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SUMMARY 

Water (or water system) can be a trigger, weapon, or casualty of conflict. In Ukraine, water 
conflicts occur during the war in the Donbas. The purpose of the study is assess the impact of 
the war in the Donbas on the number of water conflicts, their types and how they affect the 
state of water supply to the population in the region during 2014-2020. Due to the fighting in 
the Donbass, 12 significant damages occurred on the water supply systems, when the water 
supply to 400 thousand people was suspended. Taking into account minor incidents, dozens 
of damages occur per year, for example, in 2018 there were 89. Water systems in the 
Donbass suffering from hostilities, according to the classification of water conflicts of the 
Pacific Institute, are of the “casualty” type. Unfortunately, the victims are water workers, 9 
dead and 26 injured. During the shutdown of water pipelines due to incidents, the quality of 
the water that people has to use deteriorates (in terms of mineralization, water hardness, 
sulfates). 
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Introduction 
 
Water conflict is a term describing a conflict between countries, states, or groups over the rights to 
access water resources (Gleick, 1993). The United Nations recognizes that water disputes result from 
opposing interests of water users, public or private. A database of the Pacific Institute (California, 
USA), which monitors water conflicts, shows that water-related violence began several thousand years 
ago. Only for the period 2000-2019 in this database, about 690 cases of various water conflicts were 
recorded, of which 12 in Ukraine for the period 2014-2019 (Water Conflict, 2019). 
Current interstate water conflicts (not military) occur in the Middle East (across the Euphrates and 
Tigris rivers - between Turkey, Syria and Iraq; along the Jordan River - between Israel, Lebanon, Jordan 
and Palestine), in Africa (across the Nile River - between Egypt , Ethiopia and Sudan), as well as in 
Central Asia (across the Aral Sea) - between Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan (Khilchevskyi, Oliinyk et al., 2020). 
Often during any armed conflict, critical water infrastructure is damaged, which can threaten the lives of 
millions of people. This is another form of water conflict. This happens, for example, as a result of the 
civil war in Syria, which began in 2011, as a result of the war in the Donbas in Ukraine, which began in 
2014.  
The war in Donbas is an armed conflict started with the help of individual Russian units that invaded the 
territory of the Ukrainian Donbas in April 2014 after the annexation of Crimea by the Russian 
Federation, a series of pro-Russian demonstrations in Ukraine and the proclamation of state sovereignty 
by the so-called DPR and LPR in the territory of Donetsk and Luhansk regions of Ukraine. 
 
Methods of investigation 
 
When creating the publication, the following materials were used: from the Water Conflict Chronology 
database (for the period of 20-21 centuries) of the Pacific Institute (USA), specializing in the topic of 
water conflicts in the world; information from the Global Conflict Tracker portal; press releases from 
UNICEF, which has been dealing with the water problem in eastern Ukraine since 2018. 
From Ukrainian official sources, we used information from the "Water of Donbas" public utility 
company, which deals with water supply on both sides of the line of demarcation of hostilities in 
Donbas (2014-2021).  
The aim of the research is assess the impact of the war in Donbas on the number of water conflicts, their 
types and how they affect the state of water supply to the population in the region. 
 
Results 
 
Water conflicts are classified into types depending on the use of water, the impact on the water, or the 
impact of the water itself during the conflict. Water (or water system) can be a trigger, weapon or 
casualty. Trigger - water as a trigger or root cause of conflict, where there is a dispute over the control 
of water or water systems or where economic or physical access to water, or scarcity of water, triggers 
violence. Weapon - water as a weapon of conflict, where water resources, or water systems themselves, 
are used as a tool or weapon in a violent conflict. Casualty - water resources or water systems as a 
casualty of conflict, where water resources, or water systems, are intentional or incidental casualties or 
targets of violence (Gleick, 2019). The situation in the world is aggravated by the global water scarcity 
(Khilchevskyi, Oliinyk et al., 2020; Khilchevskyi, Karamushka, 2021) and the impact of climate change 
on the quality of water resources (Khilchevskyi, Kurylo et al., 2020). 
 
1. Water conflicts on the territory of Ukraine 
Water conflicts on the territory of Ukraine have their own history, which begins with the damage to the 
dam of the Dnieper hydroelectric dam (Zaporizhzhya) in 1941 and 1943 during the World War ІІ. In our 
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time, water conflicts are associated with the war in Donbas (starting from 2014). Table 1 shows the 10 
most significant water conflicts directly related to military operations (shelling of the structures of the 
Siverskyi Donets-Donbas Canal, pumping and filtering stations, etc.). This led to problems with water 
supply for more than 3 million people. During the war in Donbas, 9 workers were killed and 26 injured, 
working in the water supply system (Water Under Fire, 2019). 
 
Table 1 Chronology of some water conflicts in Donbas, Ukraine, 2014-2020 (source: Pacific Institute; 
UNICEF; addition - own work) 
 
No. Year Conflict name Note 
1 2014 Damage to the water 

supply system in a 
significant part of the 
Donetsk region 

On June 10, 2014, as a result of artillery shelling on the territory of the 
pumping station of the 1st ascent of the Siverskyi Donets-Donbas Canal 
(near Slovyansk), two employees of the company " Water of 
Donbas"   were killed. Pumping stations of the 1st and 2nd lift are damaged. 
The Siverskyi Donets-Donbas Canal was stopped for the first time in its 
history. Most of the cities have switched to water supply from reserve 
reservoirs. Only on June 23, the station of the 1st rise of the channel was 
launched 

2 2014 Damage to the water 
supply system in a 
significant part of the 
Donetsk region 

On July 2, 2014, as a result of shells hitting the pumping station of the 2nd 
lift of the Siverskyi Donets-Donbas Canal, an employee of the company " 
Water of Donbas" was killed. Water supply through the Siverskyi Donets-
Donbas Canal was suspended due to damage to the power supply  

3 2014 Attack on waste 
water treatment plant 
and dam in Bakhmut 

The militants opened fire on the water filtering station. Mines were planted 
at a dam in Bakhmut, Donetsk region  

4 2014 The attack on the 
reservoir in Gorlivka 

The company " Water of Donbas" reported that the reservoir in Gorlivka 
(the territory of the so-called DPR) was shelled 

5 2015 Damage to the water 
supply system in the 
Luhansk region 

As a result of the artillery shelling of the water supply, the settlements in 
the southwestern part of the Luhansk region were left without water 

6 2015 Damage to the water 
treatment plant in the 
city of Schastye 

As a result of hostilities on the part of the so-called LPR, one person was 
killed, two were wounded 

7 2015 Damage to the 
pipeline of the 
Siverskyi Donets-
Donbas Canal near 
Gorlivka 

As a result of the hit of the shells, a hole was formed in the channel 
pipeline. In Gorlivka, the water supply unit and sewerage stations are de-
energized, the Novolugansk filtering station is de-energized. The objects of 
the Dokuchaevsky production department of the water supply and sewerage 
system were fired upon. An employee of the company " Water of 
Donbas"   was killed 

8 2017 Damage to the 
pumping station in 
the Yasinuvata area 

As a result of artillery shelling of the pumping station, 400 thousand 
residents of Donbas on both sides of the demarcation line were left without 
centralized water supply 

9 2018 Attacks on the 
Donetsk filter station 

In February-April 2018, as a result of artillery shelling of the filter station, 
there were problems with water supply for 350 thousand people. The 
militants fired at a bus with employees of the Donetsk filtering station 

10 2019 Damage to the 
pipeline of the 
Siverskyi Donets-
Donbas Canal near 
Gorlivka 

During the last week of June 2019, water infrastructure facilities were 
damaged five times, in particular a pipeline was damaged by a shell 
fragment, problems with water supply for 3.2 million people arose 
(according to UNICEF) 

 
For example, on June 11, 2017, shelling damaged the pumping station of the South Donbas water 
pipeline in the area occupied by Yasynovata. For more than a week, 14 cities and 58 villages were left 
without centralized water supply. The cities of Volnovakha, Selydove, Ukrainsk, Girnyk, 
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Novogradivka, Pokrovsk, Myrnohrad, Rodynske, Marinka, Krasnogorivka, Vugledar and Dobropillia 
were without water (Figure 1).  
 

 
 
Figure 1 Map of damage to the water pipeline route in Donbass (Ukraine) as a result of artillery 
shelling on June 11, 2017: cities on both sides of the demarcation line were left without water supply 
(source: RFE/RL Graphica; also author's addition). 
 
The UNICEF mission counted 89 attacks on water in 2018, and 58 in the first half of 2019 (Water 
Under Fire, 2019). 
 
2. Brief of the water system in Donbas 
The sources of water supply for the region are the Siverskyi Donets River, the Siverskyi Donets-Donbas 
Canal, 9 drinking reservoirs on small rivers, as well as groundwater. Near Donetsk, the South Donbas 
water pipeline joins the canal, supplying water to Mariupol. From the north of the region to the south, 
water flows along the main highways for 260 km. The total volume of fresh water intake in recent years 
was about 1127 million m3/year. The main source providing about 90% of water consumption is the 
Siverskyi Donets-Donbas Canal. Groundwater provides 10% of the region's water use (Ivaniuta, 2019). 
The water supply system is served by the company "Water of Donbas". Approximately 7 out of 11 
thousand employees of the "Water of Donbas" company work in the territory not controlled by Ukraine. 
Now the pipe wear reaches 100%. The situation became more complicated during the period of active 
hostilities, which led to additional destruction of the water supply network.  
3. About water quality 
So, since January 2015, after another shelling of the water conduit, the city of Mariupol switched to the 
consumption of poor quality water from the Starokrymske reservoir on the river Kalchyk. The quality of 
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tap water in Mariupol is as follows: mineralization - 2100 mg /dm3; water hardness - 16-22 mg-eq/dm3; 
SO4

2- - 1007 mg/dm3; Cl- - 170 mg/dm3 (Table 2). 
 
Table 2 Mineralization, content of some anions (mg/dm3) and hardness (mg-eq/dm3) in the tap water of Mariupol 
(Donetsk region, Ukraine) 

 
Water sample / norm Mineralization SO4

2- Cl- Water hardness 
Tap water in Mariupol 2100 1007 170 16-22 
Hygienic norm in Ukraine 1000 *(1500) 250 (500) 250 ( 350) 7 (10) 

 
Conclusions 
1. Due to the fighting in Donbass (2014-2020), 12 significant damages occurred on the water supply 
systems, when the water supply to 400 thousand people was interrupted. Taking into account minor 
incidents, dozens of damages occur per year, for example, in 2018 there were 89. 
2. According to the Pacific Institute's classification of water conflicts, water systems in Donbass 
suffering from hostilities can be classified as “casualty”. 
3. Unfortunately, the victims are workers in the water sector: 9 people were killed and 26 injured. 
4. During the shutdown of water pipelines due to incidents, the quality of the water that people has to 
use deteriorates (in terms of mineralization, water hardness, sulfates). 
5. According to international missions, more than 4 million people (of which 0.5 million are children) 
suffer from damage to water supply systems in Donbass. 
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