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The war in Ukraine has become Europe's biggest humanitarian
crisis since World War Il. Millions of Ukrainians have been
forced to flee their homes, seeking refuge both within the
country and abroad. In this situation, it is important not only to
ensure their safety but also to create conditions for their return
home. The return of Ukrainian refugees will be a key element in
the country's recovery, from stabilising the demographic
situation to boosting economic development.

Since the beginning of the war, as of 21 March 2024, according to
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
more than 6.4 million Ukrainians remain refugees in Europe and
beyond. Most of them have travelled to neighbouring European
countries. Poland, Germany, the Czech Republic, Italy and Spain
have become the main destinations for those seeking safety.

In 2024, the outflow of migrants from Ukraine continued, totalling
around 500,000 people for the year, and this trend is expected to
continue in 2025. According to the NBU's Inflation Report, security
risks and power outages have a negative impact on the quality of
Ukrainians' lives, which leads them to leave the country. The NBU
suggested that this situation will continue this year.

At the same time, the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) estimates that as of the beginning of 2024, more than 3.5
million people are internally displaced persons (IDPs), having fled
their homes in the east and south of the country. The actual
number of IDPs in Ukraine is 3,548,000. Of these, 4,734,000 have
returned to their places of origin. Dnipropetrovska (14%) and
Kharkiv (12%) regions host the largest number of IDPs. Most of
them come from Donetsk region (22%). The largest intra-regional
displacement flows were recorded in Zaporizhzhia (91%) and
Kharkiv (85%) regions.

Despite the active efforts of the Ukrainian authorities and
international organisations to support refugees, the challenges
associated with their return, remain significant. Everyone has the
right to return to their country and we must do everything possible
to ensure the safe and dignified return of Ukrainian refugees when
it becomes possible.
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CHALLENGES

The first and biggest challenge is the lack of housing. Many towns
and villages have been destroyed or severely damaged during the
fighting, making return impossible for hundreds of thousands of
people. As of the end of 2024, the total number of housing
destroyed by Russia since February 2022 was 231,000. However,
these are only those objects whose destruction or damage has
already been confirmed. In Donetsk region, 81,800 residential
properties have been destroyed or damaged. In Kharkiv region -
42,600, in Kyiv region - 29,900, in Kherson region - 19,200, and in
Zaporizhzhia region - 15,300 residential properties.

Another obstacle is the lack of jobs, especially in the regions that
have suffered the most. In addition, infrastructure such as schools,
hospitals and transport networks also need to be rebuilt to create
basic living conditions. Equally important are the ongoing threat of
shelling and mine danger, the psychological effects of war, and
problems with access to basic services.
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The UN and other international organisations already have
experience of returning refugees to countries that have
experienced conflict. For example, in Mozambique, after the end of
the civil war, a large-scale repatriation campaign was organised,
which included not only returning people to their homes, but also
reintegrating them into society through vocational training and
job creation programmes. In this way, 78% of refugees returned
within 10 years. In Liberia, after years of civil war, the UN
successfully implemented the 4R model (repatriation,
reintegration, rehabilitation and reconstruction), which helped
return more than 500,000 refugees.

International organisations and European funds play a key role in
supporting Ukraine and Ukrainian refugees, as well as in preparing
for their return. UNHCR provides humanitarian assistance,
protection and support to Ukrainian refugees in countries of
residence and works to create conditions for their voluntary return.
IOM assists IDPs and refugees by

providing support in the areas of housing, healthcare, employment
and psychosocial assistance. UNICEF focuses on protecting the
rights and well-being of children affected by war by providing
humanitarian assistance, including access to education, healthcare
and psychosocial support.

The European Union provides significant financial and
humanitarian assistance through the EU4Ukraine programme, as
well as through the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)
and the European Social Fund (ESF+), which can be used to
support infrastructure reconstruction and job creation. The Council
of Europe also actively supports Ukraine in various areas that are
important preconditions for the safe return of refugees.
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Returning refugees is a
complex humanitarian task that
requires coordinated efforts by
all stakeholders, including
governments, international
organisations and civil society,
as well as reintegrating people
INto society, providing them
with access to education,
healthcare and jobs. Ukraine
should develop its own return
strategy, based on international
experience and taking into
account the specifics of the
national situation.
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NECESSARY STEPS
TOWARDS THE
RETURN OF
UKRAINIANS
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1. Development and implementation of state
programmes for the construction and rehabilitation
of housing, including social housing, taking into
account the principles of inclusion, as well as the
creation of a national fund of social and municipal
housing with the possibility of social rent.

This point is critical, as the lack of safe and habitable housing is one
of the main obstacles to refugee return. Government programmes
should include several areas, with a particular focus on
inclusiveness and accessibility:

Rehabilitation of damaged housing stock according to inclusive
standards: A detailed assessment of the damage should be
carried out and clear plans should be developed for the restoration
of apartment buildings, private homes and social infrastructure
(kKindergartens, schools, hospitals). The reconstruction process
should not only meet modern energy efficiency and safety
standards, but also consider the needs of people with disabilities
and other low-mobility groups (accessibility, ramps, elevators,
specialised facilities, etc.). It is important to attract both public
funds and international assistance, as well as funds from private
investors.

Construction of new housing, including social and municipal
housing with inclusive design: In regions where housing has been
completely destroyed or where the number of people wishing to
return exceeds the available housing stock, new housing should be
provided. Particular attention should be paid to the creation of a
national fund for social and municipal housing. This involves the
construction or purchase of housing that will be provided to
citizens in need of support on social lease at affordable prices. All
new housing should be designed and built with the principles of
universal design and inclusion in mind, so that it is suitable for all
categories of people.

Compensation for lost or damaged housing: The government
should develop a transparent and effective mechanism of
compensation for citizens whose housing has been lost or
damaged as a result of the war. This could include direct
payments, certificates for the purchase of new housing,
preferential lending terms, and the possibility of obtaining housing
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from the national social/municipal housing fund on social lease
terms.

Facilitation of mortgage loans: The implementation of
government mortgage lending programmes for returning citizens
will help them to purchase their own housing.

New generation housing with developed infrastructure: At the
initial stage of return, it is necessary to provide people with
modern, sustainable housing with developed social and transport
infrastructure that meets European standards of comfort. Instead
of traditional ‘temporary’ structures or barracks, options should be
considered for the rapid construction of high-quality prefabricated
houses with all necessary utilities, or the use of existing housing
stock that can be temporarily provided for living. It is important
that such housing is located in places with access to quality
medical services, educational institutions, employment
opportunities and cultural leisure. It should also be possible to
obtain such housing through a national social rental fund,
ensuring accessibility and flexibility for returnees.

The creation of a national fund of social and municipal housing
with the possibility of social renting will provide housing for the
most vulnerable segments of the population who are unable to
purchase their own housing or use mortgage lending. This will also

contribute to a more flexible solution to the housing problem for
returning refugees at the initial stage of their reintegration.
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2. Creation of conditions for the development of small
and medium-sized businesses that will help create
new jobs in the regions affected by the war. This
could include government grants and soft loans for
entrepreneurs willing to work in these regions.

Job creation is key to the economic integration of returning
refugees. State measures to support small and medium-sized
businesses could include:

Grant programmes: Provision of non-repayable financial assistance
(grants) to start or restore a business, especially in priority
economic sectors for the affected regions.

Soft loans: Providing access to cheap loans with low interest rates
or deferred payments for entrepreneurs operating in the affected
regions.

Tax breaks: Introduce temporary tax incentives for businesses that
create new jobs for refugees and IDPs in the affected regions.
Administrative support: Simplification of business registration and
operation procedures, provision of advisory and legal assistance to
entrepreneurs.

Creation of business incubators and technology parks: Support
the creation of infrastructure for the development of innovative
businesses and start-ups in the affected regions.

Self-employment support programmes: Providing financial and
advisory assistance to those who wish to start their own business
as self-employed.

Engaging international donors: Active cooperation with

international organisations and foundations to attract additional
resources to support small and medium-sized businesses.
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3. Professional training and retraining of refugees,
particularly youth and vulnerable groups, will enable
their integration into the economy and facilitate
employment.

Providing opportunities for acquiring new skills and reskilling is
crucial to ensuring employment for returning refugees, especially
when their previous professions have become obsolete or their
jobs have been lost.

The programs should include:

Labor market needs assessment: Conducting research to identify
the most in-demand professions in different regions of Ukraine
Short-term vocational training and retraining courses: Offering free
or affordable courses in relevant professions, including both
traditional specialties and emerging fields related to economic
recovery and development

Internship and apprenticeship programs: Collaborating with
businesses to organize internships and apprenticeships, allowing
refugees to gain practical experience and improve their
competitiveness in the job market

Employment support: providing job search assistance, career
counseling, resume writing support, and interview preparation
Youth employment programs: special training and employment
initiatives tailored for young returnees, including opportunities to
secure their first job.

Entrepreneurship training: organizing courses and workshops on
entrepreneurship fundamentals for those interested in starting
their own business.

Recognition of qualifications: simplifying the recognition process
for professional qualifications obtained abroad to facilitate
employment.
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4. Providing support to individuals affected by war
trauma to facilitate their successful reintegration into
peaceful life.

The war has inflicted deep psychological wounds on many
Ukrainians. Providing comprehensive support is essential for their
successful return to normal life. This support may include
psychological assistance and social reintegration programs,
ensuring that those affected receive the necessary care and
guidance.

Key measures include:

Expanding the psychological support network: Establishing and
mMaintaining psychological support centers at the national and
local levels, ensuring access to qualified psychologists,
psychotherapists, and psychiatrists

Specialized psychological support programs: Developing tailored
programs for children, adolescents, adults, the elderly, war
veterans, and their families

Support and self-help groups: Creating and facilitating peer
support groups for individuals who have experienced similar
traumatic events

Social reintegration programs: Implementing initiatives aimed at
restoring social connections, adapting to new living conditions,
and overcoming social isolation

Assistance with document and property recovery: providing legal
and administrative support for restoring lost documents and
property rights

Support programs for persons with disabilities: Ensuring access
to essential medical services, rehabilitation, and social assistance
for those who have acquired disabilities due to the war

Awareness campaigns: Launching informational campaigns to
raise awareness about war trauma'’s effects and encourage people
to seek support

Involvement of international experts: Collaborating with
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international organizations and specialists to exchange
experiences and implement best practices in psychological and
social support

Implementing these measures within a state program will require
significant efforts and resources but is crucial for the successful
return of Ukrainian refugees and the rebuilding of a strong and
prosperous Ukraine.

The return of Ukrainians is not just a technical task of housing
reconstruction—it is a comprehensive process that demands a
strategic approach and joint efforts from the government,
international community, and citizens. The future of the
country—its economic stability, social cohesion, and strategic
recovery—depends on the successful reintegration of returning
Ukrainians.

Only by working together we
can bring our people home and

rebuild a strong and thriving
Ukraine.
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