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Introduction

a) Role of Hotels in Wartime

In peacetime, hotels in Ukraine serve as dynam-
ic social spaces where individuals from diverse
geographical, professional, and personal back-
grounds converge. Business travellers, tourists,
and other visitors create a constantly shifting
demographic, usually making it challenging to
define a typical hotel guest. However, in the
context of armed conflict—particularly in regions
affected by active hostilities—this composition
undergoes a profound transformation. The pres-
ence of journalists, humanitarian workers, and
others whose activities are focused on doc-
umenting or addressing the challenges posed
by the conflict rises sharply, while the number
of tourists and business travellers decreases.

For media professionals—local and international
alike—hotels become a base of operations, en-
abling them to document the conflict and report
on military developments to their audiences. In
this context, hotels assume a critical role for
the media, functioning as polychronic spaces
that offer not only accommodation but also vital
services, basic necessities, and a semblance of
security. Utilities include electricity (which can
even be supplied by generators in the event of
a power cut), water, heat, food, a reasonably re-
liable WiFi connection, and facilities to broad-
cast live programmes. Hotel basements are
frequently repurposed as improvised shelters
during periods of intense shelling or aerial attacks.

While media professionals constitute a prom-
inent population, they are not the only group
whose presence in hotels near the frontline has
significantly increased. Interviews with numerous
hotel employees conducted for this study reveal

that guests often include specialists engaged
in humanitarian demining, assisting displaced
persons, providing medical care and essential
supplies, and delivering other critical humanitarian
services. Additionally, hotels serve as temporary
accommodation for internally displaced persons
(IDPs) fleeing from areas which are either occu-
pied or otherwise affected by active hostilities.

At the same time, military personnel may also
occasionally stay in hotels. This is usually linked
to the role of such places as meeting points
for military personnel and their families during
short-term leave or service-related weekends.
In the course of this study, two primary avenues
through which military personnel may be accom-
modated in hotels were identified: first, through
the legal rental of rooms on standard terms in
hotels functioning in their usual capacity; and,
second, through arrangements whereby hotel
owners or administrators allocate space for the
use of military personnel.

b) Targeting Hotels:
Recurrence Over Time and in
Other Wars

History provides numerous examples of hotels
being targeted during armed conflicts or attacked
as a result of terrorist acts. During armed con-
flicts, such attacks often spark debates over the
presence of military targets in the affected hotels
or leave this matter shrouded in secrecy. For in-
stance, during the NATO bombing of Belgrade in
1999, a precision-guided munition hit the Hotel
Jugoslavija. NATO claimed that the hotel had
been repurposed as the headquarters of Ser-



bian warlord Zeljko ‘Arkan’ Rajnatovié¢ and his
paramilitary group, the Serb Volunteer Guard.
However, according to eyewitness accounts cited
by Human Rights Watch, only the hotel’s casi-
no area was used by military personnel, while
the rest of the premises were primarily occu-
pied by government officials and state guests.!"

Hotel attacks have emerged as a recurring feature
in several more recent armed conflicts, with some
of the most prominent recent examples reported
in Myanmar and Lebanon. In September 2024,
the Myanmar military junta’s air force used two
500-Ib bombs to attack two hotels in the city of
Lashio, carrying out a second bombing a few hours
later. The airstrikes resulted in the destruction
of hotel buildings and nearby civilian homes.!
In October 2024, an Israeli airstrike hit a hotel
in Hasbaya, southern Lebanon, that was known
to accommodate media personnel. The strike
killed several journalists including Al-Mayadeen
TV cameraman Ghassan Najjar and broadcast
engineer Mohamed Reda. Several other jour-
nalists and photographers from different media
outlets sustained injuries in the same strike.

Beyond attacks linked to military actions, hotels
have also been frequently targeted in terrorist
attacks™ due to the inherent logic of such acts,
wherein the selected target is often expected
to carry significant symbolic value, with the act
itself serving a distinct communicative purpose.™

Given that many hotels targeted in such attacks
across various countries have typically accommo-
dated representatives of international organisa-
tions, diplomats, journalists, and foreign nation-
als—groups that, in many cases, are considered
desirable targets by terrorists—these attacks can
often be explained by several key factors. First,
such individuals may be targeted for what they
symbolise, such as foreign influence. Second,
their presence ensures significant international
media attention, thereby increasing the attackers’
ability to amplify their message to a wide audi-
ence. Third, hotels are considered ‘soft targets’,
offering minimal security barriers compared to
military or government facilities, making them
more accessible to attackers.! The very nature
and function of hotels ensures that at least some

of the individuals whom the attackers seek to kill
are likely to be inside at the time of the attack.

At the same time, there is a lack of comprehensive
research that highlights the specific reasons why
hotels are targeted during armed conflicts. This
gap can be partly attributed to the fact that un-
less a hotel is repurposed as a military asset, the
motivations behind such attacks are likely to align
with those targeting other civilian objects. How-
ever, this does not negate the potential presence
of additional or even primary motivating factors
that stem from the very nature, functions, and
clientele of hotels and are closely linked to the
specifics of the armed conflict and the ideology
of the attacking party, among other elements.

As such, this report addresses the topic of at-
tacks on hotels as they have frequently been
targeted in the Russo-Ukrainian war. The vic-
tims of these attacks are often foreign nation-
als, such as journalists, humanitarian workers,
and other civilians covering and addressing the
conflict. In this context, continued targeting of
hotels in Ukraine warrants closer examination.

c) Objectives of the Study

This study aims to examine Russian attacks on
hotels that occurred after the beginning of Rus-
sia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, between 24
February 2022 and 15 March 2025, in order to
identify potential rationales behind these strikes,
the patterns they exhibit, their broader implica-
tions, and to assess their compliance with inter-
national humanitarian law (IHL).

To meet these aims, the study pursues the
following objectives:

2> To document and analyse all verified attacks
on hotels in government-controlled areas of
Ukraine, with special attention paid to their
operational status, guest profiles, and the
possible presence of lawful military objectives
at the time of the strikes;

> To explore how these attacks have affected
media professionals, who constitute one of the
most impacted civilian groups, including psy-



chological consequences and the evolution of
safety practices in response to growing risks;

> To assess the public narratives and justifica-
tory rhetoric used by Russian authorities, as
well as popular media and Telegram sources,
to legitimise strikes on hotels, particularly in
cases involving media casualties;

> To examine the extent to which these attacks
comply with international humanitarian law,
by proposing a legal framework for their eval-
uation, identifying potential violations, and
outlining possible legal avenues for viewing
these strikes as part of a broader pattern of
unlawful conduct.

Particular emphasis is placed on the 24 August
2024 missile strike on the Hotel Sapphire in Kra-
matorsk, Donetsk Oblast; an attack that resulted
in casualties among citizens of the United States,
Germany, Latvia, the United Kingdom, and Ukraine.

d) Methodology of the Study

In this study, an attack on a hotel is defined as
a strike that either directly hit the hotel build-
ing or resulted in a detonation within the maxi-
mum possible circular error probable (CEP) of the
weapon used, provided that no clearly identifiable
military targets were present within this radius.
The absence of military objectives is determined
based on a combination of witness statements
and open-source analysis in cases where the at-
tack was documented by Truth Hounds (TH) field
researchers.” For incidents not examined through
field research, the assessment relies solely on

Ul'n three of the 31 cases analysed, there are indications in open sources
and witness statements that a military object could have been located near
the hotels, though our research has been unable to verify such claims. The
relevant cases are the attacks of 22 September 2022 and 27 September 2022
on the Sunrise Park Hotel in Zaporizhzhia and the attack of 31 December 2022
on the Hotel Alfavito in Kyiv. Given the unverified nature of the claims and
taking into account that these hotels sustained significant damage and direct
hits—twice, in the case of the Sunrise Park Hotel-we have judged that, as
they stand, these attacks fall within the methodological scope of our report.
However, we recognise that further information and examination is necessary
in order to have complete certainty of the absence of military objects in these
cases. Moreover, while at the time of writing there are no further indications
of potential military objects in the vicinity of the hotels analysed, we also
recognise that it is possible that future investigations may reveal information
that would exclude certain attacks from our methodological framework.

open-source verification of the absence of sta-
tionary military objects within the examined radius.

In cases where the type of weapon remains un-
known, the assessment is based on the CEP of
the least accurate weapon known to have been
used in other verified cases. Among the strikes
considered in this report, the least accurate weap-
ons used were 5V55 and 48N6 missiles, along
with their variations—originally designed as sur-
face-to-air missiles, but later repurposed for use
against ground targets, launched from S-300
and S-400 missile systems. When used at their
maximum operational range, these missiles can
have a CEP of up to approximately 300 metres.!®!

Information on the CEP of various types of weap-
onry was provided to the authors of this report by
a group of experts specialising in the study and
analysis of the components and use of Russian
weapon systems. Due to security concerns and in
accordance with the terms of our collaboration, the
names of these experts have not been disclosed.

This study employs a multi-method approach to
data collection and analysis to ensure a compre-
hensive examination of Russian attacks on hotels
in Ukraine and their consequences. Specifically,
data for this report was gathered through the
following methods:

In-depth qualitative interviews

To gain firsthand insights into the circumstances
and impact of these attacks, 61 qualitative inter-
views were conducted with survivors, eyewitness-
es, hotel managers, journalists, and other key
informants with knowledge of hotel attacks. These
interviews were conducted in accordance with the
documentation methodology employed by TH and
adhered to the Code of Ethical Conduct for Field
Researchers.! The interviews were conducted
during five field missions to the cities of Krama-
torsk, Kryvyi Rih, Kharkiv, Pokrovsk, and Zapor-
izhzhia, as well as through additional interviews
conducted outside of field missions. Interviews
were conducted in Ukrainian, Russian, French, and

18 Cases involving Shahed-131 and Shahed-136 drones were excluded from
this report due to the difficulty of determining whether the impact was the
result of deliberate targeting or caused by deviation following electronic
warfare interference.



English and were later analysed and coded. All
data was securely stored on a password-protect-
ed server accessible exclusively to the research
team. To protect the safety of participants, inter-
viewee identities were anonymised upon request.

An online survey

To understand the broader consequences of these
attacks on media professionals, an online survey
was distributed among media practitioners cover-
ing the armed conflict in Ukraine.'! The survey as-
sesses the extent to which Russian attacks on ho-
tels have affected their work, particularly in terms
of safety concerns, psychological impact, and
operational restrictions. The survey was conducted
in both English and Ukrainian and remained open
for responses from 29 January to 14 March 2025.
The survey was then distributed by Ukrainian or-
ganisations: the Institute of Mass Information;™
the Lviv Media Forum;[ and the Media Develop-
ment Foundation.!" It was also shared through the
global network of Reporters without Borders (RSF).

A total of 80 responses were received. Information
about the respondents’ backgrounds is presented
in Section Il of this report.

Analysis of monitoring records
and open-source materials

This report examines online open sources, includ-
ing news reports, official statements, and selected
Telegram channels.

Data on attacks on hotels that occurred up to Sep-
tember 2024 was obtained from the TH and RSF
monitoring databases, whereas, from September
2024 onward, data was systematically collected
by the monitoring team through daily monitoring
efforts. This approach reflects the point at which
the research team began actively focusing on
this issue. Sources included selected national
and local media outlets operating from frontline
regions of Ukraine, as well as the official pages
of local administrative authorities and officials.

Analysis of Russian sources concerning the pat-
terns of coverage of the facts, consequences, and
explanations of the causes of such attacks was
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conducted through the examination of Russian
media sources, Telegram channels, and the offi-
cial website of the Ministry of Defence, utilising
two approaches:

(1) The first approach involved conducting search
queries on the official website of the Russian Min-
istry of Defence, Russian state media outlets, and
Russian Telegram channels. The selection of me-
dia outlets and Telegram channels was based on
lists available in TH databases and those provided
to the study’s authors by the Ukrainian investi-
gative and independent media outlet Texty.org.
ua. These two databases served as the founda-
tion for identifying relevant sources for analysis.
The searches were conducted using predefined
keywords related to attacks on hotels, ensuring
systematic and comprehensive retrieval of rele-
vant content; and

(2) The second approach employed the Ukrainian
Al-powered platform Osavul, which enabled an in-
depth analysis of how hotel attacks were covered
in selected and categorised Russian Telegram
channels. The analysis covered the period from 30
December 2023 to 19 March 2025. The Telegram
channels analysed included the official channel
of the Russian Ministry of Defence, along with
additional channels categorised into the following
groups (see Annex V for more detail):

- Russian media figures associated with
pro-government narratives (five channels);

- Russian media outlets that are fully or partially
state-owned or affiliated with state-controlled
entities (ten channels);

- Popular pro-Kremlin Russian military bloggers
(ten channels); and

- The main anonymous Russian Telegram chan-
nels (ten channels).

Open-source intelligence-gathering (OSINT) meth-
ods were used—including the analysis of satellite
imagery, leaked databases, media reports, social
media, and other publicly available information—to
investigate attacks examined in this report.

Finally, a structured legal analysis was conduct-
ed to assess the attacks in question within the


https://Texty.org.ua
https://Texty.org.ua
https://truth-hounds.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/annex-v.-list-of-telegram-channels-analysed-by-osavul-th-rsf.pdf

framework of IHL and international criminal law
(ICL). The assessment sought to identify potential
violations of IHL, consider whether such conduct
could amount to international crimes under ICL,
and outline the implications for accountability
mechanisms.

Limitations of the Study

Despite the study’s comprehensive approach,
several limitations should be acknowledged. One
of the primary challenges was limited or com-
plicated access to certain attack sites due to
ongoing hostilities. This limitation necessitat-
ed a reliance on secondary sources and remote
data collection methods, which, while valuable,
may not provide the same depth of informa-
tion as direct field research. Additionally, due
to the lack of access to occupied territories of
Ukraine, the study could not comprehensive-
ly analyse the circumstances and implications
of attacks that occurred there. In some cases,
the study relies significantly on publicly avail-
able data, including news reports, government
statements, and OSINT methods. While exten-
sive efforts were made to verify and cross-ref-
erence information, there remains a possibility
of gaps, bias, or inconsistencies in reporting.

Another constraint is the representativeness of
both the qualitative interviews and survey re-
sponses. While the collected statements provide
valuable insights, they may not fully capture the
diversity of experiences among affected individ-
uals. One potential issue is self-selection bias
in the survey, as participation was voluntary.
Without random sampling, respondents may
differ systematically from those who did not
participate, potentially influencing the findings.

Similarly, the sampling approach for interviews,
which partially relied on snowball sampling, may
have led to sampling bias, as interviewees were
likely to recommend individuals with similar per-
spectives or experiences. Furthermore, as with
any research relying on retrospective accounts,
there is a risk of recall bias, where respondents
may misremember events, as well as social de-
sirability bias, whereby participants may shape

their answers to align with what they perceive to
be more acceptable, rather than entirely accurate.

Additionally, researcher bias—though mitigat-
ed through standardised protocols—remains
an inherent risk in qualitative analysis, as data
interpretation is influenced by the perspec-
tives and assumptions of the research team.

Finally, the dynamic nature of the conflict pres-
ents an additional constraint. It is possible that
information may become available in the future
indicating that certain attacks should be excluded
from our analysis, in line with our methodological
framework. Moreover, as new developments and
attacks continue to emerge, the patterns identi-
fied in this study may shift over time. While this
report presents findings up to mid-March 2025,
ongoing research will be necessary to account for
evolving trends and their broader implications.
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Intensification of Attacks on
Hotels

Our study—a joint undertaking between TH and
RSF—aims to examine Russian attacks on hotels
in Ukraine through an analysis of 31 documented
incidents occurring at 25 hotels between 24 Feb-
ruary 2022 and 15 March 2025. In so doing, we
aim to identify potential rationales behind these
strikes, the patterns apparent across the attacks,
and their broader implications for media workers,
as well as to assess them within the framework
of IHL.

The pattern of attacks investigated in this report
sheds light on the growing risks faced by media
professionals covering the war in Ukraine. Hotel
attacks, initially sporadic in 2022 (eight attacks),
continued into 2023 and intensified in the latter
part of the year, with four of the five attacks oc-
curring after August. This clear pattern became
increasingly evident in 2024 (fourteen attacks, of
which eleven occurred after August) and contin-
ued into early 2025, with four attacks being carried
out in two months. This escalation highlights a
shift from isolated events to a sustained threat.

Since the onset of Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, many hotels have adapted their oper-
ations in direct response to the conflict. Some
have ceased accepting guests for security rea-
sons, while others have refused to host military
personnel to avoid any association with military
activity. However, our findings suggest that there
is no clear correlation between the operating policy
of a hotel and the likelihood of it being targeted.

Attacks Resulting in Civilian
Casualties, Including
Journalists

The majority of the victims of these attacks have
been civilians. Among this group, media workers
feature prominently, with 25 journalists and other
media professionals—one of whom was killed—be-
coming victims of the attacks analysed.' Russia
has increasingly targeted hotels known for hous-

ing journalists, deliberately striking those with no
military presence.

A clear pattern has emerged, with repeated at-
tacks occurring at night, using Russian cruise and
ballistic missiles launched from Iskander missile
systems, primarily in Ukrainian cities in regions
affected by active hostilities and on civilian hotels
that do not constitute legitimate military targets.
Our analysis therefore suggests that these attacks
are neither random nor incidental but are instead
part of a broader strategy aimed at discouraging
independent reporting from the frontline.

Obstacles to Journalistic
Work

As a result, journalists are increasingly forced to
reconsider their accommodation choices, shifting
away from hotels in favour of alternatives. This
limits their ability to operate safely in conflict areas
and to perform their vital social function—par-
ticularly crucial in times of war. Indeed, 13% of
respondents to our survey highlighted that there
had been a reduction or complete suspension
of assignments to high-risk areas in light of the
pattern of attacks, representing a concerning
trend that may affect the amount and quality of
coverage of Russia’s war in Ukraine. Moreover,
this trend has caused significant psychological
distress among media professionals. Notably,
when asked about the main consequences of
these attacks, respondents to our survey cited
complicated logistics due to limited access to
safe housing (64%) and psychological stress or
emotional trauma (44%).0'%!

4l At least seven media professionals sustained severe physical injuries.

sl The figures given in this subsection represent combined data from the
responses of both Ukrainian and foreign media professionals.



Disinformation Campaigns
and False Narratives Used by
Russian Sources to Justify
These Attacks

These attacks appear to be part of a broader Rus-
sian strategy aimed at intimidating journalists
and suppressing independent media coverage of
Russia’s actions in Ukraine. In an effort to justify
its actions under IHL, we have analysed several
elements from disinformation campaigns, includ-
ing false narratives claiming Russia is targeting
‘foreign mercenaries’.

Our study highlights how a range of Russian sourc-
es have actively promoted narratives about ‘for-
eign mercenaries’ allegedly fighting in Ukraine.
This label is frequently applied to journalists to
legitimise strikes on hotels in near-frontline terri-
tories where they usually stay or to portray them
as equally lawful and desirable targets as actu-
al combatants. Indeed, our analysis of Russian
sources indicates that this narrative, whereby
the line between journalists and combatants is
deliberately blurred, is actively employed—and
potentially initiated—by the Russian Ministry of
Defence.

Call to Action: Legal
measures

In light of these developments, it is crucial to
prioritise prosecuting crimes against journal-
ists in national and international jurisdictions. In
particular, we recommend the initiation of legal
proceedings at the International Criminal Court
(ICC) and in the United Kingdom—the home coun-
try of a media worker who was killed in one of
the attacks investigated. We also recommend
that other countries pursue accountability on
all jurisdictional grounds—including universal—in
relation to crimes against media professionals.
It is, moreover, essential to support Ukrainian
law enforcement agencies in strengthening their
position in criminal proceedings related to these
attacks, notably through judicial cooperation.

Recommendations:
Protecting press freedom
and supporting journalists’
security in war zones

Overall, the situation illustrated in this report
raises urgent concerns about press freedom
and underscores the need for greater interna-
tional attention and support for the security of
journalists in war zones. Ensuring their safety is
not only a matter of personal security, but also
a fundamental issue for the transparency and
accountability of war reporting. The targeting of
journalists has a direct impact on the scale and
depth of war reporting, reducing the presence
of independent observers who could document
potential violations of international law.
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1. Hotels Adapting to Conflict:
Operational Shifts and Guest

Profiles

Between 24 February 2022 and 15 March 2025,
Russian forces attacked hotels in Ukraine at least
31 times. Hotel attacks first occurred in 2022, with
eight attacks recorded. The frequency increased in
late 2023, when five attacks took place, of which
four occurred after August, showing an identifi-
able trend. The situation escalated in 2024, which
saw fourteen attacks, eleven of them occurring
between August and October 2024, marking a
peak in intensity. This upward trend continued
into early 2025, with four attacks occurring in less
than two months. The growing frequency of these
attacks since late 2023—and more intensively in
the latter half of 2024—suggests a possible evo-
lution in targeting practices, rather than isolated
or incidental strikes.

The analysis conducted in this study categorises
the attacked hotels into four groups based on
their operational status at the time of the strike:
(a) hotels that continued to operate under regular
conditions; (b) hotels that were open but explicitly
refrained from accommodating military personnel;
(c) hotels that were entirely closed; and (d) hotels
used exclusively as accommodation for military
servicemen. Strikes were recorded across all four
categories, indicating that hotels with markedly
different operational profiles were nonetheless
targeted. This suggests that the likelihood of being
attacked did not necessarily correlate with the
presence of military personnel or the way the hotel
was functioning at the time. a. Hotels Maintaining
Standard Operations

U7n this instance, as well as in subsequent references to the Red Cross, wit-
nesses were unable to determine whether the individuals were representatives
of the Ukrainian Red Cross Society or the International Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC). However, in some cases, it was reported that these individuals
spoke English, which may indicate that they were affiliated with the ICRC.
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a. Hotels Maintaining
Standard Operations

Most of the attacks analysed targeted hotels that
were fully operational at the time, accommodating
guests and providing standard hospitality services.
These facilities usually hosted a diverse set of
individuals, including journalists, humanitarian
workers, business travellers, and displaced resi-
dents seeking temporary shelter. Although military
personnel occasionally stayed in some of these
hotels, their presence was neither substantial
nor coordinated. The strikes not only caused ex-
tensive damage to the hotels but also resulted in
civilian casualties, further fueling concerns that
these Russian attacks may be part of a broader
strategy of intimidation and disruption.

Hotel Reikartz, Zaporizhzhia
(Zaporizhzhia Oblast)

On 10 August 2023, two cruise missiles from an
Iskander 9K720 operational-tactical missile sys-
tem struck the Hotel Reikartz in Zaporizhzhia.l'®!
According to a hotel employee interviewed by
TH, the hotel was commonly used by Ukrainian
and foreign journalists, internal displaced per-
sons, humanitarian workers, and representatives
of international organisations such as the Red
Cross,'"! the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA), and the United Nations (UN).['® The UN's
humanitarian coordinator for Ukraine, Denise
Brown, who had previously stayed at the hotel,
stated that she was ‘appalled’ by the attack and
highlighted that the UN team regularly used the
hotel during missions to the city.!"”’

It was also established that Ukrainian military per-
sonnel periodically stayed at the hotel. According



to a hotel employee, most of these individuals
were servicemen accompanied by their families,
who came for weekends or during leave, as well
as those passing through the city and staying
overnight. Overall, their share among all hotel
guests did not exceed 20-30%.2%

At the time of the attack, the hotel was fully op-
erational, accepting bookings through platforms
like Booking.com and other conventional means.
[21Both a hotel employee and a guest interviewed
for this study confirmed that military personnel ac-
counted for no more than one third of the guests
present that day.?? Additionally, a children’s camp
was being held on the hotel premises until 6pm,?3!
with up to 30 children around the outdoor pool
and gathered in the hotel’'s conference hall.?*
Guests at the Reikartz were fortunately spared
as the missiles struck a car park adjacent to the
hotel. However, a 66-year-old woman passing
by was killed in the explosion.!?! In total, at least
19 people were injured in the attack, including
hotel staff.2®!

This strike was not the first targeting of the
Reikartz. On 16 April 2023, two missiles landed
approximately 50-70 metres from the building,
striking a garden between the hotel and the River
Dnipro.[?! At the time of the incident, the hotel
accommodated only one guest apart from staff—a
soldier who, based on eyewitness accounts, did
not hold a command position or rank of opera-
tional significance.!8

Hotel in Zolochiv
(Kharkiv Oblast)

At night on 6 February 2024, two Russian mis-
siles—probably launched from an S-300 (S-400)
missile system—struck the village of Zolochiv in
Kharkiv Oblast.? One of the missiles directly hit a
three-storey building in the heart of Zolochiv, which
housed a small hotel consisting of three rooms.

Commenting on the double strike, the owner of
the hotel stated that ‘once is accidental, twice
is tactical’, referring to what he believed was the
deliberate nature of the attack on his property.
1301 According to him, at the time of the attack,
all three rooms were occupied by a total of three
families. Tragically, a two-month-old infant, stay-
ing at the hotel with his mother, was killed in the
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strike. The mother, along with two other female
guests, sustained injuries and was hospitalised.

Hotel Bristol, Odesa
(Odesa Oblast)

On 31 January 2025, Russian forces struck the
Hotel Bristol, located in the historic centre of Ode-
sa, a city in southern Ukraine. The strike injured
seven people, including one employee of the hotel.
31 According to Oleh Kiper, head of the Odesa
Regional Military Administration, the hotel was
hit by a missile, as were several historic build-
ings nearby. The Ukrainian online media outlet
New Voice of Ukraine quoted Kiper, stating that
a concrete-piercing missile was used and was
deliberately aimed at a civilian hotel.*? The Bristol
was frequently used as lodgings by journalists and
diplomats during their assignments to Odesa.

b. Hotels Refusing to
Accommodate Military
Personnel

Among the targeted hotels, some enforced a strict
policy prohibiting the accommodation of military
personnel under any circumstances. In some other
cases, hotels did not have an outright ban but
still actively monitored their premises to ensure
that, even if members of the Armed Forces were
staying at the hotel, they did not park military
vehicles on the property or appear in uniform while
on the grounds. These precautions were imple-
mented to reduce the likelihood of the property
being perceived as a potential military objective.
However, despite these efforts, some of these
establishments were still subjected to attacks.!%

1341 This subsection discusses only one documented attack on a hotel that
explicitly restricted or prohibited the accommodation of military personnel.
While additional hotels with similar policies were identified during the research,
they were excluded from this category because they were not operational
at the exact time of the strike and were therefore classified under other
categories more accurately reflecting their status at the moment of impact.


https://Booking.com

Hotel Kramatorsk, Kramatorsk
(Donetsk Oblast)

On the night of 18 September 2022, a missile
struck the Hotel Kramatorsk in the city of Kram-
atorsk, Donetsk Oblast. Valeriia Karpenko, the
hotel director, explained to TH that the hotel had
a policy of not accommodating military personnel
for security reasons, as it could have posed a
risk to civilian safety. She emphasised that from
mid-March 2022, when the last journalists left the
hotel, the hotel remained empty until the summer.
However, during the summer, the administration
began receiving requests from people fleeing
occupied territories and they provided accommo-
dation for those seeking a place to stay before
continuing further into government-controlled
territory, as well as for Ukrainian and foreign jour-
nalists and volunteers.%!

‘We had a rule not to house military person-
nel or individuals wearing military uniform,
as this would put people in danger’, she
told TH documenters. !

The Kramatorsk was struck while only civilians
were inside, including a security guard, a hotel
manager, a female traveller, a volunteer, and a
journalist. The strike injured the female traveller
and damaged the building.k”

c. Hotels Ceasing Operations

Some hotels located near the frontline ceased op-
erations entirely, hosting neither civilian guests nor
military personnel at the time of the attack. Despite
the absence of any active use or human pres-
ence, these facilities were nonetheless targeted.

Hotel Ukraina,
Chernihiv (Chernihiv Oblast)

The Hotel Ukraina in Chernihiv, a city in northern
Ukraine, is the earliest hotel strike documented for
this report. On the night of 11-12 March 2022, the
hotel was partially destroyed by a Russian strike
with a 9M723 ballistic missile launched from an
Iskander operational-tactical missile system. Ac-
cording to local witnesses and Ukrainian officials,
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no one was injured in the attack, as the hotel
was not functioning during the Russian siege of
Chernihiv. 3]

Hotel Druzhba, Pokrovsk
(Donetsk Oblast)

On 7 August 2023, the Hotel Druzhba in Pokrovsk,
a city in Donetsk Oblast, was struck in a Rus-
sian attack. This attack was thoroughly examined
in a previous TH report titled Cruelty Cascade,
which delves into the Russian tactic of double-tap
strikes.*® The assault on the Druzhba followed
this pattern, resulting in a significant toll: 10
people were killed and 93 others were injured.“"]

Once one of the few remaining hotels still oper-
ating in the government-controlled part of Do-
netsk Oblast following the onset of the full-scale
invasion, the hotel had become a regular stop for
journalists, as confirmed by a statement from the
International and European Federation of Jour-
nalists (IFJ-EFJ).*THowever, it had been closed
for several days prior to the attack. According
to TH sources, hotel staff had been alerted that
continuing operations had become too risky.

Field research confirmed that the hotel was emp-
ty on the day of the attack, though it had been
hosting guests some days before.*2 Members of
the TH team had stayed overnight at the hotel
shortly before the attack. They confirmed that the
hotel remained operational and hosted civilians
and military, including soldiers and their relatives,
volunteers, and members of civil society. No mil-
itary commanders were visible and there was no
apparent evidence suggesting that the hotel or
its basement housed a command centre or head-
quarters for the Ukrainian army,*3 as was later
reported by the Russian Ministry of Defence.

133 |nterview with Valeriia Karpenko conducted by TH.

2] Interview with Pkr-132 conducted by TH; Interview with Pkr-456 conducted
by TH.

143 |nterview with Pkr-987 conducted by TH.ducted by TH.



Grand Palace Hotel,
Zaporizhzhia (Zaporizhzhia Oblast)

On 2 September 2024, a ballistic missile struck
the Grand Palace Hotel in Zaporizhzhia, despite
the fact that the hotel was no longer in operation.
In 2022, the owners provided accommodation
to IDPs in the hotel building annex and, in 2023,
they moved into it themselves. The annex was
later hit by a missile resulting in the deaths of the
hotel co-owner’s wife and their eight-year-old son,
while he and his 12-year-old daughter sustained
severe injuries. !

‘Since the beginning of the full-scale inva-
sion, we have not worked as a hotel. Only
the pool was open from 1 July until the end
of the summer,’ the hotel’'s co-owner told
TH."® The decision to cease operations and
not to accommodate civilians or military
personnel was a deliberate and principled
stance, motivated by security concerns. As
he emphasised: ‘I never housed the military;
| was afraid of an attack.’™”!

d. Confirmed Instance of
Military Use

Profspilkovyi Hotel,
Chernihiv (Chernihiv Oblast)

Following the outbreak of the full-scale war, some
hotels were repurposed exclusively or mostly for
military use to accommodate servicemen. Among
the hotels targeted, only one was confirmed to
be used to house military forces: the Profspilkovyi
Hotel in Chernihiv, which was attacked on 17 April
2024. Russian cruise missiles launched from an
Iskander 9K720 missile system hit the hotel build-
ing, causing significant destruction and reportedly
killing 18 people and injuring a further 78.14#!

The pro-Kremlin Telegram channel Rybar, which
specialises in military analysis, claimed that the
hotel was used as a barracks for the 5th Separate
Signal Regiment of the Ukrainian Armed Forces.
This assertion was supported by photographs
showing an injured person in military uniform
and army-style bunks visible through the hotel’s
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windows in images taken immediately after the
strike. ! Ukrainian officials did not comment on
the specific details of the incident, stating only
that the hotel was not operational at the time of
the attack."

The Memorial platform,®! which commemorates
victims of Russia’s war of aggression, both ci-
vilians and soldiers, contains an obituary for a
soldier from the 5th Separate Signal Regiment
who was killed on 17 April in Chernihiv while on
active duty.®? The same platform also features
an obituary for a combat medic whose body was
recovered from the rubble following the strike on
the city on 17 April.®®! It is necessary to highlight
that there was only one attack on Chernihiv that
day. Information regarding the use of the hotel by
military personnel was confirmed by TH sources,
who were on site shortly following the strike.

Publications on Russian Telegram channels fol-
lowing this strike represent the only documented
instance in which claims regarding the presence
of military personnel in a targeted hotel were sub-
stantiated with supporting evidence, which differs
from the typical approach to commenting on such
attacks. The strike was most likely directed at a
military target, making it an exception among
other known hotel attacks.



2. Media Professionals among

the Victims

The frequency of strikes on hotels—despite grow-
ing evidence of their minimal military utility—and
the fact that such attacks usually occur without
any clear link to the presence of military person-
nel suggest that the range of potential targets in
these incidents may extend beyond members of
the Armed Forces of Ukraine. It may also include
other groups residing in hotels located in areas
affected by hostilities, which were outlined in the
introduction to this study. In the present report,
we focus in detail on one of them: media workers,
who have consistently relied on hotels as tempo-
rary bases while reporting from the conflict zone.

The instances mentioned below are not exhaustive
but represent the most widely reported incidents
in which journalists—particularly international me-
dia crews—were harmed as a result of attacks on
hotels. The presence of foreign media outlets in
these cases contributed to greater international
visibility and coverage of the events. However,
journalists have also faced lesser-known attacks,
often under-documented due to limited coverage
or access to verifiable information.

For example, the presence of journalists in the
attack on the Hotel Kramatorsk, Kramatorsk, on
18 September 2022, became known only due to
a passing mention made by the hotel’s owner in
interviews, including one she gave to TH. In the
case of the Hotel Avrora in Kryvyi Rih, Dnipro
Oblast, a respondent to our survey indicated that
journalists were staying at the facility at the time
of the strike. Similarly, in the Park House Hotel
attack in Kryvyi Rih, the presence of foreign me-
dia professionals was confirmed, although this
information was not widely picked up by the media
and appeared only in a limited number of sources.
These examples underscore the difficulty of fully

tracking all cases where media professionals may
have been impacted by such attacks.

As of mid-March 2025, we have identified 25
journalists and media professionals who were
among the victims of the attacks analysed—one
of whom was killed.

Hotel Alfavito,
Kyiv

Wataru Sekita and Norito Kunisue, two journalists
from the Japanese newspaper Asahi Shimbun,
were staying at the Hotel Alfavito in Kyiv's city
centre when it was struck on 31 December 2022.
Mr Sekita, who was outside at the time of the at-
tack, sustained a leg injury and was hospitalised.
The other journalist, who stayed inside, remained
unharmed.® In an interview with Ukrainian online
media outlet LIGA.net, the hotel’s deputy director,
Lyudmyla Startseva, confirmed that ‘foreigners’
and ‘volunteers’ had been staying at the hotel
during the full-scale invasion and that all resi-
dents, except for the two Asahi Shimbun journal-
ists, had checked out just before the attack.®

Kharkiv Palace Hotel,
Kharkiv (Kharkiv Oblast)

Another prominent example is an attack on the
five-star Kharkiv Palace Hotel in Kharkiv on 30
December 2023, in which Svitlana Dolbysheva,
a local Ukrainian producer, and a security adviser
(a British citizen) for the German TV broadcaster
ZDF were injured.®! A ballistic missile directly
struck the upper floors of the hotel building. At
the moment of the strike, five ZDF team members,
along with The New York Times photographer
Laura Boushnak and local producer Oleksandra


https://LIGA.net

Mykolyshyn, were staying at the hotel together
with a small number of other civilian guests..”

‘As | opened my room door, | didn't see
the large open lobby as usual, but instead
darkness and black smoke. I didn’t know if
my colleagues were alive or what was left
of this building,” ZDF journalist Alica Jung
said after the attack.®®

Park Hotel, Kharkiv
(Kharkiv Oblast)

Just eleven days later, on 10 January 2024, an-
other strike targeted a hotel in Kharkiv. The Park
Hotel was hit by two missiles reportedly launched
from an S-300 (S-400) system.®! Reporter Da-
vit Kachkachishvili, working for the Turkish news
agency Anadolu, and a local Ukrainian produc-
er for the French TV channel France 2, Violetta
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Pedorych, who were at the hotel, were injured
in the attack, while Turkish photographer Ozge
Elif Kizil from Anadolu and two other French
journalists from France 2, Anais Hanquet and
Valérie Lucas, remained physically unharmed.
601 According to a witness interviewed by TH,
the hotel had been frequently used by journal-
ists since the beginning of the full-scale inva-
sion and rarely accommodated servicemen.[®"

Hotel Sapphire, Kramatorsk
(Donetsk Oblast)

On 24 August 2024, a Russian ballistic mis-
sile hit the Hotel Sapphire in the city of Kram-
atorsk, Donetsk Oblast, where a Reuters team
was staying. The attack resulted in the death
of Ryan Evans, a British citizen working as a
safety adviser for Reuters. This attack is exam-
ined in greater detail in Section IV of this report.



Cases Beyond the Scope of
our Study

In some cases, journalists staying in hotels were
injured as a result of attacks that, according to
the methodology of this study, do not fall un-
der the classification of direct attacks on hotels.
This is due either to the verified presence of a
legitimate military objective in close proximity to
the impact site or credible evidence indicating
that the hotel itself was not the intended target.

For example, on the evening of 2 January 2023,
Russian forces launched a missile strike on the
city of Druzhkivka, Donetsk Oblast. The mis-
sile hit a section of railway infrastructure locat-
ed near the Hotel Mann, which could be a po-
tential legitimate military target. As a result of
the explosion, Bild correspondent Bjérn Stritzel
sustained injuries, while Paul Gasnier, Héloise
Grégoire, and Théo Palfray, three journalists from
French TV channel TMC, who were preparing to
go live outside the hotel, were not harmed. 6%

Another incident occurred on 6 October 2023,
when a missile struck near the Optima Collection
Hotel in Kharkiv. The blast injured two journal-
ists from the Portuguese TV broadcaster RTP,
Paulo Jeronimo and José Pinto Dias, as well as
their Ukrainian producer Andrii Kovalenko.[3! At
the time of the strike, other journalists were also
staying at the hotel, which is a known place of
accommodation for media workers in the city.®4
However, according to information available to TH
and a statement later released by the Security
Service of Ukraine following the arrest of a spotter
allegedly involved in the incident, the intended
target of the strike was a separate facility locat-
ed approximately 80 metres from the hotel.[%



3. Kryvyi Rih:

An Epicentre of Escalation

An escalation of attacks on hotels occurred be-
tween August and October 2024, with Kryvyi Rih
in Dnipro Oblast emerging as a focal point of this
intensified campaign. Five hotels in the city were
targeted by Russian forces over the span of just a
few months. This pattern of attacks persisted into
early 2025, with at least three additional strikes
recorded in February and March.

Hotel Avrora

On the evening of 26 August 2024, a missile struck
the Hotel Avrora, resulting in at least four deaths
and five wounded.'®® Hotel staff interviewed by TH
reported that the hotel often hosted volunteers,
journalists and representatives of humanitarian
organisations, including deminers, the Red Cross,
and the Danish Refugee Council, as well as busi-
ness travellers, displaced persons, and athletes.
167 Among the visitors were occasionally military
personnel who stayed for a few nights.[6#!

TH documenters established that, on the night
of the strike, 28 individuals were staying at the
hotel across 22 rooms. Among them were nine
military personnel,’® some of whom were off duty
and accompanied by their partners, as well as a
likely officer of the Security Service of Ukraine.”"]
However, the mere presence of a small number
of off-duty servicemen does not render an object
ordinarily and actually used for civilian purposes
a legitimate military target. Given that the hotel
primarily hosted civilians, as only ten of the 28
guests may be deemed to be military personnel,
the strike raises serious concerns about the prin-
ciple of proportionality under IHL, i.e., whether
the expected military advantage outweighed the
likely civilian harm.
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Hotel Ukrainochka

Only two days later, Russian forces attacked the
Hotel Ukrainochka with a 9M723 ballistic missile,
injuring nine people, destroying several service
stations, and damaging over 230 vehicles.” The
missile struck an auto service station approxi-
mately 40 metres in front of the hotel, which could
constitute a circular error or targeting mistake.
Witnesses reported no military presence at the
site, as the service station primarily catered to
civilian vehicles.”? Hotel staff confirmed that, at
the time of the strike, approximately five guests
and around fifteen members of staff were present
in the hotel, with no military personnel among
them. ]

Hotel Arena

The third hotel attack in Kryvyi Rih occurred on 4
September and targeted the Arena Hotel, which
had served as accommodation for circus per-
formers prior to the full-scale invasion and had
remained out of operation since then.™ At the
time of the strike, the only individual present in
the hotel was the building caretaker. While she
did not sustain serious physical injuries, the at-
tack caused her severe psychological trauma.?!
According to her account, there were no military
facilities or personnel stationed near the hotel.®!

169! This information became available to TH after an analysis of the hotel’s
guest list provided by one of its employees. An open-source investigation
revealed that, as of March 2025, nine of the listed individuals were active-duty
military personnel. However it remains unclear whether all of them held that
status at the time of the attack.
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Hotel Druzhba

A little over a month later, on 19 October 2024,
Russian forces carried out a double-tap strike on
the Hotel Druzhba, injuring a total of 17 people.
71 Hotel employees on shift that day reported in
interviews with TH that the hotel housed around
30 guests and up to five staff members at the time
of the incident. According to their statements, no
military personnel were present among them. 7!
Moreover, military personnel rarely stayed at the
hotel, with the majority of guests being individ-
uals traveling through the city, given the hotel’'s
proximity to the bus station.’® Even though the
hotel was non-operational after the first attack, it
was hit by a double-tap strike again on 12 March
2025, leaving 15 people injured and killing one
woman who was passing by the building.®”

Tsentralnyi Hotel

The following day, on 20 October 2024, anoth-
er missile hit the Tsentralnyi Hotel, injuring four
people.T At the time of the explosion, only an
administrator and a security guard were present
in the building.? According to the hotel manag-
er, the hotel primarily hosted business travelers,
journalists, and humanitarian workers, including
deminers and representatives of the NGO the In-
ternational Medical Corps.®¥ This same hotel was
struck again on 5 March 2025, resulting in 31 inju-
ries and four fatalities.®¥ According to Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, a group of hu-
manitarian volunteers from Ukraine, the United
States, and the United Kingdom had checked into
the hotel shortly before the strike but managed
to survive by swiftly taking shelter.®%

Park House Hotel

In 2025, a missile strike targeted another hotel
that had not been attacked the previous year—
the Park House Hotel, which was struck by two
ballistic missiles on 22 February.®! The hotel re-
portedly had around 50 rooms and, according to
staff members of the restaurant affiliated with
the hotel, following the onset of the full-scale
invasion, it had often accommodated foreign na-
tionals. These mainly included representatives of
international organisations such as the Red Cross
and UNICEF."®”! Danish journalist Matilde Kimer and

24

photographer Lau Svensson, both working for DR,
Denmark’s oldest and largest public broadcasting
organisation, were staying at the hotel on the
night of the attack.

Matilde Kimer described ‘a very powerful
explosion that shook the entire building
and blew out windows and doors, sending
shards of glass flying across the bed’. She
also noted that she ‘did not see any men in
uniform at our hotel’ that night.®®

Witnesses described the presence of military
personnel at the hotel as ‘isolated instances’,
emphasising that they had never stayed there
in large numbers. At the time of the strike, they
were not aware of any military personnel being
present.®d The attack resulted in one fatality and
left at least five individuals injured. "]

The observed pattern of repeated strikes, pre-
cision weapon use, double-tap tactics, and the
consistent targeting of hotel sites points to a co-
ordinated effort aimed at both hotel infrastructure
and the groups accommodated there.
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4. Intensity of Attacks and
Recurring Patterns

Over the period analysed (24 February 2022 to 15
March 2025) Russian forces carried out 31 attacks
targeting 25 hotels across Ukraine. Though
the details of these attacks vary, certain patterns
seem to emerge, in particular, the repeated tar-
geting of hotels known to host journalists, human-
itarian workers, volunteers, and other civilians.

Geographical pattern: 27
strikes occurred in oblasts
experiencing active hostilities

The vast majority of documented attacks (27
out of 31) occurred in regions® experiencing
active hostilities at the time of the strike. These
areas, though typically well beyond the actual
frontline, are still typically characterised by the
heightened presence of both military forces and
civilian groups directly involved in covering or
responding to the consequences of the conflict—
particularly journalists, humanitarian workers,
volunteers, and representatives of international
organisations. The sustained presence of such
actors in conflict-affected zones is largely driv-
en by their relative proximity to combat zones,
the need for rapid response, and the imperative
to collect, verify, and communicate information
from the ground.

Hotel status pattern: 30 of the 31
attacks targeted hotels without
a clear-cut military use

The status of the hotels targeted and, therefore,
of the individuals harmed, constitutes another
pattern: 30 of the 31 attacks targeted hotels
without a clear-cut military use. In only one of
the attacks analysed, that of the 17 April 2024
attack on the Profspilkovyi Hotel in Chernihiv, is

there supporting evidence of military use of the
hotel. In all other cases, the affected hotels had
either maintained standard operations by remain-
ing open to a diverse array of guests, of which
the vast majority were civilians, had refused to
accommodate military personnel, or had ceased
operations altogether. The targeting of civilian
objects with no confirmed military use and, on the
contrary, known use by journalists, humanitarian
workers, and other civilians, therefore constitutes
a significant shared characteristic of the attacks.

Temporal pattern: 23 strikes occurred
between 8:00 pm and 8:00 am

The timing of these attacks reveals a discernible
pattern indicative of a calculated approach to
targeting hotels. Although the strikes occurred
at various times throughout the day and night,
23 of the 31 strikes analysed in this report took
place between 8:00 pm and 8:00 am. This reflects
the internal timing logic of these attacks and un-
derscores the deliberate intent of the attacker to
maximise harm to individuals present inside, as
this particular timeframe corresponds with hotels’
typical peak occupancy. Notably, the frequency of
nighttime attacks increased significantly between
late August and October 2024. During this period,
all major strikes that caused significant damage
to hotels occurred within the same timeframe, fur-
ther underscoring a deliberate targeting strategy.

Precise striking pattern: At least 15
attacks involved missiles launched
from Iskander 9K720 missile systems

At least 15 attacks were conducted with Rus-
sian Iskander 9K720 missile missiles systems:
eleven with 9M723 ballistic missiles, and four



with 9M727 / 9M728 / 9M729 cruise missiles.
The Russian Federation has employed a va-
riety of weapons in these attacks, including
ballistic and cruise missiles. The accuracy of
these weapons varies, but some, like missiles
launched from the Iskander 9K720 missile sys-
tem, are known for their high precision. According
to a group of experts specialising in the com-
ponents and operational use of Russian missile
systems and who provided technical consul-
tations to TH during the preparation of this re-
port, the deviations of these missiles may vary
based on their analysis of combat deployment.

In particular, earlier modifications of 9M723 mis-
siles were observed to deviate by up to 100 metres.
Following a technical upgrade implemented in late
2023, the accuracy of these missiles improved
significantly and, in most cases, the deviation has
been reduced to within minimal margins. Howev-
er, in some cases a CEP of up to 50 metre has
been recorded. As for the cruise missiles launched
from Iskander systems, their latest modifications
suggest a CEP of approximately 20 metres.[®?

Even 5V55 and 48N6 missiles, along with their
variations employed for attacks on ground tar-
gets via S-300 and S-400 missile systems, exhibit
relatively high accuracy when launched from a
distance of approximately 40-45 km, with a CEP
of up to 50 metres. However, this level of precision
diminishes significantly as the launch distance
increases. Specifically, at a range of 45-75 km, the
CEP may rise to approximately 150 metres, while
at maximum operational range, it can reach up to
300 metres."®® In order to increase the likelihood of
successfully striking a target with such missiles, in
certain instances, Russian forces launched mul-
tiple missiles of this type almost simultaneously.

19 Oblasts are the main administrative unit in Ukraine.The country'’s territory
is divided into 24 oblasts, along with the Autonomous Republic of Crimea
and two cities with special status, Kyiv and Sevastopol.



5. Ukrainian Attacks on Hotels
in the Occupied Territories

Over the same period, the Ukrainian Army has also
carried out strikes on hotels in Russian-occupied
territories. TH has identified eight such instances
involving artillery and missile fire targeting hotels
located on territories under the temporary control
of Russian forces. In at least four of these cases,
available evidence indicates that the hotels were
being used for military purposes and would thus
qualify as legitimate military objectives under [HL.

One of the most well-known incidents occurred
on 11 July 2023, when a missile strike hit the Ho-
tel Duna in the city of Berdiansk, Zaporizhzhia
Oblast, killing Russian officer Oleg Tsokov, the
deputy commander of Russia’s Southern Mili-
tary District. According to reports, the hotel was
struck by a Storm Shadow missile.*¥ Two other
notable attacks occurred in Kherson (5 October
2022) and Kadiivka, Luhansk Oblast (11 December
2022). In Kherson, the strike on the Hotel Ninel
resulted in casualties among FSB officers and
Russian military personnel.[®® In Kadiivka, the
attack on the Gostievoi Dom Zhdanova Hotel
targeted members of the Wagner Private Mili-
tary Company (PMC), killing several of them.¢!

Another prominent case was the artillery strike
on the Hotel Shesh-Besh in Russian-occupied
Donetsk on the evening of 21 December 2022.
71 The shells struck the hotel restaurant during
the 59th birthday celebration of Russian politi-
cian and former Roscosmos®® director Dmitry
Rogozin. Several high-ranking military figures
were reportedly present, including commanders
from the 1st Army Corps of the so-called ‘Donetsk
People’s Republic’ (‘DNR’), two servicemen known
by the call signs ‘Hans' and ‘Docent’, the so-called
‘prime minister’ of the DNR, Vitalii Khotsenko, and
Rogozin himself,% all of whom sustained injuries.

Although Rogozin later insisted that he was
merely a politician, at the time of the attack, he
was serving as the curator of the ‘Tsar’s Wolves'
military group, responsible for testing new mil-
itary equipment and technology. He arrived in
the DNR in November 2022 for this purpose,
frequently wearing a military uniform and ac-
tively participating in testing alongside soldiers
in real combat scenarios.'°® The presence of
high-ranking military personnel suggests that
the location likely constituted a legitimate military
objective under international humanitarian law.

We additionally confirmed four Ukrainian strikes on
hotels used by Russian officials, politicians, and
specialised workers. One such attack probably
targeted the governor of the Russian-occupied
Kherson Oblast, Volodymyr Saldo.'" In these
cases, there is insufficient information regarding
the presence of Russian military personnel in
the hotels, as well as limited clarity on the ex-
tent to which targeted individuals were involved
in the planning or execution of military opera-
tions or in direct cooperation with the Russian
Armed Forces. As a result, a conclusive assess-
ment of the lawfulness of these strikes under IHL
would require additional evidence, which could
not be obtained in the course of this research.

Beyond these confirmed cases, we identified
references in open sources to eight additional
Ukrainian strikes in which hotels in Russian-oc-
cupied territories could have been among the
intended targets. However, the absence of reliable
information regarding the status of the buildings
at the time of the attacks, along with uncertainty
about the number and identities of those affect-
ed, makes it difficult to conduct any meaningful
analysis of these incidents.



Due to the complete lack of access to Russian-oc-
cupied territories, which precludes field verifica-
tion, and the inherent difficulty of independently
corroborating open-source information, the as-
sessment of Ukrainian strikes on hotels remains
limited. Nevertheless, some preliminary conclu-
sions can still be drawn. All identified Ukrainian
attacks took place predominantly in 2022 and, to
a lesser extent, in 2023. Unlike the Russian pat-
tern of systematic and repeated strikes against
hotels in government-controlled Ukraine, Ukrainian
strikes do not exhibit the same degree of regularity
or strategic focus on this type of infrastructure.

In at least half of the verified cases (four out of
eight) the targeted hotels were clearly used for
military purposes and would therefore qualify as
legitimate military objectives under IHL. In the
remaining four incidents, there was insufficient
information to determine whether military person-
nel were present or whether those targeted had a
direct operational role in support of Russian armed
forces. However, available information suggests a
possible rationale behind the strikes of targeting
key figures within the occupying administration
or associated power structures. In this sense,
the pattern of Ukrainian strikes stands in sharp
contrast to that observed in Russian attacks on
hotels, which appear to be directed at a different
set of groups.

1971 The State Corporation for Space Activities ‘Roscosmos’ is a Russian
state-owned corporation responsible for overseeing space flights, managing
cosmonautics programmes, and conducting aerospace research.



Il. The Impact of
Hotel Attacks on
Media Workers



1. Growing Perception of Danger
among the Media Community

Media professionals, including journalists and
local producers, constitute one of the groups most
affected by hotel attacks. To better understand
the scope of these risks and their impact on jour-
nalistic activity, TH and RSF conducted a survey
among Ukrainian and international media workers
between 29 January and 14 March 2025. Two
versions of the questionnaire were distributed: an
English-language version titled Survey on Attacks
and Risks Faced by Journalists in Ukraine, pri-
marily aimed at international correspondents, and
a Ukrainian-language version titled OnutyBaHHSA
o0 HaNagiB Ta pU3NKIB, 3 AKUMU CTUKAKOTLCS
XypHanictn B YkpaiHi, directed at local media
professionals.

Our survey gathered a total of 80 responses
from both Ukrainian and foreign media work-
ers, offering insights into their professional
backgrounds and experiences in conflict-af-
fected areas:

> Among Ukrainian respondents, the major-

ity (41%) work as local producers, followed
by 21% who are photo and video journalists,
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>

and 17% who are reporters, with the rest en-
gaged in various other roles. 50% work for
foreign media outlets mainly from Canada, the
United Kingdom, the United States, France,
Germany, and Japan, 43% for the Ukrainian
media, and the rest are freelancers. 41%
reported working near the frontline several
times a year, while 45% do so on a month-
ly basis or more frequently. The remainder
never or very rarely work near the frontline.

Among foreign respondents, the majority
(60%) are reporters, while 16% work in photo
and video journalism, and 16% as local pro-
ducers. The remaining respondents fell into
the ‘other’ category. Most of them (76%) work
with foreign media, while 24% are freelanc-
ers. They primarily work with Western media,
particularly from Poland, France, the United
Kingdom, Ireland, and Germany. Their work
near the frontline is slightly less frequent;
51% go to these regions several times a
year, 19% do so monthly or more often, and
30% report from there once a year or less.



Outlined below are the key
results of the survey:

>
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1. Accommodation choices seem to
have shifted significantly over time:

From 2022-2023, 55% of Ukrainian re-
spondents stayed in hotels in cities near
the frontline during almost every field as-
signment, while 14% did so occasionally,
and 21% rarely or never. Since late 2023,
the proportion of those rarely or never stay-
ing in such hotels has increased to 64%,
with only 24% still using them occasionally.

Regarding foreign respondents, 49% stayed
in frontline city hotels during almost every
work trip in 2022-2023, while 22% did so oc-
casionally, and another 19% rarely or never.
Since late 2023, trust on these hotels has
declined, though not as sharply as among
Ukrainian journalists; 43% now report rarely or
never staying in them, 33% do so occasionally,
and 24% continue to stay there regularly.!'°?

102l The survey focused on the period, starting in late 2023, when hotel attacks
became more frequent and recognised as a concrete threat.

2. Both Ukrainian and foreign

media workers are well aware of
Russian strikes on hotels in frontline
areas, though the sources of

their information differ slightly:

= Ukrainian respondents primarily learn about

these attacks from colleagues (40%) and open
sources (41%), while 19% have direct personal
experience of being attacked.

Among foreign respondents, 41% rely on
open sources, 32% receive information from
colleagues, and 25% have encountered these
incidents firsthand.

A majority of Ukrainian respondents (62%)
have noticed changes in the frequency
or intensity of these attacks in 2024. In
comparison, 51% of foreign journalists report
observing similar trends.



3. Alleged reasons for the attacks
according to the respondents:

We received a total of 35 responses to this op-
tional question.

> Of the 35 responses received, 18 said they
believed that Russia seeks to intimidate jour-
nalists and discourage them from covering
frontline events. One survey respondent noted
that Russia perceives journalists as ‘inconve-
nient witnesses’;

- Some respondents argue that these strikes
are part of a broader strategy to hinder doc-
umentation of Russian war crimes and dis-
rupt media coverage. Others specifically refer
to the 2023 attack on the Hotel Druzhba in
Pokrovsk, Donetsk Oblast, as a turning point,
prompting a shift towards smaller, less visible
accommodation;

> Several quote a general pattern of Russian
forces targeting locations known to host
journalists and international organisations,
particularly in Donetsk Oblast;

- Ukrainian respondents largely attribute these
attacks to Russian efforts to deter journal-
ists, military personnel, and volunteers from
staying in frontline hotels. They point out that
hotels are prime targets due to their frequent
use by military personnel, volunteers, and
journalists;

> Foreign respondents have different explana-
tions and express some doubts about whether
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these attacks specifically target journalists.
Some see them as part of a broader pattern
of strikes on civilian infrastructure, with hotels
being affected alongside other buildings. Oth-
ers note a pattern of precise strikes on known
journalistic lodgings, such as the summer
2024 attack on a hotel in Kramatorsk;

> A few suggest that Russian intelligence may
identify certain hotels as sites for foreign fight-
ers or Ukrainian officers, treating journalist
and NGO casualties as acceptable collateral
damage. Some answered that people in oc-
cupied territories or areas affected by active
hostilities may be leaking the locations of for-
eign journalists. Others believe that Russia no
longer prioritises maintaining its international
reputation, making journalist casualties less
of a deterrent.

Journalists with experience covering wars in oth-
er countries noted that the dangers in Ukraine
are particularly acute. The widespread use of
drones, UAVs, and ballistic missiles has trans-
formed the nature of frontline reporting, making
movement highly unpredictable and complicating
risk assessments. These technologies expand
the scope of danger well beyond traditional com-
bat zones. One respondent emphasised that,
in Ukraine, ‘death can occur at any time and in
any location’, not just on the frontline, but also
in residential areas and during daily activities.

These findings indicate a growing perception
among both Ukrainian and foreign journalists that
hotels near the frontline are becoming unsafe.



2. New Safety Measures to
Mitigate the Risks and Sustain

War Reporting

The extent to which media professionals have
been directly affected by attacks on hotels varies.
Among Ukrainian respondents to the survey, 67%
report no direct impact, 31% say their colleagues
or team members have been affected, and 5%
have personally suffered from such attacks.!3

In contrast, among foreign media workers, 11%
reported having been personally targeted, while
22% indicated that colleagues of theirs had been
affected by similar incidents.

Ongoing attacks on hotels have affected the abili-
ty of journalists to cover the war. Among Ukrainian
respondents to the TH and RSF survey, 10% re-
ported a reduction or complete suspension of
assignments to high-risk areas, while 69% cited
maijor logistical difficulties, particularly in securing
safe accommodation. Similarly, 16% of foreign
journalists reported a decrease or termination of
assignments in high-risk zones, and 57% highlight-
ed logistical challenges, particularly difficulties in
finding secure housing, which hinder their ability
to work effectively.

Respondents specifically noted that attacks on
hotels have complicated their logistical planning
and worsened working conditions in areas near the
conflict zone. For instance, one Ukrainian crew,
having stayed at a rural hotel in the Kryvyi Rih
area in November 2024, later abandoned over-
night stays due to poor conditions, instead making
exhausting commutes from Dnipro.

Ukrainian respondents described how multiple
hotels in Kryvyi Rih where they had previously
stayed were now destroyed.

Similarly, local New York Times producer
Oleksandra Mykolyshyn told TH: ‘I have
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stayed in three hotels that no longer exist
[due to Russian attacks] — “Druzhba” in
Pokrovsk, “Sapphire” and “Kramatorsk” in
the city of Kramatorsk.'l'4

At the time of the interview, she did not yet know
that the Kharkiv Palace Hotel-where she and
her team were present at the moment of the at-
tack—also would not be restored and would remain
closed, bringing the total to four.

As a result, a number of
official or informal mitigation
strategies were put in place:

Avoidance of staying in certain hotels and
cities

Guidelines provided by several media outlets sug-
gest that large hotels and accommodation close to
military personnel or critical infrastructure should
now be avoided. A few respondents noted the
existence of ‘red lists’ of high-risk hotels compiled
by media security departments. The importance
of securing accommodation with bomb shelters
is also frequently emphasised. For those renting
private apartments, careful selection criteria in-
clude being located a significant distance (at least
500 metres) from government buildings, schools,
hospitals, railway stations, and energy facilities.
Many prefer smaller hotels, opting for rooms on
lower floors or even in basements. Others avoid
well known hotels frequented by journalists and
NGOs, prioritising locations that are less con-
spicuous. %]



Many journalists and media outlets have adopted
stringent safety measures to mitigate potential
dangers by staying under the radar. A lot of them
have abandoned the practice of staying in hotels
entirely, preferring to rent private apartments.
106I According to the survey respondents, pri-
vate rental platforms such as Airbnb, Booking.
com, or OLX!""! gre therefore given preference.
Nevertheless, as was noted by Anna Kaliuzhna, a
Ukrainian journalist and war correspondent known
for having worked at investigative media outlet
Bihus.Info, the process of finding an apartment for
rent is often more difficult than booking a room in
a hotel.[%®! |n addition, some media workers rely on
colleagues or even military contacts for temporary
housing, while others seek accommodation in the
homes of trusted local residents. %]

Another widespread approach has been to com-
pletely avoid staying overnight in high-risk zones.
One survey respondent informed us that he had
been instructed to stay at least 100 km from the
frontline whenever possible. Some reporters work-
ing in Kostiantynivka and Kramatorsk, both cities
in Donetsk Oblast, now choose to spend their
nights in Dnipro, a city in southeastern Ukraine
further from the frontline.

Following the series of attacks on hotels, sever-
al media outlets introduced internal restrictions
concerning the deployment of their staff to front-
line-adjacent areas. In some cases, editorial offic-
es issued complete bans on work in regions close
to active hostilities. In others, while short-term
assignments in such regions remain permitted,
overnight stays are explicitly prohibited. These
restrictions, though intended to reduce security
risks, have introduced significant logistical chal-
lenges for media workers.!"

Keeping a low profile

Beyond changes in accommodation strategies,
media workers have implemented their own secu-
rity measures. Many avoid dining in restaurants or
spending time in places where military personnel
congregate, recognising these as potential tar-
gets. Some professionals emphasised the impor-
tance of blending in, avoiding any behaviour that
might draw attention, such as speaking foreign
languages loudly in public or displaying press
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credentials prominently. Additionally, measures
such as limiting interactions with strangers and
keeping a low profile in public spaces have be-
come standard practice.™ Among the collected
responses, a rule of never lodging in the same
place as other media teams to reduce exposure
also appeared.

Media professionals noted that traditional safety
measures, such as clearly marking press vehicles,
can sometimes increase exposure rather than
provide protection. Some journalists and local
producers explained that their team’s vehicles and
protective gear lack the word ‘PRESS’, as security
officers explicitly prohibit such markings to avoid
making journalists identifiable targets.!"? One of
the survey’s respondents confirmed this tactic,
explaining that some local producers have advised
against wearing ‘PRESS’ patches on helmets and
flak vests, as it could make journalists deliberate
targets. These remarks further illustrate the pos-
sibility that journalists are intentionally singled
out in the conflict.

At the same time, some media professionals have
adopted contrasting strategies, underscoring the
absence of a unified approach to safety among
those covering the war. These include consis-
tently marking vehicles with the word ‘PRESS’ to
indicate their non-combatant status, as well as
deliberately choosing to stay in hotels where other
journalists are present. This choice is based on
the belief that proximity to colleagues from the
same profession can provide an additional layer
of safety."]

losl Based on responses to the TH and RSF survey collected between 29
January and 14 March 2025; Interview with Stanislav Kozliuk conducted by
TH; Interview with Hanna Tsyhyma conducted by TH; Interview with Andrii
Kovalenko conducted by TH; Interview with Jrn-23 conducted by TH.

1971 OLX (OnLine eXchange) is an online platform to buy, sell or exchange
goods and services.

o9l Based on responses to the TH and RSF survey collected between 29
January and 14 March 2025; Interview with Stanislav Kozliuk conducted by TH.

Mol Interview with Violetta Pedorych conducted by TH.

" Based on responses to the TH and RSF survey collected between 29 Jan-
uary and 14 March 2025; Interview with Stanislav Kozliuk conducted by TH.

M2 Interview with Oleksandra Mykolyshyn conducted by TH; Interview with
Stanislav Kozliuk conducted by TH.

3! Interview with Bkf-24 conducted by TH.


https://Booking.com
https://Booking.com
https://Bihus.Info

Digital security as a standard

In addition, the use of technology and social
media has been adapted to enhance safety in
conflict zones. Several respondents mentioned
increasing coordination with security teams and
maintaining constant communication with safety
officers. Many now rely on Ukrainian SIM cards,
deactivate tracking features, and switch their
devices to airplane mode when near the frontline.
Encryption and secure messaging apps, such as
Signal, have become essential tools, while some
limit their use of social media to avoid revealing
their location.[" Several respondents expressed
interest in receiving updated training on digital
security, recognising that the nature of war re-
porting has evolved with advances in technology.

Oleksandra Mykolyshyn, a local producer for The
New York Times, said that, to further reduce risk,
she and her colleagues adhere to strict operational
security measures: they refrain from posting loca-
tions or photos on social media while on assign-
ment and do not disclose details of their stories
before publication. Some foreign correspondents
go even further, using alternative phones and
switching SIM cards, often leaving their personal
devices in Kyiv to prevent potential tracking. The
increased use of electronic surveillance, drones,
and cyber threats has added new dimensions to
risk management, making continuous adaptation
a necessity for those working in the field.!"!

The implementation of security measures
varies by media outlet

Security preparations differ from one media outlet
to another. Some outlets have increased their
reliance on security consultants who analyse
risks and determine the safest locations for re-
porters to stay. Other international outlets hire
local Ukrainian producers to bolster their security
protocols. With a longer presence in the field and
often more experience and contacts, they often
have a sharper understanding of the danger. A
security adviser for French public broadcaster
Radio France, Erik Kervellec, explained that their
teams covering Ukraine have been working with
a local producer since the beginning of the full-
scale war.!"!
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He explained that ‘part of his mission is
to find the safest possible accommoda-
tion’, since ‘he has a thorough knowledge
of the terrain and the evolving security
situation’. He adds that ‘sometimes, this
means arranging for our teams to sleep in
underground shelters, depending on the
situation’."”

Oleksandra Mykolyshyn highlighted the necessity
of adapting security measures in response to the
growing threats confronting journalists reporting
on the war in Ukraine. Initially, she travelled with
reporting teams to eastern regions, including
Kharkiv and Kherson, but as the security situa-
tion deteriorated, protocols became significantly
stricter. According to her, journalists operating
in high-risk areas, such as Sloviansk, a city in
Donetsk Oblast, now require armoured vehicles,
personal protective equipment against nuclear
and chemical threats, bulletproof vests, first aid
kits, and secure communications devices such as
Starlink. They are often accompanied by security
personnel.[8]

However, journalists’ approaches to security pro-
tocols and accommodation vary, with many relying
on personal experience and networks rather than
formal security policies. Freelancers, in particular,
make independent decisions based on information
from colleagues and local contacts. They also face
additional challenges, as they must independently
arrange their lodgings, often struggling to find
hosts willing to provide the necessary documenta-
tion for official reimbursements, something shared
by one of our respondents.?

According to observations shared by loca-
IUkrainian producers, there appears to be a dif-
ference in how Ukrainian and international media
outlets, as well as individual journalists, perceive
and respond to the specific nature of the war and
its evolving context.'?®! This becomes particular-
ly noticeable in their respective approaches to
changing security conditions. Ukrainian outlets
are generally regarded as being more flexible in
recognising and addressing emerging risks, while
international outlets are sometimes seen as more
constrained by institutional procedures, with safe-
ty protocols that have shown limited adaptation,
even as the number of hotel attacks continues
to grow. 2!



4 Based on responses to the TH and RSF survey collected between 29
January and 14 March 2025; Interview with Stanislav Kozliuk conducted by
TH; Interview with Oleksandra Mykolyshyn conducted by TH; Interview with
Jrn-23 conducted by TH.

sl Interview with Oleksandra Mykolyshyn conducted by TH.
el Interview with Erik Kervellec conducted by RSF.
8] Interview with Oleksandra Mykolyshyn conducted by TH.

9l Based on responses to the TH and RSF survey collected between 29
January and 14 March 2025.

120] Interview with Jrn-23 conducted by TH; Interview with Stanislav Kozliuk
conducted by TH.

120 |nterview with Jrn-23 conducted by TH.
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A journalist in front of the
Park Hotel, damaged in the
January 10, 2024 attack

Photo: Kharkiv Journalists’
Solidarity Center



3. Psychological Effects of These

Attacks

Maintaining mental health is essential for media
professionals to effectively carry out their work.
However, for those covering the war in Ukraine,
this has become increasingly challenging, partic-
ularly for individuals who have experienced direct
attacks or have come to the realisation that they,
along with their colleagues, are now among the
actively targeted groups.

According to the TH and RSF survey, 52% of
Ukrainian respondents highlighted the psycho-
logical consequences, mentioning heightened
stress levels and emotional trauma caused by the
constant threat of being attacked. Among foreign
respondents, 35% reported psychological stress
and emotional trauma as major consequenc-
es of their work under these conditions. These
pressures affect journalists’ ability to work effec-
tively, further complicating an already high-risk
environment. The persistent psychological strain
experienced by media professionals also serves
as an additional form of intimidation, potentially
deterring them from travelling to or operating
near frontline areas.

Among the interviews collected by TH, the expe-
rience of one Ukrainian media worker illustrates
the lasting psychological impact of missile strikes
on hotels. Having covered the war since the early
months of the full-scale invasion, she was injured
during a missile strike on a hotel used by journal-
ists. Her injuries required hospitalisation for ten
days, including five days during which she was
unable to walk. While the physical wounds even-
tually healed, the psychological consequences
have proven far more persistent.!'??

She continues to experience phantom pain
and vivid sensory flashbacks, recalling the
moment of impact, the weight of the debris,

the smell of dust, and the fear of being bur-
ied under rubble. ‘It's like a flash in front of
my eyes — the pain, crawling on the ground,
the smell of dust, the struggle to breathe’,
she recounted.l'?®

Since the incident, she has actively lim-
ited her exposure to risk, avoiding travel
outside the capital and distancing herself
from field assignments; a marked departure
from her prior work. She noted that she had
‘never felt fear like this before’. Her case
demonstrates how such attacks can pro-
duce long-term psychological harm that not
only affects wellbeing but also diminishes
professional engagement and the sense of
safety in the field.l'#

For some journalists, attacks on hotels have led
to a temporary suspension of travel to frontline
areas due to psychological factors, with trips even
to cities located relatively far from the front in-
creasingly accompanied by an intensified sense
of danger.['”®! At the same time, there are jour-
nalists who continued to travel despite growing
fears, feeling that they could not afford to show
vulnerability in a highly competitive professional
environment. Nonetheless, for many, professional
motivation continues to serve as a primary driving
force, enabling them to carry on with their work
despite the heightened risks.

Overall, the combination of psychological pres-
sure, logistical challenges, and security threats
has made war reporting in Ukraine highly diffi-
cult. In response, media professionals have been
forced to adopt extensive precautionary mea-
sures, fundamentally reshaping their work routines
in order to continue documenting the war while
minimising risks to their personal safety.
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lll. Frequent
Narratives Used by
Russia to Justify
Attacks on Hotels
and Intimidate
Journalists

As demonstrated in the preceding sections of this
report, Russian attacks on hotels display clear in-
dicators of intentionality and a systemic character.
Strikes have been carried out regardless of wheth-
er hotels were fully occupied by military personnel,
hosted only a small number of servicemen among
civilian guests, had explicitly refused to accom-
modate military personnel, or were not operational
at the time of the attack. Moreover, these attacks
have continued despite the fact that the primary
victims are civilians—most notably, journalists,
humanitarian workers, and other non-combat-

ants. This consistent pattern underscores the
need to examine the underlying motives behind
such attacks. A critical element in this inquiry
is the analysis of official narratives promoted
by the Russian state, as well as the information
disseminated through Russian media outlets and
Telegram channels, which offer insights into the
underlying intentions behind these strikes. This
focus on analysing messages in Russian media
and Telegram channels is warranted by their close
affiliation with state authorities and their align-
ment with official state narratives (See Annex V).


https://truth-hounds.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/annex-iv.-the-relationship-between-the-media-and-the-state-in-russia-how-do-they-work-together-th-rsf.pdf

1. Russian Ministry of Defence
Narratives Regarding Hotel

Attacks

To gain further insight into the official justifications
for Russian strikes on hotels, several illustrative
examples of statements issued by the Russian
Ministry of Defence are given below. These ex-
amples were identified through targeted keyword
searches conducted within the ministry’s official
Telegram channel and Russian popular media.

For instance, following the strike on the Hotel Dru-
zhba in Pokrovsk on 7 August 2023, the Russian
Ministry of Defence claimed to have destroyed
the command post of the Khortytsia Operation-
al-Strategic Group of Ukrainian Ground Forces.
026] Three days later, when two cruise missiles hit
the Hotel Reikartz in Zaporizhzhia,"?” the Ministry
stated that the strike targeted a temporary base
of ‘foreign mercenaries’.'?8! As was outlined above,
following an on-site investigation and interviews
with eyewitnesses, TH documenters collected
evidence that directly contradicts these claims.['?!

Similarly, on 31 December 2023, the Russian
Ministry of Defence reported a strike on
the Kharkiv Palace Hotel, asserting that it
had killed ‘representatives of the Defence
Intelligence of Ukraine (DIU) and the Armed
Forces of Ukraine (AFU), who were direct-
ly involved in the planning and execution
of the terrorist attack in Belgorod’, a city
in southwestern Russia.!"* The ministry
also stated that ‘up to two hundred for-
eign mercenaries were present at the site’.
0311 However, witnesses interviewed by TH
confirmed that the hotel was functioning
normally on the day of the strike, with at
least twelve rooms occupied by guests and
staff. According to their statements, no mil-
itary personnel were present there during
or prior to the attack.!'3
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The information gathered by documenters also
refutes the Russian authorities’ claims that a
base of ‘foreign mercenaries’ from the Ameri-
can ‘Academi’ PMC had been destroyed in the
‘Kramatorsk area’, in a statement issued imme-
diately after the strike on the Hotel Kramatorsk
on the night of 18 September 2022.1%! As previ-
ously noted, at the time of the attack, the hotel
was in reality occupied exclusively by civilians.

The Russian Ministry of Defence rarely issues of-
ficial comments following attacks on hotels. When
such explanations are provided, they typically
frame the strikes as legitimate military actions by
asserting that the targeted hotels were used by
Ukrainian armed forces, intelligence personnel, or
foreign mercenaries. These claims tend to follow
two recurring narratives aimed at justifying the
attacks and portraying the sites as valid military
objectives.

However, certain statements by the Russian Min-
istry of Defence offer deeper insight into why
hotels may be selected as targets. A particularly
illustrative example relevant to this study is the
statement issued on 5 February 2023 by the In-
terdepartmental Coordination Headquarters for
Humanitarian Response, a body operating under
the Russian Ministry of Defence, and published
on the ministry’s official Telegram channel.l'3%
The statement claimed that Ukrainian special
services were preparing to stage explosions at a
local narcological dispensary, oncology clinic, and
city hospital in order to ‘accuse Russia of com-
mitting “war crimes”".[3% According to this narra-
tive, journalists from Western media outlets had
been staying at the Hotel Sapphire in Kramatorsk
under the supervision of the Security Service of
Ukraine, with the purpose of documenting these
staged incidents and using them to support calls



for increased Western arms deliveries to Ukraine,
particularly, long-range missile systems.['3¢!

Nearly eighteen months later, on 24 August 2024,
the Russian Armed Forces struck the same Ho-
tel Sapphire, which, since the beginning of the
full-scale invasion, had operated exclusively as
accommodation for international journalists. At
the time of the attack, a Reuters team was staying
at the hotel.'*” This example is particularly reveal-
ing, as it indicates that Russian authorities were
fully aware of the hotel’s civilian function and its
use by international journalists—although not, as
suggested by the Russian Ministry, to document
staged crimes. It also highlights how independent
media outlets, especially foreign, are portrayed in
Russian official rhetoric not as impartial observers,
but as actors engaged in information warfare,
whose reporting is presumed to serve as a tool
for discrediting Russia and fabricating evidence
of its crimes.
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2. Analysis of Comments from
Russian Sources and Telegram

Channels

Commentary from Russian media, military blog-
gers, and anonymous Telegram channels provides
additional insight into the narratives used to jus-
tify strikes on hotels. In line with official messag-
ing from the Russian Ministry of Defence, these
sources typically seek to reframe the targeted
hotels as lawful military objectives, relying on
one of two recurring justifications—either that the
hotels were housing Ukrainian military personnel
or that they were being used by foreign military
personnel, most frequently referred to as ‘foreign
mercenaries’. In some cases, both explanations
appear simultaneously, reinforcing the portrayal
of hotels as legitimate targets.

For the purposes of this research, analysts from
the Al-powered platform Osavul conducted an
analysis of Russian-language Telegram content
covering strikes on Ukrainian hotels between 30
December 2023, and 19 March 2025. Research-
ers analysed 12,500 Telegram mentions based
on keywords such as ‘hotel’ combined with the
names of cities where strikes occurred.'@® The
timeframe analysed for each incident was limited
to the first week following the strike. In addition to
this keyword-based analysis, a targeted sample
of 35 influential Russian Telegram sources was
compiled and divided into four categories: federal
media, military bloggers, top pro-Kremlin com-
mentators, and anonymous channels.!3

Both the broader keyword-based analysis and
the focused review of the selected source groups
revealed a consistent pattern: the overwhelming
majority of Telegram posts disseminated claims
suggesting that the targeted hotels were legit-
imate military objectives. The most frequently
cited justification across these narratives was
the alleged presence of foreign mercenaries or
instructors. This was followed by assertions that
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the hotels served as temporary deployment sites
for the Ukrainian Defence Forces.

Notably, there were no significant differences
in how the hotel attacks were covered across
the different categories of Telegram channels.
This indicates a certain alignment between the
narratives promoted by the Russian Ministry of
Defence and those circulating in the media and
across various Telegram channels.

In addition to the notable overlaps in presenting
versions of events, certain rhetorical formulas
visible in some Telegram posts reveal additional
layers in the portrayal of these attacks, further
deepening and expanding the picture that emerg-
es from the analysis of official statements by the
Russian Ministry of Defence.

A particularly prominent focus in these narratives
is placed on foreign journalists, through which
they are conflated with military mercenaries.!'
This is coupled with a deliberate distinction be-
tween these groups and the local civilian popu-
lation. Within this narrative framework, foreign
journalists are not perceived as civilians but rather
as legitimate targets akin to enemy combatants.
In many instances, a distinction between foreign
mercenaries and journalists is not maintained. In-
stead, journalists affected by attacks are promptly
labeled as ‘mercenaries’ and targeted hotels are
depicted as their ‘operational bases'.

For instance, in response to the attack on the Park
Hotel in Kharkiv, the pro-government Telegram
channel Zapiski Veterana (‘Veteran’s Notes'’),"
denied that the injured Turkish and Georgian cit-
izens were journalists, instead labeling them as
‘mercenaries’.[#? Similarly, Russian popular mil-
itary blogger Aleksandr Sladkov claimed on his



Telegram channel™? that 80 French mercenaries
were killed in the hotel strike.'# These assertions
were promptly refuted by Turkey’s Anadolu news
agency, which confirmed that its journalists were
present in the hotel at the time of the strike and
that no military personnel were on site.'"! This
was further corroborated by Violetta Pedorych,
a local producer for France 2, who was staying
at the hotel with a French media team and was
later interviewed by TH.!®!

Zapiski Veterana went even further, asserting
that those affected by the strike were being false-
ly portrayed as journalists. The post concluded
with a warning addressed to foreigners allegedly
operating in Ukraine under the guise of security
consultants, journalists, medics, or humanitarian
workers, urging them to leave the country per-
manently—otherwise, the message stated, ‘you
will be taken away in pieces’.!”!

Another prevalent rhetorical tactic observed in the
content analysed is a blurring of the distinction
between journalists and combatants, therefore
framing media workers as legitimate military tar-
gets rather than protected civilians. For example,
military blogger Sergey Lebedev,'® drawing a
clear distinction between journalists and civil-
ians.M49!

A similar approach could be observed following
the missile strike on the city of Druzhkivka, Do-
netsk Oblast, on 2 January 2023. While the pri-
mary target of the attack appeared to be nearby
railway infrastructure, which may constitute a
lawful military objective, the strike also caused
damage to the MAN Hotel located close to the
site. Although this incident is not classified in the
report as a direct attack on a hotel, it remains
particularly relevant because the presence of
foreign journalists among those affected triggered
a series of illustrative reactions across Russian
Telegram channels.

For example, the Telegram channel Donbas Re-
shaet (‘Donbas Decides’)"™ alleged that the hotel
‘is used by foreign mercenaries and journalists,
the difference between which is almost erased'.
050 The post also mentioned that the attack was
confirmed by journalists ‘from the most “yellow”
German weekly Bild'.'*? The word ‘yellow’ here
indicates the author’s disdain for the Bild journal-
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ists. Notably, even when strikes on hotels known
t accommodate journalists did not result in jour-
nalist casualties or injuries, the narrative framing
these locations as bases for foreign mercenaries
persisted, indicating a deliberate disinformation
strategy by Russia. Indeed, our research shows
that almost all of the investigated attacks on ho-
tels in Kryvyi Rih were accompanied by baseless
narratives claiming that the hotels were hosting
foreign mercenaries or instructors.' This is de-
spite witness testimonies collected by TH directly
refuting such claims and reporting, instead, that
there were no military personnel or, at least, no
significant number of them, nor military equipment
or installations in or around the hotels on the
days of the attacks.'* Osavul’s analysis identi-
fied 760 posts published in the aftermath of the
strike on the Arena Hotel alone, in which Russian
Telegram channels framed the attack either as
a strike on the headquarters of the 8th Special
Operations Forces Regiment or as the elimination
of 250 foreign mercenaries, allegedly including
French and Romanian air defence specialists.!'!
The two most recent attacks on hotels in Kryvyi
Rih in March 2025 were no exception to this rhet-
oric, with claims of Ukrainian and foreign military
personnel being present at the sites, despite a
lack of evidence.® Narratives that surfaced in
the Russian media and Russian Telegram chan-
nels included that 28 French mercenaries were
killed,™” that the building was occupied by in-
structors from NATO countries,"® and that officers
of the Armed Forces of Ukraine, members of the
Main Intelligence Directorate of the Ukrainian
Defence Ministry, and foreign military instructors
had checked into the hotel.[%

Answers from journalists and media workers sur-
veyed by TH and RSF confirmed the above anal-
ysis, as many of them described how Russian
narratives systematically attempt to justify attacks
on hotels by portraying them as military targets
rather than civilian spaces. They corroborate our
emphasis on a common narrative claiming that
these hotels harbour ‘mercenaries’ or ‘military
advisers’ instead of independent journalists.'sY
These insights illustrate how Russian rhetoric not
only seeks to discredit journalists but also fosters
an environment where violence and repression
against them can be framed as legitimate actions.

138l ‘Otenb’ and ‘rocTMHMLA’ in Russian



3. Russian Rhetoric Justifying its
Attack on Kramatorsk Resulting
in the Killing of a Media

Professional

One of the most significant disinformation cam-
paigns by Russian commentators related to the
missile attack on the Hotel Sapphire in Kramatorsk
on 24 August 2024, which killed Ryan Evans, a
safety adviser for Reuters, and injured other ci-
vilians.[161

Commenting on the death of Ryan Evans,
Kremlin Spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said: ‘/
read information from the agency staff that
he was not a journalist, but some kind of
safety adviser. So, there is no clarity here
yet. | repeat once again: strikes are carried
out on military infrastructure or facilities in
one way or another related to military in-
frastructure.’®? With this comment, Peskov
attempted to create a basis to legally jus-
tify the strike by implying an association
between Reuters’ safety adviser and com-
batants, an approach similar to the one
described earlier.

Additionally, Russian Foreign Ministry spokes-
person Maria Zakharova labeled Ryan Evans as
a former agent of MI6—a common name for the
United Kingdom's foreign intelligence service—
offering no supporting evidence for the claim.
063l This claim was later refuted by Reuters and
by Ryan'’s father, David Evans.®4

The prominent pro-Kremlin Telegram channel
Dva Mayora (‘Two Majors’),[® stressed that the
‘eliminated’ Ryan Evans previously served in the
British Army.[*®! The same post emphasised that
Ukrainian Reuters journalist lvan Lubysh-Kirdey,
‘has been repeatedly awarded state honours
of Ukraine and participated in the 2014 “coup
d’état”."%”) Highlighting such biographical details
is intended to convince the audience that this
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Reuters staff member could have been involved
in military activities.

On 26 August 2024, Ukrainian independent jour-
nalist Denys Kazansky drew attention to another
post from the Dva Mayora Telegram channel,
which justified the missile strike by claiming that
the media workers had ‘illegally crossed Rus-
sia’s state border’, referring to their presence in
Donetsk Oblast.'® According to Kazansky, this
statement indicates that the attack was deliber-
ate, noting that ‘no one is even trying to pretend
that the attack on the Reuters journalists was an
accident’. He further described Dva Mayora as a
‘mouthpiece of the Russian Ministry of Defence’,
underscoring the channel’s alignment with official
Russian military narratives.%

That same day, the channel ‘Dva Mayora’ pub-
lished a post issuing a death threat to Romanian
journalist Mircea Barbu, after he reported from
Russia’s Kursk Oblast, part of which was occupied
by Ukrainian forces during the summer offen-
sive of 2024. The authors argued that ‘criminal
cases [against journalists crossing the borders]
791 are no longer as effective as Iskander mis-
sile systems or FAB-500s with the UMPK' (from
Russian, ‘Unified Gliding and Correction Module’).
Here, the post refers to the attacks on the Reuters
team, using the case of Ryan Evans’ death as a
form of deterrence to scare journalists. The post
continues, stating that the Reuters ‘journalists’
‘who strayed into the Donetsk People’s Republic
last week have already appreciated the effect
of the inevitability of punishment’'™ Therefore,
the attack on Kramartorsk is justified as a stark

70l See Annex Il
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warning to foreign journalists of the risks of re-
porting on the conflict, with comments from Dva
Mayora such as: ‘the arrogant representatives of
the Western world have been shown the principle
of the inevitability of punishment in action.’'”?

Despite deliberately blurring the line between
foreign journalists and military personnel, the
authors of these publications still acknowledge
that journalists were among the victims. This
contradiction serves a dual purpose. On the one
hand, it helps maintain the illusion that the attack
was justified by framing the victims as individ-
uals with military ties. On the other, it sends a
clear message of intimidation: foreign journalists
covering the invasion risk becoming targets. The
deaths of journalists killed by Russian weaponry
are exploited to underscore the risks of reporting
on the war.

TH and RSF have documented the attack on the
Hotel Sapphire in Kramatorsk, identifying potential
perpetrators involved in the strike as part of our
investigation. The findings of this analysis are
detailed in the following section of this report.
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IV. Case Study of
the Attack on the
Hotel Sapphire,
Kramatorsk



1. The Circumstances of the

Attack

The missile strike on the Hotel Sapphire in Kra-
matorsk on 24 August 2024 is among the cases
documented in which media professionals were
directly affected.!”® According to the hotel’'s own-
er, Yuriy Aliyev, since the beginning of Russia’s
full-scale invasion in February 2022, the establish-
ment had operated exclusively for media teams
and only at the discretion of its management.[7

The regular presence of journalists was
confirmed by a resident of a neighbour-
ing apartment building who told TH: ‘After
the full-scale invasion began, in the hotel
car park, | sometimes saw cars marked
“PRESS" and journalists wearing blue hel-
mets and bulletproof vests with “PRESS”
written on them.’l"7%!

At approximately 10:30 pm on 24 August 2024078
the Hotel Sapphire was struck by a Russian 9M723
ballistic missile.l'””? At the time of the attack, six
members of a Reuters team were staying at the
hotel. The strike resulted in the death of Ryan
Evans, a British citizen and Reuters safety adviser,
and injuries to at least nine other people.

Among the wounded were two members of the
Reuters team, who were subsequently hospital-
ised: American journalist Dan Peleschuk and

[175] Interview with Ktk-52 conducted by TH.
[176] Interview with Ktk-51 conducted by TH.

[177] Conflicting information exists regarding the exact time of the attack.
During a field mission to Kramatorsk, TH documenters obtained CCTV foot-
age capturing the moment the Hotel Sapphire was struck. The timestamp on
the footage indicates that the attack occurred at 10:30 pm, whereas official
sources report the time of the strike as 10:35 pm. According to the witness who
provided the footage, the CCTV system is not connected to the Internet and
must be set manually. This is the most likely explanation for the discrepancy
between the recorded and officially reported time.

[183] Interview with Ktk-51 conducted by TH.
[186] Interview with Ktk-51 conducted by TH.
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Ukrainian cameraman Ivan Lyubysh-Kirdey. The
latter, who was on the same floor as Ryan Evans,
was seriously injured and sustained a traumatic
brain injury. Other members of the Reuters team
sustained various injuries but were able to evac-
uate the building through different exits.!'”8! On
the day of the attack, the Reuters team included
citizens of the United States, United Kingdom,
Germany, Latvia, and Ukraine.!'7?!

Moreover, several other individuals sustained
injuries in the strike, including a Ukrainian soldier,
a civilian watchman, and a nearby resident.!'8%]
The soldier, who was not staying at the hotel,
was walking along the street next to the building
at the moment of impact. Polish volunteer Mon-
ika Andruszewska also sustained injuries while
traveling by car in the vicinity of the hotel at the
time of the attack.['®"

According to an investigation conducted by Re-
uters, Ryan Evans was staying in a room situat-
ed in the northwestern section of the hotel—the
area assessed to be the point of impact.['®? The
building had a total of 12 rooms, all located on the
second floor.['®¥! Open-source footage documents
the aftermath of the strike, showing that both the
second and first floors on the side of the building
where the missile struck collapsed as a result of
the explosion.['8

In addition to the destruction of the Hotel Sap-
phire, the attack caused damage to 17 private
houses, six multi-storey residential buildings, four
businesses, and one administrative building.!'®%!

Several witnesses reported that there were no
military personnel or military equipment near the
hotel prior to nor at the moment of the attack.['8®]
Despite the absence of a military presence, the
hotel became a target.



2. Alleged Perpetrators of the

Attack

Russian forces in Ukraine are under the strategic
command of the United Group of Russian Forces
in Ukraine, which is subdivided into smaller op-
erational groupings, each responsible for certain
sections of the frontline (Sever, Zapad, Tsentr,
Yug, Vostok, and Dniepr). Each of these groupings
consists of regular combined arms armies and
army corps, often incorporating missile brigades
equipped with Iskander systems.

In the case of 9M723 missile launches, the deci-
sion to conduct a strike may be made either by
the headquarters of a specific Russian grouping
of forces or by the United Group of Russian Forces
in Ukraine. This depends on several factors, in-
cluding the location, characteristics, and assessed
importance of the intended target.'®”

Groupings of forces are most likely to be respon-
sible for planning and executing strikes against
targets of tactical or operational significance
within their designated areas of responsibility.
Typical targets in such cases include aircraft and
helicopters,!'®® air defence systems,!'®¥ concen-
trations of military personnel,[ and other types
of high-value military equipment.l'® These targets
are commonly identified through reconnaissance
assets, including UAVs, or via agent-based in-
telligence. The timeframe between target iden-
tification and missile launch in these instances
generally does not exceed 20 minutes.!'??

However, in certain cases, the decision to employ
a 9M723 missile may be taken at the level of the
United Group of Russian Forces in Ukraine. Indi-
cators of such centralised decisionmaking include
the situating of a target deep in the rear—beyond
the immediate operational zone of individual
groupings—as well as the nature of the object
itself. These may include command posts, am-
munition depots, or other fixed infrastructure. %!
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Several factors support the conclusion that the
order to strike the Hotel Sapphire most likely orig-
inated from the United Group of Russian Forces
in Ukraine. First, the characteristics of the hotel
as a target align more closely with those typically
selected for engagement by the United Group
of Russian Forces in Ukraine, rather than with
the types of targets usually prioritised by local
groupings of forces. Second, striking this par-
ticular target provided no operational or tactical
advantage to the Yug grouping of forces, which
was responsible for this section of the frontline.
Finally, when viewed within the broader pattern of
strikes on hotels, the attack appears consistent
with what is commonly referred to as a strike on
a ‘pre-approved target'—a category of objectives
typically selected and authorised at the level of
the United Group of Russian Forces in Ukraine.

As such, the United Group of Russian Forces in
Ukraine, led by Army General Valery Gerasimoy,
with Colonel General Alexei Kim and Army General
Oleg Salyukov as his deputies,* was most likely
responsible for the attack on Kramatorsk on 24
August 2024. This assessment is consistent with
the conclusions reached by Ukrainian investiga-
tors. On 20 December 2024, the Security Service
of Ukraine announced that it had gathered suffi-
cient evidence to charge Colonel General Alexei
Kim with committing a war crime by ordering the
strike on civilian infrastructure in Kramatorsk. "%

The Security Service of Ukraine emphasised that
the purpose of the strike was to destroy a build-
ing exclusively occupied by civilians, including
journalists; an act that constitutes a clear vio-
lation of international humanitarian law, which
prohibits attacks on objects not serving a military
purpose.l'®! As a result, Colonel General Alexei
Kim has been charged under the Criminal Code of
Ukraine; Part 2 of Article 28, Part 2 of Article 437



(Waging an aggressive war), and Part 2 of Article
438 (Violation of the laws and customs of war).
In a separate 15-page notice of suspicion, the
Security Service of Ukraine detailed the findings
of its investigation, stating that the missile strike
was carried out ‘with the motive of deliberately
killing employees of the international news agency
Reuters who were engaged in journalistic activities
in Ukraine’.""”! The document, released on the
website of the Office of the Prosecutor General,
revealed that Kim had received intelligence indi-
cating that Reuters staff were staying in Krama-
torsk. It further noted that Kim would have been
‘fully aware that the individuals were civilians and
not participating in the armed conflict’.1'%¢!

Reuters, citing Ukrainian intelligence sources, re-
ported that the missile was launched from Russia’s
Rostov Oblast.¥%! At least three different missile
brigades regularly conduct strikes on Ukrainian
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territory from this area: the 1st Missile Brigade of
the 49th Combined Arms Army, the 47th Missile
Brigade of the 8th Combined Arms Army, and
the 107th Missile Brigade of the 35th Combined
Arms Army.12% Since the strike was, in all likeli-
hood, ordered at the level of the United Group of
Russian Forces in Ukraine, any of these brigades
could have executed it, irrespective of whether the
larger formation to which they belong was actively
engaged in operations along that section of the
frontline. In the absence of verifiable intelligence
from the ground, it remains impossible to identify
the specific unit responsible.

In order to avoid compromising the official investi-
gation, not all analytical data and supplementary
information collected in the course of this case
are disclosed in this report. All relevant materials
have been submitted to the competent investi-
gative authorities.



V. The Attacks on
Hotels are War
Crimes



Under IHL and international criminal law (ICL),
attacks on hotels accommodating civilians, in-
cluding journalists and humanitarian workers,
may constitute grave breaches and war crimes,
respectively.

The following criminal classifications are provided
for illustrative purposes only. They are without
prejudice to any alternative or additional legal
characterisations that may be adopted by national
courts, international courts, or tribunals exercising
jurisdiction over the acts described.




1. The War Crime of Intentional
Attacks on Civilians and Civilian

Objects

The cardinal rule of IHL is that attacks may only be
directed against military objectives. Intentionally
directing an attack against civilians or civilian
objects is therefore prohibited by both custom
and convention.

As such, the Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court of 17 July 1998 defines war crimes
as ‘grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions
of 12 August 1949’ 291 and ‘other serious vio-
lations of the laws and customs applicable in
international armed conflict, within the estab-
lished framework of international law’ 2°2 and
specifically refers to the following as war crimes:

> 'Intentionally directing attacks against the ci-
vilian population as such or against individual
civilians not taking direct part in hostilities’
(Article 8(2)(b)(i));

> 'Intentionally directing attacks against civilian
objects, that is, objects which are not military
objectives’ (Article 8(2)(b)(ii)); and

> ‘Attacking or bombarding, by whatever means,
[...] buildings which are undefended and which
are not military objectives’ (Article 8(2)(b)(v)).

1201 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court of 17 July 1998, Article 8(a).

12021 1pjd., Article 8(b).

1203 protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and
relating to the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol
1), 8 June 1977, Article 79(2).

12041 See Section Il of this Report.
12051 See Section 117 of this Report.

12081 protocol I, Article 50(1), Article 51(2,3).
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In this context, the repeated strikes on hotels
known to be used predominantly by civilians—jour-
nalists, humanitarian workers, displaced persons,
and others—may meet the legal standard of these
war crimes. The pattern revealed by this report
suggests not merely incidental harm but deliberate
targeting, further reinforcing the serious nature
of the alleged IHL violations.

Journalists, humanitarian workers, and other ci-
vilians staying in hotels are protected under IHL.
In particular, Additional Protocol | to the Gene-
va Conventions (AP 1) clarifies that journalists
working in war zones retain their civilian status
and protection ‘provided that they take no action
adversely dffecting their status as civilians’.!2%%

Following the attacks, the Russian Ministry of
Defence has occasionally sought to justify hotel
strikes by groundlessly alleging the presence of
Ukrainian armed forces, intelligence operatives, or
foreign mercenaries.?¥ In the case of the Hotel
Sapphire, however, well before the attack, the
Ministry acknowledged the presence of journalists
but alleged their coordination with the Securi-
ty Service of Ukraine to stage events for media
coverage aimed at influencing Western military
support.?! However, under IHL, such claims do
not affect the civilian status of journalists. There
is no ‘intermediate category’ of persons under
IHL; individuals are either combatants, who may
be lawfully targeted, or civilians, who are protect-
ed from direct attack unless—and only for such
time as—they directly participate in hostilities.
[206] No evidence suggests that the journalists,
humanitarian workers or other civilians present
in the hotels engaged in such conduct. On the
contrary, the available information confirms they
were carrying out professional tasks explicitly
protected under IHL.



Even assuming the accuracy of the Russian al-
legations, media activity, including politically
charged or advocacy-driven reporting, does not
constitute direct participation in hostilities.2°”
When differentiating between ‘direct’ and ‘indi-
rect’ participation in hostilities, the International
Committee of the Red Cross's (ICRC's) Interpretive
Guidance on the Notion of Direct Participation in
Hostilities emphasised that general war-sustaining
activities—such as ‘political, economic or media
activities supporting the general war effort (e.g.,
political propaganda)’—do not meet the required
threshold.™%! Similarly, it is affirmed that direct
participation is neither synonymous with ‘involve-
ment in’ or ‘contribution to’ hostilities, nor with
‘preparing’ or ‘enabling’ someone else to directly
participate in hostilities, but essentially means
that an individual is personally carrying out hostile
acts which are ‘part of’ the hostilities.[2%%

Accordingly, the journalists present at the Hotel
Sapphire retained full civilian protection under IHL.
The Russian authorities’ awareness of their civilian
function, coupled with the decision to target the
location nonetheless, supports the conclusion
that the strike was both unlawful and deliberate.

As to the nature of the objects targeted, civilian
objects are defined negatively; they are all objects
which are not military objectives, as established
by Article 52(1) of AP .21 By contrast, military
objectives, under Article 52(2) of AP |, are limited
to those objects which, ‘by their nature, location,
purpose, or use’, make an effective contribution
to military action and whose total or partial de-
struction, capture, or neutralisation, under the
circumstances ruling at the time, offers a definite
military advantage.? This definition sets a two-
pronged test that must be satisfied cumulative-
ly—both contribution and advantage.

1207 See ICRC, Interpretive Guidance on the Notion of Direct Participation
in Hostilities, pages 51-52 on differentiating between direct and indirect
participation in hostilities.

12101 protocol I, Article 52(1).
12181 protocol I, Article 52(3).

297 Among the 31 attacks recorded in this report, 30 were directed against
hotels that did not present any clear military utility. The only exception was
the Profspilkovyi Hotel in Chernihiv.
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In practice, particularly in urban warfare, it is not
uncommon for civilian structures to lose their
protection and become military objectives due to
their use by armed forces.?? For instance, when
combat takes place within a city, buildings may
be used for storing weapons, coordinating oper-
ations, or launching attacks. In such situations,
the building itself becomes integrated into military
operations and thus meets the criteria of a military
objective. However, any such determination must
be made with great care and remain subject to
the principle of proportionality; attacks must not
cause excessive incidental civilian harm in relation
to the concrete and direct military advantage
anticipated.?'!

In contrast, outside active combat zones, the
threshold for lawfully targeting an originally civilian
structure is presumably higher.”?*! The military
character of any object must be clearly estab-
lished through credible and reasonable verification
and the spatial boundaries of the target precisely
identified.’®! In the absence of conclusive evi-
dence, the object must be presumed to be civil-
ian, a presumption explicitly spelled out in Article
52(3) of AP |.12®]

Critically, the mere presence of individuals who
are lawful targets, such as combatants, members
of organised armed groups, or civilians directly
participating in hostilities, does not by itself con-
vert a civilian object into a military objective.?”!
For a structure such as a hotel, shop, or govern-
ment office to lawfully lose its protected status,
it must be shown that the individuals present are
actively using the structure for military purposes,
for example, as a command centre, logistical hub,
sniper position, or weapons cache.?®! Absent
such use, the building remains a civilian object
and an attack on it would be unlawful.

The available evidence on the 24 hotels targeted
across different locations in Ukraine®®! demon-
strates that these hotels retained their status as
civilian objects at the time of the attacks. Except
for the single incident involving the Profspilkovyi
Hotel in Chernihiv, none of the hotels were shown
to have been effectively used for military purposes
and there was no substantiated evidence to sug-
gest that they had lost their civilian character. In
the absence of credible and reasonable verifica-
tion establishing a transformation of these hotels



into military objectives, they must be presumed
to have been civilian objects protected against
attack. The following analysis of the Hotel Avrora
and the Hotel Sapphire incidents provides more
detailed illustrations of these principles.

Regarding the Hotel Avrora attack, Kryvyi Rih,
where the hotel was located, is approximately
70 km from the nearest section of the frontline,
placing it outside the active combat zone. This
geographical context reinforces the necessity of
strict verification before any targeting decision is
made. Moreover, the mere presence of off-duty
servicemen within a civilian object does not in
itself render that object a military objective. There
were no reasonable grounds to believe, nor any
evidence to suggest, that the Hotel Avrora was be-
ing used for military purposes.??°! The servicemen
in question were present in their private capacity,
often accompanied by their partners, and there
are no indications that the building had lost its
civilian status.??!

As for the Hotel Sapphire attack, the facts raise
even deeper legal concerns. While it was situated
somewhat closer to the front, with the nearest
reported clashes taking place approximately 25
km from Kramatorsk on the day of the strike,???
the hotel was still located well outside of any ac-
tive combat zone.

Consequently, the targeting threshold remained
high and any lawful attack required credible and
reasonable verification of the hotel's military use.
However, the evidence gathered indicates that
there were no servicemen present in the hotel
at the time of the strike and no military use of
the building has been substantiated.??3! Only
one soldier, who was injured in the attack, was
reportedly located near the hotel, not inside it.

Russian authorities, notably Kremlin spokesperson
Dmitry Peskov, have not claimed that the hotel
itself was used for military purposes. Instead,
attempts to justify the attack have focused on
casting doubt on the civilian status of individual
victims, particularly media professionals.??? This
line of argument was further amplified by Russian
Telegram channels such as Dva Mayora, which
emphasised the prior military experience of Ryan
Evans, who was a former British serviceman.??%!
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Assuming that the individuals concerned, partic-
ularly journalists, all had previous military experi-
ence, this does not affect their civilian status at
the time of the strike. The notion of a combatant
applies only to those who are currently members
of armed forces.?? Once a person is discharged,
retires, or otherwise ceases to serve, they revert
to civilian status and regain full protection against
direct attack.??”!

In conclusion, the pattern of attacks on hotels
across Ukraine, including but not limited to the
Hotel Sapphire, fails to meet the legal criteria
under IHL for the targeting of military objectives.
These hotels were not located on or nearby the
frontline and in none of the analysed incidents!?28!
was there substantiated evidence of military use
that could justify their classification as military
objectives. In the absence of such evidence and
given the clear civilian character and predominant
use of these facilities, no valid claim has been
made that could lawfully override the presump-
tion of civilian protection. As such, these strikes
appear to qualify as the war crime of intentionally
attacking civilians and civilian objects.

1220112211 gee Section |.3 of this report.
12231 3ee Section IV of the Report.
12241 See Section I11.3 of the Report.

12281 Excluding the single incident of the Profspilkovyi Hotel in Chernihiv.



2. The War Crime of Terror
against a Civilian Population

While the Geneva Conventions and their Addition-
al Protocols do not define the notion of ‘terrorism’,
IHL prohibits certain acts commonly understood
as terror-related when committed during an armed
conflict.??! In particular, the intentional use of
violence to instil fear among civilians is clearly
prohibited under customary and treaty law.!23%

With regard to conventional IHL, Article 51(2) of AP
| prohibits ‘acts or threats of violence the primary
purpose of which is to spread terror among the
civilian population’.?®" A parallel provision ap-
pears in Article 13(2) of Additional Protocol Il to the
Geneva Conventions (AP Il), applying the same
principle to non-international armed conflicts.!23?

With regard to customary IHL, Rule 2 of the ICRC
Customary IHL Database similarly provides that
‘acts or threats of violence the primary purpose of
which is to spread terror among the civilian pop-
ulation are prohibited’.?*¥ Moreover, the Interna-
tional Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia
(ICTY) Appeals Chamber, in Galic, affirmed that
the prohibition on terrorising a civilian population
has attained the status of customary law and
imposes individual criminal responsibility for vio-
lations.?** The same was confirmed in Dragomir
Milosevic, as well as in judgments from the Special
Court for Sierra Leone.?%

Terror, as identified in dictionaries,?3 in its
ordinary meaning,?*” and in the jurisprudence
of international tribunals,**® has been equated
with ‘extreme fear’. As further elaborated in
Dragomir MiloSevic, acts or threats of violence
intended to spread terror must go beyond the
fear that is only the accompanying effect of
the activities of armed forces in armed conflict:
‘This is a fear calculated to demoralise, to dis-
rupt, to take away any sense of security from

56

a body of people who have nothing [...] to do
with the combat.’ 239

Application to the Attacks on
Hotels in Ukraine: The Actus Reus

The attacks on the Hotel Sapphire and other ho-
tels outlined in this study™*® demonstrate key
features of the crime of terror under IHL. The Galic¢
and Milosevi¢ cases have shown that terror can
be inflicted not only through indiscriminate or
disproportionate attacks but also— and even more
clearly—through direct attacks deliberately target-
ing civilians or civilian objects.?*!

In the case of the strikes on Ukrainian hotels, we
are confronted with direct attacks on civilian in-
frastructure with no discernible military necessity.
Our study confirmed:

> The use of precision-guided weapons, pointing
to deliberate targeting decisions rather than
collateral damage;

> A sustained pattern of attacks on hotels from
2022 through 2025, evidencing a continued
policy despite clear visibility of the civilian
consequences; and

= The availability of intelligence and post-strike
observation which confirms that the Russian
Federation had ample opportunity to revise its
conduct, yet continued with attacks.

As mentioned in the Introduction, hotels may be
viewed as symbolically significant civilian struc-
tures as they often accommodate foreigners,
humanitarian workers, journalists, and displaced



persons. In the Ukrainian context, these hotels
now often serve as residences or workplaces for
those engaged in humanitarian support, media
coverage, and documentation of war crimes.

The intentional targeting of such sites generates
extensive psychological trauma and long-term fear
among these groups.?*? The evidence suggests
that the message projected by these strikes is
clear: no civilian is safe, regardless of whether the
hotel is mixed-use or civilian-only, fully operational
or partially closed.?*!

Certain groups within the civilian population are
particularly affected by these attacks. Journalists,
volunteers, first responders, and humanitarian
workers working near the frontline already face
heightened risks, but it is specifically the targeting
of their places of rest and shelter—hotels—that
amplifies the sense of vulnerability and fear. This
pattern directly supports the conclusion that the
attacks were designed to instil extreme fear among
these professional and vulnerable groups of civil-
ians to deter them from carrying out their essential
tasks for the rest of the civilian population and
for the public’s right to information.

Establishing Mens Rea: The specific intent
to spread terror

The ICTY has articulated two elements of mens
rea for the crime of terror:[244

> General intent: The offender intentional-
ly made the civilian population or individu-
al civilians not taking direct part in hostili-
ties the object of the acts of violence; and

> Specific intent: The acts of violence were
carried out with the primary purpose of
spreading terror among the civilian population.

This specific intent—the hallmark of the crime—may
coexist with other motives but must be the prin-
cipal objective of the attack.** It can be inferred
from the nature, manner, timing, duration,#! and
site!?*”] of the attack.

In our study, the deliberate targeting of hotels
frequently used by civilians, especially journalists
and aid workers, echoes the Gali¢ findings, where
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targets such as markets, water points, and public
transport hubs!**®!—all locations known to be fre-
quented by civilians—were used to demonstrate
that no one was safe.[24]

The regularity and persistence of these attacks,
their symbolic communicative value, and their
lack of military justification support the conclusion
that they were meant to instill extreme fear and
disrupt civilian life and professional functions.
This includes dissuading journalists from reporting
and scaring away humanitarian workers, con-
sequently deterring essential civilian activities
such as humanitarian relief and documentation
of the conflict.

The specific intent to spread terror is further re-
flected in changes in civilian behaviour, including
documented avoidance of hotels by media pro-
fessionals. These behavioural shifts reflect not
just fear but the experience of terror as defined in
international jurisprudence—extreme fear induced
through intentional deprivation of safety.

The cumulative evidence demonstrates that the
strikes on hotels in Ukraine meet the threshold for
the war crime of acts of terror against a civilian
population under customary international law.



Conclusions &
Recommendations



This report suggests that Russian strikes on
Ukrainian hotels are part of a deliberate pattern,
not random acts of war. While Ukrainian military
personnel may occasionally be present in these
establishments, available evidence indicates that
they are not present in the hotels for military pur-
poses but rather for private purposes, with the sole
exception of the strike on the Profspilkovyi Hotel,
Chernihiv, in April 2023. Apart from this isolated
case, the investigated hotels remain civilian in
nature and, as such, retain their protection under
IHL. Even in instances where military personnel are
present, their mere shared location does not ren-
der an entire building a lawful target. IHL explicitly
requires that all feasible precautions be taken to
avoid civilian harm and that the anticipated mili-
tary advantage outweighs expected civilian losses.

Importantly, whether hotels remained operational
or closed after the full-scale invasion, no clear
correlation exists between a hotel’s status and
its safety from attack. Facilities known to accom-
modate journalists and other conflict responders
have not been spared, underscoring the uncer-
tainty surrounding supposedly safe zones for
those documenting or assisting during the conflict.
The repetition and frequency of the targeting of
hotels accommodating journalists and humanitar-
ian workers, despite offering no strategic military
utility, indicates that these attacks have broader
objectives. Namely, our research suggests that
journalists, as well as civilians more broadly, may
be considered targets by the Russian military.

The broader consequences of these attacks are
grave. Media professionals, who used to be regular
guests in Ukrainian hotels, face heightened risks,
as do civilians living, working, or simply walking
nearby at the time of an attack. Our research
shows that these strikes have significantly com-
plicated the logistics of journalism in Ukraine.
Locating secure lodgings has become a challenge,
with travel becoming more precarious, complex,
and costly. The psychological impact is also con-
siderable—media workers report heightened anxi-
ety, trauma, and fear as a result of these attacks.

Russia’s disregard for its obligations under IHL
to protect journalists is clear. Instead of uphold-
ing these protections, Russian actions suggest a
strategy that sees media workers as expendable
or even legitimate targets. Our findings, supported
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by surveys and post-strike media and social media
analysis, reveal an alarming trend: Russian nar-
ratives actively blur the distinction between jour-
nalists and combatants and thereby increasingly
portray the former as military actors and, there-
fore, as legitimate military targets. This not only
violates their rights, but undermines the safety of
the press at large. Moreover, the consistency and
repetition of these narratives suggests a deliberate
effort to anchor them in the public consciousness
and frame each strike as lawful under IHL, despite
lacking evidence.The cumulative effect is the re-
striction of independent reporting, the suppression
of truth, and the entrenchment of disinformation.

Russian communications frequently employ ironic
or contradictory narratives. Indeed, on 8 Septem-
ber 2024, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
published a tweet marking the International Day
of Journalists’ Solidarity, affirming its commit-
ment to defending press freedom and journal-
ists’ rights while holding accountable those who
‘illegally set rules and punish dissenters’.[250]
Such rhetorical gestures are particularly striking
given the country’s concurrent record of intim-
idation, prosecution, and physical targeting of
journalists. These statements are emblematic
of a broader tactic: claiming to uphold the very
norms it actively violates, thereby cultivating a
facade of legitimacy on the international stage.

A particularly emblematic case is the attack on
the Hotel Sapphire in Kramatorsk on 24 August
2024, which resulted in the death of Reuters staff
member Ryan Evans. The case stands not only
as a testament to the dangers media profes-
sionals face but also as a call for accountability
and reinforced protections for all members of
journalistic teams. No journalist or media profes-
sional who does not take part in hostilities should
ever be regarded as a legitimate military target.

As a result, journalists feel they are increasingly
perceived by Russia as hostile actors. This framing
serves a dual function; it legitimises their targeting
while also narrowing the space for independent
narratives, potentially creating a chilling effect.
By curbing the access of and endangering those
who attempt to report from the ground, Russia
ensures greater control over the story being told.



To improve the safety and working conditions of
media professionals covering the full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine in a context of intense attacks on
hotels, TH and RSF propose the following recom-
mendations:

- Enhance collaboration with media profes-
sionals: Cooperation between the Ukrainian
authorities and journalists, media employers,
unions, and professional associations should
be strengthened to create safer and more
sustainable conditions for reporting from con-
flict zones.

> Ensure legal recognition and protection
for all media workers, including local pro-
ducers, and freelance journalists: Ukrainian
media legislation should be updated to explic-
itly recognise the roles of local media assis-
tants and producers as integral members of
journalistic teams, in line with European Union
recommendations and European Court of
Human Rights practices. Their linguistic skills,
cultural competences, regional expertise, and
networks are indispensable for both interna-
tional and domestic reporting. They must be
granted the same legal rights, professional
status, and protections as journalists covering
conflict zones.

> Prioritise investigations into attacks on
journalists and civilians more broadly:
Open systematic investigations into attacks

on journalists and civilians more generally as
a war crime. Attacks on civilian objects are
unlawful even in cases where a minority of
military personnel were present, given that
this alone does not render the target a military
objective. As noted above, journalists, as well
as humanitarian workers and other civilians
who stay in hotels, are protected under IHL
by the 1949 Geneva Convention and its addi-
tional protocols. AP | specifies that journalists
working in war zones are considered civilians
as long as ‘they take no action adversely af-
fecting their status as civilians’.?*" As such, it
is imperative that the targeting of journalists
and civilians more broadly be investigated.

Maintain the highest level of priority in
investigating and prosecuting the perpetra-
tors of these crimes through national judicial
mechanisms.

Prioritise prosecuting crimes against jour-
nalists: The United Kingdom, as the home
country of media worker Ryan Evans, should
initiate legal proceedings on his case. Other
countries should also pursue accountability
on all jurisdictional grounds—including uni-
versal—when crimes against journalists oc-
cur. The gravity of crimes against journalists
lies in the vital social function of journalism,
especially in conflicts. It justifies full prosecu-
torial priority as per Resolution 2222 and the
UNESCO / International Association of Pros-
ecutors Guidelines for Prosecutors on Cas-
es of Crimes Against Journalists (2020).[2%2

Seize the opportunity for judicial coop-
eration between states: Given the large



scale attacks taking place against foreign
and local journalists in Ukraine at the hands
of Russian forces, the joint effort of the
Ukrainian Prosecutor General, the Prose-
cutor of the International Criminal Court,
and other national prosecutors is neces-
sary to shed light on all unlawful attacks
and allow effective prosecution of the per-
petrators and instigators of the said crimes.

Increase newsroom funding for safety
measures: Newsrooms must allocate specific
budgets to cover essential safety resources.
Respondents to our survey frequently cit-
ed insufficient financial support from news
outlets, particularly regarding the ability to
hire trusted local producers, security person-
nel, and drivers, as well as to rent armoured
cars. Newsrooms should also ensure that
their journalists and media staff have insur-
ance before travelling to war zones. Insur-
ance policies must explicitly cover injuries or
fatalities resulting from combat operations.

Update safety protocols considering the
specific characteristics of Russia’s war
on Ukraine: Existing international safety pro-
tocols for journalists based, for instance, on
the wars in Syria and Iraq, must be adapted to
reflect the realities on the ground in Ukraine.
Tailored security planning with security ad-
visers who have operational experience in
Ukraine is essential, given that the frequency
and repeated nature of attacks on hotels indi-
cate that journalists and other media workers
may be considered a target by the Russian
military. Coordination and communication pro-
tocols between field teams and central edito-
rial offices must also be revised and improved,
ensuring that field teams can make the final
decision on their preferred safety measures.

Introduce mandatory written contracts
with local producers: Media organisa-
tions must formalise relationships with local
producers and drivers through official con-
tracts that clearly define their roles and re-
sponsibilities. This not only recognises their

professional status but also reinforces the
media organisation’s accountability for their
safety and rights. In addition, international
media should provide hired local staff with
protective equipment, full personal first
aid kits (IFAKs) and proper first aid training.

Prioritise safe accommodation for jour-
nalists: Given the pattern of targeted strikes,
we recommend that journalists use safe ac-
commodation with shelters and do not ig-
nore air alarms. Near the frontline, we recom-
mend not to use hotels. Ukrainian journalists
and some international journalists appear
to have already adopted this precaution.

Provide combat zone and first aid train-
ing: All media professionals operating in high-
risk environments should receive standardised
combat awareness and emergency medical
training. The training should be completed pri-
or to their first field assignment, with refresher
courses conducted at least every six months.

Develop strategies to counter pro-Russian
disinformation: Russian narratives justifying
the attacks are not exclusively aimed at Rus-
sian audiences on Russian-language Telegram
channels. These messages are also written in
foreign languages in order to reach interna-
tional audiences. It is therefore important to:

- Monitor and expose complex propa-
ganda and disinformation tactics;?%%
and

- Regulate platforms to impose—and
strongly implement existing regula-
tions imposing—responsibility regard-
ing propaganda and disinformation
about Russia’s war on Ukraine and
the promotion of reliable sources of
information.[254

Promote digital literacy: Support civil so-
ciety and government fact-checking initia-
tives and digital literacy programmes to help
audiences decode manipulative content.
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