tuner). Ultimately they do
not actually have a choice in informational consumption:
“They drained our brains, the Russian channels, they drip and continue to
drip, every day the information gradually influences even those who did not
quite agree, and now their opinion has changed”.
“... people live in a complete and total informational blockade. You ask
about sources – nothing is available. One cannot get anything physically, no
newspapers, television (Ukrainian) does not work, maybe from the edge to
the demarcation line, literally 20-30km, then it stops working, the radio, this
goes without saying, nothing, they do not discuss the television programs of
some hosts or politicians on the phone”.
“Ukraine does not do anything to influence the brains of the people there, I
just cannot understand it. Was it really impossible for these 3 years to build a
TV tower that would break through the entire territory of Donetsk! After all,
how many people there want to know about what is happening in Ukraine
and do not have this opportunity simply because on TV (as I have said) there
is not a single Ukrainian channel. This is a huge problem!”»
At the same time, according to respondents, those residents of the temporarily
occupied territories of Donbas who are requesting alternative information than that
provided by the Russian media install satellite receivers or watch what they want via
Internet:
“Internet. My relatives - mostly - the Internet”.
“Now Ukrainian news come from the Internet. Ukrainian news is watched
and discussed with neighbors. They are very interested in it”.
“Those who want this in principle seek out the technical possibilities ...”.
“... the interest in Ukrainian news there, on the contrary, increased. Before
that they put up satellites to watch Russian news, but now it’s the opposite”.
In some regions of SDDLR the opportunity to watch several Ukrainian TV channels had or has recently appeared (most often the respondents mentioned the TV chan-

56

RESEARCH FINDINGS

INFORMATION SOURCES AND INFORMATION
REQUESTS OF SDDLR RESIDENTS
nel NewsOne), albeit in poor quality, and to listen to some Ukrainian radio stations (for
example, Pulse radio, Era FM radio):
“Well, today, we are talking, and they said: “The NewsOne channel signal is
getting weak”. They watched yesterday when Bystryakov was speaking with
Chervonenko, well, they told me ... we just spoke this morning. And there are
almost no other channels (Ukrainian channels – aut.)”.
“... these days, my relatives who live near Bakhmut, 8 kilometers away, they
now began to get Ukrainian television”.
“According to insider information: there (on the territory of SDDLR – aut.)
they have Radio “Pulse”, they get the news from ”Pulse” radio. And music
from other radio, on local radio (listen - aut.)”.
“In Makeyevka (the territory of SDDLR - aut.) mama gets the radio station
“Era”, but my mother is from the Lviv region, she is originally in support of
Ukraine”.
According to respondents’ estimates, some of the SDDLR residents do not watch
Ukrainian TV channels on principle or have no trust in the content of these TV channels:
“They do not watch them (Ukrainian TV channels - aut.) because there is a
lot of lies”.
“It has been said recently that they do not watch “your” (Ukrainian TV channels - car.) because you are lying there”.
Part of the SDDLR population has lost confidence in all mass media and, because of this, the role of the media as a channel of information has been partially
replaced by rumors (or so-called “word-of- mouth”):
“... it sounds very common: here’s a friend, who works at some checkpoint
(meaning “DPR”) or being at some rank, said: “Be careful, from the 16th to
the 17th there will be an attack, go to basements quickly!”. And all this is
spreading at lightning speed. Here is a reliable source saying that there will
be an attack”.
“From neighbors. Someone serves in the military somewhere. He said it will
be today, and all from word-of-mouth”.
“And there, these rumors, the impression is that someone intentionally
comes up (with rumors – aut.) and now one grandmother calls another, she
to second, to third, fourth ...”.
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For those residents who regularly come to Ukrainian controlled territory,
Ukrainian TV channels and the press may serve as additional sources of information:
“My friends come here, so they grab all the news and everything, preferably
in Ukrainian”.
“They do not care what they watch (here). Just switch on and watch”.
“When they come here they mostly watch Ukrainian channels, although
they can watch Russian, in my opinion, now there are no problems with the
Internet”.
“They buy and carry with them (newspapers - aut.)”.
What kind of information about Ukraine is interesting for people in SDDLR?
The scale of information requests by residents of the temporarily uncontrolled
territories in Donbas is quite diverse, as evidenced by the focus group respondents’ assessment.
According to respondents, some of the people from SDDLR are interested primarily in the content of the news, in particular, political news:
“News, because there is enough positive staff on DPR’s, and on Russian channels. They watch the news”.
“Well, and politics too. It is clear that they are perceived differently”.
“And I think that they are interested. They come and speak about Poroshenko, tell us about our leaders, talk, somehow interact”.
“... They sometimes understand even more about politics than I do as a resident here. I say, I generally hear zero, I do not hear anything about it, but
they understand the clear fact that our people in Kiev are all bad. We do not
speak about their political leaders, I do not even know, I do not hear about
them”.
“Just what they expect and what my relatives want - they want to know the
truth. They want to know the certainty and if the reasons for the beginning
of this conflict are known, then some decision can come. But also ... the truth
is not always good. And they are afraid of never knowing it, coming to nothing”.
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According to respondents’ views, some SDDLR residents are interested in news
about the economy, prices, news in the field of their professional or personal interests, sports news, etc.:
“Yes. They are interested in the comparison, because there is still some rivalry”.
“Of course. Mainly economic news”.
“Look what is waiting for us in the future. We’re worried that the dollar is
getting worse for us and worse for them. Naturally, they are watching and
following too. This is required. Probably, each of us is like this”.
“Well, both life and economy. Everything is interesting”.
“Sports are watched very much and, by the way, they cheer for “Shakhter”
(football club – aut.) still, my friend is a fan of them”.
“My friends are interested in scientific achievements in the field of medicine,
that is, who works in the profession, this is interesting, yes, some aspects in
the field”.
Some respondents, on the other hand, note that SDDLR people are not very
interested in Ukrainian political news:
“They do not care much about our politics. They are indifferent to watching
this comedy here”.
“They are accustomed to floundering in the same environment, they do not
perceive something else, it is difficult for them, they do not need it, they all
know that they are going back there, and therefore, let it be”.
“... they really have no idea what is happening here. Cut off informatively
and they are no longer interested. Many people are no longer interested”.
Ukrainian information causes a sharply negative reaction from some people:
“... our parents come from Donetsk, and they watch Russian channels. And
when I turn on our news, my grandfather begins to shake. He says “Ahhha,
banderas, turn that off, otherwise I’ll break the TV set”. He does not accept it
at all; as soon as he hears it, he starts to get mad”.
Also, according to respondents, there is a faction among SDDLR people who
tend to only be interested in critical or negative information about Ukraine:
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“By the way, they know our bad news much better than us. Here we get a
little information that there’s some kind of excitement on Maidan (apparently, it is a question of an indefinite protest under the building of the Verkhovna
Rada of Ukraine in early 2018 - aut.) But they call from Donetsk and say,
“What are you doing there? Again with the Maidan?” Do you understand?
But whenever something good happens in Ukraine - nobody knows about it,
they just do not know”.
“When it gets worse (in Ukraine - aut.) – they are interested”.
“The fact is that people expect and want only negative information there.
About Ukraine ...”.
“...it is widely common. There is no positive information, per se; they believe
that positive information cannot be about Ukraine. They say we live badly,
and it is worse in Ukraine”.
“... the demand is for extremely negative information about Ukraine. Exclusively very negative. It is like their mantra”.
In this context, the respondents emphasize the striking contrast between
Ukrainian television, which airs “bad news” for most of the time, and Russian and “republican” (local) television, whose trend of news is positive:
“It is possible to turn on any Ukrainian channel on the Internet, look at what
is broadcasted on Ukrainian channels. We have negative nonstop. You
switch to the Russian channels - all is well. The same with “Oplot TV”, the
same with Russian channels - all great! Donetsk is just a thriving city, a circus arrived, a theater came, a competition was held. Well, the perfect life,
there’s nothing negative. All is wonderful! You open the Ukrainian news everything is bad here”.
“The great mistake of Ukraine is in information interaction. While on the
other side small successes are constantly repeated and a positive image of
the republics is created, Ukraine does it and, with the help of Russia, constantly appears in a negative light. Even some positive things, like reforms
(in Ukraine - aut.), an increase in anything, all this turns negative and those
people who have some of their own needs, their opinions ... this reality, as
a rule, is not perceived and not taken into account. And at this moment it is
very difficult for people who are on that side”.
According to respondents from focus groups, the main source of information
for the residents of the SDDLR is television. At the same time, the leading suppliers
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of information are the local (“republican”) and Russian TV channels. People who
are interested in alternative information install satellite TV when possible, or receive
information via Internet. The same residents in the uncontrolled territories of Donetsk
and Luhansk oblasts who do not have access to the Internet or satellite television do
not, in fact, have a qualitative alternative in terms of information consumption. After
all, Ukrainian TV channels are unavailable for them in a cable network, and there is
practically no possibility of receiving their signal by simple antenna (although some
pointed to the recent availability of some Ukrainian television channels with poor quality,
such as the TV channel NewOne, or Ukrainian radio stations). At the same time, it is
common view among SDDLR residents that Ukrainian TV channels often provide false
information, which results in distrust of the Ukrainian media or leads to a radically
negative attitude towards them.
Information requests of SDDLRs are varied, but news content is still predominant. One resident is interested primarily in political news, while another is interested
in economy news, news in the field of professional or personal interests, sports news.
A certain segment of Donbas’s residents of the uncontrolled territories is interested
mainly in critical or negative information about events in Ukraine.
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The qualitative study conducted by the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives
Foundation of the social attitudes of Donbas residents and their opinions regarding the
problems associated with the armed conflict and life in general allows for a number of
proposals for state policy in the temporarily occupied territories of the Donetsk and
Luhansk regions:
1. The most important factor in restoring trust in the state for the majority of
Donbas residents will be initiatives that are aimed at securing lasting peace. Considering that the separatists, and to a certain extent Russia, justify the armed conflict due to
lack of political concessions (providing special status, holding local elections, amnesty)
by Ukraine, it is worth considering the option of adopting and putting into force the
requisite laws. At the same time, the laws on self-governance, holding of local elections,
and granting amnesty to combatants of illegally armed groups can be coupled with the
release (not exchange) of all prisoners held by the DPP/LPP, complete disarmament
monitored by the OSCE and UN peacekeeping forces, and departure of all foreigners
from Ukraine who took part in military actions.
2. To build more trust among residents of temporarily non-controlled territories
of Ukraine, it is necessary to also reduce their emotional and psychological stress that
is tied to fear of retribution or persecution for cooperating with occupying administrations or being a member of local armed militias should Ukraine regain sovereignty
over the territories in question. With this in mind, the state should clearly designate legislatively in which cases and under which conditions criminal liability would be lifted for
a certain activity or deed in the occupied territories of Donbas. No less important is the
dissemination of the relevant changes through all available communication channels to
as many residents of the temporarily occupied territories of the Donetsk and Luhansk
regions as possible.
3. Building trust among residents of Donbas toward the Ukrainian government’s peacekeeping efforts demands constant and accessible explanations of the
advantages of having a UN peacekeeping mission; in particular, the deployment of a
multinational UN peacekeeping force. At present, there is no clear picture of the need
for the participation of UN forces and the link between a UN mission and establishing peace and restoring the region’s integrity among citizens living in the liberated and
occupied territories. An important task to attract leading media (private TV channels
or popular internet resources) is to organize such an awareness-raising campaign. Also
worth exploring in the context of further research of public opinion are the causes and
origins of the mainly skeptical attitude harbored by SDDLR residents toward having a UN
peacekeeping contingent in the Donbas.
4. Citizens who live in the Donbas should be given assurances that the state
takes full responsibility for their safety during military actions, as well as for the full
protection of their rights. This requires carrying out military retaliation against separatists that would have them incur high costs for any attack on or shelling of civilian targets
(houses, hospitals, schools, critical infrastructure). Meanwhile, solutions for the following issues need to be found very soon:
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¾¾ simplify the procedure for crossing checkpoints along the contact line; open additional
crossing points, and improve the quality of the social infrastructure in those areas;
¾¾ cancel ineffective procedures for verifying pensioners who live in the temporarily
occupied territories of Donbas;
¾¾ simplify existing procedures for pension payments and other forms of social security
assistance with SDDLR residents;
¾¾ Ensure accessible health care services and assistance in the settlements of Donetsk
and Luhansk regions for all who need them;
¾¾ simplify the procedure for transferring students in the occupied territories to
Ukrainian institutions of higher education or implement confidential distance
learning programs for high school students who reside in the occupied territories.
5. Donbas residents should have an option for supportive, honest, and open dialogue and communication with relatives, acquaintances, and friends on any topic that
concerns them without fear of having their conversations eavesdropped by the Security Service of Ukraine and law enforcement bodies or by any “state security” services of
occupying forces. The bolstering of trust in horizontal communication between Donbas
residents would be enabled by the promotion of secure and reliable internet communication channels (use of encrypted messaging systems such as Signal or Telegram) as well
as the basic principles and rules of digital security among internet users.
6. The presidential and parliamentary election campaigns will be of great
significance for building public confidence in the Donbas and the strengthening of
civic loyalty. In particular, it is extremely important to amend the election law, which
would allow residents of the occupied territories to vote, including remotely or on the
eve of the election. The most favorable opportunities for making their votes count is
through a proportional system of “open” party lists, while the continued preservation
of the system of single-mandate constituencies offers opportunities for large-scale vote
buying. In addition, the most open and meaningful format for election debates should be
ensured.
Only the openness and substance of debates between the main political forces and presidential candidates will demonstrate the benefits of a democratic system
in comparison with the military and authoritarian system of the occupied territories.
Equally important is that during such an election campaign, Donbas residents could
make more rational decisions based on the future policy for the renewed Ukrainian
authorities in the region.
7. In order for Donbas residents to make rational and measured decisions, no
less important is the promotion, as widely as possible, of the culture of media literacy and the development of critical thinking skills with regard to information among
the region’s citizens. In conditions when SDDLR occupying administrations employ propaganda instruments, the potential activation of political populists in the media realm
ahead of the next elections in Ukraine becomes extremely important. Donbas residents
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should receive the skills and know-how to fact check information, and distinguish between certain manipulative techniques and signs of propaganda in the media, all of
which makes them less vulnerable to destructive influences.
8. A policy of renewing trust in government should be continued at the local
level and for government bodies to fulfill its duties before citizens:
¾¾ provide a dignified salary level for publicly-funded employees (teachers, instructors,
doctors, etc.)
¾¾ fiscal, tax and other controlling bodies should stop applying pressure on local
entrepreneurs and support business start-ups in the controlled territories of the
Donetsk and Luhansk regions (for example, promote international loan and technical
assistance programs for small businesses and respond to attempts involving forcible
participation by entrepreneurs in corrupt acts on the part of law enforcement bodies);
¾¾ ensure proper information for Donbas residents on current government and nongovernmental initiatives (in particular, from international donor organizations and
foundations), available opportunities in entrepreneurial activity, and legal and social
protection for citizens;
¾¾ systematically oppose any attempts of abuse (in particular, corruption) on the part
of regional officials to create artificial bureaucratic obstacles or burdens on citizens
from SDDLR at state or municipal institutions in the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts;
¾¾ with support from international donor organizations, develop and initiate regional
and local projects that are socio-economic, humanitarian, sport-related and culturalhistorical in nature, which would involve uniting efforts and joint activities of citizens
on both sides of the demarcation line in the Donbas, and at the same time would
contribute to resolving common problems and tasks for the region;
¾¾ implement programs for the restoration of socio-economic, communal and transport
infrastructure in the controlled areas of Donetsk and Luhansk regions (in particular,
the opening of new branches of social services, bank branches, and expansion of the
ATM network (particularly in rural areas)), repair buildings and enterprises destroyed
during military operations, and repair road surfaces and infrastructure (bridges,
traffic intersections, bus stops, etc.);
¾¾ strictly react (condemn, investigate) to any use of hostile language in public and the
media, and to discriminatory or offensive language in relation to civilians living in the
SDDLR territory, foremost by politicians and civil servants;
¾¾ promote educational mobility for young people of Donbas within the framework
of certain educational and scholarship programs (in particular, with support from
international organizations); encourage young people from the temporarily noncontrolled territories of the Donbas to receive an education or to continue their
studies at Ukrainian higher education institutions in the controlled area.
The nongovernmental sector should pay special attention to the lack of
awareness and weak interest of Donbas residents in the reform implementation
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process in Ukraine. It is necessary for civil society to focus their efforts on this area of
information work, which in general will facilitate the region’s gradual reintegration.
For example, this is possible by creating specialized informational booklets, interactive
whiteboards and stands with materials on reforms for targeted institutions (pension
funds, medical institutions, schools and universities, etc.), where relevant information
will be provided in a simple and consumable format using data visualization.
At the governmental level, it is advisable to conduct a thorough review of public
perceptions of public policy, and reasons for their effectiveness or inefficiency in certain
areas. Within this review, it is expedient to carry out more profound qualitative and
quantitative opinion surveys of Donbas residents in order to make decisions that will
enable the population to prepare for acceptable scenarios for Ukraine to resolve the
conflict in the region
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