Organized Cruelty:
Russia’s Detention and Torture
Network in Kharkiv Oblast

TRUTH
HOUNDS




How can you understand what's inside me if you
weren’'t there? [...] When you lie on the iron bed
frame and they run 220 volts through it and pour
water on you, and you lose control of your body—
that’s when you'll understand.’

— Man detained in the Balakliia police
station for almost two months
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Executive
Summary

At the height of the 2022 occupation, Russian
forces controlled about one-third of Kharkiv
Oblast, most of which Ukraine retook during a
September counteroffensive. Due to low local sup-
port in Kharkiv Oblast, Russian authorities strug-
gled to establish a stable civilian administration
during the occupation and relied on coercion, in-
timidation, and violence to consolidate control.

Civilians faced shortages of essential resources,
disruption of services, and insecurity character-
ized by widespread repression and arbitrary de-
tention. In this environment, Russian forces es-
tablished a system of illegal sites across occupied
Kharkiv Oblast to torture civilians and suppress
resistance.

This report examines the establishment and oper-
ation of this detention and torture system, draw-
ing on 114 survivor and witness testimonies, doc-
umentary evidence, and open-source investiga-
tions. The evidence reveals recurring patterns
across 29 identified torture sites, including com-
mon structural and organizational features, pro-
filing practices, interrogation methods, and tor-
ture techniques. Transit sites served as initial
screening or holding cells for detainees before
they were sent to larger facilities for further de-
tention and torture.

Based on the available evidence, the report char-
acterizes the documented acts committed by
Russian forces as crimes against humanity in the
form of imprisonment, torture, rape, and other
forms of sexual violence. This characterization
most accurately reflects the scale and scope
of organization behind the violations commit-
ted by Russian forces in the occupied territory
of Kharkiv Oblast.

Ukraine's 2024 amendments to criminal legislation
and the ratification of the Rome Statute (RS) may
create important opportunities for accountability
for Russia’s actions in Kharkiv Oblast in 2022. By
adding crimes against humanity and command
responsibility to domestic law, Ukraine has given
domestic prosecutors stronger tools to address
the organized and large-scale detention-relat-
ed crimes documented in this report. The legal
analysis supports future case-building by help-
ing Ukrainian prosecutors assess potential charg-
es of crimes against humanity. It may also assist
prosecutors in other countries considering univer-
sal jurisdiction cases where domestic law allows.

The first chapter analyzes the Russian occupa-
tion of Kharkiv Oblast, highlighting the conditions
that allowed Russian forces and occupation au-
thorities to establish torture sites to control the
civilian population. It shows how occupation au-
thorities relied on detention, coercion, and vio-
lence to identify perceived opponents, extract
information, suppress resistance, and compel
collaboration.

The second chapter examines how Russian forces
established and operated an organized network
of torture sites across occupied parts of Kharkiv
Oblast between February and September 2022.
The chapter examines the network of sites for
detention and torture that Russian forces estab-
lished, the types of buildings they repurposed,
their use of main and transit sites, and detain-
ees’ transfer between locations. The chapter al-
so identifies key categories of alleged perpetra-
tors operating the network.

The third chapter examines the patterns of vio-
lence that Russian and occupation forces meted




out in the sites. It documents instances of unlaw-
ful arrests, abuses during transfers and interro-
gations, inhumane detention conditions, repeat-
ed physical torture, sexual violence, and psycho-
logical coercion.

The fourth chapter assesses whether the collect-
ed evidence meets the Rome Statute’s require-
ments for crimes against humanity, analyzing
the contextual elements of Article 7 and apply-
ing them to imprisonment, torture, rape, and oth-
er forms of sexual violence. Based on the availa-
ble facts, the chapter finds that the abuses that
Russian forces committed in torture sites across
occupied Kharkiv Oblast followed repeated pat-
terns and operated through organized structures.

The final chapter assesses the main accountabil-
ity pathways relevant to the documented crimes
and identifies the opportunities and limitations.
It examines the potential avenues for holding al-
leged perpetrators accountable through domestic
prosecutions in Ukraine, investigations and pros-
ecutions by foreign authorities exercising univer-
sal or other extraterritorial jurisdiction, and pro-
ceedings before the ICC.

The documented violations demonstrate the need
for accountability at both the individual and com-
mand levels. The findings and analysis underscore
the importance of full accountability to deliver
justice for survivors and affirm the Russian Fed-
eration’s responsibility for grave violations of in-
ternational humanitarian law in Kharkiv Oblast.



To the Office of the Prosecutor
General of Ukraine, Ukrainian
law enforcement agencies, and
other national investigative
authorities:

9

Continue to investigate torture, unlawful
detention, sexual violence, and other de-
tention-related abuses in Kharkiv Oblast
as part of a broader pattern of crimes, in-
cluding possible crimes against humanity;

Continue to consolidate evidence from tor-
ture sites to identify common methods,
victim profiles, responsible units, chains
of command, and links among facilities;

Prioritize cases against those most re-
sponsible, including commanders, senior
officials, facility heads, and others who or-
dered, facilitated, or failed to prevent abus-
es;

Establish or strengthen multidisciplinary
teams with prosecutors, investigators, an-
alysts, forensic experts, and trauma-in-
formed interviewers;

Cooperate with foreign prosecutors by
promptly sharing evidence relevant to uni-
versal jurisdiction and other extraterritori-
al proceedings, while protecting survivors
and witnesses from retraumatization and
security risks;

Seek out and, where possible, provide spe-
cialized training for national and regional
prosecutors and investigators on crimes
against humanity, command responsibili-
ty, sexual violence, and trauma-informed
interviewing.

To the Government of Ukraine:

-> Provide the Office of the Prosecutor General

of Ukraine, law enforcement agencies, and
other competent investigative authorities
with the resources, staffing, training, and
technical capacity needed to investigate
and prosecute detention-related crimes in
occupied Kharkiv Oblast, including as pos-
sible crimes against humanity;

Ensure that survivors of torture, unlawful
detention, sexual violence, and other de-
tention-related abuse have timely access to
medical care, psychological support, reha-
bilitation, legal aid, and social assistance;

Simplify access to official “civilian prison-
er” status by providing clear guidance, free
legal assistance, trauma-informed applica-
tion support, written reasons for refusals,
and meaningful opportunities to correct or
supplement applications;

Facilitate survivor access to the Register of
Damage for Ukraine by ensuring that survi-
vors of torture, unlawful detention, sexual
violence, serious personal injury, and dep-
rivation of liberty receive clear information
about relevant claim categories, documen-
tation requirements, evidence preservation,
and available legal or civil society support;

Consult survivors and survivor-led organ-
izations when designing or reforming sup-
port programs and reparations measures.



To foreign governments and
national criminal justice
authorities able to exercise
universal jurisdiction or other
extraterritorial jurisdiction:

9

Open structural investigations, including
under universal jurisdiction where available,
into torture, unlawful detention, sexual vio-
lence, enforced disappearance where sup-
ported by evidence, and other serious abus-
es committed in occupied Kharkiv Oblast;

Investigate these abuses as possible crimes
against humanity where the evidence sup-
ports the contextual elements, including
their systematic or widespread character;

Prioritize cases against those most respon-
sible, including commanders, senior offi-
cials, facility heads, and others linked to
the operation of torture sites;

Cooperate with Ukrainian authorities to pre-
serve, collect, and share relevant evidence,
including survivor and witness testimony,
medical and forensic documentation, and
open-source material;

Fund documentation, forensic analysis,
withess protection, rehabilitation, legal
aid, psychosocial support, and communi-
ty-based services;

Call on the Russian Federation to release
all unlawfully detained Ukrainian civilians,
including individuals held in torture sites
across Kharkiv Oblast;

Facilitate access to asylum or temporary
protection for survivors or witnesses at risk
of reprisals.

To the European Commission,
the European External Action
Service, and the EU Delegation
to Ukraine:

9

Provide sustained funding to strengthen
Ukraine's capacity to investigate and pros-
ecute crimes against humanity, including
torture, unlawful detention, and sexual vi-
olence;

> Continue to fund practical training for
Ukrainian prosecutors and investigators on
crimes against humanity, command respon-
sibility, linkage evidence, and case-building
against senior perpetrators;

- Support long-term rehabilitation, legal aid,
psychosocial care, and social reintegration
programs for survivors of torture and unlaw-
ful detention, including through Ukrainian
civil society and survivor-led organizations.

To the International Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC):

- Continue to seek prompt, regular, and un-
hindered access to all Ukrainian civilians
detained by Russian authorities, including
in occupied territories and inside the Rus-
sian Federation;

- Continue efforts to register detainees, mon-
itor their treatment and conditions, facili-
tate family contact, and seek information
about the fate and whereabouts of miss-
ing or detained civilians;

- Raise concerns about denial of access, tor-
ture, ill-treatment, and unlawful detention
with the relevant authorities in line with
the ICRC’s mandate and working methods.

To United Nations bodies,
including the UN Secretary-
General, OHCHR, and the
Special Rapporteur on Torture:

UN Secretary-General

- Appoint or mandate a dedicated senior
United Nations focal point on torture and
ill-treatment in Ukraine to coordinate sys-
tem-wide action on prevention, detainee
access, accountability, survivor rehabili-
tation, and redress;

- Press the Russian Federation to disclose the
fate and whereabouts of detained Ukraini-
an civilians and to grant UN and ICRC mon-
itors prompt, regular, and unhindered ac-
cess to all torture sites;



- Ensure that UN reporting on Ukraine con-

tinues to address unlawful detention, tor-
ture, sexual violence, and enforced disap-
pearance where supported by evidence,
and denial of access to detainees.

OHCHR

- Expand monitoring and public reporting on

detention-related abuses in occupied areas
of Kharkiv Oblast, including through remote
documentation where access is denied;

Document detention locations, victim pro-
files, methods of torture, alleged units or
officials involved, and chains of command;

Publicly call for the immediate release of
unlawfully detained civilians and for inde-
pendent access to all places of detention.

UN Special Rapporteur on torture
and other cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment

- Issue a public statement on torture and

other ill-treatment of civilians in Kharkiv re-
gion during Russia’s 2022 occupation and
request a follow-up country visit to Ukraine,
including Kharkiv region, to gather survivor
testimony, assess documentation and re-
habilitation needs, and reinforce calls for
accountability and reparations;

Recommend that the Secretary-General
designate a senior United Nations focal
point on torture and ill-treatment in Ukraine
to coordinate system-wide action on pre-
vention, detainee access, accountability,
survivor rehabilitation, and redress;

Seek information from the Russian Feder-
ation and Ukraine concerning allegations
of torture and ill-treatment of civilians in
Kharkiv Oblast and other occupied areas;

Urge Russia to release unlawfully detained
civilians, disclose detainees’ whereabouts,
and ensure access to legal counsel, med-
ical care, family contact, and independ-
ent monitors.

UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention
and the Working Group on Enforced or
Involuntary Disappearances

> Use available procedures to address arbi-
trary detention and enforced disappear-
ance of Ukrainian civilians in Russian cus-
tody or in occupied territories;

- Seek information on detainees’ wherea-
bouts, legal status, conditions of detention,
transfers, releases, and deaths in custody;

- Call for the release of unlawfully detained
civilians and for effective remedies for sur-
vivors and their families.

UN treaty bodies, including
the Committee against Torture
and the Human Rights Committee

> Use reporting, complaint, inquiry, and fol-
low-up procedures to maintain scrutiny of
torture, arbitrary detention, and related vi-
olations committed in the occupied areas
of Ukraine;

> Support recommendations for survivor-cen-
tered remedies, including rehabilitation,
recognition, compensation, and access
to justice.

To the International Criminal
Court (ICC):

- Prioritize the investigation and prosecu-
tion of detention-related crimes such as
torture, unlawful imprisonment, and sex-
ual violence as part of crimes against hu-
manity investigations in Ukraine.

To Ukrainian and international
NGOs and civil society
organizations:

- Continue documenting torture, unlawful
detention, sexual violence, enforced dis-



appearance, and other detention-related
abuses using trauma-informed and survi-
vor-centered methods;

- Preserve survivor and witness testimony,
forensic documentation, open-source ma-
terial, and other evidence that may sup-
port domestic or international accounta-
bility efforts;

- Support survivors in accessing legal aid,
medical and psychological care, social ser-
vices, and official “civilian prisoner” status;

- Coordinate referrals to reduce duplication
and avoid retraumatization of survivors,
and ensure that undocumented or isolat-
ed survivors can access assistance;

- Support survivor-led organizations and in-
clude former detainees in the design of
advocacy, assistance, and accountabili-
ty initiatives.

To the Russian Federation:

- Immediately end torture, enforced disap-
pearance, unlawful detention, and other
ill-treatment of Ukrainian civilians and re-
lease all Ukrainian civilians unlawfully de-
tained by Russian authorities or affiliated
forces, including those held in occupied ter-
ritories and inside the Russian Federation;

- Disclose the names, whereabouts, and le-
gal status of all Ukrainian civilians in Rus-
sian custody or custody of affiliated forces;

- Ensure that detainees have access to fami-
ly contact, legal counsel, medical care, and
independent monitoring;

- Grant UN and ICRC personnel prompt, reg-
ular, and unhindered access to all places
where Ukrainian civilians are or may be de-
tained.



Methodology

This report examines the findings of TH and PEJ’s
joint investigation into atrocities committed across
occupied parts of Kharkiv Oblast from February
to September 2022, drawing on documentation
of survivor and witness testimony, open-source
investigation, and analysis of existing reports
and datasets. TH and PEJ had separately docu-
mented various aspects of Russia’s occupation
in Kharkiv Oblast previously, so this report builds
on and extends that earlier work.

The evidence base and methodology for this re-
port are described below.

First-Hand Testimonial
Evidence

Since September 2022, PEJ and TH have conduct-
ed a series of field missions to Kharkiv Oblast,
Ukraine, collecting the testimonies of individu-
als who had either withessed or personally en-
dured torture or other detention-related abuses
during the occupation of the region. As a result,
PEJ and TH ultimately directly collected testimo-
nies from 106 individuals whose accounts con-
tained sufficient detail and could be adequately
assessed in accordance with the project’'s meth-
odological standards.

The 106 individuals were survivors and witnhess-
es of torture or other detention-related abuses.
These categories are not mutually exclusive, as
some survivors also reported witnessing acts of
torture or other abuses committed against other
detainees. Seventeen were female and 89 were
male. Truth Hounds also conducted 12 follow-up
interviews with previously interviewed survivors in

order to understand the long-term consequenc-
es of the atrocities they endured and have had
on their health and lives.*

PEJ and TH used a mixed sampling approach,
combining participant referrals with identifying po-
tential interviewees during field missions. Through
referrals, individuals who had already been inter-
viewed, or who were known to the field research-
ers, helped identify others who had survived or
witnessed detention-related abuses. In many lo-
calities, field researchers also identified interview-
ees directly by speaking with residents in areas
where detention and torture had reportedly tak-
en place. We prioritized interviewing respondents
who had not been interviewed by other actors at
the time of documentation.

All interviews took place in Ukrainian or Russian,
following a semi-structured approach and with
the informed consent of participants.

In 10 instances, PEJ and TH relied on informa-
tion, including eight interview protocols provid-
ed by Ukrainian law enforcement agencies, which
arose from PEJ’s broader cooperation with the
Kharkiv Regional Prosecutor’s Office and the Main
Investigation Department of the National Police
in Kharkiv Oblast. In two OSINT requests to PEJ,
state investigators identified facts relevant to on-
going investigations and requested PEJ’s techni-
cal support to collect and analyze open-source
information. PEJ received permission to use this
information from those requests and protocols in
this report. PEJ and TH assessed all such materi-
als alongside evidence collected independently.



Dataset and Investigative
Findings

PEJ and TH collected the information and analyti-
cal data presented in this report primarily through
their own research and investigations.

PEJ and TH consolidated all leads for this report
in a joint, case-specific dataset. The dataset con-
tains testimonies from 106 survivors and witness-
es whom TH and PEJ interviewed directly, the eight
interview protocols, and the two OSINT requests
from Ukrainian law enforcement agencies men-
tioned above. Some direct survivors also provided
information about other people whom they per-
sonally saw detained and tortured, or about whom
they heard from third parties. TH and PEJ did not
base this report on those indirect accounts. How-
ever, those accounts concern more than 250 ad-
ditional survivors.®

To protect survivors, witnesses, and their rela-
tives, this report withholds the names and iden-
tifying details of interviewees. Names that ap-
pear in quotes are pseudonyms used to preserve
confidentiality.

OSINT Analysis and Monitoring

Open-source materials significantly informed the
report and were used, where relevant, to comple-
ment testimonial evidence and corroborate infor-
mation from multiple sources. PEJ and TH relied
on publicly accessible materials, including pho-
tographs, social media content, and other online
sources, to support the reconstruction of events
and patterns across torture sites. In addition, PEJ
and TH monitored open sources on an ongoing
basis, reviewing Russian, Ukrainian, and inter-
national media, as well as official statements,
to maintain contextual understanding and sup-
port the chronology of events in Kharkiv Oblast.

PEJ and TH also used OSINT to identify Russian
units, whose members may have been involved
in the detention and torture of civilians, as well
as individual perpetrators. For reasons of confi-
dentiality and to protect the integrity of the crim-
inal proceedings, this report does not publish that
information. It has instead been shared directly
with the relevant investigative authorities.

Desk Research

The report also draws on desk research and a re-
view of existing public reporting by international
organizations, human rights bodies, civil socie-
ty organizations, media sources, and academic
literature. This included, for example, OHCHR re-
porting on the human rights situation during the
Russian occupation of Ukrainian territory and its
aftermath,® which expressly covers occupied ar-
eas of Kharkiv Oblast, as well as OHCHR's the-
matic report on detention of civilians in the con-
text of the Russian Federation’s armed attack
against Ukraine,” which documents arbitrary de-
tention, enforced disappearance, torture and
ill-treatment, and related abuses in Kharkiv and
other regions. These sources helped contextual-
ize the report’s testimonial evidence and situate
the findings from Kharkiv Oblast within broader
documented patterns of detention-related abuse
in occupied areas of Ukraine.

Site Identification
and Analytical Framework

The information presented in this report relies
mainly on semi-structured interviews, as well as
closed-source® and open-source information.

To assess all potential sites discussed during the
interviews, PEJ and TH developed four key crite-
ria to determine whether a specific facility could
be identified as a torture site. These criteria ac-
count for the different types and levels of evi-
dence available, including both widely document-
ed locations and sites for which information re-
mains more limited or fragmented.

The site-identification criteria are:

> Structural setup: The site must consist of
a building or a detention facility, or parts of
such structures, that Russian forces modi-
fied to detain individuals and subject them
to torture.

Operational setup: The site must show signs
of an internal organizational structure, such
as a chain of command or a formal or in-
formal hierarchy. The available evidence
should give reasonable grounds to believe
that the alleged perpetrators held distinct



roles, such as guards, interrogators, regis-
trars, and facility heads.

Period of operation: The facility must have
operated on a sustained basis, rather than
only on an ad hoc basis.

Systematic nature of torture: The location
must demonstrate that Russian forces car-
ried out torture systematically against the
same individuals or different persons, rath-
er than as an isolated event. However, sites
were not automatically excluded solely on
the basis of survivors' describing a single
incident of torture or torture as an isolated
occurrence. When supported by sufficient
contextual and corroborating evidence,
such sites were also considered for inclu-
sion in the report.

TH and PEJ applied the criteria holistically, con-
sidering the combined weight of the available
evidence rather than treating each criterion as
a separate threshold for inclusion.

For analytical purposes, TH and PEJ also classi-
fied the sites to reflect their functions within the
broader system of detention and torture. Most
fall into two categories — main torture sites, used
for sustained detention and systematic interro-
gation, and transit torture sites, used to screen
and briefly hold civilians during identity or affili-
ation checks before they are released or moved
on. To classify a site into one of these catego-
ries, we relied on the following criteria, assessed
together rather than as strict, individually man-
datory conditions. Where the available evidence
confirmed that a location was a torture site but
did not allow a confident assignment to either
function, the site was recorded as status unclear.

TH and PEJ identified 18 transit torture sites based
on the following criteria:

- Organizational setup: The site was not
adapted or repurposed for the long-term
detention of a large number of people. Rel-
evant factors included whether the site had
sufficient cells, toilets, and other facilities;

Purpose of detention: Russian forces used
the detained civilians in transit torture sites
after stopping them in public places, check-
ing their identity, and verifying whether they

appeared on Russian Armed Forces lists;
and

- Duration of detention: The period of de-
tention in transit torture sites was relative-
ly short, usually under 10 days.

Limitations

The sections documenting the establishment
and operation of torture sites rest primarily on
witness and survivor testimonies. The nature of
these sources carries inherent limitations that
should be acknowledged.

TH and PEJ conducted single-round interviews
with the vast majority of interviewees. In many
instances, follow-up interviews were not feasible
due to timing and other constraints. For example,
some survivors and withesses expressed a pref-
erence not to be re-contacted, fearing retrauma-
tization. As a result, opportunities to seek clari-
fication, additional details, or further corrobora-
tion of certain accounts were constrained, and
some testimonies may therefore be less detailed
than they would otherwise be.

Twelve survivors consented to a second interview.
Practical factors shaped that selection, including
whether survivors were reachable through avail-
able contact details and could meet within the
limited research period. Parts of these follow-up
interviews addressed the lasting physical, psy-
chological, and reintegration-related effects of
detention and torture, and informed the corre-
sponding text boxes in this report. However, this
information is fragmentary and quantitatively
limited compared with the broader body of inter-
views collected. This report, therefore, does not
provide a full analysis of those challenges. Fur-
ther research is needed to assess how to better
support Ukraine’s torture survivors.

The gender breakdown of interviewees reflects
the survivor and witness accounts available to
TH and PEJ for this investigation and should not
be read as a full measure of the gendered impact
of detention-related abuse in occupied Kharkiv
Oblast. Several factors may have affected the
composition of the available interview pool. Some
of these may reflect a genuine trend, such as the
gender distribution of those Russian forces target-



ed for detention. It should not, however, be tak-
en as an accurate measure of the actual propor-
tion of detention-related abuse, since the com-
position of the interview pool was also affected
by factors such as survivors’ willingness or abil-
ity to share their stories, security concerns, dis-
placement, stigma surrounding sexual violence,
and the risk of retraumatization. The lower num-
ber of female interviewees may therefore limit the
report’s ability to capture the full range of abuses
experienced by women and girls, including sexu-
al violence and other gendered harms.

Furthermore, the scale of the violations, limited
access to certain areas, and the continuing emer-
gence of new information limit what this report
can capture. Since de-occupation, Ukrainian au-
thorities have gradually identified additional sites
and other locations used for unlawful detention
and torture, while local law enforcement agencies
continue to uncover unofficial sites and previously
unreported cases of detention-related abuse. As
a result, the exact number of such sites in Kharkiv
Oblast remains uncertain. Ukrainian police initial-
ly announced the identification of 10 sites used
for unlawful detention and torture; that number
later rose to 28 and may continue to increase as
investigators identify new survivors and locate

Summary of Evidence Basis

Category

additional sites. Some of the facilities used as
torture sites are in areas of Kharkiv Oblast that
remain in the combat zone or are under occupa-
tion, which complicates access to them. Certain
areas that had previously been de-occupied have
since been re-occupied or subjected to renewed
hostilities. For instance, the town of Vovchansk,
where three torture sites had been identified, has
been largely destroyed since May 2024, and is ho
longer inhabited, significantly limiting the possi-
bility of accessing sites or recovering evidence.®
At the same time, in most cases, the perpetrators
did not register the victims of torture who died,
and in cases where such records exist, the rele-
vant documentation is inaccessible to Ukrainian
law enforcement agencies. As a result, Ukrainian
law enforcement agencies continue to establish
new facts and identify additional victims. Notably,
while some of these facilities have been inves-
tigated by the National Police, others fall under
the mandate of the Security Service of Ukraine.
Despite considerable documentation efforts, a
significant portion of relevant information is like-
ly to remain inaccessible, undiscovered, or con-
cealed at the time of writing.

This report, therefore, reflects knowledge at the
time of publication.

Survivors and witnesses of torture or other
detention-related abuses whose testimony
forms the basis of this report

Requests for OSINT received by PEJ from
the Ukrainian LEA

Total unique sources of information

Details Total Number
Number of individuals interviewed by 106
PEJ and TH: 17 females and 89 males
Number of testimonies received from Ukrai- 8
nian law enforcement agencies: 3 females
and 5 males
Total number of direct survivor and wit- 114
ness testimonies: 20 females and 94 males
2
-> 106 direct interviews 116

> 2 OSINT requests
- 8 unique LEA testimonies



CHAPTER 1

THE RUSSIAN
OCCUPATION OF
KHARKIV OBLAST
AND THE STRUGGLE
FOR CONTROL



For civilians in occupied parts of Kharkiv Oblast,
Russian rule quickly destroyed ordinary life. Rus-
sian forces and occupation authorities tried to
determine who would cooperate, who remained
loyal to Ukraine, and who might resist. As local
support proved limited and administrative con-
trol remained uneven, coercion became central
to how Russian authorities governed the territory
they occupied. Civilians in Kharkiv Oblast faced
shortages of basic needs such as food, medicine,
electricity, communications, and reliable informa-
tion, while pressure on local officials, educators,
and other public-facing workers made everyday
decisions increasingly dangerous.

1.1. Initial Invasion and Rapid
Advance

Kharkiv Oblast’'s geography shaped both the
speed of Russia’s initial advance and the diffi-
culty of consolidating occupation rule. Kharkiv
Oblast lies in northeastern Ukraine and shares a
long border with the Russian Federation. Kharkiv,
the regional capital and Ukraine’s second-larg-
est city, had a pre-war population of approxi-
mately 1.4 million' and lies about 40 kilometers
from the border. The Oblast covers roughly 31,400
square kilometers of mostly open steppe and for-
est-steppe terrain, which offers few natural de-
fensive barriers in the north and northeast. This
is where Russian armed forces entered the Oblast
on February 24, 2022.

Russian troops initially occupied settlements along
the highways they used to advance into Ukraine,
reaching remote rural areas and villages later. In
some cases, Russian forces occupied cities with-
out significant resistance or prolonged fighting,
as occurred in Balakliia, a city in southeastern
Kharkiv Oblast, in early March 2022.

“The Russians walked into the city as if it were
Crimea,” said an interviewee from Balakli-
ia, referring to Russia’s seizure of Crimea in
2014 to describe the rapid advance of Rus-
sian forces with little organized resistance."

In other areas, hostilities remained intense and rel-
atively prolonged. The Russian offensive against
Izium, a city about 50 kilometers southeast of

Balakliia, continued throughout March 2022 and
caused heavy destruction and civilian casualties.
Russian forces carried out attacks against civilian
infrastructure, including an attack on the Izium
City Central Hospital on March 7, 2022,"? and the
bombing of a residential apartment building on
March 9, 2022. The latter attack killed at least 44
people sheltering in the basement.'

During the first months of the invasion, Russian
forces made sustained efforts to capture the
city of Kharkiv. In May, Ukrainian forces pushed
Russian troops back from the city, forcing them
to withdraw from its outskirts." Despite this set-
back, Russian forces continued shelling Kharkiv
and the surrounding areas. Human Rights Watch
documented eight unlawful attacks in Kharkiv and
Derhachi in May and June that killed 12 civilians,
injured 26, and damaged five hospital buildings.™

By May, frontlines had largely stopped shifting.
Russian forces then moved from a rapid military
advance to a more sustained occupation. Estab-
lishing civilian administration proved challenging
across this fragmented landscape. This process
tended to advance faster when local Ukrainian
officials agreed to cooperate. For instance, Ku-
piansk’s Ukrainian mayor, Hennadii Matsehora,
publicly expressed willingness to collaborate on
February 27.'® Russian authorities later turned Ku-
piansk, a city in eastern Kharkiv Oblast, into the
administrative center of the occupied territory. In
more remote areas, Russian military and admin-
istrative presence developed more slowly. For ex-
ample, a resident from Lisova Stinka, a village 22
kilometers from the nearest city, said that Russian
forces had not established a military presence
or civil administration there as late as May."” Un-
like in the parts of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts
occupied since 2014, Russian authorities did not
establish a parallel “people’s republic” in Kharkiv
Oblast. They also failed to consolidate sufficient
territorial and administrative control to stage an
annexation referendum, as they did in parts of
Zaporizhzhia and Kherson Oblasts in Septem-
ber 2022. The weakness of Russian administra-
tive control was particularly clear in areas where
local Ukrainian authorities had fled or refused to
cooperate, and where no suitable figures volun-
teered to replace them. In these areas, Russian
forces often relied on coercion. They pressured
local officials to cooperate, resorting to threats



and detention.'™ Officials who refused to collab-
orate were among the first civilians Russian forc-
es arrested. This pattern later became central to
the occupation. Civilian resistance also emerged
early in the occupation, including through public
protest in Kupiansk, but Russian forces quickly
suppressed visible forms of dissent.' As the oc-
cupation consolidated, citizens who remained
loyal to Ukraine generally resisted in less visi-
ble ways. They ignored Russian soldiers, refused
to engage with occupation structures, or, more
rarely, provided information to Ukrainian forces.?°

Russian forces officially established the Kharkiv
Civil Military Administration (Kharkiv CMA) on June
32 as the occupation authority for the Oblast and
designated Kupiansk as its administrative center.?
Vitalii Gancheyv, a Kharkiv-born pro-Russian poli-
tician who had moved to the self-proclaimed ‘Lu-
hansk People’s Republic’ (‘LPR’) in 2014, was ap-
pointed head of the Kharkiv CMA, a position he
continued to claim as of July 2026.2%

Alongside the creation of the Kharkiv CMA, the
occupation authorities began restructuring local
governance to align administrative systems with
Russian legal and institutional frameworks. In Ku-
piansk district, some local administrations initially
continued operating under the Ukrainian system.
By late June 2022, however, occupation authori-
ties had reportedly dissolved village councils and
replaced them with occupation-controlled admin-
istrative structures subordinate to Kupiansk.?*

At its peak in the summer of 2022, the Russian
Federation controlled about 30 percent of Kharkiv
Oblast.? The occupied territory remained high-
ly militarized and unstable, with shifting front-
lines and improvised military authority. Civilians
faced widespread insecurity, movement restric-
tions, disrupted services, and growing pressure
to adapt to occupation rule.

The Ukrainian counteroffensive in September
2022 ended most of the occupation. Only a nar-
row strip of territory east of the Oskil River and
along the northern border with the Russian Fed-
eration remained under Russian control, while
the Kharkiv CMA continued operating in exile.?
The September 2022 counteroffensive also gave
Ukrainian and international investigators access
to previously occupied territory for the first time.

Their findings corroborated accounts from civil-
ians who had fled the area earlier in 2022. In Izium
alone, Ukrainian authorities exhumed more than
440 bodies from a forested area near Pishchan-
ske Cemetery in the second half of September.
Many victims had died during attacks on Izium.
Several recovered bodies showed signs consist-
ent with torture, including bound limbs and lig-
ature marks on the neck. Satellite analysis also
identified earth disturbances consistent with bur-
ial activity between April and July 2022.%

In May 2024, Russian forces launched a renewed
offensive in northern Kharkiv Oblast. The offen-
sive almost completely destroyed Vovchansk and
gradually expanded Russian-controlled territory
along the border.2® As of July 2026, Russian forc-
es continued to occupy parts of Kharkiv Oblast.
They have also recaptured some areas previously
liberated by Ukrainian forces. At the time of writ-
ing, some of the heaviest fighting in the region
was taking place near Kupiansk.

1.2. Life Under Occupation

For civilians who remained in occupied parts of
Kharkiv Oblast in 2022, daily life became increas-
ingly shaped by scarcity, fear, surveillance, and
trying to avoid suspicion, arrest, and detention.
The total number of civilians who remained dur-
ing the occupation remains unclear. Humani-
tarian assessments conducted shortly after the
Ukrainian counteroffensive estimated that ap-
proximately 140,000 civilians remained in new-
ly accessible, formerly occupied areas.?® At the
same time, the population of occupied territo-
ry steadily declined as civilians fled to Ukraini-
an-controlled areas despite significant risks and
logistical obstacles.*® One of the main evacuation
routes crossed a dam on the Pechenihy Reservoir
on the Siverskyi Donets River, which separated
Russian-controlled and Ukrainian-controlled ter-
ritory. More than 16,000 Ukrainian citizens evac-
uated through this crossing during the summer
of 2022.%

Fighting and bombardment in Kharkiv Oblast killed
hundreds of civilians. Amnesty International re-
ported that Kharkiv regional medical authorities
recorded 606 civilians killed and 1,248 injured
between February 24 and April 28, 2022.32 Af-



ter Ukrainian forces retook Izium, Ukrainian au-
thorities identified hundreds of bodies of peo-
ple killed during the battle for and occupation
of the city, including civilians and Ukrainian sol-
diers.® With funeral services no longer function-
ing, some civilians buried relatives and neighbors
in their yards. Other bodies lay on the streets for
weeks, untouched.®

Civilians who remained in occupied areas faced
increasingly harsh living conditions. Interviewees
reported limited or disrupted access to electricity,
gas, running water, food, and communications.®

“The food situation was tense; we were so
hungry that we couldn’t sleep. The gas and
electricity were cut off periodically. There was
almost no communication [...],” a resident of
Balakliia said.%®

Conditions were particularly severe in |zium, where
fighting throughout March 2022 caused cata-
strophic destruction. Interviewees described ex-
tensive destruction, the near-total loss of utili-
ties, and the collapse of municipal services. Peo-
ple lived in basements, cooked over open fires
in their yards, and survived on preserved food.*

Humanitarian convoys periodically reached remote
areas, but assistance remained insufficient.%® Oc-
cupation authorities used aid and deprivation of
basic needs coercively and as tools of control.
One interviewee from Izium said that he was re-
quired to perform work to receive humanitarian
aid from the Russian side.*® Another stated that
refusing Russian aid was unsafe, as those who
did were considered to hold pro-Ukrainian posi-
tions and could be searched or arrested.*

After Russian forces withdrew from parts of
Kharkiv Oblast, humanitarian organizations and
international agencies documented a severe crisis
in formerly occupied areas. In I1zium, UN agencies
found that fighting and occupation had largely
destroyed essential services and that the esti-
mated 8,000 to 9,000 residents who remained in
the city* depended almost entirely on humanitar-
ian assistance.* Across formerly occupied are-
as, particularly in Izium, Kupiansk, and Balakliia,
humanitarian organizations documented wide-
spread destruction of residential buildings, hos-
pitals, schools, bridges, and energy infrastruc-
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ture.*® Electricity outages disrupted access to
water, heating, telecommunications, and med-
ical care in many settlements. Residents widely
reported shortages of medicines, including insulin
and pediatric medication, while damaged roads,
mined territory, and ongoing shelling severely
complicated humanitarian access, especially in
smaller villages and frontline areas.** Residents
also described Russian forces confiscating prop-
erty, looting shops and abandoned houses, and
stealing civilian property.*

Occupation authorities also sought to isolate civil-
ians from independent information and communi-
cation with Ukrainian-controlled territory. Russian
forces quickly cut Ukrainian mobile and internet
networks. By May 2022, in Kupiansk, Ukrainian
internet and mobile service stopped functioning.
By July, Russian authorities had rerouted internet
traffic across occupied Ukrainian territory through
Russian networks, effectively blocking access to
Ukrainian news outlets, government services, and
major social media platforms.

Occupation authorities also imposed control
through checkpoints, house searches, and in-
trusive inspections of civilians and their electronic
devices.”” OHCHR documented routine practices
across the occupied Ukrainian territory in which
Russian forces required men to strip to their un-
derwear at checkpoints to inspect their bodies
for “pro-Ukrainian” tattoos or marks suggest-
ing weapons use. Russian forces also system-
atically searched phones for messages, photo-
graphs, and applications that could trigger de-
tention.*® These measures, including arbitrary
detention, surveillance, movement restrictions,
house searches, and communication blackouts,
created what OHCHR described as a generalized
“climate of fear.”*°

Open resistance became nearly impossible after
the first weeks of occupation. In Kupiansk, resi-
dents held the only documented large public rally
against the occupation on March 1. Russian mili-
tary personnel dispersed the protest with smoke
grenades.®® According to OHCHR, no pro-Ukrainian
public assemblies took place in occupied Ukrain-
ian territory after April 2022.%

In this environment, residents of occupied com-
munities developed various strategies to cope with



Russian occupation authorities and the pressures
of occupation. These strategies ranged from ac-
commodation and cooperation to various forms
of passive resistance.5?

One of the most damaging consequences of this
coercive environment was the erosion of trust
within communities. Interviewees described cas-
es in which local residents provided information
about their neighbors to Russian troops or oc-
cupation authorities. They did so for ideological
reasons, under coercion, to settle personal dis-
putes, or in anticipation of material gain.®® These
denunciations, together with the seizure of official
records, intelligence-gathering by Russian secu-
rity services, and other methods used to identify
perceived opponents, helped sustain the deten-
tion system in occupied territory.

This pressure became particularly visible in
schools, where individual decisions often car-
ried collective consequences. From the spring
of 2022, Russian authorities approached teach-
ers and school administrators across occupied
Kharkiv Oblast to introduce the Russian curric-
ulum and Russian-language instruction before
the 2022-2023 academic year. Some teaching
staff agreed to cooperate while others refused.5*

Refusal to cooperate carried serious personal
risks. For example, in the village of Yakovenk-
ove, Russian forces pressured the school princi-
pal after the school’s staff refused to work under
the occupation authorities. They accused her of
“creating obstacles to education in the Russian
school.”®® In August 2022, Russian forces de-
tained and imprisoned her in the Balakliia police
station building for refusing to collaborate with
the occupation authorities.®® A school principal
from Kupiansk district recalled that local officials
pressured her to compile lists of teachers willing
to cooperate with the occupation authorities and
warned her that refusal could have “very unpleas-
ant consequences.”%” After she continued open-
ly opposing collaboration and urging teachers to
remain loyal to Ukraine, armed men identifying
themselves as FSB officers reportedly raided her
home, detained her, and transferred her to a de-
tention facility in Kupiansk.5®

These examples illustrate the pressure Russian
authorities exerted on civilians in administrative
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and public-facing roles under Russian occupa-
tion, including law enforcement personnel, local
government officials, educators, medical work-
ers, and others. International organizations, in-
cluding OHCHR, have consistently documented
these patterns.5®

Taken together, these conditions made daily life
in occupied Kharkiv Oblast coercive and unpre-
dictable. Scarcity, information control, and the
threat of denunciation forced civilians to weigh
the risks of ordinary decisions, including whether
to accept aid, speak openly, continue working, or
refuse to cooperate with occupation authorities.
This climate of fear helped Russian forces iden-
tify, isolate, and punish civilians they viewed as
disloyal or useful for intelligence.

1.3. Conclusion

Russia’s occupation of Kharkiv Oblast remained
comparatively brief, uneven, and contested while
exposing a gap between Russia’s military reach
and its ability to govern seized territory. Russian
forces captured towns and villages across the
Oblast, but they failed to turn rapid military ad-
vances into stable civilian control. In many com-
munities, local officials refused to cooperate, res-
idents continued to identify with Ukraine, and oc-
cupation authorities lacked reliable local support.

Russian forces responded by treating civilian loy-
alty as a security problem. They pressured offi-
cials, searched homes and phones, controlled
movement and information, and relied on denun-
ciations to identify people they viewed as oppo-
nents, informants, or obstacles to occupation
rule. Everyday decisions, including whether to
accept aid, continue teaching under the Ukrain-
ian curriculum, or maintain contact with Ukrain-
ian-controlled territory, could expose civilians
to suspicion and punishment. These conditions
made coercion and abuse of civilians central to
Russian occupation rule in Kharkiv Oblast.



CHAPTER 2

THE DETENTION AND
TORTURE NETWORK

Russian forces operated a network of torture sites
across occupied parts of Kharkiv Oblast between
February and September 2022. TH and PEJ iden-
tified 29 such sites, located in police stations, ad-
ministrative buildings, schools, factories, private
homes, basements, and other premises repur-
posed by the occupying forces. The geographic
distribution of the sites, the coordination of de-
tainee transfers between transit and main facil-
ities, and the recurring torture methods, as well
as the division of roles among Russian military,
security, and occupation forces, indicate that this
was an organized and coordinated system used
to detain and torture Ukrainian civilians.

This chapter examines how Russian forces estab-
lished, organized, and operated that system. It ex-
amines where they located torture sites, the types
of buildings they repurposed, the use of main and
transit sites, the detainees’ transfer routes be-
tween these facilities, and the operational roles
performed by the different actors. These findings
are relevant to assessing whether the unlawful
detention, torture, sexual violence,®® and other
abuses documented in this report formed part of
a widespread or systematic attack against the ci-
vilian population, and may therefore amount to
crimes against humanity.
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2.1. Identified Torture Sites
and Repurposed Infrastructure

During the occupation of parts of Kharkiv Oblast
from February to September 2022, Russian forc-
es repeatedly transformed public and private
buildings into sites of detention, interrogation,
control, and violence. The extent of these atroc-
ities became clear after Ukrainian forces de-oc-
cupied the areq, as law enforcement agencies,
NGOs, and residents began to uncover evidence
of crimes, and survivors were able to share their
experiences.

The torture facilities had a clear territorial and
functional logic. Russian forces concentrated
most sites in strategically important urban centers
such as Izium, Balakliia, Kupiansk, and Vovchansk,
which served as administrative or logistical hubs
during the occupation. The detention sites select-
ed by Russian forces and occupation authorities

Torture Sites in Kharkiv Oblast
Russian-Occupied Territory

FEBRUARY-SEPTEMBER 5, 2022

UKRAINE

. Main torture site
0 Transit torture site

Site status unclear due
to limited information

Russian-occupied territory
Feb-Sept 5, 2022
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show how they repurposed local infrastructure to
support and sustain the occupation. They estab-
lished four of the 29 torture sites identified by
TH and PEJ in functioning or former police sta-
tions.®" Other administrative buildings turned in-
to torture sites included a courthouse,®? a local
gas supply office,®® a border checkpoint,® a ge-
ological inspection office,® and municipal coun-
cil buildings.®® Russian forces also used private
houses®” or their basements®®, and other large
buildings with multiple rooms, including a hos-
pital,®® a fire station,” schools,” or factories.”

Although located across different parts of Kharkiv
Oblast, these sites shared some operational and
organizational patterns, such as the adaptation
of basements and the conversion of garages in-
to torture cells. The sites also shared similar in-
ternal structures and staffing patterns. Across
multiple locations, military personnel, security
service agents, and individuals cooperating with
the occupying forces repeatedly performed com-

RUSSIAN
FEDERATION




parable roles. Russian forces also relied on simi-
lar rationales for profiling and targeting civilians
and on similar torture methods across sites. For
example, Russian forces used electrocution in 16
of the 29 identified sites across four raions. They
physically beat detainees in 24 of the sites. TH
and PEJ also identified recurring features at sites
separated by significant distances, such as Izium
and Vovchansk, which are approximately 150 kilo-
meters apart.”® These various repeated features
show that Russian forces followed a consistent
pattern in their choice of buildings, torture meth-
ods, and the way they staffed and operated de-
tention and torture sites across Kharkiv Oblast,
rather than individuals making decisions inde-
pendently at each location.

Izium — Chuhuiiv Raions
Transfer Routes

2.2. Geographic Site
Distribution and Detainee
Transfers

The distribution of these sites shows not only
where Russian forces established torture sites,
but also how they used smaller transit sites to
screen and hold detainees before transferring
many of them to larger main sites. The key facil-
ities were concentrated in towns that served as
hubs of the occupation.

Izium Raion

In Izium Raion,” survivor accounts indicate that
Russian forces used at least 19 different torture
sites, first holding civilians in 11 smaller transit lo-
cations and then transferring many of them to
three larger facilities in Balakliia and Izium.” Oc-
cupation forces also held civilians in five other
torture sites in Izium Raion, but their purpose as
either transit or main sites could not be clearly
identified due to a lack of available information.
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Russian forces established over half of the identi-
fied torture sites in the Raion’s two largest towns:
four in Izium and six in Balakliia. They established
the remaining nine in other villages in Izium Raion.
In Balakliia, Russian forces used the police sta-
tion at 33 Zhovtneva Street as the main torture
site. Of the 114 people TH and PEJ documented
to have been detained, 59 were held at 33 Zhovt-
neva Street at some point during their detention.
Detainees from across Balakliia and nearby vil-
lages, including people first held at smaller transit
sites, such as a printing house called “Baldruk,”
a vehicle depot, a courthouse, a local gas supply
office, schools, and farms, were ultimately trans-
ferred, detained, and tortured at the police sta-
tion at 33 Zhovtneva Street. In the city of Izium,
occupying forces established main torture sites
in the police station at 4 Heorhiivskyi Lane” and
the Railway Polyclinic at 35 Zavodska Street,””
and transit sites in two schools.”®

Chuhuiiv Raion

There were at least five torture sites in Chuhuiiv
Raion,”® three in the town of Vovchansk, one in

Izium Raion
Transfer Routes

Vesele
Tractor Brigade

Hrakove village, and another in Doslidne village.&°
Survivors primarily describe detention and tor-
ture at the Private Joint Stock Company (PJSC)
“Vovchansk Aggregate Plant,” which served as a
main detention facility in Chuhuiiv Raion.®

Kharkiv Raion

In the northern part of the occupied Kharkiv Raion
near the Ukrainian-Russian border in Kharkiv
Oblast, there were at least three transit torture
facilities.®? Russian forces used the former bor-
der-security infrastructure in Hoptivka village as
a transit torture site.®® An open-source investi-
gation identified two torture sites in the villag-
es of Kozacha Lopan® and Strilecha,® located
close to the border between Ukraine and the Rus-
sian Federation.® OSINT information® and pub-
lic reporting®® indicate that Russian forces used
these border-area sites to transfer detainees to
the Russian Federation.

The sites, therefore, appear to have functioned

both as places of detention and as transit points
in a broader system of relocation beyond Kharkiv.
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Kupiansk Raion

The city of Kupiansk served as a temporary
administrative center of the occupied Kharkiv
Oblast, while the city of Kharkiv itself remained
unoccupied. Survivors indicated that there were
two torture sites:® a main site located in the build-
ing of a police station at 14 Kharkivska Street in
Kupiansk,®® and a transit site located in anoth-
er police station at 31 Tsentralna Street in the
village of Shevchenkove.” The repeated use of
police stations suggests that occupying forces
repurposed existing law enforcement infrastruc-
ture as main detention and interrogation hubs,
likely due to their pre-existing capacity for secure
custody and questioning.

Main Sites, Transit Sites,
and Transfer Routes

One of the clearest indications that the torture
sites formed part of an organized system is the
functional distinction between main torture sites
and transit torture sites. Survivors' testimonies,
in some instances corroborated by the Kharkiv
Oblast Prosecutor’s Office, show a division of
functions across the different locations: tran-
sit sites served as initial holding and screening
points, while main sites served as longer-term
detention and torture facilities. The main tor-

Kupiansk Raion
Transfer Route

3 -

ture sites usually operated in police stations or
other buildings, including a hospital and a fac-
tory, whose available space and internal layout
could accommodate the detention of multiple
people. Russian forces repurposed these sites
for long-term detention and torture. By contrast,
the transit torture sites usually operated in prem-
ises with more limited capacity, such as base-
ments of private houses, municipal buildings,
farms, and schools. Russian forces detained ci-
vilians for short periods of time there. Such loca-
tions served as initial holding and “filtration” lo-
cations, where detainees were also interrogated
and tortured while the occupying forces decided
whether to release them, transfer them to main
sites, or deport them to the Russian Federation.

Survivors described transit sites as unsuitable
for long-term detention. One survivor spent two
days in a transit torture site in the courthouse in
Balakliia at 87 Soborna Street before Russian forc-
es transferred him to the Balakliia police station
at 33 Zhovtneva Street. He described the con-
ditions in the transit torture site: “There wasn’t a
single bed in that cell, just a bench about four me-
ters long where all the detainees rested... We wer-
en’t given any food at all... There was no toilet in
the cell; we had to relieve ourselves in a bottle, and
there was no shower. There were no living condi-
tions there, and there was no light.”*?
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Russian forces would transfer a detained civilian
to a main site after verifying the person’s identi-
ty and interrogating and often torturing them at
the transit site.®® In some cases, the occupying
forces transferred detained civilians from tran-
sit torture sites to the Russian Federation or the
‘LPR'.** Different detention and torture sites al-
so reflected recurring targeting patterns. Russian
forces used the sites to process civilians they
perceived as security threats, sources of intel-
ligence, supportive of Ukrainian authorities or
armed forces, or symbols of Ukrainian civic and
national identity.®®

One survivor, who was under 18 at that time, re-
ported that Russian forces detained and tortured
him at the transit torture site in the Vovchansk fire
station in Chuhuiiv Raion, before transferring him
to the main site at the PJSC “Vovchansk Aggre-
gate Plant”: “They brought me to the fire station...
They beat me all over... There was no water there,
and they wouldn’t let me use the bathroom. There
were just four walls and a bed... Then some kind of
film crew came into the cell. They told me to pull the
hood over my head (probably so you couldn't tell |
was a minor) and hold my jacket in my teeth so the
trident tattoo would be visible. They filmed it... | was
kept there for 24 hours. Around noon, they took me
out, put me in a ‘Patriot’ car, and brought me to the
Aggregate Plant."%¢

The arrangement of transit sites, main detention
facilities, and transfer routes between them or into
the Russian Federation displays the characteris-
tics of a coordinated network — one that appears
to have functioned to manage large numbers of
detainees, maintain control and avoid scrutiny,
and, in at least some instances, facilitate detain-
ee relocation outside Kharkiv Oblast.

Together, the distribution of sites across multi-
ple raions and the consistent division between
transit and main detention functions show that
the network adapted to different local conditions
while following the same basic operating logic.%”
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2.3. Personnel, Roles,
and Division of Functions

The evidence shows a recurring division of or-
ganizational roles within the network across mul-
tiple torture sites. Russian servicemen, mem-
bers of the National Guard of Russia (Rosgvardi-
ya),%® and representatives of the so-called ‘LPR’
and ‘DPR’ transported civilians from places of
arrest to torture sites, guarded detainees, and
tortured them.®® Individuals identified as officers
of the Federal Security Service (FSB) of the Rus-
sian Federation or other security services rep-
resentatives usually conducted interrogations
and directed torture sessions, especially in cas-
es involving suspected military affiliation or intel-
ligence value of the detainees.'® Local individu-
als cooperating with the occupying forces helped
identify perceived pro-Ukrainian civilians and, in
some cases, assisted with arrests, guarding, or
interrogations.'

Survivors’ accounts indicate that, at both main
and transit sites, their captors operated within
a coordinated hierarchy and not independently:
guards escorted detainees to designated interro-
gation rooms, where interrogators held authority
over both detainees and lower-ranking person-
nel.'®? One survivor, who was held for 14 days at
the police station in Balakliia, described those di-
visions of functions: “The ‘LPR’ members looked
after us, and the FSB officers interrogated us.”1%3
In some locations, interrogators directed guards
on the timing, methods, and intensity of abuse,
suggesting functional control over detention and
torture operations.'*

Survivors interviewed by TH and PEJ, as well as
open-source materials, regularly identify repre-
sentatives of the so-called ‘'LPR’ and ‘DPR’ as
guards at detention sites and direct participants
in detainees’ torture.'®® ‘LPR’ and ‘DPR’ units op-
erated within the broader occupation adminis-
tration in Kharkiv and appear to have helped es-
tablish and run unlawful detention facilities, in-
cluding sites where personnel carried out torture
and ill-treatment.'°®

A 2024 Truth Hounds investigation into the ab-
duction and killing of Ukrainian writer Volody-
myr Vakulenko in occupied Izium Raion illustrates



this pattern. The official investigation attributed
the detention and murder to four servicemen of
the 204th Rifle Regiment of the ‘LPR’, a unit that
survivors have repeatedly identified at deten-
tion sites across Izium district. The servicemen
searched the writer's home, held him at the ‘LPR’
forces’ headquarters on Luhova Street in Kapy-
tolivka, and beat and interrogated him before he
was killed.'”” Yet, Truth Hounds' findings indicate
the 'LPR’ perpetrators most likely did not act on
their own initiative: Russian forces sought out the
writer and later brought him to Izium Lyceum No.
2, where personnel of Russian military units and
security services were stationed.'®® The case il-
lustrates the integrated role that ‘LPR’ person-
nel played in the detention system in occupied
Kharkiv Oblast, including direct participation in
abuse alongside the Russian forces.

Open-source materials also help identify the range
of Russian and proxy forces present at specific
detention sites. Photographs published in Rus-
sian sources of the Izium location used to detain
and torture civilian detainees made it possible
to identify several units that may have been in-
volved in the atrocities committed there.'®® One
post tied to a photograph from the Izium Lyceum
No. 2 suggests the deployment of representatives
of the 20th Guards Combined Arms Army of the
Armed Forces of the Russian Federation.™ Oth-
er images point to the presence of the BARS-13™"
unit of the ‘LPR’ on the premises of the lyceum.?

Alongside personnel affiliated with the so-called
‘LPR’ and '‘DPR,’ Rosgvardiya members were al-
so involved in the detention and guarding of lo-
cal civilians. In Kupiansk, leaked Russian award
records indicate that a member of Rosgvardiya’s
“Peresvet” unit was rewarded for activities de-
scribed as “participation in search and screen-
ing operations” at the meat-processing plant and
detention of civilians suspected of financing the
Ukrainian Armed Forces.™

FSB officers held prominent positions in the oc-
cupation structure and appear to have played a
central role in carrying out interrogations.™ They
were usually not identified by name and some-
times wore balaclavas, which obscured their faces
and concealed their identities. “There were about
nine to ten people in the room, one of whom had a
gun from which he then fired over my head, they

30

all wore balaclavas and caps,”™ said one survivor
who was detained at the Balakliia police station
for almost a month. In some instances, FSB of-
ficers personally and directly used force against
detainees, rather than relying on guards to carry
out torture under their orders. A former Anti-Ter-
rorist Operation (ATO) serviceman recounted be-
ing interrogated at the Balakliia police station by
three FSB agents who physically assaulted him,
threatened him, and put a gun to his mouth to
try to compel answers.""® Other survivors also de-
scribed interrogations at this location, with some
identifying the FSB officers by their call signs.'”

The division of functions was particularly clear at
the Vovchansk Aggregate Plant, which housed a
torture site. Personnel affiliated with the so-called
‘LPR’ and ‘DPR’ reportedly guarded and escort-
ed detainees, while FSB officers conducted in-
terrogations."® The central role of the FSB was
further underscored by a separate case from Vo-
vchansk, in which Ukrainian investigators iden-
tified an FSB colonel who allegedly led a group
tasked with suppressing resistance in occupied
Kharkiv Oblast. According to investigators, he
supervised the interrogation and torture of a de-
tained Vovchansk resident and personally partic-
ipated in the abuse.™

2.3.1. The Balakliia case

The Russian military grouping designated “Balak-
leya,”"?° which comprised roughly 20 units and was
led by the commander of the 11th Army Corps,
held the city of Balakliia."” Notably, the group-
ing included formations whose primary function
was internal security — Rosgvardiya (including the
126th Regiment), the “"Orlan” OMON detachment
from Tolyatti, and the “Tolpar” and "Omega” SO-
BR detachments.'®

Documents that Russian forces left behind dur-
ing their retreat indicate that high-ranking per-
sonnel of the 11th Army Corps organized efforts
to identify individuals deemed hostile to the Rus-
sian military.'® The same documents show per-
sonnel from other Russian units received awards.
For example, a member of the ‘LPR’ 202nd Rifle
Regiment received an award for tracking down
spotters and saboteurs, as well as for working
with the local population to identify individuals
hostile to the Russian Armed Forces.'*



A senior operative of the Russian FSB Directo-
rate for the Baltic Fleet and troops in the Kalin-
ingrad Oblast also received an award for provid-
ing protection against “provocative and terror-
ist threats” and for conducting information and
propaganda activities. According to the recovered
documents, he identified eight artillery spotters,
six individuals accused of “promoting nationalist
ideas"” and displaying hostility towards the Rus-
sian military, and 12 alleged “accomplices of the
Armed Forces of Ukraine."'%

Although these formulations do not constitute
direct evidence of involvement in torture or other
abuses, when viewed in the context of the pat-
tern of violations documented in the occupied
territories, they raise questions about the role of
the personnel concerned in identifying and tar-
geting individuals who may subsequently have
been subjected to detention, coercion, or ill-treat-
ment. Ukrainian courts have already convicted
some of the individuals named in these records.
For instance, the aforementioned FSB officer was
sentenced in absentia to eleven years' imprison-
ment for his role in the unlawful detention and
torture of two civilians in occupied Balakliia.'®

These and other materials indicate that a wide
range of actors were involved in identifying in-
dividuals perceived as posing a threat, includ-
ing members of the FSB, ‘LPR’ representatives,
as well as senior officials within the command
structure of the “Balakleya” grouping. Together,
the survivor accounts and open-source materi-
als point to coordination between Russian forc-
es and security services, occupation authorities,
and proxy units that carried out distinct but over-
lapping roles.
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2.4. Conclusion: Evidence
of an Organized Detention
and Torture System

The patterns documented in this chapter show
that Russian forces operated a coordinated and
territorially organized detention system in occu-
pied Kharkiv Oblast. They concentrated sites in
occupation hubs, used main and transit facilities
for different functions, transferred detainees be-
tween sites, and relied on recurring divisions of
labor among military personnel, security service
officers, 'LPR’ and ‘DPR’ personnel, Rosgvardiya,
and local people.

These features show how Russian forces used the
detention network to screen, interrogate, trans-
fer, and control civilians across the occupied ter-
ritory. The following chapter examines how Rus-
sian forces used that system to detain, torture,
sexually violate, and intimidate civilians.



CHAPTER 3

PATTERNS

OF DETENTION,
TORTURE, SEXUAL
VIOLENCE, AND
TARGETING



Russian forces used torture sites in occupied
Kharkiv Oblast to impose control through fear.
They interrogated, punished, humiliated, and in-
timidated civilians they viewed as threats to oc-
cupation rule. Across different facilities, survivors
described repeated patterns of physical torture
such as beatings and electrocution, sexual vio-
lence, threats, deprivation of basic needs, denial
of medical care, and psychological abuse. Many
of these tactics required planning, equipment,
assigned roles, and control over detainees, in-
cluding the use of dedicated interrogation spac-
es, devices to administer electric shocks, coordi-
nated transfers, and guards or interrogators who
performed recurring tasks. Among the 114 testi-
monies gathered, 85 documented torture of ille-
gally detained civilians, involving 75 men and 10
women. Thirty-five testimonies documented sex-
ual violence, involving 27 men and eight women.
Many survivors described continuing to live with
the physical and psychological consequences of
this violence.'”’

3.1. Survivor Profiles
and Targeting Patterns

Consistent survivor and witness accounts across
different sources and locations provide a basis to
identify recurrent targeting patterns and assess
why Russian forces detained civilians in occupied
areas. These patterns indicate that Russian forc-
es specifically targeted categories of individuals
whom they viewed as threats to the occupying
authorities or as useful intelligence sources. At
the same time, Russian forces also targeted in-
dividuals on arbitrary or opportunistic grounds.
This highlights the broad and indiscriminate na-
ture of these practices.

Testimonies suggest that Russian forces often
targeted individuals based on perceived affilia-
tion, social role, personal characteristics, or de-
nunciations, often without any verifiable evidence
of wrongdoing.'?®

The most common profiles of detainees across
the occupied territory were:

- men of military age;

- former Ukrainian servicemen'?® and Territo-
rial Defense'® members;™
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people labeled “saboteurs” or “spotters”;'s?

local government workers, law enforcement
officers, education staff, volunteers, and
others;™®

civilians accused by neighbors or individ-
uals who cooperated with the occupying
forces;"™* and

persons displaying Ukrainian symbols, lan-
guage, or patriotic behavior.'®®

Russian forces appeared to specifically single out
people with actual or perceived connections to
the Ukrainian armed forces, including former sol-
diers, members of territorial defense units, vol-
unteers, and individuals with relatives serving in
the military. Personnel operating the torture sites
used more severe forms of violence against these
individuals than against others. These included
prolonged detention, repeated torture sessions,
and, in at least some cases, transfer to detention
facilities in the Russian Federation.'®

A survivor stated that he saw 'LPR’ officers with
a list of people to arrest. He said:”’LPR’ members
immediately pulled up in a van with a list... They knew
everything about me: that my son has been serving
on a contract basis in the Armed Forces of Ukraine
for three years... They asked me: ‘Where's your son?’
I responded: ‘He's serving in the army.” Even though
my children are not listed in my passport, they knew
I had a son."®”

The intensity of the abuse suggests that the oc-
cupying forces either believed these individuals
had access to valuable intelligence or viewed
them as particularly deserving of punitive meas-
ures."*®Interrogators often accused detainees of
acting as “saboteurs,” “spotters,” or otherwise
supporting Ukrainian military operations. They of-
ten based such accusations on weak or unverified
information. Examples include possession of mo-
bile phones, alleged communication with Ukrain-
ian forces, or denunciations made by neighbors
or individuals collaborating with the occupying
forces. A survivor who was detained in the Balak-
liia police station recalled that the Russian forces
mentioned that arrests were based on denuncia-
tions: “Don’t take it personally, but someone report-
ed you. We only take people in based on reports.”®®

Survivor accounts indicate that Russian forces
often treated suspicion itself as enough to jus-



tify detention, interrogation, and brutality. One
survivor detained in the Balakliia police station
said: “In the bag was a phone which had photos of
my daughter in a bulletproof vest: she volunteered,
cooked dinners... | think they beat me because they
thought my daughter was fighting after seeing her
photo with her in armor."™°

A survivor, held by the Russian forces for 10 days
at the Balakliia police station, stated that they
unsuccessfully tried to force him to confess to
working with the AFU: “They beat me on the head,
I had three large lumps for a long time. They beat
me all over my body, on my genitals, they beat me
everywhere, because | refused to record an interview
where | was supposed to say that | was a spotter and
was giving away the positions of Russian troops.”™!

Russian forces also systematically targeted local
government officials, former police officers, civil
servants, and community leaders, especially those
they perceived as unwilling to cooperate with the
occupying authorities. Their detention appears to
have served two main purposes: gathering intel-
ligence and dismantling local governance struc-
tures to deter resistance. In several instances,
the occupying forces coerced these individuals
into collaborating or making public statements
in support of the occupation.'?

Denunciations from individuals who collaborated
with the occupying forces, as well as from other
civilians, played a significant role in driving ar-
rests. Testimonies suggest that the occupying
forces often detained individuals following per-
sonal disputes, property conflicts, or acts of re-
taliation.™® Russian forces and individuals col-
laborating with them may have used the deten-
tion system opportunistically to settle personal
grievances or facilitate looting. As a result, Rus-
sian forces contributed to creating an environ-
ment of fear and mistrust within communities.

Occupying forces also specifically targeted indi-
viduals based on visible expressions of Ukraini-
an national identity, such as language use, pos-
session of national symbols, or social media ac-
tivity."** In many areas, they searched for people
with patriotic tattoos, using them as a basis to
profile people for detention.' The occupying
forces interpreted such expressions as security
threats, signs of resistance potential, or “radical
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nationalism,” and this led to punishment, humilia-
tion, and, at times, torture. Taken together, these
patterns indicate that detention and ill-treat-
ment were used to gather information, suppress
resistance, and penalize visible expressions of
pro-Ukrainian allegiance that the occupying au-
thorities perceived as threatening.

3.2. Arrest

Russian forces unlawfully arrested civilians in
their homes, workplaces, on the streets, at check-
points, and at other public places, often using vi-
olence and without presenting detention orders,
explaining the reasons for arrest, or allowing ac-
cess to legal counsel. Most survivors reported be-
ing detained in their homes when Russian forces
searched their houses. During arrests, Russian
forces often knocked detainees to the ground,
pulled bags over their heads so they were diso-
riented and couldn’t see, handcuffed and beat
them, and damaged or stole personal property.'#

One of the survivors described his arrest at his
house: "The military entered the house, beat me
and threw me naked into a car and took me to the
Shevchenkove ROVD [rus. District Police Depart-
ment]. They were in military uniforms, khaki with
camouflage patterns, and black balaclavas. They
had ‘FSB’ patches on their backs. There were four
of them, all carrying machine guns.”#”

Survivors and witnesses reported that authori-
ties did not present detainees with formal charg-
es, provide them with access to legal counsel,
or afford them basic due process protections.
In some cases, the detained civilians could only
guess that the reason for their detention was be-
ing a relative of someone in the armed forces,'*®
having photos of Ukrainian servicemen on their
phones™® or exchanging text messages in support
of Ukraine.’™ In some instances, during interro-
gations, arresting authorities told survivors the
reasons for their detention or the specific crimes
they were suspected of committing. These includ-
ed suspicion of espionage, aiding terrorist activ-
ities, and collaborating with the special services
of foreign states.™

After their arrest, occupying forces transported
detainees to various transit sites for short-term



detention, though in some cases, they transport-
ed them directly to the main torture sites.

Once detained, operatives interrogated and often
tortured detainees. One survivor confirmed that
Russian forces tortured detainees during interro-
gations at a transit site in the Shevchenkove po-
lice station in Kupiansk. He said, “They brought me
to the ROVD [rus. District Police Department], where
an FSB officer interrogated me. During the interroga-
tions, | was wearing a cap, so | couldn’t see anyone.
They beat me and repeatedly asked, ‘Where are the
Banderites?? ‘Do you know anyone from the Right
Sector?’’53 ‘Where are the SSU [Security Service of
Ukraine] employees hiding?’, | don't remember what
happened on which day. | had been there for three
days, and they continuously beat me. They struck me
with sticks and gave me electric shocks on my hands,
feet, nose, and lips. They removed my underwear
and used electric shock wherever they wanted.”"*

Another survivor described his arrest and inter-
rogations at the Baldruk transit site, before his
transfer to the Balakliia police station: “They hand-
cuffed me behind my back, put a bag on my head.
They took me down into another basement, put me
on the floor, | felt them screwing wires to my thumbs,
they asked who | work with. They beat me with a ba-
ton on my back, on my legs, on my neck, really bad-
ly. During that interrogation, they threatened to rape
me with a baton, the ones they beat with. And | un-
derstood that they realized | didn’t know anything;
they just beat me. They shocked me with this ma-
chine, it went on for 40 minutes.”™®

3.3. Inhumane Detention
Conditions

Survivors described inhumane detention condi-
tions across the torture sites, caused either by in-
adequate infrastructure or by the deliberate dep-
rivation of basic necessities.'*® These conditions
formed part of the abuse. Overcrowding, lack of
sanitation, insufficient food and water, lack of
medical care, darkness or constant light, restrict-
ed movement, and uncertainty about release in-
tensified detainees’ suffering and reinforced Rus-
sian personnel’s control over them.® This control
extended to detainees’ access to basic necessi-
ties, including hygiene, medical assistance, and
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contact with the outside world.”®® Most transit tor-
ture sites had structural problems: the buildings
were not designed to hold detainees and lacked
ventilation, windows, beds, toilets, and shower
facilities.”™ One survivor recalled that detainees
wore only underwear at all times because the
cell was like a steam room: without windows and
ventilation, they were constantly sweating, and
all the walls were covered with black fungus.'® In
contrast, the main torture sites were somewhat
better equipped to hold people, with many cells
that had beds and, often, toilets. However, guards
would often deny detainees access to even these
inadequate facilities as a form of torture. For in-
stance, in one location, a survivor reported that
the authorities restricted toilet use to just one
minute twice per day per person.’®

The cells were typically overcrowded'®? and there
were instances where authorities confined many
more people than would be standard to a single
cell. For example, in a cell that was approximately
4 by 6 meters at the PJSC “Vovchansk Aggregate
Plant,” Russian forces detained 19 people.'® In an-
other cell in the Kupiansk police station that had
four beds and was meant to detain eight people,
they detained 20-25 instead.® A survivor, who
was held in an overcrowded cell at the Balakliia
police station, described: “The area of the cell was
about 3 meters long by two meters wide, a small cell.
It was hot there during the day, and cooler at night,
they tried not to close the window in the cell. There
were six people in total, with Oleksandr in the cell,
three slept on bunks, and three on the floor.""®® This
meant that each detainee had a living space of
just 1 square meter, significantly below the min-
imum standard of 4 square meters per person
for multiple-occupancy cells set by the Europe-
an Committee for the Prevention of Torture.'®®

Guards and prison management exploited ac-
cess to basic needs to further abuse. For exam-
ple, guards deprived certain cells of food, inten-
tionally starving detainees. Where guards provid-
ed food, it was often deliberately inedible, lacked
basic nutritional value, and was barely sufficient
to survive.'®” One survivor detained in Pisky-Rad-
kivsky reported that those in charge fed detain-
ees once every three days and forced them to beg
for food.'® Another survivor held at the Balakli-
ia police station recounted: “The cell was 1.5 by 3
meters, with two beds. The toilet did not work. There



were no windows. There was no ventilation. There
was 1.5 liters of water for everyone. Once a day, a
spoonful of food, around lunchtime. Once a day, in
the morning, they took us outside to the toilet."™°

Another survivor detained at the Baldruk print-
ing house reported similar conditions, particularly
the deliberate deprivation of air in the cell: “Two
slept on the bunks and four more on the floor. Two
lay in the corner, their legs partially under the bunks.
Two were in the aisle. They took turns sitting by the
door, leaning against it, because fresh air came in
through the small window there. There was a severe
lack of air; it was hot, smelly, stuffy, and cramped.”"”°

Most of the transit sites lacked even basic infra-
structure for maintaining hygiene. Detainees were
allowed to bathe about once every four to five
days, and in some cases, shower time was lim-
ited.”" In cells without toilets, survivors relieved
themselves in plastic bottles with no privacy.'”?

3.4. Torture

The torture described by survivors followed re-
curring patterns across the detention network.
Russian forces and affiliated personnel used se-
vere physical abuse during interrogations and
throughout detention to break detainees, extract
information, and punish perceived pro-Ukrainian
activity. The repetition of similar methods across
facilities, including beatings, electric shocks, suf-
focation, and forced stress positions, shows that
torture functioned as a core method of control
within the system.

Many survivors described that those in charge
of the sites severely beat them using rifle butts,
batons, metal, and plastic pipes."”® A survivor
detained on the premises of the poultry farm in
the village of Husarivka in Izium Raion stated:
“There was an interrogation there; they beat us with
what felt like a heavy pipe or something similar, ask-
ing the same questions over and over."” Another
survivor, who was detained and tortured in the
basement of a private house in Pisky-Radkivsky,
recalled: “They constantly beat us, with rifle butts
and batons.""”®

The military personnel working at these sites also
kicked or stamped detainees’ bodies, such as the
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ribs,'”® knees,'”” kidneys,'”® and spine, as well as
used suffocation'”® and, in some instances, sim-
ulated drowning or forced water submersion.'®
One survivor of the suffocation torture method,
who was held at the Dovhalivka “Ukrgeophys-
ics” enterprise in Izium Raion, recalled: “My hands
were tied. They put a plastic bag over my head and
blocked my oxygen. | lost consciousness from this.
At some point, they shot over my head.”®’ Author-
ities also forced detainees to remain standing
or seated in constrained positions for prolonged
periods, frequently without bedding.'®? Many sur-
vivors reported that the guards forced them to
sleep upright or in severely cramped conditions.'®?

One brutal stress positioning and beating was
the so-called “parrot.” One survivor who was de-
tained at the Izium Railway Polyclinic explained:
“They put us face to the wall and hit us on the back
and buttocks with a 30 millimeter board. They [body
parts] were all blue. Then they shocked us. They at-
tached wires to our legs, arms, penises, and tongues.
They made a ‘parrot’ by putting our arms under our
legs and hanging us on a pipe and shocking us.""%

Russian forces tortured detainees by electrocut-
ing them, often on their genitals or extremities,
which sometimes led to loss of consciousness.
Guards used electric shocks, often with a Soviet
TA-57 field telephone known as a “tapik.”'® They
attached the device's wires to various parts of the
survivors' bodies, including toes and fingers, ear-
lobes, lips, nose, nipples, and genitals.' Russian
forces used this method primarily on male prison-
ers, connecting the current directly to the geni-
tals or anus. One survivor reported that, during
electric shock, those in charge of the Izium Rail-
way Polyclinic torture site placed his feet in a ba-
sin of water to increase conductivity.'®”

Authorities in charge of torture sites also sub-
jected detainees to stress positions as a form of
torture. We documented at least four different
torture sites where they hung detainees upside
down, causing them severe pain.'®® A survivor
who Russian forces tortured with the use of this
method at the Balakliia police station recount-
ed: “They told me to lie on my back, then lifted me
up and hung me upside down."®®



3.5. Sexual Violence

TH and PEJ documented sexual violence against
civilians held in torture sites. Twenty-seven males
and eight females reported surviving sexual vio-
lence while in detention. This included rape,'° in-
vasive body searches,'' threats of rape,'®? forced
nudity,’®® and beating and electrocuting male
genitals.'® These findings are consistent with re-
porting by international organizations'® and hu-
man rights organizations'® documenting rape
and other forms of sexual violence by Russian
armed forces against Ukrainian civilians, pris-
oners of war, and other detainees since Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.'%”
Those reports demonstrate a consistent pattern
of using sexual violence against civilians as a
method of warfare.'®®

Occupying forces committed sexual violence in
contexts of physical restraint and extreme pow-
er imbalance, where survivors were deprived of
liberty, subjected to beatings, electric shocks,
and threats of execution. Accounts indicate that
perpetrators used weapons, physical force, and
intimidation to compel compliance.'® Personnel
of the torture sites frequently blindfolded, hand-
cuffed, or otherwise restrained survivors during
the assaults, and warned them that further vio-
lence would follow if they resisted or reported the
abuse.?°Under such circumstances, the free and
voluntary consent of survivors cannot be either
presumed or inferred.

One survivor held for five days in a basement in
Pisky-Radkivsky recalled a combination of forced
nudity and beating genitals: “Oleh?°’ and | spent
two nights naked, it was very cold. They beat us all
over our bodies, including our genitals."2%?

Several survivors reported that sexual violence
was preceded or accompanied by physical and
psychological violence, including severe beat-
ings, electrocution, and threats against fami-
ly members. A survivor described several types
of sexual violence she had suffered in deten-
tion at the Izium Railway Polyclinic.?°® A witness
who saw what happened to her explained: “Iva-
nov and seven other servicemen entered the shed
where she was being held and ordered her to un-
dress, threatening to rape her. When she refused,
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they forcibly undressed her and, holding her by the
arms, began to touch her body, inserting their fingers
into her genital area. After some time, all the Rus-
sian Armed Forces servicemen, except for Ivanov,
left the shed. Ivanov pressured Kovalenko to have
sexual intercourse. When she refused, he began
threatening to undress her, tie her up in the square,
take photos, and send them to her son. Additional-
ly, to increase the pressure, upon leaving the shed,
Ivanov told her husband, who was being held in a
neighboring garage, that he had had sexual inter-
course with his wife."?4

3.6. Denial of Medical Care

Russian forces in charge of the torture sites, at
times, denied medical care to detainees, which
compounded the effects of torture and functioned
as an additional form of abuse.?°®> When authori-
ties refused or delayed medical care despite vis-
ible injuries, deteriorating health, or requests for
qualified medical assistance, they prolonged de-
tainees’ pain and suffering, and reinforced the
potential long-term harm to their health.

Some detainees needed days to be able to walk
again after being tortured and needed medical
treatment they never received.?°® Guards fre-
quently ignored or even beat those who requested
treatment of both pre-existing health conditions
and injuries or illnesses sustained during captivi-
ty. As a result of electrocution, intense beatings,
and presumably lack of food, many survivors lost
consciousness.?”’ To keep the torture sessions go-
ing, prison staff sometimes brought in a doctor
to revive survivors.?°® However, personnel often
failed to provide qualified medical assistance. A
survivor, who had lost consciousness during an
interrogation, said that she received glycine un-
der her tongue and a glass of vodka as medical
treatment.2°

One survivor said that, as a result of the beating,
he lost consciousness every time he tried to get
up from the bed for two days, but guards refused
to call a doctor for him.?° Another survivor had
a hip prosthesis and restricted movement, which
caused inflammation and severe swelling in his
leg, resulting in significant pain. In both cases,
guards denied medical assistance.?'" One survi-



vor said that a paramedic determined a detainee
was showing signs of an impending heart attack
and needed immediate hospitalization, but guards
did not allow him to be transferred or treated.?

One survivor who was in a critical situation as a
result of prolonged beatings and electric shocks
at the Balakliia police station recalled: “When
they brought me back, they started beating and
questioning me again, and then they used the so-
called ‘tapik.” They attached it to my index finger
and made me hold it in my hand. These were three
military personnel who had been present during my
first and second interrogations. For one hour and 40
minutes, they beat me with electric shocks alone.
I was already starting to lose consciousness, and
they let me go. They dragged me back to the cell
because | couldn’t walk. They called an ambulance;
a paramedic came, and the ambulance arrived.
They gave me injections and pills. My heart started
to fail. They said it would be best to take me away
from there, but the Russians refused. They called
me in for questioning again."?"

3.7. Psychological Torture
and Coercion

Russian forces used psychological torture and co-
ercion across sites to keep detainees in a state
of fear, uncertainty, and dependence. Russian
forces threatened survivors with execution, harm,
or sexual violence against them and their fami-
lies,?"* and used other forms of threats or intim-
idation. These threats extended the pressure of
detention beyond physical abuse to psycholog-
ical turmoil over what might happen to them or
their families after transfer or release.

Russian and occupation forces often used mock
executions to instill fear.?’® They also subjected
detainees to sensory torture, such as exposure
to loud noises, screaming, or prolonged depriva-
tion of light?'® and sleep, and used forced hood-
ing or blindfolding.?”

Russian forces often threatened sexual violence
against detainees or their family members as a
method of psychological violence. One survivor
detained at the Husarivka poultry farm described
an incident when a Russian soldier threatened to
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cut off his testicles: “One Russian soldier spread
my legs once and asked, ‘Do you have children?’
I said, ‘Yes, a son.” He said, 'You won't need your
balls anymore.’*® Another survivor said he was
threatened in a similar way at the “Ukrgeophys-
ics” enterprise in Dovhalivka: “An Eagle (call sign)
was shooting from a machine gun at the ground near
me. This Eagle Sergey says: 'Your Azovites cut off
the scrotums of three of ours today, get your scro-
tums ready.’"?® One survivor described the threats
of rape against his wife,??° while another survivor
reported that people who interrogated her threat-
ened to rape her daughter.??

A survivor also recalled that those in charge of the
torture site threatened to rape him: “They threat-
ened that they would bring an old man from the cell
who ‘performs’ on men. Well, like, they would rape
me. Then they said the old man wasn't in the mood
today and that tomorrow they would buy him some
Viagra and bring him in. | hoped it was just bluster
while | was there. Olesia, a representative of some
charity who interviewed me after the de-occupation,
claimed that it wasn’t just bluster and that one of
the detainees had been raped — and he later hung
himself in Balakliia."??

At the Kupiansk police station, those in charge
forbade detainees from speaking Ukrainian. When
they heard any detainee speaking Ukrainian, the
perpetrators would take the entire cell to the cor-
ridor and beat them.??3

3.8. Conclusion: Violence
as a Method of Control

After Russian forces occupied the parts of the four
raions in Kharkiv Oblast examined in this study,
they committed extensive atrocities against the
local civilian population, including imprisonment,
torture, and sexual violence.

Russian forces detained local civilians in the tor-
ture sites without providing legal grounds, legal
aid, or explanations of detainees’ rights. The oc-
cupying forces specifically targeted men of mili-
tary age, former Ukrainian soldiers and Territorial
Defense members, individuals displaying Ukrain-
ian symbols or publicly using the Ukrainian lan-
guage, local government workers, law enforce-



ment officers, volunteers, and civilians accused
by those cooperating with the occupying forces.

The conditions in these torture sites included
overcrowded cells, inadequate bedding, and lit-
tle or no basic infrastructure for maintaining hy-
giene. During detention, Russian forces inflicted
physical, psychological, and sexual violence on
detainees. Personnel severely beat civilians with
various objects and administered electric shocks.
TH and PEJ documented instances of sexual vio-
lence at multiple sites, including rape, forced nu-
dity, invasive body searches, threats of rape, and
electric shocks applied to the genitals.

The evidence indicates that torture, sexual vio-
lence, humiliation, deprivation, and threats were
used to extract information, punish perceived
loyalty to Ukraine, coerce cooperation, suppress
Ukrainian identity, and intimidate the broader ci-
vilian population.

Long-Term Psychological Harm After Detention and Torture

The Istanbul Protocol, the United Nations’ authoritative manual for investigating and docu-
menting torture and other ill-treatment, recognizes that torture causes severe physical and
psychological consequences that may persist for years and affect survivors’ health, family
life, social relationships, and ability to rebuild their lives.??*

In follow-up interviews,??® former detainees from Kharkiv Oblast described continuing phys-
ical and psychological harm, including chronic illness, vision deterioration, hypertension,
dental problems, recurring nightmares, cognitive difficulties, persistent low mood, and so-
cial withdrawal.

Understandably, many respondents said they had not recovered from the physical or psy-
chological effects of detention. Some reported chronic health conditions that developed af-
ter detention, while others described symptoms commonly associated with post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD).

Access to psychological support remains uneven in Kharkiv Oblast. Some respondents said
their condition improved over time, with or without professional help. Others did not seek
counseling, did not know therapy was available, or found counseling ineffective or retrau-
matizing. One respondent from Kupiansk described the lasting social impact of detention: "
have grown to love solitude. | have two people | can talk to. | don’t accept other people.”?%

Recovery for torture survivors requires more than release from detention. Survivors need
long-term medical care, specialized psychological support, social reintegration assistance,
and services that recognize the particular trauma of captivity and torture.??
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CHAPTER 4

LEGAL
QUALIFICATION OF
DETENTION-RELATED
CRIMES AS CRIMES
AGAINST HUMANITY



This chapter assesses whether the detention-re-
lated abuses documented in occupied parts of
Kharkiv Oblast may amount to international
crimes, particularly crimes against humanity un-
der Article 7 of the RS.

It focuses on the most recurrent violations iden-
tified in this report: unlawful imprisonment, tor-
ture, rape, and other forms of sexual violence.
TH and PEJ also identified information concern-
ing enforced disappearance, murder, extrajudi-
cial killings, and deportation. Available evidence
on those violations remains limited and requires
further investigation.

4.1. Contextual Elements
of Crimes against Humanity

The same conduct may, depending on the circum-
stances, constitute a war crime, a crime against
humanity, and a violation of international human
rights law. Crimes against humanity are distin-
guished by their contextual elements: the con-
duct must form part of a widespread or system-
atic attack directed against a civilian population,
and the perpetrator must have knowledge of the
attack. Certain IHL violations may qualify both as
war crimes and crimes against humanity, and the
contextual elements distinguish these categories.
To establish the contextual elements of crimes
against humanity, the evidence must show that:
1) there was an attack directed against a civilian
population; 2) the attack was widespread or sys-
tematic; 3) the attack was committed pursuant
to or in furtherance of a State or organizational
policy; 4) the conduct was committed as part of
the attack; and 5) the perpetrator knew that the
conduct formed part of, or intended the conduct
to be part of, the attack.??8

4.1.1. There was an attack directed
against a civilian population

An attack in the context of crimes against hu-
manity is not limited to the use of armed force;
it also encompasses other types of mistreat-
ment of the civilian population.??® Such an attack
must meet the requirements of Article 7 of the
RS, namely that there should be multiple criminal
acts constituting a course of conduct amounting
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to a widespread or systematic attack. Random or
isolated acts do not meet these criteria.?° The
term ‘civilian population’ means all persons who
are civilians, meaning those who do not directly
take part in hostilities.?!

In case of doubt whether a person is a civilian,
that person shall be considered to be a civilian.?*?
The presence within the civilian population of in-
dividuals who do not come within the definition
of civilians does not deprive the population of its
civilian character.?33

An attack is considered “directed against a civilian
population” if the civilian population is the primary
object of the attack and not merely an incidental
victim of the attack. However, it is not necessary
to establish that the entire population of the ge-
ographic area where the attack occurred was tar-
geted.?* It is sufficient that the perpetrators tar-
geted a civilian population or a segment of it.23®

In the case of Kharkiv Oblast, TH and PEJ found
that Russian armed forces conducted an attack
involving a range of unlawful actions, including
detention, torture, and sexual abuse. These vio-
lations occurred across 29 identified torture sites
located in four raions of the occupied territory
of Kharkiv Oblast included in this report. As set
out in Chapter 3, Russian forces targeted peo-
ple they perceived as connected to the Ukrainian
military or security services, individuals display-
ing Ukrainian national symbols or language, lo-
cal officials and others they viewed as obstacles
to occupation, and civilians they detained on a
more arbitrary or opportunistic basis. Survivors
repeatedly describe occupying forces identifying
and screening them, or detaining them after lo-
cal collaborators denounced them as belonging
to one of these groups.

The fact that Russian forces targeted particular
categories of civilians, including local officials,
teachers, former service members no longer tak-
ing part in hostilities, relatives of Ukrainian per-
sonnel, and people perceived as pro-Ukrainian,
does not alter the civilian character of the pop-
ulation. Rather, these profiles show how occu-
pation forces identified and selected civilians for
detention within the broader attack. The target-
ing patterns support the inference that Russian
forces employed detention and torture to achieve



broader objectives, including consolidating con-
trol over occupied territories, suppressing dissent,
and intimidating civilians.

4.1.2. The attack was widespread
or systematic

For crimes against humanity, these are alterna-
tive requirements; proving either is sufficient.?¢
“"Widespread” refers to the large-scale nature of
the attack, assessed holistically in light of the
number of victims, geographic scope, and over-
all pattern of conduct. 27

“"Systematic” refers to the organized nature of
the acts and the improbability that they occurred
randomly. Courts may infer a systematic charac-
ter from factors such as repeated or continuous
conduct, common methods, preparation or use of
resources, recurring victim profiles, coordination
among perpetrators, or the involvement of organ-
ized political, military, or security structures.?3®

In the case of Kharkiv Oblast, the systematic
character of the attack is supported not only by
the number of sites but also by how they oper-
ated. The evidence in Chapters 2 and 3 shows
recurring structural and organizational features,
including methods of torture and interrogation
techniques, motives for profiling individuals, and
coordination between sites. In some cases, transit
sites appeared to function as initial screening or
holding points before detainees were transferred
to main sites. These features indicate coordina-
tion and repeated practice rather than random
or isolated incidents of abuse, and support the
inference that the attack was systematic. More-
over, the evidence may also support an assess-
ment of widespread conduct given the number
of sites, geographic spread, and number of sur-
vivors identified.

4.1.3. The attack was committed
pursuant to or in furtherance

of a State or organizational policy
to commit such an attack

Article 7(2)(a) of the RS requires that the attack
be carried out pursuant to or in furtherance of
State or organizational policy. Such a plan or pol-
icy does not need to be explicitly stated or for-
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mally adopted; it can instead be inferred from the
overall circumstances, including the systematic
nature of the crimes.?*®

Under international criminal law, its existence may
be inferred from the overall circumstances, includ-
ing the organized, repeated, and non-accidental
nature of the conduct. The policy may be that of
a State or an organization. Where State organs,
security services, military units, occupation au-
thorities, or affiliated armed groups participate
in repeated and coordinated abuses, their con-
duct may support the inference that the attack
was carried out pursuant to or in furtherance of
such a policy.?%

In this case, the “State or organizational policy”
element can be inferred from the actions of Rus-
sian state authorities and affiliated occupation
structures operating in Kharkiv Oblast in 2022.
Survivors consistently noted the involvement of
regular units of the Russian Armed Forces, FSB
officers, Rosgvardiya personnel, Russian police,
and so-called ‘LPR’ and ‘DPR’ officers in the es-
tablishment, staffing, and operation of torture
sites, all operating within a hierarchical structure.
Military units, Rosgvardiya and ‘LPR’ and ‘DPR’
authorities handled arrests, while ‘LPR’ and ‘DPR’
police forces managed detention, and FSB of-
ficers conducted interrogations. As Section 2.3
notes, Rosgvardiya was established by, and re-
mains directly subordinate to, the President of
the Russian Federation, so its presence at sites
across the Oblast is a particularly direct link be-
tween the conduct documented here and the up-
per levels of the Russian state.

The recurring patterns in command arrangements,
interrogation methods, and reporting practices
across different locations suggest shared oper-
ational guidelines and centralized oversight. At
these sites, perpetrators repeatedly detained civil-
ians and subjected them to interrogation, torture,
and sexual violence based on similar grounds, in-
cluding perceived support for Ukraine, suspect-
ed connections to Ukrainian authorities or armed
forces, status as former Ukrainian civil servants
or law enforcement officials, or refusal to coop-
erate with the occupation authorities.

Convictions in Ukrainian courts?" confirm the in-
volvement of Russian military and security-affil-



iated personnel in this hierarchy, including the
military commandant of Balakliia and a member
of the 16th Guards Special Forces Brigade of the
Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Rus-
sian Armed Forces.?*?

Taken together, the continuity of the detention
network, the repetition of similar methods across
sites, the structural organization of main and
transit facilities, and the involvement of Russian
state, security, military, and occupation structures
support the inference that the conduct occurred
pursuant to or in furtherance of a State or organ-
izational policy within the meaning of Article 7(2)
(a) of the Rome Statute.

4.1.4. The perpetrators committed
the conduct as part of the attack

To qualify as crimes against humanity, the un-
derlying acts must form part of the broader at-
tack directed against the civilian population. The
evidence does not need to show that each per-
petrator committed every category of abuse, or
that the same acts occurred in every location. It
must show a sufficient link between the underly-
ing conduct and the broader course of conduct
that constitutes the attack.

In Kharkiv Oblast in 2022, the evidence supports
such a link. Russian forces and affiliated person-
nel used detention, torture, rape, and other forms
of sexual violence within the same broader sys-
tem of control described above. They detained
civilians across 29 identified torture sites, used
transit sites to screen and hold detainees before
transfer to larger main sites, and relied on recur-
ring methods of interrogation, torture, humilia-
tion, and coercion. These acts served the same
purposes across locations: to identify perceived
opponents, extract information, punish perceived
loyalty to Ukraine, coerce cooperation, suppress
resistance, and intimidate the broader civilian
population.

The underlying conduct, therefore, did not oc-
cur in isolation from the attack. It formed part of
the means by which Russian forces and affiliat-
ed personnel carried out the attack against ci-
vilians in occupied Kharkiv Oblast.
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4.1.5. The perpetrators knew that the
conduct formed part of the attack

Crimes against humanity require the perpetra-
tor to have known that the underlying conduct
formed part of, or intended it to form part of, a
widespread or systematic attack directed against
a civilian population. This does not require proof
that the perpetrator knew every detail of the at-
tack or shared the full policy behind it. It is suffi-
cient to show awareness of the broader context
in which the conduct occurred.?*

The available evidence supports the inference
that the perpetrators were aware of the broader
attack against the civilian population. The docu-
mented abuses occurred inside torture sites op-
erated by the Russian State and affiliated occu-
pation structures, involved recurring roles and
methods, and targeted civilians on similar grounds
across multiple locations. In this context, the con-
duct did not appear isolated or private. Rather,
the organization of the torture sites, the repeat-
ed nature of the abuses, and the perpetrators’
roles in arresting, guarding, interrogating, or abus-
ing detainees support the conclusion that they
knew their conduct formed part of a broader at-
tack against civilians in occupied Kharkiv Oblast.

4.2. Conduct Constituting
Imprisonment

Under Article 7(1)(e) of the RS, imprisonment or
other severe deprivation of physical liberty may
constitute a crime against humanity when the
conduct violates fundamental rules of interna-
tional law and forms part of a widespread or sys-
tematic attack directed against a civilian popu-
lation. The perpetrator must also know the fac-
tual circumstances that establish the gravity of
the deprivation of liberty.2*

“Imprisonment” in this context refers to the arbi-
trary deprivation of liberty.?*® Detention may meet
this threshold where authorities hold individuals
without a lawful basis or basic procedural safe-
guards, including notice of the reasons for de-
tention, formal charges, access to legal counsel,
contact with family, and review by an independ-



ent judicial authority. Minor procedural defects
are not sufficient; the deprivation of liberty must
be grave enough to violate fundamental rules of
international law.24

The facts outlined in Chapters 2 and 3 of this re-
port provide reasonable grounds to conclude that
Russian forces and affiliated actors severely de-
prived civilians of physical liberty in sites across
Kharkiv Oblast.?* They routinely detained civilians
through physical violence, threats of violence, or
threats against family members. Detainees were
not informed of the reasons for their detention,
were not notified of any official charges, were
not advised of procedural rights, and were not
brought before a judicial authority.

The circumstances of detention support the con-
clusion that the deprivation of liberty was arbi-
trary and sufficiently grave.

Specifically, those supervising the torture sites
failed to provide detainees with timely access to
their families or legal counsel. They also denied
detainees the opportunity to challenge the le-
gality of their detention before an independent,
impartial, and competent court and failed to en-
sure legal representation. Moreover, the occupa-
tion forces held civilians in torture sites based
only on their perceived support for Ukraine or
suspected connections to Ukrainian authorities
or armed forces.

These acts violated fundamental protections
against arbitrary detention and cruel, inhuman,
or degrading treatment. Because they occurred
in the context of a systematic attack directed
against a civilian population and pursuant to or
in furtherance of a State or organizational pol-
icy, the evidence provides reasonable grounds
to conclude that the documented deprivation
of liberty amounts to imprisonment or other se-
vere deprivation of physical liberty as a crime
against humanity.

4.3. Conduct Constituting
Torture

Under the RS, torture as a crime against humani-
ty requires the intentional infliction of severe pain
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or suffering, whether physical or mental.?*¢In ad-
dition, the victim must have been in the custo-
dy or under the control of the perpetrator.?*® The
victim does not need to be formally detained. It is
sufficient that the perpetrator exercised control
over the victim through detention, force, threats,
or other coercive circumstances.?®® The RS does
not require the perpetrator to have acted in an
official capacity.?' Finally, the pain or suffering
must not have arisen solely from, nor have been
inherent in or incidental to, lawful sanctions.?2

The crime against humanity of torture requires in-
tent. The perpetrator must mean to inflict severe
pain or suffering or know that such pain or suf-
fering will occur in the ordinary course of events.
However, unlike torture as a war crime, torture
as a crime against humanity does not require
proof of a specific purpose, such as obtaining
information, punishment, intimidation, or coer-
cion.®3Torture differs from ill treatment or other
forms of bodily or mental harm by the intensity
of the pain and suffering; courts assess sever-
ity in light of all the circumstances,?* including
the nature of the acts, their duration and repe-
tition, the physical and psychological impact on
the victim, and the victim'’s age, sex, health, and
vulnerability.?® Sexual violence, threats of sex-
ual violence, forced nudity, and forcing a per-
son to witness severe abuse of others may also
amount to torture where the severity and other
elements are met.%®

The facts outlined in Chapter 3 provide reasona-
ble grounds to conclude that Russian forces and
affiliated actors intentionally inflicted severe phys-
ical and mental pain and suffering on civilian de-
tainees in Kharkiv Oblast. Survivors and witness-
es described beatings, electric shocks, suspen-
sion or stress positions, suffocation, simulated
drowning or forced water submersion, and sexu-
al violence.?” They also described mock execu-
tions, exposure to extreme noises, sleep and light
deprivation, hooding or blindfolding, and repeat-
ed threats and intimidation against survivors.?58

Multiple survivors' accounts indicate that Russian
detention caused lasting physical and psycholog-
ical harm. The perpetrators inflicted these acts
while holding survivors in detention, where they
exercised custody and control over them. The cir-
cumstances support an inference of intent. Many



of the reported methods, including electrocution,
suffocation, simulated drowning, or forced water
submersion, required preparation, equipment, and
deliberate physical acts. Additionally, across the
torture sites, the alleged perpetrators repeatedly
and systematically beat detainees, electrocuted
them, and used threats and intimidation. These
methods were not incidental to detention. They
caused severe pain and suffering and often oc-
curred during interrogation, punishment, intimi-
dation, or coercion.

The perpetrators exercised control over the sur-
vivors when they inflicted these acts. As estab-
lished previously, Russian forces and affiliated
actors had arbitrarily detained the survivors and
held them in torture sites outside any recognized
legal framework. Consequently, the abuses did
not arise from, nor were they incidental to, law-
ful sanctions. The perpetrators also knew the
survivors’' names, occupation, and civil status;
thus, they were aware of their protected status
as civilians.

Because these acts occurred in the context of
a systematic attack directed against a civilian
population, pursuant to a State or organizational
policy, there are reasonable grounds to conclude
that the documented acts amount to torture as
a crime against humanity.

4.4. Conduct Constituting
Sexual Violence

The RS recognizes rape, sexual slavery, enforced
prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced steriliza-
tion, and other forms of sexual violence of com-
parable gravity as crimes against humanity when
committed as part of a widespread or systematic
attack directed against a civilian population.?®®

4.4.1. Rape

The crime against humanity of rape requires that
a perpetrator penetrate any part of the victim'’s
body with a sexual organ, or penetrate the anal
or genital opening of the victim with any object
or any other part of the body.?° Such penetra-
tion must be committed by “force, or by threat of
force or coercion.”?®' Coercion may include fear
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of violence, duress, detention, psychological op-
pression, or abuse of power, against a victim or
another person.?? [t may also arise when the per-
petrator takes advantage of a coercive environ-
ment,2%® or when the victim cannot give genuine
consent.?%* The crime applies to victims of any
gender. The perpetrator must have intended the
penetration?®® and known that it involved force,
threats, coercion, or a coercive environment.®

The facts outlined in Chapter 3 provide reasona-
ble grounds to conclude that Russian forces and
affiliated actors raped civilian detainees inside
torture sites in Kharkiv Oblast. Survivors report-
ed anal and vaginal penetration with sexual or-
gans or objects, including a truncheon.?’ In some
cases, perpetrators used direct physical force. In
others, they used threats against the survivor or
the survivor’s relatives, or took advantage of the
coercive environment created by detention and
torture. Reported preparatory acts support the
inference that the perpetrators acted intention-
ally and knew they were using force, coercion, or
the coercive circumstances of detention.

4.4.2, Other forms of sexual violence

“Other forms of sexual violence” refers to acts
of a sexual nature other than rape, committed
by force, threat of force, coercion, or by taking
advantage of a coercive environment, where the
conduct reaches a gravity comparable to the
other sexual violence crimes listed in the RS.2%8
Such acts may include: beating, biting, mutilat-
ing, or otherwise causing injury to a sexual body
part; forced nudity; and invasive inspection of
someone’s sexual body parts without medical
or similar necessity.?®® Sexual violence does not
require penetration or even physical contact in
every case.?’®

The facts outlined in Chapter 3 provide reasona-
ble grounds to conclude that Russian forces and
affiliated actors committed other forms of sexu-
al violence against civilian detainees in Kharkiv
Oblast. Survivors reported that Russian-affili-
ated servicemen beat male genitals, attached
wires to male genitals and electrocuted them, and
forced nudity. In addition, in a number of cases,
acts of sexual violence occurred alongside other
crimes, including imprisonment and torture. The
circumstances support an inference of intent, as



these acts often required advance planning. For
instance, electrocuting male genitals required
preparing a Soviet TA-57 field telephone known
as a “tapik” and, in one case, a basin with wa-
ter to increase conductivity.?”! These acts also
caused severe physical and psychological harm
and reached the level of gravity required for other
forms of sexual violence under Article 7(1)(g). The
coercive detention environment, combined with
the perpetrators’ use of force, threats, and con-
trol over detainees, precluded genuine consent.

Because the documented acts occurred in the
context of a systematic attack directed against
a civilian population and pursuant to or in fur-
therance of a State or organizational policy, the
evidence provides reasonable grounds to con-
clude that rape and other forms of sexual vio-
lence committed in torture sites in Kharkiv Oblast
may amount to crimes against humanity.

4.5, Conclusion

Based on the factual findings outlined in Chap-
ters 2 and 3 and the legal analysis set out above,
there are reasonable grounds to believe that the
acts the alleged perpetrators committed in the
temporarily occupied territory of Kharkiv Oblast
from February to September 2022 meet the con-
textual and material elements of crimes against
humanity under Article 7 of the RS.

The evidence indicates a course of conduct in-
volving the systematic commission of prohibited
acts against the civilian population over a pro-
longed period. Acts including arbitrary imprison-
ment, torture, rape, and sexual violence were not
isolated or incidental, but formed part of a recur-
rent and organized pattern of abuse. Their conti-
nuity, repetition, and structural organization, to-
gether with the hierarchical command structures
described above, support the conclusion that per-
petrators carried out the conduct pursuant to or
in furtherance of an organizational policy within
the meaning of Article 7(2)(a) of the RS.

The evidence also supports the material elements
of specific crimes against humanity:

- The deprivation of liberty of detainees in
various torture sites in Kharkiv Oblast con-
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stitutes imprisonment or other severe dep-
rivation of physical liberty under Article 7(1)
(e), as such detention was inherently arbi-
trary, carried out without legal basis, pro-
cedural safeguards, or judicial oversight,
and accompanied by the systematic de-
nial of fundamental fair-trial guarantees.

The intentional infliction of severe physical
and mental pain and suffering upon per-
sons in custody, through beatings, electro-
cution, stress positions, mock executions,
threats against relatives, and other meth-
ods, satisfies the definition of torture un-
der Article 7(1)(f), particularly given the ab-
sence of any lawful sanction and the total
control exercised over detainees.

Acts including rape, genital beatings, geni-
tal electrocution, forced nudity, and threats
of sexual violence reach the threshold of
sexual violence, including other forms of
sexual violence of comparable gravity, un-
der Article 7(1)(g), taking into account both
the physical and psychological suffering in-
flicted and the inherently coercive deten-
tion environment.

Finally, the mental element is supported by the
organized and repetitive nature of the conduct,
the operational structures enabling its continu-
ation, and the perpetrators’ awareness that their
acts formed part of a broader attack against a
civilian population. The duration, scale, and co-
ordination of the abuses strongly support the
conclusion that they were neither spontaneous
nor isolated.

Accordingly, the totality of available evidence pro-
vides reasonable grounds to conclude that the
acts committed in torture sites in Kharkiv Oblast
amount to crimes against humanity, namely im-
prisonment, torture, and sexual violence, per-
petrated as part of a systematic attack directed
against civilians in the context of the occupation
of Kharkiv Oblast.



Pathways to Compensation
and Support for Torture Survivors

For torture survivors in Ukraine, justice means more than prosecution. Former detainees
from Kharkiv Oblast described justice in broad terms: accountability for those responsible,
official recognition, material support, legal protection, respectful treatment by state insti-
tutions, and access to medical and psychological care sufficient to address the long-term
consequences of detention and torture.

Two formal pathways are especially relevant to recognition, support, and future compensa-
tion. The first is Ukraine’s domestic system for recognizing people deprived of liberty as a
result of Russia’s armed aggression, often referred to as “Civilian Prisoner” status. Former
civilian detainees, or in some cases their family members, can apply to the relevant state
Commission to establish the fact of deprivation of personal liberty.?”2 Official recognition
may unlock state support, including legal aid, compensation, temporary housing in some
circumstances, employment support, rehabilitation and reintegration measures, and other
social protections.?’3

The second pathway is the Register of Damage for Ukraine (RD4U). The Register does not
itself pay compensation, but records claims as the first step toward a future internation-
al compensation mechanism.?”* Claimants submit applications through the Register’s claim
system and must provide supporting information and evidence. RD4U opened relevant indi-
vidual-harm categories on March 19, 2025, including for sexual violence, torture or inhuman
or degrading treatment or punishment, and deprivation of liberty.?’5

These pathways remain far from a final remedy for Ukraine’s many torture survivors. Public
reporting and civil society analysis have identified recurring obstacles in Ukraine’s “Civilian
Prisoner” system, including complex procedures, document-gathering burdens, delays, and
the difficulty of proving status.?”® Some respondents felt that state assistance does not al-
ways correspond to the harm suffered, and that access to aid could depend on social influ-
ence or status rather than need.

A survivor-centered response for Kharkiv torture survivors, therefore, requires more than crim-
inal accountability alone. It also requires transparent and accessible procedures for recog-
nition and support, long-term physical and psychological care, fair access to compensation
processes, official acknowledgment of harm, and humane treatment by state institutions.
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CHAPTER 5

LEGAL AVENUES
FOR ACCOUNTABILITY



The abuses documented in this report require ef-
fective investigation and prosecution. Several av-
enues may be available, including domestic pros-
ecutions in Ukraine, investigations and prosecu-
tions by foreign authorities exercising universal
or other extraterritorial jurisdiction, and proceed-
ings before the ICC. These mechanisms differ in
mandate, jurisdiction, evidentiary requirements,
and practical reach, but they can complement
one another, as no single accountability path-
way is likely to address the full scope of deten-
tion-related crimes in occupied Kharkiv Oblast.

Ukrainian authorities have primary responsibility
for investigating crimes committed on Ukrainian
territory, but many alleged Russian perpetrators
may remain outside Ukraine's custody. Foreign
prosecutors may play an important complemen-
tary role where suspects, victims, witnesses, or
evidence fall within their jurisdiction. The ICC
may also have a role in addressing those most
responsible where the evidence supports crimes
against humanity or other international crimes.

This chapter outlines the main accountability
pathways relevant to the crimes documented in
this report and identifies the opportunities and
limitations associated with each.

5.1. Domestic Prosecution

Ukraine’s domestic framework for prosecuting
international crimes has recently expanded, but
important legal and practical challenges remain.
Article 438 of the CCU remains the main provi-
sion for prosecuting war crimes, but it is a blanket
provision that refers to violations of the laws and
customs of war without setting out specific ele-
ments of offenses. In practice, prosecutors and
courts have had to interpret Article 438 by ref-
erence to international humanitarian law, which
has contributed to uneven practice.?”

Amendments to the CCU entered into force on
October 24, 2024, introducing crimes against
humanity and command responsibility. These
amendments addressed important gaps in
Ukraine’s domestic framework for prosecuting
international crimes. However, their use for crimes
committed before October 24, 2024, remains le-
gally debated, particularly because of questions
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about retroactive application under Ukrainian and
international law.?”®

The scale of torture-related investigations in
Kharkiv Oblast also presents serious practical
challenges. According to the War Crimes Depart-
ment at the Kharkiv Oblast Prosecutor’s Office,
around 2,000 criminal pre-trial investigations into
torture and related crimes have been registered in
the region alone. By February 2023, the Kharkiv
Oblast Prosecutor’s Office had notified 87 peo-
ple of suspicion for war crimes committed in the
region.?”® Monitoring data indicate that by Octo-
ber 2023, courts in Kharkiv Oblast had delivered
only one verdict under Art. 438 of the CCU.2®°
This reflects not only the scale of the caseload,
but also the operational difficulties of conduct-
ing hearings in a region under ongoing attack.?®

Procedural requirements further complicate these
cases. Under Article 438(2) of Ukraine’s Criminal
Code, war crimes resulting in death are punish-
able by 10 to 15 years' imprisonment or life im-
prisonment. Because the offence carries a pos-
sible life sentence, Ukrainian criminal procedure
generally requires the case to be heard at first in-
stance by a panel of three judges.?? This require-
ment can delay proceedings in a war-affected re-
gion where courts already face security, staffing,
and scheduling constraints.

Despite these constraints, Ukrainian courts have
delivered verdicts directly relevant to detention
and torture by Russian forces in Kharkiv Oblast.
In October 2025, a Ukrainian court convicted the
military commandant of Balakliia and sentenced
him to 12 years’ imprisonment. He was convicted
for his role in the cruel treatment of civilians, in-
cluding issuing orders authorizing unlawful deten-
tions and organizing interrogations during which
civilians were tortured.?®

Ukrainian law enforcement agencies have also
identified several other individuals suspected of
involvement in the detention and torture of civil-
ians in Balakliia and nearby settlements. In Au-
gust 2025, a Ukrainian court sentenced a mem-
ber of the 16th Separate Guards Special Purpose
Brigade of the Main Directorate of the General
Staff of the Russian Armed Forces in absentia to
eleven years' imprisonment for his involvement
in the detention and torture of at least four civil-



ians.?®* Additionally, in August 2024, the OPG of
Ukraine announced the issue of notices of sus-
picion to six servicemen affiliated with the 202nd
Motor Rifle Regiment of the '‘LPR’ and the 126th
Regiment of Russia’s National Guard for their al-
leged involvement in the unlawful detention and
torture of civilians in Savyntsi and Dovhalivka,
both in Izium Raion.?8®

These cases demonstrate that ongoing Article
438 prosecutions can address specific incidents
and individual perpetrators. However, standing
alone, they may be less suited to capture the
organized, systematic character of the deten-
tion-site network documented in this report, in-
cluding the operation of multiple sites and the
targeting of civilians across liberated settlements.
That systematic character is legally significant.
On October 30, 2024, the UN Independent Inter-
national Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine con-
cluded that Russian authorities had committed
torture as a crime against humanity, finding the
practice both widespread and systematic across
all areas under Russian control, including Kharkiv
Oblast.?8

Domestic accountability will therefore require
a coherent prosecutorial strategy that can ad-
dress both individual incidents and the broad-
er pattern of detention-related abuse. For the
Kharkiv torture-site network, domestic investi-
gations should consolidate evidence across fa-
cilities, map transfers between transit and main
sites, identify recurring personnel roles, and ex-
amine whether the same methods, victim profiles,
and command structures link individual acts to
a broader detention system.

Ukrainian authorities should develop consistent
jurisprudence on Article 438, while also assessing
how the new crimes against humanity and com-
mand responsibility provisions may apply in ac-
cordance with Ukrainian and international law.2%”
This would help ensure that domestic prosecu-
tions capture not only individual acts of torture,
but also the organized system through which per-
petrators carried out those abuses.
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5.2. Universal Jurisdiction

UJ is a principle of international law that enables
States to investigate and prosecute certain grave
international crimes regardless of where they
were committed and regardless of the nationality
of the suspect or victims.?® Although domestic
rules vary, UJ generally applies to crimes against
humanity, war crimes, and genocide.?°

In the context of the Russian Federation’s war
against Ukraine, UJ can complement both do-
mestic proceedings and proceedings before the
ICC. It can help distribute the prosecutorial bur-
den, preserve evidence located outside Ukraine,
and provide an additional route to accountabil-
ity where suspects, witnesses, survivors, doc-
uments, or other evidence are located in third
countries. Universal jurisdiction is particularly
relevant to the crimes documented in this re-
port because many Ukrainian survivors and wit-
nesses now live outside Ukraine, including in Eu-
ropean states with specialized war crimes units.
These states may be able to collect testimony,
preserve medical and forensic documentation,
and investigate suspects who are present in or
travel through their territory. In appropriate cases,
foreign prosecutors may also be able to pursue
structural investigations that examine patterns
of detention, torture, sexual violence, and com-
mand responsibility across multiple sites, rather
than treating each incident in isolation.

The availability and scope of universal jurisdic-
tion vary by country. Some states permit investi-
gations even when the suspect is not present,?°
while others require the suspect’s presence before
an investigation or prosecution can proceed.?®
States also differ on whether they allow trials in
absentia, whether prosecutorial authorization is
required, and what evidentiary threshold must
be met to open a case. These differences make
early coordination among Ukrainian authorities,
foreign prosecutors, and civil society organiza-
tions especially important.

Since the Russian Federation’s full-scale invasion,
several countries have already initiated investiga-
tive efforts under UJ into alleged crimes against
humanity and war crimes, including, among oth-
ers, Germany, Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania,



Sweden, and Czechia.?®? These proceedings offer
an important opportunity to support accountabil-
ity for detention-related crimes in Kharkiv Oblast,
particularly where evidence or witnesses are lo-
cated abroad or where suspects later become
available to foreign authorities.

5.3. International Criminal
Court

The ICC is a permanent international tribunal with
jurisdiction over genocide, crimes against human-
ity, war crimes, and the crime of aggression. Un-
der the principle of complementarity, the ICC acts
as a court of last resort, and may proceed only
where national authorities are unwilling or una-
ble to investigate or prosecute relevant cases.?*?

The ICC already has jurisdiction over alleged
crimes committed on the territory of Ukraine
based on Ukraine’s earlier declarations accepting
the Court’s jurisdiction. Ukraine later ratified the
RS in August 2024, deposited its instrument of
ratification in October 2024, and became a State
Party on January 1, 2025.2%4 Ukraine’s State Par-
ty status strengthens its formal relationship with
the Court, but it does not limit the ICC’s exist-
ing jurisdiction over crimes committed in Ukraine
since November 2013.

In the context of the Russian Federation’s war
against Ukraine and the acts of torture detailed
in Chapter 3, the ICC may serve as an additional
avenue for accountability, particularly for senior
perpetrators and those most responsible for or-
ganized patterns of abuse. The Court is unlike-
ly to address every individual incident or perpe-
trator. However, where the evidence supports it,
the ICC could investigate whether unlawful de-
tention, torture, rape, and other forms of sex-
ual violence in Kharkiv Oblast formed part of a
broader pattern of crimes amounting to crimes
against humanity.

The ICC Prosecutor opened an investigation in
March 20222 into alleged war crimes and possi-
bly other crimes, committed in the context of the
situation in Ukraine since November 21, 2013.2%
The investigation has led to the issuance of arrest
warrants against several senior Russian officials,

51

including Vladimir Putin and Maria Lvova-Belova,
Russia’s Children’s Rights Commissioner, for the
unlawful deportation of Ukrainian children and
other serious violations of international law.2%”
Further ICC action could complement domestic
and universal jurisdiction proceedings by focus-
ing on those most responsible for detention-re-
lated crimes and related patterns of abuse.

5.4. Conclusion

The scale and organization of detention-relat-
ed crimes in Kharkiv Oblast require a coordinat-
ed accountability strategy. Ukrainian authorities
bear the primary responsibility for investigating
and prosecuting crimes committed on Ukraini-
an territory, but domestic proceedings alone are
unlikely to address the full range of perpetrators,
evidence, and patterns identified in this report.

Universal jurisdiction investigations, cooperation
with foreign prosecutors, and the ICC can com-
plement Ukrainian proceedings by preserving evi-
dence, pursuing suspects who are outside Ukraine,
and focusing on those most responsible for or-
ganized patterns of abuse. These avenues should
not operate in isolation. Effective accountability
will require sustained coordination among Ukrain-
ian authorities, foreign jurisdictions, internation-
al institutions, and civil society, as well as a sur-
vivor-centered approach that protects witness-
es, avoids retraumatization, and keeps survivors
informed about proceedings that concern them.



Conclusion

In occupied parts of Kharkiv Oblast in 2022, Rus-
sian forces used coercion and violence to compel
civilian compliance with their rule. Russian and
occupation forces operated a network of deten-
tion and torture sites to control and punish the
civilian population. Such conduct within that net-
work may amount to crimes against humanity.

In October 2024, the UN Independent Internation-
al Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine found that
Russian authorities have committed torture as
a crime against humanity on a widespread and
systematic basis across all areas under Russian
control, including in Kharkiv Oblast. The patterns
documented in this report, including main and
transit sites, the same categories of personnel
performing the same roles, and civilians target-
ed for similar reasons, support this argument.
Therefore, to ensure accountability for the de-
tention and torture of civilians in Kharkiv Oblast,
it is essential to investigate these acts as crimes
against humanity rather than as isolated and un-
related incidents.

Ukraine’s 2024 amendments adding crimes
against humanity and command responsibility to
domestic law strengthen the legal basis for treat-
ing what happened in Kharkiv Oblast as part of
an organized system rather than a series of iso-
lated incidents. Whether these new domestic pro-
visions can be applied to conduct that occurred
before October 2024, including everything doc-
umented in this report, remains legally contest-
ed. In the near term, domestic prosecutions are
likely to continue relying on Article 438. At the
same time, universal jurisdiction and the ICC,
which do not depend on that question, offer ad-
ditional routes, particularly given how many sur-
vivors and witnesses from Kharkiv Oblast now live
outside Ukraine.
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The scale and organization of detention-relat-
ed crimes in Kharkiv Oblast require a coordinat-
ed accountability strategy. Accountability efforts
should reflect the organized nature of the deten-
tion and torture system. Investigators and pros-
ecutors should consolidate evidence across fa-
cilities, map transfers and personnel structures,
identify common methods and victim profiles,
and develop linkage evidence showing how sen-
ior officials, commanders, and other superiors or-
dered, directed, knew of, contributed to, or failed
to prevent or punish. Ukrainian authorities bear
the primary responsibility for investigating and
prosecuting crimes committed on Ukrainian ter-
ritory, but domestic proceedings alone are unlike-
ly to address all the crimes identified in Kharkiv
Oblast due to legal and administrative challeng-
es. Therefore, universal jurisdiction investiga-
tions, cooperation with foreign prosecutors, and
the ICC can complement Ukrainian proceedings
by preserving evidence, pursuing suspects who
are outside Ukraine, and focusing on those most
responsible for organized patterns of abuse.

More than three years have passed since the de-
occupation of parts of Kharkiv Oblast. Howev-
er, many survivors continue to live with pain and
trauma, especially knowing that those responsible
have not yet been held accountable. These cir-
cumstances underscore the urgency of accounta-
bility efforts, particularly following Ukraine's 2024
legislative changes that created a framework for
prosecuting crimes against humanity.

Justice for the survivors of torture in Kharkiv
Oblast requires sustained investigations and le-
gal action, public recognition of the truth, access
to social services and benefits to which survivors
are entitled, and accountability that reaches every
level of the system that enabled these crimes.
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personnel from the 60th "Oplot” Brigade of the ‘LPR’ were also identified in the city of
Izium, with one of the photos placing them at a group of buildings in the southeastern part
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This report examines the detention and torture of civilians by Rus-
sian forces in occupied areas of Kharkiv Oblast, Ukraine in 2022.
It identifies a network of detention sites and recurring patterns
of torture and other abuse against civilians within that network.
The report also assesses whether Russian forces’ conduct may
amount to crimes against humanity and provides recommenda-
tions to relevant stakeholders on advancing accountability and

justice for survivors.

TRUTH
HOUNDS

TRUTH HOUNDS is a full-spectrum accountability or-
ganization founded in 2014 in Kyiv, specializing in doc-
umenting and investigating international crimes and se-
rious human rights violations in Ukraine and other con-
flict-affected regions. The organization conducts field
investigations, legal research, and analytical studies
on international crimes and crimes against humanity.

PROJECT

EXPEDITE
JUSTICE

PROJECT EXPEDITE JUSTICE is a non-profit organization
whose core mission is to bring justice to conflict-affected
communities, including those impacted by genocide, war
crimes, and crimes against humanity. Since April 2022, PEJ
has worked to ensure accountability for communities affected
by the Russian invasion. We document international crimes
and harms throughout Ukraine. Our efforts have included
providing custom expert- and technical-based support, direct
investigative activities, information collection, and prepa-
ration of legal analysis packages for judicial stakeholders.
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