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During July 2024, the Verkhovna Rada held plenary sessions which considered 84
legislative acts, adopting 22 laws, 14 draft laws (first reading), and 3 resolutions. Among
these legislative acts, the Draft Law “On Amendments to Certain Laws of Ukraine
on the Activities of Religious Organizations in Ukraine” No.8371 was not put on the
agenda, despite the demand of some members of parliament, resulting in them blocking
the rostrum and Verkhovna Rada adjourning until August 21. The acute issue of
banning religious organizations affiliated with Russia remains contentious and impedes
the adoption of this legislative initiative.

Why is the Draft Law “On Amendments to Certain Laws of Ukraine on the
Activities of Religious Organizations in Ukraine” No.8371 important?

The governmental Draft Law No.8371, initiated by the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine,
was registered in January 2023. Since then, it went through the first reading and was
adopted in October 2023 with the need for further revisions and amendments. As stated
in the explanatory note, “The draft law was developed to implement the plan for
organizing the implementation of the decision of the National Security and Defence
Council of Ukraine… to ensure spiritual independence, prevent a split in society on
religious grounds, promote the consolidation of Ukrainian society and protect national
interests.” However, with thorny polarization in the society and in the Parliament on



abolishing religious organizations, an agreement on the draft law has not been reached
yet.
The need for this legislative initiative is linked to threats associated with the functioning
of the so-called “Ukrainian Orthodox Church” (UOC)1 affiliated with the Moscow
Patriarchate. Despite an amendment to its Charter stating that the UOC is separate
from the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), the religious expertise of the State Service
for Ethnic Policy and Freedom of Conscience (SSEPFC) affirms that the UOC remains
a structural part of the ROC. Draft Law No.8371 proposed to ban the Russian Orthodox
Church and terminate activities of the religious organizations affiliated with ROC
according to expertise revealing “their subordination in canonical and organizational
matters with the centers of influence located outside Ukraine in a state that carries out
armed aggression against Ukraine”.

Nevertheless, the abolishment of religious organizations, which one finds essential for
national security, is seen by others as an intrusion on religious freedoms. According to
First Vice Speaker of the Verkhovna Rada Oleksandr Kornienko, “There is a public
demand for the adoption of a law banning the affiliated to Russia religious organizations
but decision-makers need to find a way that will allow them to implement this demand
taking into account the risks”. According to the Committee on Ukraine’s Integration into
the European Union Conclusion, Draft Law No.8371 complies with Ukraine's obligations
in the area of European integration and does not contain discriminating provisions. The
Committee also references the stance of the European Court of Human Rights, which
states that during the recognition or registration of religious communities, the state has
the authority to verify whether a movement or organization, under the guise of religious
activity, is conducting activities that are harmful to the public or public safety.

As Draft Law No.8371 is a sensitive issue, expert opinions and the positions of MPs
vary significantly. After its adoption in the first reading as a basis, the draft law received
numerous comments and remarks, including observations from the VRU Main Legal
Department, which emphasized the legal drawbacks of the act. Moreover, the number of
suggested amendments, mainly submitted by opposition deputies and leader of the
parliamentary group “Platform for Life and Peace” Yurii Boiko, exceeded 1200, even
called ‘legislative spam’ due to their irrelevance and inconsistency with the current
legislature. In March 2024, the Committee of Verkhovna Rada on Humanitarian and
Information Policy advised the Verkhovna Rada to adopt the Draft Law in the second
reading. However, the process slowed down, resulting in a demand of the MPs to set
the consideration of the draft law on the agenda during plenary sitting in July 2024.

External influence also plays a significant role in why the adoption of Draft Law No.8371
is postponed. Primarily, in the USA where the UOC is actively lobbying its own interests
and complaining about the oppression within Ukraine, the Draft Law No.8371 raises
concerns about its compliance with democratic values. Furthermore, in March 2024
some MPs stated that they received letters signed by American lawyer Robert
Amsterdam, who was hired to represent the interests of the UOC and get Draft Law
No.8371 revoked. According to some MPs, these letters contained warnings of possible
US sanctions against those MPs who would support the draft law.

On July 23, after the Parliament voted for an extension of martial law and general
conscription in Ukraine, the opposition and some MPs from the ruling party “Servant of
the People” blocked the rostrum of the Verkhovna Rada. By blocking the rostrum, the
decision-makers manifested that they would not be allowed to consider any other

1 According to Law No. 2662-VIII of 12/20/2018, religious organizations with a coordinating center outside Ukraine
are obliged to reflect their affiliation in their full statutory name.
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legislative acts until Draft Law No.8371 was put on the agenda. The Conciliation Board
did not satisfy this demand but announced a break until August 21.
With many people outraged on the matter of the break, which some understood as
‘vacations of Verkhovna Rada’, the First Vice Speaker of the Verkhovna Rada,
Oleksandr Kornienko, explained that during the martial law, the Parliament of Ukraine
works in the single session mode, which includes breaks but not vacations or
suspension of the session. Finding consensus on Draft Law No.8371 is crucial to
enabling the Verkhovna Rada to continue its work, as the Conciliation Board made a
protocol decision that the next plenary session will begin with this draft law. While
general agreement on the ban of any affiliation with Russian religious organizations has
not been achieved, the Head of the Committee of Verkhovna Rada on Humanitarian
and Information Policy, Mykyta Poturayev (“Servant of the People” faction), noticed that
there were enough votes to adopt this law on July 23. In October 2023, Draft Law
No.8371 was supported by 267 MPs (with 226 constituting the majority), and for the
voting in the second reading, Mykyta Poturayev predicts there will be around 240-250
votes. This resembles public opinion, as according to surveys conducted during
May-June 2023 by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, 85% of Ukrainians
believe that the state should intervene in the activities of the UOC to some extent. In
particular, 66% of respondents are convinced that this church should be completely
banned in Ukraine.

Meanwhile, the disputes around Draft Law No.8371 were sparked again by the review
from the State Service for Ethnic Policy and Freedom of Conscience, with critiques of
the draft law proposed for consideration in the second reading. In a statement published
on July 23, SSEPFC insists on revising the draft law as the latest version contains
severe mistakes and unnecessary changes accepted through 1200 amendments
reviewed since the first reading, which will weaken the law when it comes into force.
The neglect to assert the ban on religious organizations in Ukraine affiliated with any
center in the aggressor country, not just the Russian Church, is included as one such
mistake. However, in the response of the Committee on Humanitarian and Information
Policy, these accusations were rejected and explained as ‘attempts of the ongoing
campaign trying to discredit the draft law No.8371’.

Taking this all into consideration, it is obvious that the Draft Law “On Amendments to
Certain Laws of Ukraine on the Activities of Religious Organizations in Ukraine”
No.8371 is a controversial issue intersecting with political, religious, social, and security
aspects in Ukraine. As its adoption is a matter of time, its implementation might trigger
further disputes and manipulations.
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