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Issue 601 January—06  February 

AVDIIVKA INCIDENT AND WATER:  OVERVIEW AND ACTIONS REMAINING 

 

The upswing in fighting in January and February 2017 illustrated the fragile and vulnerable situ-
ation in the eastern Ukraine conflict, which affected water supply and the heating systems of 
around 1.8 million people, some residing along the ‘contact line’, but some living much further 
away, in Mariupol, Donetsk City or Krasnoarmiiske. As temperatures dropped to -20C, thousands 
of people found themselves without electricity, water and/or heating for days at a time. Early in 
January 2017 damage to Filter Stations and Pumping Stations resulted in service interruptions for 
300,000 people; then up to 1.1 million were actually cut off during the 29 January-6 February esca-
lation; and another 700,000 people had their short term water supply compromised. To prepare for 
future upswings in violence it is important to review not just what happened during the fighting, but, 
but also to consider what effects were felt by normal people and what lessons might be learnt. 

On 30th January 2017, Donetsk Filter station (DFS) stopped working, leaving Avdiivka town 
(17, 000 people, GCA side) without water, as well as settlements on the NGCA side. The city had 
been cut from its own power line the previous day, so the local vodakanal was unable to pump wa-
ter from its backup reservoir. As the town heating system directly depends on water and electricity 
supply, the oblast administration and the WASH cluster immediately raised the issue that the heat-
ing system collapse, and continued to raise this issue for the next few days. The first lesson is that  
the humanitarian community struggles to allocate responsibility for issues that include centralized 
heating systems and electrical issues: no single cluster seems to have the remit and therefore co-
ordination was needed between WASH and Shelter Clusters and OCHA (as well as all authorities).  

As well as Avdiivka the DFS supplies water to NGCA areas: parts of Donetsk city, Yasunovata, 
Verkhne-Toretske and Krasnyi Partizan. With the DFS out of action, most of Donetsk city can use 
water from other filter stations, such as Verkhne-Kalmiuska FS (VFS). However the international 
community was able to provide only limited support to those areas, and on 1 February electricity 
supply to VFS was also cut, which left around 1.1 million people in parts of Donetsk city and sur-
rounding areas had no access to water for 24 hours. Since then, a major water pipeline leak on the 
South Donbass Water Pipeline near Avdiivka, caused by shelling, stopped water supply to almost 
500,000 residents in Mariupol, who even now have to rely on a backup reservoir with no sustaina-
ble supply. Areas supplied by Krasnoarmiiska FS (32 towns and villages with 288,000 people) and 
Velyko-Anadolska FS (supporting 63,000 people on GCA and 30,000 on NGCA) were in danger of 
stop water stopping altogether and for a while Velyko-Anadolska FS worked with only 20% of the 
normal water. On the night of 4th February, shelling damaged electricity lines serving the town of 
Horlivka (190,000 people) who were left without power and clean water supply for some time. 

Overall, many lessons could be learnt by the WASH cluster and by other actors, including: 

 In winter crises in Ukraine failure of a town heating systems may be what makes an 
area uninhabitable; potentially being the main driver for evacuation. 

 That damage to both water infrastructure and power lines crossing the frontline affect 
people in both GCA and NGCA areas; 

 Windows of silence were essential for repairs and are still needed to make sure peo-
ple have access to water on both sides of the line. Mariupol’s water supply remains 
unsustainable, and repairs are still needed near Horlivka; 

 When one Filter Station is affected there are backup mechanisms and other FS that 
can cover gaps. However this puts strain on the system: when DFS was not working 
pipelines from VFS and pumping stations were overloaded for some time. 

 Voda Donbasa, Vodakanals and the State Emergency Services responded well to wa-
ter shortages (with support from the Oblast and the MTOT), for example providing 
generators: maybe the international community could support them better; 

 Electricity, water and heating supply were highlighted in recent weeks, however lack of 
electricity also caused cutting off sewage pumps, with sewage discharged to the envi-
ronment. Due to the cold there was only limited risk of water-related disease out-
breaks, however this would be different in the summer. 

 

The WASH Cluster in Ukraine would like to express thanks to all actors who cooperated to pro-
vide humanitarian support, especially the emergency services, People in Need and UNICEF part-
ners (ADRA, PUI and DDC) and we would like to invite partners to give feedback on any aspects 
of the response where the WASH Cluster could have improved operations.  

 

Key facts 

Around 1, 100, 000 people had 

limited access to the safe drink-

ing water due to incidents since 

the beginning of 2017. 

17, 000 people were at risk of 

centralized heating cut off for 9 

days 

 

Issues to highlight 

 Access to areas for repairs. 

 Risk of damage through 

shelling. 

 Decrepit water systems 

 Interdependence of  mu-

nicipal services  
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