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Russian forces have likely abandoned the objective of completing a large-scale
encirclement of Ukrainian units from Donetsk City to Izyum in favor of completing the
seizure of Luhansk Oblast. Luhansk Oblast Administration Head Serhiy Haidai said that the
Russian military command likely understands that it will not be able to seize Donetsk Oblast but
believes that it has the capacity to reach the administrative borders of Luhansk Oblast. 1 His
observations are generally consistent with our analysis. The Russian military command will likely
prioritize the Battle of Severodonetsk going forward, with some efforts dedicated to disrupting
Ukrainian ground lines of communication (GLOCs) in eastern Donetsk Oblast. Russian forces are
continuing a coordinated effort to seize Severodonetsk from the north and the south, which would result
in a shallower encirclement of Ukrainian troops than originally expected. The failed Russian attempts
to cross the Siverskyi Donets River near Kreminna may shift Russian encirclement operations further
east, closer to Severodonetsk via Rubizhne, rather than conducting a wider encirclement along multiple
axes. Russian forces have also likely been scaling down advances to Slovyansk from Izyum, possibly due
to the slow pace of the offensive operation there.
Russian forces have likely run out of combat-ready reservists, forcing the Russian
military command to amalgamate soldiers from many different elements, including
private military companies and proxy militias, into ostensibly regular army units and
naval infantry. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that approximately 2,500 Russian reservists
are training in Belgorod, Voronezh, and Rostov oblasts to reinforce Russian offensive operations in
Ukraine. That number of reservists is unlikely to generate enough force to replenish Russian units that
have reportedly lost up to 20 percent of staffing in some areas—to say nothing of the battalion tactical
group that was largely destroyed recently while attempting to cross the Siverskyi Donets River.2 The
Ukrainian Military Intelligence Directorate stated that Russian forces are conducting covert
mobilization and creating new units with newly mobilized personnel who likely have insufficient
training to be effective and little motivation to fight.3 Russian forces also deployed new conscripts from
occupied settlements in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to maintain an offensive around Kharkiv City,
likely due to the lack of Russian reserves.4
Russian private military companies are reportedly forming combined units with airborne elements due
to significant losses in manpower.5 Denaturing elite airborne units with mercenaries is shocking, and
would be the clearest indication yet that Russia has exhausted its available combat-ready manpower
reserves. The Russian 810th Guards Naval Infantry Brigade is reportedly receiving personnel from
other Black Sea Fleet units, including navy ship crewmembers.6 Newly formed or regrouped units are
unlikely to be effective in combat.
Russian forces are likely fortifying occupied settlements in southern Ukraine, indicating
that the Russians are seeking to establish permanent control in the region. Ukrainian
officials reported that Russian forces began digging trenches and building concrete revetments in
unspecified areas of Mykolaiv and Kherson Oblast, near Melitopol, and in western Zaporizhia Oblast. 7
Key Takeaways
• Russian forces will likely prioritize winning the Battle of Severodonetsk over
reaching the administrative borders of Donetsk Oblast.
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Russian forces did not advance in the Slovyansk direction due to unsuccessful
offensive operations in the Izyum area. Ukrainian aviation continues to operate
north and east of Izyum.
Russian forces continued to launch artillery, air, and naval assaults on the Azovstal
Steel Plant, but Mariupol defenders maintained their positions.
Russian forces are fortifying occupied settlements along the southern axis,
indicative of Russian objectives for permanent control of the area.
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because those activities are wellcovered 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 population and specifically on
combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian violations of the
laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even though we do not
describe them in these reports.
ISW has updated its assessment of the four primary efforts Russian forces are engaged
in at this time. We have stopped coverage of supporting effort 4, ”Sumy and northeastern
Ukraine,” because it is no longer an active effort.
• Main effort—Eastern Ukraine (comprised of one subordinate and three supporting efforts);
• Subordinate main effort—Encirclement of Ukrainian troops in the cauldron between Izyum and
Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts
• Supporting effort 1—Mariupol;
• Supporting effort 2—Kharkiv City;
• Supporting effort 3—Southern axis.
Main effort—Eastern Ukraine
Subordinate Main Effort—Southern Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk Oblasts (Russian
objective: Encircle Ukrainian forces in eastern Ukraine and capture the entirety of
Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas)
Russian forces conducted unsuccessful ground assaults in the direction of Slovyansk on May 15. The
Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces launched an offensive on Dovhenke and
Bogorodychne, approximately 18 and 25 km south of Izyum, respectively.8 Pro-Russian Telegram
channels claimed that Russian forces entered Dovhenke on May 14, but we assess that they were likely
unable to secure the settlement due to heavy fighting.9
Ukrainian aviation continues to operate over Russian-controlled settlements near Izyum. Ukrainian
artillery struck Russian armor and positions approximately 65 km north of Izyum with support from
Ukrainian drones.10 The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces suffered losses and
retreated from an occupied settlement east of Izyum, likely due to a Ukrainian airstrike. 11 Social media
also observed Ukrainian fixed-wing aircraft striking the Russian salient in the Izyum area.12
Russian forces made minor territorial advances toward Severodonetsk and are likely committing to a
shallower encirclement of Ukrainian troops in Luhansk Oblast in place of the more ambitious
encirclements that might have given them control over all or most of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts.
Luhansk Oblast Administration Head Serhiy Haidai reported that Russian forces engaged in battles in
settlements approximately 4 km northeast and 5 km southwest of Severodonetsk on May 15.13 Haidai
said that the Russian command likely scaled back its objective of reaching the Donetsk Oblast
administrative borders to focus on Luhansk Oblast. Haidai said that the Russians are committing
additional forces to their northern and southern drives toward Severodonetsk in Luhansk Oblast.14 He
added that the Russian command also continued its efforts to seize the Lysychansk-Bahmut highway
to surround Ukrainian units in Rubizhne, Severodonentsk, and Lysychansk, all in Luhansk Oblast.15
Commentary on pro-Russian Telegram channels and observed ground offensives northeast of Popasna
suggest that Russian forces will try to advance to Lysychansk via the T1303 highway. 16 Failed Russian
attempts to cross Siverskyi Donets River from Kreminna likely further undermined Russian large-scale
encirclement efforts.17
4

Institute for the Study of War & AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2022

Russian forces continue their efforts to reach Zaporizhia City and Slovyansk from Donetsk Oblast. The
Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted an unsuccessful assault southwest of
Donetsk City, likely to secure the N15 highway to Zaporizhia City.18 Russian forces conducted an
unsuccessful attack on Avdiivka from the west.19 Pro-Russian Telegram channels claimed that units of
the Donetsk People’s Republic advanced in the eastern Avdiivka area.20 Pro-Russian Telegram channels
characterized Russian efforts in western Donetsk Oblast as “methodological and unhurried
encirclement” of Ukrainian units in Donbas that will reunite with Russian forces in Izyum. 21 Russian
forces are unlikely to succeed in such large-scale encirclement operations due to the evidently limited
availability of effective Russian combat power, stiff Ukrainian resistance, and Russian prioritization of
the Severodonetsk offensive operation. Ukrainian forces destroyed the dam at the Mironovskyi
reservoir, 5 km north of Svitlodarsk, on May 14 to cause flooding that will likely slow down Russian
advances to the north.22
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Supporting Effort #1—Mariupol (Russian objective: Capture Mariupol and reduce the
Ukrainian defenders)
Russian forces conducted artillery, air, and naval strikes on the remaining Ukrainian defenders in the
Azovstal Steel Plant on May 15.23 Ukrainian officials said that Russian forces fired incendiary munitions
with thermite layers at Azovstal on May 14.24 Families of the Mariupol defenders said that Ukrainian
servicemen barely leave shelter at Azovstal and then only to procure food and water. 25
Mariupol Mayor Advisor Petro Andryushenko reported that a column of over 500 vehicles evacuated
from Mariupol to Zaporizhia City on May 15.26 Andryushenko added that Russian forces did not fix
access to water or electricity for Mariupol residents and focused on strengthening occupation authority
in the city.27
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Supporting Effort #2—Kharkiv City (Russian objective: Withdraw forces to the north and
defend ground lines of communication (GLOCs) to Izyum)
The Ukrainian counteroffensive continued to push Russian forces from northeastern Kharkiv City
toward the Russian state border on May 15.28 Kharkiv Oblast Administration Head Oleg Synegubov
reported that Russian forces fired on Ukrainian positions northeast of Kharkiv, likely in an attempt to
defend Russian ground lines of communications in Vovchansk, approximately 60 km from Kharkiv
City.29 The Ukrainian General Staff noted that the Russian command had committed newly mobilized
units from occupied Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to the Kharkiv City axis—further evidence of the
inadequacy of Russia’s available reserves.30
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Supporting Effort #3—Southern Axis (Objective: Defend Kherson against Ukrainian
counterattacks)
Russian forces continued to fortify their positions in southern Ukraine and did not conduct active
offensive operations on May 15. The Zaporizhia Military Administration reported that Russian forces
dug trenches in southern Melitopol along the Molochna River and in villages 30 km south of the city.31
ISW previously reported that Russian forces reportedly also created trenches 35 km east of the Kherson
Oblast border.32 The Ukrainian General Staff noted that Russian forces are also creating reinforced
concrete structures in Mykolaiv and Kherson Oblasts.33 Russian trenches and concrete shelters are
indicators that Russian forces seek to establish and defend permanent control over the occupied areas.
Russian forces are also attempting to restart operations at an auto parts plant in Zaporizhia Oblast in
an effort to start military production in the region.34
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Immediate Items to Watch
• Russian forces will likely complete their withdrawal from the vicinity of Kharkiv City but will likely
attempt to hold a line west of Vovchansk to defend their GLOCs from Belgorod to Izyum. It is unclear
if they will succeed.
• The Russians will continue efforts to encircle Severodonetsk and Lysychansk at least from the south,
possibly by focusing on cutting off the last highway connecting Severodonetsk and Lysychansk with
the rest of Ukraine.
• A Ukrainian counteroffensive around Izyum will likely begin soon.
• The Battle of Mariupol will, apparently and surprisingly, continue.
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