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Summary

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, Russian and Russian-
affiliated officials have forcibly transferred Ukrainian civilians, including those fleeing
hostilities, to areas of Ukraine occupied by Russia or to the Russian Federation, a serious
violation of the laws of war amounting to a war crime and a potential crime against
humanity. Many of those forcibly transferred were fleeing the besieged port city

of Mariupol.

Russian and Russian-affiliated authorities also subjected thousands of these Ukrainian
citizens to a process referred to by Russia as “filtration,” a form of compulsory security
screening, in which they typically collected civilians’ biometric data, including fingerprints
and front and side facial images; conducted body searches, and searched personal
belongings and phones; and questioned them about their political views. Ukrainian
civilians were effectively interned as they waited to undergo this process, with many
reporting that they were housed in overcrowded and squalid conditions, for periods as

short as several hours for up to almost a month.

Forced transfers and the filtration process constitute and involve separate and distinct

abuses against civilians, although many Ukrainian civilians experienced both.

This report documents the forcible transfer of Ukrainian civilians from Mariupol and the
Kharkiv region to Russia and Russian-occupied areas of Ukraine. Unlike combatants who,
once captured, are held as prisoners of war (POWSs) and may be moved to enemy territory,
the forcible transfer of civilians is prohibited under international humanitarian law, or the
laws of war, and can be prosecuted as a war crime and a crime against humanity. The
report describes various kinds of pressure the Russian military and other Russian and
Russian-affiliated officials used to make Ukrainian civilians fleeing hostilities go to Russia
or the so-called “Donetsk People’s Republic” (DNR), an area of the Donetsk region
controlled by Russian-affiliated armed groups and currently occupied by Russia (DNR is
used in this report as a reference to this area, not as recognition of any claims to

sovereignty). The report also describes the many challenges Ukrainian civilians faced and
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the abuses they suffered as they attempted to flee Mariupol for Ukrainian-controlled

territory and avoid going to Russia, or as they tried to leave Russia for a third country.

On June 20, Iryna Vereshchuk, Ukraine’s deputy prime minister, claimed that 1.2 million
Ukrainians had been forcibly taken to Russia, including 240,000 children. In late July, the
Russian News Agency (TASS) reported that over 2.8 million Ukrainians had entered the
Russian Federation from Ukraine, including 448,000 children. It reported that about half
these Ukrainian nationals held passports from the DNR or the “Luhansk People’s Republic,”
an area of the Luhansk region controlled by Russian-affiliated armed groups and currently
occupied by Russia (LNR is used in this report as a reference to this area, not as recognition of

any claims to sovereignty).

Although the total number of Ukrainian civilians transferred to Russia — either voluntarily
or involuntarily — remains unclear, many were transported to Russia in organized mass
transfers, even though they were hoping to go to Ukrainian-controlled territory, in a manner

and context that renders them illegal forcible transfers.

Russian and Russian-affiliated officials organized transport to Russia and told some
civilians that they had no choice but to stay in Russian-occupied areas or go to Russia and
should “forget about” going to Ukrainian-controlled territory. One woman from Mariupol
who was transferred to Russia said: “Of course we would have used the opportunity to go
to Ukraine if we could have, for sure. But we had no choice, no possibility to go there.”
Other civilians said that military or other personnel at checkpoints instructed Ukrainian
citizens fleeing hostilities to go to Russia or the DNR. Military personnel who rounded up
civilians in occupied territories told them the same, although in some cases, Russian

forces allowed people to proceed to Ukrainian-held territory.

Some people told Human Rights Watch they went to Russia voluntarily, including men
wanting to avoid the travel restrictions under Ukraine’s martial law, which with limited

exceptions, does not allow men ages 18 to 60 to leave the country.
Mariupol residents who had the financial means to organize their own private

transportation, rather than rely on Russian organized evacuation buses, were able to travel

to Ukrainian-controlled territory, sometimes after completing the filtration process, while
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others managed to leave the city to Ukrainian-controlled territory without going through

the process.

Many traveled through areas of heavy fighting and ongoing shelling, along streets littered
with dead bodies and burnt-out buildings, to escape Mariupol. They then passed through
numerous checkpoints manned by Russian or Russian-affiliated forces, where they were
often repeatedly questioned and searched, before finally reaching Zaporizhzhia in
Ukrainian-controlled territory, where volunteers and aid groups have been providing

humanitarian assistance and other support for new arrivals.

Residents from some villages and a city in the eastern Kharkiv region, bordering Russia,
including the villages of Lyptsi, Ruska Lozova, and Ternova, were also forcibly transferred
to Russia, but did not undergo filtration in Russian-occupied areas. A 70-year-old man from
Ruska Lozova described what Russian forces warned him of in their attempt to convince
him to leave his home: “You lived under us and so if the Ukrainian army comes, they will
punish you,” he said the Russian forces told him. “You will be executed.” While he did not

give in, hundreds of families from the village, including his neighbor, did leave for Russia.

At the Russian border, most Ukrainians went through another screening process before
being sent to different parts of Russia, where many are now cut off from their families and
friends, fearful and uncertain about what lies ahead, according to their family members

and volunteers assisting Ukrainians who are in Russia but want to leave.

While in Russia, some interviewees were pressured to sign, and witnessed other people
signing, documents stating that they had witnessed war crimes by Ukrainian forces. Some
of those who had access to smartphones and social media networks were able to connect
with activists who helped facilitate their transport out of Russia through Estonia, Latvia, or
Georgia. Once they made it to the border, though, some had difficulties crossing from
Russia because they lacked the proper identification documents, having left them behind

in Ukraine when fleeing the shelling and other violence.

The report also documents the filtration or security screening process that DNR officials
and Russian authorities have used to capture vast of amounts of personal data about
Ukrainian civilians, including their biometrics. While Russia may have legitimate grounds

to conduct security screening on individuals voluntarily seeking to enter Russian territory,
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the filtration process in its scope and the systemic manner in which Russian forces and
authorities organized and forced Ukrainian civilians to undergo it, is punitive and abusive.
Itis a mass illegal data collection exercise being carried out by Russian and Russian-
affiliated forces outside of the territory of Russia, targeting non-Russians, with no legal
underpinnings. It involves a clear violation of the right to privacy and could put those
subject to it at risk of being targeted or suffering other abuses for years to come. For
example, in Mariupol, Russian and Russian-affiliated forces rounded up civilians they
suspected of having ties to the Ukrainian military and sent them for filtration. This became
more commonplace as Russia sought to entrench control in areas it occupies in southern
Ukraine. In some cases, Ukrainian civilians understood that if they were to be allowed safe
passage from areas of active hostilities or even to move around on roads controlled by
Russian and Russian-affiliated forces, they had to undergo a filtration or screening

process.

In the villages of Bezimenne and Kozatske in the DNR, almost 200 people were effectively
interned after they completed the filtration process and had received “filtration receipts,”
indicating that they had successfully completed the process. For over 40 days, DNR
personnel refused to return their passports and prevented them from leaving the village,
where they sheltered in local schools or a cultural center in unsanitary conditions with

meager food rations.

The report notes that individuals who “failed” the filtration process in the DNR, apparently
due to their suspected ties to the Ukrainian military or to nationalist groups, were detained
in the DNR. Some of those detained, whose whereabouts and fate are unknown, are
presumed forcibly disappeared according to family members. While this report cannot
document their fate beyond that, there are serious grounds for concern that these
individuals are at risk of grave harm, including torture or other ill-treatment; in particular,

the lives of those forcibly disappeared may be at risk.

The practices documented in this report are distinct from the arbitrary detention of
Ukrainian civilians by Russian and Russian-affiliated forces and their subsequent unlawful
transfer to pre-trial detention centers and penal colonies in Russia. Human Rights Watch

has documented this practice in other publications.
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This report is based on Human Rights Watch interviews with 18 people who went to
Russia—15 from the Mariupol area, 1 from Donetsk, and 2 from the Kharkiv region —10 of
whom also underwent the filtration process. Human Rights Watch interviewed another 8
people who went through the filtration process in the DNR but were able to continue on to

Ukrainian-controlled areas and avoided being transferred to Russia.

The reportis also based on interviews with 21 Mariupol and Kharkiv residents whose
family members and friends were transferred to Russia, most of whom remained in Russia
as far as the interviewees knew. Human Rights Watch also interviewed eight lawyers and
activists in Russia and Europe who have been helping newly arrived Ukrainians

leave Russia.

Human Rights Watch also spoke with dozens of civilians from the Mariupol area who were
able to escape the war zone to Ukrainian-controlled territory without undergoing filtration.
We spoke with them to gather information about the international humanitarian law
violations in Mariupol, including indiscriminate bombing and shelling, and access to food,
water, and other humanitarian needs in the city, as well as about their experiences fleeing

the city to safety.

Most of the cases documented by Human Rights Watch where Ukrainians from the
Mariupol and Kharkiv areas were transported to Russia amount to forcible transfers. The
laws of war prohibit Russian or Russian-affiliated forces from forcing Ukrainian civilians,
individually or en masse, to evacuate to Russia. A forcible transferis a war crime and a
potential crime against humanity and includes a transfer in circumstances where a person
consents to move only 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. Transferring or displacing civilians is not justified or lawful
as being on humanitarian grounds, if the humanitarian crisis triggering the displacement is

itself the result of unlawful activity by the occupying power.

In at least five cases documented by Human Rights Watch, the interviewees’ consent to be
transferred may be genuine, as they said they wanted to go to Russia in order to travel

onwards to Europe after. Such cases may not constitute forcible transfers.
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Russian and Russian-affiliated forces in all parts of Ukraine that they now occupy should
ensure that civilians can leave in safety to Ukrainian-controlled territory if they choose,
regardless of whether they have private vehicles to flee in. They should ensure that people
who board buses heading to Russia are fully informed about where the buses are going
and are given options if they do not want to travel to Russia. They should stop all forms of
pressure on Ukrainian citizens to go to Russia and should facilitate the return to Ukraine of

all Ukrainian civilians who wish to do so.

While Russian authorities can conduct essential security screenings of those seeking to
enter Russia, they should halt all ongoing biometric data collection and retention
processes. Russian authorities should only ever collect biometric data where lawful,
proportionate, and necessary to do so, and should inform data subjects of why their data

is being collected, how it will be used, and how long it will be held for.

To help ensure that the perpetrators of grave violations of the laws of war in Ukraine,
including forced transfers, and other serious abuses against civilians such as filtration, are
investigated and brought to justice, Ukraine should ratify the Rome Statute of the
International Criminal Court, which it signed in 2000.
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Recommendations

On Forced Transfers to Russia and Russian-Occupied Territory

To Russian and Russian-Affiliated Authorities

Do not prevent civilians in areas occupied by Russian and Russian-affiliated forces,
including in the self-proclaimed “Donetsk People’s Republic” (DNR), from leaving
to Ukrainian-controlled territory or any other third country if they choose, including
by jeopardizing their safe passage. Allow independent, neutral parties to facilitate
civilian evacuations to Ukrainian-controlled or allied territory, including by
providing buses to different destinations, to ensure civilians have a

meaningful choice;

Ensure all civilians who board any evacuation buses heading to Russia are fully
informed about where the buses are going and are given options if they do not
want to travel to Russia;

End all efforts to take advantage of the coercive environment for Ukrainian
civilians, or create a humanitarian crisis by unlawful activity, to displace them to
Russia and Russian-occupied territory;

Allow all civilians transferred out of Ukraine who wish to return to Ukraine to do so,

facilitating their return.

To Ukrainian Authorities

Facilitate civilian evacuations to areas of safety where feasible to destinations
chosen by the civilians;

Ratify the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court to facilitate
prosecutions of war crimes and crimes against humanity, including

forced transfers;

Take all necessary measures, including relevant legislative amendments, to ensure
that Ukrainian nationals who were transferred to Russia, including men between
the ages of 18 and 60, suffer no legal consequences for this upon returning

to Ukraine.
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To Other States

e Call on Russia to respect the prohibition on forcible transfers including coercing
civilians to evacuate to unwanted destinations, and urge all parties to the conflict
to facilitate safe passage for civilians to a destination of their choosing;

e Appeal to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the International
Organization for Migration (IOM), the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and the International Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC), as appropriate to their mandates, to:

o Request unfettered access for their international staff to visit the temporary
placement centers established throughout Russia;

o Help Ukrainian citizens who wish to leave Russia and/or return to the territory
of Ukraine to do so;

o Document the facts of forced transfers (number of people, conditions of their
stay in Russia, etc.);

e Inquire with Russian authorities about the number of children transferred from
Ukraine to Russia and the number, location, and occupancy rate of the temporary
placement centers throughout Russia;

o Request access forinternational missions to temporary placement centers
throughout Russia and other places where Ukrainian citizens are located following
their transfer to Russia;

e Appeal to the European Network of Ombudsmen and the European Network of
Ombudspersons for Children on the possibility of visiting the reception facilities
throughout Russia, with the view to obtain information on the facts of forced
transfers, including the number of people and conditions of their stay in Russia;

e Ensure that the application of the Temporary Protection Directive by EU member
states and other temporary protection measures effectively apply to all Ukrainians
who are seeking entry at EU borders from Russia, including those with lost,
damaged, or destroyed travel documents and those traveling with copies of
documents or electronic identity documents;

e Ensure that Ukrainian citizens seeking to enter EU member states from Russia and
who do not have their passports for foreign travel can do so;

e Collect the names of individuals who have disappeared during the filtration
process, their forced confinement, or their transfer to Russia from those Ukrainian

civilians who arrive on their territories and are willing to share this information;
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Support investigations of cases of forcible transfer of civilians by a competent
international jurisdiction or under the principle of universal jurisdiction to identify
if they constitute war crimes or crimes against humanity and ensure that those
responsible are held to account.

To international and regional organizations, including the UN Commission of Inquiry on
Ukraine, UNHCR, IOM, and the Council of Europe:

Request unfettered access for their staff to visit the temporary placement centers
and other places where Ukrainian citizens are located following their transfer to
Russia, monitor those facilities to ensure that the new arrivals are fully informed of
their rights and options;

Monitor, report on, and assist, as appropriate, Ukrainian citizens who wish to
return to the territory of Ukraine to do so, and Ukrainian citizens who wish to go to
a third country to seek asylum/refugee status/family reunification without passing
through Ukraine;

Document the facts of forced transfer (number of people, including children,
whereabouts of people who failed the filtration process, conditions of their stay in

Russia, etc.) including to assist in family reunification and tracing.

On Treatment Within Russia

To Russian Authorities

Sign and ratify the International Convention for the Protection of all Persons from
Enforced Disappearance;

Allow independent groups and international organizations to access centers
accommodating people from Ukraine;

Ensure that Ukrainian citizens have unfettered access to legal, civil society, and
other support services that may assist them in relocating inside or outside of
Russia as they wish;

In a timely fashion, issue the document known as the “certificate confirming
identity of a foreign national for the purposes of proceeding to a diplomatic
mission of a foreign state in the Russia Federation” to those Ukrainians that are in

Russia without their passports.
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To Other Concerned States

Provide support via their embassies in Russia in the issuance of temporary travel
documents enabling Ukrainian citizens who are in Russia without their identity or

travel documents to leave the country if they wish to.

On Filtration

To Russian and Russian-Affiliated Authorities

Respect the prohibition of arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance, torture,
and ill-treatment; investigate any allegations of these or other abuses committed
by Russian forces and Russian-affiliated armed groups;

Clarify the fate and whereabouts of all civilians detained as a result of filtration;
Halt all personal data collection and retention processes inside Ukraine, and limit
security screening to what is essential to lawfully process individuals voluntarily
seeking to enter Russia;

All members of Ukrainian armed forces and affiliated armed groups detained by
Russia should be afforded Prisoner of War (POW) status in line with their
entitlement under the Geneva Conventions, and their rights as POWSs should be

respected fully.

To Other States

Inquire with Russia about the number and whereabouts of Ukrainian citizens
detained in the occupied territories following the "filtration measures";

Support investigations of cases of arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance,
torture, and ill-treatment by a competent international jurisdiction or under the
principle of universal jurisdiction to identify if they constitute war crimes or crimes

against humanity, and ensure that those responsible are held to account.
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Methodology

Human Rights Watch interviewed 20 residents from the Mariupol area who went through
the filtration process in the DNR between March 15 and May 6 — including in Amvrosiivka,
Bezimenne, Donetsk, Dokuchaievsk, Kachkarske, Kozatske, Khomutovo, Manhush,
Nikolske (previously known as Volodarske), Novoazovsk, Pervomaisk, Sartana, Shyrokyne,
Starobesheve, and Uspenka.t After filtration in the DNR, seven stayed in Ukraine while 13
traveled to Russia alone or with their friends or families. Another two interviewees from the

Mariupol area went to Russia without undergoing filtration.

Human Rights Watch interviewed one man who fled mobilization in DNR-controlled
Donetsk, by paying an apparent member of the DNR forces to transport him from Donetsk

to Russia, without undergoing filtration or a screening at the Russian border.

Human Rights Watch also interviewed seven people from the Mariupol area who said they
had family members and friends who had gone through the filtration process in the DNR
and then traveled to Russia and remained there, except for one who returned to Mariupol.
Four other interviewees said they had family members who did not pass the filtration

process and were detained in the DNR.

Human Rights Watch interviewed two women from the Kharkiv region, one of whom was
with her partner, who were forcibly transferred to Russia. Ten other people in the Kharkiv
region told Human Rights Watch that they knew of organized evacuations to Russia from
their village or city and neighboring villages, including of their family and friends, and that
they had refused to go.

Human Rights Watch interviewed eight human rights lawyers and activists in Russia and

Europe who have been assisting Ukrainians in leaving Russia.

At the time of writing, the 18 people Human Rights Watch interviewed who went to Russia

had succeeded in leaving Russia for European Union member states or Georgia, in most

1 Human Rights Watch interviewed many other civilians who fled the Mariupol and Kharkiv areas to Ukrainian-controlled
areas and who did not experience filtration or forced transfer.
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cases with the assistance of Russian, Ukrainian, and European activists. Three of them

were, however, still in Russia at the time of their initial interview with Human Rights Watch.

Human Rights Watch reached out to 12 other Ukrainian citizens who were in Russian
territory following their transfer, but they declined to be interviewed, citing security

concerns and fear of reprisals.

The Russian government’s “deregistration” of Human Rights Watch in April 2022 prevented
us from conducting research in person in Russia and also from visiting temporary

placement centers for Ukrainian refugees.2

Due largely to these constraints, all of the Ukrainians transferred to Russia that Human
Rights Watch interviewed for this report were those who had access to financial means or
social media networks and activists who helped them leave Russia. As such, their
experiences are not necessarily representative of the many other Ukrainians who are still
in Russia, who neither went there or remain there by choice. Further research is required to
understand the full range of abuses that forcibly transferred Ukrainians in Russia may have

experienced and be experiencing.

In total, Human Rights Watch interviewed 117 Ukrainians from the Mariupol area and the
Kharkiv region between March 22 and June 28, 2022, in order to determine whether they or

their families or friends had undergone filtration or forcible transfer to Russia.

These interviews helped researchers assess certain patterns — the majority were people
who fled Mariupol in private cars and who were not, for the reasons described elsewhere in
this report, subjected to filtration or forced transfers. For many fleeing to Ukrainian-
controlled territory, the first destination was Zaporizhzhia, a city about 220 kilometers
from Mariupol. Between mid-March and mid-May, Human Rights Watch interviewed 93
people who had left the Mariupol area. Seventy-eight of those interviewed made it to
Zaporizhzhia, where volunteers and aid groups have been providing humanitarian
assistance and other support for new arrivals. Sixty-two left in private vehicles and

traveled through multiple Russian military checkpoints along the 8o-kilometer route

2 “Russia: Government Shuts Down Human Rights Watch Office,” Human Rights Watch news release, April 8, 2022,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/08/russia-government-shuts-down-human-rights-watch-office.

“WE HAD No CHOICE” 12


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

through Russian-controlled territory, most through the city of Berdyansk, which had fallen

under Russian control, and onwards to Zaporizhzhia.

Human Rights Watch also interviewed four people from Mariupol who traveled to Russia in

private cars.

Twenty-one others left the city on foot, either because their cars had been destroyed or
because they did not have their own vehicles. Eleven of the 18 people who went to Russia
went to collection points, where they had heard from Russian or Russian-affiliated military
personnel or by word of mouth that they could get on evacuation buses that would take
them out of the city. But when they arrived at the collection points, they discovered there

were no buses to Ukrainian-controlled territory. They were instead taken to Russia.

Separate from the research for this report, Human Rights Watch interviewed dozens of
people who had fled Russian-occupied areas of the Donetsk, Kherson, Luhansk, and
Zaporizhzhia regions in private vehicles and evacuation buses who said they were not

aware of any ongoing filtration process in the areas from which they had fled.

Large numbers of Ukrainian citizens went to Russia as a result of the hostilities. Given
limitations described here, it is important to recognize that the cases documented in this
report are unlikely to describe the full range of Ukrainian citizens’ experiences with

filtration or transfer to Russia.

Human Rights Watch conducted interviews in person in Ukraine, in areas under
government control, and remotely. In some cases, an interviewee’s partner or family
members were present during the interview. We did not include them in our interview

count unless they were interviewed separately.

The interviews were conducted in Ukrainian through a translator, or in Russian. Human
Rights Watch has withheld people’s family names, or in some cases their full names, for
security reasons.

In the report, the labels “Donetsk People’s Republic” (DNR) and the “Luhansk People’s
Republic” (LNR) are used to identify those respective areas under control of Russian-

affiliated armed groups, and not in recognition of any sovereignty claims.
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On July 5, Human Rights Watch shared its findings with the Russian Federation and asked
for responses to specific questions. The government did not respond.
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Background

Russia has occupied parts of Ukraine since 2014.3 In response to the Maidan uprising, a
mass, public revolt against a government led by a pro-Moscow president, Russia seized
and occupied Crimea and stoked and supported anti-government insurgencies by armed
groups in parts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions.4 Active hostilities between Ukrainian
forces and these Russian-backed armed groups, at times supported directly by Russian
military forces, were followed by a ceasefire in February 2015.5 Ceasefire violations —
including shelling and firing across front lines — were regular occurrences in the following
years.s Since starting its full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, Russia has
occupied the areas that militants call, respectively, the “Donetsk People’s Republic” and
the “Luhansk People’s Republic” (with the Russian acronyms, “DNR” and “LNR”).7

Russian authorities have proffered a variety of reasons for Russia’s invasion and the
ongoing war against Ukraine. Key among them is a string of demonstrably false
allegations: that Russia is saving people “whose only hope was Russia” from the Ukrainian
government, which the Russian government falsely claims is controlled by “Nazis” who
aim to destroy the country’s Russian speaking population.t Thus, when Russian forces
transfer Ukrainian civilians from areas of active hostilities to areas of Ukraine under
Russian occupation or to the Russian Federation, under the guise of evacuations, they are
not merely removing civilians from the hazards of war. They are implementing policy
ambitions articulated by Russia’s leadership in the lead up to and during the

current conflict.

3 Becky Sullivan, “Russia’s at war with Ukraine. Here’s how we got here,” NPR, February 24, 2022,
https://www.npr.org/2022/02/12/1080205477/history-ukraine-russia (accessed August 11, 2022).

4 1bid.

5 Andrew Roth, “Details of the Ukraine Cease-Fire Negotiated in Minsk,” New York Times, February 12, 2015,
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/13/world/europe/ukraine-cease-fire-negotiated-in-minsk.html (accessed August 11,
2022).

6 “Almost 2,000 ceasefire violations logged in eastern Ukraine -diplomatic source,” Reuters, February 19, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/almost-2000-ceasefire-violations-logged-eastern-ukraine-diplomatic-source-2022-
02-19/ (accessed August 11, 2022).

7 “Lillian Posner, “A Glimpse at Life Under Russian Occupation,” Foreign Policy, May 11, 2022,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/05/11/ukraine-russia-war-occupation-donbas-stanislav-aseyev-prisoner-book-in-isolation/
(accessed August 11, 2022).

8 “Address to the Nation by Russian Federation President” (“O6pauyerve Mpe3sugerta Poccuiickoit ®epepauun™), February
24,2022, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843 (accessed August 17, 2022).
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Mariupol Under Siege

Mariupol is a strategic port city in southeastern Ukraine with a pre-war population of about
430,000.2 On March 2, 2022, Russian forces and Russian-linked armed groups encircled
the city, which by that time lay between two regions already under the effective control of
Russian forces. Civilians trapped in Mariupol quickly lost access to electric power, heating,
and mobile phone and internet communications. They struggled to survive in below-
freezing temperatures as Russian forces relentlessly attacked the city. Many sheltered in
basements for weeks with limited access to water, food, or medicine — and no safe way to
escape.® Russia announced victory over the city after Ukrainian forces surrendered their

hold-out position in Mariupol’s Azovstal steel plant on May 16.%

According to Ukrainian officials, during the 10-week siege, numerous efforts to negotiate a
ceasefire to allow for the establishment of humanitarian corridors and mass evacuations
of civilians failed throughout March and April. During that time, Ukrainian authorities said
that Russian forces on numerous occasions prevented Ukrainian buses from entering the

area to evacuate civilians from Mariupol to Ukrainian-controlled territory.:

The UN Human Rights Monitoring Mission in Ukraine noted two evacuations of civilians
from Mariupol in March, announced by Russia’s Defense Ministry: one which started on
March 5, “towards Rostov-on-Don in the Russian Federation, via territory controlled by
Russian affiliated armed groups,” and the second, which started on March 14, “towards
Zaporizhzhia, after the route and security guarantees for evacuation convoys were agreed
upon.” According to the UN, “evacuation happened by private vehicles, buses or on foot,
and the Government of Ukraine supported evacuation towards Zaporizhzhia by providing

buses and shelter upon arrival.”s

9 “City of Mariupol,” Energy Cities, https://energy-cities.eu/members/city-of-mariupol/ (accessed June 15, 2022).

10 «“Ukraine: Ensure Safe Passage, Aid for Mariupol Civilians,” Human Rights Watch news release, March 21, 2022,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/21/ukraine-ensure-safe-passage-aid-mariupol-
civilians#:~:text=Russian%2oforces%2o0laying%20siege%20to,choose%20to%20leave%20the%20city.

11 «Sjege of Mariupol over as Russia says Ukraine's holdout forces from steelworks have ‘surrendered,”” CBS, May 17, 2022,
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ukraine-russia-war-azovstal-steel-mill-defenders-mission-complete/ (accessed June 15,
2022).

12 Bel Trew and Shweta Sharma, “Russian forces accused of blocking Mariupol evacuation buses and ‘seizing humanitarian
aid,”” Independent, April 1, 2022, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/russia-soldiers-mariupol-
evacuation-bus-latest-b2048742.html (accessed June 29, 2022).

13 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Report on the human rights situation in Ukraine, 24 February - 15
May 2022, June 29, 2022, https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/ua/2022-06-29/2022-06-
UkraineArmedAttack-EN.pdf (accessed July 13, 2022), para. 73.
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Organized evacuations towards Ukrainian-held areas were rare exceptions. Russian forces
and Russian-affiliated armed groups instead provided people with buses only going further
into Russian-controlled territory. A successful humanitarian corridor to Ukrainian-controlled
territory was finally established on April 30, which facilitated the evacuation of some women

and children.=

Until that time, hundreds of thousands of people from Mariupol and surrounding areas
had managed to flee the fighting without humanitarian corridors, often after hearing about
possible escape routes through word of mouth. As conditions deteriorated, many decided
to take the risk of fleeing amidst heavy fighting and ongoing shelling, through streets
littered with dead bodies and burnt-out buildings. They left in private vehicles, on foot, or

in evacuation buses.ts

The forces that laid siege to Mariupol and took and exercised control over the greater
Mariupol area included the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation and linked armed

groups that operated out of the area they call DNR.

Persistent Shelling in Kharkiv Region

Starting on February 24, Russian forces entered the Kharkiv region from the north and
northeast. By early March, they were approaching the capital of the region, Kharkiv,
Ukraine’s second city, from the west.16 Already by February 25, fierce fighting had broken

out in the city’s northern suburbs.” Some Russian forces entered the city on February 27,

14 “Humanitarian convoy once again failed to reach Mariupol due to shelling,” Ukrayinska Pravda, March 13, 2022,
https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2022/03/13/7331071/ (accessed June 14, 2022); “Ukraine Blames Russia After
Mariupol Corridor Fails on Sunday,” Reuters, April 24, 2022, https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2022-04-
24/ukraine-blames-russia-after-mariupol-humanitarian-corridor-fails-on-sunday (accessed June 14, 2022); “Ukraine: UN-Red
Cross operation underway to evacuate civilians from stricken Mariupol plant,” UN news release, May 1, 2022,
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/05/1117342 (accessed June 14, 2022); Rachel Siegel, Andrew Jeong, and David L. Stern,
“Evacuations begin from Mariupol plant as shelling in east continues,” Washington Post, April 30, 2022,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/04/30/ukraine-russia-azovstal/ (accessed June 29, 2022);
Michael Schwitz, “A small group of women and children has made it out of Mariupol’s Azovstal steel plant,” New York Times,
April 30, 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/30/world/mariupol-evacuation-steel-plant-ukraine.html (accessed June
29,2022).

15 Russia denies its military forces were involved in the fighting.

16 «Jkraine war in maps: Tracking the Russian invasion,” BBC, June 13, 2022, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-
60506682 (accessed June 15, 2022).

17 Ellie Kaufman and Oren Liebermann, “Heaviest fighting in Ukraine is ‘in and around Kharkiv,” senior US defense official
says,” CNN, February 26, 2022, https://edition.cnn.com/europe/live-news/ukraine-russia-news-02-26-
22/h_e35d9446cf7894d44dos2efbgbas8coc (accessed June 29, 2022).
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leading to short-lived street battles.®® While Russian forces were pushed out of the city that

same day, they have continued to fire munitions into it since then.»

Russian paratroopers reportedly entered the city again on March 2, but failed to establish

a foothold, falling back to fight Ukrainian forces in the villages north and east of the city.z°

According to the Kharkiv region’s deputy prosecutor, Andrii Kravchenko, at least 1,019
civilians, including 52 children, have been killed and 1,947 others wounded, including 152
children, during hundreds of attacks by Russian forces in the Kharkiv region between late
February and early August.z Attacks have continued through this writing, with Kharkiv’s
northeastern neighborhoods, such as Saltivka, a densely built-up residential area,
enduring particularly frequent shelling. Other parts of the city have also continued to come

under attack.zz

These continuing attacks forcibly displaced hundreds of thousands of residents. A city
with a pre-war population of 1.4 million people, many of Kharkiv’s residents quickly left.

On March 28, Kharkiv’s mayor estimated that about 30 percent of the city’s population had

18 Toj Staff, “Russian troops enter Kharkiv, Ukraine’s second-largest city,” Times of Israel, February 27, 2022,
https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/russian-troops-reportedly-enter-kharkiv-ukraines-second-largest-city/
(accessed July 13, 2022); “Kharkiv governor reports that heavy fighting is taking place inside the city,” Kyiv Independent,
February 27, 2022, https://kyivindependent.com/uncategorized/kharkiv-governor-reports-that-heavy-fighting-is-taking-
place-inside-the-city (accessed June 29, 2022).

19 “Ukraine: Unlawful Russian Attacks in Kharkiv,” Human Rights Watch news release, August 16, 2022,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/08/16/ukraine-unlawful-russian-attacks-kharkiv.

20 | yke Harding et al., “Ukraine facing humanitarian crisis amid relentless Russian missile attacks,” Guardian, March 2,
2022, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/02/ukraine-cities-bombardment-russia-attack-kyiv-kharkiv-russian-
war-invasion (accessed June 29, 2022).

21 “Ykraine: Unlawful Attacks in Kharkiv,” Human Rights Watch news release, August 16, 2022,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/08/16/ukraine-unlawful-russian-attacks-kharkiv.

22 “Hanging on in a frontline Ukrainian ghost town,” France 24, March 30, 2022, https://www.france24.com/en/live-
news/20220330-hanging-on-in-a-frontline-ukrainian-ghost-town (accessed August 17, 2022); “Kharkiv shelling: A shell hit
the entrance of an apartment building” (“O6cTpin XapkoBsa: cHapsaa BAy4uB y nMig’i3g utnosoro byauury”), April 26, 2022,
video clip, YouTube, https:// (accessed June 29, 2022); Euronews, “Rocket Strike hits Kharkiv‘s Housing and Communal
College building,” video report, June 22, 2022, https://www.euronews.com/video/2022/06/21/kharkivs-housing-and-
communal-college-building-hit-by-rocket-strike (accessed July 13, 2022); “Kharkiv metro attack: metro worker wounded,
trains damaged,” Ukrayinska Pravda, June 21, 2022, https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2022/06/21/7353791/
(accessed July 13, 2022); Olena Roshchina, “The Russians shelled Kharkiv again, trying to carry out counterattack,”
Ukrayinska Pravda, May 20, 2022, https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2022/05/20/7347355/ (accessed August 23,
2022).
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left, with more residents leaving in April.z3 By June, half of the city’s population was
estimated to have left.2

Though they have lost some ground to the northeast of the Kharkiv region, by early April,
Russian forces were occupying almost all of the northwest of the region, including dozens
of towns and villages, and had taken control of several of the region’s key cities, including
Izium, Kupiansk, and Balakliia.zs In some of the parts of the Kharkiv region that Russian
forces had occupied, and in many cases still occupied at the time of writing, they told
residents that they could not to leave to Ukrainian-controlled territory, saying the routes
were too dangerous.2¢ They told residents they were welcome to flee to safety in Russia,
either in buses the military provided or in convoys of private vehicles. Many people left for
Russia as they felt compelled to under the circumstances, viewing it as the only way to
escape relentless shelling. In some instances, including in one instance documented in

this report, people were put onto buses to Russia against their express will.z7

23 “About 30% of residents left Kharkiv,” ("Xapkis 3anuwunmn 6a13bKo 30% wutenis”), Kharkiv City Council, 28 March
2022, https://city.kharkov.ua/uk/news/kharkiv-zalishili-blizko-30-zhiteliv-50209.html (accessed June 29, 2022).

24 “How war has changed Ukraine’s second city,” Economist, June 2, 2022,
https://www.economist.com/europe/2022/06/02/how-war-has-changed-ukraines-second-city (accessed July 11,2022).
25 “Ukraine war in maps: Tracking the Russian invasion,” BBC, June 13, 2022, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-
60506682 (accessed June 15, 2022).

26 RFE/RL, “Volunteers Rescue 1,500 People from Ukraine's Occupied Kharkiv Region,” video report, June 3, 2022,
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-kharkiv-volunteers-rescue-russia-refugees/31882191.html (accessed July 6, 2022).

27 Yulia Gorbunova, “Escapees from Mariupol tell of ‘hell on Earth’,” Human Rights Watch commentary, April 28, 2022,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/28/escapees-mariupol-tell-hell-earth.
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Forcible Transfers of Civilians Under International Law

Parties to an international conflict are prohibited under international law from forcibly
transferring or deporting the civilian population of an occupied territory, in whole orin
part. Violation of this prohibition is a grave breach of the Geneva Conventions and

prosecutable as a war crime and a crime against humanity.

The laws of war applicable to the international armed conflict in Ukraine include the
Geneva Conventions of 1949, the First Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions
(Protocol I), and customary international law.28 Provisions in the fourth Geneva Convention
and Protocol |, prohibiting individual or mass forcible transfers of civilians from occupied
territory to the territory of the occupying power or any other country, make clear that the

prohibition is regardless of motive.2?

To constitute the crime of deportation or transfer, the transfer needs to be “forcible.”
Consent to be moved has to be voluntary and genuine, and not given under coercive
conditions. As the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia has made
clear, the absence of genuine choice making displacement unlawful and forcible can
include psychological force caused by “fear of violence, duress, detention, psychological
oppression or abuse of power,...or by taking advantage of a coercive environment.”s°
Therefore, a transfer is not voluntary if civilians agree or seek to be transferred as the only
means to escape risk of abuse if they remain. Moreover, transferring or displacing civilians
is not justified or lawful as being on humanitarian grounds if the humanitarian crisis
triggering the displacement is itself the result of unlawful activity by those in charge of

the transfers.3

28 GGeneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field, adopted
August 12, 1949, 75 U.N.T.S. 31, entered into force October 21, 1950; Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12
August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I), adopted June 8, 1977,
1125 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force December 7, 1978.

29 Articles 49 and 147 of Geneva Convention IV, Article 85(4) (a) of Additional Protocol | prohibit forcible transfer. Article 18 of
the 1996 ILC Draft Code also contains a similar prohibition.

30 See ICTY Appeals Chamber in Krnojelac IT-97-25-A, Judgement of September 17, 2003 para.229; Milomir Stakic IT-97-24-A,
Judgement of March 22, 2006 para. 281; and Footnotes 5, 12, 13 of the International Criminal Court’s Elements of Crimes in
discussing the offence of forcible transfer.

31 Milomir Stakic op.cit. para. 287
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Itis permitted to temporarily displace or evacuate civilians to protect them from the effects
of an attack, or if civilian security or imperative military reasons demand such
displacement. Indeed, Article 58 of Additional Protocol | requires that parties to the
conflict, “to the maximum extent feasible,” take the necessary precautions to protect
civilians and civilian objects under their control from the dangers resulting from military
operations, including seeking to remove civilians and civilian objects under their control
from the vicinity of military targets.32 Those displaced or evacuated should be transferred
back to their homes as soon as hostilities — not occupation —in the area in question

have ceased.33

The International Criminal Court can prosecute the war crime of “the deportation or
transfer [by the Occupying Power] of all or parts of the population of the occupied territory
within or outside this territory,” and the crime against humanity of “forcible transfer

of population.”ss

In contrast to civilians, members of opposing armed forces, of allied militia, or similar forces
who meet certain conditions spelled out in the Third Geneva Convention, if captured, are to
be held as prisoners of war (POWSs) and may lawfully be transferred to the detaining

state’s territory.3

The detention of POWSs is not a form of punishment but aims to prevent them from further
participation in the conflict. The laws of war prohibit a warring party from prosecuting a
POW merely for having taken a direct part in hostilities and can only prosecute them for
war crimes. POWs must be released and repatriated without delay after the end of active
hostilities. During international armed conflicts, the ICRC has a right to visit POWs to make
sure that their treatment and the conditions in which they are being held are in line with

the laws of war.

32 protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of Victims of International
Armed Conflicts (Protocol I), adopted June 8, 1977, 1125 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force December 7, 1978, art. 58.

33 Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, adopted August 12, 1949, 75 U.N.T.S. 287,
entered into force October 21, 1950.

34 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (Rome Statute), A/CONF.183/9, July 17, 1998, entered into force July 1,
2002, arts. 8(2)(b) (viii) and 7 (1) (d) respectively.

35 Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War, adopted August 12, 1949, 75 U.N.T.S. 135, entered into
force October 21, 1950.
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Filtration

As Russian forces encircled Mariupol in March, they started forcing some fleeing residents
to undergo a security “filtration,” or screening process in at least 15 nearby towns and
villages in Russian-controlled territory, mostly in the DNR. They also rounded up some
residents specially for filtration. During the process, DNR or Russian officials collected
civilians’ biometric data, including fingerprints and photographs of their face looking
forward and in profile; searched their bodies, belongings, and phones; and questioned
them about their political views and ties to Ukrainian armed forces and government
agencies. While for some the wait lasted only hours, many had to remain near the filtration
centers for between three days and up to almost a month, waiting to undergo
interrogation. Those who “failed” the filtration process in the DNR, apparently due to their
suspected ties to the Ukrainian military or nationalist groups, were detained and some

apparently forcibly disappeared according to family members.

The DNR “Ministry of Internal Affairs” stated in May that “filtration activities are carried out
in DNR with regard to residents of the territories formerly under Ukrainian control” in order
to prevent “persons affiliated with Ukraine’s military, law enforcement and security
agencies, nationalist battalions, and sabotage and intelligence groups from penetrating
the republic.”36

While there are no official statistics available on how many people have undergone
filtration, one man who went through the process in Manhush said that when he gotin line
forthe process on March 22, he was the 666t person waiting.3” He waited for almost a
month until it was his turn, and on the day he was “filtered,” someone standing with him
in line said he had heard from officials that on that day, the number of people who were
signed up for filtration there had reached 60,000. While he waited for his turn to come up

in Manhush, he also tried to undergo the process in Nikolske, hoping it would be faster. He

36 “Information for Residents of Liberated Territories of the Republic” (“NHdopmayms ans wutenein 0cBOBOMKAEHHBIX
Tepputopuin pecnybanku”), meaaHp.pyc (xn--biaeasais.xn--paacf (accessed July 14, 2022). This document is only available to
internet users in Russia and Russian-occupied areas of Ukraine. If unavailable, see instead: “FSB responded to complaints of
refugees from Ukraine to filtration points” (“©CB oTeeTuna Ha wanobbl GexeHLeB ¢ YKpanHbl Ha GUALTPALMOHHbIE NYHKTLI™),
RBK, June 24, 2022, https://www.rbc.ru/politics/24/06/2022/62bsasedg9az9479a7db11145 (accessed August 11, 2022).

37 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Oleksii, Estonia, June 22, 2022.
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said on April 11, he was told in Nikolske there were roughly 4,000 people ahead of him in

the line.

Journey To Filtration

Of the 20 people Human Rights Watch interviewed who underwent filtration, seven were in
private vehicles and were led to believe they had to undergo the process in order to be
allowed to travel onwards.3® One person left Mariupol on foot and was eventually picked
up by a family in a car and underwent the process for the same reason. Six people left
Mariupol on foot and boarded free buses which took them further into Russian-controlled
territory where they then underwent the screening. Six people whom Human Rights
interviewed said Russian and Russian-affiliated forces took them from their homes or other
locations they were sheltering in, bused them out of the city, and made them undergo
filtration. Thirteen of the 20 people traveled onwards to Russia after they had

been screened.

The people Human Rights Watch interviewed who went through the filtration process did

so between March 15 and May 6.39

People often had to wait for days or weeks — housed in schools, community centers,
government buildings, tents, or vehicles — as they waited their turn to go through filtration,

sometimes in deplorable conditions with limited food and poor sanitary conditions,

38 Human Rights Watch interview with woman from Melekyno, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview
with teenager from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Alina, Zaporizhzhia, April 27,
2022; Human Rights Watch interview with couple from Mariupol, Zaporizhzhia, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Andrii, Lviv, May 3, 2022;
Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Oleksii, Estonia, June 22, 2022.

39 Human Rights Watch interview with couple from Mariupol, Zaporizhzhia, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview, April
22, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with
Tamara and daughter, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12,
2022; Human Rights Watch with Taisa, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Yevhen,
Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview with Andrii, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone
interview with “Marina,” Europe, May 18, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview with “Mykyta” and “Anya,” Europe,
May 26, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview with ”Yaroslav,” Russia, May 31, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone
interview with “Oleksander,” Kozatske, May 12 and May 25, 2022.
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alongside dozens or even hundreds of other displaced or transferred people also waiting
to go through the same process.s°

Many described the fear, desperation, and helplessness they felt as they traveled to the
filtration points. They did not know what lay ahead, but they knew that returning to the
horror of Mariupol was not an option, and they believed the only way they would be

allowed to flee the hostilities and danger was to undergo the process.

Those who had the means to flee Mariupol in private vehicles — either initially when they
left their homes or places of shelter, or once they got to the gathering points and realized
that the buses were only going to the DNR or other Russian-controlled territory — were often
able to avoid the filtration process by traveling to Ukrainian-controlled territory, albeit

passing through numerous Russian checkpoints during their journey.s

Fleeing Mariupol
One woman said that her brother, who left Mariupol by car with his family on April 10,

spent five days in a field in Shyrokyne village waiting for filtration:

There was a tent camp, and his wife and their kids — the older one is three
and the baby just turned one — slept in a tent with other women and
children, while my brother slept in the car. It was cold and the car windows
were shattered from shelling. His children caught a stomach bug; they were
vomiting and had non-stop diarrhea, so the family was allowed to jump the
queue. If not for the children getting so sick, | don’t know how many more
days they would have spent there.4

49 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Alina, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human
Rights Watch interview with a family from Berdyansk, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Irina, Dnipro, April 25, 2022; Human Rights Watch
interview with Yekateryna, Dnipro, April 25, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Tamara, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022;
Human Rights Watch interview with “Oleksandra,” a woman from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights
Watch interview with a teenager from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.

41 Human Rights Watch interviewed 74 individuals who were able to leave Russian-controlled areas in private vehicles and
cross into Ukrainian-controlled territory.

42 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Yulia, Belgium, May 17, 2022.
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Irina, aged 37, said her sister’s family left Mariupol on foot on March 26 and found a
convoy of buses in Nikolske that she believed were taking people to Zaporizhzhia, in
Ukrainian-controlled territory.43 But the buses instead went to Russian-occupied Manhush

and then on to Donetsk, the main city in the DNR, where the family underwent filtration.

AnotherIrina, a 44-year-old engineer, said she spent nearly six weeks sheltering in her
five-story apartment building in Mariupol’s left bank, with about 30 of her neighbors.« An
attack on April 7 caused part of the building to catch fire, prompting Irina and the others in
the building to flee the next day, despite the continued fighting. Irina said a Russian
soldier they came across told them to put white bands on their arms and run. After running
for about a kilometer, she said, the group came across more Russian troops who told them
to get into their armored vehicle, which then drove them to Vynohradne village, about 13

kilometers east of Mariupol.

There, Irina said, the Russian troops checked their documents and belongings, wrote down
their names, and put them on a bus to Bezimenne, another village about 24 kilometers
east of Vynohradne. She said they spent three nights at a community center that had two
large halls with about 150 to 200 people, all from Mariupol. She said there were soldiers
milling around and a woman in charge, who told them that they had to wait for a bus to
Starobesheve, a town in DNR-controlled territory. On April 11, Irina and others were told to
board three or four buses that took them to a filtration point housed in a similar

community center in Starobesheve.

Anatolii, a real estate agent, said he knew before boarding an evacuation bus just outside
of Mariupol that it was going to the DNR and that there he would need to go through
filtration.ss Anatolii, who is now in Norway, said that he and his friend fled Mariupol on
April 7. They walked to a checkpoint in Vynohradne, where Anatolii had heard they could
get on a bus to leave the city. From Vynohradne, they boarded a bus that the driver,

dressed in military uniform, told them was going to Kachkarske in the DNR.

Once in Kachkarske, Anatolii said that officials from the DNR’s “Ministry of Emergency

Situations” took him and the others on his bus to a school that was already housing

43 Human Rights Watch interview with Irina, Dnipro, April 25, 2022.

44 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022
45 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022.
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around 100 other displaced or transferred people. Authorities then gave everyone a form to
fill out, he said, to add their names to the queue for filtration. One question asked where
people wanted to go. “The form didn’t restrict what you could write,” he said, “but we
knew you only could put down three options: return to Mariupol, stay in the DNR, or go to
Russia.” He said that some people had to wait for 10 days or more before authorities would
send them for filtration, but he and his friend pestered the staff in the school so much that
they underwent filtration after only three days, along with older people and families with

children who were being given priority.

Rounded up from the Street, Homes, and Shelters

“Mykyta” said that Russian soldiers detained him on the street in Mariupol on March 25 at
around noon as he was walking to check on his grandmother, who lived nearby. They
questioned him about his political views, and when he said that he supported Ukraine,
one of them threatened to shoot him and held him at gunpoint. Then, another group of
soldiers forcibly took him to a house in the neighborhood, which they used as a temporary
military base, and held him there together with approximately two dozen other civilians, also

picked up on the streets.

Late at night, the soldiers put all of the detained civilians on a bus and told them that the
bus would take them to nearby School #30, where they would be questioned and “those
who want to be evacuated to Russia will be provided transportation, and those who want
to return home will be able to do just that.”+ However, instead of taking them there, the
bus took them to Sartana, a town 16 kilometers northeast of Mariupol, where they had to
spend the nightin a local school, together with many other detained civilians, including
women and older people. The next morning, all the civilians were put on buses and taken
to a schoolhouse in Primorske village of Novoazovsk region. They were held there for two
weeks from March 26, before the DNR “Emergencies Ministry” sent the group to undergo
filtration in Dokuchaievsk, a village under Russian control, about go kilometers to

the north.

“Mykyta” described the conditions at the Primorske school:

46 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Mykyta,” Europe, May 26, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Irina,
Dnipro, April 25, 2022.
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There were no mattresses in the school building, nothing. People—there
were over 150 of us—slept on the floor and on school desks. For the first
four to five days, they [DNR authorities] fed us three times a day — we got
gruel and lard and some canned vegetables. But then they ran out of food
and would only feed us twice a day, and it was nothing but macaroni and
bread. We could leave the building and walk around the village but getting
out of the village was impossible — they had checkpoints everywhere and
our passports were taken away. At first, they said, “Your filtration will
happen two days from now.” And then, it was like, wait another day, and
another day and then they stopped making any promises at all. Those
people who had relatives in the DNR were luckier — if the relatives showed
up in person and signed a piece of paper saying they were personally
responsible for delivering them to a filtration point, they could go with

the relatives.

We felt like hostages. We were afraid they had some dodgy plans for us.
Also, the toilet in the school building was just disgusting, the water was
putrid and pretty much everyone was soon sick to the stomach and
vomiting... One old woman died there. Whoever first saw she wasn’t moving
called the maintenance person and he called someone, so a doctor came,
took a look at her but she wasn’t breathing... They put her on a stretcher,

covered the body with a sheet and took her away.+

“Svitlana,” a 24-year-old woman from a Mariupol suburb, said that Russian forces had
taken control of her area by mid-March.4® On the morning of March 15, Russian soldiers
entered the basement of the local events hall where around 60 civilians, including
Svitlana’s family, were sheltering. They ordered all the women, children, and older people
to leave the basement and took them on foot to a nearby schoolhouse, which Russian and
DNR forces were using for military purposes, and then to a former Ukrainian military base
on the city’s edge, which Russian and DNR forces were occupying. Younger men, with few

exceptions, were not allowed to accompany their families; it remains unclear what

47 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Mykyta,” Europe, May 26, 2022; .
48 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022.
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happened to them. The soldiers told women who wanted to stay behind with their

husbands that they had no choice but to leave.

Svitlana and her six family members stayed there for hours with the other people from their
shelter and a group of civilians brought from another shelter — 9o people in total.#s Late at
night, without any explanation, the soldiers loaded everyone onto military trucks. After a
30-minute drive, they arrived in Kalchik, a village close to Mariupol and newly occupied by
Russian forces, where they spent the night in a school building. The next morning, the
military put them onto buses without revealing their destination. The buses took them to
Bezimenne, a village near the town of Novoazovsk, where they underwent filtration, along
with hundreds of other displaced or transferred Ukrainians, mostly older people, women,

and children.

Maya, a woman from the Livoberezhnyi suburb of Mariupol, said that soldiers came to her
mother’s apartment building in Mariupol on April 10 and took her mother and the other
people sheltering in the basement of her building to the DNR to undergo the filtration
process.se After going through filtration, Maya said that her mother and the others in her
building were taken to the Russian city of Taganrog, 100 kilometers to the east of Mariupol.
The woman said her mother was too fearful to speak to Human Rights Watch on the phone

but was trying to return to Ukraine.

Inna, a 40-year-old woman from Mariupol, said that on April 16, Russian forces entered her
basement, where she and many neighbors were sheltering, and put them onto buses,
saying they would be taken to Ukrainian-controlled territory. “But they lied to us and
fooled us. They took us to Nikolske and on to Taganrog without giving us another choice,”
she said. She said that later, while she waited to undergo filtration, Russian soldiers
laughed at her when she asked about traveling to Ukrainian-controlled territory, saying:

“Haha, how stupid you are. Of course, nobody will take you to Ukraine from here.”s

In mid-March, soon after Russia took control of the area around Manhush, a settlement 20

kilometers west of Mariupol, DNR forces went house-to-house, searching people’s homes.

49 With Svitlana in the shelter were her mother, 14-year-old brother, grandmother, aunt, and her aunt’s two children. Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022.

5% Human Rights Watch interview with Maya, Dnipro, May 5, 2022.

51 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Inna, Germany, June 22, 2022.
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On March 18, they entered the home of “Oleksandra,” who worked for the local
government for over two decades and whose husband, a Ukrainian border guard officer,
was captured by DNR forces and at the time of writing remains a prisoner of war in the
DNR.52 Oleksandra said she asked them why they were searching people’s homes. “Both
men lifted their jackets to show me their guns; that was the only reason they gave.” Once
they found her husband’s military uniform and realized she worked for the government,
they took herinto custody. They held Oleksandra at the local police station for a day, and
then told her she needed to be “filtered” and took her to Dokuchaievsk in handcuffs,

where she underwent filtration and was then released.s3

Russian forces and Russian-affiliated armed groups also rounded up nearly all the men in
Mariupol’s Mirny district and sent them for filtration in Bezimennoe and Kozatske villages.
Their experiences are described below (see, Confinement, Internment of Civilians in

Bezimenne and Kozatske Villages).

Filtration Process

Those who underwent the filtration process described it as an involuntary security
screening process that took place at either a police station, a community center, or a
make-shift camp area, in which DNR forces asked a series of questions, and in many cases
required people to fill out questionnaires, including about their families, jobs, political
opinions, and ties to the Ukrainian army and government. Authorities also took
photographs of their face and face in profile with cameras, scanned their fingerprints and
their palms with a tablet, and took and searched their mobile phones, scrutinizing
contacts, messages, and photographs, and in some cases noting down the phones’ IMEI
numbers, which are akin to each phone’s unique digital fingerprint. They also examined
some of the men’s bodies, looking for tattoos showing links to the Ukrainian military or

right-wing groups or bruises indicating that they had been carrying weapons.

All the interviewees who went through the process said that authorities did not ask for
their consent to capture their personal data, including biometrics, and were given no

reason why this data was being collected. Anatolii, the real estate agent, said no one

52 Human Rights Watch interview with “Oleksandra,” a woman from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.
53 Human Rights Watch interview with “Oleksandra,” a woman from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.
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dared to ask authorities why the data was being taken: “No one would risk asking, you just

need to give them what they ask for.”s4

People Human Rights Watch interviewed mentioned 15 locations, all in areas under
Russian and DNR control, where they themselves or their friends or family members went
through the filtration process: Amvrosiivka, Bezimenne, Donetsk, Dokuchaievsk,
Kachkarske, Kozatske, Khomutovo, Manhush, Nikolske (previously known as Volodarske),

Novoazovsk, Pervomaisk, Sartana, Shyrokyne, Starobesheve, and Uspenka.

In a video posted on a Telegram group that functions as a general information group for
people living in Donbas, a young man wearing a sweatshirt emblazoned with Soviet
symbols and the word Volodarske, whose behavior in the video implied that he was
involved in the administration of the filtration process, explains that the biometric data is
being collected to populate a “Ministry of Internal Affairs” database to trace if people are
linked to crimes or are “members of the nationalistic battalions.” He states that people
undergoing filtration are bused to offices of the “Ministry of Internal Affairs” in the DNR,
where officials take their passport details and fingerprints and run them through

government databases to see “if there is a match.” He adds:

Then the person voluntarily gives their phone to a member of the police,
who reads the messages in their presence. He checks what [social network]
groups the person participates in, and then the person is questioned. The
questions might be based on the messages, the background of the person,
including if they served in armed forces, for example if they are military
officers or police. Based on this, the police decides whether to... [The video

cuts at this point.]ss

Most of those who went through filtration said they received a paper receipt confirming
they had completed the process. Six people showed Human Rights Watch the receipt.s¢

54 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022.

55 Donbas News 27/7, May 23, 2022, post to Telegram channel, https://t.me/Novosti_Donbass24/14195 (accessed June 14,
2022).

56 Human Rights Watch interview with a woman from Melekyne village, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch
interview with “Oleksandra,” a woman from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with a
teenager from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Taisa, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022;
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One simply read, “FP Volodarske,” referring to Volodarske “filtration point.”s7 Another said
“FP Manhush” and had the stamp of the DNR’s “traffic police” department.s8 The other four
receipts included stamps from the DNR “Ministry of Internal Affairs.”ss

Two individuals said that no soldiers forced them to undergo filtration, but that they did it
because their fellow Ukrainian citizens had told them they would need to show filtration
receipts at checkpoints in order to leave Russian-controlled territory.ée That these
individuals reasonably believed they would need a filtration receipt in order to pass
through Russian checkpoints is a reflection of the coercive context of the filtration process
and underscores that it is involuntary. Nor did those administering the filtration ask for
their consent before capturing their data. Five interviewees who made it to Ukrainian-
controlled territory said that they did have to show their receipts to prove they had
undergone filtration in order to pass through Russian checkpoints easily as they left

Russian-controlled territory.6

A woman from the village of Melekyne, just south of Mariupol, said she and her family left
their home in mid-April on foot.62 They walked to Manhush, where DNR authorities made
them wait and queue for about 10 days before going through filtration. “Basically, you go
and stand in a queue all day, and then at night when it’s curfew time you go back to where
you are staying, and you do the same again the next day,” she said. “People decided to
write down their names and record their places in line, so that the next day you could
reconstitute the line.” She pointed out that people had to go through that process to get a
filtration receipt which would allow them to leave. She showed the receipt to Human Rights
Watch and said that once they completed the process, they were able to pay a taxi to take

them to Ukrainian-controlled territory. During the process, authorities “encouraged” them

Human Rights Watch interview with Alina, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Nina, Lviv, May 1,
2022.

57 Human Rights Watch interview with Nina, Lviv, May 1, 2022

58 Human Rights Watch interview with a woman from Melekyne village, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.

59 Human Rights Watch interview with “Oleksandra,” a woman from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights
Watch interview with a teenager from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Taisa,
Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Alina, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.

60 Hyuman Rights Watch interview with Taisa, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Tamara,
Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022.

61 Human Rights Watch interview with Nina, Lviv, May 1, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with “Oleksandra,” a woman
from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with a teenager from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia,
April 27, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with a woman from Melekyne village, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human
Rights Watch interview with Taisa, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022.

62 Human Rights Watch interview with a woman from Melekyne village, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.
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to consider going to Russia and cited Russian pensions, which are higher than Ukrainian

pensions, as an incentive, but she said they did not insist.

Oleksandra, whom DNR forces rounded up in Manhush and brought to Dokuchaievsk for
filtration, said authorities in the Dokuchaievsk local police department building
questioned her about her family and job and took her biometrics. When she asked why
they were taking her photo and finger and palm prints, an officer replied: “We are filling in
a database,” without being more specific. Oleksandra said they also copied all her
contacts from her phone via Bluetooth. She showed Human Rights Watch the receipt she
received after completing the process, which included a stamp from the Dokuchaievsk City
“Department of the Ministry of Internal Affairs” of the DNR.

Oleksandra’s nephew, who is also from Manhush and went through the filtration process
separately in Manhush, said that he was questioned by officials from the DNR’s “traffic
police” department.s3 When Oleksandra and her nephew left the area by car, they had to
show their receipts proving they had completed the filtration process before they were

allowed to cross to the Ukrainian-controlled side.6s

Anatolii, the man now in Norway, said that the individuals who carried out his filtration in
Amvrosiivka included armed men from the DNR “military police,” the “department of
motor vehicles inspection,” and other agencies, although he was unable to ascertain if
some of the men were with the Russian armed forces. They captured his biometrics,
searched his body for tattoos, checked his phone, and asked a series of basic questions

about his background and ties to the Ukrainian military.ss

Svitlana, the 24-year-old woman from a Mariupol suburb, said she was brought to a
“filtration camp” in Bezymenne staffed mainly by people whom she believed to be DNR

forces and also some Russian forces, whom she distinguished by their uniforms:

It was a large tent... full of people [in fatigues] without insignias. When you

come in, the first thing they order you to do is to give them your phone and

63 Human Rights Watch interview with a teenager from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.

64 Human Rights Watch interview with “Oleksandra,” a woman from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022; Human Rights
Watch interview with a teenager from Manhush, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.

65 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022.
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the password to unlock it. They then plug the phone into a computer and
keep it connected for about 20 minutes. Based on what | could overhear
from their internal conversations, they were uploading all of my contact
details from the phone into some database of theirs. | don’t know what else
they did with the phone.és

Svitlana said that some officials took her photograph and finger and palm prints and
asked a range of questions, including passport information and her home address.¢7 After
the interrogation, she said she had to fill out a questionnaire about whether she had
relatives remaining in Ukraine, how she felt about the authorities and the current
developments in Mariupol and Ukraine, and whether she had any links to Ukrainian right-
wing armed groups. After this, she said, she was questioned by two more officials before

she was finally given her phone back and put on a bus to Russia.

There is little official information about what happened to those who “failed” the filtration
process, butitis understood that they were detained in the DNR, and some may be
victims of enforced disappearances at the hands of DNR and/or Russian authorities.
Official Ukrainian sources have said that those who do not clear the filtration process are
detained in the DNR for interrogations for 36 days and then either released

or prosecuted.s8

Anatolii, the real estate agent, said he heard three people he knew had “failed” the
process because of alleged links to the military, but he didn’t know what had happened
to them.ss

Inna, who was a postal worker in Mariupol, said:

The Russians didn’t like that | was a civil servant. One of the interrogators

said, “We know everything about you. We know that you are an SBU agent.”

66 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022.

67 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022.

68 “Mariupol residents who did not pass the 'filtration' are sent to a corrective colony or Izolyatsia prison,” Hromadske
International, May 11, 2022, https://en.hromadske.ua/posts/mariupol-residents-who-did-not-pass-the-filtration-are-sent-to-
a-corrective-colony-or-izolyatsia-prison (accessed August 23, 2022).

69 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022.

33 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | SEPTEMBER 2022


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

They interrogated me for an hour and a half, and then moved me to another
room that only opened with a keycard and fingerprint scan where another
interrogator asked me the same questions all over again but for five hours.
They took my phone and were searching through it and even plugged it into
a computer. | had deleted many things, but they looked through my contact
list and found people who are from the Azov battalion, and they found a
photograph of my son near an Azov vehicle. They told me that | was in
trouble. Finally they released me, and as | went into the hall, | saw four
soldiers grab two men who were waiting and take them away. | don’t know
what happened to them; | didn’t see them again.7°

A 58-year-old pensioner now in Germany, Anatolii V., said that during his filtration
interrogation by DNR military police in Manhush, his interrogators searched his phone and
found photos of relatives who are in the Ukrainian military. They threatened Anatolii V. and

his son, aged 32, who was with him, saying they would be shot on the spot:

Then they demanded that | give them US $5,000 or they would put a bullet
in my head and bury me where no one would find me. | had $2,500 on me;
itwas alll had, and | didn’t want to give it to them. But then one man came
in with a rifle and threatened to cut off my ear to play with it. They
separated me from my son, and eventually took the money from me and
let us go.

After completing filtration, Anatolii V. went to Berdyansk and then traveled to Ukrainian-
controlled territory and on to Germany. He did not want to share with Human Rights Watch
all that happened while he was interrogated, and he said his son was also unwilling to talk
about what happened while they were separated.”

Anatolii V. also said that Russian forces detained his stepson in Mariupol on March 25
during house-to-house searches. After completing filtration, Anatolii V. waited in
Berdyansk while looking for his stepson, who was eventually released after three weeks in
custody with six broken ribs and a broken jaw. He has trouble speaking now but told

7° Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Inna, Germany, June 22, 2022.
71 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022.
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Anatolii V. that Russian forces had held and beaten him for weeks because they believed
he had been in the Ukrainian military. They released him only after they received access to

a database with names of soldiers, and saw he was not in it, Anatolii V. said.

A Ukrainian volunteer, who spent a month evacuating over 8,000 people from Mariupol to
Ukrainian-controlled territory and gained a detailed understanding of what people went
through during and after the filtration process, told Human Rights Watch that those
carrying out the filtration would detain people they thought might be linked to Ukrainian
armed forces or law enforcement for an administrative detention period in Olenivka
detention facility in the DNR.72 During this time, they attempt to determine whether the
person is linked to the army or police, or a “military volunteer” or has links with the Azov
Battalion. They might ultimately release the individual or prosecute him, he had been
told.’3 He noted, however, that cases of members of the armed forces undergoing filtration
were extremely rare: “No soldier in their right mind would undergo filtration if there is any
way they can avoid it,” he said. On July 29, at least 50 Ukrainian prisoners of war, including
fighters from Ukraine’s Azov Regiment who had surrendered to Russian forces in Mariupol
in May, were killed in Olenivka as a result of an attack that Ukrainian authorities blamed
on Russian artillery and Russian authorities blamed on Ukrainian rockets. Russian officials
have not allowed the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) or the UN to

investigate, despite initial commitments to grant them access to the site of the attack.7#

There are serious grounds for concern that civilians whom Russian and Russian-affiliated
armed groups detained as a result of filtration may face torture or other ill-treatment and
enforced disappearance in detention. In May, the UN Monitoring Mission stated that it had
“corroborated complaints about torture and ill-treatment of persons in detention to compel
them to confess cooperation with the Government of Ukraine, provide information to, or

cooperate with Russian armed forces. In particular, victims reported that they were kept

72 Human Rights Watch interview with an evacuations volunteer, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022.

73 The Special Operations Detachment "Azov," as it is formally known, is a unit of the National Guard of Ukraine formerly
based in Mariupol. The unit was founded in May 2014 as a volunteer paramilitary militia to fight pro-Russian forces in the
Donbas War and was formally incorporated into Ukraine’s National Guard on 11 November 2014.

74 Anastasia Tenisheva, “What We Know About the Olenivka Attack That Killed 5o Ukrainian PoWs,” Moscow Times, August 7,
2022, https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/08/03/what-we-know-about-the-olenivka-attack-that-killed-5o0-ukrainian-
pows-a78482 (accessed August 17, 2022); Joyce Sohyun Lee et al., “What we know about the blast that killed Ukrainian
POWSs in Olenivka,” Washington Post, August 6, 2022, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/08/06/olenivka-
prison-explosion-ukraine-russia/ (accessed August 17, 2022); Russian Ministry of Defence Twitter page, July 30, 2022
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/1553500294859968513 (accessed August 17, 2022).
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tied and blindfolded for several days; beaten...; subjected to mock executions; threatened
with sexual violence; putin a closed metal box; forced to sing or shout glorifying slogans;
provided with no or scarce food or water; and held in overcrowded rooms with

no sanitation.”7s

The Challenges of Avoiding Filtration

The best chance civilians fleeing Mariupol had of avoiding coerced filtration was to do so
in private vehicles. Most people interviewed by Human Rights Watch who had fled in
private vehicles said they did not undergo filtration. Russian soldiers at the numerous
checkpoints along the way to Ukrainian-controlled territory let them pass through after
searching their phones, vehicles, and the men’s bodies, apparently checking for tattoos
and signs of bruising. Some interviewees said they avoided talking about their plans to go
to Ukrainian-controlled territory as they believed it would make the Russian soldiers more
likely to allow them to pass.

Andrii, a 46-year-old man, told Human Rights Watch how he left Mariupol on April 10 with
his wife, his 82-year-old mother, and an 86-year-old family friend, using his own car, which
was damaged but still functioned.?¢ During the 40-kilometer drive in DNR-controlled
territory, Andrii said that he was stopped at least six times, had his car searched, and was
repeatedly questioned about his destination. Russian soldiers at checkpoints told him that
he could only go to Russian-controlled territory, he said. Andrii told them that he was going
to DNR-controlled Rozivka. After getting to Rozivka, he said he and his family spent five
days there and then managed to drive out of the city and on to Zaporizhzhia. He realized
that it was only because he had his own car that he was able to make it to Ukrainian-
controlled territory: “If 1 didn’t have the car, the DNR would not have taken us further than
Volodarsk [Nikolske],” he said.”7

75 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Report on the human rights situation in Ukraine, 24 February - 15
May 2022, June 29, 2022, https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/ua/2022-06-29/2022-06-
UkraineArmedAttack-EN.pdf (accessed July 13, 2022), para. 85. See also: “Ukraine: Executions, Torture During Russian
Occupation,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 18, 2022, https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/05/18/ukraine-
executions-torture-during-russian-occupation.

76 Human Rights Watch interview with Andrii, Lviv, April 20, 2022.

77 Human Rights Watch interview with Andrii, Lviv, April 20, 2022.
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Yulia, 37, and her mother, Tatiana, 57, lived in neighboring apartments near central
Mariupol.7® By March 20, they said, after an aerial bombing that killed many people in the
city center, Russian forces had gained significant territory and troops were present on the
city streets. Many Maripuol residents, terrified, started leaving in large numbers, they said.
After Yulia and Tatiana’s apartment building was hit for the second time, destroying their
apartments and setting the rest of the building on fire, they decided they needed to leave
as well. They heard from friends that evacuation buses near the district hospital would
take people to Nikolske, a town in Russian-occupied territory, and that from there, they
could get a bus to Zaporizhzhia. “The next day, there was very heavy shelling, but we still
decided to run to the bus,” Yulia said. “We prayed and crossed ourselves and ran. We were
terrified because we knew we could get killed, even though it was only about 15 minutes

from our home to the hospital.”??

They made it, and when they got on the bus and started driving towards Nikolske, Tatiana
said, “we saw the city through the bus window, and it was black. Burned to coal. We did
not expect to see it like that. We were in the bus crying, all of us, because our town was
gone. This was the first time we had set foot outside of the basementin a while, and we

could not believe what we were seeing.”se

When they made it to Nikolske, they were given tea and porridge and could wash at a
reception center. “It felt like all of Mariupol was there, there were so many people,”

Tatiana said.

Tatiana and Yulia wanted to go to Ukrainian-controlled areas but learned there were no
longer any buses headed for Zaporizhzhia. They saw buses marked “Ukraine —
Zaporizhzhia,” but the drivers told them that the buses were going to Donetsk. “They said
that the Russians just took over the Ukrainian buses that had been used for evacuations

and started using them to take people to Russia,” Yulia said.8!

Tatiana and Yulia then realized they would need to find their own way to make it back to

Ukrainian-controlled territory. On March 23, they were able to find a private car and driver

78 Human Rights Watch interview with Tatiana and Yulia, Lviv, April 19, 2022.
79 Human Rights Watch interview with Tatiana and Yulia, Lviv, April 19, 2022.
80 Human Rights Watch interview with Tatiana and Yulia, Lviv, April 19, 2022.
81 Human Rights Watch interview with Tatiana and Yulia, Lviv, April 19, 2022.
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who could take them to Berdyansk. “Many people could not afford to pay for the private
car; it cost around 1,000 hryvnas [about US $34],” said Yulia. “The ATMs were all empty,
and people could not withdraw money. We were just lucky because we had cash.” From

Berdyansk, they had to walk three kilometers across the checkpoint and then eventually

they found a bus that took them to Zaporizhzhia.2

A teacher from Mariupol, also named Tatiana, sheltered with her husband at Mariupol’s
Regional Intensive Care Hospital after they were both injured during shelling in late
February.8s In early April, they decided that they needed to find a way to leave Mariupol as
the fighting intensified. Russian soldiers who were present in and around the hospital told
them that small buses would take people, especially those who were wounded, to
Nikolske. Tatiana said they left on April 11 and spent the night in a school in Nikolske with
about 100 people from Mariupol. Upon learning there were no buses to Berdyansk, where
they could get a bus to Zaporizhzhia, Tatiana contacted someone who arranged for a private
vehicle to take them to Berdyansk for about 2,500 UAH (about US $84). They eventually made

it to Berdyansk and then on to Zaporizhzhia.

Mariia, a 42-year-old woman from Mariupol who was traveling with her mother and her 3-
year-old daughter on April 2, said that she and her family members managed to avoid
filtration in Volodarsk and subsequent transfer to Russia by “quietly walking away from the
bus” when it stopped by the Volodarsk filtration point. While some people were arguing
loudly and others were queuing up for filtration, Mariia found a taxi driver who took them
to Berdyansk.8«

Collection of Biometric Data in the Context of Filtration

The data collection practices in the context of the filtration process raise serious concerns
around respect of the right to privacy, as well as data protection. Privacy and data
protection are rights that are intrinsically linked. Individuals need to have the means and
tools to exercise their right to privacy, keep control of their personal information, and
protect themselves and their data from abuse. It is also important that the obligations of

those processing data are clear, so that they take measures to protect personal data,

82 Human Rights Watch interview with Tatiana and Yulia, Lviv, April 19, 2022.
83 Human Rights Watch interview with Tatiana, Lviv, April 22, 2022.
84 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Mariia, Europe, May 17, 2022.
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mitigate interference with the right to privacy, and are held to account when they fail to

comply with obligations and principles.

Right to Privacy
Article 17 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) affirms the right

to privacy, which may not be subject to arbitrary or unlawful interference.8s The UN Human
Rights Committee, the authoritative body charged with interpreting the ICCPR, has held
that “any interference with privacy must be proportional to the end sought and be
necessary in the circumstances of any given case.”s¢ It has also stated that “gathering and
holding of personal information in computers, data banks, and other devices, whether by
public authorities or private individuals, must be regulated by law” and that every
individual should have the right to know “what personal data is stored...and for what
purposes” and “which public authorities or private individuals or bodies control or may
control their files.”87 If a person is concerned that data has been collected or used
incorrectly, they should have recourse to remedy the problematic information collection

oruse.

In its General Comment 16 on the right to privacy, published in 1988, the Human Rights
Committee stressed that States must take effective measures to ensure that information
concerning a person’s private life does not reach the hands of persons who are not
authorized by law to receive, process, and use it, and that it is never used for purposes
incompatible with the ICCPR.88 Effective protection should include the ability of every
individual to ascertain in an intelligible form, whether and, if so, what personal data are
stored in automatic data files, and for what purposes, with a corresponding right to

request rectification or elimination of incorrect data. Every individual should also be able

85 |nternational Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), 21 U.N.
GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 52, U.N. Doc. A/6316 (1966), 999 U.N.T.S. 171, entered into force March 23, 1976, art. 17

86 UN Human Rights Committe (HRC), Decision: Toonen v Australia, Communication No. 488/1992, U.N. Doc
CCPR/C/50/D/488/1992 (1994), http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/undocs/html/vws488.htm (accessed April 5, 2022), para. 8.3.

87 HRC, CCPR General Comment No. 16: Article 17 (Right to Privacy), The Right to Respect of Privacy, Family, Home and
Correspondence, and Protection of Honour and Reputation, 8 April 1988, https://www.refworld.org/docid/453883f922.html
(accessed March 16, 2022), para. 10.

88 HRC, CCPR General Comment No. 16: Article 17 (Right to Privacy), The Right to Respect of Privacy, Family, Home and
Correspondence, and Protection of Honour and Reputation, 8 April 1988, https://www.refworld.org/docid/453883f922.html
(accessed March 16, 2022).
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to ascertain which public authorities or private individuals or bodies control or may control
their files.8o

Other Filtration-Related Abuses

Confinement, Internment of Civilians

For over 40 days, from around April 12 to May 24, “DNR” authorities confined about 200
men in Bezimenne and Kozatske villages in the DNR and confiscated their passports after
the men had passed through the filtration process. Russian forces and Russian-affiliated
armed groups had detained the men in Mariupol during an operation in the city’s

Mirny district.

The men could move freely within the respective villages but were confined to the villages
and could not leave. In both villages, the authorities used schools to house the internees,
and in Bezimenne they also used an event hall. Why the men were confined or interned

is unclear.

Human Rights Watch interviewed one man who was held in Bezimenne, one man held in
Kozatske, two women whose relatives were interned in Bezimenne, and one woman whose
partner was interned in Kozatske.s° All five said that they or their relatives had undergone
filtration and received receipts confirming so within a few days of arrival, but the DNR
officers retained their passports. It is very unlikely they would have been able to pass
through the Russian checkpoints around the village without their passports, and moving
beyond the villages without their passports would have made them extremely vulnerable
to detention in other Russian-occupied areas.s* Those who had their phones on them were
able to stay in touch with family members; they could walk around the village during the

day and buy basic necessities if they had the money to pay and were able to change

89 Ibid.

90 Man held in Bezimenne: Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Yaroslav.” Russia, May 31, 2022; Man held in
Kozatske: Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Oleksander,” Mariupol, May 26, 2022; Two women whose relatives
were interned in Bezimenne: Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Olena, Zaporizhzhia, May 15, 2022 and Human
Rights Watch interview with Olha, Lviv, May 16, 2022; One woman whose partner was interned in Kozatske: Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with Olha, Europe, May 20, 2022.

91 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Yaroslav,” Russia, May 31, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with “Oleksander,” Mariupol, May 26, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Olena, Zaporizhzhia, May 15,
2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Olha, Lviv, May 16, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Olha,
Europe, May 20, 2022.
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Ukrainian hryvnas into Russian rubles, but they had no freedom of movement outside of

the village.

International humanitarian law prohibits arbitrary detention, but foresees the detention,
internment, or assigned residence of civilians in particular circumstances. In particular, the
Fourth Geneva Convention allows detention or internment of civilians in occupied territory
for “imperative reasons of security” or if “the security of the Detaining Power makes it
absolutely necessary”.92 For any of these forms of deprivation of liberty to be lawful, they
should meet procedural safeguards, including being based on individualized decisions,
taken in accordance with a regular process, and subject to appeal. Deprivation of liberty
that does not conform with the standards set out in the Geneva Conventions is referred to
as “unlawful confinement.” “Unlawful confinement” of civilians is a grave breach of the

Fourth Geneva Convention and subject to prosecution by the International Criminal Court.

Kazatske

“Oleksandr” arrived in Kozatske, a village 45 kilometers northeast of Mariupol, on April 14
and was interned there for 40 days. He was in touch with Human Rights Watch by phone
while still there and immediately after his release, when he returned to Mariupol.?3 He said
that he and over 180 other men were brought there from Mirny district by Russian and DNR
forces in mid-April and, with few exceptions, were allowed to leave only on May 24. During
all that time, he said they lived on the premises of a local school in very poor sanitary
conditions, slept on mattresses in the classrooms and hallways, had to drink non-potable
water, and received meager portions of macaroni or rice twice a day. As a result, he said,
many suffered from respiratory diseases and stomach viruses, but they had little access to

medical care.s4

According to Oleksandr, 188 people were in the facility with him during the first few weeks
of confinement. Eventually some 20 people were allowed to leave the village, mostly to
seek medical treatment because they were very sick. Several apparently had Covid-19, one

man had a stroke at the facility, and another man broke his leg.ss

92 Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, op.cit., Articles 78 and 42 respectively.

93 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Oleksander,” Mariupol, May 26, 2022.
94 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Oleksander,” Mariupol, May 26, 2022.
95 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Oleksander,” Mariupol, May 26, 2022.
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The interned men ranged in age from 18 to over 60. There was also a woman with her 14-
year-old son, rounded up by Russian forces when they, together with numerous other
civilians, were fleeing for safety from the shelter at Mariupol’s llyacha Metallurgical Plant,

and a 13-year-old boy who arrived there together with his 18-year-old brother.

The two brothers told Oleksandr and the other internees that they were fleeing from
Mariupol with their mother when Russian forces sent them to Russian-controlled Sartana.
DNR forces detained the mother, who had previously served in Ukraine’s Armed Forces,
during the filtration process, despite the brothers’ protests. The authorities then put them
on a bus for Bezimenne without her, promising that she would join them later. The
teenagers spent 25 days at Bezimenne without any news about their mother until their
father, who had previously moved to Russia and remarried, came to pick them up. The
father was apparently contacted by Russian authorities and was told that unless he picked
up his younger son, the 13-year-old boy would be placed in an orphanage in DNR-
controlled territory. He took the brothers to Russia, and the fate of their mother remains
unknown. “My heart was just breaking every time | saw those boys [in the school building
at Kozatske],” Oleksandr said. “The younger kid is just 13 so he would at least walk
around, run, get distracted, but the 18-year-old spent all those weeks lying on his
mattress, face to the wall. He barely ever spoke and would only get up to go to the toilet or
to pick up food.”

According to Oleksandr, Russian and DNR forces rounded up all the male civilians they
could find in Mariupol’s Mirny district. When his group arrived in Kozatske, DNR soldiers
told them that filtration would not take more than two to four days, after which they would
be allowed to proceed wherever they wished. The men then walked into the school
building, where they were instructed to wait for filtration and gave up their passports. The
filtration itself did not take longer than promised, but the men could not get their

passports back.

Oleksandr told Human Rights Watch he learned from a missing persons hotline not only
that he had cleared filtration but also that he had supposedly returned to Mariupol:

The DNR has a missing persons hotline, which you can call and ask about a
particular person. You tell them his name, date of birth, and they tell you

where that person is, according to their data, and whether this person has
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been through filtration. So, | called them and asked about myself,
pretending | was a relative, and this woman on the hotline said that | had
already cleared filtration and was supposedly back in Mariupol. Several

other men followed my example — and it’s the same story.

Those who knew some people with connections tried to find out what was
happening, but the answers varied from “just sit tight and you’ll be
released soon,” to “they’ll be transferring you to Russia,” or the “DNR will
mobilize you and send you to the frontlines.” We were particularly afraid of
the latter and getting more and more apprehensive. The conditions were
also getting to us. The food was inedible, cold macaroni, some swill of
gruel, totally gross, the water tasted funny, no wonder everyone had
diarrhea, and the state of the toilets just despicable... But more than
anything, it was the uncertainty. We kept asking, “Why keep us there?
When will we get the passports back?” But [the DNR authorities] would not

tell us anything coherent...

According to Oleksandr, several weeks into their internment, one of the men became
particularly persistent with his complaints and questions, even writing to the DNR
authorities. Later, several DNR officers took him away, saying, “You want to know why
you’re here? Now you’ll be going to a place where they’ll explain everything you need to
know.” He returned to the Kozatske school building four days later and although he did not
look bruised or otherwise physically hurt, he would not answer any questions about where

he had been and what his captors did to him or told him.

The DNR authorities finally returned the men’s passports without providing any reason why

they were interned. All the men left as soon as they received their passports.

Anna, whose partner was an internee in Kozatske, provided similar details to Human
Rights Watch, based on her communications with her partner.?¢ Two other internees from
Kozatske published similar details regarding the living conditions there in a Viber group,
“Mariupol, Guglino, Myrny,” a private messaging group for local residents that Human

Rights Watch monitored as part of the research for this report.

96 Human Rights Watch interview with Ana, Zaporizhzhia, June 4, 2022.
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Bezimenne

A man who was held at Bezimenne and the two women who kept in touch by phone with
their relatives interned there provided Human Rights Watch with similar accounts about
the internment conditions there.?” Their accounts were corroborated by comments on the
“Mariupol, Guglino, Mirny” Viber Group from three men who themselves were interned
there and five women whose relatives were interned there.?8 Allegedly more than 600
people were interned at Bezimenne, living on the premises of a local school and the House

of Culture, a public events hall.

One of the two women, “Viktoria,” told Human Rights Watch that her husband and his
friend, outraged by the unexplained protracted confinement, made a short video about the
“horrendous conditions” at Bezimenne.?® When the video began circulating on social
media, DNR security officials took the two men from Bezimenne without providing any
information as to their destination. Days later, Viktoria heard through informal contacts
that they were being detained at the jail in Olenivka, and that they had been accused of
capturing images in an area where filming and photographing is supposedly forbidden and

spreading false information about DNR authorities.

Although the men are believed to be in Olenivka jail, their fate and whereabouts remain
unconfirmed.w° As they were last seen in the custody of DNR forces, if those forces refuse
to confirm their whereabouts and fate, they should be treated as presumptive victims of

enforced disappearance.

Viktoria told Human Rights Watch:

| was able to make it to Zaporizhzhia with our children on March 15, but my

husband stayed behind in Mariupol. On April 14, he called me and said that

97 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Viktoria,” Europe, May 15, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Olha,
Lviv, May 16, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with anonymous source, Europe, May 31, 2022.

98 Human Rights Watch reviewed three videos that were posted by Mariupol’s mayor counselor Andriushenko on Telegram
on May 5, one of which was filmed by “Viktoria’s” husband. Human Rights Watch was able to confirm that two of the videos
posted were filmed at the school in Bezimenne. The third video was also likely filmed in the school’s gymnasium. The videos
show people sleeping on the floor and on desks and a washroom, which appears to be in unsanitary condition.
Andriushchenko Time, May 5, 2022, post to Telegram channel, https://t.me/andriyshTime/662; http://www.bezimenne-
znvk.vn.sch.in.ua/ (accessed July 13, 2022).

99 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Viktoria,” Europe, May 15, 2022.

100 Their names are not on the list of the July 29 Olenivka attack casualties (the attack was referenced earlier in the report)..

“WE HAD NO CHOICE” 44


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

he had been taken to Bezimenne for filtration, it should not take more than
four days and then he’ll join us. He said some 300 people were already at
Bezimenne when he arrived — and another 300 or so arrived on the same
day with him. Two days later, they cleared filtration and were issued
filtration receipts, but the receipts were put into their passports and the
DNR agents took the passports away... Two weeks went by. Things were
tense, with so many men packed into the school building where you cannot
sleep or wash properly. Many people were sick, and more were getting sick.
People were vomiting, had upset stomachs, were coughing...Two men who
were staying at the House of Culture there had advanced tuberculosis -
they were literally coughing blood. My husband and our neighbor who was
also there with him only realized it on April 30, and it was the last straw

for them — they made the video hoping to draw attention.

He sent me a copy of that video that same day. | did my best to talk him out
of publishing it while still at Bezimenne, but then on May 3, | saw that video
on social media and it also got picked up by the press. On May 5, my
husband stopped getting in touch. Our neighbor’s family also stopped
hearing from him. | made calls and sent inquiries [to the DNR police,
prosecutor’s office, and human rights commissioner], but they wouldn’t tell

me anything.1

Viktoria later contacted “some people with connections” who made informal inquiries and
found out that the two men were first taken to the Donetsk pre-trial detention facility and
then transferred to Olenivka jail.2

Like in Kozatske, DNR agents returned the passports to all the men remaining at
Bezimenne on May 24 and allowed them to leave the village.*3 They did not provide any

explanation for the internment.

101 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Viktoria,” Europe, May 15, 2022.
102 Hyman Rights Watch telephone interview with “Viktoria,” Europe, May 15, 2022.
103 Human Rights Watch interview with Olha, Lviv, May 16, 2022 and private messages on file with Human Rights Watch.
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Forced Transfer to Russia and
Russian-Occupied Territories

People who sought to flee the fighting and did not have the means to organize private
transportation, including thousands of residents from the Mariupol area, were offered no
other possibility by Russian forces, but to board buses traveling first to Russian-occupied

areas and remain there or travel onward across the border into Russia.o4

As one woman from Mariupol said: “Of course we would have used the opportunity to go to
Ukraine if we could have, for sure. But we had no choice, no possibility to go there.”ts The
circumstances and context of these Russian organized mass transportations of Ukrainian
civilians to Russia, specifically that most civilians had no effective choice but to agree to
go, indicates that they constitute forced transfers, prohibited under international law and
prosecutable as war crimes and crimes against humanity. Not every Ukrainian civilian
transported to Russia or Russian-occupied territory may be a victim of forced transfer, as
some may have chosen to go to Russia for various reasons. For example, two of the men
said that they chose to leave Ukraine via Russia so that they would have a chance to reach
elsewhere in Europe while avoiding travel restrictions under Ukraine’s martial law.
However, this does not change the fundamental nature of the planned mass

transportations of Ukrainian citizens to Russia as forced transfers.

Whether or not those transferred to Russia went through a filtration or screening process,
as described above, is not relevant to the crime of forced transfer. For example, those from
the Kharkiv region did not undergo filtration. What they share with the civilians from
Mariupol is that they wanted to go to Ukrainian-controlled areas but went to Russia
because Russian and DNR forces boarded them onto buses and gave them no choice, orno
meaningful choice, except to stay under shelling where they believed their lives were in
imminent danger. Russian forces and Russian-affiliated armed groups told them that
shelling meant it was not safe for them to evacuate to Ukrainian-controlled territory and

prevented them from leaving in the direction of Ukrainian-controlled territory.

104 A notable exception was the March 14 evacuation from Mariupol referenced above, when the Russian Defense Ministry
allowed people to leave the city for Zaporizhzhia. See footnote 13.

105 Human Rights Watch phone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022.
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Once in Russia, many transferred Ukrainians were moved to temporary placement centers
in different parts of the country. Others traveled on their own to stay with relatives or

friends or rented their own accommodation. Others were able to leave the country.

The exact numbers of people transferred to Russia from Mariupol, the Kharkiv region, and
other parts of Ukraine remain unclear. On June 20, Iryna Vereshchuk, Ukraine’s deputy
prime minister, claimed that 1.2 million Ukrainians had been forcibly taken to Russia,
including 240,000 children.xé¢ In late July, the Russian News Agency (TASS) reported that
over 2.8 million Ukrainians had entered the Russian Federation from Ukraine, including
448,000 children.7 It reported that about half these Ukrainian nationals held passports
from the DNR or LNR.

Human Rights Watch cannot estimate the number of Ukrainians who fled the hostilities
and entered Russia in circumstances that constituted a forced transfer. However, the cases
of most of the people we interviewed who went to Russia, or whose family members went
to Russia, after fleeing hostilities described circumstances that bore all the hallmarks of

forced transfer.

Human Rights Watch interviewed 18 people who went to Russia: 15 from the Mariupol area
(13 of whom went through filtration in the DNR first), two from the Kharkiv region (one of
them was transferred with her partner who was with her at the time of the interview and
also corroborated her account of the transfer), and one man from Donetsk who crossed the

border after paying an apparent member of the DNR forces a bribe.28

106 «“Ryssia has deported 1,200,000 Ukrainian citizens to its territory — Iryna Vereshchuk” (“Pocis genoptysana Ha cgoto
TEPUTOPIO 1 MIH 200 TUCAY YKPATHCHKMX rpOMaasH — IpuHa Bepeuwyk"), Media Center Ukraine (Ukrinform) post to Telegram
channel, June 20, 2022, https://t.me/UkraineMediaCenterKyiv/1722 (accessed June 29, 2022).

107 “TASS reported that 2.8 million people came to Russia from Ukraine after the start of the war. Zelensky said they were
forcibly taken out” (“TACC coobuwymn, yto B Poccuio U3 YKpauHbl Nocae Hadana BOWHbI npuexani 2,8 MUNINOHA YeNoBeK.
3eNeHCKWIA 3asBNAN, YTO UX BbIBE3NW NPUHYAMTENbHO™), Meduza, July 24, 2022, 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 (accessed August 17, 2022).

108 4 man Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022; Human
Rights Watch phone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone with “Anya,” Europe, May
26, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Marina,” Europe, May 18, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with Nataliya, Europe, May 14, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone with “Mykyta,” Europe, May 26, 2022; Human
Rights Watch interview with Lisa and Vladislav, Europe, May 24, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Inna,
Germany, June 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Yevhen, Zaporizhzhia, May 6, 2022; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Andrii, Europe,
May 24, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch
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Human Rights Watch also interviewed 21 Mariupol and Kharkiv residents with family
members and friends who were transferred to Russia and eight activists helping newly

arrived Ukrainians in Russia, including helping them leave.

Transfers from Mariupol to Russia

The 15 people who went to Russia from the Mariupol area said they made the journey with
hundreds of other Ukrainians.? Nine of them said they went to Russia because they were
not given a choice to go elsewhere.®e Two said they were told that the route to Ukrainian-
controlled territory was too unsafe because of the hostilities so instead they traveled to
Russia.®t Four others said they chose to go to Russia because they wanted to travel
onwards to Europe.®2 Two of them noted that they knew that if they crossed over to the
Ukrainian side, they would not be allowed to leave the country because of martial law,

which with limited exceptions, does not allow men ages 18 to 60 to leave the country.s

telephone interview with Oleksii, Estonia, June 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Yaroslav,” Russia,
May 31, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview with “Oleksander,” Kozatske, May 12 and May 25, 2022; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with Nataliya, Europe, May 14, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Viktor,”
Europe, May 18, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina” and “Viktor,” Russia, 2022.

109 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022; Human
Rights Watch phone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone with “Anya,” Europe, May
26, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Marina,” Europe, May 18, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with Nataliya, Europe, May 14, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone with “Mykyta,” Europe, May 26, 2022; Human
Rights Watch interview with Lisa and Vladislav, Europe, May 24, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Inna,
Germany, June 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Yevhen, Zaporizhzhia, May 6, 2022; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Andrii, Europe,
May 24, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with Oleksii, Estonia, June 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Yaroslav,” Russia,
May 31, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview with “Oleksander,” Kozatske, May 12 and May 25, 2022.

110 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022; Human
Rights Watch phone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone with “Anya,” Europe, May
26, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Marina,” Europe, May 18, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with Nataliya, Europe, May 14, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone with “Mykyta,” Europe, May 26, 2022; Human
Rights Watch interview with Lisa and Vladislav, Europe, May 24, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Inna,
Germany, June 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Yevhen, Zaporizhzhia, May 6, 2022.

111 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with Andrii, Europe, May 24, 2022.

112 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Oleksii, Estonia, June 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Yaroslav,” Russia, May 31, 2022; Human
Rights Watch phone interview with “Oleksander,” Kozatske, May 12 and May 25, 2022.

113 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a man from Mariupol (name and location of interview withheld), May 12,
2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a man from Mariupol (name and location of interview withheld),

May 24, 2022
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Loaded onto Buses and Additional Border Screening

Human Rights Watch interviewed 21 other people in Ukraine and Europe who knew people
from Mariupol who were transferred to Russia and remained there at the time of writing.
Following the filtration process, they said their friends and family members had no
meaningful choice but to go to Russia. One said: “They had no other choice. Imagine if
their house has been destroyed, they’ve got nowhere to live, and that’s the only option

they’re given.”1

The 15 people interviewed who crossed into Russia from the Mariupol area said that
Russian border guards and security agents screened them at Russian border crossings,
and the border to Crimea, regardless of whether they had already gone through filtration in
DNR-controlled areas. One man, who fled conscription in DNR-controlled Donetsk, paid an
apparent member of the DNR forces to be transported from Donetsk to Russia,

without filtration.s

Anatolii V., the 58-year-old pensioner now in Germany, said that when he and his son
crossed into Crimea, which Russia annexed and has occupied since 2014, Russian soldiers
at the crossing checkpoint photographed and fingerprinted him and his son and took their
phones, as well as those of everyone else crossing, and plugged them into a computer.26
He said:

They told us they were rooting out terrorists and separatists and would be
checking our phones to see our contacts, photos, text messages, social
media posts and messages, including by restoring ones that had been
deleted. When they gave us our phones back, we all had alerts on our

screens that our phones had been unsafely disconnected from a computer.

Irina, the woman who traveled on to Georgia from Russia, said that after undergoing
filtration in Starobesheve, she and the others with her were told to board a bus that took
them to the Russian border without being offered any other options for transport to

another destination.®” At the border, Irina said that she and the others were questioned,

114 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Roman, Khmelnitsky, April 21, 2022.
115 Human Rights Watch interview with “Viktor,” Europe, May 18, 2022.

116 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022.
117 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022.
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including about their links to Russia and their views of Russian politics, and they also had
to share a “code” from their telephones, likely the IMEI number. After crossing the border,
they were driven about an hour to Taganrog, a town in Russia’s Rostov region, where they
were housed in a large sports facility filled with people who had arrived previously

from Mariupol.

Anatolii, the man now in Norway, said that authorities put him on a bus and sent him to

the Russian border after he went through the filtration process. He said he wanted to go to
Ukrainian-controlled territory, but that officials told him the shelling was too intense to do
so safely. At the border, he said that men in track suits who did not identify their affiliation

interrogated him in much more detail:

They asked: “Where are you from? What is your job? How can you prove
that was your job? What do you think about the Russian military
operation? What do you think about the government of Ukraine? Who do
you know in Russia?, and Who do you know in the Ukrainian military?”

Then they checked our phones again.u8

Anatolii said that he and his friend were held and questioned there for about five hours
before they were let through, put onto buses, and taken to what he described as a
temporary placement center right across the border run by the Russian Ministry of
Emergency Situations. A few hours later, he said that buses came there and took everyone

to Taganrog, where he was housed in the same sports complex that Irina was taken to.1

Svitlana, the 24-year-old woman from a Mariupol suburb, said authorities did not ask
whether she and her family members wanted to go to Russia, but they simply loaded them
and everyone who had already undergone filtration with them onto buses that drove them
to the Russian border.2° They had to stay on the bus before the border crossing for many
hours. The night was cold, and the buses did not have heating. There were no toilets. It
was especially hard on the children and older people, she said. At the crossing, an official
distributed migration cards to fill out, as well as an application form to receive a one-time

payment of 10,000 rubles from the Russian government, which she and her family

118 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022.
119 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022.
120 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022.
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members refused. Russian security agents were pulling people out for questioning. They
mostly focused on men but also interrogated some women, including her. She said the
interrogator took down the IMEI number of her phone and asked her numerous questions

in what she felt was a threatening manner:

That interrogation really spooked me... He [the interrogator] was putting me
under psychological pressure... The way he spoke, the way he was asking
questions, it was as if he knew something about me, as if | was about to get
accused of something... He was grilling me for an hour, asking strange,
difficult questions, rephrasing his questions, apparently trying to catch me
in a lie, trying to get me to reveal something | did not want to say... He
asked me questions about the Ukrainian military, about the people my
family had sheltered with [in Mariupol]... It made me so nervous,

so paranoid.t

“Mykyta,” the man who was kept in Primorske for two weeks awaiting filtration, said
that border guards at the Russian crossing took all men into a room for a thorough check.
In addition to asking them questions about their background, political views, and relatives
and friends in Ukraine’s armed forces, security agents also scrutinized their phones,
recorded IMEI numbers, made them strip, and searched their bodies for tattoos or bruises

from body armor or automatic rifle use.22

“Marina’s” husband is a retired Ukrainian military officer who managed to clear DNR
filtration, but he did not pass the Russian border control. Marina said that all men were
questioned “for hours” at the border. Her husband was led into a separate room and
sometime later, security agents also took her into a room for questioning. Although
Russian security agents did not seem to be paying close attention to women, she felt she
was clearly singled out. They questioned her “for a long, long time,” she said, inquiring
about her supposed connections with Ukrainian ultra-nationalists. They went through the
list of contacts on her phone and asked questions about some of them, checked her body
for tattoos, and asked what the image on her tattoo stood for. They also asked her about

her husband and what she knew about his military service. The questioning was so long

121 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022.
122 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Mykyta and Anya,” Europe, May 26, 2022.
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and intense that she thought she would be detained, like her husband, and worried that
her children would be left alone at the border. She was eventually allowed to cross and
spent a week at a temporary placement center in Taganrog, waiting for news of her
husband. She later learned from local law enforcement officials that the Russians had sent

him back to the DNR, where at the time of writing he was incarcerated in the Donetsk jail.?=3

Svetlana Gannushkina of the Civic Assistance Committee, a leading Russian human rights

organization working with refugees and migrants, told Human Rights Watch that her group

has assisted hundreds of Ukrainians who have entered Russia. While some of them had no
complaints about the screening at the Russian border and said they were treated with

respect, others described their experience as traumatic and frightening:

This suggests that treatment might be dependent on the specific officials
involved. If you’re faced with an official who is acting professionally and
respectfully, you’re lucky, but you can also encounter a downright sadist,
who puts pressure on you, makes threatening remarks, etc. One woman, for
example, asked an agent, while queueing up for the [border] screening with
her family, “What happens to those who don’t clearit?” — and the man
said, “I’ve already shot a dozen of those and I’'m now thinking what to do
with the rest of the lot.” He apparently meant it as a joke, but what a sick
joke thatis... and the woman, who has already suffered an exhausting and

precarious journey, was frightened to death...12

Gannushkina also said that as of March 2022, three new arrivals from Ukraine approached
her regarding the “disappearance” of a family member after they were interrogated during
screening. She said that one of the disappeared was an older man and the other two were
young men. At the time of writing, nothing was known about their fate and whereabouts,

although their relatives reported the disappearances to Russian authorities.'?s

Gannushkina raised the issue of abusive screening and alleged ill-treatment and

disappearances at a meeting of the Expert Council of Russia’s Ombudsperson, of which

123 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Marina,” Europe, May 18, 2022.
124 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Svetlana Gannushkina, Russia, May 12, 2022.
125 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Svetlana Gannushkina, Russia, May 12, 2022.
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she is a member. In response to her remarks, a representative of the Federal Security
Service said that the screening is absolutely necessary because “there are people who are
fleeing from justice... under the guise of refugees... If [we] work with a person [question a
person] for 20 minutes, or possibly for three hours, it means that there is a necessity... we
are working in the interests of state security.” He also said that the agency was not aware

of any reported disappearances but would look into the issue.®2¢

Other Examples of Pressure to Go to Russia or Russian-Occupied Areas

Several people who managed to hire private transport to flee Russian-held areas described
indirect pressure by Russian forces and Russian-affiliated armed groups to go to Russia or

Russian-occupied areas.

Andrii, the 46-year-old man who left Mariupol on April 10 and drove 40 kilometers through
DNR-controlled territory, said that each of the six times Russian soldiers stopped and
searched his car at checkpoints, they repeatedly asked about his destination and told him
that he could only go to Russian-controlled territory. He was eventually able to drive

to Zaporizhzhia.

When Tatiana and Yulia, the mother and daughter who left Mariupol on March 20, arrived
by bus in Russian-occupied Nikolske, they were hoping to board another bus to
Zaporizhzhia. “We started asking if we could get a bus to Zaporizhzhia because we knew
we wanted to go to Ukraine. But we were told that there were no more buses to
Zaporizhzhia; as of five days ago, they stopped, even for Red Cross buses. [Local officials]
said the only options were Russian territories: DNR or Rostov-on-Don [in Russia] — any
Russian area, but we could forget about Ukraine.”*27 As described above, they hired a car

for Zaporizhzhia.

When Tatiana, the teacher who fled Mariupol in a minibus on April 11, arrived in Nikolske,
people wearing "DNR volunteer" vests told her and her husband they would be able to

continue on either to Donetsk in the DNR or to Rostov in Russia. “We asked about going to

126 «“£SB responded to complaints of refugees from Ukraine on filtration points” (“OCB oTeTuna Ha anobbl GexeHues ¢
YKpauHbl Ha uasTpaumoHHsle nyHkTsl”), RBK, June 24, 2022,
https://www.rbc.ru/politics/24/06/2022/62bsasedgay9479a7db11145 (accessed July 14, 2022).

127 Human Rights Watch interview with Tatiana and Yulia, Lviv, April 19, 2022.
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Berdyansk [where one could board buses for Zaporizhzhia] and they said no,” she said.*8

She and her husband hired a car for Berdyansk, and eventually for Zaporizhzhia.

The Forced Transfer of 17 Children to the DNR

In early June, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said that 200,000 Ukrainian
children had been forcibly taken to Russia.’> While Human Rights Watch has not been
able to verify the total number of children that Russian or Russian-affiliated forces
transferred to Russia, researchers did document the transfer of 17 children from
Mariupol to the DNR.

In mid-March, a Ukrainian volunteer tried to rescue the 17 children, between the ages
of 2 and 17, from a residential healthcare facility in Mariupol, the Regional Children's
Bone and Tuberculosis Sanatorium. The volunteer told Human Rights Watch that he
had been helping others from Mariupol evacuate as fighting intensified, and
Ukrainian regional authorities had asked him to rescue any children whose families
had not collected them from the healthcare facility.3° On March 18, he said, he put the
17 children he found at the facility with him in an ambulance, along with two other
families who wanted to escape the city, and began the journey with them out of

the city.

When they were stopped at a Russian-controlled checkpoint in Manhush, the armed
men at the checkpoint initially told him he was not allowed to take the ambulance out
of the territory and prevented them from passing. The group spent the nightin
Manhush, at the home of one of the volunteers’ contacts. In the morning, they went to
Manhush hospital, where the volunteer tried to secure permission to leave with the 17
children. While they were there, he said that the DNR “minister of social policy”
arrived with some other officials and buses, as well as local media. The “minister”

began distributing aid to the children in front of the local media. The “minister” told

128 4yman Rights Watch interview with Tatiana, Lviv, April 22, 2022.

129 Associated Press, “Volodymyr Zelenksyy says 200,000 children among Ukrainians forcefully taken to Russia,” Firstpost,
June 2, 2022, https://www.firstpost.com/world/volodymyr-zelenskyy-says-200000-children-among-ukrainians-forcefully-
taken-to-russia-10747981.html (accessed June 29, 2022).

13° Human Rights Watch interview with an evacuations volunteer, Zaporizhzhia, June 3, 2022.
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the volunteer that he had no legal right to remove the children from DNR territory. The
volunteer said he tried to negotiate for the children’s families to come to the closest
crossing point on the Ukrainian side to pick up the children, but the minister refused.
The children were then put on a bus and apparently taken to the DNR.

Six of the children are part of a foster family from the city of Vuhledar, and six others
are part of a foster family from the city of Komar. The other five children are not in
foster care; their families are from Novotroitske, Mariupol, Mykolaivka (Volnovakhskiy
district) and Dobropillia. As of this writing, Mariupol and Novotroitske are under

Russian occupation.

Ukrainian officials have raised the case of the 17 children with Human Rights Watch.:

In June, six of the children from one foster family were allowed to leave Donetsk for
Russia and traveled from there onwards to France where they reunited with their foster
parents.’2 At the time of writing, the exact whereabouts of the other eleven children

remain unknown.

The Russian Commissioner for Children's Rights, Maria Lvova-Belova, stated in May
that children from institutions in the DNR have been placed with foster families in the
Moscow region and that she was working to expand the program and to unify
guardianship and adoption procedures with the DNR and LNR authorities.?3 By early
June, 58 orphans from Donetsk had been taken to the Moscow region, and 40 other

children from the DNR, including orphans, were receiving medical or rehabilitative

131 Human Rights Watch interview with Petro Andryushenko, deputy mayor of Mariupol, Dnipro, April 27, 2022. Associated
France Presse, ‘In Mariupol, concern for orphans stranded in sanatorium” (“A Marioupol, ’inquietude pour des orphelins
bloques dans un sanatorium”), Le Soleil, March 19, 2022, https://www.lesoleil.com/2022/03/19/a-marioupol-linquietude-
pour-des-orphelins-bloques-dans-un-sanatorium-cdasb475ceb3eb77daodf825e2b803fa (accessed June 29, 2022); AFP,
“War in Ukraine: orphans stranded in Mariupol sanatorium evacuated to pro-Russian zone” (“Guerre en Ukraine: les
orphelins bloques a Mariupol dans un sanatorium evacues vers une zone prorusse”), 20 Minutes, March 20, 2022,
https://www.20minutes.fr/monde/3256123-20220320-guerre-ukraine-orphelins-bloques-sanatorium-marioupol-evacues-
vers-zone-prorusse (accessed July 13, 2022).

132 Nina Nazarova and Kateryna Khinkulova, ”Ukraine war: Why | never gave up trying to find my children,” BBC, July 18,
2022, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-62178794 (accessed August 17, 2022).

133 Commissioner for Children’s Rights under the President of the Russian Federation, “Answers to the questions on family
placement of orphans from the DNR and LNR in Russian families” (“OTBeTbl N0 BONpocam ceMenHoro yCTpocTea AeTei-cupoT
13 [IHP n JIHP B poccuiickune cembn™), May 16, 2022, http://deti.gov.ru/articles/news/otvety-po-voprosam-semejnogo-
ustrojstva-detej-sirot-iz-dnr-i-Inr-v-rossijskie-sem-i (accessed July 13, 2022).

55 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | SEPTEMBER 2022


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

care in Russia.’4 Almost 200 children without parental care from Ukraine’s Donbas
were to receive Russian citizenship in July, including 30 orphans from Mariupol, the
commissioner said.’3s Russian authorities have also returned six Ukrainian children

whose parents died during the fighting to their relatives in Ukraine.1¢

The laws of armed conflict prohibit the forcible transfer and deportation of civilians
from occupied territory, including children, and prohibit a party to the conflict from
evacuating children who are not its own nationals to a foreign country without their
parents’ or guardians’ written consent, except temporarily as needed for compelling

health or safety reasons.7

Transfers from the Kharkiv Region to Russia

Human Rights Watch interviewed two people who said they were transferred by Russian
soldiers to Russia from the Kharkiv region, without undergoing filtration, as well as ten
residents from another village and city in the Kharkiv region who described how many of
their neighbors, as well as people from neighboring villages, were transferred by Russian

soldiers to Russia.

Nataliya, from Ternova village, 20 kilometers northeast of the city of Kharkivand 7
kilometers from the Russian border, was taken to Russia against her will on May 31.138 She
said that Russian forces took control of the village, which has a population of about 1,200
people, on February 24, and that the area saw no fighting. Nataliya said that Russian
forces offered buses to residents to go to Russia on several occasions, and some families
left the village for Russia in their own vehicles. Forces did not allow anyone to leave the

village if they said they wanted to evacuate to Ukrainian-controlled territory, she said. On

134 “Ombudswoman spoke about the fate of the victims and orphaned children in Ukraine” (“Om6yscmeH pacckasana o
cyabbe nocTpaaaslmx M 0CMPOTEBLIMX Ha YKpauHe aetein”), RBK, June 6, 2022, (accessed July 13, 2022).

135 “In the beginning of July, 200 children from Donbas will recieve citizenship to the Russian Federation” (“B Hauane uions
200 geteit u3 [lon6acca nonyyar rpaxaarcrso P®”), Mordovmedia, June 28, 2022,
https://www.mordovmedia.ru/news/russia/item/111848 (accessed July 13, 2022).

136 “7akharova called accusations of Kyiv on the deportation of children from Ukraine a lie” (“3axaposa Ha3eana n0bto
o6BuHeHus Knesa B genopTauum geteit ¢ YkpaunHol”), RBK,
https://www.rbc.ru/politics/25/06/2022/62b6eb6egazg947fbdbggébs7 (accessed July 13, 2022).

137 Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 (Protocol 1), 1977, Art. 78.1, ratified by the Russian Federation in
1989.

138 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Nataliya, Russia, June 6, 2022.
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May 28, she said soldiers came to her home and her neighbors’ homes to inform them that
a green corridor had been opened to Kharkiv city. Nataliya and seven of her neighbors all
said that they wanted to go to Kharkiv, which remained under Ukrainian control. Nataliya
said the soldiers returned on the evening of May 31 and loaded the eight of them onto a
bus, saying that it was headed for Kharkiv. But, she said, then “l suddenly realized that we
were in Russia when we arrived in Shebekino, which is across the border, but we didn’t

even go through a border crossing.”39

Nataliya and the others were then taken to “Virage,” a motorsport complex that had been
turned into a transit camp, where Nataliya said thousands of Ukrainians were being
housed. Two days after she arrived, volunteers came and brought Nataliya back to the
official border crossing, where she had her photograph and fingerprints taken and filled
out an immigration form.%° There, she met other Ukrainians who had been brought across
the border from the Kharkiv region villages and towns of Lyptsi, Strilecha, and Vovchansk.
Once back at Virage, Nataliya said that at least 100 Ukrainians arrived each day, including

from Mariupol, Kharkiv, and Donbas.

According to satellite imagery, 55 tents were first observed in the parking lot of the Virage
complex on March 20. A satellite image recorded on June 28 shows at least 68 tents
erected in the center of the parking lot of the motorsport complex and five additional ones

located on the side. The number of tents did not increase between early May and June 28.

Most people were put on buses and taken to other locations after about two days, Nataliya
said, but she managed to postpone her transfer for six days by saying that she was waiting
for her husband, who had stayed behind in Ternova, to join her. On June 6, she left the
camp and traveled by train to Moscow, then traveled onwards to Poland and into Ukraine,

to Ukrainian-controlled Kharkiv.

139 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Nataliya, Russia, June 6, 2022.

140 “yyacheslav Gladkov visited a new temporary accommodation facility on the territory of ASK ‘Virage’” (“Bsauecnas
[NafKoB NOCETUN HOBbIN MYHKT BPDEMEHHOTO pa3melyeHns Ha Tepputopun ACK «Bupax»”), YouTube, video clip, March 23,
2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=toyCMhC1bgo (accessed Jun 15, 2022).

57 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | SEPTEMBER 2022


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

Caption: Satellite image recorded on June 28 shows at least 68 tents erected in the center of the parking lot of
the Virage motorsport complex and five additional ones located on the side. Satellite Image © 2022 Planet
Labs Inc. Analysis & Graphics © 2022 Human Rights Watch

“Alina” and her partner were at their holiday home in Lyptsi, a village 20 kilometers north
of Kharkiv city and 10 kilometers from the Russian border, when Russian forces took
control of the area on February 24. “Alina” said that Russian troops put up a military
installation just across from their cottage, and the two of them stayed in the basement for
three weeks as the crossfire got increasingly intense.* On March 18, a Russian officer
searched their basement, told them the situation would deteriorate further over the next
few days, and strongly advised them to leave while evacuation buses to Russia were still
running from the center of the village. The officer did not exercise any force and said that it
was up to them to decide and that their basement was “probably” solid enough to
withstand heavy shelling. But the couple felt they did not really have a choice,

as “Alina” explained:

Having had a glimpse at the consequences of shelling on houses in the

area and with shelling going from bad to worse, we understood that if our

141 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina” and “Viktor” Russia, March 22, 2022.
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home is hit directly — and they [Russian troops] had their firing positions
right next to us, so we were very likely to get hit — there would be nobody to
dig us out. Nobody to help us... So, we decided we had to leave. We have no
documents [they had left their passports behind in their apartment in
Kharkiv], and we were risking getting stuck [in Russia], but the desire to live
was stronger... We got on that bus [with other civilians from the area]. It was
accompanied by [Russian] soldiers, and they took us through checkpoints
on the way to the border and in the direction of Belgorod [the Russian city

closest to the border with Ukraine’s Kharkiv region].42

Once they got to the border crossing, “Alina” and her partner were photographed and
fingerprinted. The border guards then took them into a room for a conversation with “a
psychologist” but according to them, the conversation resembled an interrogation, and the

“psychologist” was likely a security agent:s3

“Alina” told Human Rights Watch:

He asked me [among other things] where my parents were and | said they
were “under occupation in Zaporizhzhia region,” so he bristled at that and
told me he had plenty of time at his disposal to convince me that this was
no occupation and no war... He then preached to us about how the “special
military operation” was absolutely necessary because Ukrainian troops
were supposedly raping people in Donbas, and he said all sorts of other
filth [about Ukrainian troops and Ukrainian authorities]. It went on for at
least half an hour and we were just sitting there in silence. It’s not like we

were in a position to object and leave.u

On May 30, Human Rights Watch visited Kharkiv city and Ruska Lozova, 15 kilometers north

of Kharkiv city, and interviewed a total of g residents, including a village administration

142 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina” and “Viktor,” Russia, March 22, 2022.
143 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina”, Russia, March 22, 2022.
144 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Europe, April 7, 2022.
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official.s According to the interviewees, when Russian forces took control of the area at
the end of February, they established checkpoints on either end of the village. The soldiers
at the checkpoint to the south of the village did not let any civilians leave to Ukrainian-
controlled territory, saying there was heavy shelling, so the route was unsafe. Within a
week, the military organized evacuation buses over the course of several days to take
residents to Russia. The soldiers were supported by a local priest affiliated with the
Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church, who approached families and prepared lists of
those wanting to board the buses, according to village residents. The soldiers also evacuated

the priest on one of these buses to Russia.

Victor, 70, said that Russian soldiers urged him and his neighbors to leave for Russia:
“Soldiers came to my home and told me | had to leave. | said, ‘No, | don’t want to, why
should | leave?’ They said to me, ‘You lived under us and so if the Ukrainian army comes,
they will punish you. You will be executed.’”é Victor said that his neighbor gave in and
went to Russia, but he stayed behind. He said he did not face any problems once the

Ukrainian forces retook control of Ruska Lozova on April 27.

Those interviewed all had friends and relatives who had taken part in these evacuations to
Russia. They said their relatives were not willing to speak to Human Rights Watch directly,
so Human Rights Watch was unable to get a better understanding of their journey to
Russia. The local official said that at least 2,000 village residents took the evacuation
buses or used their own cars to go to Russia, out of a total population prior to the invasion
of around 5,000 people.®#” He said that some families that did not leave during the
evacuations wanted to leave for Russia later on, but the Russian soldiers apparently told

them it was too late and that they “should have thought of leaving earlier.”8

145 Human Rights Watch interview with a local official from Ruska Lozova, Kharkiv, May 27; Human Rights Watch interview
with Lena, Ruska Lozova, May 30; Human Rights Watch interview with Victor, Ruska Lozova, May 30; Human Rights Watch
interview with Volodymyr, Ruska Lozova, May 30; Human Rights Watch interview with woman from Ruska Lozova (name
withheld), Kharkiv, June 5; Human Rights Watch interview with woman from Ruska Lozova (name withheld), Kharkiv, June s5;
Human Rights Watch interview with man from Ruska Lozova (name withheld), Kharkiv, June 5; Human Rights Watch interview
with man from Ruska Lozova (name withheld), Kharkiv, June 5; Human Rights Watch interview with Oleksandr from Ruska
Lozova, Kharkiv, June 5.

146 Human Rights Watch interview with Victor, Ruska Lozova, May 30, 2022.

147 Human Rights Watch interview with a local official from Ruska Lozova, Kharkiv, May 27, 2022.

148 Human Rights Watch interview with a local official from Ruska Lozova, Kharkiv, May 27, 2022.
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The local official said Russian forces also organized evacuation buses for civilians to travel
to Russia from the neighboring village of Pytonmyk. Human Rights Watch was unable to

reach Pytonmyk because of fighting in the area at the time of their visit.

Human Rights Watch interviewed a woman from Kupiansk, a nearby city in the Kharkiv
region, who said she was prevented by Russian forces from evacuating to anywhere except
Russian territory until she and her family described a medical emergency that allowed

them to negotiate their exit to Kharkiv city.w?

Ukrainian Civilians in Russia

After crossing the border into Russia, the transferred Ukrainians were generally sent to
temporary placement centers for refugees. Many then waited for days before being
instructed to continue by bus or train to another region, which could have been Kazan,
Voronezh, and even Khabarovsk and Nakhodka in Russia’s Far East, much further away
from the border.s° Others were taken directly from the border crossing to train stations,

where they were instructed to take trains to regions much further away from the border.

Once they reached the first temporary placement center or train station, some were then

able to travel on their own to stay with relatives or friends, to rent their own

149 Human Rights Watch interview with a woman from Kupiansk, Kharkiv, June 6, 2022.

150 On March 12, 2022, Russia’s government issued Decree #349 on dispersing persons arriving from Ukraine between
different regions of Russia. "On the distribution of citizens of the Russian Federation, Ukraine, Donetsk People's Republic,
Luhansk People's Republic and stateless persons Permanently residing in the Territories of Ukraine, Donetsk People's
Republic, Luhansk People's Republic, who forcibly left the Territories of Ukraine, Donetsk People's Republic, Luhansk
People's Republic and those who arrived on the territory of the Russian Federation in an emergency mass order" (“O
pacnpepeneHuu no cybbektam Poccuitckoinn Gepepauymnu rpaxaar Poccuiickoin degepauum, YepauHsl, loHeykoi HapogHoi
Pecny6nuku, JlyraHckoi HapoaHoi Pecny6anku v nuy 6e3 rpaxaaHcTsa, NoCTOAHHO MPOXKMBAIOLMX HA TEPPUTOPUAX
YkpauHsbl, loHeukoi HapoaHoi Pecny6auku, JlyraHckoi HapoaHoi Pecnybanku, BbIHYXAEHHO NOKWHYBLUNX TEPPUTOPUN
YKpauHsl, [JoHeykoi HapoaHoi Pecny6avku, JlyraHckoin HapogHoi Pecny6anku n npubbiBlumnx Ha Tepputopuio Poccuitckoi
degepaynn B IKCTPEHHOM MaccoBom nopsgke”), Resolution of the Government of the Russian Federation no. 349 of March
12, 2022, https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_411374/92d969e26a4326c5do2fazgb8focf4994ee5633b/
(accessed July 14, 2022). Media reported that people were sent to temporary accommodation centers in other regions, as
well, including Tula, Vladimir, Penza, and Tambov, as well as in the North Caucasus, Siberia, and above the Arctic Circle. See:
Elizabeth Piper, “Ukrainians deported to Russia from besieged Mariupol dream of home,” Reuters, April 19, 2022,
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/ukrainians-deported-russia-besieged-mariupol-dream-home-2022-04-19/
(accessed July 14, 2022); Christopher Miller, “One Ukrainian family’s perilous journey through Russia’s “filtration camps,”
Politico, May 26, 2022, https://www.politico.com/news/2022/05/26/ukraine-filtration-camps-00034862 (accessed July 14,
2022); Eliza Mackintosh et al, “Russia or die,” CNN, April 7, 2022,
https://www.cnn.com/2022/04/07/europe/ukraine-mariupol-russia-deportation-cmd-intl/index.html (accessed July 14,
2022).
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accommodations, or to proceed to Russian border crossings with European Union member
states or Georgia in order to leave the country. However, those who had limited financial
means and no contact via social media or otherwise with relatives or friends in Russia or
networks of activists supporting Ukrainians felt that they had no choice but to go where

they were told by Russian officials.

People Human Rights Watch interviewed, and their family members and friends transferred
to Russia, spent time in different regions across Russia. Everyone interviewed who was
transferred from the Mariupol area to Russia was initially taken to Taganrog, about 72
kilometers from the border crossing in Russia’s Rostov region, where some stayed at a
large sports facility that had been converted into a temporary placement center. One
couple interviewed by Human Rights Watch spent several weeks at a campground in the
woods about 25 kilometers from Voronezh, in southwestern Russia.’s* Another woman said
she had friends who were sent to Penza (629 kilometers southeast of Moscow), Vladimir

(193 kilometers northeast of Moscow), and Vladivostok, in the Far East.’s2

Those who stayed at temporary placement centers in Russia told Human Rights Watch that
the accommodations were clean, they were able to shower, and they were given regular
hot meals, but they said that they and the people around them felt vulnerable and
disoriented. They did not know what to expect and what their rights were, especially if

approached by Russian officials, including criminal investigators.

Activist groups helping Ukrainians and several of the transferred Ukrainians interviewed by
Human Rights Watch said Russian investigators questioned people at the temporary
placement centers and put pressure on them to officially admit to having witnessed or

suffered from war crimes by Ukrainian forces.s3

“l did not sign a statement about being a witness to Ukrainian war crimes that the

investigator wanted me to sign,” one of the transferred Ukrainians said. “But | saw other

151 Human Rights Watch phone interview with “Alina” and “Viktor,” Russia.

152 Human Rights Watch interview with a woman from Melekyne village, Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.

153 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Russia, April 7, 2022; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina” and “Viktor,” Russia, March 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone
interview with Marina, Europe, May 18, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interviews with two core activists from Helping
Leave (names and locations withheld for security reasons), Europe, May 11 and 12, 2022; May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with human rights lawyer (name and location withheld for security reasons), May 12, 2022.
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people signing, especially the older people. They did not even realize what they were
signing; they were completely dependent on those Russian officials and were afraid of

getting into trouble unless they complied.”s

“Alina” from Kharkiv told Human Rights Watch that the investigators who questioned her
and her partnerin the temporary placement facility in the Voronezh region of Russia asked
them a lot of questions about “alleged genocide in Donetsk” and “how Ukrainian forces

are supposedly shelling Mariupol.”s5 She added:

They interrogated each of us for about 30 minutes. They wanted us to tell
them all we know about the situation in and around Kharkiv. They asked
about the kind of weapons and equipment so called “Nazis” had, and they
wanted to know where Ukrainian military installations were located. And
they kept saying we should better cooperate because Kharkiv would be
wiped off the face of the earth and there would be nowhere for us to go

back to. We just kept saying that we did not know anything...56

Russian officials have implemented measures to ease and expedite the process for
Ukrainians to acquire temporary asylum and obtain Russian citizenship. On March 5,
President Putin signed an “Decree on the entry, stay and exit from Russia of foreign
citizens from the territories of the LPR (LNR), DPR (DNR) and Ukraine.”®7 The decree,
officially aimed at helping civilians escape hostilities, established a simplified procedure
for Ukrainians to enter Russia (including the possibility to cross the border into Russia
despite the absence of standard travel documents, such as travel passports, which are
required under normal circumstances) and established a 15-day grace period with no in-
country registration requirement, which new arrivals could then use to acquire asylum or
have a respite before traveling from Russia to a third country. Those granted asylum could
then apply for temporary residence permits and access a simplified procedure for seeking

Russian citizenship available to Russian speakers, in line with federal legislation adopted

154 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Russia, April 7, 2022.

155 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina”, Russia, March 22, 2022.

156 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina,” Russia, March 22, 2022.

157 “Decree on the entry, stay, and exit from Russia of foreign citizens from the territories of the LNR, DNR, and Ukraine”
(“Ykas o Bbesgae, npebbiBaHnmM 1 Bble3ae n3 Poccum nHocTpaHHbix rpamaaH ¢ tepputopuit JIHP, IHP u YkpauHel™), Russian
Presidency website, March 5, 2022, http://kremlin.ru/acts/news/67911 (accessed June 15, 2022).
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in April 2020, which includes special streamlined provisions for Ukrainian nationals
from Donbas.18

On February 18, one week before Russia’s full-scale invasion began, President Putin issued
a special order on the preemptive evacuation of civilians from the DNR and LNR, which
entitles all the new arrivals to Russia to a one-time payment of 10,000 rubles.®? Asylum
seekers and refugees in Russia are also entitled to a number of rights while in Russia,
including resources and support for finding work and housing, as well as guarantees of

food and security while in temporary accommodation facilities.°

Svetlana Gannushkina of Civic Assistance Committee pointed out that, in practice,

securing these entitlements is very difficult:

The applications for the 10,000-ruble payments are all processed in Rostov,
and it takes a long time; people don’t receive any money for months and
find themselves destitute. And even when they do, this is a one-time
payment, not a periodic allowance. Moreover, they are not getting real help
with finding work and housing. The government is not coping well with this
massive flow and although our organizations and volunteer groups are
doing what we can, there is so much raw need and we just cannot fill

the gap.:

158 Federal Law on Amendments to the Federal Law ‘On Citizenship of the Russian Federation’ regarding simplification of the
procedure for admission to citizenship of the Russian Federation of foreign citizens and stateless persons” (O BHeceHuu
nsmeHeHuit B PegepanbHolit 3akoH «O rpaxaaHcTee Poccuitckoit Pegepaymu» B 4acTu ynpoLeHns npoyeaypbl nprema B
rpaxpaHcTeo Poccuiickoin Pegepaymnm MHOCTPaHHbIX rpaxaaH 1 auy 6e3 rpamaaHcTea), no. 134-FZ, April 24, 2020,
http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/45489 (accessed July 14, 2022).

159 “putin Ordered Ten Thousand Ruble Payments for Donbass Refugees” (NMyTuH nopyunn BbIAEAUTL KAXKA0MY GEXEHLY 13
[loHbacca no gecatb ThicAy pybnein”), RIA News, February 18, 2022, https://ria.ru/20220218/donbass-1773652947.html
(accessed July 6, 2022).

160 The website of the Moscow regional human rights commissioner offers a summary of laws and regulations that provide
benefits to people from “DNR” and “LNR” and other parts of Ukraine. “Information for citizens who arrived in the Russian
Federation from Ukraine, the DPR, the People's Republic of China urgently and en masse” (“MHdopmayms ans rpaxaaH,
npubbislinx B Poccuiickyo Geaepauuio us Yekpausl, [IHP, JIHP B akcTpeHHOM 1 maccoBom nopsaxe”), Commissioner for
human rights in the Moscow region and his office, March 10, 2022, https://upch.mosreg.ru/deyatelnost/protyani-ruku-
pomoshi/10-03-2022-11-26-03-prava-lits-pribyvshikh-na-territoriyu-rossii-iz-uk (accessed June 15, 2022). For more
information, also see a collection of relevant legislative documents and guidelines at “Assistance for Refugees from Ukraine
in 2022” (“lNomowb 6exeHuam u3 YkpauHbl B 2022 rogy”), July 1, 2022, https://visasam.ru/russia/migraciya/bezhency-iz-
ukrainy-v-rossii.html (accessed July 24, 2022).

161 Hyman Rights Watch telephone interview with Svetlana Gannushkina, Russia, May 12, 2022.
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Ukrainians who stayed at temporary placement centers in Russia and Russian activists told
Human Rights Watch that officials pushed the people staying at these centers to file
official requests for temporary asylum in Russia, without explaining how the process
works.*2 One Russian activist who provided assistance to over 100 stranded Ukrainians in
March and April 2022 explained how, under Russian law, people who have been granted
temporary asylum status have to hand their passports over to the Interior Ministry and use
a specially issued temporary asylum holder card while in Russian territory. “But many new
arrivals from Ukraine don’t realize this,” she said. “Without the process being spelled out
to them, people do not realize that they can get their passports back at any time in case
they’re ready to leave the country and therefore, some genuinely believe they cannot ever

return to Ukraine.”163

Some of the transferred Ukrainians interviewed by Human Rights Watch described the

challenges they and their family members faced when they tried to travel independently.

Svitlana, a 24-year-old woman, said that after crossing the borderinto Russia, she and her
family wanted to travel on immediately on their own, but they were initially prevented from
doing so. She said they first had to take a train to another Russian region, further away
from the Ukrainian border, with a group of new arrivals and some official minders before
having an opportunity to go their own way. They attempted to refuse getting on the train,
but officials told them they had no other option but to travel with the group.¢4 Yulia said
that her brother, who refused to go to a temporary placement center and traveled
independently with his family, “was stopped and questioned by police at every train
station” because his Ukrainian passport made them look “suspicious” in the eyes of
Russian law enforcement. s Another woman said that when she left the temporary
placement center with her children and stayed at a privately owned apartment in the
Rostov region for a few days, the police sought to question her at the apartment and put

pressure on the apartment owner, demanding information about her.66

162 Hyman Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina” and Viktor , Russia, March 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone
interview with “Marina,” Europe, May 18, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with anonymous source, (name
and location withheld for security reasons), May 10, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with two Helping Leave
activists (name and location withheld for security reasons), May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with
human rights lawyer (name and location withheld for security reasons), May 12, 2022.

163 Hyman Rights Watch telephone interview with Sasha Krylenkova of Open Space, March 8, 2022.

164 Hyman Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Russia, April 7, 2022.

165 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Yulia, Belgium, April 23, 2022.

166 Human Rights Watch phone interview with “Marina,” Europe, May 18, 2022.
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Ukrainian Civilians Seeking to Leave Russia

Some transferred Ukrainians tried to leave Russia as soon as possible by making their way
to border crossings and onwards to Belgium, Estonia, Finland, Georgia, Germany, Norway,
Poland, Sweden, or back to Ukraine. A network of Russian activists, working closely with
Ukrainian and European activists, has emerged to help new Ukrainian arrivals who want to
leave. While Russian officials have not forcibly blocked Ukrainians from leaving Russia,
many Ukrainians faced challenges doing so, including because they did not have the
proper identity documents or because of a lack of information about what options were
available to them. Some were interrogated at border crossings before being allowed to

leave the country.

No official statistics are available on how many Ukrainians who went to Russia have since
left for other countries. All 18 people Human Rights Watch interviewed who went to Russia
eventually left, including two who then returned to Ukraine via Europe.67 Many other
Ukrainians told Human Rights Watch about family members and friends who had been
transferred to Russia and who had either successfully left Russia, or who were trying to
find a way to leave Russia. Activists described helping hundreds of Ukrainians

leave Russia.

Once Irina and those she traveled with from Mariupol arrived at the temporary placement
center at the sports complex in Taganrog, they were told that they would be dispatched the
next day to other locations in Russia, much further away from the Ukrainian border, she
said. Irina said she knew she did not want to stay in Russia, so she and six others from her
original group pooled together the money they had managed to save and found a private
driver who helped them leave, and they eventually make it to Thilisi, Georgia.*8 Anatolii,
who was also initially taken to the Taganrog sports complex, said authorities told everyone
they had to get on buses and would be taken to a holiday campground in Kirov region. He
said that he and his friend then decided to use their own money to travel by bus to Rostov,

on to Moscow, and then to the border with Estonia.¢s

167 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Nataliya, Russia, June 6, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Yevhen,
Zaporizhzhia, April 27, 2022.

168 Hman Rights Watch telephone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022.

169 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022. Based on photographs published in the
media, Human Rights Watch has identified the facility as an indoor handball court in Taganrog and located it. See: "In Pics:
Ukrainians start evacuating amid fears of Russian invasion,” Reuters, February 22, 2022,
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Activists and transferred Ukrainians said that finding information and assistance to leave
Russia is especially challenging for people without smart phones or financial means,
people who are not on social media, and older people. “l was trying to figure out how to
leave for over a month when | finally saw a group on social [a Telegram chat created by the
Helping Leave civic initiative] offering assistance to people in my situation,” one
interviewee said. “It was like a miracle...They helped with transportation to the border,
with lodging, with advice, they helped every step of the way. But if you aren’t online, you

just won’t know where to get help.”w°

Some of the transferred Ukrainians wanted to return to Ukraine, which in practice was only
possible via third countries. Some people from Mariupol were reluctant to go back to
Ukraine — especially if they had no home to return to, due to the damage and destruction
caused by shelling, and with their city now under full Russian occupation — and they

wanted instead to travel to a third country.

Four activists who provide assistance to Ukrainians trying to leave Russia told Human
Rights Watch that some of the Ukrainian families traveling with men between the ages of
18 and 60 fear that if they return to Ukraine, the men would be prosecuted for draft
evasion, as males in that age group are officially banned from leaving the country.7+ At
least three men who were forcibly transferred to Russia also expressed that fear when

interviewed by Human Rights Watch.72

Four of the transferred Ukrainians interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they did
not face any problems leaving the temporary reception centers where they arrived

immediately after crossing the border into Russia, nor any obstacles when traveling within

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 (accessed July 14, 2022); Handball Club “Don Cossacks” — FSU
(FaHp6onbHbIN KNy6 "[oHckue kazaku — COY) website, https://hc-taganrog.ru/?page_id=110 (accessed July 14, 2022).

179 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Lisa,” Europe, May 24, 2022.

171 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with two Helping Leave activists (name and location withheld for security
reasons), May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with human rights lawyer (name and location withheld for
security reasons), May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch interview with Sasha Krylenkova, Russia, May 8, 2022.

172 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Vladislav” (“Lisa’s” husband), Europe, May 24, 2022; Human Rights
Watch telephone interview with “Viktor” (“Alina’s” partner), Russia, March 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch phone interview
with “Yaroslav”, Russia, May 31, 2022.

67 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | SEPTEMBER 2022


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

Russia.7s However, some had to wait longer before being able to travel independently.
“Svitlana,” the 24-year-old woman from a Mariupol suburb, said that she and her family
wanted to travel on their own immediately, but they were told they had no choice but to
continue with the group that had crossed the border with them on a bus to Taganrog and
then on a train to Vladimir. Once they reached Vladimir, “Svitlana’s” family refused to go to
a temporary stay facility and instead made their own travel arrangements with the

assistance of Russian-based acquaintances and eventually reached Europe.74

Some of those who did not have appropriate identification documents faced serious
obstacles when attempting to leave Russia. Many Ukrainians arrived in Russia without
passports because they left straight from shelters with their documents remaining in their
destroyed or damaged homes. Russian border guards have, in some cases, refused to let
Ukrainians cross if they only had their Ukrainian national identity or pension cards. But in

other cases, they were allowed to leave the country without passports.7s

“In practice, itis random at times,” said a Russian activist providing support for
particularly complicated cases of Ukrainians attempting to leave Russia. She told Human
Rights Watch:

In my work | come across two or three new cases a day of Ukrainians
lacking the right documents. They all have something — like scans, or
pension cards, DIA [Ukrainian electronic ID], and these are not appropriate
for border crossing. If the documents are not exactly in order, it’s touch and
go with Russian border guards. But then, | had several cases where people
who tried crossing the border [without passports] were pushed back by
Russian border guards [due to lack of proper documents]. They waited for
the new shift, tried again, and they were allowed to cross. In one case, an

older woman approached the same border guards three times in a row and

173 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii, Norway, April 28, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Irina, Georgia, April 22, 2022; Human
Rights Watch telephone interview with Nataliya, Europe, May 14, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with a
resident of a Mariupol suburb, Russia, April 7, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Yevhen, Zaporizhzhia,
May 6, 2022.

174 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Svitlana,” a resident of a Mariupol suburb, Russia, April 7, 2022.

175 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Alina” and her husband, Russia, March 22, 2022; Human Rights Watch
telephone interview with “Vladislav” (“Lisa’s” husband), Europe, May 24, 2022; Human Rights Watch telephone interview
with Yulia, Belgium, April 23, 2022.
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on her third attempt, one of the border guards, apparently sympathetic in

the face of her distress, just waved her through.76

In one case documented by Human Rights Watch, a man who had left his passport behind
in Mariupol went to the migration office in Taganrog soon after arriving in Russia, together
with his spouse. He explained his situation to the officer on duty, clearly stating that he
and his family were eager to leave Russia for Europe as soon as possible and asking for
advice. In response, the officer gave him a print-out of a pro forma letter addressed to the
head of the DNR “migration service” and identifying the sender as a “DNR citizen” seeking
assistance in returning to the DNR.77 The officer urged the man to fill in his personal
details, sign the letter, and then pick up his new DNR passport at the Russia-DNR “border.”
“My husband was so lost and desperate, he almost signed the document without even
understanding what it meant,” his spouse told Human Rights Watch. “I did not fully
understand either, but | felt apprehensive and told the officials we would take the blank
letter with us and show it to a lawyer. We called a rights activist who was helping us, and
she told us not to sign under any circumstances, that my husband was being duped into
adopting so called DNR citizenship and possibly even into getting drafted into DNR forces

right at the Russian border.”«8

Some of the transferred Ukrainians described being interrogated at the border by Russian
border guards, even if they had their passports. Anatolii, the man now in Norway, said that
when he and his friend presented their Ukrainian passports at the Russian border to leave,
authorities pulled them out of the line and interrogated them again: “They asked, ‘How did
you get here?’, ‘What happened in Mariupol?’, ‘Do you have any friends in the Ukrainian
military?’, among other things. And they searched our phones again, looking at our
contacts.”9 Anatolii said they eventually gave them exit stamps and allowed them

to leave.

An activist with Helping Leave told Human Rights Watch how one of the families they were
assisting missed their train while in transit to Russia’s border with Estonia. The police

approached the family at the train station as they were waiting for their train, took the one

176 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Sasha Krylenkova, Russia, May 8, 2022.
177 A copy of the document is on file with Human Rights Watch.

178 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with “Lisa,” Europe, May 24, 2022.

179 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022.
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man in the family to a room inside the train station, and questioned him there for

several hours.8e

The man who was interrogated and threatened together with his son during filtration said
Russian border guards held him from 1 a.m. until 8 a.m. when he was trying to leave the
country and interrogated him again: “They were checking all the men. I finally lost it with
one of the guards. | said to him, ‘This is the fifth time we are being interrogated. What do
you think you will find?’ But they kept interrogating us, checking our phones and
documents, and they were more forceful than in the otherinterrogations.”1 After the
extensive questioning, he was eventually allowed to cross the border and later made his

way to Germany.

180 4man Rights Watch’s telephone interview with an activist with Helping Leave group (name and location withheld for
security reasons), May 12, 2022.
181 Hyman Rights Watch telephone interview with Anatolii V., Germany, May 12, 2022.
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Annex: Letter to the Minister of Defense and Head of the
Main Directorate for Migration of the Russian Federation

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,

| 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
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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.
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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

cla %Mwy&

Annex: List of Questions
Evacuations
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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. Whatis 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
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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

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

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

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?

How many Ukrainian nationals have traveled from eastern Ukraine to Russia since
February 247

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?

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?

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?

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

27.

28.

29.

30.

. 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?

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

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

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, 20227?

For those Ukrainians who decide to leave Russia, what is the purpose of their questioning
by border guards before leaving the country?
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“We Had No Choice”

“Filtration” and the Crime of Forcibly Transferring Ukrainian Civilians to Russia

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.

A bus full of Ukrainians being transferred to Taganrog,
Russia from the “DNR” on February 20, 2022.

© 2022 Andrey Borodulin/AFP via Getty Images
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