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Conflict Update # 75 

May 30th, 2022 

Conflict Assessment 

Key Takeaways 

Russian forces continued to 

incrementally capture areas of 

Severodonetsk but have not yet fully 

encircled the city.  

Russian forces focused on regrouping 
near Izyum to renew offensives towards 

Slovyansk and Barvinkove and conducted 

only minor, unsuccessful, attacks, and are 

making incremental advances towards 

Slovyansk, seeking to assault the city itself in 

the coming weeks, but are unlikely to achieve 

decisive gains. 

Russian forces in Kharkiv continue to 

focus efforts on preventing a Ukrainian 

counteroffensive from reaching the 

international border between Kharkiv and 

Belgorod, and Ukrainian forces have not 

conducted any significant operations in the 

area in recent days. 

The limited Ukrainian counterattack in 

northern Kherson Oblast did not take any 

further ground in the last 48 hours but has 

disrupted Russian operations, who launched 

several unsuccessful attacks against the 

Ukrainian bridgehead on the east bank of the 

Inhulets River. 

Subordinate Main Effort—Southern 

Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk Oblasts - 

Russian forces focused on regrouping near 

Izyum to renew offensives towards Slovyansk and Barvinkove on May 30 and conducted only minor, unsuccessful, 

attacks, and reportedly conducted an unsuccessful assault on Kurulka, about 30 kilometers south of Izyum. The Ukrainian 

General Staff (UGS) noted that Russian forces deployed a squadron of Ka-52 helicopters to the area to provide air defense, 

and reported Russian troops have moved over 250 units of (unspecified) weaponry and equipment to the area to 

replenish their force grouping around Izyum. UGS also reported that enemy forces have rebuilt a railway bridge near 

Kupyansk to facilitate the movement of troops and equipment in the area. 
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The ongoing replenishment of troops in the Izyum area and 

persistent attempts to advance to the southeast indicates 

Russian forces are likely reprioritizing attempts to advance 

towards Slovyansk, though they are increasingly 

attempting to simultaneously advance from two directions 

- southeast from Izyum and west from Lyman. Donetsk 

People’s Republic (DNR) troops claimed to capture Staryi 

Karavan and Dibrova, both between Lyman and Slovyansk, 

on May 30.  

Russian Telegram channels additionally reported fighting in 

Raihorodok, 6 kilometers northeast of Slovyansk, with  

Russian forces making incremental advances towards 

Slovyansk, seeking to assault the city itself in coming weeks. 

However, their advances remain limited and are unlikely to 

increase in pace in the near term, particularly as they 

continue to prioritize assaults on Severodonetsk at the cost 

of other lines of effort. 

Their forces continued ground assaults in and around 

Severodonetsk on May 30, and reportedly control the 

northeast and southeast outskirts of the city and are 

continuing to gain ground within the city. Ukrainian and 

Russian sources reported ongoing fighting to the south of 

Severodonetsk in Toshkivka, Ustynivka, Voronove, Borivske, 

and Metolkine, as Russian forces continue efforts to 

complete the encirclement of Severodonetsk from the 

south. Russian forces are reportedly transferring large 

quantities of personnel and equipment to the area to 

strengthen operations against Severodonetsk. A Russian 

Telegram channel claimed that Russian forces control the 

entire southern bank of the Siverskyi Donets River, except 

for the part of the river than runs through Severodonetsk. 

ISW cannot independently confirm this claim, though it is 

consistent with previous reporting on persistent, 

incremental Russian advances in and around the 

Severodonetsk-Lysychansk area. 

Russian forces continued assault operations to the east of 

Bakhmut with the intention of severing Ukrainian ground 

lines of communication (GLOCs) northeast of Bakhmut. UGS 

reported that Russian forces are fighting in Komyshuvakha, Novoluhanske, and Berestov, all settlements ranging from 
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the northeast to southeast of Bakhmut, and they will likely continue to focus on pushing towards GLOCS northeast of 

Bakhmut and are unlikely to attempt to capture the city itself. 

Supporting Effort #1—Kharkiv City - Russian forces fired on Ukrainian positions north of Kharkiv City and did not 

make any confirmed advances on May 30, also conducting MLRS and artillery strikes against Odnorobivka, Udy, Ruski 

Tyshky, Cherkasy Tyshky, Ruska Lozova, Pitomnyk, Borshchova, Peremoha, Tsyrkuny, Shestakove, and the Kyivskyi District 

of Kharkiv City. UGS stated that the goal of these artillery attacks is to deter further Ukrainian advances towards the 

international border. 

Supporting Effort #2—Southern Axis - 

Russian forces focused on recapturing 

positions taken by previous Ukrainian 

counterattacks and shelling forward targets 

to prevent further Ukrainian 

counteroffensive actions on May 30. UGS and 

Southern Operational Command both 

reported that Russian troops are replenishing 

equipment and regrouping forces in Kherson 

Oblast to strengthen their existing defensive 

lines against Ukrainian gains made during 

limited Ukrainian counteroffensives on May 

28.  

Russian Telegram channels provided further 

confirmation of limited and localized 

Ukrainian gains in Kherson and stated that 

they are fighting to dislodge a Ukrainian 

bridgehead on the left bank (east side) of the 

Inhulets River, as ISW assessed on May 29. 

Ukrainian forces have not made any 

confirmed advances since May 28, and the 

Ukrainian counteroffensive in northern 

Kherson Oblast is likely a localized operation 

to disrupt Russian frontline positions, rather 

than a wider counteroffensive to recapture 

large areas of terrain. 

Russian forces conducted artillery strikes 

against Kherson, Dnipropetrovsk, Mykolaiv, 

and Dnipropetrovsk Oblasts and a missile 

strike against a previously-destroyed bridge in Odesa. These sporadic strikes are unlikely to significantly disrupt Ukrainian 

logistics.  

The Ukrainian Resistance Center reported that an unidentified partisan detonated an IED in Melitopol near the residence 

of the Russian-appointed Mayor of Zaporizhia Eugene Balitsky. Partisan activity in occupied territories likely continues to 

disrupt Russian administrative activities in these areas. 

Activity in Russian-occupied areas - Russian occupation forces continued efforts to exert bureaucratic control in 

occupied areas but did not make any significant changes on May 30. 
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Mounting casualties among Russian junior officers will further degrade Russian morale and command and control 

capabilities. The UK Ministry of Defense stated that Russian forces have suffered devastating losses amongst mid and 

junior ranking officers, reporting that battalion and brigade level officers continue to deploy forwards and into harm's 

way—rather than commanding from rear areas and delegating to lower-ranking officers—due to senior Russian officers 

holding them to an “uncompromising level of responsibility” for their units.  

The British Defense Ministry further reported that junior officers are in charge of low-level tactical operations due to a 

lack of professionalism and modernization within the Russian Armed Forces and that the continued losses of these junior 

officers will complicate command and control efforts, particularly in Battalion Tactical Groups (BTGs) cobbled together 

from the survivors of multiple other units.  

ISW previously assessed that continued demoralization and poor command and control among Russian forces could 

present Ukrainian forces opportunities to conduct prudent counteroffensives, particularly as the Russian military 

continues to pour resources into the battle of Severodonetsk at the cost of other lines of effort. 

Domestic dissent within Russian military circles, claiming that the Kremlin is not doing enough to win the war, 

continues to grow. Former Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) officer Igor Girkin (also known as Strelkov) condemned 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s statements about the priority of the “special operation” in Ukraine being the 

liberation of the Donbas.  

Girkin claimed that the Kremlin has forgone the ideological underpinnings of the conflict by focusing the conflict on the 

Donbas, rather than the entirety of Ukraine. He complained that Kremlin officials are no longer questioning the legitimacy 

of the existence of Ukraine and that the concepts of “denazification” and “demilitarization” have been forgotten, accusing 

the Kremlin of appeasement policies and stated that the threat of defeat continues to grow. His dissent is emblematic of 

continued shifts within circles of Russian military enthusiasts and ex-servicemen.  

As ISW has previously reported, the Kremlin has repeatedly revised its objectives for the war in Ukraine downwards due 

to battlefield failures and is increasingly facing discontent not from Russians opposed to the war as a whole, but military 

and nationalist figures angry at Russian losses and frustrated with shifting Kremlin framing of the war.  

Russian officials are increasingly unable to employ the same ideological justifications for the invasion in the face of clear 

setbacks, and a lack of concrete military gains within Ukraine will continue to foment domestic dissatisfaction with the 

war. 

Russian Soldiers Refuse to Fight Due to Shrinking Paychecks - Some Russian soldiers who fought in Ukraine are 

refusing to return and fight due to lower paychecks, according to a report from the Russian news outlet 

Caucasus.Realities. 

Members of the Russian Guard from Krasnodar, a city in Russia, have filed reports refusing to be sent back to Ukraine. 

According to a source from the Federal Troops of the National Guard, several of the soldiers cited dissatisfaction with the 

amount they were paid during their time in Ukraine from February to April as the reason for refusing to fight, 

Caucasus.Realities reported. 

The source explained in the report that part of the reason paychecks were shrinking was due to the growing exchange 

rate of the ruble, Russia's currency. 

"Just the other day, a payment for the second month of being there came. And if for the first month they paid 100 

thousand, now it's 50. The command explained this by the fall in the dollar exchange rate—the payment is calculated 

from about 50 dollars per day of stay, but is made in rubles at the Russian exchange rate," the source said. 
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Russian troops push further into Sievierodonetsk, leaving city ‘completely ruined’ - Russian troops pushed 

farther into a key eastern Ukrainian city and fought street by street with Kyiv’s forces Monday in a battle the mayor said 

has left the city “completely ruined” and driven tends of thousands from their homes. 

 Military analysts painted the battle as part of a race against time for the Kremlin, which they said wants to complete its 

capture of the industrial Donbas region before more Western arms arrive to bolster Ukraine’s defenses. Weapons from 

the West have already helped Kyiv’s forces thwart a Russian advance on the capital in the early weeks of the war. That 

failure forced Moscow to withdraw, regroup, and pursue a more limited objective of seizing the Donbas, where Moscow-

backed separatists already held swaths of territory and have been fighting Ukrainian troops for eight years. 

The Ukrainian military said Russian forces reinforced their positions on the northeastern and southeastern outskirts of 

Sievierodonetsk, 145 kilometers (90 miles) south of the Russian border in an area that is the last pocket of Ukrainian 

government control in Luhansk province. 

The Russian advance in Sievierodonetsk and Lysychansk is part of an all-out push — executed without regard for 

personnel and equipment losses, said Ukrainian military analyst Oleh Zhdanov. 

“There is an impression that Russia has set the goal to seize Donbas at any cost,” said Zhdanov. “The Kremlin has reckoned 

that it can’t afford to waste time and should use the last chance to extend the separatist-controlled territory because the 

arrival of Western weapons in Ukraine could make it impossible.” 

Capture of Severodonetsk in the Luhansk region of Ukraine will not bring Russia any significant military or economic 

benefits, but will allow Russia to announce that it has completely occupied the Luhansk region, the US Institute for War 

Research (ISW) estimated. Severodonetsk itself is important at this stage of the war mainly because it is the last significant 

population center in the Luhansk region, which is not controlled by the Russians. Its conquest will slowly announce full 

occupation of the region in Moscow, but it will not give Russia any other military or economic benefits" - writes ISW. The 

institute emphasizes that Russian forces are destroying the city during the attack, so when they capture it, they will 

control the ruins. 

Russian navy conducts test on hypersonic Zircon missile - The Russian navy on Saturday conducted another test 

of a prospective hypersonic missile, a 

demonstration of the military’s long-range 

strike capability amid the fighting in Ukraine. 

The Defense Ministry said the Admiral 

Gorshkov frigate of the Northern Fleet in the 

White Sea launched the Zircon cruise missile in 

the Barents Sea, successfully hitting a practice 

target in the White Sea about 1,000 kilometers 

(540 nautical miles) away. 

The launch was the latest in a series of tests of 

Zircon, which is set to enter service later this 

year. Putin Putin has said that Zircon is capable 

of flying at nine times the speed of sound and has a range of 1,000 kilometers (620 miles). Putin has emphasized that its 

deployment will significantly boost the capability of Russia’s military. 

Zircon is intended to arm Russian cruisers, frigates and submarines and could be used against both enemy ships and 

ground targets. It is one of several hypersonic missiles under development in Russia. 



 

6 
 

Kyiv's victory in the Ukrainian conflict "is not certain. It probably isn’t likely. It might not even be possible". Doug 

Bandow, former special assistant to the 40th US President Ronald Reagan, wrote in the American Conservative magazine. 

As Bandow noted, the current US administration overestimates the capabilities of the Kyiv regime in its opposition to the 

special operation of the Russian Armed Forces to denazify Ukraine. “Pouring money and arms into an extended conflict 

in Ukraine is dangerous as well as costly. Using Ukraine to fight a proxy war against Moscow risks Russian retaliation, 

especially when allied support is deadly and overt, even ostentatious” he wrote. In addition, the former Reagan aide 

noted that in the current situation, as he believes, the American authorities need to get Kyiv to resolve the current 

situation through diplomacy. “Given the uncertainty, the U.S. should push for negotiations, offering support to Kiev to 

make peace, and providing sanctions relief to Moscow if it does the same” Bandow concluded. 

Soldiers downing arms - In the past two weeks, thousands of soldiers from self-proclaimed Moscow-controlled so-

called The Donetsk and Luhansk People's Republics have laid down their arms and refused to fight against Ukraine, 

informed the Ukrainian human rights spokeswoman Ludmyla Denisova. As she added, there are even incidents with the 

use of weapons."On the territory of the so-called people's republics there are mass revolts of men who are forcibly 

conscripted into the Russian army. These people do not want to become" cannon fodder." Therefore, protests of 

conscripts and their wives against the local" authorities "are organized," Denisova wrote. 

Ukraine Mounts Counter-Offensive in Russia-Held Kherson, While Moscow Focuses on East - Ukraine 

mounted a new counteroffensive Sunday to reclaim land around the southern port city of Kherson. Russian forces shelled 

targets in eastern Ukraine in an attempt to capture Sievierodonetsk, the last Ukrainian-controlled city in the Luhansk 

region. 

Kherson has served as a staging ground for Russian forces in southern Ukraine, the first major city to fall to Moscow's 

forces as they swept north out of Crimea more than three months ago. 

But Sunday, the Ukrainian military said on Twitter, "Hold on Kherson, we're coming." 

Meanwhile, Sievierodonetsk was a main focus of Moscow's offensive, and is now under heavy assault. The governor of 

the Luhansk region, which along with Donetsk makes up the Donbas region, said Friday that Russian troops have entered 

Sievierodonetsk. 

"If Russia did succeed in taking over these areas, it would highly likely be seen by the Kremlin as a substantive political 

achievement and be portrayed to the Russian people as justifying the invasion," the British Defense Ministry said 

Saturday. 

'We'll keep invading until we reach Stonehenge!': Putin's top cheerleader makes fresh threat to UK in TV rant 

and takes aim at Liz Truss for 'fighting the war.' 

Vladimir Putin's top TV propagandist has threatened that Moscow will only stop its military push when its forces reach 

Stonehenge. 

The outrageous comment came during the weekly show of firebrand television anchorman Vladimir Solovyov - aka 

'Putin's Voice' - who has previously threatened to use nuclear Zircon missiles to bomb Britain back to the Stone Age. 

In a new threat he told a Ukrainian pundit, who asked when Russia will stop its onslaught in the Donbas, that Russia's 

forces may go as far as the prehistoric monument in Wiltshire because '(British foreign secretary) Liz Truss says she's the 

one fighting the war'. 

'Well, when we have to stop, then we will,' he said. 'Where will we stop? As I was saying today, maybe Stonehenge. 

'Liz Truss says she's the one fighting the war.' 
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Impacts 

As Russia runs out of tanks, will China’s military take a hit? - Russia is struggling to replace frontline military 

equipment lost in its war in Ukraine, but China, its second-biggest arms buyer, has reduced dependency in recent years. 

Russia has lost thousands of tanks, 

aircraft and weapons in its invasion of 

Ukraine. Abandoned Russian vehicles 

have shown them to be heavily 

reliant on components made by other 

countries – many of them sanctioning 

Russia – raising questions as to 

whether Moscow has the funds and 

parts to sustain the war. 

It has now pulled decades-old T-62M 

tanks from storage for new battalions 

to be sent to Ukraine, the General 

Staff of the Ukrainian Armed Forces 

said in a daily update last week. The 

tanks, which entered Soviet service in 

1983, were also photographed 

loaded on trains at a location verified 

to be the railway station of Russian-controlled Melitopol in southeastern Ukraine. 

But while Russia is facing difficulties in replacing frontline military equipment and producing new arms, it may not have 

much of a knock-on effect on its second-largest weapons buyer: China. Analysts say the growing autarky of China’s 

military-industrial complex has minimized any impact of the Ukraine war on Chinese arms production.  

China had imported mainly jet propulsion systems and surface-to-air missiles from Russia, but it has been actively 

developing its own versions of imports, said Richard Bitzinger, a visiting senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of 

International Studies at Singapore’s Nanyang Technological University. 

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, China bought destroyers, Kilo-class attack submarines and Ilyushin Il-76 transport 

aircraft, he said. 

“But in every one of these cases, the Chinese have started to develop Chinese counterparts, Chinese competitors, and 

then essentially and slowly been reducing their dependencies,” Bitzinger said. 

 “The last place they have any dependencies is in jet engines and maybe some missile systems. That’s gonna start going 

away, too.” 

Russia was the world’s second-largest arms exporter from 2017 to 2021, and China was its second-biggest buyer behind 

India, according to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute’s arms transfer database. 

The quality of products coming out of China’s domestic arms industry has improved, partly thanks to the reverse-

engineering of US and Russian equipment, according to a 2021 report from the US-based Rand Corporation. Chinese 

firms would study foreign equipment, on which they would base the development of their own version. 

China’s Shenyang WS-18 turbofan engine, for example, was reverse-engineered from the Soloviev D-30KP-2, originating 

from a 1960s Soviet design, imported from Russia. The Russian engines were fitted on Chinese-made Y-20 transporters 
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and H-6K bombers, according to China Military Online, the People’s Liberation Army’s news website, highlighting the 

early difficulties of Chinese-made engines to provide enough range. 

The Russian engines were later phased out in favour of China’s WS-18 and WS-20. 

Bitzinger said China had been working for a quarter of a century to reduce its dependence on Russian arms, especially 

subsystems, but it would also have to buy spare parts to maintain Russian arms still in its inventory. Russian arms tended 

not to last long because the Soviet Union and Russia aimed at making arms cheaply but in large quantities. 

Russians feel little economic pain now, long-term outlook darkens - For Oleg Kechin, owner of a chain of 

barbershops, forecasts that Russia will be plunged into its deepest economic crisis in a generation feel overdone. 

U.S. President Joe Biden may have promised that Western sanctions would wreak economic havoc in Russia, but Kechin's 

business is still drawing in customers in the town of Saransk, which lies 510 km (320 miles) southeast of Moscow. 

"There's no deep crisis. In general, everything's fine," he said. "Everyone's talking about a decrease in purchasing power, 

but I haven't noticed it." 

Yet, such confidence may not be well placed, if some indicators are to be believed. Trade with the outside world has 

plunged, consumers are reluctant to spend and rising prices on basic items are starting to squeeze household budgets. 

Russian officials insist the economy is holding up. The central bank slashed interest rates by three percentage points to 

11% last Thursday and expects to cut its forecast for inflation for this year from the current prediction of 18-23%. 

Under capital controls and orders that exporters sell half their hard currency earnings, the ruble has rallied and, at about 

66 to the U.S. dollar, is stronger than before Russia sent its armed forces into Ukraine on Feb. 24.  

Putin, who has welcomed the departure of foreign firms which have sold up or just dumped Russian assets, said Russia 

could not be isolated from global trade. 

But not everyone is convinced the economy will escape unscathed. Roman, a 25-year-old in Moscow, who asked not to 

be identified by his full name, said middle class life was not "drastically different" than before but he saw worrying signs. 

"One thing that bothers me... is constant price rises for everyday goods and even vegetables. That signals the worst is yet 

to come." he said. "The situation with the labour market in my sphere doesn't make me very optimistic either." 

'DEMAND CRISIS' 

Some indicators justify his concerns. VAT receipts, which reflect consumer spending, fell 54% in April year on year, the 

Kommersant daily said, citing preliminary finance ministry data. 

Economy Minister Maxim Reshetnikov said last Friday there was a "demand crisis" in business and consumer spending. 

Russia has stopped publishing most data on financial flows, but figures compiled by the Bank of Finland based on local 

customs data show imports have plunged - and not just from the West. 

Chinese exports to Russia were down by a quarter in April and shipments from Vietnam, South Korea, Malaysia and 

Taiwan more than halved, the bank said. 

The economy minister said manufacturers were re-establishing supply chains broken by sanctions and said 2,000 

"backbone companies" could access preferential lending programs.  

But inflation is still at its highest in two decades at more than 17%. That means a 10% hike in pensions and the minimum 

wage announced by Putin still leaves many facing a cut in household incomes in real terms. 
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Rising prices may not be Russia's biggest problem. The strong ruble has already brought down weekly inflation sharply, 

but it won't fend off a broader threat to economic output from Russia's increasing isolation. 

Reshetnikov said there were "fears that we could break into a deflationary spiral, when a reduction in money in the 

economy leads to a reduction in production, lower prices, and so on." 

Meanwhile, financing a military campaign in Ukraine will put pressure on the budget. Finance Minister Anton Siluanov 

said on Friday that Moscow required "huge financial resources" for what Moscow calls its "special military operation". 

Putin 

Putin ‘given three years to live’ and ‘is losing his eyesight due to illness’ spy claims - Putin has been given 

just three years to live by doctors, it’s claimed. A growing number of unconfirmed reports allege the 69-year-old president 

has cancer and that his health is deteriorating quickly. 

And now an FSB officer has claimed Putin “has no more than two to three years to stay alive,” adding the Russian 

president has “a severe form of rapidly progressing cancer.” 

Messages said to be from the unidentified Russian spy to FSB defector Boris Karpichkov also say Putin is losing his sight 

and suffering from headaches. 

“We are told he is suffering from headaches and when he appears on TV he needs pieces of paper with everything written 

in huge letters to read what he’s going to say,” the Russian officer told the Sunday Mirror. 

“They are so big each page can only hold a couple of sentences. His eyesight is seriously worsening.” 

The spy added that Putin’s limbs are “now also shaking uncontrollably.” 

Sanctions 

EU agrees to ban export of Russian oil to the bloc - The bloc has overcome objections to a long-stalled plan to 

impose an oil embargo on Russia. Earlier, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy addressed the summit, asking leaders 

to end "quarrels" and pass sanctions. 

The 27 EU members agreed a new sanctions package late today, covering more than two-thirds of Russian oil imports to 

the bloc, European Council President Charles Michel announced. 

Michel said on Twitter the arrangement covers more than two-thirds of oil imports from Russia, "cutting a huge source 

of financing for its war machine. Maximum pressure on Russia to end the war." 

Leaders of the 27 EU member states today met for a two-day summit in Brussels with the aim of sealing an agreement 

on finally imposing an embargo on Russian oil likely to top the agenda. 

Ukrainian President Zelenskyy, who has repeatedly called on the EU to halt all fossil fuel imports from Russia, addressed 

the summit by video link. 

Hungary is leading the members in opposition, including Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Bulgaria, who say they cannot 

halt imports. One solution that has been floated is to impose sanctions only on oil transported by ships and leave the 

Druzhba pipeline that feeds Slovakia and Hungary untouched. 

Hungarian Prime Minister Orban called this a "good approach" but insisted that Hungary "has to have the right to get 

Russian oil from other sources" in case "something happens to the pipeline carrying Russian oil." This is "something that 

the Ukrainians and others have spoken about," the right-wing nationalist leader said. 
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Containment 

Poland gives 18 howitzers to 

Ukraine - Poland has given 

Ukraine 18 AHS Krab self-

propelled howitzers, Polish public 

radio reported on Sunday citing a 

government source, as Kyiv seeks 

to repel an intense Russian assault 

in the Donbas region in the east.  

Faced with heavy shelling in its 

eastern provinces, Ukraine has 

called on the West to provide it 

with more longer-range weapons 

in order to turn the tide in the war. The AHS Krab has a maximum firing range of 40 kilometres. 

Here’s How Ex-U.S. Special Forces Are Training Civilians to Crush Putin’s Army - It’s called the Self-Defense 

Training Center (SDTC), which sounds like the name of a generic martial arts dojo in a suburban strip mall. But don’t be 

fooled by the handle. The SDTC is in fact a Ukrainian NGO committed to a cause as noble as it is bad-ass. 

The SDTC is based in the western city of Lviv, which became Ukraine’s shadow capital last February as certain government 

offices, international consulates, and media outlets fled Kyiv ahead of advancing Russian forces. 

As civilians across the country took up arms and braced themselves to defend their homeland, a handful of American 

veterans traveled to Ukraine on their own dime in order to train these everyday men and women for combat. 

“Everybody there who’s training is a volunteer,” said Adrian Bonenberger, one of the original trainers in the SDTC 

program, which he helped kick off in early March. “The whole point is to give people training based in democratic and 

egalitarian principles as expressed by Western militaries for small-unit leadership,” said Bonenberger, a former Army 

captain who twice deployed to Afghanistan. 

Bonenberger told The Daily Beast that the tactics being taught to the SDTC cadets “depends on a different type of 

leadership than you see in Soviet-style armies, which tend to revolve around authority and an officer.” By contrast, 

Bonenberger said, in the Western military tradition “your authority derives from your competence.” 

Bonenberger, who rotated home to New York City after a few weeks in Lviv, said that the Western style has practical 

advantages for the battlefield: “You get a much better fighting unit that way. [A] unit where people like each other, 

depend on each other, and trust their leadership.” 

Former Army Ranger Dan Blakeley, who arrived in Lviv shortly after Bonenberger shipped out, told The Daily Beast that 

the standard course lasts between two to four weeks, and that the SDTC’s mission statement was rooted in “teaching 

basic defensive tactics, first aid, and leadership” to the cadets. 

“All cadets are civilian volunteers, and of those who join the program, many have never held a gun. So we start with the 

basics [of] weapon handling, marksmanship, tactical combat casualty care, battle drills, verbal and non-verbal 

communications,” as well as hand-to-hand and urban combat techniques. 
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Can naval convoys lift the blockade on Ukraine grain? - Lithuania proposed a naval coalition of the willing to lift 

Russia's blockade on Ukraine grain. Is this practical? 

Three months into Russia's war in Ukraine, the Kremlin's blockade of Ukraine's Black Sea ports continues, heightening 

fears of a global food crisis. 

Ukraine is the fifth largest exporter of wheat in the world and earlier this month, the UN's World Food Programme 

Executive Director David Beasley warned that millions of people around the world would die with Ukrainian ports being 

blocked. 

The Black Sea is bordered by Ukraine in the north, Russia and Georgia in the east, Turkey in the south, and Bulgaria and 

Romania in the west. 

While Ukraine has secured some notable maritime successes since Russia began its war against Ukraine in February 2022, 

the Kremlin continues to remain more powerful in the northern Black Sea and has blocked Ukrainian ports. 

According to news agency Reuters, Russian deputy foreign minister Andrei Rudenko said in negotiations between Turkey, 

Ukraine and Russia last Wednesday that Moscow was ready to provide a corridor for ships carrying food — but only in 

return for the lifting of some Western sanctions. 

As world leaders ponder over solutions to lift the Russian blockade in the Black Sea, Lithuania's Foreign Minister 

Gabrielius Landsbergis proposed to create a naval mission involving a "coalition of the willing," which would protect 

Ukrainian ships from Russian missiles and in turn enable the export of Ukrainian grains across the Black Sea. 

"In this endeavor military ships or planes or both would be used to ensure that the grain supplies can leave Odesa safely 

and reach the Bosporus without Russian interference. We would need a coalition of the willing — countries with 

significant naval power to protect the shipping lanes, and countries that are affected by this," he said in an interview with 

the Guardian last week.  

"This would be a non-military humanitarian mission and is not comparable with a no-fly zone," he added. 

So far, Landsbergis' proposal has been cautiously welcomed by the UK, with the country's foreign secretary Liz Truss 

saying that the UK would send naval convoys to join the escort if practicalities like de-mining Odessa's harbor could be 

sorted. "What we need to do is deal with this global food security issue and the UK is working on an urgent solution to 

get the grain out of Ukraine," Truss said.  

Harry Nedelcu, Director of Policy at Rasmussen Global who is also in charge of the organization's Free Ukraine Task Force, 

told DW that the Lithuanian proposal is a good way to think of how to break the blockade on the Black Sea. Rasmussen 

Global is a political consultancy firm founded by former NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen. 

"When you look at the Black Sea and the ships that Russia has there, we're talking about a few dozen ships, including 

submarines. So another option to lift the blockade is for countries to give Ukraine more sophisticated modern weapons 

to sink these Russian ships. Then there will be no blockade and they can just send their grain vessels right through," 

Nedelcu said. 

Could NATO be involved? 

With the Kremlin repeatedly criticizing NATO's eastward expansion, Lithuania's foreign minister Landsbergis also stressed 

that NATO, the world's largest defense alliance, would not be a part of such a naval mission in the Black Sea. 

Ian Anthony, Director of the European Security Programme at the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

(SIPRI), pointed out that there have been many occasions when NATO countries have carried out naval cooperation 

missions in their national capacities, outside the framework of NATO. 
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"There has been an international mission to protect commercial shipping from piracy in the Indian Ocean, in the Red Sea, 

in Southeast Asia. There has also been an EU mission to protect ships against piracy in West Africa and in the Indian 

Ocean. So a naval mission in the Black Sea to protect Ukrainian vessels can also work without NATO in a similar way," he 

told DW. 

Turkey's role 

Moreover, the Lithuanian minister also suggested that besides the UK, countries affected by the loss of grain from 

Ukraine, like Egypt, could play a role in sending their ships to escort Ukrainian vessels carrying grains. 

It would be important for Turkey to play an integral role since it guards the entrance to the Black Sea. 

Mongolia Looks to Fuel Russia and China by Rail - After a tumultuous and contested decade of politicking around 

the potential security implications of expanding its freight logistics to China, Mongolia is expected to complete three 

critical rail lines by the end of this year. These developments will have a massive impact on commodity markets, allowing 

China and Russia to look inland for trade, especially in bulk commodities like coal and metals—making both countries 

more energy secure and less subject to pressure from sanctions. 

Given Mongolia’s landlocked position, the country’s economy naturally demands strategic connectivity and trade ports 

with its neighbors. As of today, Mongolia shares 13 trade ports with China, mostly exporting coal, iron ore, and 

concentrated copper. For decades, Mongolia depended on old Soviet railway systems and highways for exports, utilizing 

trucks for most trade by volume. Currently, Mongolia is nowhere near its export capacity due to basic infrastructure 

constraints. 

In an effort to increase Mongolia’s exports, in March, Mongolia’s cabinet passed a resolution to jump-start the long-

delayed construction of the Choibalsan-Khuut and Khuut-Bichigt railways, totaling 426.6 kilometers (or 265 miles), as 

well as the 1,255-kilometer (or 800-mile) Artssuuri-Shiveekhuren-Nariinsukhait railway. These railways have been 

discussed since 2013. To accelerate the construction of these railroads, Mongolia’s Public Procurement System 

announced a concession tender for the Choibalsan-Khuut railway megaproject. 

During the 2022 Mongolian Economic Forum, Oyun-Erdene emphasized Mongolia’s effort to ramp up its commodity 

exports, particularly coking coal and copper. The government’s plan for partial privatization of state-owned companies 

aims to attract foreign direct investments in energy, border ports, and industrialization megaprojects, with a goal of 150 

trillion-tugrik (or $48 billion) investment. According to S&P Global Commodity Insights, “Mongolia is a key metallurgical 

coal and copper concentrates supplier to China, with most of the trade happening through trucks. Mongolian truck 

suppliers in 2021 faced severe logistics issues in hauling shipments from land ports to China due to the pandemic-led 

restrictions at border crossings.” 

The railroads are intended to solve these logistical challenges, increasing exports to between $14 billion and $17 billion 

in 2025-2028 and $20 billion by 2029. 

At the same time, the Mongolian railway expansion is a foretaste of current Sino-Russian infrastructure plans. The first 

Sino-Russian cross-border railway is expected to be completed in August—at a cost of $355 million. The energy 

connectivity between Russia and China illustrates Mongolia’s energy vulnerability, further revealing why it is of strategic 

interest for Mongolia to be included in such a major development. 

Moreover, the two countries have other major cooperation plans, such as the Power of Siberia 2 pipeline. This would 

allow more than 80 billion cubic meters or approximately 70 percent of Russian gas exports from the Yamal Peninsula 

fields that previously went to Europe to be rerouted to China through a Gazprom pipeline built in 2019. 
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Russian forces set to be exhausted by January 2023 - Ukrainian intelligence believes Russia has only enough fuel, 

ammunition and military equipment to sustain another seven months of all-out effort. Come January, Putin's forces will 

be exhausted. "The active phase should go to the maximum decline by the end of the year," says Ukraine's intelligence 

chief Kyrylo Budanov. 

"Russia has 12 months of resources to wage a normal war." The signs of decline are already evident. 

Claims place Russia's losses after three months of war at 1,300 tanks, 3,200 armored vehicles, 600 artillery pieces and 

29,000+ troops. But Moscow remains determined to save the reputation of its autocratic head of state. 

It's making slow but steady progress in Ukraine's east. 

"Russia is approaching the limits of the combat-capable manpower it can make available for the war in the short term," 

says Bugayova. "Troops have been pulled from every possible direction: private military contractors redeployed, recruits 

ginned up from Syria, and locals in occupied areas forcefully conscripted. Few options remain." 

The T-62 tanks, which entered service in 1962, were photographed and filmed being carried by train into the city of 

Melitopol in southern Ukraine. 

"As a result of losses during hostilities, Russian enemy was forced to withdraw from storage T-62 tanks to recruit reserve 

battalion tactical groups that are being formed to be sent to Ukraine," a Ukraine army Facebook post noted. 

The 60-year-old tanks are no match for modern weapons systems. 

But the more modern T-90, T-80 and T-72s that had formed the fighting core of Russia's motorized battle groups have 

also fared poorly. 

"The fighting has reached its maximum intensity," Ukraine's Deputy Defence Minister Ganna Malyar told a press briefing 

earlier this week. "We have an extremely difficult and long stage of fighting ahead of us." 

Budanov reiterated Ukraine's determination not to surrender an inch of land to the Russian invaders. There would be no 

surrender. There would be no truce – or ceasefire – leaving the occupied Donbas in Russian hands. 

"It will end in one thing: the return of our occupied territories," Budanov said. 

Humanitarian 

Russian speakers reject the 'language of the enemy' by learning Ukrainian - One of the stated goals of 

Russia’s “special military operation” in Ukraine was defending Russian-speaking populations who were allegedly being 

persecuted by Ukrainian nationalists. Ironically, since the start of the war, Russian speakers in Ukraine have been 

signing up for classes to improve their Ukrainian-language skills. 

In Vyshhorod in the suburbs of Kyiv, around 12 women greet each other in the town hall where they have gathered on a 

Saturday morning. Dora and Roxanna fled Donbas in 2014 after the Donetsk and Luhansk regions were captured by pro-

Russian militias armed and financed by Vladimir Putin’s government. Tatiana and Larissa are Russian and have lived in 

Ukraine for many years. And Olga, a Belorussian national, has lived in Kyiv since 2020. 

All Russian speakers, they are here for the same reason: they want to improve their Ukrainian-language skills. Tatiana 

admitted finding the Ukrainian alphabet difficult. She has been coming to classes for three years and has made some 

progress. But “In everyday life, I still use Russian,” she said. Wearing a T-shirt in the colors of the Ukrainian flag, Roxanna 

said that Russian is her mother tongue. “I learned Ukrainian at school in Donetsk, but it’s not my language of choice. No 

one ever forced us to speak Ukrainian.”  
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Ukraine is a largely bilingual country, but long-standing tensions with Russia have caused a shift toward the Ukrainian 

language in official life. Following the 2014 Maidan Revolution and years of fighting in Donbas, learning Ukrainian became 

mandatory in schools in 2017. A law was passed in 2019 that initiated a process to make Ukrainian language materials 

obligatory in all areas of the public sector. 

Geopolitics 

China falls short on big Pacific deal but finds smaller wins - China fell short today on a bold plan to have 10 

Pacific nations endorse a sweeping new agreement covering everything from security to fisheries as some in the region 

expressed deep concerns. But there have been plenty of smaller wins for China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi as he continues 

an island-hopping tour of the region. 

Wang was in Fiji to co-host a key meeting with the foreign ministers from the 10 island nations. 

At an unusual news conference afterward, Wang and Fijian Prime Minister Frank Bainimarama spoke for about 30 

minutes and then abruptly left the stage as reporters tried to shout out questions. That left many details of what 

transpired at the meeting undisclosed. 

But it was clear the nations hadn’t endorsed China’s plan. “As always, we put consensus first among our countries 

throughout any discussion on new regional agreements,” Bainimarama said. 

While there have been growing international concerns about Beijing’s military and financial ambitions in the region, many 

Fijians see a benefit in foreign investment wherever it comes from, so long as it uplifts the people. 

Wang was unable to get the consensus he’d sought. 

David Panuelo, president of the Federated States of Micronesia, told other Pacific leaders he wouldn’t endorse the plan, 

warning them in a letter that it would needlessly heighten geopolitical tensions and threaten regional stability. He called 

it “the single most game-changing proposed agreement in the Pacific in any of our lifetimes” and said it “threatens to 

bring a new Cold War era at best, and a World War at worst.” 

During the news conference Monday, Wang listed some areas where the countries had been able to find agreement and 

said he’d keep working on others. 

“After the meeting, China will release its own position paper on our own positions, propositions, and cooperation 

proposals with Pacific Island countries,” Wang said through an interpreter. “And going forward, we will continue to have 

ongoing and in-depth discussions and consultations to shape more consensus.” 

Wang said “some have been questioning why China has been so active in supporting Pacific Island countries,” adding that 

China had long championed other developing nations both in the Pacific and around the world, something it had started 

doing in the 1960s when it helped African nations build railways. 

“My advice for those people is: Don’t be too anxious and don’t be too nervous,” Wang said. 


