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The Human Rights Centre ZMINA's 2025 annual report documents another year in which
Ukrainian civil society operated under simultaneous exter nal and internal attack. The
170-pagereport coversanti-corruption activists, jour nalists, environmental defenders,
LGBTIQ+ organisations, and the independent student movement, combining a case database,
legidative analysis, and a sociological survey of 156 activists. [1]

Over 60% of the 178 documented cases originate in Russian aggression — killings, injuries,
targeted strikes on civil society infrastructure. The remainder are the work of the Ukrainian state
and the far right: surveillance, strategic lawsuits, smear campaigns, physical attacks, and the
weaponisation of military conscription against individual activists. ZMINA's conclusions are
uncomfortable for those who wish to frame Ukraine's democratic health as a simple function of
Russian aggression alone. They are also incomplete: the report's liberal framing excludes trade
unions and labour activists entirely, and its treatment of systemic conscription abuses amounts to a
footnote.

Thisreview draws on ZMINA's findings while situating them within the broader picture
documented by Ukraine's democratic socialist |eft — the movements fighting since 2022 on two
fronts ssmultaneously: against Russian recolonisation and against the neoliberal state and far-right
at home.

Contract killings organised by Russian intelligence claimed Demian Ganul in Odesa in March — a civic activist,
former Right Sector security wing leader in Odesa (2014-2016), and subsequently a campaigner against corruption
and illegal development, who had been convicted in absentia by a Moscow court in 2024. A fourth assassination
attempt against Serhii Sternenko, volunteer and drone fundraiser and former head of Right Sector's Odesa branch
(2014-2017), followed in May in Kyiv. ZMINA is candid about both men's far-right political histories; less so about
Andrii Parubii, former Verkhovna Rada Speaker, who was shot dead in Lviv in August — described by ZMINA only by
his institutional role, without noting his co-founding of the Social-National Party of Ukraine (later Svoboda). French
photojournalist Antoni Lallican was killed and Ukrainian photographer Heorhii Ivanchenko lost a leg to a targeted FPV
drone strike near Komyshuvakha in Donetsk region in October; both were wearing press markings and had been
warned about drone activity in the area.

Volunteer centres, animal shelters, humanitarian warehouses, LGBTIQ+ offices, and the PEN Ukraine book
warehouse were all struck. Across the year, 22 volunteers and activists were killed and 8 injured by Russian action; 4
media workers were killed and at least 9 injured.

The report also covers 66 documented cases of abuse by Ukrainian authorities and far-right activists. The dominant
forms of pressure were intimidation and threats (14 cases), legally framed persecution including strategic lawsuits
against public participation (SLAPPSs) (11 cases), privacy violations through surveillance (10 cases), and smear
campaigns conducted through anonymous Telegram channels (9 cases). ZMINA confirmed eight physical attacks on
civic activists. The group's survey of 156 activists found that nearly three quarters had encountered obstacles in their
work and one in five experienced pressure regularly.

The NABU crisis and the cardboard protests
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The central domestic human rights issue ZMINA highlighted in 2025 was the assault on Ukraine's anti-corruption
architecture. On 21 July, Security Service of Ukraine (SSU) officers conducted over 80 simultaneous searches at the
homes of National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine (NABU) detectives, their relatives, and former colleagues —
searches that NABU publicly stated were carried out without court warrants, with physical force, and with coerced
password disclosure. The following day, the Verkhovna Rada adopted draft law No. 12414, which placed NABU and
the Specialised Anti-Corruption Prosecutor's Office (SAPO) under the authority of the Prosecutor General, ending
their institutional independence. The vote was preceded by a ten-minute committee session held online, with key
amendments introduced without comparative tables. [2]

What followed was the first mass protest since the start of the full-scale invasion. Nine thousand people gathered in
Kyiv on 23 July; protests in Lviv, Kharkiv, Dnipro, Odesa, and fourteen other cities continued through to 30 July.
Sotsialnyi Rukh (Social Movement) and Priama Diia (Direct Action) joined the protest in lvan Franko Square,
describing law No. 12414 as not merely a reform but a signal that "those in power want to bring the entire
anti-corruption sector under their control and remove even the last vestiges of accountability." Sotsialnyi Rukh's own
account of the year, published in December, described the movement as having "joined mass protests numbering in
the thousands, reminding people that the oligarchic system is doomed to corruption," adding that "workers' rights are
not a 'secondary issue' but the foundation of national resilience." [3] The slogan they carried at the 30 July protest —
"The minimum wage isn't going up because someone at the top is stealing" — explicitly connected anti-corruption
work to the wartime social contract.

The protests were followed by sustained retaliation. The State Bureau of Investigation (SBI) served a suspicion
notice on Anti-Corruption Action Centre (AntAC) head Vitalii Shabunin for alleged military service evasion, imposed
movement restrictions, and in December circulated intimate photographs taken from his seized phone via a Telegram
channel linked to the original complainant in his case. AntAC's executive director Daria Kaleniuk saw her husband
unlawfully added to the military wanted list despite his legal exemption for caring for a child with a disability. The
Vlasenko parliamentary Temporary Investigative Commission attempted to compel the appearance of DEJURE
Foundation director Mykhailo Zhernakov and subjected former members of the Public Integrity Council — the civil
society body overseeing judicial qualification — to adversarial questioning on the basis of a published opinion piece.

Nevertheless, the protests had some success. The EU, G7, and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) intervened publicly; the European Commissioner for Enlargement warned that NABU and
SAPO independence is a condition of accession. On 31 July, the Verkhovna Rada voted 331 to O to restore the
anti-corruption bodies' autonomy.

Corruption, oligarchy, and the war effort

The left in Ukraine has long argued that suppressing anti-corruption oversight is not merely an abuse of democratic
process but a direct impediment to the war effort. In March 2025 Sotsialnyi Rukh insisted that "the main obstacle to
effectively mobilising resources" for defence is neoliberal policy that "prioritises private property above all else,
encourages profiteering, and allows wealth to be accumulated by private individuals." [4] The organisation's
September 2025 congress declared that, in conditions where market mechanisms had collapsed, supporting sectors
working for the common good — railways, healthcare, education — over private profit was not a political preference
but a precondition of survival. [5]

The state crackdown on its own anti-corruption agencies came when NABU was actively investigating corruption in
Ukrzaliznytsia (Ukrainian Railways) procurement and in the energy sector. The July raids targeted the NABU
investigators of the schemes by which defence resources were being siphoned. According to Sotsialnyi Rukh
member and historian Hanna Perekhoda, "the Ukrainian government, by maintaining its neoliberal logic, not only
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undermines the country’s economic sovereignty, but also jeopardises its social cohesion, a crucial condition for the
survival of a society at war. The government is at a dead end. It is trying to wage total war against an imperialist
power while clinging to the fantasy of a neoliberal economy. Founded on deeply individualistic social imaginaries and
deregulated economies, it is simply not suited to defence needs that require united efforts at all levels of society,”

According to Sotsialnyi Rukh activist Oleksiy Vynohradiv "The elite, the politicians, the big businessmen, can leave
the country if they want to, and start a new business. And the rest of the population only has obligations. There is a
kind of breach of the social contract.” [6]

There is a direct connection between the Ukrainian government's obsession with oligarchic preservation and the
failures in resisting Russian aggression since 2014. Ukraine's oligarchic asset bases remain largely untouched; the
country pays salaries and pensions from Western financial assistance rather than domestic tax revenues; and the
wartime state, in protecting these interests through suppression of oversight, undermines the very solidarity on which
resistance depends. [7]

The NABU episode illustrates in concentrated form what Sotsialnyi Rukh has been arguing throughout the war: a
system that cannot tolerate accountability cannot mobilise its resources efficiently, and the population that bears the
cost of that inefficiency in poverty and casualties is the same population that is asked to fight.

Pressure on trade unions

ZMINA's definition of a civil activist — anyone acting to bring about socially significant change without personal gain
— is in theory broad enough to encompass trade unionists acting in a civic capacity, but like other liberal CSOs,
ZMINA's monitoring practice excludes trade unions and labour activists. This highly political omission matters,
because 2025 saw a campaign against Ukrainian organised labour that is as dangerous as the state interference in
the work of anti-corruption agencies.

On 9 April 2025, Hryhorii Osovyi, the president of Ukraine's biggest labour organisation, Federation of Trade Unions
(FPU), was detained by security forces during a FPU conference. [8] The arrests came as the government,
employers and labour organisations were locked in negotiations over Labour Code reform — a reform that, as Vitaliy
Dudin has documented, has been a vehicle for neoliberal deregulation. [9] On 5 June 2025, the National Agency for
Asset Management (ARMA) entered the House of Trade Unions on Maidan and ordered FPU staff out — a seizure
that the Ukrainian socialist left has condemned while consistently criticising the FPU leadership's accommodating
posture on the Labour Code. Wartime legislation has meanwhile stripped workers of fundamental rights: Law No.
2136, adopted in 2022, prohibited strikes, reduced social guarantees, and cancelled key provisions of collective
agreements. As Oleksandr Skiba documented in May 2025, territorial recruitment centres have compounded this by
allegedly targeting union activists for mobilisation. [10]

On conscription abuses

Another politically motivated gap in the ZMINA report is its silence on conscription system abuses. ZMINA documents
mobilisation being weaponised against individual civil society activists to silence them and others, and flags proposed
legislation that would seal court decisions in conscription-related proceedings from public scrutiny. But the report
does not cover systemic TCR (Territorial Centre of Recruitment and Social Support) abuses. These are numerous
and serious enough to justify a whole chapter in any study of the Ukrainian civil rights picture. The Ombudsman's
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office recorded a 333-fold increase in complaints about TCR conduct over the course of the war — from 18 to 6,127
— a figure ZMINA cites only in a legislative footnote.

The Ukrainian left has consistently named the problems: conscription without fixed service terms, without adequate
rotation, and with the burden falling entirely on working-class men while wealthier Ukrainians purchase medical
exemptions or maintain university registration to avoid the draft. Sotsialnyi Rukh's October 2024 conference
resolution called for "ending the uncertainty regarding the duration of military service, as it is a matter of elementary
fairness" — demanding fixed service terms, salary protections for mobilised workers, and dignified compensation for
the wounded. Its March 2025 ten-point programme linked these demands explicitly to the parallel demand that the
war's economic burden shift from working-class conscripts to oligarchic capital. The state refuses to tax the rich to
fund the war, and relies instead on open-ended conscription of the poor. It uses the security apparatus against those
who document either abuse. ZMINA, like most of the liberal CSOs, is silent. [11]

Progressive organisations and the far right

The ZMINA 2025 report does cover the multiple attacks on Priama Diia (Direct Action), the anarcho-syndicalist
student trade union. In June 2025, activist Maksym Shumakov had his flat searched and his phone, laptop, and
documents seized on grounds of alleged communist symbols on his Facebook page — a charge ZMINA found
unsupported on inspection of his public posts. No suspicion notice had been served and no equipment returned as of
April 2026. In July, a "Free School" summer event in Lviv was disrupted by far-right youth, and the venue
administration subsequently threatened cancellation, citing Priama Diia's described membership of "Marxists,
anarchists and representatives of more exotic movements." In October 2025, a group with Right Sector links
physically attacked a Priama Diia meeting at Ivan Franko National University in Lviv, using Nazi salutes, a gas
canister, and a knife; proceedings were opened as hooliganism rather than obstruction of a civic organisation. SSU
officers visited the educational institution of a female Priama Diia member and questioned staff about her political
views, bank history, and family.

In April 2025, Priama Diia members observed that far-right groups show little interest in social demands —
dormitories, canteens, wages — but reliably appear when progressive 'wedge' issues arise, "on LGBTQIA+, for
example." [12]

Harassment of LGBTIQ+ organisations was constant in 2025. KyivPride's planned charitable event was displaced
from its venue under police pressure, the Sunny Bunny queer cinema festival was attacked by Prava Molod (Right
Youth), KharkivPride's resource centre was vandalised, and events organised by NGO Insight were disrupted in both
Lviv and Zaporizhzhia. In none of the documented cases were hate-motivated charges brought to court;
investigations were systematically reclassified as hooliganism or domestic disputes. ZMINA's survey found that
LGBTIQ+ activists faced the broadest range of threats of any group, with 91% reporting online harassment and
intimidation and 82% citing increased far-right activity. Investigations into hate crimes consistently failed to result in
prosecutions.

USAID cuts and legislative risks

The abrupt cancellation of over 80% of United States Agency for International Development (USAID) programmes at
the start of 2025 struck directly at the civil society sector. ZMINA cites one survey suggesting 75% of affected
organisations are still seeking alternative resources, 25% anticipating staff reductions, and 12% suspending
programmes or closing entirely. Regional legal aid, educational initiatives, and anti-disinformation work were among
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the casualties. The ZMINA report notes that the vacuum may provide space for external actors to exert influence
through alternative funding channels, and that the structural dependency exposed by the USAID collapse points to
the need for diversification towards local philanthropy and long-term institutional support rather than project-based
grants — a position the Ukrainian left, with its emphasis on building domestic solidarity networks, has argued
consistently.

Two laws adopted in 2025 drew significant civil society criticism. A law restricting access to the unified state register
of court decisions removed cadastral numbers and precise property addresses from publicly searchable records —
ostensibly for security but applied to all legal entities, not only defence-related ones, substantially impeding
anti-corruption asset monitoring. Another law, on verified humanitarian organisations, introduced a status threshold
disadvantaging small, local, or newly formed NGOs, with the Cabinet of Ministers granted broad discretion over
criteria for granting and revoking status. Four draft laws remained under consideration, including proposals to
introduce administrative liability for “identifying a lawyer with a client” — vague enough to criminalise investigative
journalism covering court proceedings — and Civil Code amendments that would expand grounds for demanding
retractions and blocking digital content, without anti-SLAPP safeguards.

Two fronts, one movement

The ZMINA report is a record of persecution and of persistence. The "cardboard protests" succeeded: a legislative
reversal was achieved in ten days through street mobilisation and international pressure. Sotsialnyi Rukh, reflecting
at the close of 2025, placed that victory alongside sustained work on workers' rights, veteran support, and internal
displacement — insisting that "due to aggressor pressure and the weakness of corrupt capitalism, the war may
continue for a long time," and that under these conditions labour and social rights are not secondary concerns to be
deferred until after the war, but the foundation of what Ukraine is being defended for. Priama Diia continued
organising across university campuses despite repeated attacks, criminal proceedings, and SSU surveillance.
KyivPride, KharkivPride, NGO Insight, NGO Bilkis, and the broader LGBTIQ+ movement kept organising,
documenting, and filing complaints, even knowing those complaints would not be prosecuted.

ZMINA does not just write reports. The centre's head of the board, Tetiana Pechonchyk, appeared publicly within 48
hours of the Shabunin photo leak to demand criminal proceedings for disclosure of pre-trial investigation data and
violation of the right to privacy. The organisation published a joint statement signed by over 100 Ukrainian civil
society organisations condemning the political use of the justice system.

As the ZMINA report shows, Ukraine's democratic civil infrastructure is under strain. It has not collapsed. Ukrainian
human rights organisations, the democratic socialist left, democratic soldiers' organisations — Veteranka (the
Women Veterans Movement) [13] and the NGO Ukrainian LGBT+ Military and Veterans for Equal Rights [14] —
labour unions, the student movement, LGBTIQ+ activists, and environmental defenders, each face different forms of
the same double pressure — from Russian recolonisation and from the neoliberal state and far-right.

5 June 2026

Source: ESSF
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[14] The NGO "Ukrainian LGBT+ Military and Veterans for Equal Rights" (abbreviated as "Military LGBT+") was established in 2018. It campaigns
for equal rights for LGBTIQ+ service members and veterans, including civil partnership recognition and anti-discrimination protection in the armed
forces. Led since 2025 by Azovstal defender Oleksandr Demenko, with founder Viktor Pylypenko as deputy chair. See:

https://www.lgbtmilitary.org.ua/en/
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