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Russia  declared  victory  over  Bakhmut  on  May  21, 2023,  after  fighting  for  the  city  for  
nearly  a year.[1]  The  battle  marks  the  first  claimed  Russian  victory  over  a large  city  
since  the  capture  of  Severodonetsk  and  Lysychansk  in  the  summer  of  2022.  The  Battle  
for  Bakhmut  is  still  ongoing  as Ukrainian  forces  regained  the  initiative  and  are  
counterattacking  Bakhmutôs flanks  north  and  south  of  the  city.  The  Russian  year -long  
drive  began  as part  of  a theoretically  sensible  but  overly -ambitious  operational  effort  
but  ended  as a purely  symbolic  gesture  that  cost  tens  of  thousands  of  Russian  
casualties.  
 
The seizure of Bakhmut was originally intended to facilitate Russian offensives to encircle large 
Ukrainian forces in the east and specifically to take the large and fortified city of Slovyansk from 
multiple directions. Bakhmut was not a primary Russian objective during the early phases of the war, 
and the Russian military command aimed to secure Donetsk Oblastôs administrative borders by 
seizing major Ukrainian strongh olds such as Slovyansk and Kramatorsk directly. The Ukrainian 
liberation of most of Kharkiv Oblast in September 2022 ended the immediate Russian threats to 
Slovyansk and, secondarily, Kramatorsk, whereupon Bakhmut became the main operational and 
political objective for the Kremlin. Bakhmut fit into the planned Russian winter offensive as one of 
several lines of advance that were supposed to end by securing the Luhansk and Donetsk oblast 
boundaries, but all the other attempted advances failed, once more depriving the battle for Bakhmut 
of hypothetical operational significance by March -April 2023. Moscow stubbornly clung to its efforts 
to seize Bakhmut regardless of the operational context and ultimately took the destroyed city at a 
hideous cost in manpower and materiel, then ceding the initiative in the Bakhmut area to Ukraine.[2]  

The  Russian  military  command  initially  sought  to  seize  Bakhmut  to  support  a wide  
encirclement  of  Ukrainian  forces  in  Donbas  in  Spring  2022.  Following the Russian 
withdrawal from Kyiv  and the refocusing of Russian military efforts in the east in April 2022 the 
Russian military command aimed to encircle a large group of Ukrainian forces in western Luhansk 
and eastern Donetsk oblasts.[3] The Russian military command sought to conduct thr ee simultaneous 
maneuvers that would collectively surround and seize the Slovyansk stronghold: a westward push 
through Severodonetsk-Lysychansk, a drive south from Izyum (southeastern Kharkiv Oblast), and an 
attack north from Bakhmut. The Russian military command sought to secure and advance along the 
E40 highway - which connects Izyum, Slovyansk, and the Bakhmut area - to quickly encircle 
Ukrainian forces in eastern Donetsk Oblast and advance towards the regionôs western borders.[4] The 
Russian seizure of Bakhmut was a necessary but not sufficient condition for this massive encirclement 
to succeed. Russian forces captured Izyum in early April 2022 and the Severodonetsk-Lysychansk 
area in late June and early July 2022, and began launching localized attacks southeast and east of 
Bakhmut in May 2022.[5] ISW assessed at the time that Russian forces were unlikely to complete this 
wide encirclement as Russian forces would be unable to advance far enough or quickly enough to 
accomplish it, an assessment that proved accurate.[6]  
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Russian  offensive  operations  in  Severodonetsk  and  Lysychansk  proved  extremely  costly  
and  slow,  consuming  a high  proportion  of  Russian  offensive  capabilities  in  Donbas.  
This  forced  the  Russian  military  command  to  deprioritize  the  wide  encirclement  in  
Donets k  Oblast  in  order  to  complete  the  seizure  of  those  two  cities.  The grinding offensives 
on the Severodonetsk-Lysychansk line forced the Russian military command to deprioritize the 
objective of completing a wide encirclement of Ukrainian forces along the E40 highway.[7] Wagner 
forces alongside Chechen and regular Russian units operated in Popasna (about 26km from 
Bakhmut) and made occasional westward advances towards Bakhmut, but mainly prioritized the 
capture of Luhansk Oblast.[8] ISW assessed that the Russian attack on Slovyansk from Izyum 
culminated in mid -May 2022, and Russian forces likely started to prioritize attacks closer to the 
Severodonetsk-Lysychansk line.[9] Russian forces also abandoned some of their positions in Kharkiv 
Cityôs immediate vicinity to reinforce the attritional urban attacks in Severodonetsk and 
Lysychansk.[10] 
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Russia  reprioritized  the  Battle  for  Bakhmut  in  July -August  2022,  following  the  
culmination  of  Russian  attacks  on  the  Severodonetsk -Lysychansk  line.  Wagner forces 
began localized assaults around settlements east and southeast of Bakhmut, using Popasna and 
previously Russian occupied territories as springboards for further operations.[11] The Wagner Group 
also began to expand its forces by recruiting convicts, likely after Wagner financier Yevgeny Prigozhin 
promised Putin to maintain offensive operations during the period when Russian regular forces were 
unable to pursue further offensive operations across the theater.[12]  It is possible that the Russian 
military command hoped to eventually resume the drive to the E40 highway after recruiting 
volunteers to compensate for dwindling reserves. Russian forces still held positions in the Izyum -
Lyman area, which made an advance from north and south along the E40 to secure Slovyansk 
theoretically possible if highly unlikely due to Russiaôs force composition and degraded offensive 
capabilities. 
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