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INTRODUCTION

Understanding what Moldova
is and where it is is not easy
for those approaching it for
the first time: East Romania,
Moldavia and Bessarabia are
three partial synonyms from
a cultural and geographical
point of view.
Traditionally, the term Moldova refers
to the territory situated between the
eastern Carpathians mountains and
the Dniester River. The Prut River runs
down the middle of the country. Given
its unique strategic position, this strip
of land has been coveted by different
empires and regional powers which have
regularly redrawn its boundaries and
reorganized the demographics of the area.
After the First World War ended in 1918, the

entire Moldovan territory was integrated into
the newly created country of Romania. Barely
thirty years later, the end of the Second World
War in 1945 resulted in the Prut River not only
dividing the territory geographically, but also
politically. The western portion continued to
be part of Romania and the eastern part was
annexed by the USSR which resulted in 50
years of Russification. Following the dissolution
of the Soviet Union in 1991, the autonomous
Republic of Moldova came into being.

For this reason, Romanians
still consider Moldovans their
“brothers beyond the Prut”. This
sense of closeness is evident in
the national colors and the coats
of arms of both countries.
My first childhood memories are associated
with an event known as the “Bridge of Flowers”
which took place on May 6, 1990. On that date,

the border between Romania and Moldova
opened for the first time after World War II.
People from both shores crossed the Prut
without passports or visas, to be reunited with
their relatives and threw flowers into the river,
thus recreating a symbolic bridge between the
two sides.

But some borders are still visible today. Russian
is spoken and written by a large portion of the
population, even though Romanian literature is
studied in schools and the Romanian is taught as
one of the nation’s official languages. However,
the version of Romanian spoken here has a
strong Russian cadence and its vocabulary has
been influenced strongly by Russian. Likewise,
the presence of the Russian economy cannot
be missed. Things like Russian food products
(cheese, sweets), high-tech apps (Yandex),
gas stations (Lukoil), and television stations
(Pervyj Kanal- the first Russian channel) can
easily be noticed.

However, the most obvious evidence of
Russia’s influence is Transnistria’s existence.
This pro-Russian rebel state declared
itself independent from Moldova in 1992.
Even now, Russian troops are stationed along
the strip of territory located between the
Dniester River’s eastern bank and the border
with Ukraine. The rest of the world does not
recognize Transnistria as a country. Russia
is the only member of the United Nations
that does. The Transnistria rouble cannot be
used as currency outside its borders. And its
“passport” does not allow anyone to cross any
frontier in the world.

Moldova is, therefore, the
geographical, economic and
cultural meeting point where two
worlds overlap.
Despite
repeated
attempts
made
by
past
and
present
administrations
to
join the European Union (attempts also
hampered by the EU itself), Moldova is the
junction between the West and Russia.

If one wants to fully understand
how ordinary people here feel
about the Russian invasion of
Ukraine, these facts cannot be
ignored.
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Returning to Chisinau has a
strange effect on me. On the
one hand, I am transported
back to the Romania of the
early 1990s, back to the
period following Ceausescu’s
fall and the end of his
dictatorship.
The streets are packed with various types
of informal economic activities practiced
by the elderly who sell every sort of
homemade product or produce harvested
from their own gardens, including smoked
hams, sweets, wine, nuts, and vegetables.
In contrast, there are clear signs of
modernization. Blvd. Stefan Cel Mare,
the city’s main street, with its renovated
buildings, brand new shopping malls and
shiny designer shops, has nothing to envy
of the main street of any European city.

Ranging from 250€ to 350€ per month
(depending on which source is cited), the
average income in Moldova is among the
lowest in Europe.
Undoubtedly, the primary cause for the
existence of the so-called “Moldovan diaspora”
is the lack of economic opportunities in the
country. Today, half of the population lives
outside the country’s borders.

However, presently, the main
threat to Moldova is the war
taking place on its border with
Ukraine.
Exactly one month after the beginning of
the Russian invasion, Moldova has welcomed
and witnessed the transit of more than
350.000 Ukrainian refugees, almost 10% of
the entire population. To date, in fact, almost
all Moldovan villages are full of refugees, not

only at the border: a situation that threatens to
send into economic collapse a country already
exhausted by the pandemic.
Several
European
countries,
including
neighboring Romania, have offered their
assistance to help Moldova face this situation.
Romania’s President Klaus Johannis went to
Chisinau to pledge that Romania was ready to
host 100,000 refugees.
One of Chisinau’s largest refugee shelters,
Moldexpo, is a Soviet building complex located
just outside the city.

It was converted into a healthcare
center during the pandemic.
However, on February 25th, it
became a reception center for
Ukrainian refugees. Many of them
are in transit, but many others
have been living there for weeks.

The “structure’s” maximum occupancy is 350
people. The halls inside the numerous pavilions
are subdivided inside with partitions.

the war and managed to make it to Moldova.
We went to Moldexpo in order to find a way to
help Natalia and her family get to Italy,

Children, women, and elderly men are to be
found in the main building of the center.

In those very days, in fact,
numerous cases of trafficking
in women and children had
emerged.

The volunteers, most of whom
arrived on the first day the center
opened, are mainly young people
who responded to the Student
League’s appeal.
We meet with Nicoleta who is the volunteer
in charge of logistics. Together with Nicoleta,
we later go to meet Natalia. She is a Ukrainian
woman from Mikolayev and the real reason we
are at Moldexpo.
While we were still in Romania, a friend of ours
who is a psychologist told us about an Ukranian
patient’s wife in need of help. The patient had
been unjustly detained for illegal immigration
in Sicily. His wife, however, was trying to escape

When we arrived in Chisinau, we asked Natalia
for Moldexpo’s transport manager’s contact
information so we could make sure everything
was legitimate. This is how we became
acquainted with Nicoleta, the young Moldexpo
volunteer.

Immediately, Nicoleta makes sure to tell us
about the entire Moldovan community’s
amazing generosity and she tells us that,
every day, spontaneous donations arrive at the
center.

Not only is Moldexpo the
main hub where refugees
from smaller centers arrive,
it is also the main point of
departure for buses
traveling to host states.
Nicoleta explains to us that real organization
is lacking. “Coordination is dependent on
European cities which extend their invitations
after plans are made and let us know that they
are available to host.

We just received an invitation from a
parish in Aosta. They have 50 spots
open. For a year, refugees can take
courses in Italian and look for work”.
Once Natalia understood where Aosta was
located, she changed her initial plan of going
to Milan and decided to go to Aosta, instead.
We agree to meet the next day at 11 a.m., the
bus’ departure time.

Before we say our goodbyes,
we also meet Liviu. He is one of
the entrepreneurs who has been
supporting the refugees (and the
volunteers), since the beginning
of the war.
In fact, although the Municipality of Chisinau
gave essential logistical and financial support
to the center, it was not sufficient to cover
everything needed.
When the center’s management passed
into the hands of the national government,
conditions at the center worsened because
much of the manpower and financial resources
were gone.
Consequently, contributions from Liviu and
other entrepreneurs like him have proven
indispensable.

So far, they have already organized dozens of
evacuations and helped hundreds of people
reach their destination country.
Initially, he made his private car available,
then he offered the company ones. Finally, he
involved other transporters. There are also
some from Italy, where he lived and worked
for over eleven years. He explains, in good
Italian, he is very worried about the outcome
of the war. He sees no way out other than
to surrender. He doesn’t mean that Ukraine
should surrender. Rather, Zelensky and those
who “maneuver him from behind” should.
“It is as if we had forgotten what it means to
help and love each other,” he says. “This war,
at least, is showing us that we are still able to
do so.”
When Liviu stops talking, he has tears in his
eyes. We give each other a warm hug before
saying goodbye.
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From the beginning of the
war, there are now 10,000,000
internally displaced people.
More than 3,500,000 of them
have fled Ukraine.
Natalia is one of those who left their
country. We return to Moldexpo to wish
her a safe journey.
Just before arriving to the reception
center, we receive a message from Natalia
saying that she is waiting for the bus… for
Milan, not Aosta. She changed her mind?
Did we misunderstand her? Then again,
communication wasn’t that simple to begin
with. Natalia speaks Ukrainian and Russian,
but we don’t speak either.

We used Google Translate to talk to each
and overcome the obstacle of not having a
language in common. The result was strange:
Our WhatsApp chat was made up of messages
in Italian from Natalia and messages in Ukrainian
from us. However, now, neither Google nor
Nicoleta nor Natalia could explain to us, in a
comprehensible manner, what was happening.
Worried, we rush to Moldexpo in the first taxi
we encounter. There, we find Nicoleta already
exhausted by her early morning activities. She
explains to us that there are no longer any
spots available at the Aosta parish’s reception
center. Milan is the only option remaining.
She appreciates the chance of going to Milan,
but once there, she might face greater difficulties
finding
accommodation and support. We
make a few calls and discover that the city
of Milan has recently signed an agreement
with “Refugees Welcome,” an association that

connects host families with migrant families.
We are reassured now that Natalia will be
provided with accommodation. We say our
goodbyes, when suddenly an activist from the
German NGO “Be an Angel” comes towards us.
He is shouting at us in the Berlin dialect, “It’s
your fault the bus is late. Natalia asked for five
more minutes so she could say goodbye, but
more than triple that time has passed!”
This is how we get to know Hermann, who is
responsible for coordinating transportation.
“Since the beginning of the war, Be an Angel
has taken approximately 2,000 people out of
Moldova. Let’s do the math. We’ve conducted
about thirty evacuations in less than a month.
Our buses have about seventy seats each and
they are almost always full when they leave.
Most have gone to Germany, but some have
gone to France and Belgium.”

Consider that our buses
have seventy seats and have
so far travelled almost always
full. With this, we should be
more or less at about thirty
evacuations in less than a month”.
We ask him why this specific bus, which is
emptier than usual, is going to Milan. “The city
called us and asked for a favor.”
It’s impossible not to notice that Hermann is
enthusiastic, open and generous. He starts
telling us about his life in Chisinau. He’s lived
there with his Moldovan wife for over three
years. He began establishing a network
of contacts with local and international
organizations while he was there.
We were able to ascertain in the following day
that Hermann is the right person to know in
Chisinau.

A van suddenly drives up just as the bus is
leaving. A man comes out of the van and runs
towards the driver. His arms are outstretched
and with his hand, he gestures for the driver
to stop.

He immediately goes back to the vehicle and
opens one of its doors. He comes back and
begins distributing dozens of bags filled with
all kinds of food. “Everyone gets one… and,
there’s enough for two people in each bag.”

Without any prior organizing,
a small line of people forms,
passing the bags from hand to
hand. Evgheni arrives with gifts
from the Moldovan Association of
Evangelical Churches.

As Natalia waves from the bus, we say goodbye
to her for the last time. We, then, begin to
converse with the mysterious benefactor
who tells us about his religious community’s
immense generosity. He offers to take us to
visit two of the small reception centers set up
by his association.

The fate of Ukrainian refugees
in Moldova is uncertain: without
assistance from Romania or the
EU, Moldova has little to offer to
these people.

Evgheni speaks excellent American English
and Russian. However, he speaks no Romanian
despite the fact that he has always lived in
Chisinau. He emphasizes how surprised he is
by the Sandu government’s support and how
it has simplified the bureaucratic process
for churches and organizations providing
humanitarian aid. He hopes that something can
be done to help the labor market which was
already in a crisis. Unfortunately, the extreme
emigration to EU countries has definitely not
helped.

As he is explaining to us, we arrive at the first
accommodation Evangelical churches made
available to Ukrainian refugees. It’s a four unit
building located in front of a food warehouse
which is packed with donations and where
volunteers distribute supplies to centers that
make requests.
Evgheni introduces us to two senior citizens
who fled the area of Zaporizhia, a city that is
still being bombarded, four days earlier. “Our
children moved to Israel immediately after the
invasion of Crimea in 2014. We didn’t want to
leave. But our children insisted this time, so we
decided to leave Ukraine and join our family in
Tel Aviv.”

The second residence we visit
is located on the fifth floor of a
shopping center east of the city.
Children play among mattresses and bunk
beds (considering the play area is currently is
currently being cleaned).
The entire floor is bright, just like the kitchen
and the spacious dining room. Up to now, this
space is definitely the cleanest and the most
welcoming of those we’ve seen so far.
Volunteers explain that the center can
accommodate up to forty people in much
more comfortable conditions than government
facilities such as Moldexpo because it is meant
for people in transit.

We exit the building. Evgheni is visibly satisfied.
He expresses his concerns about the war as we
return to the city center.
“If Putin takes Odessa, he will come here, too.
People won’t oppose it. Some, because they
are afraid, others, because they agree with him.
The attack could even come from Transnistria.
The only reason Putin might not attack would
be that he wants to continue using Moldova as
a bridge into the EU market.”
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Early in the morning, the honking of a van
awakes us. Baobab, the Roman association
that assists migrants, refugees and asylum
seekers, has arrived in Chisinau
and
wants the whole neighborhood to know it.
We set out together to Be an Angels’
Moldovan headquarters which will be
inaugurated today.
We run into Hermann as we arrive. We
also meet his wife as well as his colleague,
Andreas. We all sit together at the table: Be
an Angel presents the work they have done
so far and their ideas for future projects. We
are told about the problems caused by the
empty promises from European countries
to financially support Moldova. Andreas
tells us, “We only receive donations from
private individuals, not public entities. We
certainly haven’t depended on donations
from Moldova which has enough problems
of its own. Even though Germany promised
a lot, no funding has arrived.”

Shortly after the meeting starts, a newly
established Swiss association, Human Front
Aid, and other individual activists who raised
money and left for Moldova with the sole
intention of helping others, pay us a visit.
As the hours go by, the room gets livelier and
the group dynamics change: the initial big
group seated at the table begins to break up
into smaller ones, depending on the specific
operational possibilities of each organization.
We all notice the difficulty of getting a general
picture of all our intervention capacities.
There are people offering transportation from
the war zones to the border with Moldova.
There are people with fundraising sponsor
contacts. There are people focusing on dogs
and cats. Then, there’s also people wanting
to support soldiers’ efforts. We immediately
see that activities need to be centralized and

coordinated from the bottom up. A WhatsApp
group is created for the sharing of information,
forwarding of requests, exchanging of phone
numbers and contact information.

The work group becomes
active the moment its
participating members
leave the office and it still
continues to remain an
important point of reference.
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Moldova and Ukraine share a border that
is almost a thousand kilometers long. The
last time I crossed it was in 2009. Taking
the shortest route between Chisinau
and Kiev, I traveled through Dubăsari,
Transnistria. Currently, crossing into
autonomous pro-Russian territory is risky
for fleeing Ukrainians. Consequently, other
crossing points have become essential.
The most important one is Palanca
which is located in the southeast part of
the country. Even though over 350,000
Ukrainian refugees have crossed here,
much too little has been reported in the
international press regarding this border.

And,
intend

this
to

is
precisely
why
we
see the situation there.

We arrive at Palanca’s customs post after
about a two hour drive from Chisinau. Once
we arrive, we are forced to park several
hundred meters away from the entrance.
Before us, there is a long row of cars with
Ukrainian plates. We head to a nearly packed
minibus near the barrier at the border so we
can ask two Orthodox Church volunteers what
is happening. “The number of people entering
Moldova has decreased in recent days, while
the number of people leaving is growing.”
They tell us that their job, however, is to bring
the new arrivals to Chisinau’s reception centers
using government-provided transportation.

We also see young women
and children crossing the
border to Ukraine on foot.
They have lots of luggage,
boxes and supplies
with them.
A border guard explains this phenomenon to
us from his point of view and begins to tell us
about those people who began to return to the
“homeland,” mostly to Odessa and Mikolaev.
“Everything started three to four days ago, on
March 23rd.

People have gone back for
several reasons: some want
to go home, go back to their
families, go back to work in
their hometown or
help the Ukrainian army.

There are also those who can’t find
accommodation
in
Moldova
and
find
themselves sharing a room with other fourteen
people because they have no one in Europe.
A woman tells us she is returning to Ukraine
to take her niece back to Germany where
she has been living with her husband for
many years now. “Personally, if I had young
children, I wouldn’t return to Ukraine.
The situation could worsen overnight.
However, I understand anyone who does. And I
am helping as I can by bringing supplies.”
We leave the actual border and head towards
the reception center set up less than 1 km away.
We immediately notice a tent area built to
accommodate up to 200 people. International
organizations and the Moldovan civil protection

service set up this assistance point where
refugees generally stay for a few hours in order
to rest, have refreshments and recharge their
phones while waiting to be transferred to more
organized reception centers in Chisinau.

The organizations present
here confirm to us both that
there is a negative trend in
numbers of incoming refugees
and that there is an increasing
number of people returning to
their homeland. Those returning,
being middle class, have the
means to deal with the journey
home.
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During our visit to the
Moldexpo, we were informed
by some volunteers that a
center was set up in a former
cinema to host Ukrainian Roma
refugees.
We see some people busy tidying up
the place and decorating it with brand
new signs with directions on them. We
ask the volunteers for some information
about the place. They point to Chisinau’s
Deputy Mayor Angela Cutasevici who
is right there. We ask for an interview.
The request is kindly granted to us. During
the interview, we discover why so much
accommodation is available here. “This is
the largest of the four centers managed
directly by our municipality. On average,
each center can accommodate forty
people.”

The deputy mayor explains to us that this is
not just a reception center, it’s also the main
collection hub for individual donations and
for donations from several international
companies, such as the well-known German
hyper-market chain which is chiefly present
throughout
Eastern
Europe,
Kaufland.
The warehouse we visit actually looks like
a supermarket. Its shelves are stocked with
every possible variety of products: pasta,
preserves, blankets, sleeping bags, dish
detergent, shampoos, diapers, etc. In Moldova,
90% of refugees live in apartments and private
homes. Many of these refugees live in Chisinau.
This is the reason why two types of standard
packages are prepared every week. The
packages contain various products (food and
other items) depending on what the personal
needs are. Moreover, the center prepares daily
meals for more than 300 (Ukrainian) refugees
who do not live in the facility.
From the appearance of the property to the
services that are offered, everything seems to

be going marvelously. Then, we ask what is the
real psychological state of Moldovans. It is only
natural that enthusiasm and solidarity wane as
time passes.

And, we are now in the
fifth week of the war.
The deputy mayor tells us that, in fact, the
first complaints have already been voiced.
“You think of the Ukrainians and not of us!”
For this reason, the supplies collected in the
warehouse are also given to Ukrainians who
live with Moldovan families so that both guests
and hosts can benefit.
Before leaving, Cutasevici wants to show us
yet one more thing - a small playground that
was just assembled. A Moldovan couple’s two
children are there to “test” it. The parents ask
us to take pictures and request that we send
the pictures to them as soon as they are ready.
The parents, who already have their bags
packed, are just as concerned about what is
happening in Ukraine…
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