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After spending weeks under constant shelling, Maryna Annenkova and her 

four-year-old daughter Sofia left the war-torn eastern Ukrainian city of 

Krasny Luch. Located in the Luhansk Oblast, Krasny Luch had been taken 

over by armed militants. Maryna and her daughter fled to Kyiv to start a 

new life. 

Maryna is one of over 1.2 million internally displaced people registered in 

Ukraine at the end of April 2015, according to the United Nations.   

When they arrived Maryna had no idea how they would make it through 

autumn without a job and no place to live. Fortunately, the Vostok SOS 

office was there to help. 

Vostok SOS (East SOS) is a refugee support centre that helps internally 

displaced people and those still living in the warzone. The initiative was 

launched with the help of the European Union and began its work in April 

2014. 

The Vostok SOS office became a second home for many who were forced 

to leave their homes. Its four rooms are piled high with boxes of clothes 

and supplies, and the walls are covered with maps and to-do lists. 

The initiative was initially started by activists from Postup, a Luhansk-

based human rights organisation forced to move to Kyiv after rebels took 

Luhansk. 

“Most of the people on our team know personally what it means to be a 

refugee,” explains Dvoretska, who fled her native Crimea following the 

Russian annexation of the peninsula. 

The team, which consists of some 35 volunteers mainly from eastern 

Ukraine, works around-the-clock, helping refugees from occupied Donbas 

and Crimea. Since the initiative was launched half a year ago the team 

has helped nearly 11,000 people to find temporary shelter. They also 

provide assistance on how to register in a new location, which is required 

to receive government payments, as well as legal aid. 

Maryna is thankful for the help she received. “They helped find warm 

clothes for me and my daughter Sofia, and later my husband,” she 
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explains. “They also provided us with a care package, which includes 

everything we urgently needed,” she recalls. 

Oleksandra and her team also keep track of hostages. She says it is one 

of the most difficult parts of her job. Their hotline receives hundreds of 

calls a day.  “People can call at 3 a.m. when they are in trouble or if they 

find out relatives have been captured,” she says. 

She recalls they received up to 500 phone calls per day in summer when 

the anti-terrorist operation was most active. Now Vostok SOS has 

information about some 800 hostages and stays in touch with their 

families. They also have people on the ground to negotiate hostage 

releases where possible. 

“Most of those hostages admit they were tortured,” Dvoretska says, 

adding that all those cases need further investigation. Her colleague, 

Kostyantyn Reutskiy, a human rights activist from Luhansk, recalled one 

of their activists died weeks after he was captured by the militants of the 

so-called Luhansk People’s Republic. 

The team members confess they became not only a service for legal and 

humanitarian aid, but a “psychological centre.” Besides dispensing aid, 

the centre also reports about events unfolding in the east of the country, 

through their ‘Informator’ website. The platform aims to gather 

information, photos and video materials about the situation in rebel-held 

Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, and keeps readers up to date on 

occurrences in the anti-terrorist operation. 

“It’s important to tell people what’s going on, as even many of those who 

are living in Luhansk have no idea what is happening in their city,” 

Kostyantyn explains. 

The coordinators admit there are people whom they have not been able to 

help yet and it makes them work harder to try to support all those in 

need. 

“It’s our responsibility to help those who lost everything – their 

hometowns, belongings; some of them even their families,” Kostyantyn 

adds. 
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