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Agenda item 7

The lasting scars of Russia’s war against Ukraine: its devastating toll on children and youth, with Olena Zelenska, First Lady of Ukraine (video message); Maryna Domushkina, Senior Advisor at GLOBSEC’s Kyiv Office; Munir Mammadzade, UNICEF Representative to Ukraine (remotely); Danielle Bell, Head of the UN Human Rights Monitoring Mission in Ukraine (remotely); Rachel Watkins, Child Protection and Deinstitutionalisation Technical Advisor at ‘Save the Children’ (remotely); Mariia Sulialina, head of the Centre of civil education ‘Almenda’ (remotely); and Kateryna Rashevska, legal expert at the Regional Centre for Human Rights (remotely).
 




The EESC President, Séamus Boland, asked the assembly to turn to agenda item 7, a debate on The lasting scars of Russia’s war against Ukraine: its devastating toll on children and youth.

The discussion was being held on the occasion of the fourth anniversary of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, focusing on children and young people and on the impact that the long war has had on them.

In his introduction, EESC President Séamus Boland reaffirmed the EESC’s support of an independent and sovereign Ukraine, as the war was entering its fifth year. He noted that Russia had initially expected a short conflict, but that Ukraine continued to resist despite constant air attacks, destruction, and civilian trauma. He emphasised the humanitarian imperative, and the need to give particular attention to the situation of Ukraine’s children and future generations.

In her video message, Olena Zelenska, First Lady of Ukraine, thanked the EESC for its support since 2022, stressing that war instantly transforms every life. She highlighted the severe impact on children, noting that 800 hospitals had been damaged and that 43% of children felt distressed while 54% were suffering from depression. She also pointed to the forcible transfer and deportation of 20 000 Ukrainian children by Russia, with only around 2 000 returned. Amid harsh winters, unstable electricity, and widespread remote schooling, Ukraine was building underground schools and relying on digital education and psychosocial support. Despite these challenges, she emphasised that Ukraine was becoming a hub of social innovation and civic initiatives, which required continued EU support.

Yaruna Bohun, a Ukrainian student living in Belgium, shared her story. She recalled 24 February 2022, when rockets struck Kharkiv and she spent ten days sheltering in a basement. She was later evacuated to Poland and then to Brussels. She had struggled with the language barrier, a sense of denial about the unfolding events, and constant illness. She described losing a sense of safety and normality.

Olha Fozekosh, a Ukrainian teacher working with Ukrainian refugee children in Belgium described how her pupils appeared calm on the surface but carried invisible trauma. She observed signs of hypervigilance, fear triggered by sudden noises, and a premature maturity. She stressed that children needed a sense of safety, adults who truly listened, and continuity in their education and daily lives.

Baiba Tavaresa, European External Action Service, said that more than one third of Ukrainian children had been displaced, and announced that the EU had allocated EUR 4 million for reintegration and support. She highlighted ongoing efforts such as the Bring Kids Back initiative, the 19th sanctions package – with a 20th under consideration – and support for the Special Tribunal for the  Crime of Aggression against in Ukraine.

Maryna Domushkina, GLOBSEC Kyiv office, stressed that the Russian aggression had begun in 2014 and warned that Ukraine risked losing an entire generation to prolonged violence. She described widespread anger, trauma and intergenerational psychological harm among children, calling for reinforced support structures.

Munir Mammadzade, UNICEF, explained that childhood in Ukraine had ‘moved underground’, with many children living in basements and shelters – an abnormality that must not be accepted. He outlined key responses, including safe early childhood spaces and youth centres, mental health services, improved school shelters, closer cooperation with national emergency services, and networks of youth centres, all aimed at reducing anxiety and restoring routine.

Danielle Bell, UN Human Rights Monitoring Mission in Ukraine, described children separated from their fathers and education disrupted by power outages. In occupied territories, she warned of forced Russian curricula, indoctrination and militarisation, including 85 000 children sent to Russian-run sp-called summer camps.

Rachel Watkins, Save the Children, warned that Ukrainian systems were overwhelmed, with 70% of children experiencing psychosocial distress. She identified urgent needs such as mental health support, digital learning centres, family reunification and safe school programmes, noting that many children were prematurely assuming adult responsibilities.

Mariia Sulialina, Centre of civil education ‘Almenda’, noted that around 1.6 million children were affected, particularly in occupied territories where schools were used for militarisation and indoctrination. Children aged 8 to 16 were increasingly enrolled in military youth movements, and access to Ukrainian-language education was nearly impossible, requiring stronger legal advocacy for education rights.

Kateryna Rashevska, Regional Centre for Human Rights, warned that Russia was actively destroying evidence and called for greater support from the International Criminal Court and UN mechanisms, stressing that the return of forcibly transferred and deported children remained the priority.

The following members took part in the debate: Stefano Palmieri (IT-II), Mateusz Szymański (PL-II), Ewa Kulik-Bielińska (PL-III), Reet Teder (EE-I), Andris Gobiņš (LV-III), Florian Marin (RO-II), Luca Jahier (IT-III), Teppo Säkkinen (FI-I), Lucie Studničná (CZ-II), Pavel Trantina (CZ-III) and Lidija Pavić-Rogošić (HR-III). They stressed that:

· Silence equals complicity.
· Europe must stop feeding Russia’s war machine (oil, drones).
· Justice must not be negotiable.
· Support for Ukraine is an investment in freedom, not charity.
· Civil society organisations are vital and must be supported.
· Youth must remain at the centre of EU investment.
· A just peace is needed, not merely a ceasefire.
· Accountability is crucial to prevent repetition of crimes.
· Ukraine-fatigue cannot set in.

In his concluding remarks, EESC President Séamus Boland reiterated the EESC’s support for Ukraine and the continuous need for unity.
_____________
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