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Highlights 

 On 23 March, explosions at a military 
warehouse in Balakliia caused at least two 
civilian casualties (one fatality) and damage to 
civilian infrastructure and residential buildings 
within 10 km of the site. Detonations are 
expected to continue for up to a week. 

 The State Emergency Services and volunteers 
supported evacuation of more than 20,000 
people who left the area to other villages in 
Kharkivska oblast. Some people already started 
to return. 

 A 40-km radius “No fly zone” has been 
established over the affected area. Railroad and 
motorway communications have been diverted. 

 Depending on the time it will take for people to 
return, the scale and the potential environmental 
impact of the incident, rapid mobilization of 
additional resources, technical expertise and 
support may be required. 

Situation overview 

On 23 March, at 3 a.m., a series of detonations occurred at the Ukrainian Army ammunition warehouse1 

located in Balakliia (70 km SE of Kharkiv, Government Controlled Area – GCA, approximately 30,000 

inhabitants). The incident resulted in at least two civilian casualties (one dead). Investigation is ongoing to 

determine the cause of the incident.  

Over 20,000 people from the northern part of Balakliia, and from the villages of Borshchivka, Verbivka and 

Yakovenkove immediately fled the area. While it is difficult to ascertain the exact number of evacuees, the 

State Emergency Service (SES) stated that, by the end of 23 March, they relocated some 2,500 people, 

including 1,500 disabled persons, to six evacuation centres in Kharkivska oblast, and others left the area by 

their own means or with support of volunteer organizations. By 24 March, some people started to return home, 

while others were relocated to nine villages surrounding Balakliia (Asiivka, Bryhadyrivka, Donets, Husarivka, 

Milova, Piatyhirske, Pryshyb, Savyntsi and Shevelivka).  

According to SES, there are no plans to set up camps, and evacuees are being accommodated in available 

temporary shelters. Local village authorities are responsible for accommodation of evacuees and indicated 

immediate need for meal ready to eat, bottled water and hygiene items. The authorities, volunteer groups, 

national and international partners, including the Ukrainian Red Cross, and the NNGO Stantsia Kharkiv among 

others, are providing assistance to cover the basic needs of the affected population. Accommodation for some 

1,000 people is available in Kharkiv town, but, thus far, none of the evacuees intend to move there. The 

Balakliia Raion Administration has set up a hot line for the affected people (+38 057 495 1076). 

                                                      
 
1 The 368-hectare ammunition depot in Balakliia reportedly contains up to 150,000 metric tons of ammunitions. 
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SES made available 74 buses for the evacuation of civilians living within a 10-km radius from Balakliia to other 

settlements in Kharkivska oblast immediately after the incident. SES has also deployed 24 ambulances, which 

are operating on 24/7 mode to cater for emergencies. The authorities also deployed two firefighting trains 

which are on stand-by in Shevelivka. The Ministry of Defence reported that clearance of unexploded 

ordnanance started on 24 March, as the intensity of fires is decreasing.  

While the scale of losses is difficult 

to determine as explosions 

continue, SES reports indicate 

damage to homes, dairy factories, 

schools and a railway station. The 

education cluster indicates that 

some 50 schools, serving 

approximately 5,000 students, are 

closed. According to the Prime 

Minister, Mr. Hroisman, the 

detonations are likely to continue for 

the next three to seven days. Until 

the explosions stop and the fire is 

contained, it will be unsafe for 

civilians to return to the area. 

Meanwhile, the police have blocked five motorways, set up 14 checkpoints and diverted railway transportation 

to avert civilian casualties. Patrol police were deployed to the affected area to prevent looting.  

There has been a number of incidents related to ammunition stockpiles in Ukraine between 2003 and 2015. 

The largest incident at the artillery depot in Novobohdanivka (Zaporizka oblast) occurred in May 2004. At the 

time, it took two weeks to extinguish the fire and several more weeks to clear unexploded ordnances from the 

area. Over 7,000 affected civilians could not return home for several months, taking shelter in camps or staying 

with relatives.  

The authorities mobilized their own resources to cater for immediate needs, and requests for additional support 

are likely to be forthcoming in the coming days and weeks, including for reconstruction. Significant time and 

resources will be needed to secure the affected residential areas before any meaningful damage assessment 

can take place. The scale of the situation and its potential environmental impact may also require rapid 

mobilization of additional national resources, as well as international technical expertise and support.  

On 23 March, SES relocated about 1,500 disabled persons from Balakliia in 74 
buses available for evacuation to safe settlements in Kharkivska oblast and 
supplied them with the basic needs. © State Emergency Service of Ukraine 
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