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INTRODUCTION

In July 2025, ACAPS'’s Ukraine Analysis Hub published an analysis covering conflict
and humanitarian developments in Ukraine’s eastern Donetska oblast, focusing on dynamics
primarily in Pokrovsk and Kostiantynivka. Although that report did not explicitly
assess the likelihood of Pokrovsk being captured, it identified several operational
developments that subsequently shaped the fighting in the area, including Russia’s
shift in operational focus and the growing risks to humanitarian access. This report
assesses developments following the Russian capture of Pokrovsk in early 2026
and outlines anticipated developments in the ‘Fortress Belt’ area.!

Military operations in Donetska oblast have since intensified in two directions:
toward Druzhkivka and Kostiantynivka in the south and Lyman in the north, the latter
of which has increased pressure on Kramatorsk and Sloviansk, two key nodes of
the Fortress Belt. Additionally, the growing and intensifying use of drones along
the front line, particularly as ground operations progress slowly, poses an evolving
factor shaping military, civilian, and humanitarian dynamics, notably the expansion
of the ‘kill zone’ well beyond immediate frontline areas.

This update analyses these critical developments, their potential evolution, and
the anticipated impacts on humanitarian needs and operations over the next three
months, after which the onset of the autumn muddy season could impact conflict
dynamics, making longer-term analysis more challenging. Through October 2026,
Russian forces will likely sustain operational pressure along the Fortress Belt,
affecting security and humanitarian conditions in major population centres and
settlements, particularly those within 20km of the front line. At the same time, the
expanded use of drones by both parties will likely continue, resulting in dynamics with
the potential to shape humanitarian needs and operations even beyond immediate
front lines, with implications for evacuations and displacement, service availability
and continuity, and humanitarian access.

Map 1. Frontline changes in Donetska oblast between 16 June 2025 and 03
August 2026
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1 The ‘Fortress Belt'is an informal term referring to the fortified defensive zone encompassing the key population centres of Druzhkivka, Kostiantynivka, Kramatorsk, and Sloviansk that protects the remaining estimated 15-20% of Ukrainian-held territory in Donetska oblast.

Any comments or questions? Please contact us at info@acaps.org


https://www.acaps.org/en/countries/archives/detail/ukraine-update-on-developments-in-donetska-oblast
https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/ukraine-conflict-updates

ABOUT THE REPORT

This update to the on conflict and humanitarian dynamics in
Donetska oblast builds on previous analysis and reflects more recent developments,
particularly the increased military pressure and resulting security and humanitarian
conditions along the Fortress Belt. In particular, this analysis explores the increased
focus of Russian military operations toward both Kostiantynivka and Lyman since
the fall of Pokrovsk in early 2026, as well as the implications of this shift in military
focus for the conflict dynamics and humanitarian situation in the region. The report
also provides an updated projection of how the military situation, particularly around
the Fortress Belt, may evolve and shape humanitarian needs and operations through
October 2026. The outlook is linked to a three-month horizon, as the onset of the
autumn muddy season rasputitsa is expected to alter battlefield conditions, making
longer-term projections less predictable.

Methodology

This analysis draws on publicly available information and analysis of ACAPS’s
Humanitarian Access dataset. The report also analyses primary data collected by
humanitarian organisations and key informant interviews conducted by ACAPS with
six international and national humanitarian NGOs operating in Donetska oblast.

Limitations

Some aspects of the anticipatory analysis may not materialise as new and
unpredictable factors can alter the development of a situation. Granular data on
frontline locations is not always available or publicly usable because of data
sensitivities.
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CRISIS OVERVIEW

Following the launch of an offensive on the key city of Pokrovsk in July 2024, Russian
forces had captured the city and nearby Myrnohrad by February 2026, strengthening
their position for further campaigns targeting Donetska oblast’s Fortress Belt
from the west. While Russian forces have also concentrated their efforts on the
Druzhkivka—Kostiantynivka area since July 2025, these efforts intensified after the
fall of Pokrovsk, with Russian forces pushing further into Kostiantynivka at the start
of June. While Kostiantynivka has experienced continued depopulation since July
2025, intensified insecurity has further constrained civilian movement and safe
evacuation routes for those remaining, the majority of whom are above 59 years old

Russian forces have also intensified efforts to reach the Sloviansk—Kramatorsk
defensive line from the Lyman area in the northeast, with sustained air and drone
strikes and shelling targeting these cities. Between January and mid-July 2026, more
than 87,000 people had been displaced from Kramatorskyi raion, with Kramatorsk
accounting for the largest share of those displaced

. This displacement does not
necessarily reflect breakthroughs along the front line but rather growing insecurity
and service disruptions, including to gas, power, and water.

The capture of Pokrovsk is the most significant territorial gain by Russian forces
since they captured Bakhmut in May 2023. From Pokrovsk, Russian forces can
better access the T0514 road connecting Druzhkivka to Kramatorsk, making it
easier for them to disrupt the main routes Ukraine uses to move troops and supplies
along the Fortress Belt . The Fortress Belt is critical to Ukrainian
defences because its urban areas provide cover, while the surrounding rivers and
elevated terrain constrain the movement of advancing forces, enabling defenders
to exploit high ground . These terrain advantages also support
Ukrainian drone warfare, as the high terrain allows for enhanced operational range
and reinforces Ukrainian defensive operations.

Given the strategic and tactical significance of the Fortress Belt, the Russian military
has concentrated its efforts on multiple points along this stretch during its spring/
summer 2026 offensive. Russian forces, using infiltration operations, small assault
groups, and drones to disrupt Ukrainian logistics, have made gradual gains on the
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outskirts of Kostiantynivka and Lyman while intensifying assaults on nearby towns,
forcing Ukraine to defend multiple directions and making it more difficult to send
supplies and reinforcements where they are most needed. As a result, fighting
is focused on key transport corridors and urban centres, increasing the risk of
disruptions to civilian movement and services, logistics, and humanitarian access.

While the Russian ground offensive has largely stalled, the use of drones by both
parties has expanded. Drones have evolved from primarily frontline tactical tools
into a more systematic capability to disrupt operations behind the front line, with
drones increasingly reaching further distances. The ‘kill zone’ covered by both
Russian and Ukrainian surveillance and attack drones has expanded beyond the
previous 5-7km zone reported in June 2025, now reaching 25-30km from the
front line . As a result, areas beyond
the 0—-20km zone have come under increased threat, posing growing safety threats
to civilians and humanitarian operations as risks along key roads and evacuation
routes, particularly the H20 and T0514, have also increased.

Ukraine’s continued focus on drone warfare plays a critical role in its defences in the
region. Ukraine’s middle-strike campaign since April 2026 has applied increasing
rear pressure on Russia, with Ukrainian strikes extending up to 150km beyond the
front lines. These strikes concentrate on Russian supply routes and infrastructure in
Donetska oblast, as well as logistics and military infrastructure, including road and
rail links, that connect Russia with Crimea and Mariupol .Damage
to key transport and supply lines forces Russia to reroute supplies, affecting its
ability to sustain operational tempo . Ukraine’s widespread use of
drones has also reportedly tilted the balance of Russian military casualties, with
Ukrainian military data indicating higher Russian military fatalities compared to
wounded than previously . At the same time, expanding drone
warfare has allowed Ukraine to retake territory, including 78 square miles over
five days in February 2026, for example — but this has not translated into a larger
Ukrainian counteroffensive

OUTLOOK

Over the coming three months and before the autumn muddy season potentially
alters conflict conditions, Russia is likely to maintain pressure along the Fortress
Belt, particularly around its southern sector near Kostiantynivka and Druzhkivka.
This area remains strategically significant, as the road network connecting the urban
centres of the Fortress Belt are critical to Ukrainian logistics and the defence of the
remainder of Ukrainian-controlled Donetska oblast. The road network here provides
Russian forces with operational and strategic opportunities to advance their primary
goal — consolidating control of the oblast — by eroding Ukrainian supply lines and
pushing Ukrainian forces into less defensible terrain

Russian forces will likely continue to apply pressure from the Lyman direction as
well. While Kramatorsk and Sloviansk, two critical humanitarian and logistics hubs
in Donetska oblast, are not the primary focus of the Russian offensive, they are likely
to continue experiencing increasing insecurity, as will the H20 road that runs through
the Fortress Belt and nearby settlements. Mykolaivka, a town near Sloviansk, has
faced frequent attacks, including aerial bombs and drone strikes since March 2026,
which has driven a more than 90% reduction in its population since then

. Continued
pressure in this direction from Lyman will likely continue to drive humanitarian
needs, particularly as civilians in frontline and adjacent hromadas continue to
face restricted access to essential services alongside escalating protection risks,
including shelling, missile and drone strikes, armed violence, conflict-related trauma,
and widespread damage to housing and civilian infrastructure

While Russian forces are likely to make incremental gains, attritional ground
dynamics and the growing prominence of drone warfare — as reflected in the slow
pace of territorial advances — make rapid advances in either direction unlikely within
the outlook period. As Ukraine continues to expand its middle-strike tactics, Russian
forces could be forced to relocate logistics hubs and critical assets further from
the front line, complicating operations in Donetska oblast. At the same time, the
Russian military retains a people-power advantage that allows it to sustain offensive
operations. Because of operational security and the absence of comprehensive
official casualty and personnel reporting, precise force levels on either side are
difficult to determine. As of mid-2026, Russia is estimated to have around 720,000
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personnel deployed in Ukraine, out of an active-duty force of approximately 1.3
million. Ukraine, by comparison, is estimated to have around 900,000 active military
personnel, although the number of troops actually deployed is unclear

High personnel losses persist, however, and Russia has shifted to year-round
instead of seasonal conscription in 2026, which could contribute to more
continuous personnel replenishment and help sustain force levels, although the
effect on operational capacity remains uncertain. Reports suggest many people are
pressured into signing contracts with the Russian Ministry of Defence and deployed
to fight in Ukraine . Russian authorities have also reportedly increased
conscription efforts in occupied territories of Ukraine, suggesting growing pressures
on Ukrainian civilians living under occupation . Ukraine’s military also
remains constrained by people-power shortages and the operational pressure of
sustaining defences in multiple directions, limiting its ability to conduct largescale
counteroffensives.

IMPACTS ON HUMANITARIAN NEEDS

Evacuations and displacement

Amid the widening geographic impact of deteriorating security conditions and the
operational environment, Donetska oblast authorities have extended mandatory
evacuation orders in Kramatorskyi raion, particularly for families with children.
Evacuations from Sloviansk accelerated significantly in late March 2026, with 2,500
people on average being displaced monthly between April-June, compared to a
monthly average of less than 300 between January—March
. In June, Donetska oblast
authorities introduced street-to-street evacuations, moving from broad community-
level measures to more targeted ones, Kramatorsk, Sloviansk, and other areas
. On 16 July, mandatory evacuation was further approved
for several settlements in the Novodonetske community

People displaced from the Kostiantynivka axis most commonly reported intending to
relocate to Lozova (Kharkivska oblast) or Pavlohrad (Dnipropetrovska oblast), though
intended destinations do not necessarily correspond to where people ultimately

register. People displaced from the Kostiantynivka axis were most commonly
registered in Kharkivska, Kramatorska, and Dniprovska hromadas. In comparison,
respondents displaced from the Lyman axis were most frequently registered in
Dniprovska and Kharkivska hromadas, although some remained elsewhere within
Donetska oblast. Together, these findings suggest that displacement decisions
may occur in stages: while initial movement is often directed towards transit hubs
that offer immediate access to assistance, registration patterns indicate that,
where conditions allow, many displaced people remain relatively close to their
communities of origin

Amid continuous displacement pressures, the continuous use of drones by both
parties is increasing insecurity along transportation and evacuation routes, and
attacks on vehicles along routes connecting Kramatorsk and Sloviansk with hubs
in Kharkivska and Dnipropetrovska oblasts are further complicating evacuations.
The suspension of passenger rail services in Donetska oblast since 5 November
2025 as a result of worsening insecurity has further reduced transportation options
for civilians and humanitarian responders, with civilians increasingly having to
rely on road transport, including evacuation buses, private vehicles, and other
organised transport . A social transport programme enables
residents of frontline settlements to access essential services and provides daily
shuttle connections from Sloviansk and Kramatorsk to Lozova railway station,
with schedules coordinated to match train departures and delays

The pace of frontline shifts and resulting displacement continues to outstrip the
availability of accommodation for IDPs . Most IDPs continue to rely on
rented housing ortemporary accommodation. By July 2026, around 200—300 people
were being displaced daily; continued displacement at this level is likely to test the
capacity of rental markets and municipal support systems, particularly in areas
where affordable housing is already limited . Insufficient
accommodation capacity could result in further displacement as well as prolonged
stays in collective centres and increased reliance on host communities. In the
context of continued displacement, Ukraine’s Ministry of Social Policy increased
cash assistance for evacuees at transit sites from UAH 10,800 (USD 246.19) to
12,300 (USD 280.39) on 1 April, signalling adjustments to assistance levels to
cover essential displacement costs for three months . Should
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displacement increase, it would place added pressure on accommodation, social
services, and local infrastructure, particularly in Lozova and Pavlohrad, which see
the largest share of IDPs from Donetska oblast.

Service availability

70% of householdsin Donetska oblastrely primarily on amedian pension of UAH 3,800
(USD 84.88), reflecting the older demographic profile of the remaining population
. Limited household income is likely to constrain households’
ability to cope with the added costs associated with deteriorating humanitarian
conditions, including conflict-related damage to housing. Most complaints from
frontline hromadas — particularly Kostiantynivska, Myrnohradska, Pokrovska, and
Toretska — regarding government compensation for conflict-damaged housing
concern bureaucratic difficulties, delays, and a lack of clear information
. Delays in receiving compensation may prolong housing insecurity and
compound financial hardship for affected households, particularly when the funds
are needed to repair damaged homes or secure alternative accommodation.

Constrained incomes also limit people’s access to essential goods, such as food and
medicine. Access to healthcare in Donetska oblast is already severely constrained
by the hostilities and damage to health infrastructure, which have reduced the
availability and accessibility of health services. At the same time, shortages of
health personnel and medicine further limit the capacity to meet healthcare needs.
Followingdamage caused by anearby Russian airstrike, the last functioning maternity
hospital in Sloviansk ceased operations on 8 June, leaving Donetska oblast without
access to essential maternal and newborn healthcare. Pregnant women are referred
to safer facilities in neighbouring areas, including Kharkivska oblast.

Increasingly limited healthcare options in Donetska oblast are likely to aggravate

the impacts of deteriorating public health conditions, including water shortages,
by reducing the capacity to prevent, diagnose, and treat public health risks

. Eastern Ukraine already faces the greatest public health risks during

summer, particularly for water-, food-, and vector-borne infections, driven by extreme

heat, at-risk populations, damaged infrastructure, and limited health system capacity

. Disruptions to Kostiantynivka's two operational wells or access

routes could further restrict access to safe drinking water and essential supplies

for the city’s remaining residents, increasing reliance on assistance. Residents
of Druzhkivka, Kramatorsk, and Sloviansk also regularly experience disruptions
to water supply because of their proximity to the front lines, ongoing shelling and
aerial threats, and damage to water infrastructure. In some cases, authorities have
introduced scheduled hourly water distribution or deliver drinking water by tanker
trucks, as recurrent interruptions have increased the need for alternative water
sources. The combination of continued insecurity, attacks on supply routes, and
limited or damaged water infrastructure is likely to drive demand for safe water (or
suitable alternatives) and critical WASH services among households, while placing
added pressure on oblast authorities and humanitarian responders to maintain
access to these services.

Druzhkivka faces a critical humanitarian situation as a result of its proximity to
active hostilities, constrained access, and disruptions to essential services. As
Russian operations have intensified in the Kostiantynivka direction, Druzhkivka has
faced increased insecurity and displacement pressures, particularly since January.
The city has lacked gas, water, and electricity services since early June 2026

. The suspension of some Nova Poshta operations
in late June 2026 as a result of persistent shelling reflects a broader pattern of
commercial service withdrawal and reduced logistical connectivity across frontline
communities, as Nova Poshta, Ukraine’s largest private postal and courier company,
typically closes its service points when deteriorating security conditions and
advancing Russian forces make operations difficult . Reduced
delivery capacity and logistics will likely disproportionately affect older people,
people with disabilities, and low-income households, potentially restricting their
access to essential goods, pensions, social benefits, and local services.
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IMPACTS ON HUMANITARIAN OPERATIONS

Continued fighting in Donetska oblast, characterised by intensified drone warfare
combined with ground conflict, will likely continue to drive high access constraints.
This is the case for both settlements along the Fortress Belt and communities
beyond the immediate front lines, where drones pose a growing threat. Between
January-May 2026, access severity (based on ACAPS’s Humanitarian Access
dataset scoring) remained extreme in Pokrovskyi and Kramatorskyi raions and very
high in Bakhmutskyi and Volnovaskyi raions, primarily driven by the intensity and
proximity of active hostilities, resulting in movement restrictions and evacuation
challenges.? For example, curfews in communities such as Mykolaivka and
Sviatohirsk in Kramatorskyi raion and Dobropillia in Pokrovskyi raion have become
increasingly restrictive in response to Russian attacks, with some in place for up to
20 hours at atime . Such restrictive
curfews can narrow the operating window for humanitarian organisations, as well
as limit the extent to which remaining populations can access available services.

The intensified and expanded use of drones is resulting in more frequent and
geographically dispersed attacks, increasingly exposing evacuation and supply
routes to security risks and affecting service delivery. Reported targeting of
evacuation and supply routes demonstrates the increasing operational risks
to humanitarian responders, including injury, vehicle damage, and movement
disruptions . Although alternative routes, including local roads, to
the H20 connecting Fortress Belt cities exist, these can be longer, less accessible,
or less protected (for example, with anti-drone netting), exposing humanitarian
responders to increased operational costs and security risks

The evolving security environment also increases the need for armoured vehicles
to facilitate service delivery and evacuations. For example, the 20km zone around
Druzhkivka remains accessible, but largely only with armoured vehicles

. Armoured vehicles are more expensive and less accessible, however,
making humanitarian delivery more resource intensive; humanitarian responders,
particularly those in high-risk frontline areas, have previously noted that donors have
not covered armoured vehicles for national NGOs .Increased drone

2 More information on ACAPS'’s humanitarian events monitoring and access scoring system is available in this
constraints); 3-4 (very high access constraints); and 4-5 (extreme access constraints).

activity has prompted even greater reliance on smaller local organisations for the
delivery of humanitarian assistance, in part because their established community
networks help facilitate access to frontline and near-frontline communities

. These organisations are less likely to be able to access armoured
vehicles, however, potentially exposing them to the most severe security risks,
especially during last-mile delivery. The lack of armoured vehicles has led to
fatalities and injuries among frontline responders. At the same time, the handling
of armoured vehicles requires custom driving courses given their weight and other
factors that differ from driving the average means of transportation, including the
ability to react safely to sudden hazards in a high-risk environment, and this training
may not always be available or accessible to responders

. Scores are classified into the following groups: 0-1 (low access constraints); 1-2 (moderate access constraints); 2-3 (high access
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