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It is early July and I am travelling in eastern Ukraine with a group of journalists to 

see first-hand how the European Union is providing help to people affected by the 

ongoing conflict. Nature is in bloom and a ceasefire is "officially" in force in this 

region of Ukraine ravaged by a conflict which in over a year has left five million in 

need of humanitarian help.  

Driving east, we pass freshly-dug trenches and a burned-out tank in the middle of 

the street. On our way to the frontline our passports are inspected once, twice, 

three times at different checkpoints by soldiers in full uniform, with guns casually 

slung over their shoulders. 

With us travels Daniel J. Gerstle, Head of Emergency Programmes for the Czech 

NGO "People in Need" (PIN) in Ukraine. He is used to this procedure. PIN’s 

emergency response teams cross the frontline sometimes two or three times a week 

to distribute food, and hygiene kits. They also provide building materials, help with 

home repairs and provide psycho-social assistance, food vouchers and cash grants 

for vulnerable, conflict-affected families. 

To cover the needs of over 100 000 people on both sides of the frontline, the teams 

have to be highly mobile and maintain strict neutrality as they cross back and forth 

between government-controlled and non-government-controlled areas.  

Despite the presence of the three big cities of Donetsk, Luhansk and Mariupol, most 

of eastern Ukraine is very poor with small farms and run-down heavy industry. 

When the conflict broke out in spring 2014, only a few joined the fighting. Most of 

the people here were more concerned about day-to-day survival. "In some of the 

really remote villages damaged by heavy fighting during the winter we 

found some people, especially the elderly, who were afraid to leave or 

unable to leave because of a disability. A few died in the cold when others 

were evacuated. With blown up tanks in the snow back then, one old man 

said he thought he'd woken up back in the Second World War", recounted 

Daniel while we drove through the country. 

"Hundreds of thousands of people who had nothing to do with the political 

situation have lost everything – their homes, family members, livelihoods. 

They don't want this war. They are barely holding on. They need urgent 

help." 

We stop in Luganskoye, a small village right on the frontline, where shelling can be 

heard almost every night. Daniel climbs out of the car to talk to the villagers. They 
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know him well and greetings are exchanged. In the small grocery shop, some things 

can be bought – soft drinks and canned goods for example – other daily items are 

scarce. Three onions and a few wrinkly cucumbers are the only vegetables on the 

shelves. 

"The biggest difference you see when crossing from the government-

controlled side to the other is that many, if not most, stores where people 

can access food and survival supplies are either closed or running out of 

stock. Some stores still have stock from last year, but others have used 

up all reserves", explains Daniel. 

The people living on both sides of the frontline, but especially on the non-

government controlled area, are seeing their local economy crumble, many are 

losing their jobs and income, while food stocks plummet and prices rise."People on 

both sides are suffering horrible losses and experiencing trauma; but at 

least in the government-controlled areas there are still functioning stores 

and rare opportunities to find some work, which cannot be found on the 

other side". 

Access to people in need is not always possible. Every day, PIN’s teams assess the 

situation. First, they see whether the teams and trucks can even cross the frontline. 

This is primarily the decision of the Ukrainian government who searches all vehicles 

to make sure that only food and household supplies reach the other side. Second, 

they assess how heavy the fighting is in the areas where there are people in need. 

Around the Donetsk airport and the southern town of Shyrokine, fighting has been 

the worst. There has been a continuous non-stop battle over the past few months, 

while in other areas like Mariinka, Avdiivka and Popasna, there is intermittent 

shelling. 

PIN teams go in, find families and make arrangements to help them. When shelling 

hits in the night or the following morning, they have to wait before bringing 

materials in. Last winter, the fighting peaked. "Some national NGO partners got 

injured by shrapnel a couple of weeks ago, but so far the rest of our team 

has been lucky here", says Daniel. He has been a humanitarian worker since the 

late 1990s and has served in 12 different conflict zones. "I have still not – fingers 

crossed – been caught in the middle of combat or artillery. It is 

overwhelmingly the soldiers, locals, and sometimes local aid workers who 

get caught in that,” he explains. “But I have had people trying to kill me, I 

have lost staff, and had partners murdered and bombed in other war 

zones." 



PIN is one of the dedicated humanitarian organisations working through difficult 

conditions in Ukraine to alleviate the suffering of those caught up in the conflict. 

Daniel is one of the many humanitarian workers who risk their lives every day to 

help people in need all over the world. Their work is often difficult, but they are 

driven by a passion to help the most vulnerable. "Out of existential curiosity, I 

travelled to Bosnia at the end of the war there and really looked deeply 

into how people survived extreme hardship, and after that I just couldn't 

live a normal life without deep empathy for those who don't have what I 

do," Daniel explains. "I believe we have a great deal of work to do to 

improve this world, and we each need to do our part." 

Every year, 19 August is World Humanitarian Day. A day of commemoration of those 

humanitarian workers who were killed while doing their job, and a day of celebration 

of those workers who are committed to helping others in emergencies and disasters. 

This post was written by Lisa Hastert, Communication Officer, European 

Commission’s Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department (ECHO) 

and Daniel J. Gerstle, Head of 'People in Need' emergency programmes. 
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