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Note: The data cut-off for this product was 1pm ET on December 17. ISW will cover 

subsequent reports in the December 18 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 

The Ukrainian Security Service (SBU) killed Russian Nuclear, Biological, Chemical 

Defense Forces (NBC) Head Lieutenant General Igor Kirillov and his assistant, Major 

Ilya Polikarpov, in Moscow on December 17. SBU sources confirmed to various Ukrainian and 

Western outlets that the SBU carried out a "special operation" to kill Kirillov, whom the SBU sources 

described as a "legitimate target" for his war crimes and use of banned chemical weapons against the 

Ukrainian military.[1] Russian Investigative Committee (Sledkom) Representative Svetlana Petrenko 

announced that Sledkom's Main Investigative Department for Moscow launched an investigation into 

Kirillov's and Polikarpov's deaths after an improvised explosive device (IED) planted in a scooter 

remotely detonated near a residential building on Ryazansky Prospect.[2] Russian sources released 

later geolocated footage of the IED attack and its aftermath, showing a badly damaged entrance to the 

building and blown out windows.[3] The SBU notably charged Kirillov in absentia on December 16 for 

being responsible for the mass use of banned chemical weapons in Ukraine and reported that Russian 

forces carried out over 4,800 attacks with chemical weapons in Ukraine under Kirillov's command.[4] 

 

 

The Kremlin and Russian propagandists overwhelmingly attempted to frame Kirillov's 

assassination as an unprovoked terrorist act, rather than a consequence of Russia's full-

scale invasion of Ukraine and Kirillov's responsibility for Russian chemical weapons 

attacks and information operations against Ukraine. Petrenko announced that Sledkom 

designated Kirillov's and Polokarpov's deaths as a terrorist act, and Russian officials such as Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs (MFA) Spokesperson Maria Zakharova emphasized Kirillov's prominent role in 

spreading numerous (false) narratives about Ukraine's and NATO's alleged use of chemical and 

biological weapons.[5] Kirillov spread several false narratives over the years, such as nonsensically 

claiming that the United States established "biolabs" in Ukraine and other countries around Russia and 

that the Pentagon deliberately destroyed the Kakhovka Hydroelectric Power Plant (KHPP) to spread 

contagious diseases via insects.[6] The Kremlin notably used the false claims of Ukrainian use of biolabs 

as a pretext for Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine.[7] Federation Council Committee of Defense 

and Security Member Vladimir Chizhov among other Russian officials and propagandists claimed that 

Western and Ukrainian security officials hated Kirillov for "exposing" Western provocations in 

Russia.[8] 
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The Russian ultranationalist information space overwhelmingly called on the Kremlin 

to retaliate against Ukraine by targeting its military-political leadership and indirectly 

criticized the Kremlin's decision to not recognize the war in Ukraine as a full-scale war 

that also impacts the Russian rear.[9] A Kremlin-affiliated milblogger called on the Kremlin to 

target Ukrainian commanders instead of "launching 100 missiles at [Ukrainian] energy 

infrastructure."[10] The milblogger added that the war is only eight hours from Moscow and cautioned 

that Russia remains vulnerable to Ukrainian agents working inside Russia.[11] Russian Security 

Council Deputy Chairperson Dmitry Medvedev attempted to appease the Russian ultranationalist 

crowd by claiming that the Russian military will avenge Kirillov's death by targeting Ukraine's military-

political leadership--which the Kremlin has long been seeking to do.[12] Another Kremlin-affiliated 

milblogger noted that Kirillov's assassination once again showed that Ukrainian forces are able to 

conduct intricate operations despite Russian gains on the frontlines, and implied that more Russians 

should stop treating Russia's war in Ukraine as just a war in Donbas.[13] One Russian milblogger 

claimed that Russia cannot win this war simply by launching unguided aerial bombs and Oreshnik 

ballistic missiles at Ukraine and that Russia needs to destroy Ukrainian military-political leadership, 

effectively undermining the Kremlin's recent attempts to present Oreshnik as Russia's "latest powerful 

weapon."[14] 

 

 

US National Security Council Spokesperson John Kirby confirmed on December 16 that 

North Korean forces are engaged in combat operations and suffering losses in Kursk 

Oblast as Russian official sources continue to avoid reporting on or confirming the 

deployment of North Korean forces to combat in Russia.[15] Kirby stated that the US has 

observed North Korean soldiers moving from the "second lines" of the battlefield in Kursk Oblast to the 

frontline over the past several days. Pentagon Spokesperson Major General Patrick Ryder stated on 

December 16 that North Korean military personnel have been killed and wounded in combat operations 

in Kursk Oblast but did not specify how many casualties North Korean personnel have suffered.[16] 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky stated on December 16 that the Russian military is attempting 

to conceal North Korean personnel losses and is burning the faces of killed North Korean soldiers to 

conceal their presence in Russia.[17] Zelensky added that the Russian military forbids North Korean 

personnel from showing their faces while training in Russia and attempted to remove any video 

evidence of North Korean soldiers operating in Russia. Ukrainian military officials and intelligence 

sources have previously noted that the Russian military attempted to disguise North Korean soldiers as 

Russian forces from the Republic of Buryatia.[18] ISW has not observed Russian officials and state 

media acknowledging the presence of North Korean forces in Russia or their participation in combat 

operations in Kursk Oblast. The Kremlin will likely continue to avoid reporting on the deployment of 

North Korean forces in Kursk Oblast as doing so would tacitly acknowledge that Russia needs foreign 

troops to recapture its own territory and invalidate Russian President Vladimir Putin's claims that the 

Ukrainian incursion into Kursk Oblast resulted in high Russian recruitment rates.[19] 

 

 

Neither the Kremlin nor the interim Syrian government appear sure of the future of 

Russian bases in Syria, likely accounting for Russia's continued visible preparations at 

Hmeimim Air Base and the Port of Tartus to withdraw forces despite claims and reports 

that the interim Syrian government might extend Russian basing rights. Various Hayat 

Tahrir al Sham (HTS)-affiliated sources have given Western media outlets conflicting statements about 
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the status of Russian bases—suggesting that there is likely some dissonance even within the transitional 

Syrian government about its plan regarding Russian bases. The Economist cited an HTS source on 

December 17 saying that Russia and HTS have "now entered negotiations" and that HTS "has conceded 

that it will probably allow Russia to keep some or all of its bases."[20] UK-based, Qatari-owned news 

outlet Al Araby al Jadeed reported on December 16, in contrast, that sources "close to the [HTS-led] 

military operations department" in Syria stated that Russia will withdraw all its military forces from 

Syria within one month, as ISW reported.[21] The divergent HTS-affiliated reporting suggests that HTS 

itself has not come to a decision on Russian basing yet, and HTS is likely facing substantial international 

pressure to fully remove the Russian presence from Syria. EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs 

and Security Policy Kaja Kallas stated on December 16 that the EU will raise the possibility of closing 

all Russian bases in Syria "with the country's new leadership."[22] The Russian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MFA) noted on December 16 that Russia is "closely monitoring" developments in Syria and that 

Moscow believes that there is a path to a "sustainable normalization of the situation in Syria...through 

the launch of an inclusive intra-Syrian dialogue."[23] 

 

 

Visual evidence and Syrian reporting continue to indicate that Russian forces are preparing to either 

significantly draw down or fully withdraw from Syria, however. A well-placed Damascus-based outlet 

reported on December 17 that Russian forces were evacuating their positions in Latakia (Hmeimim Air 

Base) and preparing a large military convoy to leave via the Port of Tartus.[24] Maxar satellite imagery 

from December 15-17 shows a Russian Il-76 transport aircraft and dozens of military vehicles on the 

tarmac at Hmeimim Airbase and dozens of Russian military vehicles assembled at the Port of Tartus 

(see embedded images below). Russia is likely adopting this tentative posture and withdrawing some 

assets on the chance that HTS decides deny Russia a continued military presence in Syria, but it remains 

unclear what HTS intends to do. 

 

Russian Il-76 transport aircraft and military vehicles on the tarmac at Hmeimim Airbase on 

December 15, 2024. Source: Satellite image ©2024 Maxar Technologies 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/resized hmeimim DEC 17 .jpg
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Russian military vehicles assembled at the Port of Tartus on December 17. Source: Satellite image 

©2024 Maxar Technologies 

Key Takeaways: 

• The Ukrainian Security Service (SBU) killed Russian Nuclear, Biological, Chemical 

Defense Forces (NBC) Head Lieutenant General Igor Kirillov and his assistant, 

Major Ilya Polikarpov, in Moscow on December 17.  

• The Kremlin and Russian propagandists overwhelmingly attempted to frame 

Kirillov's assassination as an unprovoked terrorist act, rather than a consequence 

of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine and Kirillov's responsibility for Russian 

chemical weapons attacks and information operations against Ukraine. 

• The Russian ultranationalist information space overwhelmingly called on the 

Kremlin to retaliate against Ukraine by targeting its military-political leadership 

and indirectly criticized the Kremlin's decision to not recognize the war in Ukraine 

as a full-scale war that also impacts the Russian rear. 

• US National Security Council Spokesperson John Kirby confirmed on December 

16 that North Korean forces are engaged in combat operations and suffering losses 

in Kursk Oblast as Russian official sources continue to avoid reporting on or 

confirming the deployment of North Korean forces to combat in Russia. 

• Neither the Kremlin nor the interim Syrian government appear sure of the future 

of Russian bases in Syria, likely accounting for Russia's continued visible 

preparations at Hmeimim Air Base and the Port of Tartus to withdraw forces 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/05_hd view of military vehicles assembled at tartus port_syria_17dec2024_wv2.JPG
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despite claims and reports that the interim Syrian government might extend 

Russian basing rights. 

• Russian forces recently advanced near Kupyansk, Toretsk, Pokrovsk, Vuhledar, 

Velyka Novosilka, and in Kursk Oblast. 

• The Kremlin is scaling up the intended effects of its "Time of Heroes" program, 

which aims to install Kremlin-selected veterans into government officials, by 

tasking Russian regional governments to create more localized analogues. 

  

  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/DraftUkraineCoT December 17%2C 2024.png
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-

covered in Western media and do not directly affect the military operations we are 

assessing and forecasting. We will continue to evaluate and report on the effects of 

these criminal activities on the Ukrainian military and the Ukrainian population and 

specifically on combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn Russian 

violations of the laws of armed conflict and the Geneva Conventions and crimes against 

humanity even though we do not describe them in these reports.   

• Ukrainian Operations in the Russian Federation 

• Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine (comprised of three subordinate main efforts) 

• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Push Ukrainian forces back from the international border 

with Belgorod Oblast and approach to within tube artillery range of Kharkiv City 

• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push 

westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 

• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #3 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 

• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 

• Russian Air, Missile, and Drone Campaign 

• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 

• Russian Technological Adaptations 

• Activities in Russian-occupied areas 

• Significant Activity in Belarus 

Ukrainian Operations in the Russian Federation 

 

 

Likely North Korean soldiers recently advanced within the Kursk Oblast salient amid continued 

Russian offensive operations in Kursk Oblast on December 17. Geolocated footage reportedly of North 

Korean soldiers published on December 16 indicates that North Korean soldiers under Russian 

command recently advanced northwest and northeast of Malaya Loknya (north of Sudzha).[25] 

Additional geolocated footage reportedly of North Korean soldiers published on December 17 shows 

that North Korean troops under Russian command also advanced to the west bank of the Psel River 

just east of Kurilovka (south of Sudzha).[26] The Economist, quoting an artillery commander of a 

Ukrainian brigade operating in Kursk Oblast, reported that Russian forces have been intensifying 

offensive operations and are alternating between mechanized and infantry assaults, while dropping up 

to 40 glide bombs per day on Ukrainian positions.[27] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces 

are approaching Kurglenkoye (southeast of Korenevo) and have seized several terrain features west of 

the settlement, although ISW has not observed confirmation of this claim.[28] Russian milbloggers also 

claimed that Russian forces continued to advance east of Novoivanovka (also southwest of 

Korenevo).[29] Fighting continued throughout the Kursk Oblast salient north of Sudzha near Russkoye 

Porechnoye, Cherkasskoye Porechnoye, and Malaya Loknya; southeast of Sudzha near Cherkasskaya 

Konopelka; south of Sudzha near Kurilovka; and southeast of Korenevo near Novoivanovka, 

Kremyanoye, and in the direction of Sverdlikovo.[30] Russian sources claimed that elements of the 
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56th Airborne (VDV) Regiment (7th VDV Division) recently seized Novoivanovka.[31] Elements of the 

Russian 155th Naval Infantry Brigade (Pacific Fleet, Eastern Military District [EMD]) are reportedly 

also operating near Novoivanovka.[32] 

 
 

Russian opposition outlet Verstka reported on December 17 that Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) 

data shows that Ukrainian forces conducted 7,339 drone strikes on Russian territory in 2024 and hit 

targets in 30 different Russian regions—a record thus far since 2022.[33] Verstka reported that 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/UAF Kursk Incursion December 17%2C 2024.png
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Ukrainian drones most frequently targeted border regions such as Belgorod, Kursk, and Bryansk 

oblasts, as well as occupied Ukrainian territory in Crimea and the Black and Azov seas. Verstka noted 

that the Russian MoD data is incomplete, because Russian military authorities failed to report on 

Ukrainian drone strikes further within the Russian rear, such as strikes on Murmansk Oblast in October 

and strikes on Chechnya in early December. 

Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 

 

 

Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Kharkiv Oblast (Russian objective: Push 

Ukrainian forces back from the international border with Belgorod Oblast and approach 

to within tube artillery range of Kharkiv City) 

Russian forces conducted limited offensive operations along the international border north of Kharkiv 

City near Kozacha Lopan; north of Kharkiv City and Lyptsi; and northeast of Kharkiv City near 

Vovchansk on December 17.[34] A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces are advancing on 

the right (west) bank of the Vovcha River (south of Vovchansk).[35] 
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 

remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and 

northern Donetsk Oblast) 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kharkiv Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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Russian forces recently advanced near Kupyansk amid continued offensive operations along the 

Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line on December 17. Geolocated footage published on December 16 

indicates that Russian forces advanced to a windbreak east of Zahryzove (southeast of Kupyansk).[36] 

Ukrainian military observer Kostyantyn Mashovets acknowledged on December 17 that Russian forces 

advanced to the right (west) bank of the Oskil River west of Masyutivka (north of Kupyansk.[37] 

Mashovets stated that Russian forces are attempting to pressure the Ukrainian positions in the 

Kupyansk-Vuzlovyi direction (just south of Kupyansk) and trying to cross the Oskil River to expand 

tactical bridgeheads on the right (west) bank. Mashovets also stated that Russian forces have increased 

efforts to cross the Oskil River to Zapadne (north of Kupyansk) and reach the R-79 Dvorichna-

Kupyansk road. A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces have consolidated control over eight 

kilometers of territory along the Oskil River.[38] Russian sources also claimed that Russian forces 

cleared around seven hectares of forest near Kreminna.[39] ISW has not observed confirmation of these 

claims, however. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces continued attacking 

northeast of Kupyansk near Petropavlivka; east of Kupyansk near Kucherivka; southeast of Kupyansk 

near Zahryzove and Lozova; south of Kupyansk in the direction of Novoplatonivka; west of Svatove near 

Vyshneve, Kopanky, and Zelenyi Hai; southwest of Svatove near Novoserhiivka, Tverdokhlibove, 

Makiivka, Novoyehorivka, and in the direction of Cherneshchyna; northwest of Kreminna near Terny; 

and southwest of Kreminna near Hryhorivka and the Serebryanske forest area on December 16 and 

17.[40] Mashovets stated that elements of the Russian 25th Motorized Rifle Brigade (6th Combined 

Arms Army [CAA], Leningrad Military District [LMD]), the 7th Motorized Rifle Regiment (the 11th 

Army Corps, LMD), and the 344th and 350th motorized rifle regiments (both reportedly of the newly-

formed 69th Motorized Rifle Division, 6th CAA, LMD) are operating in the Synkivka-Petropavlivka 

direction northeast of Kupyansk.[41] Elements of the Russian 16th Spetsnaz Brigade (Russian General 

Staff’s Main Directorate [GRU]) are reportedly operating near Zarichne (west of Kreminna) and 

elements of the Chechen “Akhmat” Spetsnaz "Shrama" Group are reportedly operating in the Lyman 

direction (west of Kreminna).[42] 
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #3 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 

entirety of Donetsk Oblast, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas) 

Russian forces conducted offensive operations near Siversk itself, northeast of Siversk near Bilohorivka, 

east of Siversk near Verkhnokamyanske, and southeast of Siversk near Ivano-Darivka and Spirne on 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Luhansk Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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December 16 and 17 but did not make any confirmed advances.[43] 

 

 

Russian forces continued offensive operations in the Chasiv Yar direction on December 16 and 17 but 

did not make any confirmed advances. Russian sources claimed that Russian forces leveraged bad 

weather on December 16 to advance into the Refractory Plant in central Chasiv Yar and that fighting 

for the plant continued on December 17.[44] Ukrainian Luhansk Group of Forces Spokesperson Major 

Anastasiya Bobovnikova reported on December 17 that Ukrainian forces are striking Russian forces 

before they can reach the Refractory Plant, however.[45] A Russian miblogger claimed that Russian 

forces are conducting clearing operations in unspecified windbreaks near Stupochky (south of Chasiv 

Yar). Russian forces continued attacking near Chasiv Yar itself, northeast of Chasiv Yar near Orikhovo-

Vasylivka, and south of Chasiv Yar near Stupochky on December 16 and 17.[46] Bobovnikova further 

noted on December 17 that Russian forces are attempting to cross the Siverskyi Donets Donbas Canal 

and hide within the canal to consolidate personnel for assaults, but that Ukrainian forces repel Russian 

forces.[47] A Ukrainian soldier operating in the Chasiv Yar area noted on December 17 that Russian 

forces are conducting infantry assaults with drone support along the Siverskyi Donets Donbas Canal as 

they are unable to cross the canal with armored vehicles.[48] Russian drone operators of the Sever-V 

Brigade (Russian Volunteer Corps) and elements of the Ivanovo VDV Airborne (VDV) Formation (98th 

VDV Division) are operating near Chasiv Yar.[49] 



13 Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2024 
 

 
 

Russian forces recently advanced in northern Toretsk amid continued Russian offensive operations in 

the Toretsk direction on December 16 and 17. Geolocated footage published on December 16 indicates 

that Russian forces advanced northwestward to Bieliakova Street in northern Toretsk.[50] A Russian 

milblogger claimed that Russian forces made tactical gains and are clearing positions on the western 

outskirts of Toretsk, where they have the tactical initiative.[51] ISW has not yet observed confirmation 

that Russian forces have reached the western outskirts of Toretsk, however. The milblogger further 

claimed that Russian forces aim to clear the western outskirts of the settlement in order to open further 

advances to Kostyantynivka (over 15km northwest of Toretsk). Fighting continued near Toretsk itself 

and west of Toretsk near Shcherbynivka on December 16 and 17.[52] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Chasiv Yar Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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Russian forces recently advanced southwest of Pokrovsk amid continued offensive operations in the 

Pokrovsk direction on December 17. Geolocated footage published on December 17 indicates that 

Russian forces advanced northwestward to northeastern Novovasylivka (southwest of Pokrovsk).[53] 

Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces drove Ukrainian forces out of Novotroitske (southwest 

of Pokrovsk) and advancedin the fields west of Shevchenko (southwest of Pokrovsk), west of 

Novotroitske along the bank of the Solona River, south of Lysivka (southeast of Pokrovsk), up to 700 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Toretsk Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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meters south of Dachenske (south of Pokrovsk), south of Pishchane, and up to 800 meters toward 

Novoolenivka and Ukrainka (all southwest of Pokrovsk).[54] ISW cannot independently confirm these 

claims, however. Russian forces continued attacking east of Pokrovsk near Myrolyubivka and Promin; 

southeast of Pokrovsk near Lysivka and Sukhi Yar; south of Pokrovsk near Dachenske, Zelene, Novyi 

Trud, Novooleksiivka, and Pushkine; and southwest of Pokrovsk near Novoolenivka, Pishchane, and 

Ukrainka on December 16 and 17.[55] A Russian milblogger claimed on December 17 that Ukrainian 

forces counterattacked near Shevchenko.[56] Drone operators of the Russian "Atlant" Motorized Rifle 

Battalion of the 35th Motorized Rifle Brigade (41st Combined Arms Army [CAA], Central Military 

District [CMD]) are reportedly operating in the Pokrovsk direction.[57] 

 
 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/East of Pokrovsk Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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Russian forces continued offensive operations in the Kurakhove direction on December 17 but did not 

make any confirmed advances. Ukraine's Khortytsia Group of Forces reported on December 17 that 

Russian forces attacked on the eastern outskirts of Dalne (south of Kurakhove) and that Ukrainian 

forces successfully repelled Russian assaults in southeastern and southern Kurakhove, causing Russian 

forces to withdraw from these areas.[58] Russian forces continued attacking near Kurakhove itself and 

northwest of Kurakhove near Stari Terny, Sontsivka, Shevchenko, and Slovyanka on December 16 and 

17.[59] The acting spokesperson of a Ukrainian brigade operating in the Kurakhove direction stated 

that Russian forces rarely conduct mechanized assaults in this direction and instead use equipment to 

transport materiel and rotate personnel.[60] Ukrainian military observer Kostyantyn Mashovets stated 

that elements of the Russian 90th Tank Division (41st CAA, Central Military District [CMD]) are 

operating north of Kurakhove along the Zorya-Slovynaka-Sontsivka-Shevchenko areas.[61] Elements 

of the Russian 68th Tank Regiment (150th Motorized Rifle Division, 8th CAA, Southern Military 

District [SMD]) are reportedly operating southeast of Kurakhove; and elements of the 33rd Motorized 

Rifle Regiment (20th Motorized Rifle Division, 8th CAA, SMD) are reportedly operating near 

Dalne.[62] 
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Russian forces recently advanced in the Vuhledar direction amid continued offensive operations in the 

area on December 17. Mashovets stated that elements of the Russian 36th Motorized Rifle Brigade (29th 

CAA, Eastern Military District [EMD]) and 114th Motorized Rifle Brigade (51st Combined Arms Army 

[CAA], formerly the 1st Donetsk People's Republic Army Corps [DNR AC]) seized Zelenivka (northwest 

of Vuhledar) via the south.[63] The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) claimed that Russian forces 

seized Hannivka (north of Vuhledar) as of December 17, although ISW assesses that Russian forces 

seized Hannivka as of December 5.[64] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces seized 

Kostayntynopolske (northwest of Vuhledar) and advanced north of Uspenivka and toward Ulakly and 

Kostyantynopil (all northwest of Vuhledar), but ISW has not observed confirmation of these claims.[65] 

Ukraine's Khortytsia Group of Forces stated on December 17 that Russian forces conducted a 

mechanized assault of an unspecified echelon on the southeastern outskirts of Kostyantynopolske.[66] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Vremivka - Marinka Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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Russian forces continued attacking north of Vuhledar near Uspenivka, Kostyantynopolske, and 

Trudove and northwest of Vuhledar near Sukhi Yaly, Hihant, Zelenivka, and Yantarne on December 16 

and 17.[67] Elements of the Russian 39th Motorized Rifle Brigade (68th AC, EMD) are operating near 

Veselyi Hai (north of Vuhledar).[68] 

 
 

Russian forces recently advanced in the Velyka Novosilka area amid continued offensive operations in 

the area on December 17. Mashovets stated that Russian forces advanced over Druzhby Street (the 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Donetsk Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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Makarivka-Neskuchne-Vremivka road) on the left (west) bank of the Mokryi Yaly River northwest of 

Makarivka (south of Velyka Novosilka).[69] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces advanced 

southeast of Novyi Komar (north of Velyka Novosilka) near the Maltabar gully, towards Neskuchne 

(south of Velyka Novosilka), towards other settlements south of Velyka Novosilka from Rivnopil 

(southwest of Velyka Novosilka), across the Kuchuhurnyi River between Storozheve and Makarivka 

(both south of Velyka Novosilka), north of Makarivka over a bridge crossing the Mokryi Yaly River, and 

into Velyka Novosilka from both the north and south.[70] ISW has not observed confirmation of these 

claims, however. Russian forces conducted offensive operations north of Velyka Novosilka near Novyi 

Komar; northeast of Velyka Novosilka near Rozdolne; south of Velyka Novosilka near Blahodatne, 

Neskuchne, Storozheve and Makarivka; southwest of Velyka Novosilka near Novodarivka; and west of 

Velyka Novosilka near Novosilka on December 16 and 17.[71] Mashovets stated that elements of the 

Russian 127th Motorized Rifle Division and the 60th Motorized Rifle Brigade (both of the 5th CAA, 

EMD) and the 5th Tank Brigade (36th CAA, EMD) cut off the remaining Ukrainian ground line of 

communication (GLOC) near Makarivka leading into Neskuchne and that elements of the Russian 37th 

Motorized Rifle Brigade (36th CAA, EMD) and 40th Naval Infantry Brigade (Pacific Fleet, EMD) are 

operating in the east and northeast of Velyka Novosilka.[72] Drone operators of the 57th Motorized 

Rifle Brigade (5th CAA, EMD) are reportedly operating in the Velyka Novosilka direction.[73] 

 

 

Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis (Russian objective: Maintain frontline 

positions and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 

Russian forces continued offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast near Novoandriivka 

(northwest of Robotyne) and Novodanylivka (north of Robotyne) on December 16 and 17 but did not 

advance.[74] A Russian milblogger claimed on December 17 that elements of the Russian 503rd Guards 

Motorized Rifle Regiment (19th Motorized Rifle Division, 58th Combined Arms Army [CAA], Southern 

Military District [SMD]) reportedly advanced north of Nesteryanka (northwest of Robotyne).[75] ISW 

has not observed visual confirmation of these claims, however. Ukraine's Southern Operational 

Command reported on December 17 that Russian forces are conducting reconnaissance missions, troop 

rotations, and replenishing reserves in the Orikhiv (north of Robotyne) and Hulyaipole (northeast of 

Robotyne) directions.[76] Russian milbloggers claimed on December 16 and 17 that Russian forces 

intensified offensive operations in the Orikhiv direction.[77] One milblogger claimed that the bulk of 

Russian forces in Zaporizhia Oblast have not yet engaged in offensive operations. Another Russian 

milblogger claimed on December 17, in contrast, that combat in Zaporizhia remains positional in nature 

with no significant changes.[78] 
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Russian forces continued ground attacks in the Dnipro direction in east (left) bank Kherson Oblast and 

on the islands of the Kherson River Delta on December 16 and 17, but there were no confirmed changes 

to the frontline.[79] A Russian milblogger claimed on December 17 that rain and low cloud cover has 

hampered Russian and Ukrainian drone operations in Kherson Oblast.[80] Drone operators of the 

Russian 61st Naval Infantry Brigade (Leningrad Military District [LMD], formerly Northern Fleet) 

reportedly continue to operate in the Kherson direction.[81] 

 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Zaporizhia Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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Two Russian oil tankers sank due to inclement weather off the coast of occupied Crimea near the Kerch 

Straight on December 15.[82] Kremlin newswire TASS reported on December 16 that satellite imagery 

shows fuel oil stains covering approximately 100 square kilometers near the Kerch Straight following 

the oil tanker incident.[83] TASS reported on December 17 that the Minister of Civil Defense and 

Emergencies for Krasnodar Krai, Sergei Shtrikov, declared a state of emergency in two municipalities 

in Krasnodar Krai following the oil spill.[84] 

 

 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kherson-Mykolaiv Battle Map Draft December 17%2C 2024.png
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Russian Air, Missile, and Drone Campaign (Russian Objective: Target Ukrainian military 

and civilian infrastructure in the rear and on the frontline) 

Russian forces conducted a limited series of drone strikes against Ukraine on the night of December 16 

to 17. The Ukrainian Air Force reported that Russian forces launched 31 Shahed and other drones at 

Ukraine from Bryansk and Oryol oblasts.[85] The Ukrainian Air Force reported that Ukrainian air 

defenses downed 20 drones over Poltava, Sumy, Kyiv, Zhytomyr and Cherkasy oblasts; that Ukrainian 

countermeasures caused 10 drones to become "lost" and fail to reach their targets; and that one drone 

remained in Ukrainian airspace. The Kyiv City Military Administration reported on December 17 that 

that falling debris from Russian drone strikes targeting Kyiv City caused minimal damage to civilian 

objects in the Solomyanskyi, Pecherskyi, and Dniprovskyi raions of Kyiv City.[86] 

 

 

Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts (Russian objective: Expand combat 

power without conducting general mobilization) 

The Kremlin is scaling up the intended effects of its "Time of Heroes" program, which aims to install 

Kremlin-selected veterans into government officials, by tasking Russian regional governments to create 

more localized analogues. A Kremlin-affiliated milblogger claimed that Tula Oblast established the 

"Hero 71" program in March 2024 in an effort to help Russian veterans to find jobs upon their return 

from the frontlines and that Lipetsk Oblast is launching the "People's Pride" (Gordost' Naroda) 

initiative, both of which are analogous to the "Time of Heroes" program.[87] The milblogger added that 

Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug is launching the "Heroes of Yugra" educational project in 2025 for 

Russian veterans, and that Samara Oblast had already held the first meeting of the "School of Heroes" 

program which supports returning veterans and their families. The milblogger noted that Ryazan 

Oblast similarly launched the "Heroes 62" program, which provides Russian veterans with civil service 

education. A Kremlin insider source noted that Moscow Oblast Governor Andrey Vorobyev has 

increasingly attempted to institutionalize the "Time of Heroes" program within Moscow Oblast power 

structures and recalled that Vorobyev even appointed the program's alumnus Kirill Losunchukov as 

Moscow Oblast's deputy minister of investment, industry, and science to retain favor with the 

Kremlin.[88] Vorobyev reported that efforts to appease the Kremlin by instituting and proliferating the 

"Time of Heroes" program in Moscow Oblast suggest that the Kremlin is pressuring and rewarding 

regional authorities who implement this program in a way that resembles ongoing regional volunteer 

recruitment drives. The rapid regional expansion of programs similar to the "Time of Heroes" initiative 

indicates that the Kremlin launched a coordinated effort across Russia that aims to prevent the 

destabilization of the regime, and that Russia is doubling down on the deep militarization of local, 

regional, and federal governments. 

The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) is increasingly tricking conscripts and civilians into signing 

military service contracts to fight in Ukraine in an effort to generate more assault forces. Radio Free 

Europe/ Radio Liberty's Tatar-Bashkir Service Idel Realii shared stories of several Russian conscripts 

whom Russian authorities coerced into signing military contracts or had their military contracts 

falsified.[89] Idel Realii reported that a Russian lieutenant killed a conscript, and relatives of the 

conscript claimed that he was killed after Russian recruiters unsuccessfully attempted to coerce the 

conscript into signing a military service contract. 

Moscow City is reportedly failing to meet its conscription quotas for the Fall 2024 conscription cycle, 

which may indicate that the Russian military still faces problems with draft dodging despite increasing 
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emphasis on military-patriotic education and adoption of stricter conscription measures. Moscow City 

Military Recruitment Head Maksim Loktev announced on December 17 that Moscow completed its 

conscription processes two weeks earlier than expected and claimed that Moscow fully met its 

conscription goals as a result of growing patriotic sentiment among Russian young men.[90] Russian 

lawyer of the "Movement of Conscious Objectors" Artem Klyga stated that conscription is ongoing in 

Moscow and that Moscow is unlikely to have met its quota of conscripting 8,000 men.[91] 

 

 

Russian Technological Adaptations (Russian objective: Introduce technological 

innovations to optimize systems for use in Ukraine)  

Russian state defense conglomerate Rostec presented a new modification of the "Depesha" tracked 

robot operated via fiber optic cable and claimed that the "Depesha" drone is resistant to electronic 

warfare (EW).[92] Rostec also presented the "Karakal" tracked drone, which can reportedly be used for 

equipment deliveries, reconnaissance, and artillery fire support.[93] 

 

 

Activities in Russian-occupied areas (Russian objective: Consolidate administrative 

control of annexed areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian 

sociocultural, economic, military, and governance systems) 

Russian video-streaming platform RuTube announced on December 16 that it will launch several 

projects and open new studios in occupied Ukraine—further extending Russian informational control 

over occupied areas.[94] RuTube told Kremlin newswire TASS that it sent representatives on a trip to 

occupied Ukraine in order to facilitate the media integration of these areas into the "single information 

space of Russia."[95] RuTube representatives met with local media representatives in occupied 

Luhansk City and Mariupol and reportedly signed a memorandum of cooperation with occupation 

administrators, installed RuTube servers in some areas, and are preparing to open studios to train 

milbloggers and news correspondents.[96] Russia is currently pursuing several projects to consolidate 

control over local media and the information space in occupied Ukraine—Russian federal censor 

Roskomnadzor registered over 105 local media outlets in occupied Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhia, and 

Kherson oblasts in summer 2023, and Russian occupation administrators have installed "Russkyi Mir" 

satellite dishes throughout occupied Ukraine in order to control access to Russian federal and regional 

television channels and entertainment programs.[97] 

 

 

Significant activity in Belarus (Russian efforts to increase its military presence in 

Belarus and further integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks) 

Belarusian Defense Minister Lieutenant General Viktor Khrenin met with Vietnamese President Luong 

Cuong on December 17 to discuss further efforts to strengthen bilateral military cooperation.[98] 

 

 

The Belarusian Central Election Commission registered Alexander Lukashenko as a presidential 

candidate on December 17 in the upcoming January 26, 2025, presidential election.[99] 
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Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly 

available information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western 

reporting and social media as well as commercially available satellite imagery and other 

geospatial data as the basis for these reports. References to all sources used are provided 

in the endnotes of each update. 
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