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Supreme Court denies the right to alternative service
during wartime

UOJ (17.11.2025) -The Supreme Court has ruled that religious beliefs do not
exempt a person from military duty during a full-scale war.

The Criminal Cassation Court within the Supreme Court of Ukraine has set an important
precedent in examining a case involving the mobilization of a Jehovah’s Withess. The
Court concluded that under martial law, religious beliefs cannot serve as grounds for
refusing military service, and it upheld a sentence of three years’ imprisonment for
evading mobilization.

The case concerned a conscripted man who did not report to the Territorial Recruitment
and Social Support Center (TRC) after receiving a summons, citing religious convictions.
Case materials note that in 1995 the native of Nedryhailiv, Sumy Region, completed his
compulsory service as a medical inspector. However, after joining the religious
organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 2023, his beliefs changed. The defense insisted
that his deeply held religious convictions prevented him from performing any form of
military service, including positions such as signalman, driver, or cook.

In its ruling, the Supreme Court stated that Ukraine provides alternatives to military
service in peacetime, and citizens may freely make use of them. However, in wartime,
during mobilization and defensive war, the duty to defend Ukraine rests on all citizens
regardless of their religious beliefs.

The Supreme Court also referred to the practice of the European Court of Human Rights,
noting a key distinction: none of the ECHR's decisions were issued in the context of a
full-scale war such as Ukraine is facing.

This ruling creates a precedent for all similar cases. It is worth noting that in July 2024,
the Razidniansky District Court of Odesa Region, in a comparable case, recalled ECHR
practice. The European Court emphasized that a state must provide individuals with an
alternative (non-military) service entirely separated from military obligations, and that
Jehovah’s Witnesses’ right to refuse military service on religious grounds is guaranteed
by Article 9 of the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights. However, the Law “On
Mobilization Preparation and Mobilization” does not provide for alternative (non-military)
service during martial law, creating a legal conflict between Ukraine’s international
obligations and its wartime legislation.

Earlier, UOJ reported that more than a thousand cases had been initiated against
Jehovah’s Witnhesses for refusing mobilization.

HRWF comment: If this Jehovah's Withess decides to appeal to the Constitutional
Court, they will have the right to postpone Zelinsky's case again in order to consolidate
the two cases. There are already three appellants in the original case of Dmytro

Zelensky, an Adventist.
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UN experts warn of persecution against Ukrainian
Orthodox Church

United Nations (01.10.2025) - UN experts* today expressed serious concern at reports of
ongoing persecution of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) in Ukraine.

“"We are concerned that the question of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church’s alleged
ecclesiastical and canonical links with the Moscow Patriarchate — currently under judicial
scrutiny - restricts the scope of freedom of worship and religious practice,” the experts
said. “These elements are an integral part of the freedom of thought, conscience and
religion as upheld in international standards.”

They expressed alarm at the decision of the Ukrainian Government to revoke the
citizenship of Metropolitan Onufriy, Primate of the UOC, on national security grounds in
July 2025.

On 30 September, an administrative court heard the lawsuit filed by the Ukrainian State
Service for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of Conscience (DESS), seeking the dissolution of
the Kyiv Metropolis due to its alleged affiliation with the Russian Orthodox Church.

“Freedom of thought, conscience and religion is non-derogable, even in times of armed
conflict,” the experts said, as they recalled Article 18 of the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and General Comment No. 22. “Furthermore, national
security is not grounds for limiting manifestation of this freedom.”

The experts warned that vague or ideologically-based justifications for the dissolution of
religious organisations, such as accusations of extremism under vague anti-extremism
provisions or references to the concept of “Russkiy Mir” or “pro-Russian affiliation”, are
incompatible with the principle of legal certainty and risk criminalising freedom of
thought, and religion or belief, and undermining freedom of assembly and of association.

They highlighted serious concerns with Law 3894-IX, which authorises authorities to
dissolve religious organisations that maintain an affiliation with the Russian Orthodox
Church. “By equating religious affiliation with threats to national security, this law
establishes a framework for State control which is incompatible with international human
rights standards,” they said. “"National security and anti-extremism legislation should not
be used to unduly curtail legitimate religious activity.”

The experts noted ongoing judicial proceedings against senior UOC hierarchs, clergy and
human rights defenders, including Metropolitans Arsenii, Pavlo, Feodosii, Longin, Father
Yevhen Koshelnik, journalist Dmytro Skvortsov, and lawyer Svitlana Novytska. “These
prosecutions appear to amount to collective punishment against members of the UOC
and those defending them,” they said.

The experts urged the Government of Ukraine to review Law 3894-IX and cease trials
and administrative measures against clergy, defenders and journalists. "We stand ready
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to continue engaging with the authorities to ensure that human rights are upheld even in
times of war,” they said.

The experts are in contact with Ukrainian authorities on this issue.
*The experts:

¢ George Katrougalos, Independent Expert on the promotion of a democratic and
equitable international order;

¢ Nazila Ghanea, Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief ;

¢ Nicolas Levrat, Special Rapporteur on minority issues;

e Ben Saul, Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights
and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism;

¢ Gina Romero, Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly
and of Association

Arrest warrant for pro-Russian billionaire priest Vadim
Novinsky

By Willy Fautré, Director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (29.09.2025) - On 15 September 2025, the Pechersk District Court of Kyiv
decided, as a preventive measure, to arrest and detain Vadym Novynsky, the UOC-MP
protodeacon (a chief deacon, a senior position within the Ukrainian Orthodox Church/
Moscow Patriarchate) and former member of the Ukrainian parliament, _the State Bureau
of Investigation (SBI) reported. The SBI called the protodeacon "the curator of the
Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine."

What is known about Vadym Novynskyi?
Vadim Novinsky was born in 1963 in the city of Staraya Rusa, Novgorod region (Russia).

He is one of the leading Ukrainian oligarchs. He was elected three times to the Ukrainian
parliament. In 2013 as a self-nominated candidate, in 2014 and 2019 on the list of the
pro-Russian political party "Opposition Bloc" banned since 2022. He is the founder of
Smart-Holding, a Ukrainian industrial and investment group owned by Vadym Novynskyi.
He is also a key business partner of Rinat Akhmetov in the mining and metallurgical
industry ("Metinvest"). It is to be noted that Akhmetov is the owner and president of the
Ukrainian football club FC Shakhtar Donetsk. According to Forbes, in 2025, Akhmetov
was ranked 390th on the list of the richest people in the world with a fortune of $7.9
billion.

Vadym Novynskyi only received Ukrainian citizenship in 2012 from Ukrainian pro-Russian
President Viktor Yanukovych elected at that time on the list of the pro-Russian "Party of
Regions" banned since 2023.
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At the time of acquiring Ukrainian citizenship, Vadym Novynskyi ranked 2nd on the list of
the 200 richest people in Ukraine ($4.373 billion) according to Focus magazine.

In Ukraine, Novinsky is called an "Orthodox oligarch" because he actively supports and
sponsors the UOC-MP, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. In 2020, he was ordained as a
deacon by UOC-MP Metropolitan Onuphry, according to Dialog.ua.

On 23 February 2022, one day after the start of the war, President Zelensky gathered
about 50 representatives of large Ukrainian businesses and asked them for financial help.
According to Forbes Ukraine magazine, the Vadym Novynskyi Foundation provided $7
million for humanitarian assistance. The press service of Smart-Holding gave some
details about its contribution: medical equipment and medicines (UAH 67 million), food
(UAH 48 million), evacuation of refugees (UAH 21 million).

In May 2025, the Glavkom publication, citing a press conference by President Zelensky,
reported that Vadym Novynskyi belonged to a group of oligarchs and former members of
the Ukrainian parliament who threatened Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and
his family. On behalf of the head of the Kremlin, they had allegedly handed him over
ultimatums to surrender.

Novynskyi called Zelensky's words a "gross slanderous attack" and denied such a step.
Novynskyi a billionaire who is the most influential supporter of the UOC-MP
Novinskyi was repeatedly accused of agitating against the granting of autocephaly to the

Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU) in 2019, which, in his opinion, meant the total
separation from the Moscow Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church

On 12 September 2021, he took part in the solemn liturgy in honor of the 800th
anniversary of the birth of the national hero of Russia, Prince Alexander Nevsky, with
Patriarch Kirill in the Holy Trinity Cathedral of the Alexander Nevsky Lavra in St
Petersburg (Russia).

In 2021, Vadym Novynskyi moved down to the 8th position in the ranking of the richest
Ukrainians. His fortune was then estimated at $1.4 billion.

Novynskyi himself said on the air of the Russian Orthodox TV channel SPAS , added to
one of the EU sanctions lists, that he was ordained a deacon by the head of the UOC-MP,
Metropolitan Onufriy, on 7 April 2020. However, the deacon's oath states that a
clergyman cannot engage in political activities and join a political party but at that time,
he was still a member of the Ukrainian parliament.

Indeed, it is only on early July 2022 that Novynskyi announced his resignation of his
mandate of deputy in the Ukrainian parliament and his plans to focus on humanitarian
projects, the development of the national economy and the restoration of destroyed
churches.

In early April 2023, Novynskyi held a religious service in the largest Russian Orthodox
church in Zurich, the Church of the Resurrection of Christ. According to the
correspondent of Radio Svoboda, Ukrainian flags and a portrait of Zelenskyy were then
hanging around the church during the service.

Novynskyi said that he does not plan to return to Ukraine because several criminal cases
have been opened against him.
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On every occasion, he publicly criticizes the policy of the Ukrainian government regarding
its conflictual relations with the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC-MP)

Sanctions and criminal prosecution

In 2022, the _National Security and Defense Council of Ukraine imposed sanctions_on
Novynskyi for supporting the actions and policies of the Russian Federation that
undermine and threaten the territorial integrity, sovereignty and independence of
Ukraine, as well as its stability and security. In response, Novynskyi said that he would
appeal this decision in Ukrainian and international courts.

In May 2023, the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) seized Novynskyi's hidden assets
worth _more than UAH 10.5 billion (about €216 million), including a hotel complex in the
center of Kyiv, the Ochakiv sea commercial port, the premises of an agricultural holding,
and shopping centers in various regions of Ukraine.

In the same year, the SBU seized Novynskyi's property worth more than UAH 3.5
billion (about €72,5 million). The list of blocked assets included corporate rights to 40
Ukrainian enterprises and 30 gas wells. The SBU also seized Novynskyi's assets worth
more than UAH 144 million (around €3 million). 18 million cubic meters of gas, which
Novynskyi's companies stored in the storage facilities of JSC Ukrtransgaz and tried to
alienate in favor of third parties to avoid sanctions of the National Security and Defense
Council, were also seized.

According to the investigation, from the very beginning of Russia's armed aggression
against Ukraine in 2014, Novynskyi has been promoting Russian narratives through
interviews in the media, public speeches, as well as in posts on his website and social
networks. He is also accused of trying to spread anti-government and pro-Russian
sentiments in Ukrainian society, justify Russian aggression, etc.

In January 2025, the State Bureau of Investigation, in cooperation with the SBI,
notified Novynskyi that he is under suspicion of high treason and incitement to religious
hatred (Part 1 of Article 111 and Part 2 of Article 161 of the Criminal Code of Ukraine).

According to the investigation, Novynskyi was in direct contact with the Patriarch of the
Russian Orthodox Church Kirill and used religious communities under his authority to
spread Russian propaganda in EU countries.

In early February 2025, the State Financial Monitoring Service brought to light
Novynskyi's_ participation in various schemes for financing a charitable foundation,
religious parishes and church parishes of the UOC-MP with funding coming from the
Russian Federation.

In June 2025, the SBI, in cooperation with the Security Service of Ukraine, also notified
Novynskyi that he is suspected of massive tax evasion (Art. 212 Part 3 of the Criminal
Code of Ukraine) for not paying personal tax income in the amount of more than UAH 4.3
billion (more than €88 million).

On 15 September 2025, the court issued a measure of restraint_in the form of
detention against Vadym Novynskyi in absentia.

Novynskyi is nowadays officially living “outside Ukraine”...
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Enrolment of two priests of the Ukrainian Orthodox
Church in the army

HRWF (30.08.2025) - On 29 August 2025, in the village of Pyriatyn, Dubno district, Rivhe
region, officers of the Territorial Recruitment Center (TRC) took away Archpriest
Volodymyr Hlavatsky directly from the cemetery, where he had just buried a soldier of
the Armed Forces of Ukraine, Yurii Datsiuk.

Archpriest Volodymyr Hlavatsky was given a summons by the TRC right at the grave, still
in his vestments. The military medical commission declared him in good health and fit to
serve in the army. Now Father Volodymyr is already at the training ground. The parish is
left without a priest.

On 25 August 2025, the last day of the cross procession from Kamianets-Podilskyi to
Pochaiv, TRC officers detained Archpriest Bohdan Matviiv, a father of five children. The
eldest one is already fighting at the front.

«I am the wife of a UOC priest who was detained by the TRC when he was taking sick
people to the Lavra. Now he is being taken in the direction of Lutsk», journalists quoted
the priest's wife.

According to the latest data, the priest is now at the Rivne military training center.

The still unresolved status of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church

On 6 June 2025, the DESS issued an order approving the list of religious organizations
recognized as critically important to society during martial law. This list includes legal
entities—religious organizations—that passed a screening process based on criteria
adopted by the State Judicial Council on 5 February 2025 (Resolution No. H-21/11), and
registered by the Ministry of Justice of Ukraine on 19 February 2025 (No. 263/43669).
These criteria came into force on 20 March 2025, after publication in the Official Bulletin.

The list allows religious organizations to reserve their staff, including clergy, from military
mobilization.

Concerning the UOC/MP,_an investigation is still underway to determine whether it is still
affiliated, or not, with the Russian Orthodox Church.

Due to this continuing investigation, UOC/MP institutions are currently not listed in the
“List of Critically Important Institutions” and therefore cannot legally request reservations
for their clergy.

Formally, this explains why Archpriests Volodymyr Hlavatsky and Bohdan Matviiv were
not granted deferment.

However, this raises a broader issue about the presumption of innocence: Is it legal or
fair to apply restrictive measures before an official conclusion has been reached?
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Freedom of conscience—Even during wartime

Article 35 of the Constitution of Ukraine guarantees every citizen freedom of religion.
International humanitarian law, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, requires that even during states of emergency, core human rights standards are
preserved; and freedom of religion is one of them.

The mobilization of a priest—especially amid legal ambiguity regarding the status of his
religious organization—may be perceived as a violation of state neutrality in religious
matters. It could also be seen as a form of implicit pressure on a religious community
already facing legal and reputational challenges within the country.

Undoubtedly, Ukraine is going through one of the most difficult chapters in its history.
National defense is a duty for every citizen. However, during wartime, it is especially
important not to destroy the very principles the war is being fought over to protect them.
Among these principles is the respect for human dignity, belief and freedom of
conscience.

The conscription of clergy—especially those whose denominational affiliation is under
legal scrutiny—demands a balanced approach, clear legal norms, and ongoing dialogue
between the state and religious organizations.

Conscientious objection in wartimes: still no decision of the Constitutional Court

In the case of the Adventist objector Dmytro Zelinskyi, the Ukrainian Constitutional Court
consulted the Venice Commission of the Council of Europe about the conscientious
objection issue in wartimes. On 18 March 2025, the Venice Commission published its
opinion but it was not followed by a ruling of the Constitutional Court.

On 12 May 2025, Human Rights Without Frontiers (Brussels) wrote, in English and
Ukrainian, to Petryshyn Oleksandr Volodymyrovych, the Acting Head of the
Constitutional Court, to know when it would publicize its own decision. There was no
reply and as of 1 September 2025, there has not been any official ruling.

Metropolitan Onufriy awards Putin's ally in Moldova

RISU (21.08.2025) - On August 20, Igor Dodon, the leader of Moldova's pro-Russian
Socialist Party and former president of the country, received the Order of St. Volodymyr,
First Class, from Onufriy (Berezovsky), the Primate of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of
the Moscow Patriarchate.

Dodon announced this on his Facebook page.

The award ceremony was held during the visit of the Moldovan politician to the Holy
Assumption Convent of the Moscow Patriarchate, located in the village of Kalarashovka,
Oknitsa District. The ceremony coincided with the celebration of one of the monastery's
three major holidays, St. Mitrofan's Day.
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"This is an important holiday for the entire Orthodox community in the region. I
congratulated the abbess, the nuns, and the parishioners, wishing everyone health,
peace, and God's assistance," he wrote.

The post does not specify who awarded him the Order of the UOC-MP. However, it
includes a photo of the order itself and a certificate signed by Metropolitan Onufriy, dated
August 20, 2025.

The Moldovan publication Stiri reported that former President Igor Dodon of the Republic
of Moldova has been awarded the Church Order of the First Degree, known as "Saint
Grand Duke Volodymyr Equal to the Apostles." This honor was conferred by the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church, which is subordinate to the Moscow Patriarchate.

Historian and religious scholar Dr. Serhii Shumylo notes that Igor Dodon is a staunchly
pro-Russian politician. He is currently one of the leaders of the pro-Russian “Patriotic
Bloc” in the Moldovan parliamentary elections, scheduled for the end of September 2025.
Additionally, Dodon is a well-known supporter of the Russian Orthodox Church and its
metropolitan authority in Ukraine, and he is also a close associate of Russian leader
Vladimir Putin.

18 August: deadline for the UOC-MP to break off
relations with Russia or...

Interfax (17.07.2025) - The State Service of Ukraine for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of
Conscience (DESS) issued an order to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Moscow
Patriarchate) to eliminate violations of the legislation on freedom of conscience and
religious organizations by 18 August.

"According to the results of the study on the presence of signs of affiliation of the Kiev
Metropolis of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church with a foreign religious organization, whose
activities are prohibited on the territory of Ukraine, the Kiev Metropolis of the UOC issued
an order to eliminate violations of the legislation on freedom of conscience and religious
organizations," the department said in a statement.

It is noted that, in accordance with the legislation, the UOC (MP) is obliged to eliminate
the identified violations before 18 August 2025.

The order to eliminate violations of the legislation on freedom of conscience and religious
organizations can be found HERE.

As reported, on 9 May, the Cabinet of Ministers approved the procedure for conducting a
study on the issue of the presence of signs of affiliation of a religious organization with a
foreign religious organization, whose activities are prohibited in Ukraine, as well as the
procedure for considering the issue of confirming the facts of using a religious
organization to promote the ideology of the "Russian world".

The Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate) appealed in court against the
government's decision to approve the procedure for conducting a study on the issue of
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signs of affiliation of a religious organization with a foreign religious organization whose
activities are prohibited in Ukraine.

On 20 May, the State Ethnopolitics launched a study on the issue of signs of affiliation of
the UOC (MP) with a banned foreign religious organization.

On 2 lJuly, Vladimir Zelensky terminated the citizenship of Ukraine of Metropolitan
Onufriy, the primate of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. According to the SBU materials,
he has a Russian passport.

On 9 July, the State Ethnopolitics said that it had found signs of affiliation of the UOC
(MP) with the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), whose activities are prohibited in Ukraine.

HRWF Note
What DESS wants the UOC to do:
1. Withdraw from the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC).
2. Declare the ROC Statute invalid for the UOC.
3. All clergy of the UOC must withdraw from any ROC governing bodies.
4

Declare invalid any ROC decisions concerning UOC dioceses in the occupied
territories.

5. Metropolitan Onuphry must declare his withdrawal from the ROC’s governing
bodies.

More reading

UOC declared as affiliated with the ROC: What's next?
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The legal fate of the UOC MP* against the backdrop of
the war in Ukraine

HRWF (07.10.2025) - Since the beginning of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the
attention of the Ukrainian authorities to religious organizations with actual or presumed
ties to the Russian Federation has intensified. The Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the
Moscow Patriarchate (UOC MP) has become the central object of legal and public
attention, as its jurisdictional and administrative independence is disputed both in
Ukraine and beyond.

Accusations against its clergy are accompanied by numerous criminal cases, while
international organizations express concern about the restriction of religious freedom.

It was established that a number of clergymen of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
simultaneously with Ukrainian citizenship also received Russian citizenship.

Position of the President of Ukraine

On July 2, 2025, the President of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky stated that work regarding
persons who associated themselves with Russia is ongoing:

"Persons with political influence and a Russian passport, persons working against the
independence of Ukraine in all dimensions, including against spiritual independence,
everyone who supports the aggression or justifies it — all such persons will have no place
in Ukraine. We are making the appropriate decisions," Zelensky said.

On the same day, the President of Ukraine, by his Decree, terminated the Ukrainian
citizenship of Orest Berezovsky, better known as Metropolitan Onufriy of thy UOC MP.

The reason for the deprivation of citizenship was the fact that Metropolitan Onufriy (Orest
Berezovsky) held Russian citizenship. According to the Security Service of Ukraine, the
Head of the UOC MP has had a Russian passport since 2002, which he did not report to
the Ukrainian authorities.

Earlier, the UOC MP denied the presence of Russian passports held by Metropolitan
Onufriy and other hierarchs of the Church. Later, Metropolitan Onufriy stated that he
does not consider himself a citizen of Russia, although he admitted that he had Russian
citizenship, which he supposedly lost.

This case is not the first instance of deprivation of UOC MP clergy of Ukrainian
citizenship.
In 2023, Ukrainian journalists from "Ukrainska Pravda" published the results of an

Human Rights Without Frontiers FORB Newsletter | Ukraine Im



https://www.rbc.ua/rus/news/yim-ukrayini-mistsya-nemae-zelenskiy-pozbavlennya-1751479011.html
https://www.dw.com/ru/zelenskij-lisil-mitropolita-onufria-grazdanstva-ukrainy/a-73126078
https://www.pravda.com.ua/articles/2023/04/7/7396895/

investigation, according to which Metropolitan Onufriy and more than 20 priests of the
UOC MP have Russian citizenship.

At the beginning of 2023, the citizenship of 13 representatives of six dioceses of the UOC
MP was suspended by a decree of the President of Ukraine. This included representatives
of the Donetsk, Crimean, Romny, Odesa, and Bukovyna dioceses.

According to available information from the Security Service of Ukraine, Metropolitan
Onufriy “continues to maintain ties with the Moscow Patriarchate and consciously
opposes the UOC obtaining canonical independence from the Moscow Patriarchate, whose
representatives support Russian aggression against Ukraine. First and foremost, this
refers to ongoing close relations with the Russian Orthodox Church and its leadership, in
particular with Patriarch Kirill (Gundyayev).”

Criminal cases: SBU facts

At the end of June 2025, the head of the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) named the
number of UOC clergy to whom the agency has delivered notices of suspicion.

According to the Head of the SBU of Ukraine Vasyl Maliuk, since the beginning of the full-
scale conflict, the SBU has initiated 174 criminal proceedings against clergy of the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church. Of these:

e 122 clerics have already received notices of suspicion;
¢ 31 have been sentenced by the court.

The charges include: collaboration, state treason, justification of aggression, assistance
to the Russian Federation, illegal transfer of persons, and propaganda of totalitarian
ideas.

The SBU emphasizes that criminal cases are initiated for specific illegal actions, not on
the basis of religious affiliation.

According to the Head of the SBU, having holy orders is neither a privilege nor an
aggravating circumstance:

“Having a cassock and a censer is not an aggravating circumstance, but it does not
exempt one from criminal liability either. There will be no indulgences for those who work
against Ukraine under the cover of the church.”

Vasyl Maliuk emphasized that the agency continues its efforts to suppress the activities
of those he refers to as “agents in cassocks.” Among the dominant accusations against
representatives of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church are collaboration, state treason, and
cooperation with the enemy.

International legal assessment
On December 31, 2024, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights

published its 41st report on the situation in Ukraine for the period September 1 -
November 30, 2024.

In it, the Office of the UN High Commissioner analyzes changes to Ukrainian
legislation**, which came into force on September 23, 2024, regarding the prohibition in
Ukraine of foreign religious organizations located in a state that carries out armed
aggression against Ukraine or has occupied its territories — specifically the ban on the
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Russian Orthodox Church — as well as the inspection of Ukrainian religious organizations
for affiliation with religious organizations of the aggressor state. It states:

e The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the European
Convention on Human Rights do not recognize “national security” as grounds for
restricting the activities of religious associations. Nevertheless, such changes to
Ukrainian legislation represent disproportionate restrictions on freedom of religion
or belief.

e Concerns are raised by provisions of Ukrainian law stating that a Ukrainian
religious organization may be dissolved if its connection to a banned religious
organization of the Russian Federation is proven, which may affect the UOC.

e The dissolution of a religious organization is a serious restriction that affects the
ability of individuals to practice their religion and beliefs collectively and threatens
the vitality of the community as a whole, which requires very serious justification
for such restrictions. According to the Office of the UN High Commissioner,
Ukraine has not demonstrated the necessity and proportionality of such measures,
for example, why less severe means of restriction, such as actions against specific
individuals responsible for violations, would be inappropriate or insufficient.

e The Office of the UN High Commissioner draws attention to the vagueness of the
Ukrainian law’s wording regarding the dissolution of a religious organization if its
"authorized persons" are convicted of crimes, including crimes against national
security or dissemination of the ideology of the "Russian world." Such provisions
may result in holding the entire community responsible for the actions of
individuals. Moreover, overly broad and vague wording may threaten the right to
freedom of expression.

e In the case of the banning of a Ukrainian religious organization on the grounds of
affiliation with another banned organization, this may lead to the dissolution of
other interrelated religious organizations without individual consideration. As a
result, based on decisions by executive authorities on prohibited affiliation, there
arise obligations to terminate lease agreements with religious organizations, which
may deprive them of access to religious premises and limit religious freedom,
contributing to social tension.

Conclusion: Balance between security and individual rights

Ukraine faces the need to ensure national security by countering aggression and clergy
working in the interests of the Russian Federation.

However, mass legal actions may lead to:
e Stigmatization of believers;
e Restriction of religious freedom;
e International claims regarding human rights violations.

Recommendations
1. To continue targeted investigations with evidence;
2. To guarantee transparency of judicial processes and the right to defense;
3. To respect the rights of peaceful believers, regardless of their church affiliation.

Footnotes

* In the register of religious organizations and official documents, the UOC does not have the suffix “Moscow
Patriarchate.” In spring 2022, the UOC amended its statute to remove direct references to subordination to the
Moscow Patriarchate. However, according to an expert report conducted by the State Service of Ukraine for
Ethnic Policy and Freedom of Conscience (DESS) for 2021, the UOC is a structural subdivision of the ROC and

belongs to the Moscow Patriarchate.
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** Let us recall that on August 20, 2024, the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine passed, in the second reading and as
a whole, a draft law banning in the country religious organizations affiliated with the Russian Orthodox Church.
The bill was supported by 265 deputies, 29 voted against, and four abstained.

“There will be no Moscow church in Ukraine,” commented the head of the Office of the President of Ukraine,
Andriy Yermak Andriy Yermak , on Telegram regarding the vote.

In turn, the Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations Ukrainian Council of Churches and
Religious Organisations — without participation of UOC representatives— stated that it supports the legislative
initiative to ban in Ukraine the activities of religious organizations affiliated with the Russian Orthodox Church.

Zelensky revokes citizenship of the head of the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church Onufriy

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (07.07.2025) - Vladimir Zelensky signed a decree on the deprivation of
citizenship of Metropolitan of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church Onufriy, according
to the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU).

The SBU report says that citizenship has been terminated according to the materials of
this special service.

"The SBU established that Metropolitan Onufriy voluntarily received Russian citizenship in
2002 but did not report it to the relevant authorities of Ukraine. At the same time, after
that, he continued to enjoy the status of a citizen of our state," the press release says.

According to the SBU, Metropolitan Onufriy maintains contact with the Moscow
Patriarchate and "consciously opposed the canonical independence of the Ukrainian
church".

The special service blames the Russian Orthodox Church for supporting Russia's war
against Ukraine.

The Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) in full communion with the Russian Orthodox
Church in Moscow (ROC) before Russia’s aggression war on Ukraine and Metropolitan
Onufriy whose official title is "His Beatitude, Onufriy, Metropolitan of Kyiv and All
Ukraine" disagree with the SBU’s accusations used to justify the deprivation of his
Ukrainian citizenship.

Metropolitan Onufriy’s life under the Soviet Union

Metropolitan Onufriy (secular name Orest Volodymyrovych Berezovsky) was born 5
November 1944 in Chernivtsi Oblast (Ukraine) as the son of a priest.

In 1961 he graduated from high school in Chernivtsi. From 1962 to 1964 he studied at
the Chernivtsi technical school, after which he worked in construction organizations in
that city.

In 1966, he joined the technical faculty of the Chernivtsi University but during his third
year of study, he abandoned his project because he wanted to study theology. As a
Ukrainian, he tried to enter the Odessa Theological Seminary but he was refused for
political reasons. Then, he secretly went to Russia, in the city of Zagorsk, where the
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famous Trinity-Sergius Lavra and the Moscow Theological Academy and Seminary were
located.

From 1970 to 1988, he was a member of the Brotherhood of the Trinity-Sergius Lavra,
the largest monastery located in the Moscow Oblast, where he carried various obediences
at the same time as his studies.

On 18 March 1971, he was tonsured a monk with the name of Onufriy in honor of
St. Onuphrius the Great.

On 20 June 1971 he was ordained a hierodeacon and on 29 May 1972 ordained
a hieromonk.

In 1984, he was appointed rector of the Transfiguration Church of the Athos
representative office in the village of Lukino (Peredelkino station, Moscow region).

In June 1985, he became the dean of the Moscow Trinity-Sergius Lavra.

On Christmas Day in 1986, he was elevated to the rank of archimandrite,

In 1988, he graduated from the Moscow Theological Academy as a candidate in theology.

On 20 July 1988 he was appointed Father-Superior of the Pochayiv Lavra of the Holy
Assumption in the Ternopil Oblast (Ukraine) where he served until November 1990.

On 9 December 1990 he was consecrated Bishop of Chernivtsi and Bukovina at the St
Volodymyr’s Cathedral in Kyiv which at that time was the mother church of the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church/ Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC) in full communion with Patriarch Kirill of the
Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow. Since December 2018, the jurisdiction of the
Cathedral in Kyiv has been transferred to the newly created Orthodox Church of Ukraine
(OCU) in communion with the Patriarch of Constantinople.

On 24 August 1991, Ukraine declared its independence from the Soviet Union, following
the adoption of the Act of Declaration of Independence by the Supreme Soviet of the
Ukrainian SSR. This declaration was later confirmed by a national referendum held on 1
December 1991, with an overwhelming majority of Ukrainians voting in favor of
independence.

Metropolitan Onufriy’s life in the sovereign state of Ukraine until February 2022

On 23 January 1992, one day after signing a request of the bishops of the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church to Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia Alexy II for the erection of
an autocephalous  Church in Ukraine,  Onufriy @ was  transferred by then
Metropolitan Philaret (Denysenko) to the Ivano-Frankivsk diocese.

On 7 April 1992 he was restored by the Diocese of Chernivtsi and served in this diocese
for 23 years.

On 28 July 1994 Onufriy was elevated to the rank of archbishop and appointed a
permanent member of the Holy Synod of the Ukrainian Orthodox church (UOC) who was
affiliated with the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC).

On 22 November 2000 Onufriy was elevated to the rank of Metropolitan.
On 13 August 2014 Onufriy was elected the new primate of the Ukrainian Orthodox

Church and Metropolitan of Kyiv and All Ukraine of the Moscow Patriarchate, succeeding
Metropolitan Volodymyr who had died in the previous month.
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In February-March 2014, Russia invaded Crimea. In April, the war in Donbas started.
Metropolitan Onufriy’s life since Russia’s agression war on Ukraine

In February 2022, during the Russian invasion of Ukraine, along with other local bishops,
Onufriy offered the churches of his diocese as shelters from the bombings. He did not
publicly condemn clergymen from his church taking sides or collaborating with Moscow
Patriarchate. He did not dismiss them from the church nor took any sanction against
them but for sure, his clergy is divided on the war issue as some priests are being
prosecuted or have been sentenced to prison terms, including ‘in absentia.” However, he
banned from the church his clergymen who joined the “national” Orthodox Church (OCU)
rejecting any relations with Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow and
joining the Patriarchate of Constantinople.

In February 2023, the press service of the UOC Department for Social and Humanitarian
Issues published a press release stressing that UOC priests were delivering humanitarian
aid to Ukrainian military in war-affected areas in the Donbas.

According to an April 2023 investigation by Ukrainska Pravda, Onufriy obtained a Russian
passport in 1998 and 2002.

He did not deny that but he claimed he then wanted hereby to make true his former
dream of living out his last days in the Trinity Lavra of St Sergius in Russia. However,
due to "the bad relations between Russia and Ukraine and especially Russia's war against
Ukraine," his hope had been destroyed and he gave up his Russian citizenship, he said,
while adding he spoke out against Russia's war with Ukraine and condemned Russian
aggression. He now declares that he considers himself a citizen of Ukraine only.

Concerning the heavily debated separation of the UOC from the Russian Orthodox Church
(ROC), Metropolitan Onufriy recalled in an address on 17 May 2025 that back on 27 May
2022, at the Council in Kyiv (Feofaniya), the UOC introduced changes to its Statute
aiming at putting an end to their subordination to the Moscow Patriarchate.

“The Council introduced a number of fundamental changes to the Statute on Governance,
which confirmed the complete canonical independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
and its disassociation from the Moscow Patriarchate,” read the Metropolitan's statement.

He also emphasized that the UOC independently manages all aspects of its internal and
external life, including the appointment of bishops, the establishment of dioceses, and
the production of holy myrrh.

He asserted that since 27 May 2022, his Church has not been part any more of the
Moscow Patriarchate and he hoped that “the whole family of Autocephalous Local
Churches” will acknowledge their “canonical independence.” In addition, he announced
that he terminated his membership in the ROC Synod.

The question of independence from Moscow however remains a political issue in Ukraine.
As recently reported by the DESS (State Service of Ukraine on Ethnic Policy and Freedom
of Conscience),_an investigation is still underway to determine whether the UOC is still
affiliated, or not, with the Russian Orthodox Church.

The passport issue might be interpreted by the authorities as a negative element in the
public and political debate which is likely to lead to the liquidation of the UOC.

According to the last June survey of the company "Sotsis", Onufriy among other church
leaders was trusted by about 22% of Ukrainians, while the primate of the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine, Metropolitan Epiphany, was trusted by 41%.
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According to the same study, 35% of Ukrainians are in favor of the liquidation of the
UOC, 10% - for its unification with the OCU, and 30% believe that this church should be
left alone.

More reading
Ukraine strips Orthodox leader of citizenship links to Moscow

Zelensky deprived the head of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church Onufriy of his citizenship
His Beatitude Onuphriy’s citizenship revoked, what is behind Zelensky’s decree

Military conscription and freedom of religion in Ukraine:
Is it legal to mobilize a priest?

By Dr Ievgeniia Gidulyanova for Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (20.06.2025) - On 10 June 2025, at a checkpoint in the Odesa region, there was
an attempt to mobilize, against his will, Archpriest of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church/
Moscow Patriarchate (UOC/MP) Oleksandr Moskovchuk, rector of the Holy Trinity Church
in the village of Troyandove, with 23 years in the priesthood.

The incident immediately sparked widespread public outcry. The Odesa diocese of the
UOC MP reported psychological pressure exerted on the priest and claimed that "despite
his age and poor health, as well as the canonical impossibility of bearing arms and legal
ineligibility for mobilization," he was coerced into signing a military service contract.

Subsequently, it became known that after four days of detention at the Territorial Center
for Recruitment and Social Support (TCR), Archpriest Oleksandr Moskovchuk was
released. He returned to his parish and expressed gratitude to the lawyers and to the
Odesa Diocese for their support.

All is well that ends well,... or maybe not? This case once again raises a fundamental
question: Where is the legal and moral boundary between national defense and the
protection of basic rights and freedoms—specifically, freedom of conscience?

The fact of mobilization

According to official data from the Odesa Territorial Recruitment and Social Support
Center (TCR), it was found during routine document checks at the checkpoint that
Oleksandr Moskovchuk was not registered with the military and had no deferment from
military duty. After voluntarily appearing at the TCR, he underwent a medical
examination and was deemed fit for military service. Although he was offered the option
of serving as a military chaplain, the archpriest declined and remained at the recruitment
center.

The TRC emphasized that holding a clerical status does not automatically grant
deferment from conscription.

Under the Law of Ukraine "On Mobilization Preparation and Mobilization," the clergy may
be granted deferment (i.e., "reservation") from military duty by their religious
organization if such organization is included in the official “List of Critically Important
Institutions.” At the time of verification, no documents confirming Moskovchuk'’s deferral
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or reservation were provided; this was corroborated by the AITS "Oberig" database, an
automated mechanism of the Unified State Register of Conscripts and Reservists.

Formally, the actions of the TCR were in accordance with the current Ukrainian
legislation. However, the case raises deeper legal and ethical questions.

Can a priest from the UOC/MP serve as a military chaplain?

According to Article 7, Part 3 of the Law of Ukraine “On Military Chaplaincy Service” , a
man cannot be a military chaplain if he belongs to an organization that is part of a
religious body with governing center located in a country that has committed an armed
aggression against Ukraine and/or temporarily occupied part of Ukraine’s territory.

This means that participation in chaplaincy is legally possible only for representatives of
religious organizations recognized by the state and authorized to serve in the Armed
Forces.

Amid ongoing legal verification of the status of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Moscow
Patriarchate), the involvement of its clergy in military chaplaincy remains legally
ambiguous.

The State Service of Ukraine for Ethnic Policy and Freedom of Conscience (DESS)
continues to examine whether the UOC is still affiliated with the Russian Orthodox Church
(ROC), whose activity is banned in Ukraine. Until that verification is complete, the official
appointment of UOC/ MP representatives as chaplains remains premature.

Therefore, does Moskovchuk’s refusal to become a chaplain constitute draft
evasion—or is it a reflection of the broader legal uncertainty surrounding the religious
body he represents?

Why was he not “"reserved” or did he not receive a deferment?

On 6 June 2025, the DESS issued an order approving the list of religious organizations
recognized as critically important to society during martial law. This list includes legal
entities—religious organizations—that passed a screening process based on criteria
adopted by the State Judicial Council on 5 February 2025 (Resolution No. H-21/11), and
registered by the Ministry of Justice of Ukraine on 19 February 2025 (No. 263/43669).
These criteria came into force on 20 March 2025, after publication in the Official Bulletin.

The list allows religious organizations to reserve their staff, including clergy, from military
mobilization.

To qualify, a religious organization must meet the following criteria:

1. Be registered in the Unified State Register of Legal Entities, Individual
Entrepreneurs, and Public Formations with an identification code;

Have been registered no later than 26 December 2024;

Not be included in the list of religious organizations affiliated (as defined by article
5-1 of the Law of Ukraine “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious
Organizations”) with foreign religious organizations banned in Ukraine;

Be located outside temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine;

Have a valid charter, especially regarding its official name;

Be listed in the Registry of Non-Profit Institutions and Organizations;

Have submitted a financial report for the previous fiscal (tax) year.
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As reported by the DESS,_an investigation is underway to determine whether the Kyiv
Metropolis of the UOC—one of thousands of UOC organizations—is still affiliated, or not,
with the Russian Orthodox Church.

Therefore, the verification of the status of a religious organization, affiliation or not with
the Russian Orthodox Church, will be carried out sequentially, taking into account the
results of the study in relation to the Kyiv Metropolis of the UOC.

The examination of this affiliation is ongoing and will determine whether the UOC
organizations will be officially designated as affiliated with a banned foreign religious
entity, or not.

Due to this continuing investigation, UOC/MP institutions are currently not listed in the
“List of Critically Important Institutions” and therefore cannot legally request reservations
for their clergy.

Formally, this explains why Oleksandr Moskovchuk was not granted deferment.

However, this raises a broader issue about the presumption of innocence: Is it legal or
fair to apply restrictive measures before an official conclusion has been reached?

Freedom of conscience—Even during wartime

Article 35 of the Constitution of Ukraine guarantees every citizen freedom of religion.
International humanitarian law, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, requires that even during states of emergency, core human rights standards are
preserved; and freedom of religion is one of them.

The mobilization of a priest—especially amid legal ambiguity regarding the status of his
religious organization—may be perceived as a violation of state neutrality in religious
matters. It could also be seen as a form of implicit pressure on a religious community
already facing legal and reputational challenges within the country.

Undoubtedly, Ukraine is going through one of the most difficult chapters in its history.
National defense is a duty for every citizen. However, during wartime, it is especially
important not to destroy the very principles the war is being fought over to protect them.
Among these principles is the respect for human dignity, belief and freedom of
conscience.

The conscription of clergy—especially those whose denominational affiliation is under
legal scrutiny—demands a balanced approach, clear legal norms, and ongoing dialogue
between the state and religious organizations.

Does the UOC maintain ties with the Moscow
Patriarchate?

The official investigation by the State Service of Ukraine on Ethnic Policy and
Freedom of Conscience (DESS) is going on

By Dr Ievgeniia Gidulyanova for Human Rights Without Frontiers
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HRWF (30.05.2025) - On May 20, 2025, the State Service of Ukraine on Ethnic Policy and
Freedom of Conscience (DESS) launched a study into the status of the Kyiv Metropolis of
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC). The primary goal is to determine whether the
UOC's activities show signs of affiliation with the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), whose
activities are banned in Ukraine.

This procedure is conducted in accordance with Law N23894-IX "On the Protection of the
Constitutional Order in the Activities of Religious Organizations," adopted by the
Verkhovna Rada on August 20, 2024. The law grants the state the authority to restrict or
prohibit the activities of religious organizations whose governing centers are located in an
aggressor state.

The law states that the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is recognized as an ideological
instrument of the aggressor state, an accomplice in war crimes and crimes against
humanity committed on behalf of the Russian Federation within the framework of the
“Russian World” concept. Accordingly, any activity of the ROC in Ukraine is prohibited.

Legal Basis and Verification Mechanism

The investigation is being carried out within the framework of the Law of Ukraine “On
Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” and the Cabinet of Ministers
Resolution N2543 dated May 9, 2025. This resolution regulates the procedure for
identifying signs of affiliation of Ukrainian religious organizations with foreign entities
whose activities are banned in Ukraine.

In this regard, the DESS head Viktor Yelensky stated that the department will file a
lawsuit for the liquidation of religious organizations that will not comply with the order to
eliminate signs of affiliation with a banned foreign religious organization.

However, if the order is fulfilled and the signs of affiliation are eliminated, that is, if the
organization breaks its administrative connection and withdraws from the Russian
Orthodox Church (ROC), then other measures will not be applied to this religious
organization.

"If there is no connection, then no further actions will be applied. If it is connected, then
the State Service for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of Conscience must issue an order to the
organization that will say what exactly this affiliation and connection is, he said"

UOC'’s Position: Statement on Separation

In an address on May 17, 2025, Metropolitan Onufriy recalled that back on May 27, 2022,
at the Council in Kyiv (Feofaniya), the UOC introduced changes to its Statute aiming at
full canonical separation from the ROC. References to subordination to the Moscow
Patriarchate were removed, the requirement to receive the blessing of Patriarch Kirill was
abolished, and the name of the Moscow Patriarch is no longer commemorated during the
worship service in the churches and monasteries of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.

“The Council introduced a number of fundamental changes to the Statute on Governance,
which confirmed the complete canonical independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
and its disassociation from the Moscow Patriarchate,” reads the Metropolitan's statement.

Metropolitan Onufriy, the head of the UOC, also emphasized that the UOC independently

manages all aspects of its internal and external life, including the appointment of
bishops, the establishment of dioceses, and the production of holy myrrh.
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He asserts that after May 27, 2022, his Church is no longer part of the Moscow
Patriarchate and hopes that “the whole family of Autocephalous Local Churches” will
acknowledge their “canonical independence.”

Debate Over Actual Independence

Despite UOC'’s declarations, legal and political debates continue over the Church’s actual
status.

Member of Parliament Mykola Kniazhytskyi, one of the initiators of Law No. 3894-IX,
stated: “Russia used the Orthodoxy under its control as a tool of militarization, turning it
into a neurotropic weapon.”

He added that religious studies experts from the state agency on ethnic policy clearly
pointed to links between the UOC and the ROC.

In his view, most UOC bishops will never break away from Moscow. “They are dependent
on it, receive funding, hold Russian passports, etc. In the nine months since the law ‘On
the Protection of the Constitutional Order in the Activities of Religious Organizations’ was
adopted, only a small number of UOC-MP communities have joined the OCU. This is
partly due to the government’s delay in adopting implementing regulations,” he notes.

Kniazhytskyi also emphasized that the UOC Statute, even after the 2022 amendments,
lacks a clear provision on autocephaly, which makes unequivocal separation from the
ROC impossible.

Some experts and government officials point out that the UOC has not received a tomos
of autocephaly and has also broken communion with the Ecumenical Patriarchate. This
may indicate continued dependence on Moscow despite formal changes.

Course of the Investigation: DESS Actions
During the investigation, the DESS has the authority to:

e Request necessary documents from government agencies, legal entities, and
individuals;

e Use data from public registries, religious studies expertise, media, and open sources;

e Conduct interviews with clergy and employees of the religious organization using
recording equipment.

If signs of affiliation are found, an order is issued that must be complied with within 30
days. A report on the elimination of violations must be submitted to the DESS along with
supporting evidence or objections. In some cases, the deadline may be extended to 60
days.

If the order is not implemented, the DESS declares that the organization is affiliated with
a foreign religious body whose activity is banned in Ukraine. The decision is made public,
forwarded to local authorities and the State Property Fund, and a lawsuit is filed to
terminate the religious organization.

Consequences of a Ban

Once an organization is declared affiliated:

1. All legal actions related to the use of state or communal property are suspended;
2. Lease agreements are terminated immediately;
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3. The religious organization’s property cannot be alienated until its subordination
status is changed;

4. Contacts with the foreign religious organization are prohibited without the DESS
authorization;

5. Legal entities affiliated with such an organization must change their list of
founders within three months or face liquidation.

Once a court decision terminating the religious organization is issued, a liquidation
commission is appointed.

Human Rights at the Center

The law does not provide for the automatic ban on religious activities or rites. It
addresses organizations that may serve as instruments of influence for the aggressor
state. President Volodymyr Zelenskyy supported the law as a means of ensuring national
security in the religious sphere.

Human rights organizations call for maintaining a balance between security and freedom
of religion, stressing the importance of legal clarity, transparency, and non-discrimination
of believers.

Conclusion

As of May 2025, no court decision has been issued to ban the UOC. The investigation
remains ongoing and is part of a lawful procedure. Its outcomes will form the basis for
further decisions—either to end the inquiry or initiate legal proceedings.

The situation remains open. All parties—the state, the Church, civil society—have the
opportunity to act within the framework of the law. This is the main guarantee of both
the rule of law and interfaith peace in Ukraine.

An exceptional report about Russia’s destruction of
churches

A documented report with a lot of photos of Serhiy Okunev published by the
Kharkiv Human Protection Group with the support of DIGNITY — the Danish
Institute against Torture

HRWF/ KHPG (20.05.2025) - A few days before the "truce" announced by the Russian
dictator Putin, Russian troops launched a double strike on the church of the Monk
Ambrose of Optin in Dobropil, destroyed and damaged churches in Pokrovsk, Toretsk,
Kostyantynivka. Journalist Serhiy Okunev brought fresh information from frontline cities
about Russian attacks on churches.

Attacks on temples are a war crime
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As of last autumn, it was known that more than 600 religious buildings in Ukraine had
already been destroyed or damaged as a result of Russian aggression. The examples
given in this material may indicate that this figure only increases over time.

Military attacks on religious sites, including temples, are a war crime. This is determined
both by the general provisions on the protection of civilian objects and by individual
references in international humanitarian law.

Thus, Article 53 of Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions of 1977 prohibits:
e acts of hostility against historical monuments, works of art, religion, etc.;
e the use of such facilities in support of military efforts;
e reprisals against them.

According to Article 8(2)(b)(ix) of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court
(ICQC), it is considered a crime to "deliberately target attacks against buildings dedicated
to religion ... provided that they are not military objects". As the lawyers explain, for the
possibility of bringing a person to justice under this article, it is required that the attack
be deliberately directed against the institution of a cult purpose, and not an act where
the criminal was indifferent to the consequences of his actions. Otherwise, it will be about
qualification under another, more general article.

Documented cases in Donetsk regions under Kyiv rule

See the report HERE with photos and description of the damage:
Dobropillia: The church of St. Ambrose of the Optician Orthodox Church
Toresk: The St. Makarievsky Church

Pokrovskaya: The church of Archangel Michael (or St. Michael's Church of

Pokrovskaya) - The main church and office of the Pokrovsky Vicariate, the church of the
Equal-to-Apostles Prince Volodymyr the Great City of Pokrovsk - The church of St. John
Chrysostom - Church of St. John Zlatostom in Pokrovsk - The temple of Equal-to-the-
Apostles Prince Volodymyr the Great - The Church of Constantine and Elena in Pokrovsk -
The Mykolaiv Church - The Church of St. Demetrius - The Chapel of the Iberian Icon of
the Mother of God

Kosiantynivka: The Church of the Holy Prince Igor of Chernihiv

See also another report of the Kharkiv Human Protection Group “Torture or priests and
destruction of temples” (27.02.2024) abundantly illustrated. Authors: Mykola
Komarovsky and Yevhen Zakharov
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Conscientious objection in war times : A Brussels-based
NGO writes to the Constitutional Court

12 May 2025

To the Acting Head
of the Constitutional Court of Ukraine
Petryshyn Oleksandr Volodymyrovych

Dear Oleksandr Volodymyrovych,

The international human rights organization “Human Rights Without Frontiers,” in
cooperation with several European religious organizations, is closely following the
proceedings regarding the constitutional complaint submitted by Ukrainian citizen Dmytro
Zelinskyi. This matter is of fundamental importance to all conscientious objectors in
Ukraine, especially those whose religious beliefs do not allow them to bear arms or
perform other forms of military work.

Dmytro Zelinskyi was sentenced under Article 336 of the Criminal Code of Ukraine to
three years of imprisonment for evading military conscription during mobilization in a
special period. He justified his inability to serve in the military on the basis of his
religious beliefs, as he has been a member of the “Christian community of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church” for over 20 years. He expressed his willingness to perform
alternative non-military service, but such a right was denied due to the absence of
relevant legal provisions allowing for alternative (non-military) service during
mobilization in a special period.

Dmytro Zelinskyi filed a complaint with the Constitutional Court of Ukraine requesting a
review of the conformity of Part 1 of Article 1 of the Law of Ukraine “On Alternative (Non-
Military) Service” with Part 4 of Article 35 of the Constitution of Ukraine. In his complaint,
he states that “Part 4 of Article 35 of the Constitution of Ukraine pertains to the
fulfillment of military duty in general. Therefore, alternative (non-military) service should
be introduced in place of all forms of military service, not only compuls service”;
“however, the provisions of the Law allow alternative (non-military) service to substitute
only for compulsory military service, which does not exist during martial law. This
entirely nullifies the realization of the constitutional right provided by Part 4 of Article 35
of the Constitution of Ukraine and is thus unconstitutional.”

Zelinskyi points out that “the Constitution of Ukraine guarantees exemption from military
service for citizens whose religious beliefs do not allow them to bear arms. Moreover, no
law has been adopted in accordance with Article 64 of the Constitution of Ukraine that
would restrict the rights granted by Article 35 during martial law.” Therefore, he believes
the current provisions of the Law contradict the Constitution, and the right to alternative
(non-military) service must be guaranteed at all times.

On 18 March 2025, the Venice Commission published an opinion prepared at the request

of the Constitutional Court of Ukraine. In this opinion, the Venice Commission thoroughly
analyzes the issues raised in Zelinskyi’s constitutional complaint in light of international

human rights standards.
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The Venice Commission clearly stated that:

- Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Article 18 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which concern freedom of thought,
conscience, and religion, guarantee the right to conscientious objection to military
service;

- According to the European Convention on Human Rights, states must establish a
system of alternative service that is separate from the military structure, is not punitive
in nature, and remains within reasonable time limits. Access to alternative service must
be non-discriminatory and subject to fair and transparent mechanisms;

- The very nature of conscientious objection implies that it cannot be entirely excluded
during wartime;

- The state cannot invoke national security as the sole justification for restricting the
right of individuals or groups to practice their religion;

- Any restrictions on the right to conscientious objection must be clearly prescribed by
law, pursue a legitimate aim, be strictly limited to what is evidently necessary to achieve
that aim, and be proportionate to that aim.

The Commission also emphasizes that “under no circumstances can a conscientious
objector be forced to carry or use weapons, even for self-defense.”

We are deeply concerned by the fact that dozens of believers who refused military
service during martial law solely for religious reasons are currently serving sentences in
prison. Other believers who refuse mobilization on religious grounds are being criminally
prosecuted under Article 336 of the Criminal Code of Ukraine. They were not provided
with the right to alternative (non-military) service guaranteed by the Constitution of
Ukraine and international human rights standards. This represents a serious human
rights violation that requires urgent constitutional response.

The Constitutional Court is now essentially tasked with ensuring that Ukrainian believers
are able to exercise their constitutional rights and fulfill their duty to Ukraine in a way
that does not involve imprisonment.

We are gravely troubled by the fact that the case of Dmytro Zelinskyi has not yet been
resolved, even though the six-month period provided by law has already expired. We call
for a transparent, fair, and timely review of this case, which is of vital importance to
many believers in Ukraine who wish to exercise their constitutional rights according to
their conscience.

In view of the above, we kindly request information regarding the scheduled date for
consideration of this case by the Constitutional Court.

Respectfully,

Willy Fautré

Director and Co-Founder

“"Human Rights Without Frontiers International”
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YKPAIHA: BiamoBa Bia BilicbkoBOi cny»6u 3a
nepeKoHaHHAMM Yy BOEHHUMW 4Yac: 6proccenbcbka
HeypsaoBa opraHisauina 3BepTtaeTrbca A0 KOHCTUTYUINHOrO

Cyny

«MpaBa noagnHn 6e3 KOpAOHIB»
MibxHapoaHa npaBo3axucHa opraHisauia (bprocenb, benbrua)

12 tpaBHsa 2025 poky

BukoHyBauy 060B’s3KiB

Fonosu KoHcTtutyuinHoro Cyay YkpaiHm
MeTpnwmnHy OnekcaHapy
Bonoagnmmnposuyy

WaHoBHMI OnekcaHape BonoguMmnposunyy,

MixkHapoaHa npaBo3axucHa opraHisauia «[llpasa nwanHKW 6e3 KopAoHiB», y chiBnpaui 3
HU3KOK EBPOMENCBKUX PENirinHNX OpraHisauiii, yBaXXHO CTEXWUTb 3a nepebirom posrnaay
CnpaBM 3a KOHCTUTYLINHOK CKaprow rpomMaasiHuHa YkpaiHn [OMutpa 3eniHCbKoro.
3a3HayeHe NMTaHHA Ma€ NpPUHLMNOBE 3HAYEHHS AN BCiX BIiAMOBHMKIB 3@ NepeKkoHaHHAMMN
COBICTI B YKpaiHi, 0cobaMBO ANS TUX, YMi penirinHi nornsaan He A03BOAATbL 6paTn A0 pyk
36poto abo BMKOHYBATU iHLWY BiNCbKOBY poboTy.

OmuTpo 3eniHcbknii 6yB 3acyaXeHuii 3a ctatrelo 336 KpuMiHanbHOro Kogekcy YkpaiHum o
3 pokiB no3baBneHHs BOMi 3a yXWIEHHs Big NMpuM30BY Ha BiCbKOBY cnyxby nia vac
mobinisauii, Ha ocobnueui nepioa. CBOK NOBEAIHKY LWOAO HEMOXMBOCTI MPOXOAXKEHHS
BilMCbKOBOI cny»6un BiH 06rpyHTyBaB peniriitHMMmM NEepekoHaHHSAMM, OCKinbkM noHag 20
POKiB HanexuTb A0 «XPUCTUSAHCbLKOI cnifibHOTUM LlepkBn AaseHTuUcTiB CboMoro [Ha». BiH
3as8BNsB NpPo CBOE HaxaHHSA MpoXoAuTU anbTepHAaTUBHY HEBINCbkOBY cnyxby, ane Take
npaBo He 6yno MOMy HadaHe yepe3 BiACYTHICTb BiANOBIAHWUX MNPaBOBMX HOPM LOAO
MOX/IMBOCTI HanpaBfieHHs Ha anbTepHaTuBHY (HEBINCbKOBY) cnyxby nia yac mobinisauii
Ha ocobnueunii nepioga.

OMnTtpo 3eniHcbkuin 3BepHyBcs A0 KoHcTtuTyudiiHoro Cyay YkpaiHuW 3i ckaprowo Lwoao
nepesipkM Ha BiAMOBIAHICTb YacTUHI 4deTBepTih ctaTTi 35 KoHcTuTyuii YKpaiHu 4acTuHu
nepwoi ctaTtti 1 3akoHy YkpaiHu «[lpo anbTepHaTuBHY (HEBICbKOBY) Cnyxby». Y CBOi
CKap3i BiH 3a3Hauvae, Wo «HopMa 4vactnHu 4 ctatTti 35 KOoHCTUTyLUIii YKpaiHW CTOCY€ETbCS
BUMKOHaAHHSA BiicbkoBOro 060B’sA3ky B UifloMy. TobTo anbTepHaTMBHa (HeEBIACbKOBA)
cny>xba Ma€ 3anpoBaf)XyBaTUCb 3aMiCTb MPOXOAXKEHHS BCiX BMAIB BiMCbKOBOiI Cnyxbu, a
He uLwe CTPOKOBOI»; «0AHaK MOSIOXEHHS 3aKOoHY nepeabadatoTb 3aMiHy afibTEPHATUBHOLO
(HeBiNnCcbKOBOW) Cnyx60l0 nNuwe CTPOKOBOI BINCbKOBOI Cnyx6u, sKoi He iCHye nmig 4ac
BOEHHOIO CTaHy. Lle MOBHICTIO YHEMOX/IMBIOE peaniszauitdo KOHCTUTYUIMHOro npasa, LWwo
nepenbaveHe yactmHoto 4 ctatTi 35 KoHCTUTyUii YKpaiHn Ta € TakuM, WO He Bignosigae
KoHCTUTYLiT».

3eniHCbKMiA BKa3ye, WO «KoHCTMTyuia YKpaiHW rapaHTy€E 3BiNbHEHHS rpoMagsiH, sKi 3a
CBOIMW peniritHMMM MNepeKOHaHHAMW He [O0MNyCKalTb KOPUCTYBaHHA 36poe€  BiA
NPOXOAXKEHHS BIMCbKOBOI CNYX6M 3a NpU30BOM. TakoX 3aKoHy, kUM 61 y BiANOBIAHOCTI
Ao cratti 64 KoHcTuTyuii YKpaiHM Ha 4ac BOEHHOro CTaHy obmexyBanucs npasa
rpomMagsH, nepepbaveni ctatreto 35 KoHcTuTyuii YKpaiHM, NpuUnHATO He 6yno». Takum
UMHOM, BiH BBaXa€, WO YMHHI NOJIOXEHHA 3akoHy cynepeyaTb OCHOBHOMY 3aKoOHY
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AepXaBu, a npaBO Ha ajnbTepHaTMBHY (HeBINCbKOBY) CNyx6y NOBMHHO 6yTn
rapaHToBaHuM y 6yab siknii yac.

18 6epesHsa 2025 poky BeHeuiaHCbKa KoMicia onpuntogHuna BUCHOBOK, MiArOTOBAEHUN Ha
3annT KoHctuTyudinHoro Cyay YkpaiHu. Y UbOMYy BUCHOBKY BeHeuiaHCbka KoMicis
peTesibHOro aHanilye nuTaHHA, WO € npeaMeTOM KOHCTUTYUIMHOMO MNpOBaAXeHHs 3a
ckaproto MuTpa 3eniHCbKOro Ha npegMeT BiAMNOBIAHOCTI MiXXHaApOAHUM CTaHZapTaM 3 npas
NOANHN.

BeHeliaHCbKa KOMicCis 4iTKO 3a3Ha4yuna, Wwo:

- Cratra 9 EBponencbKoi KOHBEHLUii 3 npaB AAMHKM Ta cTtatTta 18 MixHapogHoro
NakTy Mpo rPOMAACHLKi i MOAITUYHI NpaBa, WO CTOCYTbCa cBO60AM AYMKMU, COBICTI
Ta penirii, rapaHTylOTb nNpaBO Ha BiAMOBY BiA4 BiicbkoBOi cnyx6bu 3a
nepeKkoHaHHAMN;

- 3riaHO EBpONenNCcbKOi KOHBEHLIi 3 NpaB NIOANHWN, AEPXKAaBU MalOTb CTBOPUTH
CUCTEMY anbTepHaTUBHOI cnyxbu, ska Mmae 6yTn BigoKpeMneHa Bif BiNCbKOBOI
CUCTEMU, HE MAaTU KapasibHOro XxapakTepy Ta 3a/MWaTUCS B MeXaxX PO3yMHUX
YacoBMX obMexeHb. [10CTyn A0 anbTepHATMBHOI CNy>x6u Mae 6yTn
HeAUCKPUMIHAUIMHMM Ta nignsaraTy CcrpaBeasiMBMM Ta NMPO30pUM MexaHi3MmaM.

- Cama npupoga BiAMOBM Bia BiNCbKOBOI CNy>X6M 3 MOTMBIB NepekoHaHb nepeabayvae,
WO I HE MOXHa MOBHICTIO BUKKOUYNTK Mif Yac BiNHU;

- [ep>xaBa He MOXe BMKOPUCTOBYBATU HEOOXiAHICTb 3aXUCTy HauioHanbHOI 6e3neku
SIK €EAUHY NigcTaBy AN obMexeHHs 34iMCHEeHHS NpaBa ocobu abo rpynu ocib
CnoBsigyBaTX CBOIO penirito;

- 0O6bmMexeHHSI npaBa Ha BIAMOBY BiA BICbKOBOI CNy»X6uM MNOBUMHHI 6yTKM UiTKO
nepeabaveHi 3aKoHOM, NepecnigyBaTn 3aKOHHY MeTy Ta 6yTu CcyBOpo obMexeHnmMu
TUM, LLO € OYEBMAHO HEOOXiAHMM AN AOCATHEHHS MOCTaBNEHOI 3aKOHHOI MeTK, Ta
MponopuUinHNMK Ui MeTI.

KoMicisi Tako)X HarosioWye, WO <«Hi 3a SSKMX 0B6CTaBWH BiAMOBHMK 3a MEPEKOHAHHSAMM He
MoXe 6yTM 3MyweHuih HocuTu abo BUKOPUCTOBYBaTM 36poto, HaBiTb i3 MeTOW
CaMOo3axmUCTy».

FNMnboke 3aHENOKOEHHS BUKIMKAE TOW (aKT, WO AECATKM BipsH, sSKi BigMOBMNMCA BiA
BINCbKOBOI CNyX6bu nig 4Yac BOEHHOrO CTaHy BWUK/KOYHO 3 peniritHMX MipKyBaHb, HUHI
BigbyBaloTb MokapaHHA B Micuax no3baBneHHs BONi. Woao iHWWX BIipsH, SKi
BiAMOBNAOTLCA  BiA  Mobinisauii 3a peniritHMMM  NepekoHaHHAMW,  3AINCHIETbLCS
KpuUMiHanbHe nepecnigysaHHa 3a ctatreo 336 KK YkpaiHn. BoHu He 6ynu 3abesneueni
OEpXaBoK MpaBOM Ha anbTepHaTUBHY (HEBINCbKOBY) Cnyx0y, rapaHTOBaHUM
KoHCcTUTyui€w YKpaiHu Ta MiXKHapOAHMMW MpaBO3aXxUCHUMKU CTaHAapTaMu. Lle € cepiiosHumM
NOpYLWEeHHAM Npas MANHN, WO NoTpeby€e HarasbHOro KOHCTUTYLIMHOIO pearyBaHHS.

3apa3 Ha KOHCTUTYUINHUI cyd paKTUYHO NOKIa4eHe 3aBAaHHSA WOoA0 BUPILLEHHS NUTaHHS
woao 3abe3neyeHHOCTIi HadaHHA BipAHaM YKpaiHM MOXJIMBOCTI KOpPUCTyBaTuCs  iX
KOHCTUTYUiAHMM NpaBoOM Ta MaTU MOXJ/MUBICTb BWUKOHYBaTuM CBin 060B’I30K nepea
YKpaiHoto 3aMicTb BiagbyBaHHSA NokapaHHS y Micuax no3basnieHHS BOJi.

Hac Bkpali TpMBOXWUTb, WO po3rnsag cnpasu AMutpa 3eniHCbKOro 4ocCi He 3aBepLueHo,
nonpu Te Wo nepeabavyeHnn 3aKOHOM LIECTUMICAYHMIN CTPOK BXe Cr/InB. My 3aKIMKaEMO
[0 Npo30poro, CNnpaBeanMBoOro M CBOEYACHOro po3rnsay Cnpasu, WO Ma€ XUTTEBO
BaX/IMBe 3HayeHHs Ansa 6araTtbox BipsH B YKpaiHi, AKi nparHyTb peanizoByBaTu CBOE
KOHCTUTYLUiNHE NpaBo 3rigHO 3 NepeKoHaHHSMU COBICTI.

3 orns4y Ha 3a3HadeHe, NpocuMo Bac HagaTu iHdopMauito Wwoa0 3aniaHoBaHOI AaTw
po3rnsay AaHoi cnpaeu KoHCTUTyuiiHMM CyaoM.
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Bunnn ®oTpe

A second case of conscientious objection reaches the
Constitutional Court

HRWF (10.05.2025) - On May 6, 2025, the Constitutional Court of Ukraine opened
proceedings in the case of a constitutional complaint filed by Vitalii Vasylovych
Alekseenko — a citizen convicted for refusing military service on religious grounds. This
is already the second case of a conscientious objector to reach the country’s highest
constitutional jurisdiction body, indicating a systemic legal issue that requires immediate
and comprehensive response from the state.

The complaint concerns the constitutionality of certain provisions of Article 1 and Article 2
of the Law of Ukraine "On Alternative (Non-Military) Service" No. 1975-XII, as well as
Article 336 of the Criminal Code of Ukraine. Alekseenko, a Christian believer, argues that
being compelled into military service violates his beliefs, which are protected under
Article 35 of the Constitution of Ukraine. He emphasizes that he conscientiously refused
to serve with arms and requested to be allowed to perform alternative civilian service, as
guaranteed by the Constitution.

Conscientious objectors: three-year prison sentences

The judicial history of this case highlights a troubling trend. After the onset of full-scale
military operations in eastern Ukraine, Alekseenko, as an internally displaced person,
arrived in Ivano-Frankivsk and was registered for military service. On June 2, 2022, he
reported to a military unit in response to a draft notice but refused to serve for religious
reasons. Despite having previously performed alternative service during peacetime, both
the first-instance and appellate courts found him guilty of “evading conscription” and
sentenced him to three years of imprisonment with a suspended sentence of one year
and six months. In March 2024, the Supreme Court of Ukraine upheld these verdicts.

Earlier, a complaint was also filed with the Constitutional Court of Ukraine by Dmytro
Zelinskyi — a member of the Seventh-day Adventist Church who was sentenced to three
years in prison for refusing military service on grounds of conscience. His complaint is
aimed not only at defending his own rights but also at protecting the constitutional rights
of all conscientious objectors and reviewing the constitutionality of legal provisions
regulating the right to alternative service under conditions of mobilization and martial
law. Zelinskyi emphasizes that Part 4 of Article 35 of the Constitution of Ukraine provides
for the right to alternative service as a substitute for any form of military obligation —
not only compulsory conscription, which is not implemented during wartime.

Proceedings on Dmytro Zelinskyi’s complaint were opened by the Constitutional Court on
October 23, 2024, and have been ongoing for more than 7 months, despite the law
stipulating a six-month term for delivering a decision.

Thus, both the Alekseenko and Zelinskyi cases point to a legal vacuum that results in
systemic violations of constitutional and internationally recognized human rights.
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On March 18, 2025, the Venice Commission issued its opinion at the request of the
Constitutional Court of Ukraine. It emphasized that the right to refuse military service on
grounds of conscience is part of the freedom of religion, protected by international
treaties to which Ukraine is a party, including Article 9 of the European Convention on
Human Rights. The state is therefore obliged to ensure a real opportunity to perform
alternative service, including under martial law.

Nevertheless, criminal prosecution of dozens of citizens who have refused to perform
military service based on their beliefs continues in Ukraine. This undermines the
fundamental principles of the rule of law and violates Ukraine’s international obligations.

A call to the Constitutional Court

Human Rights Without Frontiers urges the Constitutional Court of Ukraine to consider the
cases of Dmytro Zelinskyi and Vitalii Alekseenko as a signal of the urgent need for legal
response and a long-overdue systemic legal reform. This reform must guarantee every
citizen the direct application of the norms of the Constitution of Ukraine and a real
opportunity to refuse military service on grounds of conscience, including under martial
law. Without this, it is impossible to speak of the observance of human rights, the rule of
law, and true freedom of conscience in Ukraine.

How should government deal with conscientious
objectors in wartime?

Forum18 (24.04.2025) - The declaration of martial law after Russia's full-scale
invasion in 2022 cancelled the limited right to alternative service in peacetime.
Hundreds of conscientious objectors to mobilisation - on religious and non-
religious grounds - have been detained, forced into the army, held illegally
(often for months) on military bases, or criminally prosecuted. Requested by
Ukraine's Constitutional Court, a Venice Commission brief reaffirmed states'’
obligation to offer alternative service. If Ukraine is to meet international
standards, the government should reinstate legal access to alternative civilian
service and review criminal convictions.

Since the beginning of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and
Ukraine's immediate declaration of martial law, alternative civilian service has not been
available to conscientious objectors in Ukraine. Many conscientious objectors - both on
religious and non-religious grounds - have been detained and forced to join the army,
held illegally (often for months) on military bases, or criminally prosecuted.

Jehovah's Witnesses report that about 661 of their believers faced criminal charges of
evading mobilisation in 2024. Courts have handed several conscientious objectors -
including four Jehovah Witnesses, a Protestant and a Seventh-day Adventist - three-year
jail terms for refusing mobilisation. A humber have been waiting (occasionally in pre-trial
detention) for appeal proceedings. Courts have handed others suspended sentences.
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More recently, courts have begun jailing conscientious objectors on charges of
"disobedience", with one taken to prison in January to begin his five-year jail term.

While several international human rights actors have encouraged Ukraine to protect
conscientious objectors' rights, the Ukrainian government has done little to address this
problem. Informally, officials explain this reluctance with the risk that men who do not
wish to fight will misuse alternative service as a legislative hole.

International standards clearly recognise the right to conscientious objection to military
service as an intrinsic part of freedom of religion or belief (see below).

Ukraine's Constitution specifically mentions the right to opt out of military service, at
least on religious-based conscientious grounds. However, the government restricts this
right in peacetime to members of only ten registered religious communities, while the
law does not recognise the right to alternative civilian service at all in wartime (see
below).

The government announced in December 2024 that some religious entities could be
allowed to get exemption from mobilisation for up to half their clerics. While some clerics
can be qualified as conscientious objectors, the European Court of Human Rights in
Strasbourg does not consider alternative civilian service reserved for clerics but not
ordinary believers as adequate protection under the European Convention on Human
Rights (see below).

At the request of Ukraine's Constitutional Court, the Council of Europe's Venice
Commission produced an amicus curiae brief on alternative (non-military) service in
Ukraine in March 2025. This reaffirmed that "States have the positive obligation to set up
a system of alternative service which must be separated from the military system, shall
not be of a punitive nature and remain within reasonable time limits." It adds that "under
no circumstances may a conscientious objector to military service be obliged to bear or
use arms, even in self-defence of the country" (see below).

If Ukraine is to abide by the international standards, the government should reinstate
legal access to alternative civilian service to all conscientious objectors and review the
criminal convictions of those sentenced for their conscientious objection to mobilisation
(see below).

READ MORE...

Table of content/ Forum18
¢ International standards on conscientious objection
e Ukraine's constitutional and legal framework
e Some clerical exemptions from mobilisation
e How courts handle conscientious objector cases
e Constitutional proceeding and the Venice Commission's brief

¢ What needs to be done to meet international standards?
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Some publications of HRWF

UKRAINE: Clergy in the war: about the possible temporary postponement of
mobilization (29.03.2025)

UKRAINE: 3 years in prison for a conscientious objector and 700+ in the waiting
room (12.02.2025)

UKRAINE: The Law on non-military service to be examined by the Constitutional
Court (19.10.2024)

UKRAINE: The war, religious beliefs and conscientious objection: ‘Unidentified’

Christians (5) (21.08.2024)

UKRAINE: The war, religious beliefs and conscientious objection: Orthodox (4
(16.07.2024)

UKRAINE: The war, religious beliefs and conscientious objection: Protestants
(3) (11.07.2024)

UKRAINE: The war, religion and conscientious objection (2): Adventist cases

(03.07.2024)

UKRAINE: The war, religious beliefs and conscientious objection (1)
(24.06.2024)
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Clergy in the war: about the possible temporary
postponement of mobilization

HRWF (29.03.2025) - On 26 December 2024 the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine
amended the Resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine dated 27 January 2023
No. 76 "Some issues of implementation of the provisions of the Law of Ukraine On
Mobilization Training and Mobilization regarding the reservation (granting a temporary
deferment of mobilization) of persons liable for military service for the period of
mobilization and for wartime." According to the amendment, "clergymen according to the
list of those approved by the State Service of Ukraine for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of
Conscience (DESS) are subject to reservation."

With these changes, religious organizations were officially ranked among the institutions
which are essential for the functioning of the economy and for ensuring the livelihood of
the population during this special period. As has been repeatedly noted, the mobilization
of clergymen could cause the cessation of religious activities in numerous places of
worship during their absence.

However, it took a considerable amount of time for the DESS to determine the list of
clergymen eligible for reservation, the criteria and the mechanism for such dismissal. As
Vyacheslav Gorshkov, Head of the Department for Religious Affairs of the DESS, noted in
his _interview in January 2025, that it was also necessary to think in details about the
logistics for the implementation of the resolution, in particular to determine who will be
entitled to be on the list reservations, keeping in mind the shortage of personnel at the
DESS.

On 21 March 2025, the Order N H-21/11 of the DESS dated 5 February 2025
(registered with the Ministry of Justice of Ukraine on 19 February 2025 under No.
263/43669) came into force, which establishes the criteria for determining a religious
organization as essential for the functioning of the economy and ensuring the livelihood
of the population in this special period.

According to this Order, a religious organization is recognized as essential if it
simultaneously meets a number of criteria. Among them:

e a religious organization must be included in the Unified State Register of Enterprises,
Institutions and Organizations of Ukraine by December 26, 2024;
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e religious organization which is not included in the list of religious organizations in
Ukraine affiliated (connected by one or more features defined by Article 51 of the Law
of Ukraine "On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations") with a foreign
religious organization, the activities of which are prohibited in Ukraine;

e the Charter (Regulation) of the Religious Organization Has Not Lost Its Effect in Part
of the Official Name;

e the location of the legal entity of the religious organization is not located on the
territory of Ukraine temporarily occupied by the Russian Federation;

e the religious organization is included in the Register of Non-Profit Institutions and
Organizations;

e the religious organization has submitted _a report on the use of income (profits) of a
non-profit organization for the previous basic reporting (tax) period.

The list of positions of clergymen liable for military service, which are subject to
reservation for the period of mobilization and wartime, includes clergymen, authorized to
conduct religious services, rituals and ceremonies, preaching, corresponding to the
following positions and criteria:

the head of the religious center, administration;

e the deputy head of a religious center, who has has an employment contract with a
religious organization;

e the head of a religious community, a monastery, a brotherhood, a missionary society,
a theological educational institution;

e a clergyman who is an employee of a religious center, a community, a monastery, a
brotherhood, a theological educational institution having an employment contract
with a religious organization.

The law does not provide for the possibility of granting a deferment from mobilization to
all clergy.

It seems that clergymen will be subject to the general rule that applies to other
cessential enterprises and provides for the possibility of reserving no more than 50
percentof the total number of employees liable for military service.

The new legislation does not establish any restrictions on the list of officially operating
religious organizations in Ukraine that can make reservations for clergy. However,
apparently, representatives of the Ukrainian Orthodox church (UOC) still in communion
and affiliated with the Russian Orthodox Church/ Moscow Patriarchate (ROC) do not fall

under these criteria.
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The requirements for the minimum wage of at least UAH 20,000, which is mandatory for
other legal (non-religious) entities classified as essential in Ukraine, do not apply to
clergymen of religious organizations.

The issue of reservation of clergymen liable for military service will be considered taking
into account the filling of full-time positions of military chaplains in the Armed Forces of
Ukraine, the National Guard, the State Border Guard Service, in accordance with the
distribution of quotas of the confessional representation of military chaplains.

Order No. H-21/11 did not resolve the issue of exemption from mobilization of all clergy,
although the first appeals from representatives of religious organizations on this issue
took place back in 2022.

Students of educational theological institutions who have chosen the path of service in
the clergy, as well as monks, are not included in the circle of persons who may have a
deferment from mobilization.

It should be reminded that in Ukraine , only men who belong to 10 specified religious
communities that the state recognised as pacifist were allowed to opt for alternative
civilian service in peace time. These communities are: Reformist Adventists; Seventh-day
Adventists; Evangelical Christians; Evangelical Christians-Baptists; "The Penitents" or
Slavic Church of the Holy Ghost; Jehovah's Witnesses; Charismatic Christian Churches
(and associated churches under their registered statutes); Union of Christians of the
Evangelical Faith - Pentecostals (and associated churches under their registered
statutes); Christians of Evangelical Faith; Society for Krishna Consciousness.

Believers of these denominations ask for the replacement of military duty for them with
alternative non-military service but the current legislation of Ukraine does not provide for
this possibility in the case of mobilization and martial law. Criminal liability is provided for
evasion of mobilization. As a result, we can observe a steady increase in the number of
convictions against persons who, due to their religious beliefs, consciously refuse to be
mobilized.

In the coming days, the Constitutional Court of Ukraine is expected to make a decision
about the constitutional complaint of the Seventh-day Adventist Dmytro Zelinsky, who
asks to check for compliance with Part 4 of Article 35 of part one of Article 1 of the Law
of Ukraine "On Alternative (Non-Military) Service" of December 12, 1991 No. 1975-XII,
according to which: "alternative service is a service that is introduced instead of military
service and is aimed at fulfilling a duty to society."
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Dmytro Zelinsky refused to be called up for military service during mobilization on
grounds of his religious beliefs. He was prosecuted under Article 336 of the Criminal Code
of Ukraine and sentenced to 3 years in prison.

Dmytro Zelinsky believes that "the constitutional right to freedom of worldview and
religion covers the right to alternative (non-military) service. Every citizen of Ukraine,
whose military duty contradicts his religious beliefs, has the right to replace his military
duty with alternative (non-military) service. At the same time, the state is obliged to
ensure the implementation of this right."

EU Bishops for European unity and solidarity with
Ukraine

COMECE (04.03.2025) - In the context of increasing complexity and geopolitical
uncertainty surrounding peace in Ukraine, the Presidency of the Commission of the
Bishops’ Conferences of the European Union (COMECE) issued a statement on Tuesday, 4
March 2025, expressing strong support for Ukraine. COMECE: "Ukraine’s struggle for
peace will also be decisive for the fate of Europe and the world”.

The statement emphasises that "Ukraine’s struggle for peace and the defence of its
territorial integrity is not only a fight for its own future. Its outcome will also be decisive
for the fate of the entire European continent and of a free and democratic world.”

In a geopolitical landscape that the EU bishops describe as "complex” and marked
by “"the unpredictability of actions taken by some members of the international
community”, the Presidency of COMECE calls on the European Union and its Member
States to remain united in their commitment to supporting Ukraine and its people.

"Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is a blatant violation of international law. The use of force to
alter national borders and the atrocious acts committed against the civilian population
are not only unjustifiable but demand a consequent pursuit of justice and
accountability,” the statement reads.

The EU bishops affirm that a comprehensive, just, and lasting peace in Ukraine can only
be achieved through negotiations, which should be backed by strong transatlantic and
global solidarity and must involve Ukraine. “In order to be sustainable and just - state
the EU bishops - a future peace accord must fully respect international law and be
underpinned by effective security guarantees to prevent the conflict from re-erupting.”

Furthermore, COMECE urges the international community to “continue to assist Ukraine
in the reconstruction of the destroyed infrastructure” and specifies that Russia "must
adequately participate in this effort.” The Presidency of COMECE emphasises that Ukraine
is the victim in this war and Russia the aggressor, stressing that any attempts to distort
the reality of this aggression must be firmly rejected.
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Regarding Ukraine’s request to join the European Union and the internal reforms
undertaken to achieve this goal, the EU bishops call on the EU "to advance with the
enlargement process in a timely and fair manner alongside other candidate countries.”

The statement concludes by expressing hope that the European Union “will remain
faithful to its vocation to be a promise of peace and an anchor of stability to its
neighbourhood and to the world”, particularly at a time when the contours of a new
global security architecture are being redrawn.

The declaration follows the recent interview (read the interview: EN - IT) with H.E. Mgr.
Mariano Crociata, released last week to mark the third anniversary of Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. In the interview, the President of COMECE not only underscored the need for a
just and lasting peace in Ukraine but also warned against "a disgraceful spectacle” that
falsely portrays the victim as the aggressor.

Ukraine is not a “cause to defend”, but lives to support
and to save

Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (08.03.2025) - Ukraine is not a “cause to defend”, but lives to support, declared
Mgr Pascal Gollnisch, general director of L'Oeuvre d'Orient in a press release in late
February.

L'CEuvre d’Orient, a French Catholic Humanitarian NGO, has intensified its action from
February 2022 by launching an emergency plan to help Ukrainian families. Thanks to the
generosity of its donors, nearly 200 projects have been funded, from scholarships to
emergency care to the reconstruction of homes and schools.

L'Oeuvre d’Orient has been able to support its historical partners in Ukraine, in particular
the Greek-Catholic Church, which mobilizes among the population without distinction of
confession.

Some of the 200 humanitarian operations of L’'Oeuvre d’Orient

Kharkiv: Mobile clinics going to treat isolated people remaining in areas just
behind the front line, often “unoccupied” areas. These are people who are too
tired to go to the medical centers located further back.

o Krivyi Ryi: Construction of a bomb shelter for 120 people on parish land

o Lviv: Support for the reception center for mentally handicapped people at the
heart of the campus of the Catholic University of Lviv.

o Cheptitsky: Hospital supports the opening of a branch in Ternopil. The
Cheptitsky Hospital is very invested in the care of displaced people and welcomes
40% of displaced people into its staff.

° Chernihiv Region: Creation of crisis centers to provide humanitarian, but
above all psychological and legal, aid to help the most vulnerable people escape
dependency. 1,516 beneficiaries benefited from the project including 764
displaced people and 752 local residents.

° Mykolayev: Opening of a small Caritas center in Mykolayev, a Black Sea town

very affected by the war.

Don Bosco Center, orphanage and professional training center.

80 displaced people being hosted by Sisters of the Holy Family although they
are already struggling to cover their own needs, etc.
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It is not a “cause to defend”, but lives to support, declared Mgr Pascal Gollnisch, general
director of L'Oeuvre d'Orient in a press release end of February.

Assistance delayed is assistance denied. A number of well-established international
institutions are slow to react to emergency situations because of bureaucracy, rigid and
unsuitable procedures or ideological prejudices towards faith-based organisations despite
their providing assistance regardless of the religious or social backgrounds of the
victims. In existential situations, the motto should be efficiency first.

For more information and to contribute, see HERE.

3 years in prison for conscientious objector Vitalii
Kryushenko, 700+ in the waiting room

HRWF / JW.ORG (12.02.2025) - On 27 January 2025, Vitalii Kryushenko began serving a
three-year prison sentence for his refusal to be drafted into the military. He is one of the
first Jehovah’s Witnesses to be imprisoned for conscientious objection since the start of
the war in Ukraine in February 2022.

Notably, Article 35 of Ukraine’s Constitution guarantees alternative civilian service to
individuals who object to performing military service based on their personal beliefs.
However, despite this constitutional law, Vitalii Kryushenko was convicted and sentenced
to prison. Furthermore, over 700 Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine are currently facing
similar prosecution as conscientious objectors.

After receiving a military summons in April 2024, Vitalii’'s personal convictions prompted
him to request alternative civilian service. Nevertheless, in July 2024, he was convicted
of evading military service and sentenced to prison. Vitalii immediately appealed the
decision, which the Sumy Court of Appeals rejected.

See HRWF reports on conscientious objection in Ukraine HERE

Religious freedom in Ukraine under Moscow'’s rule and
Kyiv’s rule
This paper was presented at the webinar organized by the Freedom of Religion
or Belief Roundtable Brussels — EU on 11 December 2024

By Dr Liudmyla Fylypovych (*) for Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (09.01.2025) - Traditionally, since 1991, Ukraine has been among the countries
where there were no global and systematic problems in the field of religious freedom. It
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did not fall into the lists of violators of freedom of conscience. However, the war,
especially its acute stage, which began on 02/24/2022, significantly affected the state of
religious freedom, giving rise to a number of challenges in this area.

So what is happening with religious freedom in Ukraine? Is religious freedom decreasing
in Ukraine? YES, religious freedom in Ukraine is decreasing. The field of its action directly
depends on the disposition of the Russian and Ukrainian armies at the front. As soon as
the Russians seize new settlements, the territory of freedom, including religious freedom,
decreases.

The general position of Ukraine as a state regarding religious freedom, as well as
freedom of conscience, has not changed since 1991. This is stated in the Constitution
(1996) and the basic Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations (1991).
The implementation of these legislative acts, as well as international documents, in
particular the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), has established religious
pluralism in the country, and has actually created conditions for freedom of religion for
both individuals and communities.

Over 30,000 religious organizations are registered in Ukraine

Thanks to Ukraine’s promotion and guarantee of freedom of conscience, more than
30,000 religious organizations are registered and operating now. Ukrainian statistics
record the presence of religious communities in Ukraine of about 100 directions -
Christians, Orthodox, Catholics and Protestants, but there are also Jews, Muslims,
Buddhists and modern religions.

The majority are Orthodox Christians (about 70% by self-identification), who belong to
two Orthodox churches - the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) and the Orthodox Church
of Ukraine (OCU). These two Orthodox churches are the result of the evolution of the
Ukrainian Exarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church, which emerged in the early 1990s
as a response to the need of a part of the faithful to maintain their unity with the Moscow
Patriarchate or to become independent from Moscow and create their own autocephalous
Orthodox Church.

After the long perturbations experienced by these two Orthodox churches, Ukrainian
Orthodoxy found itself divided between the Moscow (UOC) and Ecumenical (OCU)
Patriarchates.

As of January 1, 2024, 8,295 communities of the OCU and 10,919 communities of the
UOC-MP were registered in Ukraine. Ukrainian legislation does not provide for official
registration of believers, so statistics do not calculate their number. However, based on
sociological surveys, we see a trend of a decrease in the number of UOC believers to 4%
and an increase in the number of OCU believers to 54% (2022).

Religious life in Ukraine has undergone significant changes during wartime. The
conditions under which believers, including Orthodox Christians, can practice their
religion are fundamentally different in the territories controlled by the Ukrainian
government and in the territories temporarily occupied by Russia.

Religious life in the temporarily occupied territories
Religious life in the temporarily occupied territories that formally belong to Ukraine -

Crimea, Donetsk Luhansk, part of Zaporizhzhia and Kherson regions - can be
characterized along several dimensions: legal, ideological and practical.
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1) Under Russian occupation, the rules, principles, and guarantees provided
for by Ukraine’s Constitution and its Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious
Organizations do not apply. Religious life is organized according to the laws of the
Russian Federation or the so-called People's Republics, with all its usual restrictions,
confessional priorities, and subordination to secular authorities. In these territories,
religious communities that Russia does not like are banned or have their rights restricted,
examples being Jehovah's Withesses, the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, the Ukrainian
Greek Catholic Church, Mormons, Scientologists, some Protestant churches and Muslim
movements. Communities are fined; their places of worship are nationalized; religious
literature is confiscated and burned; and believers are persecuted, arrested, tried, and
sent to prison or penal colonies. People can be sentenced to more than 10 years for their
faith.

2) Residents of the occupied territories are under strong ideological pressure.
Due to the ban on alternative sources of information, the "values" of the Russian world
are imposed on people through state media, attempting to persuade them that Russia
has been called to save Ukraine, all of Europe, and the whole world from sinfulness, from
Nazis, and from fascists. At the same time, Russia dresses in the toga of a fighter for
human rights, and for freedoms, only understanding these rights and freedoms in its own
specific way - the “Russian way”.

3) Russia does not simply misinform about the state of freedom, but it
actually strangles this freedom.

Kidnappings, torture and extra-judicial executions of priests and believers of
various churches have accompanied Russian aggression against Ukraine since 2014.
Believers are forced to pray privately or meet secretly. Religious freedom has been
destroyed. Since February 24, 2022, Russia's attacks on freedom of religion in Ukraine
have become increasingly brutal.

The occupation authorities are trying to take control of all religious activity, force
religious communities to submit to Russian religious centers, persuade pro-Ukrainian
religious figures to cooperate, resorting to threats and torture. For example when the 59-
year-old Stepan Podolchak, the priest from the Orthodox Church of Ukraine in the
village of Kalanchak in the Kherson region, refused to convert to the Russian Orthodox
Church, the Russian invaders recently tortured him to death.

On June 28, 2024, after 2 years of captivity, two priests, Ivan Levytskyi and
Bohdan Geleta, were released - after having been imprisoned because of their affiliation
with the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church.

Russia is silent about all these very real violations in the sphere of freedom of
conscience. Moreover, it actively promotes other narratives - about the persecution of
Orthodox Christians, about the ban of Orthodoxy in Ukraine, in particular the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church (UOC).

The situation in the territories controlled by Ukraine

The most acute topic in the field of freedom of religion is the issue of the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church (UOC). Responding to the security challenges associated with the
presence of pro-Russian religious organizations in Ukraine, in early 2023 the Cabinet of
Ministers introduced draft law No. 8371, which aims to limit the activities of hostile
church administrative centers in Ukraine.

This draft law was immediately called by UOC the Law on the Prohibition of the UOC,
although the text never mentions either the UOC or any other religious organization. The
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UOC organized powerful opposition to the adoption of the law in both the legal and
information spheres. Aggressive criticism of the draft law took various forms: lawsuits in
the courts, letters to the UN, appeals to church leaders, to interreligious organizations,
where it was claimed that the UOC is a martyred church persecuted for its faith in
Ukraine. The famous American lawyer Robert Amsterdam was invited to prove the
illegality of the law. The “"UOC case” has grown from an internal Ukrainian case into a
global one, as it has entered the international arena.

Taking full responsibility for possible threats to freedom of religion in Ukraine and
agreeing with some of the reservations of foreign experts, Ukrainian scientists and
officials respond in a reasoned and measured manner to some of the overly alarming
sentiments of foreign colleagues. They explain that the state initiates criminal cases not
against the church or priests, bishops or monks, but against a citizen of Ukraine for
illegal, and in this case anti-state actions (treason, incitement of interreligious hostility,
causing harm to human life and health, etc.). The state is not concerned with the
citizen’s faith; it is interested in anti-social actions that are provoked by a certain
religious system of values.

Is everything perfect with freedom of religion in the territory of Ukraine controlled by the
Ukrainian authorities? No, there are problems, but the fundamental rights of believers
and religious communities are ensured, religious freedoms are guaranteed. The existence
in Ukraine of religious organizations that threaten state security, while maintaining ties
with their administrative centers located on the territory of the aggressor country,
required a response from the state.

Special Law 8371, which limited the activities of such religious institutions, was written in
early 2023, but only in the summer of 2024 was it adopted as the Law of Ukraine “On the
Protection of the Constitutional Order in the Sphere of Activities of Religious
Organizations” No. 3894-IX. The Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine voted for this law on August
20, 2024 by 265 people's deputies (229 votes out of 400 are enough to pass laws). The
Law was signed by the President of Ukraine and entered into force on September 23,
2024.

Currently, no changes have occurred in the religious life of Ukraine in the territory
controlled by Ukraine, since it was not the UOC that was banned, but the Russian
Orthodox Church as a foreign structure, the center of which is Moscow. The key word in

"

the Law is not “"ban” or “persecution”, but “investigation”.

The state, represented by the State Service for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of Conscience,
will investigate the connection of religious organizations of Ukraine with the aggressor
country. Moreover, this applies not only to the Orthodox. If sufficient evidence is
received, the fate of this organization will be decided by the court and only the court.

We take into account the generally expected concern of the world community regarding
the state of freedom of conscience in Ukraine, but we insist that experts do not always
see the full picture. Their assessments of the state of religious freedom in Ukraine are
still out of context.

Without being in the war itself, without feeling anti-Russian sentiments within society,
experts feed only on information from secondary sources, someone's subjective
observations. It is necessary to see the entire set of circumstances that determine
certain actions of the state, church or society. The principle of legal normativity, which
proceeds from the absolute priority of individual human rights, even of a criminal who
threatens an entire community of such subjects of legal relations, does not work under
certain real conditions - you cannot obey the law when the barrel of an automatic rifle is

pointed at your head.
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The situation with freedom of religion in Ukraine concerns not only Ukraine. Russia's
military aggression against Ukrainian religious freedom endangers any country when a
totalitarian aggressor, in our case Russia, invades sovereign territory. Where Putin is,
there religious freedom ends. The Ukrainian state is not interested in aggravating state-
church relations but cannot allow the presence on its territory of agents of the “Russian
world” - those who fight against an independent and sovereign state, especially in
wartime. Ukraine has always been and is now, even during war, a supporter of freedoms
and human rights. It is currently defending them in an open struggle against the Russian
invader.
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