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Against the backdrop of the Russian 
invasion, Ukrainian trade unions face 
unprecedented challenges in protecting 
workers and fighting for their rights. 
With the country’s infrastructure and 
enterprises under attack and often 
destroyed, workers displaced from 
their homes and even their regions, 
and millions of jobs lost, the need for 
humanitarian assistance has become 
increasingly acute. On top of all this, the 
country has seen a wave of ‘reforms’ to 
its labour legislation which trade unions 
across the world have decried for their 
regressive nature. But how can such 
political attacks be truly challenged in a 
context of martial law? 

Three union activists describe the issues 
they have to deal with in their everyday 
work in extreme circumstances. 

Keeping the labour movement 
alive in a time of war

↰	 Municipal 
workers remove 
debris outside a local 
railway administration 
headquarters damaged 
in shelling in Donetsk, 
Russian-controlled Ukraine. 
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George Sandul
Labour lawyer and director of the 
Ukrainian NGO Labor Initiatives, which 
provides legal assistance to trade unions 

Adapting to new roles 
in a humanitarian crisis 

At the beginning of the war we established a 
kind of informal network of NGOs and active 
unions, and under this umbrella we try to at-
tract humanitarian aid and deliver it wherever 
it is needed. We call it a trade union lifeline. 
We serve as a kind of hub for unions. We have 
drinking water, diapers, everything people 
need. Sometimes we need to [do something] 
like unload a train. I wasn’t trained for this in 
my legal studies! But you need to adapt when 
the time comes. 

Our office in Donetsk Oblast, which is about 
50 kilometres from the frontline, has complete-
ly switched to humanitarian assistance. We’re 
doing this together with the Independent Trade 
Union of Ukrainian Miners that is very active 
in these regions. People are really desperate 
there – the prices are two times higher than in 
Kyiv because there are no shipments of food. 
But when there is a strong community that is 
fuelled by this union spirit, we have a local de-
mocracy that may save us, literally. 

We can see this in other cities too. In some 
villages around Kyiv people who were active 
union leaders become local councillors. And 
these communities survived the best during 
the Battle for Kyiv. Unions are vital for these 
inter-human connections to survive, not only 
during peaceful times but also in wartime. They 
are probably the most active part of civil society 
providing basic stuff for people. 

A raft of controversial legislation 

Except in some areas, humanitarian aid efforts 
remain just one part of our activity. Our primary 
mission is to provide free legal advice to union 
members and ordinary people, and this didn’t 
vanish when the war started. Probably there is 
even more demand now because people’s work-
places are ruined. Unfortunately, we don’t have 
the capacity to solve all problems but we’re 
trying to identify some strategic cases which 
we can bring to the policy level. On paper we 
basically have one of the best labour codes in 
Europe [dating from 1971], if we’re speaking 
about protection for workers, but since the be-
ginning of the war we have faced really regres-
sive labour reforms.

Some lobby groups began pushing again 
for law drafts that had not been popular before 
the war. For example, we have now adopted the 
Law 5371, which is probably the worst labour 
law that has been submitted to Parliament in 
the last 31 years of independence, because it 
basically deprives a lot of people of their la-
bour rights. This law states that the main basis 
of regulation of labour relationships for small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) is the individ-
ual labour contract. And you can basically put 
anything in this contract, such as additional 
grounds for dismissal. It doesn’t cancel collec-
tive bargaining, but it makes it much harder to 
conduct because people will be afraid that their 
individual contract will be terminated. And in 
Ukraine, SMEs are 250 persons, so it’s a very 
big threshold.

Then, in July, Parliament adopted one of 
the most controversial laws. Before, if you were 
serving in the military because you had been 
conscripted, you received the average wage 
of your civil job. But the law they passed can-
celled this obligation of the employer and it has 
caused outrage in the military community. 

Everybody understands that the labour 
sphere drastically changed [with the outbreak 
of the war]. Some enterprises have been de-
stroyed. But we emphasised from the beginning 
that these wartime labour reforms leave a lot of 
place for abuse. 

Conflicting interests

Article 296 of the 2014 EU-Ukraine Association 
Agreement states that neither of the parties 
should reduce ecological and labour protec-
tion for the purpose of attracting foreign direct 
investment or intensifying trade. But all these 
new laws were justified by the argument that 
they will attract new investment or intensify 
trade. We made the point that this goes against 
our European ambitions. It goes against the 
European Social Charter and also against ILO 
conventions. Law 5371 was heavily criticised 
by the local ILO office. It was the first time 
in my memory that the ILO was so serious in 
criticising a draft law. So these contradictions 
are obvious and it may cause problems with 
our EU candidate status. For example, the draft 
reconstruction plan for Ukraine after the war 
that was published in summer 2022 literally 
said that the Ukrainian state should step away 
from the social dialogue process, leaving only 
employers and employees to negotiate. 

As unions we are trying to emphasise these 
issues because we need to think beyond the war 
and ask ourselves: who will want to work here?

Vasyl Andreyev
President of the Construction Workers’ 
Union of Ukraine (PROFBUD) and Vice 
President of the Federation of Trade 
Unions of Ukraine (FPU) 

Keeping track 
of disappearing members 

Our membership has dropped by 66% since 
January 2022. There are multiple reasons for 
this. For example, we know many are currently 
in a complicated situation at the moment and 
not paying their fees due to their own personal 
necessities: to relocate, to survive, and so on. 
We also had quite a big membership in the east, 
where workers can be less than 10 kilometres 
from the frontline. 

And then, many women, who make up more 
than 40% of our membership – not just those 
working with their hands but also those who 
are in white-collar jobs, such as engineers – are 
still located outside of Ukraine (although many 
have already returned). Nevertheless, we are 
trying to maintain contact with them and even 
sometimes run legal cases on their behalf, such 
as the cases of non-paid salaries, which became 
very common following the outbreak of the war.

Another issue is that at least half of the 
construction sector has stopped. The govern-
ment says that the number of informal workers 
in the Ukrainian construction sector is 25%, 
but our figures show that in fact only 20% of 
the workforce is formal. Since the beginning 
of the war, most have been without any kind 
of employment. Maybe 15 000 to 50 000 of 
those are now in military service, which is rela-
tively well paid. I would say that it pays at least 
30-50% higher than the average construction 
worker’s income. But others are just trying to 
find any job they can.

Ukrainian and EU OSH law: 
downward harmonisation? 

The new Law 5371 is a purely discriminatory 
regulation. There was almost no coverage of its 
initial proposal in our media – maybe an hour 
of commentary and that was it. But it will im-
pact over 10 million employees in our country. 
Our union obtained the official statistics that 
94% of businesses in Ukraine employ less than 
200 people. 

When it comes to health and safety legisla-
tion, things are more complex. Our government 
began trying to change the health and safety 
law in December 2018. Trade unions were not 
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100% happy about it, but it was at least go-
ing along with the strategy to approximate 
Ukrainian law to European law. However, this is 
a deregulation government. Their strategy is to 
deregulate the system, but they claim that the 
changes they are making are in accordance with 
both the 1989 OSH Framework Directive and 
the 2014 EU-Ukraine Association Agreement. 

But in fact we are seeing a significant wors-
ening of working conditions. Let’s take, for ex-
ample, the possibility for a worker to stop work 
because they consider it too dangerous. Ukrain-
ian law gives the worker this right (although this 
is a rare occurrence) and the right to use their 
trade union representative to explain to the em-
ployer that the conditions should be changed. 
But the EU regulation is more narrow. 

Labour inspectorates stripped 
of their power

Labour inspection in Ukraine has not seen a 
normal level of activity since the Covid restric-
tions in 2020, and the situation became even 
worse after the war started. In 2008, some of 
our politicians considered the idea of limiting 
the powers of labour inspectors, who were very 
often seen as corrupt civil servants because they 
had quite broad powers to stop production. So 
this began to happen incrementally to greater or 
lesser extents over the years. But since the war, 
labour inspectors have effectively been almost 
banned from entering any enterprises and from 
carrying out spot checks. So they lost the core 
of their everyday work. It’s as if a journalist were 
not allowed to carry out interviews. 

Furthermore, criminal investigation of an 
occupational accident is only possible following 
the issuing of an order from the labour inspec-
torate. But as they don’t have the right to enter 
an enterprise, then they can’t issue an order. 
And that means that prosecutors don’t have 
any material upon which to base their investiga-
tion. So many legal experts right now are saying 
that this is a big gap: a good gap for employers, 
a bad one for employees. 

The ILO office in Ukraine is very involved in 
the development of the new health and safety 
law. But since the beginning of the war, employ-
ers have categorically said that they will not be 
participating in negotiations. And our govern-
ment is saying that if employers are not part of 
the process, they will perhaps stop it. So right 
now we are in a very interesting situation where 
the old system is suspended, and the new sys-
tem doesn’t yet exist. 

Olesia Briazgunova
International secretary of the Confed-
eration of Free Trade Unions of Ukraine 
(KPVU)

Limits on protest in wartime 

At this moment in time, we understand that we 
need to help our economy. A lot of enterprises 
were looted or destroyed by Russian missiles. So 
the situation is complicated, and we try to find 
solutions that will help both employers and em-
ployees, who are suffering a lot. But at the same 
time, there are attempts to liberalise our labour 
legislation. Furthermore, according to current 
law, we can’t protest during wartime. And of 
course, we want to avoid this action because 
we need unity inside the country. The first aim 
is to survive and to win this war. It’s also dan-
gerous to bring people together nowadays, be-
cause the whole territory of Ukraine is under 
constant threat.  

So we try to use all mechanisms of social 
dialogue. Our chairperson is a Member of Par-
liament (MP) and he successfully convinced 
MPs not to adopt some draft laws that would 
have worsened the situation with labour rights 
even more. But these attempts to liberalise the 
legislation are continuing. We hope that the in-
tegration process into the EU will help us to de-
fend workers’ rights, because it means Ukraine 
would have to take responsibility for the imple-
mentation of EU directives.  

Life and work in  
the occupied territories  
 
Some of our members living in the occupied 
territories have had to live in their cars because 
they lost their homes. It was a tragedy for them 
but they work to deliver some humanitarian aid 
for their families and friends. In these territories, 
some enterprises were relocated to the west, but 
it doesn’t amount to the number of workplac-
es we lost. Mariupol, for example, was totally 
destroyed. It was an industrial city with stable 
workplaces and now employing people is a big 
problem. There were not only enterprises, but 
also port workers, workers in social services, and 
so on. It was a really beautiful city. 

In the town of Trostyanets in the Sumy 
Oblast, which was temporarily occupied and 
then liberated, there are some transnational 
companies. People asked the occupiers not 
to destroy their enterprises. They appreciated 
the work they had and the negotiations with 
employers were quite good, who invested in 
the city, for example in hospitals. So the living 

standards in the city were good. But the occu-
piers destroyed these enterprises just to destroy 
the economy and people lost their jobs.  

And we understand employers: if your en-
terprise was destroyed, how can you pay wages? 
It’s a complicated situation. This is why we need 
investment. But no one will invest in a country 
with a war and Russia understands that. 

New roles thrust upon workers  

We have train drivers in our Free Trade Union 
of Railway Workers who are risking their lives 
because they are transporting cargo, which 
can no longer be done by plane. They are really 
heroes – especially during the first months of 
full-scale invasion, when they worked overtime 
to evacuate people, particularly women with 
children, calming them down because they were 
in a state of stress. A majority of these work-
ers are actually women. One train was struck by 
missiles and a female conductor was killed. Our 
union members were also in this train. It was 
really hard for them, as they were friends with 
this woman.   

 Some railway workers have not been draft-
ed to serve in the army because they are work-
ers of important infrastructure, and they need 
to stay at their workplaces. But some people 
voluntarily join the army, including a lot of trade 
union members. And they also need our help. In 
general, our trade union movement is a peace-
ful one that tries to find peaceful solutions to 
work conflicts. Servicemen and servicewom-
en were ordinary workers before 24 February. 
They did not want to kill or to fight. They had 
peaceful lives and plans. But we have to fight 
because it’s the only way to survive. And that’s 
why our trade union has also helped members 
in the military service, buying them bullet-proof 
vests and helmets, or delivering medicines to 
our healthcare workers on the frontlines.  

With this additional direction of humanitar-
ian aid and assistance to civilians, our members 
now work a second, or even a third shift: they are 
workers, trade union activists, and now also vol-
unteers. We work a lot these days. We work with-
out weekends. And with all the air raid sirens, 
it’s hard psychologically to work. I think that we 
have a problem of burnout in the trade union 
movement. We cannot just have a rest where we 
can avoid reading the news or thinking about 
the war, because the war is everywhere. It’s re-
ally a hard situation with occupational health 
conditions. According to our official data, 156 
people were killed at their workplaces due to the 
war, in particular shelling. What can a labour in-
spectorate do about missiles?
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