
“We Had No Choice” 
“Filtration” and the Crime of Forcibly Transferring  
Ukrainian Civilians to Russia

H U M A N  

R I G H T S  

W A T C H 







Summary ............................................................................................................................... 1 

Recommendations ................................................................................................................ 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Methodology ....................................................................................................................... 11 

Background ......................................................................................................................... 15 

 

 

Forcible Transfers of Civilians Under International Law ...................................................... 20 

Filtration ............................................................................................................................ 22 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Forced Transfer to Russia and  Russian-Occupied Territories ............................................. 46 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgments ............................................................................................................... 71 

Annex: Letter to the Minister of Defense and Head of the Main Directorate for Migration of 
the Russian Federation........................................................................................................72 











  

 



 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

o 

o 

o 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

 





https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/08/russia-government-shuts-down-human-rights-watch-office




 



https://www.npr.org/2022/02/12/1080205477/history-ukraine-russia
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/13/world/europe/ukraine-cease-fire-negotiated-in-minsk.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/almost-2000-ceasefire-violations-logged-eastern-ukraine-diplomatic-source-2022-02-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/almost-2000-ceasefire-violations-logged-eastern-ukraine-diplomatic-source-2022-02-19/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/05/11/ukraine-russia-war-occupation-donbas-stanislav-aseyev-prisoner-book-in-isolation/
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843


.

https://energy-cities.eu/members/city-of-mariupol/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/21/ukraine-ensure-safe-passage-aid-mariupol-civilians#:~:text=Russian%20forces%20laying%20siege%20to,choose%20to%20leave%20the%20city
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/21/ukraine-ensure-safe-passage-aid-mariupol-civilians#:~:text=Russian%20forces%20laying%20siege%20to,choose%20to%20leave%20the%20city
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ukraine-russia-war-azovstal-steel-mill-defenders-mission-complete/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/russia-soldiers-mariupol-evacuation-bus-latest-b2048742.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/russia-soldiers-mariupol-evacuation-bus-latest-b2048742.html
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/ua/2022-06-29/2022-06-UkraineArmedAttack-EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/ua/2022-06-29/2022-06-UkraineArmedAttack-EN.pdf


https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2022/03/13/7331071/
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2022-04-24/ukraine-blames-russia-after-mariupol-humanitarian-corridor-fails-on-sunday
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2022-04-24/ukraine-blames-russia-after-mariupol-humanitarian-corridor-fails-on-sunday
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/05/1117342
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/04/30/ukraine-russia-azovstal/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-60506682
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-60506682
https://edition.cnn.com/europe/live-news/ukraine-russia-news-02-26-22/h_e35d9446cf7894d44d052efb96a58c9c
https://edition.cnn.com/europe/live-news/ukraine-russia-news-02-26-22/h_e35d9446cf7894d44d052efb96a58c9c


https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/russian-troops-reportedly-enter-kharkiv-ukraines-second-largest-city/
https://kyivindependent.com/uncategorized/kharkiv-governor-reports-that-heavy-fighting-is-taking-place-inside-the-city
https://kyivindependent.com/uncategorized/kharkiv-governor-reports-that-heavy-fighting-is-taking-place-inside-the-city
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/02/ukraine-cities-bombardment-russia-attack-kyiv-kharkiv-russian-war-invasion
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/02/ukraine-cities-bombardment-russia-attack-kyiv-kharkiv-russian-war-invasion
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220330-hanging-on-in-a-frontline-ukrainian-ghost-town
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220330-hanging-on-in-a-frontline-ukrainian-ghost-town
https://www.euronews.com/video/2022/06/21/kharkivs-housing-and-communal-college-building-hit-by-rocket-strike
https://www.euronews.com/video/2022/06/21/kharkivs-housing-and-communal-college-building-hit-by-rocket-strike
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2022/06/21/7353791/


 

https://city.kharkov.ua/uk/news/kharkiv-zalishili-blizko-30-zhiteliv-50209.html
https://www.economist.com/europe/2022/06/02/how-war-has-changed-ukraines-second-city
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-60506682
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-60506682
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-kharkiv-volunteers-rescue-russia-refugees/31882191.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/28/escapees-mariupol-tell-hell-earth.


 

  

https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/Publications/Elements-of-Crimes.pdf


 

 



https://www.rbc.ru/politics/24/06/2022/62b5a4ed9a79479a7db11145












village





https://t.me/Novosti_Donbass24/14195




armed men from the DNR “military police,” the “department of 

motor vehicles inspection,” and other agencies, although 



 they were detained in the 

https://en.hromadske.ua/posts/mariupol-residents-who-did-not-pass-the-filtration-are-sent-to-a-corrective-colony-or-izolyatsia-prison
https://en.hromadske.ua/posts/mariupol-residents-who-did-not-pass-the-filtration-are-sent-to-a-corrective-colony-or-izolyatsia-prison




https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/08/03/what-we-know-about-the-olenivka-attack-that-killed-50-ukrainian-pows-a78482
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/08/03/what-we-know-about-the-olenivka-attack-that-killed-50-ukrainian-pows-a78482
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/08/03/what-we-know-about-the-olenivka-attack-that-killed-50-ukrainian-pows-a78482
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/08/06/olenivka-prison-explosion-ukraine-russia/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/08/06/olenivka-prison-explosion-ukraine-russia/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/08/06/olenivka-prison-explosion-ukraine-russia/
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1553500294859968513


https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/ua/2022-06-29/2022-06-UkraineArmedAttack-EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/ua/2022-06-29/2022-06-UkraineArmedAttack-EN.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/05/18/ukraine-executions-torture-during-russian-occupation
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/05/18/ukraine-executions-torture-during-russian-occupation
















http://www.bezimenne-znvk.vn.sch.in.ua/
http://www.bezimenne-znvk.vn.sch.in.ua/


 





https://t.me/UkraineMediaCenterKyiv/1722
https://meduza.io/news/2022/07/24/tass-soobschil-chto-v-rossiyu-iz-ukrainy-posle-nachala-voyny-priehali-2-8-milliona-chelovek-zelenskiy-zayavlyal-chto-ih-vyvezli-prinuditelno
https://meduza.io/news/2022/07/24/tass-soobschil-chto-v-rossiyu-iz-ukrainy-posle-nachala-voyny-priehali-2-8-milliona-chelovek-zelenskiy-zayavlyal-chto-ih-vyvezli-prinuditelno
https://meduza.io/news/2022/07/24/tass-soobschil-chto-v-rossiyu-iz-ukrainy-posle-nachala-voyny-priehali-2-8-milliona-chelovek-zelenskiy-zayavlyal-chto-ih-vyvezli-prinuditelno








man who was kept in Primorske for two weeks awaiting filtration





https://www.rbc.ru/politics/24/06/2022/62b5a4ed9a79479a7db11145


0B0B

https://www.firstpost.com/world/volodymyr-zelenskyy-says-200000-children-among-ukrainians-forcefully-taken-to-russia-10747981.html
https://www.firstpost.com/world/volodymyr-zelenskyy-says-200000-children-among-ukrainians-forcefully-taken-to-russia-10747981.html


https://www.lesoleil.com/2022/03/19/a-marioupol-linquietude-pour-des-orphelins-bloques-dans-un-sanatorium-cda5b475ceb3eb77da0df825e2b803fa
https://www.lesoleil.com/2022/03/19/a-marioupol-linquietude-pour-des-orphelins-bloques-dans-un-sanatorium-cda5b475ceb3eb77da0df825e2b803fa
http://deti.gov.ru/articles/news/otvety-po-voprosam-semejnogo-ustrojstva-detej-sirot-iz-dnr-i-lnr-v-rossijskie-sem-i
http://deti.gov.ru/articles/news/otvety-po-voprosam-semejnogo-ustrojstva-detej-sirot-iz-dnr-i-lnr-v-rossijskie-sem-i


https://www.mordovmedia.ru/news/russia/item/111848


https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=toyCMhC1b9o


“







https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_411374/92d969e26a4326c5d02fa79b8f9cf4994ee5633b/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/ukrainians-deported-russia-besieged-mariupol-dream-home-2022-04-19/
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/05/26/ukraine-filtration-camps-00034862
https://www.cnn.com/2022/04/07/europe/ukraine-mariupol-russia-deportation-cmd-intl/index.html






http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/45489
https://ria.ru/20220218/donbass-1773652947.html
https://upch.mosreg.ru/deyatelnost/protyani-ruku-pomoshi/10-03-2022-11-26-03-prava-lits-pribyvshikh-na-territoriyu-rossii-iz-uk
https://upch.mosreg.ru/deyatelnost/protyani-ruku-pomoshi/10-03-2022-11-26-03-prava-lits-pribyvshikh-na-territoriyu-rossii-iz-uk
https://visasam.ru/russia/migraciya/bezhency-iz-ukrainy-v-rossii.html
https://visasam.ru/russia/migraciya/bezhency-iz-ukrainy-v-rossii.html






https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/photos/world/in-pics-ukrainians-start-evacuating-amid-fears-of-russian-invasion-8147541-4.html
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/photos/world/in-pics-ukrainians-start-evacuating-amid-fears-of-russian-invasion-8147541-4.html
https://www.alamy.com/residents-of-the-ukrainian-city-of-mariupol-stay-at-a-temporary-accommodation-centre-for-evacuees-located-in-the-building-of-a-local-sports-school-in-taganrog-in-the-rostov-region-russia-march-23-2022-reuterssergey-pivovarov-image465496449.html
https://www.alamy.com/residents-of-the-ukrainian-city-of-mariupol-stay-at-a-temporary-accommodation-centre-for-evacuees-located-in-the-building-of-a-local-sports-school-in-taganrog-in-the-rostov-region-russia-march-23-2022-reuterssergey-pivovarov-image465496449.html
https://www.alamy.com/residents-of-the-ukrainian-city-of-mariupol-stay-at-a-temporary-accommodation-centre-for-evacuees-located-in-the-building-of-a-local-sports-school-in-taganrog-in-the-rostov-region-russia-march-23-2022-reuterssergey-pivovarov-image465496449.html
https://hc-taganrog.ru/?page_id=110


“

“





 



 



 
July 5, 2022 

Sergei Shoigu 

Minister of Defence of the Russian Federation  

19 Ulitsa Znamenka, Moscow 119160 

+7 (495) 696-88-00  

 

Valentina Kazakova 

Head of the Main Directorate for Migration Affairs Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Russian 

Federation  

16 Ulitsa Zhitnaya, Moscow 119049  

 

 Re: Filtration and Transfers of Ukrainians to Russia  

Dear Minister Shoigu and Ms. Kazakova,  

I am writing on behalf of Human Rights Watch, an international nongovernmental human rights 

organization whose work involves investigating and documenting human rights abuses in over 

100 countries across the world, including Russia and Ukraine.  

Since March, Human Rights Watch has been carrying out research into the ongoing process of 

“filtration” of Ukrainian citizens in the self-proclaimed “Donetsk People’s Republic” (“DNR”) and 

the subsequent transfer of some Ukrainian citizens to Russia. As part of our research, and to 

ensure that our upcoming report on the topic is as comprehensive as possible, we have shared 

with you a summary of our findings and kindly request that you answer a list of questions, 

attached as an Annex to this letter, that have arisen in the context of the research.  

Summary of Human Rights Watch Findings  

Our research is based on interviews with over 110 people between March 22 and June 6, 2022. 

Most interviewees are Ukrainians from the Mariupol area; some are from the Kharkiv region, and 

others are non-Ukrainian volunteers and activists. This includes 18 people who went through 

filtration in the “DNR”, 10 of whom traveled to Russia afterwards, and another five people who 

went to Russia without undergoing filtration.  

Most interviewees fled fighting in the Mariupol area on foot or in private vehicles. Some who fled 

on foot were either able to get a ride from others to Ukrainian-controlled territory, or they 

boarded free evacuation buses. They said that the evacuation buses were only transporting 

people to Russian-controlled territory, most to the “DNR.” Ukrainian authorities have said that 



Russian forces on numerous occasions blocked evacuation buses from taking Ukrainian civilians 

from Russian-controlled areas to Ukrainian controlled-areas.  

Others said that they were sheltering in Mariupol when Russian and Russian-backed forces came 

to their homes and basements and ordered or forced them out and onto buses and further into 

Russian-controlled territory.  

Those who ended up on buses said they were taken to filtration points where “DNR” and Russian 

officials collected civilians’ biometric data without their informed consent, including fingerprints 

and front and side photographs; searched their bodies, belongings, and phones; and questioned 

them about their political views and affiliations. Many had to stay at the filtration points for 

between 3 and 14 days, waiting to be processed. The people interviewed identified 14 nearby 

towns and villages in Russian-controlled territory, most in the “DNR”, where they  

underwent the filtration process. They said that authorities provided them with no justification 

for why their data was being collected or for what purposes. 

Some Mariupol residents who had the means to organize their own private transportation also 

underwent filtration. They said they had heard from other families that were evacuating that they 

needed to undergo the process and get a filtration receipt in order to pass through the numerous 

checkpoints manned by Russian or Russian-linked forces on their way to Ukrainian-controlled 

territory.  

On March 18, a volunteer tried to evacuate 17 children, between the ages of 2 and 17, from a 

residential healthcare facility in Mariupol, in an ambulance that was stopped at a “DNR” 

checkpoint and the children were taken away by “DNR” authorities. It remains unclear where the 

children were taken.  

Those who “failed” the filtration process in the “DNR,” apparently due to their suspected ties to 

the Ukrainian military or supposed nationalist groups, were arrested and detained in the “DNR” 

or forcibly disappeared, according to family members.  

Hundreds of people who went through filtration in Bezimenne and Kozatske villages in the “DNR” 

received “filtration receipts,” indicating that they had successfully completed the process, but 

they were then interned by “DNR” forces for over 40 days, from April 12 to May 24– prevented 

from leaving the village as they were interned in local schools or a public events hall in unsanitary 

conditions with meager food rations, for no apparent reason.  

After filtration, some civilians traveled to Russia voluntarily. Many other civilians, however, were 

forcibly transferred to Russia, even though they had wanted to go to Ukraine-controlled territory.  

Human Rights Watch also documented forcible transfers of civilians from the Kharkiv region to 

Russia, including from the villages of Lyptsi, Ruska Lozova, and Vesele.  



A transfer can be forcible, and may constitute a war crime, when a person volunteers because 

they fear consequences such as violence, duress, or detention if they remain, and the occupying 

power is taking advantage of a coercive environment to transfer them.  

At the border, and in some cases inside Russia, some Ukrainians said they went through 

additional screening processes. While waiting at temporary placement centers across the border 

inside Russia and before being sent to disparate parts of the country, some said they were 

pressured by officials from Russia’s chief investigative agency to sign documents and/or saw 

others signing documents saying they had witnessed war crimes by Ukrainian forces, sometimes 

without understanding the meaning of the document. Others said that civil society organizations 

had not been allowed to enter the centers and provide them and other newly arrived Ukrainians 

with any assistance.  

Some of those who, intending to leave the country, traveled on to the Russian border with 

Europe, said they had difficulties leaving Russia because they lacked the proper identification 

documents, having left them behind when fleeing the shelling and other violence in Kharkiv and 

Mariupol regions.  

We also documented six cases of the Russian military detaining Ukrainian civilians in Kyiv and 

Chernihiv regions of Ukraine since February 24 and transferring them to detention facilities in 

Russia where they remain detained incommunicado.  

We respectfully request that you provide us with a written response to the findings we have 

summarized above and to the questions below, and submit any other information that pertains 

to our findings by July 19, 2022. Any responses will be reflected in our reporting as appropriate, 

and we may publish your responses at our discretion and when appropriate, either in full or in 

part. Please direct your response and any questions to my colleague, senior researcher Belkis 

Wille, via email or phone at willeb@hrw.org or +1-917-385-4146.  

Sincerely,  

Ida Sawyer 

Crisis and Conflict Director  

 
 
Annex: List of Questions 
Evacuations  



1. Why, in some cases, have Russian and Russian-backed forces prevented Ukrainian 
civilians from fleeing to Ukrainian-controlled territory from areas now under Russian 
control in Ukrainian territory in the Donbas and Kharkiv?  

2. Why, in some cases, have Russian and Russian-backed forces rounded up Ukrainian 
civilians from shelters on Ukrainian territory in the Donbas and Kharkiv region now under 
Russian control and prevented them from fleeing to Ukrainian-controlled territory, and 
instead took them further into Russian-controlled areas?  

3. How many evacuation buses have Russian forces allowed to transfer civilians from the 
Donbas and Kharkiv to Ukrainian-controlled territory? Can you specify the dates and 
specific itineraries of these evacuation buses, and how many people were in them?  

4. Have Russian forces taken any steps to ensure evacuation buses have allowed people to 
travel to the destination of their choosing, without interference? If so, please explain 
those steps?  

5. What instructions were given to personnel regarding the choices of destination they 
could give Ukrainian citizens seeking to flee military hostilities?  

6. When Russian forces have prevented evacuation buses from taking civilians from the 
Donbas and Kharkiv region to Ukrainian-controlled territory, what has been the reason?  

Filtration  

7. Which Russian and “DNR” authorities are involved in the administration of the filtration 
process in the “DNR”?  

8. What is the legal basis underpinning the filtration process and the collection of personal 
data, including biometrics and cell phone data, of Ukrainian nationals?  

9. Where is the data collected during the filtration process being stored, by which 
authorities, for what purpose(s), and for how long?  

10. Are authorities using a specific type of software to extract data from people's cell phones, 
and if so, which software?  

11. Was medical care provided to those interned by “DNR” forces? If so, please describe the 
nature and extent of the care and available resources.  

12. What are the criteria for "passing" or "failing" the filtration process, and what happens to 
those who "fail"? Please include the legal grounds for any measures taken against those 
who have "failed," including their possible detention and prosecution.  

13. What happens to those who are identified as being members of the Ukrainian armed 
forces/police or supposed nationalist groups during the filtration process?  

14. How many people have been arrested on suspicion of membership in the Ukrainian 
armed forces/police or supposed nationalist groups?  

15. Which individuals being arrested as part of this process are being treated as Prisoners of 
War?  

16. Do people fleeing fighting in private vehicles need to undergo filtration and obtain a 
filtration receipt in order to pass through Russian-controlled territory and reach 
Ukrainian-controlled territory?  

17. Can you provide an explanation as to why almost 200 people who went through filtration 
in Bezimenne and Kozatske villages were then arbitrarily detained for over 40 days?  

18. Why were the 17 children that Ukrainian authorities were attempting to evacuate from 
Mariupol on March 18 to Zaporizhzhia instead taken by "DNR" forces to the "DNR"? What 



are their current whereabouts what are the conditions they are living in, and what is their 
level of access to healthcare?  

Transit to Russia  

19. Which Russian authorities are involved in screening Ukrainians at the Russian border and 
the de facto Russian border between Ukraine and Crimea?  

20. What data do they collect as part of the screening process, where is that housed, by 
which authorities, for what purpose, and for how long?  

21. How many Ukrainian nationals have traveled from eastern Ukraine to Russia since 
February 24?  

22. Among them, how many are unaccompanied children? Can you detail where these 
children were living before they were transferred to Russia, and why they were 
transferred?  

23. What steps has Russia taken to ensure that Ukrainians’ travel to Russia is based on an 
informed choice between traveling there instead of to Ukrainian-controlled territory, 
rather than being coerced or forced? What instructions were given to personnel on this 
issue?  

24. Are there cases where Russian forces have transferred some civilians to Russia without 
given them a meaningful choice? If yes, what was the legal justification for those 
transfers?  

25. What is the legal basis for the Russian military detaining civilians inside of Ukraine, and 
their transfer to detention facilities in Russia? What are the rights that these civilians are 
afforded when in detention in Russia, including their access to lawyers and 
communications with their family members? Are authorities prosecuting these civilians 
and if yes, under which legal provisions?  

Inside Russia  

26. Once Ukrainians cross the border into Russia, in what locations are they initially housed, 
are they able to choose where they are located, and are there any restrictions on visits 
from civil society actors or others in those locations?  

27. What steps can Ukrainians take who traveled to Russia without their passports to get the 
Russian authorities to issue them temporary valid identity documents?  

28. Are Russian investigators pressuring Ukrainians to sign documents saying they witnessed 
Ukrainian war crimes?  

29. How many refugees, including temporary asylum holders, from Ukraine does Russia 
count as being on Russian territory? How many of this number were already present in 
Russian territory prior to February 24, 2022?  

30. For those Ukrainians who decide to leave Russia, what is the purpose of their questioning 
by border guards before leaving the country? 



hrw.org

A bus full of Ukrainians being transferred to Taganrog, 

Russia from the “DNR” on February 20, 2022.  

© 2022 Andrey Borodulin/AFP via Getty Images

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, Russian and Russia-affiliated officials have forcibly transferred 
Ukrainian civilians, including those fleeing hostilities, to the Russian Federation and areas of Ukraine occupied by Russia, a serious 
violation of the laws of war that constitutes a war crime. Many of those forcibly transferred were fleeing the besieged port city of 
Mariupol, while others were forcibly transferred from Kharkiv region. This report documents these transfers, as well as the compulsory 
security screening process that Russian and Russian-affiliated officials are subjecting thousands of Ukrainian citizens to, known as 
“filtration.” The report calls on Russian and Russian-affiliated forces in all parts of Ukraine that they now occupy to ensure that civilians 
can leave in safety to Ukrainian-controlled territory if they choose, cease all forms of pressure on them to go to Russia, and facilitate 
the return to Ukraine of all Ukrainian civilians who wish to do so. 
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