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            Dummies, Drones and Gambling

         

         Advertising for online casinos has become ever more prevalent on Telegram channels which broadcast news from the front. Sometimes these adverts include reports about how much money the casino company has donated to the Ukrainian army for the purchase of drones. The mention of these donations dulls my sensitivity to the dangers of gambling. Drones are essential at the front. In his video message to the country last Monday, President Zelensky confidently declared that “Ukrainian drones will ensure our victory!” And on Tuesday, a flock of them attacked a drone factory and an oil refinery in Tatarstan, 1,200 kilometres beyond the front line.

         All day and all night the buzz of drones can be heard along the 1,000 kilometres of the front line. The noise does not come from attack drones that hunt for enemy equipment and manpower but from reconnaissance drones that monitor activity and “report” on changes. For both Ukrainians and Russians, it is almost impossible to do anything on or near the front line without being noticed. Only underground activity can go unobserved, as was the case in Avdiivka, where Russian special forces quietly made their way into the city’s industrial zone through tunnels. The turnover of combat drones is very high for both sides and drone production is the fastest-growing segment in both countries’ economies. 11

         One of the front lines is located in Kherson region on the eastern bank of the Dnipro River – an area mostly occupied by Russian forces. Near the flattened village of Krynki, the Ukrainian military has been controlling several square kilometres of territory along the river for many months. The width of the Dnipro at this point reaches 800 metres, making the supply of ammunition to the eastern bank hugely difficult and risky. Delivery of heavier equipment or artillery is almost impossible. This front is preserved mainly thanks to drones, which can be launched from the western bank of the Dnipro.

         The village of Krynki and its surroundings are notorious among Russian soldiers. Hundreds of them have died there, and burnt-out shells of Russian tanks and armoured personnel carriers stand abandoned on the forest roads around the village. Nonetheless, Russian officers regularly order unequipped soldiers to attack. For the Russian Command, it is more important to economise on tanks and armoured personnel carriers than on soldiers. Recently, however, some surprise manoeuvres have indicated that the Russians may be seeking to reduce the loss of life. Ukrainian reconnaissance drone operators noticed a Russian truck driving at speed into the forest near Krynki. Two dozen mannequins – the kind used for shop displays – were unloaded from the truck which immediately drove away, leaving the naked mannequins on the ground.

         This would seem to be the beginning of an unusual military operation. Next, most likely at night, Russian soldiers will arrive with uniforms in which to dress the dummies so that they can be placed in the trenches, in the hope that the Ukrainian military will waste time and resources engaging 12the dummies in battle, while groups of live Russian soldiers try to attack from some other quarter.

         Tricks of this sort are commonplace. Ukrainian volunteers occasionally announce that they need mannequins for the front. But the Ukrainian forces prefer models of guns, rocket launchers and other military equipment. Mock-ups of Patriot systems or tanks – sometimes inflatable and sometimes made of lightweight materials – are being produced by several private enterprises at the request of the Ministry of Defence. The hope is that the Russian army will use expensive attack drones or missiles against these fake targets.

         Thanks to Ukrainian reconnaissance drones, the mannequins dropped from a truck in the forest near Krynki will not help the Russian army. The Ukrainians have rumbled other Russian ploys. For example, silhouettes of fighter jets painted on the tarmac of Russian airfields. Ukrainian drones quickly identified the fake jets. Drone operators were especially amused by views of Russian military helicopters parked directly on top of painted SU-26 fighters.

         Russia will continue to paint jets on tarmac because they do not have enough air defence systems to protect all their facilities, including airfields and refineries. Most of their air defence systems are protecting Moscow.

         The Ukrainian Command is facing a very different kind of problem, which is being discussed around Ukrainian kitchen tables. Pavlo Petrichenko, a sergeant from the 59th Brigade, has created a petition on the website of the Office of the President asking for the introduction of limits on the operation of online casinos. The petition immediately collected 26,000 signatures – one thousand more than is 13required to ensure presidential attention. Petrichenko and many other soldiers and their families are waiting to see how the Office of the President will react to their concerns.

         Petrichenko sees online gambling as a serious threat to Ukrainian society and especially to the military. In the text accompanying his petition, he writes: “For the third year running, military personnel have been away from their families, under conditions of constant stress and without opportunities for proper rest. This means they are psychologically very vulnerable. For many of them, gambling becomes the only way to deal with stress.”

         There have already been cases where game-addicted soldiers have spent all their money and started taking out microloans with high rates of interest. Then, to pay off their debts, they have tried to pawn military equipment, even drones or thermal imagers.

         “The online gambling business directs its advertising at military personnel, using the symbols of the Ukrainian army and ‘whitewashing’ its activities with small charitable donations to the army,” Petrichenko notes.

         Not all military personnel see online gambling as a serious problem. Serviceman and blogger Maxim Skubenko believes that the danger is exaggerated. He says: “Here we have a group of capable adults whose incomes have suddenly significantly increased, and they do not know what to spend the money on. If that money goes to a legal casino, then what business is it of yours?” He does, however, suggest that financial literacy courses for military personnel could be useful.

         Petrichenko, meanwhile, is relying on the Office of the 14President, hoping it will prepare a bill which will ban gambling during martial law, prohibit access to online casinos for military personnel and forbid the use of Ukrainian military symbols in advertising for gambling. He also asks, among other things, for a ban on collaboration between charitable organisations and businesses involved in gambling, and a law preventing pawn shops from accepting military or dual-use items as collateral.

         Gambling was banned in Ukraine in 2009, but in 2021 it was legalised again, and quickly gained popularity. There have been occasional accusations in the press against the companies operating online and offline casinos, suggesting that their ultimate beneficiaries may be Russian citizens. The lack of transparency in its structure and business operations meant that Cosmolot – the largest online casino operator in Ukraine – was granted a licence only after five attempts.

         In the text accompanying his petition, Sergent Petrichenko notes that soldiers who become addicted to gambling and who fall into debt may turn out to be “useful material” for Russian military intelligence. Trying to control gambling on the front line, however, could give rise to serious conflicts within Ukrainian military units. Will commanders dare to take away soldiers’ mobile phones?

         Recently Kyiv’s New Time radio station devoted an entire programme to this issue. I was driving into Kyiv at the time and was able to listen to it from beginning to end. I was pleased to hear the radio journalist taking this problem seriously, but the programme was interrupted twice for commercials. Both times there were adverts for Gambler magazine in which: “Readers can find a lot of useful information and 15advice!” These adverts seemed to be mocking the thoughts expressed in a radio show dedicated to the problems surrounding gambling trends in wartime. The fact is that casinos can pay more for advertising than other businesses, and it appears that media channels lack the financial or moral strength to refuse such earnings. In western Ukraine, the gaming industry has gone even further. It sponsors regular programmes on local radio which are dedicated to gaming. The purpose of the radio shows is to attract even more customers to online casinos and offline gaming spaces.

         It is not yet clear who will win in this secondary “war” – the gambling industry or the anti-gambling groups among Ukraine’s civilian and military population. President Zelensky has not responded to the petition so far, but he will have to. In the meantime, on popular Telegram channels, adverts for “patriotic” online casinos continue to appear between news broadcasts from the front. As the military situation becomes increasingly heated, you would think that gamers in military uniform would not have time to put down their machine guns and pick up their smartphones. But what if gaming is the only relief for soldiers in their rare moments of respite between battles? Solving this problem may prove to be more challenging than identifying fake Russian soldiers and fighter jets.
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            Escalation

         

         The world breathed a sigh of relief at N.A.T.O.’s response to Iran’s recent attack on Israel. Ukraine sighed too, only more in envy at the thought of U.S. and U.K. aircraft shooting down Iranian drones. Almost all the missiles launched from Iran were intercepted. “If they had helped us like that, we would have liberated our occupied territories long ago!” Ukrainians wrote on social networks. “That’s what ‘a closed sky’ means!” While American and British planes were shooting down Iranian drones over Jordan and Israel, Ukrainian mobile units in jeeps with light anti-aircraft systems were scrambling to shoot down Iranian drones launched by Russia over Ukraine.

         Even President Zelensky spoke resentfully about the successful repulsion of the Iranian attack on Israel. In response, British representatives explained that Ukraine does not receive such assistance “so as not to provoke an escalation” in the war with Russia, prompting hysterical laughter from Ukrainians.

         Russian troops are slowly advancing along the entire eastern front. In Donbas, they have been ordered to take the city of Chasiv Yar by May 9 – the day Russia celebrates the victory over Nazi Germany. Ukrainian military journalists write as if the city’s fate was already sealed and discuss how its occupation will affect developments on the eastern front. 17

         The costly but effective defence of Israel was undertaken to prevent an escalation in the conflict between Israel and Iran. If an Iranian missile had hit an Israeli hospital or residential building, Israel would have responded much more vigorously, and further exchanges of blows would have been very difficult to stop. An escalation in that arena would have negatively affected Ukraine, not only because the military aid that the country is counting on may have been redirected to Israel but also because an Israel–Iran war would sap the world’s attention, pushing Ukraine’s struggle further into the shadows.

         So, Biden’s efforts to keep the lid on the conflict in the Middle East are very important for Ukraine, even if we feel glum about the situation. There is, however, one piece of good news for Ukrainians in all this: according to American military experts, up to 50 per cent. of the Iranian missiles which were prepared for the attack on Israel fell out of the sky before reaching Israel or did not take off at all due to manufacturing defects. This brings into question Iran’s military potential, although the Iranian drones that Russia is using against Ukraine are technically advanced and are certainly causing a lot of damage.

         
            *

         

         In Kyiv, meanwhile, the war between adherents of the Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate and defenders of the city’s historical sites has entered a new phase. While the pro-Russian President Viktor Yanukovych was in power, the Moscow Patriarchate illegally built a church next to 18the site of one of Kyiv’s earliest churches – Desyatynna, or the Tithe Church. The State Museum of History is nearby and has responsibility for the surrounding area, which is protected as a historical site.

         A court decision was made to demolish the illegally constructed building a long time ago, but the “church” continues to function, holding regular services and broadcasting liturgical music on Saturday evenings and Sundays. Activists recently asked the management of the museum to explain why the church was still there. The museum’s director replied that only the State Executive Services could deal with the question of the building’s demolition, and, because of the war, these Executive Services had no money allocated for such purposes.

         The activists found out how much the dismantling work would cost and set about raising the funds on social networks. In just one day they collected more than was needed. Then a construction company offered to dismantle the building free of charge so that all the money collected could be donated to the Ukrainian army. This news did not, however, please the museum’s management, which seems to fear any kind of scandal. There is a tense pause as all parties await word from the State Executive Services, without whose formal permission nothing can be done.

         Meanwhile, the state authorities have announced that they are preparing to check the legality of 73 Kyiv churches and their land plots which are affiliated to the Moscow Patriarchate. Each church is a separate legal entity, so 73 independent investigations will have to be carried out. That could take a very long time. 19

         One of the reasons for the Ukrainian authorities’ caution regarding the actions of the Moscow Patriarchate, even when those actions are clearly illegal, is that the church’s leadership has hired a well-known American lawyer, Robert Amsterdam, to  defend  their  interests. Amsterdam  has  launched  a campaign in the United States in support of the Church of the Moscow Patriarchate and regularly accuses the Ukrainian leadership of persecuting believers and restricting religious freedom. This topic is readily picked up by some Republicans in America, and the Ukrainian leadership does not want to give them reasons for any anti-Ukrainian narrative, especially in the run-up to the presidential election.

         Recently, in Noginsk, about 70 kilometres east of Moscow, the Russian authorities bulldozed the only Ukrainian Orthodox church in the Russian Federation. That church was built legally and had all the necessary documents to allow it to function. It seems that the American lawyer, Amsterdam, did not notice its demolition. True, nothing has been said about it in Ukraine either.
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            Ukrainian Bananas – a Story of Survival

         

         Spring is seeing a few positive developments away from the front. Some well-known brands have recently reopened their shops in the capital and elsewhere. Kyiv residents are especially happy about the return of Zara. McDonald’s restaurants are reappearing in the south and east of Ukraine, and, at the Khmelnitsky nuclear power plant, preparatory work has begun for the construction of two new nuclear units – the fifth and sixth. With the ongoing mass destruction of Ukrainian power plants by the Russians, the country will soon face a catastrophic energy-supply situation. The new nuclear units will not be up and running any time soon but, so long as we do not allow ourselves to think about attacks on these installations, it is comforting to know that such construction plans are going ahead.

         The Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant, captured by the Russian army in March 2022, is completely shut down and the area is used by the Russians as storage space for weapons and, of course, as a tool for blackmailing the whole world.

         Russia recently stepped up its attacks from Belgorod, close to the Ukrainian border. Rocket launchers in the town stand between high-rise, residential buildings. Not surprisingly, Ukrainian attack drones fly there from time to time. The explosions are loud, and the residents of Belgorod are justifiably afraid of them. Many have gone to stay with 21relatives in other regions of Russia, while those who decided to join the “official evacuation” have found themselves in rather remote areas of Siberia and the Urals and, according to comments on Russian social media, without the state financial support they were promised.

         Those who have remained in Belgorod are watching as the city prepares for the summer. Near recreation areas and river beaches, the city authorities are installing concrete bomb shelters where people can hide when Ukrainian drones approach. Children’s bulletproof vests with hoods have appeared on sale. This body armour is not cheap. Prices start at $400, but the Russian government has not offered to provide free body armour for those who live near the Ukrainian border and who regularly complain about the shelling of their town. Russia’s chief television propagandist, Vladimir Solovyov, called the residents who complain “alarmist creatures”.

         In Ukraine, in spite of the death of hundreds of children, children’s bulletproof vests have not appeared on sale. Children see and hear the sounds of war every day, and yet, on Friday mornings, many families discuss plans for the weekend, hoping there will not be an air raid. A new tourist attraction for Kyiv residents has recently appeared in the village of Rozhny, 20 minutes by road from Kyiv’s north-eastern limits. There you can visit two large greenhouses – one subtropical, the other tropical. Both are full of exotic plants and trees. As well as admiring the fruit-bearing orange, lemon, papaya, kumquat and mango trees, visitors can buy three new varieties of banana tree which have been bred over the last 25 years in Rozhny by Anatoly Potiy, the owner of this tropical fruit farm. 22

         Although only an amateur horticulturalist, Potiy has made it possible for Ukrainians to grow bananas in their own homes. He has developed a miniature banana palm that grows up to 75 centimetres, a medium-sized tree that grows up to one and a half metres and a larger one that reaches two and a half metres. All three varieties allow you to grow bananas in your home. Fruit-bearing pineapple and dwarf fig trees for indoor planting are also on sale. The number of people wanting to visit his greenhouse and buy saplings has forced Potiy and his wife Tetyana to create an electronic registration system.

         Potiy conducts fascinating tours of his huge greenhouses and their contents, but he does not usually explain how, during a shelling attack at the very beginning of the war, part of a neighbour’s property collapsed and all the windows in his house were blown out, forcing Potiy and his wife to move into the greenhouses. They lived there for several weeks during the winter. There was no gas or electricity, and Potiy was afraid that his exotic plants would freeze. Unable to bear the constant shelling, Potiy and his wife eventually evacuated to Germany. They spent six months there while a nephew remained in Rozhny looking after the greenhouses as best he could. When Potiy returned, he found to his surprise that not a single tree or bush had died. All the trees had withstood the cold and frequent lack of water.

         Russian troops never reached Rozhny. Ukrainian defence units stopped the enemy advance 30 kilometres away from the village and, thanks to this dramatic story, Potiy discovered that the varieties of banana palm and other trees that he had bred are frost-resistant and not afraid of sudden 23climatic changes. You could say that the astonishing survival of these trees mirrors the unexpected staunchness with which Ukrainians are facing adversity. They could not have anticipated that they would find in themselves what it takes to survive in a country under constant attack from a vicious and powerful neighbour.
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            Stories that Come to an End

         

         Every story, even one that seems to have reached its finale, has its continuation.

         Pavlo Petrichenko, the soldier of the 59th Brigade who, on March 29 of this year, created a petition to ban online casinos, died in battle on April 15. On April 16, President Zelensky promised to consider his petition and establish some kind of control over online casinos.

         A new petition has appeared on the website of the Office of the President, asking that Sergeant Petrichenko be awarded posthumously the title “Hero of Ukraine”. It has already received the necessary 25,000 signatures of support.

         
            *

         

         At the beginning of the full-scale war, Ukrainians were captivated by the heroism of the military pilot Stepan Tarabalka, known as the “Ghost of Kyiv”. During the first two weeks of the war, while defending the skies over the Ukrainian capital, he shot down a good many Russian fighter jets. Tarabalka died, however, on March 13, 2022, in an unequal air battle over Zhytomyr region. No petition to the Office of the President was required to spur the authorities into granting him posthumously the title “Hero of Ukraine”.

         Tarabalka has become the hero of a comic book story and 25is still remembered with gratitude by all Ukrainians. Recently, his mother, Natalya Tarabalka, joined the Military Chaplains Corps. “My decision to join the corps was prompted by my own spiritual experience and now I have received the necessary knowledge base for chaplaincy, I want to be needed and useful to active soldiers and veterans as well as to my family,” she said.

         More than two years have passed since the death of her son. During that time Natalya has created the “Warmth of a Winged Soul” health and rehabilitation centre for military personnel. She achieved this using the compensation money which she received after her son’s death and with help from volunteers and local authorities whose support, she says, remains constant.

         During this war, we have often heard how, instead of children continuing the work of their parents, it is parents and other loved ones who continue the work of their deceased children, husbands and wives. But sometimes there is inevitably no continuation, only a dark full stop.

         At the beginning of spring, the Kvilinsky Garden, a flower farm and garden centre, founded many years ago by Jan and Olga Kvilinsky in Poltava region, ceased to exist. Jan was known for his love of roses; the varieties which he cultivated can be found in gardens all over Poltava region and beyond. As well as roses, he loved boxing and foreign languages. At the beginning of the war, Jan sent his wife and young daughter to the United States and went to the front. At the end of January, he died in Avdiivka.

         “The Kvilinsky Garden is no more.” This message, placed by someone on Jan’s Facebook page, shocked acquaintances 26and strangers alike. It is not known whether his wife and daughter will return to Ukraine. Recently his brothers-in-arms organised a boxing championship in his memory, while friends from the world of horticulture appealed to people who have roses from the Kvilinsky nursery to remember Jan when the flowers bloom in their gardens.

         Considering how many companies and farms have been left without owners due to Russia’s aggression, we might expect the number of small and medium-sized businesses in Ukraine to have slumped. The statistics tell a different story, however. In 2023, almost 315,000 private firms were registered in Ukraine – more than in any other year of the last decade. Many of these new businesses are hair and beauty salons, often created by women – displaced women who have moved to safer regions of the country.

         A large number of small construction companies have also appeared. There is a logical explanation for this too: many builders and home renovation specialists have been working for years on a cash-only basis, without being registered and without paying taxes. Private-sector work for these companies has dried up as the war has pushed housebuilding and home improvements off the agenda. At the same time, there has been a boom in central and local government programmes which fund reconstruction and repair work on housing and public facilities damaged by the war. Only officially registered, taxpaying companies can submit tenders for work on these projects, and it is worth registering to gain access to this seemingly bottomless pit of construction work.

         Statistics show that, since the beginning of the war, a little more than 200,000 private businesses have closed down 27each year – fewer than those being opened. These statistics, however, do not include private businesses that have not been closed officially but that no longer function due to the destruction of their premises or the evacuation or death of the owners. Figures for cases like this remain a mystery.

         My youngest son has been trying for several days to sign up for a driving test. All the slots for tests are booked weeks in advance and almost all of the candidates are women. Many of them are the wives of men drafted into the army. They have the family car but no licence. The gradual upward trend in the number of female drivers in Ukraine, which started from almost zero in the early 1990s, has stepped up its pace.

         Swings in the number of small businesses and female drivers are interesting statistics, but for most Ukrainians, the issue of greatest concern is mobilisation. This question has divided society more radically than any other. The law on mobilisation, signed by President Zelensky, officially comes into force on May 18, but some government decisions related to it are already being implemented. These include the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ order to stop offering consular services to male citizens of military age (18–60). This means that citizens in this category who live abroad can no longer receive any documents from the Ukrainian state or renew their passports. To obtain these documents, they must return to Ukraine and register with the military. If a man of “military age” returns, he will not be allowed to leave the country again.

         Rumours that such a decision was being prepared had been circulating for a long time, and it had become common 28to see queues of men applying for new passports at Ukrainian consulates.

         Even those Ukrainian men who managed to submit passport renewal documents to a consulate will be required to return to Ukraine to receive their new passports. Ukrainian passports are valid for ten years. Once they expire, the legal status of the holder who finds themselves abroad will be in question. Ukrainians living in Europe have commented angrily to local journalists. Some say that they no longer see any point in returning to Ukraine. Others explain that they have been living in Europe for many years and have no choice but to try to obtain citizenship in their country of residence.

         The German government has announced that expired Ukrainian passports will not affect the status of Ukrainian refugees and that, for travel within Europe, Ukrainians with expired Ukrainian passports will be issued with “grey passports” – an identity card used by non-German citizens and stateless people. Polish authorities have made a similar statement, although they added that, if necessary, they could assist Ukraine in returning Ukrainian citizens home for further mobilisation.

         The Ukrainian government has stated that, since the start of the war, about 600,000 men of military age have left Ukraine illegally. Some analysts suggest the figure is closer to one million. How many of them will agree to return to Ukraine voluntarily must be a rhetorical question.

         The new Law on Mobilisation contains articles that may worry Ukrainian citizens who have not thought about leaving Ukraine, although these stipulations are typical of any country under martial law. We are talking about the 29right of the state to seize private vehicles – both cars and trucks, as well as buildings and housing. In spite of the war, in 2023 Ukraine’s car dealers did reasonably good business. That success is unlikely to be repeated this year given that, from May 18, your recently purchased vehicle could be confiscated for use by the army. Indeed, last year, along the main highway between Poland and Kyiv I often noticed trucks carrying brand-new S.U.V.s from Europe to car dealerships in Kyiv, Dnipro, Zaporizhzhia and elsewhere, but over the past couple of weeks on the same highway I have not seen a single one.

         The new Law on Mobilisation may not impact the real estate market to the same extent. Prices for properties away from the fronts are reasonably stable and even on the rise. Closer to European borders prices are rising faster than elsewhere. Properties located five kilometres or less from the border are considered especially attractive because the owners have the right to be inside the frontier zones which are currently closed to everyone else in order to reduce illegal border crossings. And that brings us full circle to the issue of conscription.
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            The Circus at War

         

         Ukrainians have had two things on their minds in recent days: the Russian army’s offensive in Kharkiv region and the performance of the Ukrainian duet in the Eurovision Song Contest. The Eurovision Song Contest is over. Ukraine took third place – end of story. The Russian army’s offensive in Kharkiv region, on the other hand, continues, although Ukrainian official media is providing less information about what is happening on that front than it did about the winners and losers of Eurovision.

         Last Friday evening we were having dinner with friends, Vasyl and Tetyana, and talking about our plans for the near future. At eight in the evening, Vasyl felt the need to turn on the television.

         “We should catch up on what’s going on in Kharkiv,” he said anxiously.

         We moved to the sofa and watched a B.B.C. journalist in Kharkiv explain, in some detail, the situation on the fringes of the city. The report included maps showing the latest Ukrainian villages to have been captured by Russian troops and news of the Ukrainian border town of Kupyansk – targeted daily by dozens of huge Russian bombs, yet still home to some 300 residents who have refused to leave the town, which is now little more than piles of rubble. The reporter’s tone was dramatic, and his pessimism dulled our 31spirits. We turned off the television and returned to the table, our desire to talk about plans entirely extinguished.

         While we were visiting Vasyl and Tetyana, our son Anton was attending an evening of stand-up comedy at the Golden Gate pub. He did not find much to laugh at. On a Friday night, there were only nine people in the audience and Anton could not remember any of the jokes told by the four comedians. “I don’t think they were really in the mood to tell jokes, with so few people listening,” he explained. “But at least the beer was good!”

         New jokes and anecdotes are very hard to come by. This is alarming because Ukrainians have always valued humour. Not so long ago, to say that someone had no sense of humour would have been a serious insult. Times have changed. Insults as well as reasons for hatred have changed too.

         
            *

         

         Ukraine’s circus employees recently came in for a barrage of vilification on social media. The vindictiveness against them reached such a pitch that the acting Minister for Culture, Rostyslav Karandieiev, was forced to speak out in defence of clowns, acrobats, animal trainers and other “big top” performers.

         The wave of antagonism against circus workers may one day be held up as a classic example of the manipulation of mass consciousness, but it was sparked by the publication of a document listing professions exempt from military conscription. The list includes Members of Parliament, employees of weapons and ammunition factories, television journalists 32working for the “Unified” information channel – which observes the state information policy – and, somewhere near the end of the list, employees of the state circus.

         Within an hour of the document’s publication, several bloggers had launched ferocious attacks on social networks under the heading “Circus Workers Exempt from Mobilisation”. Instantly this category of Ukrainians became society’s number one internal enemy.

         “I was outraged by the hate expressed around the topic of people working in the cultural and media sphere,” Karandieiev exclaimed. “It shows disrespect for those who do their work honestly and efficiently, a primitive assessment of their social significance, and a primitive attitude towards the significance of culture in wartime.”

         He went on to explain what the State Travelling Circus does. This large, professional team spends eleven months a year touring throughout the free territory of Ukraine, including recently liberated cities and towns. They perform in hospitals, bomb shelters and other premises that would usually be unsuitable for their work. In 2023, more than 1,500 shows were performed, attended by 145,000 spectators.

         The State Travelling Circus has chosen to exempt from conscription only people who do the fourteen jobs which are essential to the staging of performances. The remaining male workers can be drafted at any time and dozens of acrobats, gymnasts, animal trainers and clowns are already in the army.

         At the start of the war, professional clown Mykola Bilenky was living and working in Great Britain. He returned to 33Ukraine at the end of February 2022 and volunteered for the front. He has been treated for wounds and shell shock, but he is still fighting. In his free time, Bilenky watches circus acts on YouTube and follows the achievements of his two sons, who perform with a circus-on-ice troop mainly in the south and south-east of Ukraine. Before leaving for the U.K., Bilenky lived in Lviv and was responsible for the Lviv State Circus’ New Year shows for children. The props for those performances, many of which he made himself, are in storage, waiting for Bilenky, after the war.
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The Destruction
of Ukraine

“The pieces.are flaw]essly structured; the tone is devoid of self-pity
+. Yet saturating the book is a note of savage black comedy,
the farce of a world-made weird by unimaginable violence”

ROBIN-ASHENDEN, Spectator, on Our Daily War





