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SUMMARY

Russia's fullscale invasion of Ukraine has produced a large and still insufficiently visible civilian 
detention crisis. International monitors and Ukrainian civil society organisations have documented 
the arbitrary detention of Ukrainian civilians in occupied territories, their transfer to detention 
facilities in occupied Ukraine and the Russian Federation, and their prolonged isolation from 
families, lawyers and independent monitors.

The core problem is not only the number of detainees, but Russia's deliberate use of incommunicado 
detention, enforced disappearance, torture, sexual violence, unlawful transfers and coercive 
prosecutions to intimidate and control the occupied population. Civilian detainees are also used as 
political leverage, while release routes remain ad hoc and are often absorbed into prisonerexchange 
logic designed for combatants rather than unlawfully detained civilians.

The situation with civilian detainees should be treated as a distinct protection and humanitarian 
issue within the EU's broader Ukraine policy. The practical objective is to ensure that civilians are 
found, accessed, released, returned and supported, while preserving evidence for accountability 
and increasing political costs for those responsible.

Scope of this brief
This brief uses “civilian detainees” to refer to Ukrainian civilians deprived of liberty by Russian forces, 
Russian occupation authorities or Russian state institutions in connection with the armed conflict 
and occupation. It includes civilians held without charge, civilians prosecuted under Russian or 
occupationadministered law, individuals transferred to the Russian Federation, and persons whose 
detention is strongly indicated but not officially acknowledged. It does not cover prisoners of war, 
except where former Ukrainian servicemen or veterans were civilians at the time of detention.

I. WHAT IS HAPPENING

Russian occupying forces have used socalled “filtration” processes immediately after seizing 
territory and at checkpoints, border crossings and detention sites. These processes typically involve 
questioning about political views and family ties, searches of bodies and phones, reviews of social 
media accounts, biometric data collection and other screening measures. The stated security 
rationale masks a broader objective: to identify and persecute civilians perceived as loyal to Ukraine 
or resistant to occupation.

Reported victims include local officials, journalists, community leaders, activists, teachers, 
humanitarian workers, volunteers, religious leaders, veterans or former servicemen, relatives of 
Ukrainian soldiers and ordinary civilians accused of proUkrainian sympathies. IPHR and partnershave 



documented cases in which civilians were detained for apparently innocuous conduct or 
characteristics, including possessing a Ukrainian flag, having a perceived proUkrainian profile, 
being associated with Ukrainian institutions, or simply being in the wrong place at the wrong 
time.

Detainees are frequently seized without formal warrants, held without prompt notification of 
charges, denied access to lawyers and prevented from challenging the lawfulness of detention. 
Some are later released without paperwork; others are prosecuted on charges such as terrorism, 
extremism, espionage, sabotage or treason, often on the basis of statements reportedly obtained 
through coercion or torture.

Incommunicado detention and enforced disappearance are recurring features of the detention 
campaign. Families are often denied official confirmation of detention, location, legal status or health 
condition. Detainees may be moved between facilities in occupied territories, occupied Crimea and 
the Russian Federation without notice. These transfers sharply reduce access to families, lawyers, 
Ukrainian authorities and independent monitors, and make tracing and release far more difficult.

Conditions in detention facilities are often overcrowded, unsanitary and medically unsafe. 
Detainees have reported lack of adequate bedding, insufficient food and water, poor ventilation, 
limited or no outdoor exercise, untreated wounds, denial of medication and exposure to infectious 
disease. Returnees frequently present with severe weight loss, fractures, dental damage, infections, 
neurological problems, chronic pain, loss of vision or hearing, and untreated psychological trauma.

Torture and illtreatment appear consistent across multiple facilities and regions. Common methods 
include severe beatings, electric shocks, mock executions, death threats, stress positions, forced 
nudity, humiliation, sleep deprivation, isolation, forced propaganda statements and rape or 
threats of rape, mutilation or castration. Sexual violence against male detainees is a major and 
underrecognised component of this pattern. Deaths in custody are also a serious concern, with UN 
reporting linking civilian deaths to torture, illtreatment, poor conditions and denial of medical care.

The full scale remains deliberately obscured. OHCHR has identified a verified minimum of around 
1,800 ongoing civilian detentions, while broader Ukrainian official and civil society estimates refer 
to approximately 10,00020,000 civilians detained, depending on definitions and whether current 
and former detention are separated. Ukrainian prosecutorial data has identified more than 15,000 
civilians detained or formerly detained since February 2022, while the wider missingpersons 
register includes more than 90,000 people, covering civilians, military personnel, unidentified dead 
and persons whose fate remains unknown. These figures should be read as indicators of scale and 
data gaps rather than definitive counts.

II. WHY EU AND MEMBER STATE ACTION MATTERS

Protection and humanitarian urgency
Civilian detainees face acute risks of torture, sexual violence, death in custody, enforced 
disappearance, coerced prosecution and permanent loss of contact with families. Every month of 



inaction increases the likelihood that detainees will be moved, reclassified, tried, hidden or lost 
within the Russian penitentiary system. Families also face prolonged uncertainty, financial strain 

Legal and accountability implications
Russia, as an occupying power and detaining authority, bears direct obligations under international 
humanitarian law and international human rights law. Arbitrary detention, torture and inhuman 
treatment, unlawful transfer, enforced disappearance, denial of fair trial guarantees and inhuman 
detention conditions violate core legal norms. Such conduct may amount to war crimes and, where 
committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack against a civilian population, crimes against 
humanity. In many cases, the underlying conduct also corresponds to grave breaches of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention, including unlawful confinement, torture or inhuman treatment, wilfully causing 
great suffering, and unlawful deportation or transfer of protected persons.

EU strategic interest
The EU has a direct strategic interest in ensuring that enforced disappearance, torture and 
hostagestyle detention do not become normalised instruments of occupation. Civilian detainees 
should therefore be integrated into the EU and Member States’ diplomatic engagement, sanctions 
policy, accountability support, rehabilitation assistance and any future negotiations or humanitarian 
arrangements concerning Ukraine.

III. WHAT THE EU AND MEMBER STATES SHOULD DO

IPHR proposes five operational and actionable interventions for the European Institutions, and EU 
Member States including:

1. Keep civilian detainees as a distinct diplomatic and humanitarian priority
The EU and Member States should consistently raise the issue of civilian detainees in bilateral 
contacts, multilateral forums, and diplomatic engagement with third states that may have leverage 
over Russia. The core asks should be clear and repeated: Russia should provide complete lists 
of detained civilians, disclose their locations and legal status, provide information on transfers, 
prosecutions, and deceased detainees, allow family communication, and grant full, independent 
access to places of detention, including repeat visits and confidential interviews.

2. Promote release and return outside combatantexchange logic
Civilian detainees should not be treated as exchangeable combatants. Where civilian releases occur 
in parallel with military exchanges, EU messaging should remain clear: civilians unlawfully detained 
by Russia should be released because their detention is unlawful. The EU and Member States 
should encourage humanitarian release pathways that prioritise vulnerable cases, including the 
seriously wounded or chronically ill, elderly persons, women, journalists, human rights defenders, 
longterm detainees and those held incommunicado.

3. Support tracing, family assistance and secure data reconciliation
The immediate operational gap is the absence of a consolidated, secure and consentbased way to 
reconcile information held by Ukrainian authorities, families, civil society organisations, prosecutors 
and international actors. The EU and Member States should support Ukrainianled tracing and 
casemanagement capacity, while avoiding creation of a new burdensome process. Priority should 
be given to safe family intake, protection of sensitive personal data, verification oflast known location 
and detention status, and practical referral pathways for urgent legal, medical, psychosocial or 



protection needs

4. Fund postrelease rehabilitation and legal aid
Returnees require immediate medical screening, treatment of torturerelated injuries, dental care, 
rehabilitation for neurological and sensory damage, sexual and reproductive health services, 
psychological first aid, longterm trauma therapy and peer support. Families of those still missing or 
detained also need legal advice, casemanagement support, psychosocial assistance and practical 
help navigating institutions. Assistance should not be conditional on testimony, media engagement 
or participation in advocacy; any testimony, documentation or public advocacy should be voluntary, 
informed, traumasensitive and survivorled.

5. Preserve accountability and increase deterrence
The EU and Member States should continue supporting Ukrainian investigators, the International 
Criminal Court, reparations mechanisms and civil society documentation. Support should include 
secure evidence management, opensource analysis, witness protection, perpetratorlinkage work 
and cooperation with national authorities pursuing universal or extraterritorial jurisdiction where 
conditions are met. Targeted sanctions should continue to be applied against officials, commanders, 
investigators, judges, prosecutors, prison officials and institutions directly involved in unlawful 
detention, torture, transfers and sham prosecutions.

IV. IMPLEMENTATION APPROACH

EU support should be guided by five principles: informed consent and do no harm; familyinclusive 
care; separation between humanitarian tracing and accountability documentation, where 
confidentiality requires it; Ukrainian ownership with strong civil society partnership; and flexible 
funding for urgent legal, medical, tracing, and protection needs that do not fit standard project 
cycles.

CONCLUSION

Russia's detention of Ukrainian civilians is a protection crisis, an accountability challenge and a 
strategic test of the international legal order. The EU and Member States can make a practical 
difference by treating civilian detainees as a distinct civilian protection file, sustaining diplomatic 
pressure for access and release, supporting tracing and families, funding survivorcentered 
rehabilitation and preserving accountability pathways. The immediate objective should be simple: 
ensure that Ukrainian civilians detained by Russia are found, protected, returned and supported, 
while those responsible face legal and political consequences.


