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The corona virus has not bypassed Ukraine. In late March, the Government passed a law on quarantine 
and self-isolation, similar to the restrictions in many countries around the world. Many institutions 
and organizations were closed, restaurants and cafes, small shops, outdoor markets and consumer 
services were suspended. This was State enforced for all except those working in essential services 
(hospitals, transport, communications, police or military).  All others were required to stay at home 

until the quarantine is lifted. For most people, that meant to stay in small, cramped apartments in large apartment 
blocks.  Not easy for parents with children or for seniors.  They could leave only to buy essential food or medication.

Violators could face astronomical fines if caught.  So people paid close attention and followed the regulations.  The 
city was also closed to outside people and entry was possible only with a special permit.  Transportation within the 
city was closed to ordinary people, and reserved for essential workers.  Many people have become unemployed as their 
employment disappeared, and even though the government mandated that the salaries 
should continue, this often did not happen.

During the quarantine, we had to stop the Home Care and the Day Program (with 
the exception of several clients who live close to a care provider and have no one else 
to help).  

On May 11th restrictions were modified.  We were able to resume the Home Care 
program, and on May 25th, the Day Program resumed.  We are now back to normal 
but observing distancing.  Many stores opened and outdoor markets are beginning to 
open.

The COVID-19 virus and the resulting quarantine had a disastrous effect on the 
Ukrainian economy. Before quarantine was introduced, the country’s budget was in a 
very large deficit position for the first 3 months of 2020.  No one really knows what 
it is now.  The new president and his government is overwhelmed. They can’t cope 
with the situation. In some other countries, in such cases, the poorest people who are 
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We are in exceptional times.  As of this writing, we in North America continue in a state of isolation 
due to COVID-19, although we are easing back into more normal times.  

The pandemic has also affected Ukraine.  Many restrictions were put in place, having a direct effect 
on our programs.  Toward the end of March, the activities of the Mennonite Family Centre had to 
be suspended indefinitely, however by the middle of May, these restrictions began to ease, and work 
resumed.  

The work of the Mennonite Family Centre is program based.  That means we manage programs that accept clients 
into the Home Care program, the Day Program, or the Respite program and give them the assurance we are there for 
them in their time of need.  Many are dependent on this contact and the help they receive.  For many, this help allows 
them to maintain some level of independence and even simply existence. Many see this as an answer to prayer.  That 
is an awesome responsibility and privilege.  

During this time of pandemic however, we needed to comply with the state regulations, temporarily discontinue the 
programs for some, but finding ways to continue to care for those in the most desperate situations. 
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Here is a report from Boris Letkeman, the Director of the Centre in Zaporizhzhya:

by Louie Sawatzky
Project Director 



unemployed are paid benefits, but we only have conversations and promises.  It becomes more difficult as time passes.  
As of this writing, there are 182 people ill in Zaporizhzhya Oblast (region), 15 persons have recovered, and 4 have 
died, which is not so much compared to other areas.  We pray and our hope is in God.

Spring came early this year after a relatively mild winter.  Drought conditions were relieved in early June with good, 
sometimes heavy rains, in time for winter wheat crops to recover.  However the early drought had already resulted 
in many forest fires in the Kiev and Chernobyl regions, with some small villages caught and destroyed in those fires, 
leaving people in those villages without homes.

Meanwhile, the war in the Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts between Ukraine and a separatist movement (assisted by 
Russian forces) continues.  Almost every day there are casualties, yet the front line does not move.  But we do not loose 
hope.  We trust and pray and rely on God.

We call the people we serve “clients” but never forget they are much more than that.  They are individuals, each with 
their own often tragic history and with problems related to aging due to circumstances beyond their control or because 
of decisions made as they tried to cope with life.  The Mennonite Family Centre provides services for about 160 to 
180 people through the various programs without judgement of the people, nor based on church affiliation, but rather 
simply responding to the current needs.  Here are some of their stories as supplied by Tanya Tymoshenko - Assistant 
Program Coordinator:

Every day work of the Centre

Albert Molchanov is 61 years old.  He is a Home Care client. He was born and lives 
in Zaporizhzhya with his wife who is still working while their children work out of the 
country.  When he was young and healthy, he worked as a railwayman.   When Albert 
suffered health problems he did not know what the problem was until it was determined 
he had suffered a stroke for which he was not treated.  After 6 months he began to forget 
details until they realized it was more than that. Two years later Albert suffered a second 
stroke, and  was diagnosed also with Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease.  Now Albert is 
completely immobilized, is incontinent, he cannot speak and is confined to his bed or sits 
in a wheelchair if someone moves him there. His wife, who is still working, takes care of 
him as much as she is able but it is too difficult for one person. Our home care worker visits 
Albert at noon every day.  She cleans him, changes clothes, and changes the body position.

Lyudmila Gvozdik is 70 years old.  She was born in Zaporizhzhya.  Lyudmila lived 
with her mother and worked in a factory.  Mother was a believer, attending the Baptist 
church.  In 1973 Lyudmila came to God, but this was in the Soviet Union times, and 
she was persecuted for this.  She was married but had no children. Her husband left 
Lyudmila because she was a believer.  The second husband was an alcoholic and was 
abusive, often beating and cursing her. Now he has died and Lyudmila lives alone and is 
not well.  She has taken in a woman from Donetsk ( the war zone) who was left without 
a home. Ludmila is now a client of the “Day Program”.

Vladimir Kolpakchi is 85 years old. He has lived in Zaporizhzhya all his life.  He was 
married and has a daughter.  Vladimir worked as a truck driver.  His wife died four years 
ago of cancer.  His daughter and grandson live in Russia, and usually come to see him for 
a few days in the summer.  Vladimir lives alone is very lonely and it’s hard for him to take 
care of himself. Vladimir is a client of the Home Care program.  Our Home Care worker 
helps him with cleaning the house and helps him with food preparation and with this help 
he can maintain his independence. 



Lyudmila Rebenko is 68 years old and a client of the “Day Program”.  Lyudmila 
lives with her son who has a mental and physical disability.  He does not treat his 
mother well, insulting her and driving her from her home.  Lyudmila herself is not 
well and also has a physical disability, for which she receives a small pension.  She 
is lonely and in need of companionship.  She has participated in the Day Program 
for two years now.  Ludmila is a Christian and is grateful to God for bringing her 
to our Center where she has social contact with others, participates in Bible study 
and singing and where she can be calm.  She attends one day a week.

Nikolay Spodinov is 62 years old and a Client of the Home Care program.  He lives 
alone.  Nikolay’s wife along with their daughter left him long ago.  According to him, 
he was a gangster in Ukraine but came to God 6 years ago and attended a Baptist 
church. A year ago he suffered a stroke and was immobilized but with treatment and 
rehabilitation is able to get around with the help of a walker. He still has difficulty 
speaking. Nikolay is a very large man and weighs 180 kg (almost 400 lbs) and this 
is after having lost about 135 lbs.  Since he is so large it is difficult to take care of him. 
Two of our care providers go to him together. They take care of body hygiene, cleaning 
the apartment and buying and preparing food.

Mennonite Headstone Project
In the last Newsletter we talked about the many headstones found 

in the demolition of an old warehouse which had been taken from 
a Mennonite Cemetery.  The question was what to do with these 
headstones.  This created a lot of excitement in Zaporizhzhya for city 
officials and the National Museum on the Island of Kortitza.  They 
asked the Mennonite groups active in Ukraine for help in getting 
historical information, advice and financial help to develop a plan as 
to what to do with them.  

This is a project of the Kortitza Island National Museum.  Since 
this project is outside  the mandate of any current Mennonite 
organizations working in Ukraine, the organizations have come 
together to form a Working Group referred to as the “Mennonite 
Headstone Project”.  Together we are working with the Kortitza 
Island National Museum to create a memorial site for these 
headstones which honors the people represented by these stones and 
their families, and all Mennonites with this shared history.  There 
are approximately 120 names on these stones.  The site of this memorial will be on the Island of Kortitza alongside a 
current cemetery still in use today which also has some Mennonite headstones from the past.  

Since this project is outside of the Mennonite Family Centre programs, we cannot issue a receipt for donations  
to support this work, but if you want to be part of this special project, you can make a separate donation to the 
“Mennonite Headstone Project” and send it in the enclosed envelope.  It will be directed to the project’s working 
group.  The group will then send updated information to you as the project progresses. 



Support for the programs of the Mennonite Family Centre

We again invite you to be part of this Ukraine Ministry and if you have made a contribution recently, we thank 
you.  We appreciate and are dependent on the ongoing support.  You can be sure, every effort is made to ensure the 
programs are run as efficiently as possible. 

In this Newsletter we have featured our main programs but we also continue to work towards local ownership and 
control and self-sufficiency.  The total effectiveness of the Mennonite Family Centre is greatly increased by supporting 
other local groups on their way to be viable entities on their own.  Toward this end, we financially support several 
local programs working with children with special needs, as well as the “House of Mercy”, a care home for widows in 
Katusovka.  All of these local programs are run by local people with financial support from other groups.  Our hope is 
that someday they can be self-supporting.  In the meantime, all of these efforts are having a major impact in this part 
of Ukraine, which has had such a significant role in our Mennonite history.  This Ukraine ministry is dependent on 
donations from North America and has an annual budget of $210,000.00.  We thank you for considering this worthy 
of your support.

The Ukraine Ministry is sponsored by the Mennonite Benevolent Society of Winnipeg, managed by a 12 person 
Board, which includes the following members:

Robert Friesen, Chair Riveta Dyck Noreen Gafic Frieda Wall 
Kornelius Loewen, Vice chair Hans Funk Ed Dyck Lawrence Hamm 
Rita Fast, Treasurer Fred Loewen – Representative from Concordia Hospital
Harvey Dyck, Secretary Currently Vacant – Representative from Autumn House in Winnipeg

Name: ____________________________________________________Amount:  $ ________________________________________
Address: __________________________________________________City: _____________________________________________
Prov/State:_________________________________________________Postal/Zip code: ____________________________________
Please note: Donations from the US are administered in Winnipeg, Canada. 
Receipts are issued by the Mennonite Family Centre (USA) Inc.

In Canada, make cheques payable and send to:  In the USA, make checks payable and send to:
The Mennonite Benevolent Society  The Mennonite Family Centre (USA) Inc.
Ukraine Ministry    Ukraine Ministry
1045 Concordia Ave.    1045 Concordia Ave.
Winnipeg, MB R2K 3S7    Winnipeg, MB R2K 3S7
Registered charity # 119244952 RR0001  Registered charity # 83-0361680

If you do not wish to receive this Newsletter, have an address change or would like to contact us for any reason, you can reach us at 
louiesawatzky8@gmail.com or 204-253-3631, or visit our web page at www.mennonitebenevolentsociety.org.  


   Yes, I want to help the needy in Ukraine!  Use where most needed.

(Cut and submit, or simply send your cheque in the envelope enclosed)


