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Introduction 

This working paper uses the documentary film 20 Days in Mariupol (Chernov, 2023) in order to 
look at the steps by which a modern city descends into the hell of a war-torn city. It is only a 
sample of one, and purely drawn from what is shown in the documentary, but even so provides a 
useful data point when considering how cities and their inhabitants respond to urban warfare.  
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The documentary was made by an Associated Press team consisting of Mstyslav Chernov 
(Director, Writer, Producer, Cinematographer), Vasilisa Stepanenko (Field Producer) and Evgeniy 
Maloletka (Still Photographer). 

Note that this documentary and analysis does not look at the defence of the Azovstal Iron and 
Steel Works and is far more concerned with the civilian rather than military experience. I strongly 
recommend that you watch the film (£2.99 on YouTube) if you have not seen it. 

 

Context 

Mariupol was 20 km from the contested border in the Donbas. It was an early Russian target at 
the start of the war – with Russian forces converging from East and West. 

 

 

Source: The Economist 

. The city sits on the northern shore of the Sea of Azov and is divided in two by the Kalmius 
River, which runs North-South through the city. The city had a pre-war population of around 
400,000 people, so somewhat smaller than Bristol (428,000). The west bank is more the 
commercial centre and the east bank the industrial centre – the Azovstal Steel works lying on the 
east bank and on the shore of the Sea of Azov. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=23SG32MM8HA
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2022/03/15/the-war-in-ukraine-explained-in-maps
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Source: NewsMap.pl 

 

The Russian invasion started in the early hours of 22 Feb 2024 (Day -1 in the film’s context). 

 

Day 1 - 24 Feb 2022 

The city appears to be operating normally, with cars, buses, shoppers on both the east and west 
banks. There are already bombs and missile attacks on military positions (e.g. air defence) on the 
outskirts. There are queues of cars trying to leave the city, and some random shelling (off-target?) 
of residential areas on the left bank. There are no directives to leave the city, but some people are 
leaving and those who are staying are already hiding in basements. There are no real bomb 
shelters. There are air raid sirens and already losses of power – which is frightening to those hiding 
in dark basements. 

 

Day 3 – 26 Feb  

There is a test of the Emergency Broadcast System to peoples’ phones. An estimated 25% of the 
city have already left. The city government is organising large, improvised shelters (e.g. sports 
halls) more for sustainment than for protection. Russian troops are reported on the outskirts of the 
city, out beyond the east bank. 

 

Day 4 - 27 Feb 

Ukrainian soldiers are now visible patrolling the streets. The Russians have not yet broken into the 
city. There is shelling of the Azovstal steel plant and fighter jets overhead. The streets are now 
looking empty, but intact. Ambulances are taking civilian casualties of the shelling to the hospitals. 
People have been told that they need to leave by tomorrow (28 Feb, Day 5) before the last safe 
route out of the city closes. 

 

Day 7 - 2 Mar  

Internet communications and electrical power are becoming intermittent. The AP crew are the only 
journalists left in the city. The east bank streets are completely deserted, and this is where heavy 

https://newsmap.pl/siege-of-mariupol-map/
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fighting is now happening, Shells are hitting all across city, but most buildings are still intact. The 
hospitals are now overloaded with civilian casualties from the shelling. The Russian front-line is 
reported to be closing in. 

 
Day 8 – 3 Mar 

There is heavy snow. There is now shelling around the (overloaded) hospital (Emergency Hospital 
Number 2) and patients moved away from windows into corridors. There are almost no antibiotics 
left and the morgues are overflowing; spare rooms are being used to store the bodies. There is no 
water, or electricity or heat for the hospital, they are reliant on local generators and bottled 
supplies. Internet and phones have stopped working, but sat phones (old fashioned, not Starlink) 
are still viable for those who have them. 

 
Day 9 – 4 Mar 

The city is now surrounded and Russia is still trying to break in. There is no way out of the city for 
civilians, as the only corridor has been blocked by the Russians. 

 

Day 10 – 5 Mar 

A humanitarian corridor out of the city was opened by the Russian, but blocked again by the next 
day. 

 

Day 11 - 6 Mar 

Russian radio is calling for the city to surrender. A big mall has been destroyed and is being looted, 
even smaller shops and houses are being looted, and just by “ordinary” people. Most streets/roads 
looking blasted, windows blown out, there is far more rubble on pavements and in streets and far 
more houses destroyed – although some streets seem to have remained untouched. There is no 
water, power or gas in the houses and people are cooking outside, usually on wooden fires. 
Abandoned pets are running free. The Army and City are delivering bottled water, and also 
directing people to wells. People are charging mobile phones from generators, but with no radio 
links they can only use them as torches. People are all living in shelters and basements, there is a 
real sense and affect of isolation. The Red Cross and police are trying to get safe passage for 
civilians – who will become Displaced Persons (DPs). They are gathering at departure points in 
tens and twenties. One quote “Good people become better, bad people become worse”. 

 

Day 14 - 9 Mar 

The bodies of civilians are now evident in the streets – there are no longer the resources to collect 
them all. Those that are collected, or possibly die in hospital, are being buried in mass graves dug 
by council workers and JCBs. Bombings continue, and there are constant air strikes, with every 
bomb’s shockwave triggering car alarms and flying glass. A Maternity Hospital (Hospital Number 3) 
is hit by a large bomb or missile and the large square by the hospital has a large crater, and is 
covered in rubble and debris and destroyed cars. There is mud now everywhere (the snow melts, 
then falls again). Some districts still look untouched, but looted. At some point prior to this people 
started attacking each other for food. 

 

Day 15 - 10 Mar 

The Russians are now in the city. From Hospital Number 2 the sounds of HMGs can be heard. The 
last fire engine has been destroyed – until now the fire service had been able to help rescue 
people and put out fires caused by the bombings. Lots of big buildings have been destroyed, such 
as the university. Whole streets have been blown out and there is generally more debris (doors, 
window frames, glass, poles, metal and wooden sheets, fences etc) rather than masonry rubble. 
Most open spaces seem cluttered and covered in a thin layer of mud. Dogs are running loose.  The 
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few people who are out are moving by bike and carts, trying to get out, or find somewhere safe, or 
to get food and water. The east bank has fallen and there are constant Russian overflights. 

 

Day 16 – 11 Mar 

The AP team is back in Hospital Number 2, and there are Russians in the neighbourhood. The 
hospital low on pain killers. There are Russian snipers shooting hospital staff outside the hospital 
building. A firefight develops outside the hospital. There are Russian tanks a block away, firing at 
apartment blocks and building/retail warehouses around Kuprina Street. The AP team is now 
trapped in the hospital. 

 

Day 17 - 12 Mar 

The hospital is now behind enemy lines and a Ukrainian military team is sent to rescue the 
journalists. They make their way to relative safety, mostly on foot, the journalists still wearing 
hospital scrubs in case they are caught. Their route is covered in debris and destroyed cars. Most 
buildings have their doors and windows smashed. The Russians take the hospital, and now have 
all of the east bank except Azovstel. 

 

Day 19 - 14 Mar 

Some civilians have been able to leave Mariupol with a Red Cross convoy. 

 

Day 20 - 15 Mar 

The Russians are closing in on the city centre. Big apartment blocks are burning slowly. Civilians 
are still waiting to get out but the corridor is not open. The AP team visits the only functional 
hospital in city, its basement full of dead bodies. The team misses the next Red Cross convoy, it 
takes them 2-3 days to get out of city. It’s 100km and 15 checkpoints to get from the city to join the 
Red Cross convoy – which is a big convoy of cars (c. 2000?) trying to get to safety. 

 

Annex A provides a tabular and categorised summary and timeline of the changes and events. 

 

Epilogue 

On 23 Mar (Day 28) the mayor and local authorities left the city, and the Russians entered central 
Mariupol on 24 Mar (Day 29). On 29 Mar (Day 34) Russian troops had forced the Ukrainian 
defenders into only 2 or 3 isolated areas. Fighting in central Mariupol ceased around 2 Apr (Day 
38), and on 7 Apr (Day 43) central Mariupol was declared clear of Ukrainian forces. On 11 Apr (Day 
47) Russians claimed to have captured 80% of the city.  By 18 Apr (Day 54) it was estimated that 
95% of the city had been destroyed by fighting, and around 20 Apr (Day 56) the siege of the 
Azovstel steel works became the only remaining defence. On 30 Apr (Day 66) ICRC opened up a 
humanitarian corridor for civilians trapped in the Azovstel steel works.  The same day the Ukrainian 
Parliament declared that Mariupol citizens had “medieval” living conditions and, due to failed 
sanitation, were at risk of diseases, such as cholera (Cochran, 2022). The last defenders of the 
steel works surrendered on 20 May (Day 86) (‘Siege of Mariupol’, 2026). 

It is estimated that at least 25,000 civilians were killed in the battle for Mariupol, and the figure may 
be as high as 88,000 (‘Siege of Mariupol’, 2026). Of the pre-war population of around 400,000, 
only around 100,000 were living in the city by May 2023. “Hundreds of thousands” are estimated to 
have fled the city, and Russia is believed to have deported another 50,000 residents to Russia 
after its capture. It is believed that Russia intends to repopulate the city back to the 400,000 level 
with ethnic Russians by 2035 (Invaders Develop 10-Year Plan for Ethnic Cleansing in Mariupol, 
Replacing Population with Russians – ISW, 2023). 
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Annex A 
Summary and Categorisation 

 

Day Fabric Utilities Sustainment Evacuation Civilian Casualties Military 

1 All normal Some power outages, 
buses still running. Shops 
open. 

Normal, but people 
already hiding in 
basements 

Queues of cars trying to 
leave 

 Shelling of military sites 
on city edge. Random 
shells on residential 
areas. 

3  Emergency Broadcast 
system test 

Large improvised shelters 
for sustainment (e.g. 
sports halls) 

c.25% of city already left  Troops on outskirts 

4 Streets look empty but 
intact 

  Last day of safe route out Ambulances taking 
shelling casualties to 
hospital 

UKR soldiers patrolling. 
RUS jets and shelling of 
Azovstal. 

7 East bank streets 
deserted. Most buildings 
till intact. 

Internet and electricity 
intermittent 

 Safe route out closes Hospitals overloaded with 
shelling casualties 

Fighting on far side of 
eastern part of the city, 
shells hitting across city. 

8  Internet and phones 
stopped working. 
Water/Electricity/Heat 
services failing 

  Shelling around hospitals, 
no antibiotics, morgues 
overflowing. No 
water/electricity/heat for 
hospital. 

 

9    No way out of city  City surrounded, Russians 
still trying to break in. 

10    Humanitarian corridor 
opened then closed 

  

11 Most streets looking 
blasted. Debris (and 
rubble) everywhere. Mud 
everywhere.  

There is no water, power 
or gas in the houses. 
Generators to charge 
phones (for torches not 
calls) 

Shops large and small 
being looted. people are 
cooking outside, usually 
on wooden fires. Pets are 
running loose. Bottled 
water being delivered.  

ICRC and police trying to 
find safe passage. People 
gathering at potential 
departure points. 

 Constant air-strikes and 
shellings. 
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Day Fabric Utilities Sustainment Evacuation Civilian Casualties Military 

14 Some districts still look 
untouched, but looted 

 People attacking each 
other for food. 

 Bodies of dead civilians 
lying in the street. Mass 
graves being used. 
Hospital bombed. 

1170 civilian casualties 
reported to date. 

 

15 Lots of big building (e.g. 
university) destroyed. 
Whole streets blow out. 
Generally more debris 
than rubble. Thin mud 
over everything. 

Last fire engine 
destroyed. 

Dogs running lose. Few 
people out, moving by 
bike and cart. 

  Russians now in the city. 
Gunfire heard from 
Hospital No. 2. East bank 
fallen. 

16     1582 civilian casualties 
reported to date. 

Snipers outside of 
hospital, then firefight, 
then tanks engaged in 
DirectHE against large 
buildings potentially being 
used by Ukrainian forces. 

17 Roads and squares 
covered in debris and 
destroyed cars. Most 
buildings have their doors 
and windows smashed 

    Hospital now behind 
enemy lines, then taken. 
Russians have whole of 
east bank except 
Azovstel. 

18     2187 civilian casualties 
reported to date. 

 

19    Some civilians able to 
leave by an ICRC convoy 

2357 civilian casualties 
reported to date. 

Russians closing in on city 
centre. 

20    More civilians eventually 
able to flee, c. 2000 car 
convoy. 15 checkpoints in 
100km. 

Only one functional 
hospital left, basement full 
of dead bodies. 

 

 

Note: Civilian death figures from Wikipedia (‘Siege of Mariupol’, 2026). Estimates only. Final death toll 25,000 – 88,000. 
 


