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Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation (DIF) is an independent nongovernmental organization and a think tank established in 1992. Our mission is
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From the beginning of the armed conflict in Donbas between Ukraine and Russia,
DIF has been doing research and advocacy to find possible ways for the conflict
termination, permanent peace and reconciliation. Overall, since 2014 DIF
successfully completed seven regional opinion polls, one poll at the checkpoints,
and four regional expert surveys. Our recommendations were appreciated by the
Ministry of Information Policy and the National Security and Defence Council of
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This report was prepared by financial assistance from the Embassy of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland in Ukraine. The views expressed in
this analytical report are those of the authors and may not coincide with the
official position of the UK or Ukrainian governments.

1

Contents
Introduction and methodology......................................................................................................................
Abbreviations.................................................................................................................................................
Executive summary and recommendations.................................................................................................
Part 1. Social and economic expectations in Donbas: major changes and concerns...............................
Part 2. Local civic activism, protest attitudes and issue of the local self-government in Donbas...........
Part 3. Role of the central government and implementation of key reforms.............................................
Part 4. Attitudes toward Russia, concerns about war and expectations of the peace process...............

2

3
5
6
12
16
21
26

Introduction and methodology
One of the key drivers of complete overhaul of the Ukrainian political system after
presidential and early parliamentary elections in 2019 was huge public demand
for peace resolution in Donbas (the government-controlled territories of Donetsk
and Luhansk regions).
Expectations of peace were especially strong in the government-controlled
Donetsk and Luhansk regions. Comprehensive regional study, conducted by DIF in
2018-2019, showed that Ukrainian citizens in Donbas have lost trust in President
Poroshenko’s policy and blamed the government for leaving them alone with their
formidable troubles.
Thus landslide victory of Volodymyr Zelenskyi and his political party has become
a time of hope revival for many residents of Donbas. It also created an incredible
level of trust toward the new government which could have been used to shape
views of the people about acceptable and viable policy options both for Donbas
and the whole country.
The new study of public attitudes in Donbas, conducted by Ilko Kucheriv
Democratic Initiatives Foundation in January – March 2020 has several key
objectives:
• Identifying shifts in public opinion caused by policy changes that happened
between May 2019 and March 2020.
• Revealing risks and opportunities for the governmental policies toward
Donbas.
• Outlining possible political and security developments in Donbas in the
nearest future.
• Developing recommendations for the governmental and civil society agents
of change working in Donbas in the near and short-term future.
• Increasing government knowledge and public awareness about existing
issues and emerging risks in Donbas.

This study is based on the results of the focus groups and regional public opinion
poll.
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According to project design, we conducted ten focus group discussions in
Luhansk region (Bilokurakyne, Lysychansk, Novoaidar, Stanytsia Luhanska) and
Donetsk region (Bakhmut, Pokrovsk, Selydove, Krasnohorivka, Mariupol). These
communities were selected due to our presumption of the five different types of
clusters of Donbas communities that exist: frontline communities (in our case
Stanytsia Luhanska and Krasnohorivka), district centers or the rural areas
(Bilokurakyne and Novoaidar), middle-sized old-industrial towns (Lysychansk and
Bakhmut), communities dependent on coal mines (Pokrovsk and Selydove) and a
big developed city (Mariupol).
In each community we selected 10-12 participants who are permanent residents
of 18+ age, with equal representation of men and women, limiting the number of
pensioners to 3. However, in the frontline communities we have to make groups
with more women due to the local demography and degree of their sincerity and
eagerness to engage in discussions. All focus groups were conducted according
to one guide. Participants were free to choose the language (Russian or
Ukrainian). They were informed that FGDs are recorded on conditions of
anonymity.
The regional public opinion poll was conducted between February 18 – March 2,
2020. In every region, 500 respondents were polled based on a sample that
represents the adult population (except the occupied territories). The sample is
representative of such indicators as sex, age, education and place of residence.
The theoretical sample error does not exceed 3.5%.
Our work would not be possible without financial assistance from the Embassy of
the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland in Ukraine. The views
expressed in this analytical report are those of the authors and may not coincide
with the official position of the UK government.
This study is our last tribute to DIF long time Director and our dear friend Dr. Iryna
Bekeshkina who passed away on March 20, 2020. Her energy was driving this
study from early discussions in October 2019 till the end of poll in March 2020.
Her academic honesty, sharp intelligence and industriousness guided and
encouraged us as we completed the study and policy recommendations.
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Abbreviations
DNR/LNR – acronyms for the temporarily occupied territories of the Donetsk
region and Luhansk region. Although they were invented by Russia to mask her
military and administrative control over the occupied territories, we have to use it
in the questionnaires or guides for the focus group discussion in order to secure
better understanding and honesty of the respondents.
Donbas – general geographic and historic name for the Donetsk and Lugansk
regions. In this report used as synonym for the government-controlled territories
of Donetsk and Luhansk regions.
FGDs – focus group discussions.
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Executive Summary
The majority of Donbas residents trusts the new president and support his
policies. At the same time people are anxious about the reforms and they want to
see positive changes in their welfare in the short term. However, a combination of
COVID-19 pandemic, the new clashes in the frontline and an economic recession
can destroy popular trust of Donbas residents which was won by the president
and the new government in 2019.
The Luhansk region appears to be more susceptible to social populism and
clientelist practices which are nurtured by the pro-Russian forces and Russian
disinformation. However, during the FGDs in the Donetsk region we noticed that
the same patterns of perception of the social reality are also common to the
people who live in the frontline communities and communities dependent on the
coal mining industry.
The civic loyalty of the significant share of the Donbas population (no less than
40-45%) is critically dependent on central government’s capability to maintain a
minimal reasonable level of social security. Such situation will persist if Donbas
remains an economically depressed region with limited options for increasing
employment and establishing enterprises with higher than average wages.
In case of a hard recession, the Donetsk communities with a relatively wealthier
population are more likely to become centers of the new protest movements than
the depressed Luhansk communities. In addition, a land reform implementation
will meet a popular resistance if the interests of the local communities and
farmers are not protected.
Disregard of the popular demands for a protection of environment or a right to get
education in the Russian language, or mismanagement of quarantine as well as
the abuses of the law enforcement agencies can provoke spontaneous protests in
Donbas. Although the origins of such protests are legitimate, there is a risk that
such movements can be hijacked by the political players and result in a
significant destabilization in the region.
Despite emergence of civic activism in Donbas, the local corrupted elites with a
hostile attitude toward democracy, the rule of law and civil society were not
replaced. Thus they found ways to colluden with the administrations of former
and current presidents of Ukraine. If the local strongmen retain their positions as
the mayors or shadow kingpins of the Donbas communities, the 2020 local
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elections can lead to a restoration of the pro-Russian majorities in the local
councils and a victory of a populist agenda.
Implementation of the reforms in Donbas should be based on a calculation of the
cost and benefits for the most vulnerable groups: children, pensioners, IDPs, and
people living in the frontline communities. For instance, closing local clinics,
hospitals and schools will be interpreted by the citizens as thegovernment’s
decision to cut aid to Donbas. It will accelerate migration of the youth and
working age people to other regions or abroad.
The concept of “peace at any price” has lost its appeal among the majority of
Ukrainian citizens living in the government-controlled areas of Donbas.
Today, any political decisions about concessions to Russia or Russian proxies
could result in social unrest. The Donbas communities are divided in their
attitudes toward possible peace plans. Although the majority of people are
looking forward to negotiations, the proponents of peace on Russia’s terms and
hardline supporters of Ukrainian sovereignty are ready to attack compromises
that do not fit their expectations.
The people are not sure that there are matters for negotiations with the DNR/LNR.
Although the ongoing conflict brought a lot of suffering, the majority of citizens
have got used to the status quo and a separate existence of the occupied
territories.
Many people are anxious about making or approving choices that can move
forward the peace negotiations. The citizens in Donbas would be more confident
about peace initiatives only after a permanent and total ceasefire which allows
free movement and trade across the line of contact.
Lastly, DIF offers recommendations addressed primarily to the government, local
and international civil society actors, and the donor community. They offer a
baseline for peacebuilding programming as part of a long-term strategy for
building resilient, inclusive and peaceful societies, helping the government with
the reintegration process. The recommendations fall into two categories:

SHORT TERM
1. COVID-19 should be regarded as a serious threat to the wellbeing of many
Donbas households since a lot of families rely on pensions of their elder relatives,
who are especially exposed to coronavirus.
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In order to avoid additional tensions in the region authorities must immediately
implement such preemptive measures:
• Provide hospitals and clinics of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions with the
necessary amount of personal protection equipment and materials for
medical staff.
• Restrict movement of people from other regions with high exposure to the
epidemic (except relatives or people who are permanent residents of both
regions who should have personal protection items and undergo
temperature control).
• Reopen checkpoints for the distribution of personal protections items to
people arriving from the occupied territories. Open existing checkpoints
during the first wave of quarantine relief measures and re-organize security
procedures in order to decrease the waiting time and reduce density of the
queues in order to minimize exposure.
• Restrict religious services and encourage remote worship in a dialogue with
the religious communities.
• Allow relatives of the elderly to receive their pensions and pay their utilities
if the pensioners express such wish.
2. COVID-19 can deal a huge blow to employment and educational opportunities
for the young people in Donbas.
In order to prevent radicalization and outflow of the youth from the Donbas
communities we urge the government and foreign donors to consider such
steps:
• Introduce tax breaks for businesses which employ people aged 17-25.
Provide target additional payments to employed young people who are
working extra time in order to learn new skills or who are engaged in
establishing trade unions.
• Re-schedule the process of entering exams and beginning of the
educational process in regional universities and colleges in order to allow
school graduates to apply without additional time pressure.
• Carefully plan process of gradual introduction of the Ukrainian language
and support it with the relevant human and technical resources (Ukrainian
speaking teachers, books, educational software and multimedia
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equipment). It can be more productive to make this transformation a part of
the “New Ukrainian school” initiative.
• Provide more opportunities for Donbas youth to learn foreign languages
(English) for free, including advanced language courses on math, physics,
chemistry, engineering, cyber security.
• Increase educational capacities of school graduates and undergraduate
students to access online courses of western universities and encourage
their participation by granting free installation of popular computer and
mobile software.
• Build еру new networks or improve existing internet connections in schools
and libraries, refresh computer equipment in order to encourage extra time
for the education of senior schoolchildren.
• Introduce simplified issue of national passports for school graduates from
the occupied territories.
• Redistribute budget money, allocated for youth activities in Donbas, to
finance existing sport clubs at schools and colleges and youth sport
activities (competitions, championships).
3. The government must act decisively to restore law and order in Donbas.
Replacement of the heads of the regional and local prosecutor offices, police and
security service departments and their terms in office must depend on the results
of the investigations of the crimes committed by representatives of the local
political and business elites.
4. On the eve of the municipal elections (planned for October 2020) all political
parties that declare European choice and support reforms must unite their efforts
and resources to endorse local civic activists who decided to run for offices of
mayors or heads of amalgamated communities. Otherwise, pro-Russian and
populist forces will get control over key Donbas communities.
5. On the strategic level Ukrainian decision makers should retain the position
“security first” in all negotiation platforms (Normandy Four, Trilateral Contact
Group) and promote this position in domestic policy discourse. This position
should be supported by the development of a Ukrainian version of the Road map
to conflict resolution that puts security and permanent verified ceasefire as well
as eradication of ecological threats before political issues. It means that the
President and government must avoid direct engagement with pro-Russian
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proxies masked as “representatives of the self-proclaimed republics”.
6. Propose inclusion of the people who were forced to leave their homes in the
occupied territories of Donbas or were detained and freed from captivity by the
Russian proxies into the working groups of the Trilateral Contact Group in Minsk.
Presence and participation of the people who may know “DNR/LNR”
representatives before the war may restrain radicalism on both sides and contain
Russian efforts to appeal to the “will of the Donbas people”. Participation of such
people who represent Donbas must become a key prerequisite for substantial
talks about political and social provisions of the Minsk agreements.

MIDDLE TERM
1. Small and medium businesses as well as self-employed people are a backbone
of the civil society in Donbas. Therefore, it is critical for the political stability to
help entrepreneurs to survive in times of pandemic and recession. The
government must pay special attention to providing low interest loans to such
people, especially in the Donetsk region and encourage them to compete for state
procurements on the regional and local levels.
2. Implementation of educational and healthcare reforms in Donbas, especially
decisions about closure or merger of the hospitals and schools or colleges must
be made only after open and inclusive consultations with the members of the
affected communities. The setbacks of such decision for certain communities
must be compensated and such compensations should be approved by the
people so that educational and healthcare services remain affordable for all
interested communities.
3. Implementation of the land reform in Donbas must include preferential
treatment of the local farmers who should be given necessary resources to buy
state farmlands and low interest loans for building local food processing
enterprises. Special attention should be paid to the protection of property rights,
making procedures of registration of the land plots transparent and affordable for
the people who still do not have necessary legal titles.
4. After COVID-19 the issue of pollution of the environment can lead to the next
existential crisis in Donbas. Therefore, the management of industrial and urban
dumps, introduction of the recycling plants and the ecology-friendly and antipollution technologies can create new jobs and prevent emergency situations in
the region.
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5. Intensive public and private investments in the repair of roads, affordable
regional public transport (automobile and railway) will contribute to the solution
of social and domestic issues and stimulate the movement of labor resources,
revitalize entrepreneurial activity in depressive communities of Donbas.

6. On a domestic policy level, the government should double its efforts for the
sake of normalization of live conditions within frontline communities, simplify
bureaucratic procedures that regulate relations between controlled and
uncontrolled territories and improve humanitarian contacts with the communities
and people in the occupied Donbas.
7. Since one of the probable future scenarios in Donbas is a “frozen conflict”
which can become acceptable for many citizens in Donbas, there is a necessity
for an information campaign to explain what are the key elements of a genuine
peacemaking mission and how different UN mandates may influence the future of
Donbas (UN forces stationed on the line of contact and UN forces support peace
on the formerly occupied territories). So far, only 51% of the Donetsk region
residents and 30% of the Luhansk region residents back the idea of a UN peace
keeping mission. Citizens in the Donbas are even more divided about the future
mandate of a mission.
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Part 1. The social and economic
expectations in Donbas: major
changes and concerns
The 2019 presidential elections appear to be a moment of hope revival. This was
expressed in all focus groups except one held in Krasnohorivka, a frontline town
in Donetsk region which is under imminent threat of war activities.
Our observations were confirmed by opinion poll results. If in November 2018
only 4% in the Donetsk regions and 1% in the Luhansk region trusted the
President of Ukraine, in March 2020, levels of trust to the president increased to
36% in the Donetsk region and 4% in the Luhansk region.
Such change in public mood sharply contrasts with the perception of everyday
problems and an assessment of the government’s ability to solve them.
Since the presidential elections in April 2019 people in Donbas have not seen
substantial positive changes in their lives, although relatively more residents of
both Donetsk and Luhansk regions admit that deterioration of living conditions
has stopped and some positive changes have happened in their communities.
According to the poll, 43% of respondents from the Donetsk region and 41% from
the Luhansk region stated that the situation is satisfactory, with certain
difficulties, while 38% of the Donetsk and 37% of Luhansk respondents
considered it insecure with considerable problems (but not too critical). The
extreme assessments (absence of problems/severe problems) were made by
smaller shares of respondents: in Donetsk region both extreme assessments
were made by 9% each while in Luhansk region 14% of people admitted to severe
problems and only 7% said they had no problems.
It should be stated that the more developed and urbanized Donetsk region has a
higher level of satisfaction with the developments under the new government:
37% of the Donetsk respondents said they saw certain improvement in their
everyday life while only 12% of the Luhansk respondents made the same
assessment.
On the local level we see a similar picture. In the different Donetsk communities
more people see improvement in the management of local problems than in the
Luhansk communities. 43% of respondents in the Luhansk region said that
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practically nothing was done to solve problems in their communities and 30%
said that attempts of the local authorities to solve problems were mostly
unsuccessful. At the same time only 17% of respondents of the Donetsk region
stated that nothing has been done and 26% complained about the failed
performance of local authorities.
Furthermore, the poll revealed that respondents from the Donetsk region were
more satisfied with the solution of local problems than the respondents from the
Luhansk region. Although not many residents of the Donetsk region admitted to
solutions of certain problems (only 22% mentioned the reconstruction of
destroyed infrastructure, 20% normal functioning of public services, 17% solving
the problems of temporarily displaced persons, 11% attracting investments, 10% ensuring law and order and combating crime), these figures are still significantly
higher than respective numbers among the residents of the Luhansk region (while
23% mentioned reconstruction of destroyed infrastructure, only 4% mentioned
normal functioning of public services, 3% solving the problems of temporarily
displaced persons, 1% attracting investments, 4% - ensuring law and order and
combating crime).
Such variation in public attitudes can be explained by different economic activity
of the population in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions which means different
revenues for the local budgets and opportunities for the local authorities. For
instance, the Donetsk region in 2019 held second place in the rating of average
salaries while the Luhansk region was only on 20th place.
Therefore, it is not surprising that in the Donetsk region the share of respondents
who said that some problems have been solved increased from 31% in 2018 to
47% in 2020 while the share of respondents who said that nothing has changed
decreased from 23% to 17%.
At the same time in Luhansk region we see development in the opposite direction.
The share of respondents who admitted failed attempts of the local authorities to
solve problems increased from 21% to 30 while share of those who thought that
nothing has changed remained quite high - 43%. During the focus groups in the
Luhansk region people often complained about poor services in local clinics and
few opportunities for employment due to the decline of traditional industrial
enterprises.
Different social and economic conditions in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions are
well illustrated by disparities in public attitudes toward different options of the
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governmental support. The poll revealed that in the Luhansk region more people
(30%) would choose subsidies and discounts on the necessary consumer goods
and communal services than in the Donetsk region (22%). On the other hand, in
the Donetsk region more respondents would look for interest-free loans to start
business (20%) than in the Luhansk region (5%).
It should be also noted that almost 1/5 of the Luhansk respondents remained
undecided about governmental assistance since they have to choose only one
option. In our opinion, it can be interpreted as willingness of the people to have
several options available at a time.
Despite a gap in the economic power of the regions, people from the Donetsk and
Luhansk government-controlled territories are united by common concerns and
feeling that certain issues have only become more complicated.
For instance, if we compare what made Donbas residents concerned in 2018 with
the 2020 poll results, we can see that there are number of issues worsened.
For instance, in the Donetsk region more people are concerned about the growth
of crime (from 18% in 2018 to 33% in 2020), unemployment (from 10% to 31%),
business closures (from 30 to 38%), famine (from 26% to 38%), mass riots (from
22% to 33%), non-payment of salaries and pensions (from 35% to 50%),
disintegration of Ukraine (from 17% to 34%), war hostilities (from 31 to 45%),
oppression of the Russian language (from 11 % to 20%), accession to NATO (from
10% to 28%), collapse of the government (from 5% to 20%).
Although changes in opinion about threats are less visible in the Luhansk region,
they are still alarming. More people are afraid of crime growth (from 7% in 2018 to
13% in 2020), unemployment (from 15% to 21%), Russian attack (from 2% to 9%),
business shutdowns (from 7% to 14%), the collapse of Ukraine (from 9% to 19%),
and the collapse of the government (from 2% to 15%).
In the beginning of March, before COVID-19 pandemic and quarantine, fear of
diseases was the primary concern for 50% respondents in the Donetsk region and
31% in the Luhansk region. Meanwhile a lot of the Luhansk residents (40%) were
afraid of a resumption of war hostilities, which was also true for 45% of the
Donetsk respondents. Fear of the suspension of payments and pensions was also
at the top of typical concerns for the Donbas residents (for 50% in the Donetsk
and 39% in the Luhansk regions).
In this context there is no surprise that the growth of wages, pensions, and social
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benefits are among the top urgent demands in the Donetsk (37% of respondents)
and Luhansk regions (35% of respondents). Additionally, Improvement of
healthcare services was demanded by 35% of respondents in the Donetsk region
and 34% in the Luhansk region. It must be said that while more people from the
Donetsk region started to look for the increase of social payments and benefits
(from 32% in 2018 to 37% in 2020) in the Luhansk region more people wanted
better healthcare (from 32% in 2018 to 34% in 2020).
Key considerations of part 1:
• Combination of such emerging factors as COVID-19 pandemic, new clashes
in the frontline and an economic recession can destroy popular trust of the
Donbas residents which was won by the new president and new
government in 2019.
• The Luhansk region appears to be more susceptible to social populism and
clientelist practices which are nurtured by the pro-Russian forces and
Russian propaganda.
• However, we should admit that the focus groups in certain communities in
the Donetsk region, such as coal mine communities and frontline
communities also revealed a prevalence of similar paternalistic attitudes.
• Consequently, we have to acknowledge that civic loyalty of a significant
share of the Donbas population (no less than 40-45%) is critically dependent
on the capability of the central government to maintain a minimal
reasonable level of social security.
• Such situation will persist if the region remains economically depressed
with limited options for increasing employment and establishment of the
enterprises with higher than average wages. The poll showed that 65% of
respondents in both regions looked forward to the reopening of enterprises
and new job opportunities. Moreover, frequency of the mention of these
issues have increased remarkably in comparison to 2018 data
(Expectations, Hopes and Concerns of the Donbas: Trend Data of Social
Attitudes in 2017-2018 and State Policy Recommendations, DIF, 2019),
when 44% of residents of the Donetsk and 54% of the Luhansk oblasts
pointed them out.
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Part 2. Local civic activism, protest
attitudes and issue of the local selfgovernment in Donbas
Weaknesses of the local self-government and regional management of the state
administration remained the same despite overhaul on the national level.
Comparison of the 2018 and 2020 polls shows significant changes in a popular
assessment of solution of the local issues in Donbas:
1. A substantial decrease in positive assessment of reconstruction of destroyed
infrastructure (from 43% in 2018 to 22% in 2020), healthcare services (from 12%
to 3%), organization of defense (from 10% to 3%) and, law and order (from 18% to
10%).
2. A relative improvement of solution of problems of displaced persons (from 9%
in 2018 to 17% in 2020), and investment inflow (from 4% to 11%).
In Donbas negative opinions about solving local problems is aggravated by
public frustration over the protection of human rights. According to the poll, 70%
of respondents from the Donetsk region and 50% of respondents from the
Luhansk region believe that their rights are violated. Only 24% of respondents in
the Donetsk and 38% in the Luhansk region have opposite opinions.
Many people are dissatisfied with the protection of economic and social rights
like the right to employment (55% in both regions), decent social benefits and
adequate reward for labour (56% in the Donetsk region and 49% in the Luhansk
region). However, the same picture is common throughout Ukraine.
However, comparison with other regions of Ukraine indicates that the residents of
Donbas are more concerned about the right to a healthy environment (44% in the
Donetsk region and only 6% in the Luhansk region), the freedom to use their
mother tongue (33% in the Donetsk region and 7% in the Luhansk region), and
right to security and lawful protection (27% in Donetsk and 21% in Luhansk
region).
There are also regional differences. While in Luhansk people are more anxious
about personal freedom, dignity and presumption of innocence (19% compared
with 11% in the Donetsk region), in the Donetsk region citizens are more
concerned about freedom of movement (21% and only 9% in the Luhansk region),
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the freedom of speech and political rights (right to peaceful assemblies and
rallies, voting rights, right to protest) again 21% comparing with 11% in the
Luhansk region.
Focus groups demonstrated that people rather blame local authorities than
central government for the poor protection of their rights, although they admit
that in the 2014 – 2018 central authorities were responsible for the major abuses
of their rights.
Prevalent negative assessment of living conditions and the poor protection of
different rights and freedoms have little impact on the protest behavior in
Donbas. As a matter of fact, 41% of respondents from the Donetsk region and
40% from the Luhansk region did not foresee mass protests and rallies in their
communities. 33% of respondents the Donetsk region and 39% in the Luhansk
region believed that such actions were impossible. Only 19% in the Donetsk
region and 16% in the Luhansk region saw a high probability of protests.
However, the Donbas residents could be more willing to join protests if existing
social conditions break down. In this case 46% of respondents from the Donetsk
region and 29% of respondents from the Luhansk region are ready to engage in
protests.
The main issues that could trigger mass protests in Donbas are an increase of
utility tariffs (59% of respondents from the Donetsk and 57% from the Luhansk
regions admitted this factor) and closure of enterprises (47% of inhabitants of the
Donetsk and 32% of the Luhansk oblast mentioned this issue).
In the situation of the COVID-19 pandemic it is important to stress that around
24% in the Donetsk and 25% in the Luhansk region can join protest in response to
a deterioration of the healthcare services.
According to our observations, local protests are quite possible in the immediate
future due to unsolved chronic problems: abuse of power by the law enforcement
agencies, deterioration of the ecological situation, and unrepaired roads. These
triggers of a social unrest can be activated by dissemination of fake information
via the Internet and social networks.
During the focus groups citizens complained about proliferation of the drug trade
and drug addiction, especially amongst young people, blaming police for a lack of
a proper response. Superficial police activity in the depressed communities only
irritates and alienates people. A lot of FGDs respondents do not expect that the
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police can protect them and combat crime effectively; furthermore, police officers
are suspected of collusion with the criminals.
The environmental issues appeared to be an important public concern in both
regions. The respondents outlined such problems as pollution of local rivers by
the chemical leakages from processing plants. In the mining towns and large
industrial centers of the Donetsk region people complained about irresponsible
attitudes of the local authorities to protect the environment, their inactivity in
greening of territories, purifying polluted air and water and combating harmful
plants (ragweed).
Potential protests will be directed against the institutions and groups that are
considered to be troublemakers.
The poll showed that majority of the Donbas residents think that real power in
their regions is shared between the central government, represented by the
President and the Cabinet of Ministers (such opinion is shared by 38% of the
Donetsk and 29% of the Luhansk respondents), the local state administrations
(43% of the Donetsk and 37% of the Luhansk respondents) and local strongmen
like oligarchs, businessmen, and politicians (35% of the Donetsk and 36% of the
Luhansk respondents).
It is worth mentioning that Donbas residents believe that local business groups
(25% of Donetsk and 15% of Luhansk respondents) and local organized crime
(17% of Donetsk and 9% of Luhansk respondents) are as powerful as the law
enforcement agencies (only 12% of the Donetsk and the Luhansk respondents).
The number of people who think that the people themselves control the situation
is below an error of margin.
Therefore, there is a risk that the protest sentiments in Donbas can be
manipulated by different stakeholders against each other which will divert scarce
resources and weaken a response to Russian aggression.
Additionally, FGDs confirmed that the pre-war local elites have become a major
obstacle to changes in Donbas. In the last 12 months they managed to re-group
and enter into the negotiations with the representatives of the new president and
government.
The second major concern, noticed during FGDs, is that citizens do not see
elections as a tool to change the situation and influence central government.
In fact, such attitude was observed in previous years and has not changed after
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elections in 2019. A lot of people are not ready to personally engage in the local
political processes and put pressure on the local authorities because they do not
believe they can achieve tangible results in this way.
Admitting certain positive changes in their communities, people think that
conscious voting can make a difference and bring more responsible and
competent leaders.
At the same time citizens are convinced that their choice is meaningless because
everything depends on politicians who have the real power and will retain it
anyway.
An important reason why social apathy dominates in the Donbas is that people
think the central government does not care about them. Respondents often say
that politics is captured by the "old power teams" with their methods of bribery by
buying the loyalty of voters, and that there are no new leaders who can be
supported during the local elections.
Disappointment and the absence of alternatives are major factors that allow the
illegal practice of buying votes. It is striking that many people are aware and
openly say that voting in the single-constituency districts during early
parliamentary elections in July 2019 was decided in favor of the candidates who
bought the votes of the pensioners. Some respondents do not condemn such
practice and say that it can be explained and even justified because the
government does not pay decent pensions.
According to our observations, such pessimistic self-assessment of the ability to
influence local politics is based on a widespread assumption that there are no
adequate leaders who can challenge local elites, entrenched in local councils for
decades.
As a result, citizens who have actively and openly supported the army and central
government feel outnumbered and uncertain. They are worried that the new
president and government have stopped protecting and supporting them.
It is also a point of serious concern that active citizens have exhausted their
physical and moral resources. They are losing confidence in their cause and
ability of the national government to fulfill its duties.
Key considerations of the part 2:
• Despite emergence of civic activism in Donbas, local corrupted elites with
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hostile attitudes toward democracy, the rule of law and civil society were
not replaced and found ways to collude with the administrations of the
former and current President of Ukraine.
• In case of a recession, Donetsk communities with relatively wealthier
populations, are more likely to become centers of the new protest
movements than the depressed Luhansk communities.
• Disregard of popular demands for the protection of the environment, or the
right to get an education in Russian language, or mismanagement of the
quarantine as well as abuses by the law enforcement agencies can provoke
spontaneous protests in Donbas. Although the origins of such protests are
legitimate, there is a risk that such movements can be hijacked by the
political players and result in significant destabilization in the region.
• Changes in the current situation will require restructuring of the local power
networks which abuse local resources and constrain development of the
Donbas communities.
• If the local strongmen retain their positions as mayors or shadow kingpins
of the Donbas communities, the 2020 local elections can lead to a
restoration of the pro-Russian majorities in the local council and a victory of
a populist agenda.
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Part 3. Role of the central
government and implementation of
the key reforms
The 2019 elections and the complete change of power resulted in the remarkable
increase of hopes and expectations for a better life but the attitudes toward
reforms remained negative.
On the one hand, the national opinion poll, conducted in December 2019, revealed
that the lions’ share of people from the eastern regions (61%), which included
Donetsk and Luhansk regions, had positive assessment of the President’s efforts
to move forward reforms and saw him as a major driver of reform.
On the other, 63% of the people acknowledged that they could not sustain even a
short term decline of their wellbeing for the sake of the reforms. Additionally, 64%
agreed that majority of Ukrainians could not survive without the government’s
support.
When we compare current FGD observations with the social attitudes in 20172018, we can say that people in Donbas have become better informed about
benefits and setbacks of such reforms as educational, healthcare and
decentralization and are more critical toward implementation failures by the local
authorities.
Healthcare reform and education reform are two of the most criticized
governmental policies. The poll in December 2019 showed that for Donbas
residents, as well as for the majority of the citizens from the eastern regions
(54%), healthcare reform is a top priority and even more important than anticorruption reform (49%).
It is necessary to mention that the high public demand for improvement of
healthcare is a result of a decline of physical and mental health, caused by
deterioration of living conditions in the first years of the war and economic
recession in 2012-2016. According to the regional poll, 34-35% in each region
wanted to see an improvement of the medical services which makes it the third
biggest issue in the region.
Although healthcare services gradually improve, they still do not match with the
experience of the pre-war period. According to the poll, 50% in the Donetsk region
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(No 1 concern) and 31% in the Luhansk region (top 4th concern) are afraid of
diseases. The intensity of this issue has grown in the Donetsk region (from 30% in
2018 to 50% in 2020) and remained significant in the Luhansk regions (decreased
from 44% 31%). Thus, the gap between expectations and reality makes people
more concerned about the future impact of healthcare reform.
The negative attitude toward healthcare reform is shaped by routine experience
when the people face soaring medicine prices and a poor treatment in the state
and communal clinics and hospitals.
FGDs showed that hospital administrations and doctors do not explain to patients
what benefits are brought by the reform (like e-registration or opportunities to get
free medicines). It means that better communications with people, especially
pensioners, can improve not only the perception but also the implementation of
healthcare reform.
At the same time people do not understand why the central and local authorities
decide to make redundant and move to other towns important medical
departments (such as gynecology, infectious diseases and pediatrics). It is
considered to be a serious managerial miscalculation, since specialized and
urgent medical services have become unavailable due to poor roads and irregular
communal transportation.
The attitude to the government’s decision to start land reform is mostly negative
in Donbas. According to our earlier poll in June 2019, 47% of the Donbas residents
thought that even the concept of the land as a market commodity is
incomprehensible. Only in the southern regions of Ukraine such rejection of the
idea of land buying or selling was higher (50%).
In the rural areas of Donbas, land reform provokes embarrassment and fury.
Especially, people protest against the sale of large plots of land to one landowner.
The residents of the rural communities are afraid that the maximum
concentration of land - 10 thousand hectares per person – would make farmers
defenceless against the big agrarian holdings. In the short term, farmers will go
broke and local communities will lose important sources of their revenues. Also,
people in the rural communities are concerned about the outflow of skilled
workers and a shortage of specialists required for agricultural production. It is
said that these processes have already undermined economic viability of such
communities. This should be taken into serious consideration since, according to
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the poll in June 2019, 38% of the Donbas residents are landowners (25% have
legal titles and 13% have land plots that are not legally protected).
However, it seems that many citizens could support land reform if the central
government allows local communities to allocate a certain share of the land
privatization money for local development projects, ensure transparent and
competitive land auctions, and impose conditions of a proper land use upon the
new landowners.
For instance, some respondents of the young and middle age who are small
entrepreneurs openly supported land reform and expected positive effects of the
land market introduction.
It worth mentioning that these FGD findings supported earlier poll results: in June
2019 21% of the Donbas residents said that the land can be sold but not to
foreigners; 17% would support introduction of the land market if the law limits
land plots that are sold to one owner; only 4% would support unconditional
opening of the land market; 3% would accept land market if the government
secures a fair price for the land.
People, especially in rural communities, are aware of the advantages and
disadvantages of decentralization reform. They understand that positive changes
in their cities and towns (construction and repair of the social infrastructure and
roads) are connected to the establishment of the amalgamated communities and
respective growth of local budgets.
Other positive developments in the Donbas communities are:
• Convenience of using e-health system and benefits of permanent
consultations with their family doctors.
• Improvement of the primary school education due to the implementation of
the “New Ukrainian School” program.
• Efficient functioning of the administrative services centers.
However, people are concerned that due to weakness of the local small and
medium businesses, local budget revenues would fall and their communities
suffer from a deficit of funds for basic services unless the government provides
relevant financial support.
Positive impact of the reforms is often minimized by the absence of measures
that protect certain vulnerable groups. Due to our observations they are
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pensioners, IDPs children and youth (0 – 20 age) and people who live in the
frontline communities.
Pensioners, including part-time working retirees, often complain about the
inability to receive subsidies because the utility costs make 40-50% of their
expenditures. Also, citizens repeatedly mentioned an issue of payments for the
natural gaz consumption, admitting incomprehensibility of the new payment bills
for senior people.
In the Donetsk and Luhansk regions respondents complained about unfair and
humiliating bureaucratic approaches to the validation of identity of internally
displaced persons. In particular, people said that such inspections have become a
source of corruption and were conducted to deprive citizens of the IDP status and
relevant social payments.
In the frontline Donbas communities people usually complain about poor
functioning of the medical emergency service and the refusal of doctors to
prescribe treatment on the basis of analyzes and diagnostics made in the
occupied territories.
Residents of the frontline communities are extremely exposed to instability and
poor management. They reported that central and regional authorities cannot
provide basic services and protect most socially vulnerable groups (pensioners,
disabled people, children, extended families and incomplete families).
While working in the frontline communities DIF experts observed a striking
discrepancy in governmental attitudes toward different communities. For
instance, in Stanitsa Luhanska (Luhansk region) the presence of central
government is noticeable and celebrated by the people. At the same time in
Krasnohorivka (Donetsk region less than 2 kilometers from the active combat
zone), people feel abandoned and give extreme evidence how the central
government has neglected them for the last six years.
In general, Donbas residents are seriously concerned about the future of their
children. In all but one clusters of the observed Donbas communities (except the
cluster of a large industrial city), people do not anticipate a decent life for their
adult children.
Teenagers from the coal mining communities, whose parents worked as miners,
do not see opportunities for permanent employment. Hence, on the one hand,
people want their children to leave the region and find better life elsewhere. On
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the other, FGD participants expressed concern that the departure of young people
would result in a complete breakdown of their communities.
Therefore, similarly to the years of 2008-2013 marked by economic recession,
there is an emerging risk of another wave of social radicalization of the youth in
Donbas, which could be directed against the Ukrainian state.
Key considerations of the part 3:
• The majority of Donbas residents trusts the new president and support his
policies. At the same time people are anxious about reforms and want to
see positive changes in their welfare in the short term.
• Implementation of the key reforms in Donbas should be based on a
calculation of the cost and benefits for the most vulnerable groups:
children, pensioners, IDPs, and people living in the frontline communities.
• Closing clinics or hospitals will be interpreted by citizens as the
government’s decision to cut aid to Donbas. It will accelerate the migration
of youth and working age people to other regions or abroad.
• The land reform implementation will meet popular resistance if interests of
the local communities and farmers are not protected.
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Part 4. Attitudes toward Russia,
concerns about the war and
expectations of the peace process
The main public demand toward the government is a peaceful resolution of the
conflict. The majority of people in Donbas (63% in both regions) believe that only
peace would lead to the restoration of the pre-war socio-economic situation.
In essence, people expect the restoration of industrial enterprises, overwhelmed
or closed during the recession years, to provide resources for the development of
their communities.
We can argue that “peace” is seen by the residents of Donbas as a way for
restoration of the pre-war standards of living. According to the poll, 64% of people
Donetsk and Luhansk regions think that their lives will become substantially or
somewhat better if the conflict stops.
Consequently, there is a significant risk that the absence of expected changes
after peace resolutions and continued economic depression would make citizens
even more vulnerable to Russian propaganda and populism.
We observed that depending on their attitude toward war and peace issues,
Donbas residents can be divided into three groups. For the sake of convenience
we are using nominal names for these three groups: “proponents of the Russian
approach to peace”, “compromise seekers” and “sovereignty hardliners”.
It must be noted that the boundaries between “proponents of the Russian
approach to peace”, “compromise seekers” are blurred. Some representatives of
these groups are opportunistic and think that Ukraine must try both negotiations
with DNR/LNR and pressure against Russia or even engage in a fight if attacked.
This presumption developed after focus group discussion was supported by the
results of the regional public opinion poll.
People who can be defined as “proponents of the Russian approach to peace”
look forward to ending the war on any terms that satisfy the other party in order
to restore a pre-war order. 14-20% in Donetsk region and 34-40% in Luhansk
region believe that all compromises are acceptable for the sake of peace.
However, staunch supporters of Russia in both regions compose of only 10-12%
of the population.
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Evidently, “proponents of the Russian approach to peace” tend to think that the
current conflict is either “a civil war”, or “struggle between the oligarchs”, or
“competition of the foreign powers” or some combination of these concepts.
The majority of “proponents of the Russian approach to peace” avoid defining
conflict as an external aggression and recognize Russia as an aggressor. They
see the conflict as an obstacle to restoration of well-being in their communities
and in the country. It is widely believed that if war ended the money allocated for
the army would be redistributed and directed to improving living standards.
According to the poll, this group in Luhansk region can amount to 40%: 39% of
residents in the Luhansk region denied any Russian involvement in the conflict
and 43% disagreed with the statement that Ukraine and Russia are in war with
each other. Moreover, 38% of the Luhansk residents are proponents of the direct
negotiations with DNR/LNR recognizing them as a legitimate power and 44%
believe that Russia provided humanitarian aid to Donbas affected by war.
In the Donetsk region this group is smaller: only 20% of respondents said that
Russia is not at war with Ukraine and 19% think it is a good idea to recognize
DNR/LNR and hold direct negotiations with them.
People who can be named as “compromise seekers” believe that the DNR/LNR
may peacefully co-exist with Ukraine. It should be admitted that this group is the
biggest in Donbas. It has been steadily growing since 2018. The poll showed that
50% of people in both regions think that achieving peace requires compromises
but not at any price.
Members of this group suppose the possibility of the separate existence of
DNR/LNR if ordinary people on both sides enjoy pre-war opportunities, such as
safe and free travel, trade or employment.
People, especially those, who live in the frontline communities, believe that after
some time welfare and better governance in Ukraine will convince residents of the
occupied territories to return to Ukraine on the pre-war conditions.
People who belong to this group do not accept concessions related to the
"special status" (total unconditional amnesty, police forces formed by former
illegal militias, courts and prosecutor offices appointed by DNR/LNR warlords).
However, the poll revealed that such sentiments are stronger in the Donetsk
region than in the Luhansk region. For instance, local elections on terms of
DNR/LNR leadership are unacceptable for 68% of Donetsk respondents and 35%
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of Luhansk respondents; enrollment of DNR/LNR combatants to local police
forces, courts and prosecutor offices is unacceptable for 60% of Donetsk
respondents and 30% of Luhansk respondents.
It is worth mentioning that the women and younger respondents of both genders
often express their hopes for peace and connect it with President Zelenskyi.
These expectations are based on an assumption that Zelenskyi is not a
representative of the oligarchs who benefited from the war and that he is
independent from the military and "old" politicians.
Citizens who seek peace, regardless of their level of trust and support to
President Zelenskyi, are concerned that certain “evil” forces ("nationalists,"
"volunteer battalions," "national corps,"and "those who make fortune from war")
will not allow him to take the necessary steps to achieve peace; that the president
will be afraid of these forces and step back.
The anti-war attitudes among these citizens are fueled by the perception that
peace is hindered by public policy, which includes rewards to army servicemen for
military engagement with the adversary.
At the same time the “compromise seekers” are ready to give in to the Russian
demands that constrain state sovereignty and provoke domestic tensions:
• Granting and including into the Constitution special status to certain
districts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions is acceptable for 48% of the
Donetsk and 52% of the Luhansk respondents.
• Granting Russian language constitutional status of the second state
language is acceptable for 60% of the Donetsk and Luhansk respondents.
• Approval of the law on neutral and non-bloc status of Ukraine is acceptable
for 43% of the Donetsk and 54% of the Luhansk respondents. Still it is
unacceptable for 38% of the Donetsk respondents. Moreover, in the last 14
months the number of supporters of the neutral status of Ukraine
decreased from 53% to 41% in Donetsk region while number of the
proponents of NATO integration grew from 21% to 31%. In the Luhansk
region only 15% of residents support NATO integration.
Finally, there is a third group of the “hardline citizens”. They are characterized by a
strong conviction that reconciliation is impossible and the conflict in the bestcase scenario will be "frozen". According to the poll, this group is composed by
33-31% of the Donetsk residents and 15-20% of the Luhansk residents who
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support economic and defence build-up as responses to the Russian aggression
and believe that the Russian regular army is engaged in war operations along
DNR/LNR troops. It is noteworthy that the same people think that Ukraine must
joint NATO in the future.
“Hardliners” believe that belligerents on both sides would never forgive each other
because of the many victims and damages caused by the war. They also clearly
identify Russia as the aggressor state responsible for the war and destruction of
Donbas.
The group of “hardliners” consists of the most active and loyal residents of
Donbas, who supported the Ukrainian army at the beginning of the war and/or
were persecuted by pro-Russian militants. Their negative attitude towards
possible compromises is explained by notorious crimes committed by Russians
and Russian proxies. They often suggest that even in the case of a peace
agreement, amnesty would not prevent a massive retaliation from both sides.
It is important to remember that the overwhelming majority of citizens (except socalled hardliners) do not have a clear idea about Ukraine's position in peace
negotiations. It is worth mentioning that this situation has not changed since
2017.
Here are two key dichotomies that shape the way of thinking for the majority of
Donbas residents:
• People think that DNR/LNR could be granted special status (48% in the
Donetsk region and 52% in the Luhansk region) and at the same time want a
restoration of the pre-war status of the occupied territories (59% in the
Donetsk region and 40% in the Luhansk region).
• People (49% in the Donetsk region and 71% in the Luhansk region) support
direct negotiations but reject key demands put forward by Russian and proRussian proxies (if asked to choose up to three decisions to win peace only
47% in the Donetsk region and 28% in the Luhansk region think of granting
special status to DNR/LNR, 10% in Donetsk and 4% in Luhansk agree with
total amnesty, 18% in Donetsk and 19% in Luhansk accept elections in
DNR/LNR).
At the same time 60% of Donbas residents support steps toward lifting the
blockade and a restoration of trade and safe travels across the line of contact.
Just a reminder that the same share of Donbas population believe that
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permanent peace will result in an improvement to their lives.
Thus we can see that the majority of Donbas residents used to share two quite
different opinions about: they want new leadership to stop the war and restore full
access to occupied territories but they do not believe that DNR/LNR would
become part of Ukraine in the near future. All people want a permanent ceasefire
that would allow the rebuilding of communication and trade with the uncontrolled
territories.
We argue that certain risks may emerge if citizens are persuaded by political
players that proper peace is possible only when government regains control over
the occupied territories. On the one hand, such a concept can help to impose
opinion that only implementation of "special status" can bring peace. On the
other, it also supports the idea of the inevitability of a new war with Russia.
In both cases Donbas communities could be radicalized, divided and pushed
against central government, especially if Kyiv continues to take an ambiguous
position toward acceptable ways of conflict resolution.
Key considerations of the part 4:
• The concept of a “peace at any price” has lost its appeal amongst the
majority of Ukrainian citizens living in government-controlled areas of
Donbas. Today, any political decision about concessions to Russia or
Russian proxies could result in social unrest.
• Donbas communities are divided in attitudes toward possible peace plans.
Although the majority of people look forward to negotiations, proponents of
peace on Russian terms and hardline supporters of Ukrainian sovereignty
are ready to attack compromises that do not fit their expectations.
• the majority of people are anxious about making or approving choices that
can move forward negotiations. Citizens in the Donbas would be more
confident about peace initiatives only after permanent and total ceasefire
which allows free movement and trade across line of contact.
• People are not sure that there are matters for negotiations with DNR/LNR.
Although ongoing conflict brought a lot of suffering, the majority of citizens
have got used to the status quo and a separate existence of the occupied
territories.
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