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EU or other countries (such as Georgia or 
Turkey). Technically Ukrainian nationals are 
allowed to leave Russia with any document 
confirming their identity and citizenship, but 
there are often artificial obstacles and delays, 
and those without identity documents, or 
with Russian citizenship, may not be allowed 
to leave. Some Ukrainians remain in Russia 
because of family networks, their knowledge 
of the language, their health situation, a desire 
to stay close to their home region and even-
tually return, the lack of finances for further 
travel, and general exhaustion from being on 
the move.  

Numerous challenges remain for 
Ukrainians living in a country that caused 
their displacement. They must navigate State 
bureaucracies that primarily aim to natural-
ise them rather than provide comprehensive 
support for local integration or enable their 
eventual return home. It is not yet clear how 
the Ukrainian State will regulate the possible 
return and reintegration of its (de facto dual) 
citizens. 

Considering the harsh authoritarian 
regime inside Russia, its withdrawal from the 
European Convention on Human Rights and 
the International Criminal Court investigation 
of the war crimes against Ukrainian civilians, 
including deportations, the international 

community cannot rely on existing interna-
tional instruments and practices to promote 
a rights-based approach to the displaced 
Ukrainians in Russia during the war. It can 
only keep the borders with Russia open for 
those who can leave its territory, providing 
access to protection, or facilitating a return to 
Ukraine. 
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The protection needs identified by displaced 
Ukrainian children and adolescents 
Lauren Murray, Jasper Linke and Raluca Stoican1

Research with displaced Ukrainian children and adolescents demonstrates that 
humanitarian actors need to provide opportunities for them to express their concerns, 
feelings and opinions.

The eagerness of displaced children and ado-
lescents to express their concerns and discuss 
solutions with researchers illustrates the value 
of direct consultations as a method of assess-
ing their needs. The humanitarian community 
has an obligation to listen to these voices and 
to integrate children’s consultations more 
actively in their programme planning and 
design, in line with the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, and as outlined in the Core 
Humanitarian Standard. 

In partnership with Save the Children 
(SC), IMPACT conducted consultations with 
Ukrainian refugee children, adolescents and 
their caregivers in Poland and Romania, and 
conducted a phone survey with caregivers, 
between December 2022 and January 2023.2 

Age-appropriate and sex-and-age-separated 
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consultations were conducted in schools and 
counselling hubs in each country.3 

Safety and well-being concerns
“I miss my dad and my friends very much. 

That worries me the most.” (Boy, 12-14, 
Romania)

Our research demonstrated that respondents 
generally feel safe in their new environment. 
However, all children, adolescents and car-
egivers voiced a range of concerns about their 
safety and well-being related to the uncer-
tainty of their situation and the ever-evolving 
context in Ukraine. They were especially 
worried about the future and missed their 
family, friends and pets. Even younger chil-
dren were well informed about the situation 
in Ukraine, and reported hearing family 
members talk about the conflict and described 
videos they had watched. Children appear to 
be exposed to the situation in Ukraine on an 
ongoing basis. For some this is compounded 
by recalling traumatic events such as their 
houses being attacked and destroyed; others 
mentioned that loud noises scare them. 

“There were situations when Poles called 
Ukrainians names, even me.” (Girl, 15-17, 
Poland)

Children, especially adolescents, explained 
that they not only miss their friends from 
Ukraine but also experience loneliness and 

discrimination. In Poland, children of all ages 
reported not having many friends, while in 
Romania this was especially prevalent among 
adolescents. Some participants also described 
rude behaviour by local children and adults. 

In Romania, most discrimination seems to 
take place outside school – in playgrounds, in 
the street and on public transport – perpetrated 
primarily by local children; boys also reported 
experiencing physical violence. In Poland, 
participants reported verbal harassment and 
abuse both inside and outside schools, perpe-
trated by both adults (including teachers) and 
children. Children in Poland were concerned 
about unwelcoming host communities and 
verbal discrimination, such as xenophobic or 
upsetting comments about the war. In addi-
tion, participants in both countries said one of 
their biggest challenges was not knowing the 
local language, making it difficult to get help, 
travel around, and run errands by themselves. 

While respondents mostly indicated 
that they feel physically safe, they still face 
significant barriers to feeling accepted and 
comfortable in their new environment. With 
no immediate end to the war in sight, it is 
critical that humanitarian actors promote 
social cohesion through the design and target-
ing of their programming. This could include 
joint activities, cross-cultural learning, and 
language courses for children. 

Yana, 9 (name changed). The Ukrainian school, Warsaw. Credit: Paul Wu / DEC



FM
R

 7
2

35Ukraine: Insights and implications

Protective factors
“My opinion has more value now. My 

parents ask my advice. It wasn’t like that in 
Ukraine.” (Boy, 15-17, Romania)

Respondents overwhelmingly indicated 
that their family served as their primary 
source of protection, reporting that they 
discussed concerns with their parents. Most 
adolescents indicated that they are familiar 
with the challenges facing the family and they 
feel listened to and involved in decision-mak-
ing. However, there were signs of gendered 
differences in the perception of autonomy. 
In Poland, adolescent boys tended to say that 
they were not sufficiently involved in house-
hold decisions, while adolescent girls often 
felt that their gender had a negative impact 
on their participation in family decisions and 
autonomy. 

Friends were reported as the second major 
trusted source of help and comfort. The 
respondents were able to build and maintain 
new friendships with other Ukrainian chil-
dren and rely on them for emotional support. 
While some respondents described experienc-
ing discrimination, some mentioned the host 
community as an important protective factor, 
reporting that they feel welcomed and sup-
ported by locals. 

Finally, children in both countries stressed 
the importance of spending time outdoors. 
This shows the potential of joint outdoor 
extra-curricular activities for Ukrainian and 
host community children both to promote 
increased well-being and to facilitate more 
sustained social connections that do not 
require a shared language. 

Services need to target not only the child but 
the surrounding layers of support – namely 
the primary caregivers and individuals and 
organisations which are in daily contact 
with children.4 Additionally, while provi-
sion of basic needs remains a priority in any 
response, it is critical to ensure that children 
can build social connections and engage in 
psychosocial and recreational activities. 

Pressing needs and access to services 
Respondents in both countries highlighted 
the need for more extra-curricular and peer 
activities. The main barriers to engaging in 

such activities are a lack of financial means 
and a lack of availability. In Poland, children 
wanted more opportunities for sports other 
than football. Children and adolescents also 
wanted longer and better-scheduled leisure 
time. In Romania, children who attend both 
Ukrainian online and in-person schooling 
generally complained about not having suffi-
cient free time. Children in Poland who attend 
the second school shift mentioned they cannot 
benefit from their free time in the morning as 
most extra-curricular activities are scheduled 
for the afternoon or evening.

“I want to see a psychologist but I’m afraid 
to tell my mum.” (Girl, 12-14, Romania)

Some children in both countries expressed 
that they required increased access to mental 
health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) 
services. Some of the adolescents explained 
that they did not know how to reach out to 
a mental health professional, and some said 
their parents disapproved of them accessing 
this service. In contrast, caregivers had much 
less of a focus on children’s MHPSS needs 
when asked about key concerns. This poten-
tially points to a difference in perception 
between refugee children and their caregivers 
regarding the urgency of psychosocial needs 
and their access to MHPSS services. 

“We are short of money. Prices went up 
drastically.” (Boy, 15-17, Romania)

Respondents in both countries stressed the 
need for additional financial resources for 
their families; this would help in accessing 
services – especially health care (including 
dental care) and extra-curricular activities. 
Children in Poland explained that high costs, 
poor quality of services and long waiting 
times hinder their access to health-care ser-
vices, and households sometimes even return 
to Ukraine for treatment. It is critical that chil-
dren and adolescents’ perspectives are sought 
independently from their caregivers to ensure 
services can be tailored to their needs. In not 
addressing these, we run the risk of children 
facing ongoing and compounding stress as 
well as families being forced to resort to nega-
tive coping mechanisms such as travelling 
back to an area of conflict to access services. 
It is essential that financial assistance takes 
these various barriers into account. 
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Children’s and adolescents’ 
recommendations 
Financial aid was the most common solution 
that children proposed for better access to 
services. In Poland, respondents reported 
needing funds to access health care. In 
Romania respondents priorities varied, they 
reported needing more money to access extra-
curricular activities, to enable their household 
to purchase better quality or more food, or 
for specific needs such as internet and phone 
expenses. Some adolescents in Romania men-
tioned they were searching for part-time work 
to contribute to their household’s income. 
Children also stressed the need for financial 
aid for more vulnerable groups, such as the 
elderly, households with many children, 
people with disabilities or recently arrived 
refugees.

In regard to extra-curricular activities, 
participants suggested that new premises or 
courses could be established for activities that 
are not available where they are currently 
living. A few children specified that they 
would like Ukrainian-speaking facilitators. 
Children and adolescents in both countries 
mentioned their desire for language classes 
to learn their host community’s language and 
English. They often explained that such classes 
would be important for their caregivers as 
well, to help gain access to employment. 

The issues flagged by children and adoles-
cents could be the result of a lack of available 
activities, or a lack of information about what 
is available. Across the response, inter-agency 
service mappings are underway to ensure 
activities, locations and requirements are 
accessible for refugees, but wider dissemina-
tion of this information may be needed. The 
findings, however, suggest that services are 
strained. Additional services may be required, 
specifically with language capacities to accom-
modate the growing population. 

Conclusion
The Ukraine response has suffered from a lack 
of visibility of the voices of children through-
out their journey. The study found that while 
most children and adolescents generally feel 
safe in their host country, they are often deeply 
affected by the uncertainty of their situation 

and struggling with separation, loneliness, 
and discrimination. Those consulted reported 
a lack of psychosocial support and limited 
access to leisure activities, especially sports. 
They struggle to exercise their right to “rest 
and leisure, to engage in play and recreational 
activities appropriate to the age of the child”5 
during their displacement. 

Key recommendations for humanitarian, 
government and civil society actors supporting 
Ukrainian children and adolescents include:

	 Provide age-appropriate opportunities 
for children and adolescents to share their 
experiences with those seeking to support 
them. 

	 Provide opportunities for extra-curricular 
activities.

	 Strengthen and expand MHPSS services 
with a focus on dealing with worries 
about the situation in Ukraine and general 
uncertainty in children’s lives.

	 Reduce financial and time barriers to 
children’s and adolescents’ access to health 
care and extra-curricular activities.

	 Provide better access to language courses 
and opportunities to socialise with their 
peers in the host community.

	 Provide age- and gender-appropriate 
information on existing activities and 
services and ensure it is disseminated in a 
child-friendly manner.
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The forgotten victims of war: Ukraine’s stateless
Aleksejs Ivashuk, Sofiia Kordonets and Jyothi Kanics

War has exacerbated the severe difficulties faced by stateless people in Ukraine. Barriers to 
accessing humanitarian aid, safe passage and protection need to be addressed.

Due to the challenges that stateless people face 
with their lack of or limited documentation, 
many of those living in war-torn Ukraine have 
been unable to flee; they also face obstacles in 
seeking international protection and are often 
unable to receive humanitarian aid.¹ Despite 
the gravity of the situation, however, the issue 
is not receiving sufficient attention.

Statelessness has a grave impact on millions 
of people worldwide, depriving them of funda-
mental rights such as identity, education, child 
protection, development, health care, employ-
ment, property, freedom of movement and 
freedom from arbitrary detention.² As is often 
the case around the world, it is difficult to accu-
rately assess the numbers of stateless people in 
Ukraine; this is due to the nature of stateless-
ness, the difficulty of locating stateless people, 
and muddled documentation mechanisms. 
The last census in Ukraine, in 2001, recorded 
82,550 stateless people while UNHCR in 2021 
estimated there to be “at least 35,000 stateless 
and people with ‘undetermined nationality’”.³ 
These estimates fail to account for some 
groups, such as children born after 2014 in the 
territories of Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk, 
and a significant proportion of the Roma popu-
lation.⁴ The issue is compounded by the fact 
that many stateless people may not want to be 
identified because they fear the consequences 
of residing in Ukraine without papers or with 
non-standard forms of identification.⁵

The historical demographics of stateless 
people in Ukraine are diverse, and include 
those who were not able to prove their registra-
tion in Ukraine after the demise of the Soviet 
Union, those who were caught in complex 

bureaucratic processes, formerly deported 
people such as the Crimean Tartars, and the 
Roma. Although systemic issues of discrimina-
tion are present, statelessness in Ukraine has 
more to do with regulatory and administrative 
gaps, which emerged due to the geopolitical 
and territorial upheaval following the dissolu-
tion of the former Soviet Union. 

The different successor States of the former 
Soviet Union passed migration and nationality 
laws at different times, and also began to issue 
passports at different times, exacerbating the 
risk of statelessness. Some Ukrainians effec-
tively became stateless when they returned to 
their homeland after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union to discover that they were considered as 
foreigners in the newly independent Ukraine.6 

It was also not uncommon for people to hold 
passports of the defunct Soviet Union without 
being able to acquire a passport of any newly 
formed State.7 

The current situation in Ukraine
Efforts to enable the voices of stateless people 
in Ukraine to be heard are not new8 and may 
indeed have had a positive impact on domestic 
policy, which now recognises that stateless 
people exist and may have rights. At the same 
time, there are still barriers to exercising these 
rights, notwithstanding the legal and policy 
changes. Whether or not a stateless person may 
access their rights depends heavily on such 
factors as documentation, proof of residence, 
ethnicity, and the competence of authorities 
dealing with their application. In addition 
to inconsistent practices, discrimination is 
also a problem. There are reports of stateless 
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