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Abstract: Present paper focuses on the development of Muslim communities and institutions 
in Ukraine after 2014 since the annexation of Crimea and beginning of war in Donbas. 
These dramatic events significantly affected Muslim population in Ukraine, because these 
two regions are territories where Muslims constitute a significant part of the population. The 
Muslim communities in Crimea were forced to adapt their policies to the new realities on the 
ground and act within a Russian Federation legal framework. Meanwhile the influx of the 
Crimean Tatars into the mainland Ukraine facilitated formation of the new Muslim religious 
institutions. It also leads to expansion of Muslim communities in Western Ukraine. The role 
of transnational Islamic networks in Ukraine turns to be even more important because of 
the recent development of the local Salafi communities and religious organizations. The 
Muslim communities’ development in Ukraine after 2014 is marked by a growing diversity, 
territorial expansion and further politicization of Muslim religious life in Ukraine.
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Introduction

In fact Islam in Ukraine is developing in a “minority situation”, as Muslims 
constitute only a very small part of the overall population of the country despite the 
presence of a huge indigenous Muslim ethnic group in Ukraine, namely Crimean 
Tatars (about 290,000). We should also mention here Volga Tatar population clusters 
in the Donbas region (about 20,000 according to the 2001 All-Ukrainian Census) 
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and Meskheti Turks compact settlements in the Donbas region (Sloviansk) and 
Mykolaiv region (about 10,000 altogether). Most of them left Donbas when the 
armed conflict started in 2014.

The migration factor does not make much difference in Ukraine so far, 
as it makes in the Western countries, although Ukraine experiences slight but 
steady growth of the immigrant population: the total stock of immigrants with 
a residence permit in 2012 comprised about 230,000 (Migration in Ukraine: 
Facts and Figures, 2013). At the same time, intensity of the immigrants’ influx 
dropped significantly in recent years. The main Muslim-majority countries of 
origin are Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan.

Islam in Ukraine does not develop in a monolithic form. Instead we should regard 
it as a conglomeration of the recently emerged heterogeneous Islamic localities based 
on ethnic groups and network structures. Meanwhile the international networks 
of Islamic organizations have a huge impact on the emergence of transnational 
Muslim communities in Ukraine. Such networks represent highly inter-connected 
groups that are linked through weaker connections to other highly-inter-connected 
groups (Münster, 2013, p. 118). Following Anna Münster (2013), we can regard 
them as essentially scale-free networks of connected nodes where some of them 
act as hubs that accumulate more connections than other (p. 120).

These networks consist of transnational communities, characterized by Stefano 
Allievi (2003) as a sort of “median space” which interacts between homeland societies 
and diasporas (p. 10). They help to “produce community” by “building up forms 
of identity and of loyalty which are at the same time internal and transnational”, 
providing models for their socio-cultural adaptation in the “minority situation”, 
at the same time helping to maintain contacts with the countries of origin (Ibid).

The main Islamic networks represented in Ukraine are: “al-Ahbash” and “Arraid”. 
The Association of Islamic Charitable Projects (Jam’iyyat al-mashari’ al-khayriyya 
al-Islamiyya) known as Al-Ahbash or Habashiyya is a transnational network of 
Muslim Sufi-oriented organizations. The other influential Islamic network institution 
in Ukraine is the All-Ukrainian Association of Social Organizations “Arraid” 
affiliated to the Federation of Islamic Organization in Europe (FIOE) an umbrella 
organization for the “Muslim Brotherhood” network in Europe. In recent years 
there is a growing presence of “Nurcular” (followers of the famous spiritual leader 
Shaykh Said Nursi (1876–1960) who is active among Turkish expats and Turkic-
speaking ethnic groups in Ukraine. “Nurcular” also seeks to extend cooperation 
with the other Islamic communities in Ukraine and educational institutions.

The annexation of Crimea and war in Donbas has a strong impact on Muslim 
population in Ukraine, because these two regions are territories where Muslims 
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constitute a significant part of the population. The immediate result of this conflict 
was growing number of internally displaced people (IDP’s) both from Crimea and 
Donbas. The number of IDP’s is 1,5 million people or 4% overall population as 
of on May 2018 (Ministry of Social Policy of Ukraine, 2018). Most of them stayed 
in the mainland Ukraine and a few went westward towards EU countries. All 
these led to changing religion landscape in the volatile regions and in the rest of 
Ukraine as reflected in growing institutionalization of Salafi communities in the 
mainland Ukraine, development of the Muslim communities in Western Ukraine, 
influx of Muslim asylum seekers to Ukraine, politicization of Muslin religious life.

Major Islamic Institutions and collective representative bodies 
in Ukraine

The Al-Ahbash is a transnational Sufi network. It is also committed 
to Shafi’i madhab and Ashari-Maturidi aqidah. Another distinctive feature of 
the Al-Ahbash ideological background is refutation of the ideas of Shaykh Ibn 
Taymiyyah and his followers and accusation them of infidelity (kufr), as well as 
sharp criticism of “Muslim Brotherhood” and “Hizb ut-Tahrir” (Roy and Sfeir, 
2007: p. 26).

The organization was founded in 1983 by followers of the famous Lebanese 
Ethiopian-born Muslim scholar Shaykh Abdullah al-Harari al-Habashi (1910– 2008). 
The mosque in the Beirut area of Burj Abi Haidar became the headquarters of 
Al-Ahbash. Later it spread to the West Beirut, Tripoli and other cities of Lebanon 
and beyond.

The Al-Ahbash communities are present at least in 15 countries in the Western 
Europe. One of its largest communities in the Western Europe located in France, 
and its center is in Montpellier. It was established in 1991 by Abdel Nasser 
Tamim, from the Lebanese Palestinian family, whose brother Ahmed Tamim is 
a Al-Ahbash leader in Ukraine (Amghar, 2007).

Samir Amghar (2007) argues that the strategies of Al-Ahbash in Europe are 
organized on two levels: “upwards” through collaboration with European public 
authorities and “downwards” with the implementation of an intense preaching 
at Muslims in Europe. It also pretends to appear as a bulwark against Islamism 
in Europe. Their leaders demonstrate their apolitical stance, anti-Islamism, 
moderation, openness and loyalty to democratic principles.

The largest organization in Eastern Europe connected to al-Ahbash network 
is located in Ukraine, where its supporters had created one of the leading Islamic 
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organizations in the country, namely the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Ukraine (DUMU) in 1993. Today DUMA controls 112 communities or 9,1% of the 
total number of Muslim communities in Ukraine and is a second largest Muslim 
organization in Ukraine next to the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims 
of Crimea (DUMC). As in Europe, al-Ahbash in Ukraine opposes any form of 
political participation of Muslims on the grounds that such participation would 
be contrary to Islam.

The DUMU is a typical “hub” structure that expands Al-Ahbash network across 
the CIS countries. In Tajikistan it develops through former students of the Islamic 
University in Kyiv. Al-Ahbash exerts influence on the Spiritual Administration of 
Muslims of Kazakhstan as well. Its communities also exist in some places in the 
Russian Federation: Moscow, Ufa, and North Caucasus.

The other influential Islamic network institution in Ukraine is the All-Ukrainian 
Association of Social Organizations “Al-Raid” affiliated to the Federation of 
Islamic Organization in Europe (FIOE) an umbrella organization for the “Muslim 
Brotherhood” network in Europe. The FIOE has been founded in 1989 by a group 
of political refugees and students and headed by Moroccan activist Chakib Bin 
Makhlouf. Today it includes more than 500 Muslim organizations and associations 
in Europe created by activists of “Muslim Brotherhood”, almost half of them are 
located in France (Boubekeur, 2007: p. 22). The local branches of the FIOE operate 
in 28 European countries (The Federation of Islamic Organizations in Europe 
(FIOE), 2018). Current FIOE president is Abdullah Benmansour.

FIOE has managed to establish a significant presence in Ukraine. In 1997, 
the All-Ukrainian Association of Social Organizations “Arraid” (Forerunner) was 
created bringing together Muslim associations founded by the by Arab students 
who studied in the universities of Ukraine in four cities (Bogomolov et al., 2006: 
p. 44–45). Their headquarter is located Kyiv and it incorporates as many as 
12 Muslim social organizations in Ukraine and 9 regional Islamic Cultural Centers 
(ICC) including one in Simferopol until recently. The Al-Raid is currently headed 
by Seyran Arifov. The FIOE president Abdullah Benmansour has visited Kyiv 
in March 2015.

In 2008 the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Ukraine “Ummah” affiliated 
with the “Arraid” was established. DUMU “Ummah” shares basic ideological 
principles with the Arraid and could be regarded as its “proxy institution”. It 
promotes culturally disconnected version (Vertovec, 2003: p. 316) of Islam for 
Ukraine and Ukrainians as a part of the European socio-cultural space (Structura 
organizacii, 2018). Its current mufti Said Ismagilov repeatedly claims that “Ummah” 
is intended to develop “Ukrainian Muslim culture”.
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We have reasons to say that ongoing realization between “al-Ahbash” and 
“Arraid” in Ukraine is not due to the internal religious, social and political parties, 
but results from their historical confrontation in the Middle East.

Crimea as a region with significant Muslim population always was and 
especially nowadays is a contested space for the transnational Islamic networks. 
The process of religious revival and the re-institutionalization of Islam in Crimea 
started in the early 1990 s. The first Muslim communities in Crimea were officially 
registered in 1988. In 1990–1991 the Kadiyat of the Muslims of Crimea (KMC) 
was established under the jurisdiction of the DUMES and in 1992 reorganized 
into an independent Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Crimea (DUMC).

DUMC is the largest Islamic institution in Ukraine and comprises 80% of the 
total number of Muslim communities in Ukraine. The overwhelming majority of 
religious organizations of the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Crimea 
is located in the territory of Crimea and brings together Crimean Tatars, which 
indicates its regional character and mono-ethnic structure. DUMC until now has 
had a strong ties with the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatar people, the supreme national 
representative body.

In early 90’s in Donetsk region many local Muslim communities were opposed 
toward unification with DUMU. 1994 the Spiritual Center of Independent Muslim 
Communities of Ukraine was established in Donetsk. Rashid Bragin was elected 
as its chairman. In 1999 the center changed its name to the Spiritual Center of 
Muslims of Ukraine (DCMU) and its muftis at different times were Aisa Khametov 
(1994–2000), Suleyman Muhamedzyanov (2000–2005) and since that time 
Ruslan Abdikeevv trained in al-Azhar University in Cairo.

Muslim communities in Crimea and Donbas after 2014

After the annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation in 2014 authority of 
the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Crimea over the Crimean Muslim 
community was challenged by other Islamic institutions, namely the Spiritual 
Center of the Muslims of Crimea (DCMC) founded in 2010. The Center established 
strong ties with the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Ukraine in Kyiv 
(DUMU). It initially claimed authority over 35 Muslim communities in Crimea. 
Also during this period several Crimean Tatar religious and political organizations 
who opposed Mejlis and DUMC such as the Milli Firka and the DCMC gained 
the upper hand. In August 2015, imam of the historical mosque Han Camii 
in Yevpatoriya Elmar Abdulganiev announced withdrawal of the local community 
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from the DUMC jurisdiction and joining the DCMC. This event caused a significant 
negative resonance inside Crimea and beyond. On August 22nd the DCMC held 
a convention of the communities and proclaimed the creation of the “Tavrian 
muftiat”. Shaykh Ruslam Saitvaliev was elected as its mufti. This initiative was 
sharply criticized by the DUMC while Crimean Prime Minister Sergey Aksyonov 
expressed support for the creation of the parallel muftiat.

Nevertheless, further developments in Crimea put an end to the ambitions of 
Tavrian Muftiat to become a leading Islamic institution in Crimea. In February 
2015, the municipal court in Yevpatoriya ruled out that Han Camii in Yevpatoria 
belongs to the DUMC and “Tavrian Muftiat” supporters should leave it.

DUMC was officially registered according to the legislation of the Russian 
Federation on in February as “Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Crimea 
and Sevastopol”. Meanwhile “Tavrian Muftiat” has changed its name to the “Central 
Spiritual Administration of Muslims – CDUM – Tavrian Mufriat” and has been 
officially registered as a religious institution in May 2015. In September 2015 
ex-mufti of CDUM – “Tavrian Muftiat” together with “Avdet Camii” Muslim 
community in Yevpatoriya, former stronghold of “Tavrian Muftiat” came under 
jurisdiction of DUMC.

We can presume that in the given situation the Russian authorities bet on 
the DUMC in their attempt to win loyalty of the local Crimean Tatar population. 
Historically Russian political powers were effectively using Muftiats for control 
over the Muslim-majority regions. At the same time Kremlin considered the Mejlis 
irreconcilable opposition and increase pressure on it in an attempt to undermine 
their ties with the DUMC.

Finally, Crimean Tatar leaders in exile Mustafa Dzhemilev, Refat Chubarov and 
Ilmi Umerov at the beginning of January 2016 declared the need for establishing of 
an alternative Crimean Muftiat on the mainland Ukraine. As one of the main reason 
for this was allegedly “collaborationist stance” of Emirali Ablaev. The Coordinating 
Council of the World Crimean Tatar Congress on its convention in Genichesk near 
administrative border with Crimea in mid-January 2016 adopted resolution that 
proclaimed necessity of establishing of a new Muftiat on mainland Ukraine whose 
activities will be aimed at the re-union of the Crimean Tatars living in Eastern 
Europe and other countries. Meanwhile the all-Crimean Conference of Crimean 
Tatar religious leaders organized by DUMC that took place in Simferopol on the 
same dates as the convention in Genichesk supported the Emirali Ablayev and 
sharply opposed attempts to create an alternative Crimean Muftiat.

On April 25, 2016 Mejlis was banned by the decision of the Supreme Court 
of Crimea. This decision was upheld by the Supreme Court of the Russian 
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Federation on September 2016. Societal and political situation in Crimea is quite 
tense. Human right organizations report many cases of repressions against Mejlis 
activist and members of “Hizb at-Tahrir”. Crimea-based scholar Elmira Muratova 
argues, that there is “a “pinpoint” pressure of the security forces, which so far does 
not provoke the massive radicalization of Muslims, but helps to maintain protest 
moods among them” (2016: p. 171).

Let’s turn to the Donbas region. Since early 90th a Muslim community “Nur 
Allah” led by a graduate of madrasah named after Rizaitdin Fahretdin in Ufa 
Rinat Aysin existed in Makeyevka. The community maintained close ties with 
the CDUM of Russia in Ufa led mufti Talgat Tajuddin. Rinat Aysin since 2009 
became a representative of CDUM in Ukraine. In 2012 it changed its name 
to “Unity” and was registered as an independent Islamic organization and Rinat 
Aysin became a member of the Ulama council of CDUM. After the outbreak of 
armed conflict in Donbas Aysin actively supported separatists and when other 
Muslim leaders like Rashid Bragin and Seifulla Rashidov left the region or were 
forced to leave as Said Ismagilov was, he declared himself a Mufti of so called 
“Donetsk Peoples Republic”.

Consolidation and mobilization of Muslim communities  
in the mainland Ukraine

According to the Crimean Tatar leader Mustafa Dzhemilev as much as 20000 
of his compatriots left Crimean since 2014 (Dzhemilev, 2017). They have settled 
in Southern (Kherson, Zaporizhia), Central (Kyiv, Chernihiv, Vinnitsa) and Western 
Ukraine (Lviv, Ternopil). Some of them are members of Salafi communities and 
“Hizb at-Tahrir” who were afraid of persecutions after the annexation of Crimea. 
This led to the rise of Salafi communities in the mainland Ukraine. In 2014 the 
first Salafi organization in Ukraine “Association of Ukrainian Muslims” (AMU) has 
been established in Kyiv. Elimdar Hayrullaev, also known as Shaykh Suleyman, 
who graduated from the Islamic University in ar-Riyad, has become a head of 
AMU. It has strong ties with “Friendly Association of Crimean Tatars in Kyiv” and 
Mejlis in exile.

In 2014 the “Information office” and official representative institution of 
“Hizb at-Tahrir” in Ukraine headed by Fazil Amzaev had been opened and many 
activists moved to Lviv. They appealed to Lviv municipality for a ground in the 
central part of the city to build up a mosque. Their demand was declined and they 
were criticized by not only by local civic and religious organization but also some 
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Muslim leaders as Said Ismagilov expresses their reservations. DUMU “Umma” 
and “Arraid” invited them to use the local ICC named after Muhammad Asad that 
has been opened in 2015 as a first Islamic institution in the Western Ukraine. 
Several senior “Hizb at-Tahrir” activists from Russian Federation were granted 
political asylum in Ukraine.

On November 19, 2016 council of representatives of 14 Crimean Tatar Muslim 
communities in the mainland Ukraine proclaimed establishment of the new DUMK 
(Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of Crimea) in the Mainland Ukraine. 
They elected a Council of Ulama which also included representatives of AMU and 
“Arraid” and former deputy head of AMU Aider Rustamov who graduated from 
the University al-Bayt in Jordan as a mufti.

In recent years following the influx of Muslim IDP’s to the Western Ukraine 
(i.e. Galicia and Volyn) some new Islamic institutions have been established 
there. The population of Western Ukraine is ethnically homogeneous, religious 
and conservative and there were roughly no Muslim organized religious activities 
in this region (except a few unregistered students’ communities) until 2014–
2015 when first Islamic institutions appeared in Lviv. The local community of 
DUMU “Umma” has been also established in Lutsk. Meanwhile, DUMU has 
founded a new community in Rivne.

DUMU “Umma” associated with “Alraid” headed by mufti Said Ismagilov has 
gained momentum in their public activities in recent years. It actively supported 
“Revolution of Dignity” and Said Ismagilov himself is known as prominent pro-
Ukraine activist in Donetsk. DUMU “Umma” supported volunteer movement and 
promoted Muslim military chaplaincy. It also played a leading role in adoption of 
the “Charter of Muslims of Ukraine” in December 2016 and of “Social conception 
of Muslims of Ukraine” in December 2017.

The contestation between the two major Islamic religious organizations 
in the mainland Ukraine found expression in the creation of alternative collective 
institutions. As far as DUMU is a member of the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches 
and Religious organizations, some non-member religious organizations including 
DUMU “Ummah” in November 2016 initiated formation of a new collective 
representative body “All-Ukrainian Religious Council”.

In November 2018 DUMU hold “IV All-Ukrainian congress” of Ukrainian 
Muslims” which was mainly attended by the communities affiliated with DUMU. 
In turn DUMU “Umma” claimed that this congress does not represent the majority 
of Muslim communities in Ukraine and together with the Spiritual Administration 
of the Muslims of Crimea in the Mainland Ukraine initiated an alternative congress 
scheduled for early 2019.
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This growing presence of Islamic institutions in the public sphere attracted 
attention of the authorities somewhat negative. “Arraid” has been targeted by the 
Ukrainian security services and SBU searched ICC and private apartment of its 
members in Vinnitsa, Sumy and recently in Kyiv in March 2018. They have found 
some books that had been previously attributed to extremist literature. “Arraid” 
representatives claimed that the evidence was planted by the security service, and 
the case itself was fabricated.

Muslim asylum seekers

Another important problem is growing number of the Muslim asylum seekers 
in Ukraine. Most of them are Russian Federation citizens, mainly from the Northern 
Caucasus; some are wanted by the Russian law-enforcement agencies on charges 
of involvement in extremist organizations and terrorist activities. Many of them 
came to Ukraine voluntary as asylum seekers or moved to the mainland Ukraine 
from Crimea where they lived before, others were deported from other countries 
like Turkey or have been arrested by the Ukrainian security services on they visit 
Ukraine or on transit to another countries. Some were granted political asylum 
in Ukraine, but many were deported to the Russian Federation, mostly those who 
allegedly fought in Syria or accused of belonging to ISIS or “al-Nusra Front”.

Usually Ukrainian law enforcement agencies do not conduct their own 
investigations and simply consider requests by the General Prosecutor Office 
of Russian Federation based on data provided by FSB or other Russian law-
enforcement agencies, or warrants issued by the Interpol. SBU and General 
Prosecutor Office of Ukraine claim that they act strictly in accordance to the 
international obligations of Ukraine.

Meanwhile, the Law of Ukraine “On Legal Status of Foreigners and Stateless 
Persons” imposed ban on extradition of persons who are under the threat of torture 
or political persecution. Some politicians and human rights organizations question 
credibility of General Prosecutor Office of Ukraine and court decisions, claiming 
that Ukrainian law-enforcement agencies should request complete criminal case 
materials from the Russian side and conduct their own investigations.
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Conclusions

Therefore the current political conflict in Ukraine and “hybrid war” between 
Russia and Ukraine, annexation of Crimea and armed confrontation in Donbas 
are forcing Islamic institutions to adjust their strategies to changing political and 
social realities. The Muslim communities in Crimea are considerably affected by 
the crisis. They had to adapt their policies to the new realities on the ground and 
act within a Russian Federation legal framework. Meanwhile some of Crimean Tatar 
leaders and activists strongly opposed that political stance and established their 
own religious organizations in the mainland Ukraine, including Western Ukraine.

The Russian Federation and Ukraine have different policies toward Muslim 
communities and organizations. While Ukraine largely refrains from the direct 
intervention in the Islamic institutions’ activities, at least until present time, Russian 
Federation traditionally has more pro-active stance and closely moderate or even 
orchestrate processes inside the Muslim community.

At the same time increasing public activities of Islamic institutions Ukraine and 
growing number of Muslim asylum seekers in Ukraine are forcing the authorities 
to pursue a more active policy towards Muslim organizations, which often violates 
their rights.

With the institutional development of the local Salafi communities and 
establishing of Salafi religious organizations the role of transnational Islamic 
networks in Ukraine turn out to be even more important. As a result all these led 
to a growing diversity, territorial expansion and further politicization of Muslim 
religious life in Ukraine.
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