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Conflict Update # 76 

May 31st, 2022 

Conflict Assessment 

Key Takeaways 

Russian forces are increasingly focused 

on advancing on Slovyansk from the 

southeast of Izyum and west of Lyman.  

Russian forces are making gains within 

and around Severodonetsk.  

Russian forces are likely hoping to 

advance on Lysychansk from Toshkivka in 

order to avoid having to fight across the 

Severskyi Donets River from Severodonetsk.  

The Russian grouping in Kherson 

Oblast is likely feeling the pressure of the 

limited Ukrainian counteroffensive in 

northwestern Kherson Oblast, especially as 

much of the Russian operational focus is 

currently on the capture of Severodonetsk.   

Subordinate Main Effort—Southern 

Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk Oblasts - 

Russian forces continued to regroup and 

prepare for renewed offensives southeast of 

Izyum and made minor, unsuccessful attacks 

towards Slovyansk on May 31. The Ukrainian 

General Staff (UGS) reported that Russian 

forces attempted to attack Dovhenke, 20 

kilometers south of Izyum, but were 

unsuccessful. Russian forces additionally 

shelled Ukrainian positions to the southwest 

and southeast of Izyum and struck Dovhenke, 

Virnopillya, Husarivka, and Velyka Komyshuvakha in order to prepare for resumed offensives. A Russian Telegram channel 

claimed that Russian forces are fighting in Bohorodychne, Svyatohirsk, and Schurove, settlements between the southeast 

of Izyum and northwest of Slovyansk. 

Russian forces are additionally pushing westward towards Slovyansk from the Lyman area. A Russian Telegram channel 

indicated that Russian forces now control the road through Raihorodok and are advancing westward from Raihorodok 

and eastward from Izyum to drive on Slovyansk. Recent renewed offensives towards Slovyansk likely indicate that Russian 

forces intend to attempt to take full control of Donetsk Oblast by seizing Slovyansk and Kramatorsk, although their ability 

to do so is far from clear.   
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Russian forces continued ground assaults in and around 

Severodonetsk on May 31. They, including Chechen units, 

now control up to 70% of the city and continue to make 

gains within the city center. Ukrainian troops are 

reportedly withdrawing from the center of the city.  Head 

of Luhansk Regional State Administration Serhiy Haidai 

stated that Russian forces will begin clearing the villages 

around Severodonetsk in the coming days, likely in order 

to support the encirclement of the area. UGS reported 

that fighting is on-going in Toshkivka, to the south of 

Severodonetsk. Russian advances north of Toshkivka are 

likely intended to support the capture of Lysychansk and 

would allow Russian forces to advance on Lysychansk 

from the south as opposed to fighting westward across 

the Siverskyi Donets River from Severodonetsk. Russian 

forces failed to advance across the Siverskyi Donets River 

from Bilohorivka and are likely eager to avoid another 

costly river crossing. 

Russian forces continued ground assaults to the east of 

Bakhmut on May 31. UGS stated that Russian troops are 

fighting in Zolote, Komyshuvakha, Nyrkove, Berestove, 

Pokrovske, and Dolomitne, all settlements along the eastern 

arc of Bakhmut and likely intend to keep pushing to gain 

access to the Ukrainian ground lines of communication 

(GLOCs) to the northeast of Bakhmut to support their seizure 

of the Severodonetsk-Lysychansk area. Russian forces 

reportedly made incremental gains near the Donetsk-

Zaporizhia Oblast border and took control of Blahodatne and 

Neskuchne. They claimed to have made marginal gains north 

of Donetsk City in the direction of Niu York and reportedly 

took control of Novoselivka Druha on May 31. 

Supporting Effort #1—Kharkiv City - Russian forces continued to fire on Kharkiv City and its environs and did not 

make any confirmed advances on May 31. UGS noted that the Russian grouping in this area is comprised of elements of 

the Western Military District, which are focusing on preventing further Ukrainian advances towards the international 

border. Head of Kharkiv Regional State Administration Oleg Synegubov stated that Russian forces conducted artillery 

strikes against the Osnovyanskyi and Kyivskyi districts of Kharkiv City, Korotych, Udy, Zolochiv, and Chkalovske. 
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Supporting Effort #2—Southern Axis - 

Ukrainian forces continued a counteroffensive in 

northwestern Kherson Oblast on May 31 and are 

pushing Russian forces east of the Inhulets River. 

Ukrainian forces launched several localized 

counterattacks west of the Inhulets River in the 

past few days. Ukraine’s Office of Strategic 

Communications published images of destroyed 

Russian artillery equipment in Davydiv Brid, an 

operationally significant settlement that sits 

astride the Russian-controlled T2207 highway, 

which loops around the northeastern Kherson 

Oblast boundary until it connects with the 

parallel T0403 highway to Krvyyi Rih and 

Zaporizhia City in the east.  

Russian forces have struggled to consolidate 

control over the eastern segment of the T2207 

due to Ukrainian counteroffensives in the area. 

The Ukrainian counteroffensive on Davydiv Brid 

could hinder Russia’s ability to support units 

north of the settlement where they face 

Ukrainian counteroffensives from further north. 

UGS did not confirm that Ukrainian forces 

liberated Davydiv Brid, but numerous social 

media videos and reports suggest that Russian 

forces may have withdrawn from the settlement 

on May 31.  

UGS also confirmed that Ukrainian forces 

liberated another settlement on the eastern segment of the T2207 highway. Russian Telegram channels expressed 

concern for the possible increase of Ukrainian troops in the area, likely seeing the risk of increasing Ukrainian 

counteroffensives in the Mykolaiv and Kryvyi Rih directions. The Russian prioritization of the Battle of Severodonetsk and 

the Donbas offensive operation continues to create vulnerabilities in the critical terrain of Kherson Oblast.     

Activity in Russian-occupied areas - Russian occupation authorities continued to loot and set conditions for 

permanent societal control in occupied Ukrainian settlements. Mariupol Mayor’s Adviser Petro Andryushenko reported 

that Russian forces began to “nationalize” the Port of Mariupol, which included seizing the remaining 34 Ukrainian ships 

there. Their forces in Mariupol and Melitopol began accepting documents for Russian citizenship and have aimed a 

simplified passport procedure specifically at orphans. They are also continuing mass burials, with geolocated video 

footage suggesting that they have already buried 22,000 to 45,000 Mariupol residents. 

Russian forces continued to face significant challenges in their attempts to consolidate occupation authority on May 31. 

The Ukrainian Resistance Center reported that the Russian-appointed mayor of Melitopol Halyna Danylenko resigned 

due to partisan activity in the city. The Ukrainian Resistance Center added that Ukrainian entrepreneurs stopped the 

operation of the Kupyansk Dairy Cannery in northeastern Kharkiv Oblast and are refusing to use Russian banks and 

currency. 
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Moscow’s concentration on seizing Severodonetsk and Donbas generally continues to create vulnerabilities for 

Russia in Ukraine’s vital Kherson Oblast, where Ukrainian counter-offensives continue. Kherson is critical terrain because 

it is the only area of Ukraine in which Russian forces hold ground on the west bank of the Dnipro River. If Russia is able 

to retain a strong lodgment in Kherson when fighting stops it will be in a very strong position from which to launch a 

future invasion. If Ukraine regains Kherson, on the other hand, Ukraine will be in a much stronger position to defend 

itself against future Russian attack. This strategic calculus should in principle lead Russia to allocate sufficient combat 

power to hold Kherson. But Russian President Vladimir Putin has chosen instead to concentrate all the forces and 

resources that can be scraped together in a desperate and bloody push to seize areas of eastern Ukraine that will give 

him largely symbolic gains. Continuing successful Ukrainian counter-offensives in Kherson indicate that Ukraine’s 

commanders recognize these realities and are taking advantage of the vulnerabilities that Putin’s decisions have created. 

Ukrainian leadership has apparently wisely avoided matching Putin’s mistaken prioritization. Kyiv could have 

committed more reserves and resources to the defense of Severodonetsk, and its failure to do so has drawn criticism.  

Ukrainian forces are now apparently withdrawing from Severodonetsk rather than fighting to the end—a factor that has 

allowed the Russians to move into the city relatively rapidly after beginning their full-scale assault.  Both the decision to 

avoid committing more resources to saving Severodonetsk and the decision to withdraw from it were strategically sound, 

however painful. Ukraine must husband its more limited resources and focus on regaining critical terrain rather than on 

defending ground whose control will not determine the outcome of the war or the conditions for the renewal of war. 

Sound Ukrainian prioritization of counter-offensive and defensive operations pushed the Russians almost out of 

artillery range of Kharkiv City and have stopped the Russian advances from Izyum—both of which are more important 

accomplishments than the defense of Severodonetsk. Ukraine’s leadership has had to make incredibly difficult choices 

in this war and has generally made the right ones, at least at the level of strategic prioritization and in the pace, scale, 

and ambitiousness of its counter-offensives. That is why Ukraine still has a good chance to stop and then reverse the 

gains Russia is currently making. 

Russian forces are likely attempting to exploit Belarusian equipment reserves to compensate for heavy material 

losses in Ukraine. The Ukrainian General Staff reported on May 31 that Belarusian forces are moving tanks and infantry 

fighting vehicles from storage facilities in Belarus to Russia to replenish combat losses. This report corroborates previous 

reporting that Russian forces have largely exhausted their own reserves and indicates that the Kremlin is still leveraging 

its influence over Belarus in order to use Belarusian equipment. 

Some pro-Russian milbloggers began to capture the frustrating realities of limited warfare, which may further 

intensify societal tensions in Russia. Pro-Russian political figure and self-proclaimed “People’s Governor of Donetsk 

Oblast” Pavel Gubarev said that the limited mobilization of Russians for war has divided Russian society into two groups: 

a small proportion that is involved in the war and the “peacetime Russians” who distance themselves from the war effort 

and are inconvenienced by foreign sanctions. Gubarev blamed the “peacetime Russians” for failing to start collecting 

donations for Russian equipment, while criticizing the Kremlin for increasing propaganda about Russian successes during 

the “special military operation” in Ukraine. Gubarev also blamed the “peacetime Russians” for slowing down rotation 

rates due to fear of conscription. Guberev noted that mass mobilization could resolve the divide in society but opined 

that Russian commanders will not order such a mobilization to avoid mass casualties of unprepared conscripts as 

occurred, he notes, in the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics (DNR and LNR). 

Gubarev is accurately capturing a phenomenon that is normal in a limited war that nevertheless generates high 

casualties. Resentment by those fighting such a war and their families against those who are untouched by the horrors 

of combat can grow even in an all-volunteer professional military, as Western countries experienced during the Iraq and 

Afghanistan wars. It is likely to be even more pronounced in Russia, whose military relies so heavily on conscripts and 
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involuntarily-recalled reservists. This resentment can erode morale and will to fight as well as the propensity to volunteer 

for military service. 

Russian citizens continued to conduct a series of attacks on Russian military recruitment centers in late May, likely 

in protest of covert mobilization. Russian Telegram channel Baza reported that the Russian Federal Security Service 

arrested a former Moscow artist and opposition figure, Ilya Farber, for Molotov Cocktail attacks on military recruitment 

centers in Udmurtia in the Urals on May 21. A Russian court had previously sentenced Farber to an eight-year prison 

sentence for a bribery case. The case gained Farber significant support from Russian opposition leaders. Farber admitted 

to committing arson in court on May 30. Baza also reported two more attacks on recruitment centers in Simferopol and 

Tula Oblast on May 28 and May 31, respectively. 

Russia takes 'half' of key city as EU clinches 

oil deal - Russian forces have seized control of half 

of eastern Ukraine's key city of Severodonetsk, a 

senior official said Tuesday, while EU leaders were 

split over banning gas from Moscow after agreeing 

to embargo most of its oil. 

Ukraine meanwhile pushed on with an 

investigation into war crimes since the Russian 

invasion. Officials said thousands had been 

committed in the eastern Donbas region alone and 

that it had jailed two Russian soldiers elsewhere in 

the country. 

Severodonetsk is one of the industrial hubs that lie 

on Russia's path to capturing the Donbas's Lugansk 

region, where Moscow has shifted the bulk of its 

firepower since failing to capture Kyiv in the war's 

early stages. 

"Unfortunately, the front line divides the city in 

half. But the city is still defending itself, the city is 

still Ukrainian, our soldiers are defending it," said 

Oleksandr Stryuk, head of Severodonetsk's military 

and civil administration. 

Impacts 

Ukraine Seizes Assets Of Russia's Tatneft Oil Giant - Ukraine has seized assets belonging to Russia's Tatneft oil 

giant that are in Ukraine along with the assets of companies linked to it. 

The State Bureau of Investigations (DBR) said in a Telegram statement on May 31 that all assets of Tatneft and companies 

linked financially to it had been seized. 

The companies were founded by Tatneft, which the DBR said supplies oil products for the needs of the Russian Ministry 

of Defense. 
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"In all, 115 real estate objects have been impounded, including oil depots, gasoline stations, nonresidential buildings, 

land plots, and 118 fuel trucks and vehicles," the DBR said, adding that the seized property may be worth as much as 2 

billion hryvnyas ($67 million). 

Russian lawmaker suggests kidnapping NATO defense minister in Ukraine - Oleg Morozov, a member of the 

Russian parliament, says, 'that in the near future, at some stage, a war minister of some NATO country will go by train to 

Kyiv to talk with Zelenskyy... But he would not get there. And would wake up somewhere in Moscow' 

Putin 

Putin’s Hard Choices, Why the Russian Despot Can Neither Mobilize Nor Retreat - Putin has landed in an 

unenviable position. His country has the resources to inflict damage on Ukraine in perpetuity. But because the first phase 

of the war has been so costly for Russia and because Ukraine’s military is mounting such stiff resistance, Russia faces 

serious difficulty achieving anything meaningful on the battlefield without committing much more manpower than it 

currently has available. 

Calling up large numbers of reservists while putting Russian society openly on a war footing solves the problem in theory. 

But it is something for which the Russian public is fundamentally unprepared. To date, Putin has referred to the war in 

Ukraine as a “special military operation” and held only one mass rally in support of the war. Full-out mobilization, which 

would make war an inescapable fact of Russian life, would revolutionize the regime Putin has constructed since coming 

to power in 2000. Putinism has been a formula: the government discouraged people from meddling in politics, while 

leaving them mostly on their own, and the people readily surrendered their responsibility for decision making. In 2014, 

he could achieve his military aims in Ukraine without radically redefining Russian politics. That is no longer an option. 

If Putin decides to mobilize, he will be altering the deal he’s made with the public and potentially destabilizing his regime.  

As the United States watches from the sidelines, it may feel tempted to encourage Russians to turn against Putin. Without 

having much or perhaps any real influence on Russian public opinion, however, the Biden administration can do its best 

to avoid costly mistakes. Most important will be its effort to understand how and why Russians think what they do. In 

the long-term conflict that is unfolding, curiosity will be a precious commodity. 

For the first ten years or so of Putin’s time in power, a “no-participation pact” between the Kremlin and the Russian 

public had been in effect. It was an unspoken agreement between ruler and ruled: “Don’t rock the boat, and you will 

enjoy stability, relative prosperity, and opportunities for self-fulfillment or enrichment.” But both parties breached this 

pact in December 2011. Upset by Putin’s return to the presidency and rigged parliamentary elections, protesters chanted, 

“Russia without Putin.” In response, the Kremlin started chipping away at the rights and freedoms that Russian society 

had enjoyed until then, pitting the patriotic majority against those the regime considered excessively “modernized” and 

“Westernized.” After this clash, a version of normalcy returned, but Putin’s popularity declined, and the regime’s 

legitimacy began to erode. This new chapter in Putin’s presidency began—circa 2011—on a sour note. 

In the fall of 2013, Putin was preparing for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, a Russian resort town on the Black Sea. He 

did not appear to have military adventures abroad on his agenda. Only a few months later, though, the pro-European 

Maidan uprising in Ukraine and the unexpected flight of Ukraine’s president, Viktor Yanukovych, changed Putin’s calculus. 

He had regarded Yanukovych as his man and expected him to keep Ukraine in the Russian orbit. With Yanukovych gone, 

it was a situation that Putin felt was slipping out of his control. He annexed Crimea and interfered on the side of armed 

insurgents in eastern Ukraine, gradually installing the Russian military and allocating to Moscow a quasi-imperial role in 

the Donbas. 
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The annexation of Crimea went a long way to restoring Putin’s public support. It produced a spontaneous burst of 

patriotism and confirmed a mood of confrontation with the West. But the Kremlin did not let the conflict intrude too 

much on the day-to-day lives of most Russians, leaving a significant remnant of normalcy. 

The United States and the EU imposed sanctions. They generated a sharp economic decline in 2015, but over time the 

economy steadied, and the people were able to adjust. If political activism against the regime was suppressed, civil 

society organizations were still allowed to operate. Charitable, educational, and cultural initiatives carried on: 

nongovernmental organizations, think tanks, and media outlets that did not march in lockstep with the government could 

do their work. Sporadic protests (on various grounds) were sometimes treated brutally, but each time a wave of protest 

came it crested, leaving no movement behind and no reason for the Kremlin to be seriously concerned. In this way, Putin 

modified the nature of Russian politics in 2014 without completely recasting it. 

The fighting in the Donbas went in waves. When its intensity faded somewhat after 2014, foreign policy receded from 

public consciousness in Russia. The Syrian civil war, where Russian forces were fighting on the side of Syrian President 

Bashar al-Assad, seemed far away and did not result in large-scale Russian casualties. Though international crises were 

never absent, those who wished to ignore them could ignore them. 

By 2020, the Russian government was far from sanguine about the prospect of dissent. Russia’s leading opposition figure, 

Alexei Navalny, bore the brunt of the government’s mounting anger. He was poisoned with a Novichok nerve agent in 

August 2020 and went to Germany to convalesce. Upon Navalny’s return to Russia in January 2021, he was arrested. 

After his arrest, his team released one of his trademark videos exposing the corruption of top-ranking elites, and this 

time the target of exposure was Putin himself. Navalny was far from a direct threat to Putin’s power. He was, however, 

a counterweight to Putin’s popularity, a matter of utmost concern for the Kremlin, since Putin’s uncontested status and 

high approval rating are the very foundation of political stability. 

Normalcy and stability may have been illusions for the Russian public in 2020 and in 2021. Yet they were sustainable 

illusions. The war Putin began in February of this year shattered these illusions. The scale of the Russian invasion is vastly 

greater than anything undertaken in 2014, and the break between Russia and the West is almost without precedent: the 

scale of sanctions, the restrictions on travel, the shutting down or exit of Western institutions from Russia. And so, in the 

coming months, Putin will face a punishing choice. He could de-escalate and try to mend relations with the West. Or he 

could wage full-scale war on Ukraine, deepening even further the rift with Europe and the United States. 

All-out war would require at least an incremental mobilization. Putin could thereby expand his battlefield options. Here, 

the word “mobilization” has two meanings: to prepare an army for war by calling up reservists and specialists and to 

orient Russian society entirely toward war. Mobilization roils domestic and foreign affairs alike; it tends to define politics 

as aggression and aggression as politics; and it encourages jingoism. Were Putin to opt for mobilization in both senses of 

the word, he would need to build strong justifications for militant patriotism. He would have to frame the confrontation 

even more explicitly as a war against the West, while pegging Ukraine as the enemy. (Currently, Ukrainians are often 

referred to as “brothers,” “the same people,” while the Kremlin claims to wage a war against the “Nazis” among them.) 

Conventional civilian life would come to an end, not to restart until the war ended, whenever that might be and however 

it might come to pass. 

What mobilization would enable, for Putin, is an expanded set of war aims: an assault once again on Kyiv, a drive to 

partition to the country into eastern and western halves, or a concerted effort to turn Ukraine into a failed state, its 

infrastructure, its cities, and its economy completely destroyed. 

Mobilization would simultaneously impose enormous political dangers on Putin. He has based his regime on public 

disengagement from politics and foreign policy. It would be risky in the extreme to announce something like a people’s 

war, as opposed to a mere “special military operation.” Mobilization would require Russians to actively participate in the 

war and embrace its justifications and objectives, which would have to be clear and certain. Up to now, the official 
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reasons for the war have been vague and shifting. Nor is mass mobilization necessarily a controlled process. It could 

radically empower the most hawkish faction of the elites, inflaming nationalist sentiment in unpredictable ways, 

especially if the war did not go well. 

What may be most pertinent to Russian public opinion is that the war has not been immediately felt at home. There have 

been few strikes on military assets in Russia. For most people, restrictions on travel and the economic pressure of 

sanctions have not drastically changed their daily lives. For families with members in the military and for the families of 

conscripted soldiers the war is not far away of course. The Kremlin barely mentions casualties, making it easier for many 

Russians not to know. For the vast majority of Russians, the war is hardly all absorbing. That is why mobilization would 

pose such a challenge: it would mean a shift from a “special military operation” to a “people’s war,” and with that, the 

loss of the fantasy that the war is far away. The suffering and the casualties of a full-scale war would need to be met with 

proportional sacrifices at home. Fear and anger would spread across a Russian society that for decades had been 

incentivized to shy away from strong political emotions. 

Were Putin to decide in favor of mobilization, and were the Kremlin to fail at the task, the United States might be tempted 

to take advantage of the disarray. After all, the United States wants to expel the Russian army from Ukraine. At least a 

few U.S. government officials have speculated about going further and about speeding the process of Russia’s overall 

military disintegration. Some believe it is necessary to humiliate Russia. But the United States as a vehicle of antiwar or 

anti-Putin opinion within Russia is not only improbable—it is almost sure to be counterproductive. The United States 

should try to be and to appear officially agnostic on domestic Russian politics, to refrain from overt commentary and not 

to align itself with opposition movements. This has nothing to do with fearing the Kremlin’s political sensitivities. The 

goal is to leave the space in Russian politics open for Russians to move toward a post-Putin Russia by their own devices. 

The US has a remarkable resource in the Russia diaspora. There are now hundreds of thousands of highly educated 

Russians living in cities across Europe, in Central Asia, in Turkey, and in the South Caucuses. Some have left for economic 

reasons, estimating that Russia’s financial future is bleak. Many have left because they could not countenance the war. 

They do not constitute a government in exile and are unlikely to spearhead a democratic transition within Russia. Because 

they left, they may not be particularly welcome even in a post-Putin Russia. Those who left during an earlier wave of 

emigration, after the 1917 Russian Revolution, enjoyed no influence on the political developments in the Soviet Union. 

(Foreign Affairs). 

Sanctions 

U.S. Wins Second Round in Court Battle for Russian Yacht Amadea - The U.S. government has won an appeal 

of its court petition to seize the Russian-owned yacht Amadea 

at the port of Lautoka, Fiji. 

 The Amadea is a 350-foot motor yacht built in Germany in 

2016. U.S. authorities believe that her beneficial owner is 

Suleiman Kerimov, a billionaire with ties to Russian President 

Vladimir Putin. The U.S. Treasury placed Kerimov on its 

Specially Designated Nationals (SDN) sanctions list in 2018, and 

he has been blacklisted since. Though no action against his 

yacht was taken at the time of his listing, the Russian invasion 

of Ukraine has greatly increased the political will to pursue 

sanctions enforcement against the assets of the Russian elite.  

The EU just escalated its economic war against Russia's "war machine." European Union leaders said Monday 

evening that the 27-nation bloc will ban sea-borne Russian oil, which affects about two-thirds of Moscow's estimated 
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$10 billion in monthly oil exports to Europe. The ban will rise to about 90% of Russian oil imports by the end of the year, 

as Germany and Poland gradually turn away from those sources by the end of the calendar year to further punish Russia 

for invading its democratic neighbor Ukraine in late-February. 

The new sanctions exempt Russian oil delivered via pipeline. This "temporary" exemption was designed to allow the 

landlocked nations of Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic to continue their access to oil via Russia's Druzhba 

("friendship") line, which has been in operation since 1964 and is the world's longest oil pipeline, stretching nearly 3,500 

miles. 

"Two-thirds of the oil that we have in the European Union is sea-borne, and one-third is pipeline," European Commission 

President Ursula von der Leyen said when announcing the sanctions, which is the bloc's sixth iteration, and includes 

removing Russia's largest bank (Sberbank) from the Swift financial system and banning another three Russian state-run 

media outlets from broadcasting across the EU. These new sanctions will "immediately" cover those "two-thirds of oil 

imports from Russia, cutting a huge source of financing for its war machine," European Council chief Charles Michel 

tweeted Monday. "Maximum pressure on Russia to end the war," he added. 

Croatia says it's ready to ship oil to Hungary via a line known as the Adriatic, should Russia cut the supply via Druzhba in 

the months ahead, according to Reuters. But in the meantime, Hungary's refineries "will have to be updated because the 

Russian oil is of a different quality than the Adriatic pipeline oil," von der Leyen said. "So it is good to have a certain 

amount of time and activity to fulfill all these criteria so that Hungary can really switch off the Russian oil." 

Whither Russian coal, oil and gas? – with the Ukrainian war and anti-Russian sanctions, heightened yesterday by 

increased pressure from the EU, how does Russia re-direct its coal, oil and gas sales? 

It relies heavily on revenues from oil and natural gas, which in 2021 made up 45% of its federal budget. 

In 2021, Russian crude and condensate output reached 10.5 million barrels per day (bpd), making up 14% of the world’s 

total supply from its oil and gas production facilities throughout the country, the bulk in western and eastern Siberia. In 

2021 it exported an 

estimated 4.7 million 

bpd of crude, with China 

being the largest 

importer (1.6 million 

bpd) , and Europe (2.4 

million bpd) also a 

significant destination.  

Russia has a wide-

reaching gas export 

pipeline network, shown 

to the right, both via 

transit routes through 

Belarus and Ukraine, and 

via pipelines sending gas 

directly into Europe, 

accounting for 45% of 

imports and almost 40% 

of European Union gas 

demand in 2021.  
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This share has increased in recent years, as European domestic natural gas production has declined. In 2021, the 

government released a long-term LNG development plan, in order to compete with growing LNG exports from the United 

States, Australia and Qatar. The plan targets 110-190 bcm/year LNG exports by 2025. Last year Russia, with 40 bcm of 

LNG, was the world’s 4th largest LNG exporter, accounting for approximately 8% of global LNG supply. 

Gas flows through the Ukrainian transport system from east to west, via two main corridors:  (i) from Sudzha on the 

north-east border, through which pass the main pipelines from Gazprom's producing area in Nadym-Pur-Taz, to Uzhgorod 

on the western border with Slovakia; (ii) from Pysarivka and other smaller entry points on the eastern Ukrainian border, 

through south-eastern Ukraine, through Moldova (including a stretch through the Transdniestr enclave, which is not 

under the Moldovan government’s control), back to Ukraine and on via Isaccea to Romania, where it links with the Trans 

Balkan pipeline. 

According to mapping on the Gazprom Web site, three pipeline routes are being considered to link Russia’s fast-

expanding liquefied natural gas routes to China’s existing gas pipeline system. 

In a scramble to acquire oil and gas from non-Russian sources, the western world has approached Venezuela, Africa, the 

US and other oil-producing countries for oil. 

Australia, with huge gas reserves off its north-western coastline, is pursuing extraction from these deep-water pockets 

but needing extraordinarily large capital injection. 

The US has for some years being bolstering its Gulf port LPG facilities in pursuit of exporting West Texas and Oklahoma 

energy products. 

Refiners, particularly in Europe, are scrambling to source alternative supplies and risk having to reduce activity just as 

very tight oil product markets hit consumers. There are scant signs of increased supplies coming from the Middle East, 

or of a significant reallocation of trade flows. The OPEC+ alliance agreed on 2 March to stick with a modest, scheduled 

output rise of 400 kb/d for April, insisting no supply shortage exists. Saudi Arabia and the UAE – the only producers with 

substantial spare capacity – are, so far, showing no willingness to tap into their reserves. 

Prospects of any additional supplies from Iran could be months off. Talks over a nuclear deal that paves the way for 

sanction relief have apparently stalled just before the finish line. 

Russia, losing many of its traditional sales channels, needs to seek alternative customers.  

Transporting oil is very expensive, particularly through pipelines, which take years to develop and fund, and vulnerable 

to risk and warfare. 

Russia has recently been selling oil at huge discount rates, particularly to India, but this cannot be sustained in the long 

term, with oil for 32% less than Brent crude, and the discount could continue widening amid new sanctions 

China seems the obvious sales target for increased volumes, but existing pipelines, incapable of moving large increases 

in barrels per day, will need to be supplemented and enlarged. Easier said than done, with Russian foreign reserves and 

capital shortfalls sure to severely hamper pipeline investment.  
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In February this year Russia agreed a 30-year contract (POS2) to supply gas to China via a new pipeline and will settle the 

new gas sales in euros, bolstering an energy alliance with Beijing amid Moscow's strained ties with the West.  

Russia is already sending natural gas via pipeline to China through the Power of Siberia (POS) pipeline, which became 

operational at the end of 2019. POS 2 would double gas exports from Russia to China via Mongolia and has an estimated 

start-up of 2031 but has yet to reach a final investment decision. 

The map above shows POS (blue) and POS2 (green). 

China pipeline imports reached  42.43 Mt in 2021, up from 34.53 Mt imported in 2020, according to China Customs data. 

China imports gas via pipeline from Russia, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Myanmar. 

If China decided to open up a full swap line with Russia, accepting rubles as payment for anything it needed to buy — 

including crucial imports like technology parts and semiconductors that Moscow has been cut off from in the latest 

rounds of sanctions — China could essentially plug most of the holes fired into Russia’s economy by the West. 

But whether that’s entirely in Beijing’s interest to do so, and how much it could backfire, is another matter. Thus far, 

China has shown no such inclination. But Russia may seek to induce Chinese action by bundling raw and strategic material 

exports with oil and gas to China. But despite many years of working to increase bilateral trade in their own currencies, 

the vast majority of that trade – including 88% of Russian exports – is still invoiced in dollars or euros. 

China, on the other hand, may invoke an argument that sanctions are hurting its economy and that it needs to do 

whatever it needs to do to protect itself in this regard. 

Beijing will likely seek a “third way somewhere between the binary choice of supporting Russia or refusing to do so,” 

analysts at New York-based research firm Rhodium Group wrote in a note in early March. That middle path involves 

“quietly maintaining existing channels of economic engagement with Russia … while minimizing the exposure of China’s 

financial institutions to Western sanctions.” 
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Mongolia, land-locked and dependent upon both Russia and China for its daily existence, is introducing pipelines between 

now and 2023, but not enough to offset Russia’s volume decrease from sanctions.  

Russia’s problem though it has a relatively low grade oil, leading to a lower 

international price. 

Oil with low sulfur content is called "sweet", and with high - "sour". 

This name was given to it, because in the 19th century oil workers 

tried it. The cost of processing acidic oil is much higher than when 

processing sweet. Therefore, sweet is always in price. 

A total of 6 kinds of oil are exported from Russia.  

Although extracting some good quality oils, Russia has a large amount of low quality oils. These it blends with higher 

quality oils from surrounding oil-producing countries using its oil pipelines, boosting the average quality if its oil, so as to 

gain higher prices. 

Containment 

US Army signs deal to backfill Stingers sent to Ukraine - The U.S. Army has awarded a $624.6 million contract to 

Raytheon Technologies to build Stinger anti-aircraft missiles to restock its own supply after sending roughly 1,400 Stingers 

to Ukraine to bolster the nation’s defense against the Russian invasion. 

Humanitarian 

Next up for the EU: Figuring out how to get an alleged 22 million tons of Ukrainian grain out to markets. It remains 

stuck in bins and on hoppers because of Russia's naval blockade of the Black Sea. Establishing some kind of reconstruction 

financing for Ukraine is also on the EU's docket, as well as finding ways to pivot toward renewable energy sources.  

Donbas Evacuees Arriving In Lviv Describe Shattered Lives - Donbas residents arriving by train in the western 

Ukrainian city of Lviv on May 28 have described devastated communities and homes after months of Russian attacks. 

Some were reluctant to leave because of family members' needs and others could not bear constant shelling. 

Geopolitics 

Nagorno-Karabakh in the Shadow of Ukraine, What Russia’s War Means for Armenia and Azerbaijan - As 

the ripples of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine pulse outward, they have left one region especially volatile: the South Caucasus. 

The Ukrainian conflict has paradoxically raised the likelihood of both further fighting and a negotiated peace in this area 

between the Caspian and Black Seas.  

The region was the site of a brutal war in 2020 between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the disputed territory of Nagorno-

Karabakh—an Armenian-populated enclave within Azerbaijan—and adjacent regions. The 44-day war left around 7,000 

people dead and saw Azerbaijan inflict a crushing defeat on Armenia, reversing territorial losses it had suffered in fighting 

during the 1990s. The war also left unresolved questions, lingering disputes, and simmering tensions. In March, just as 

Ukraine used Turkish-made Bayraktar drones to repulse Russian forces, Azerbaijan used the same type of drones to strike 

Armenian troops in Karabakh.  

Now that Russia is bogged down by its war in Ukraine, Russia’s centrality to any settlement of this conflict—in what it 

sees as its own backyard—is in doubt. Peace talks are underway between Armenia and Azerbaijan under the auspices of 

the European Union. In May, Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan and Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev met in 
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Brussels for what European Council President Charles Michel described as “productive” talks. The parties are making 

progress on two major issues: the reopening of transport routes across closed borders and the demarcation of the official 

border between Armenia and Azerbaijan. On a third, the future status of the Armenian population of Karabakh, the core 

issue of the conflict since 1988, intense wrangling continues even on the terms of debate. 

The shadow of the war in Ukraine hangs heavy over these negotiations. The Kremlin helped forge a cease-fire deal in 

November 2020 under which it deployed a peacekeeping force to Karabakh. Russia is the closest military and economic 

ally of Armenia and also signed a partnership agreement with Azerbaijan two days before the invasion of Ukraine, 

declaring friendship and promising deeper economic cooperation. Now, however, its setbacks in Ukraine have limited 

Russia’s capacity to project power in its neighborhood. 

The pendulum has swung decidedly in Azerbaijan’s favor in this 30-year conflict. In 1994, the Armenians won a military 

victory in the first war with Azerbaijan, following which they not only held Karabakh but occupied partially or wholly the 

seven Azerbaijani districts around the enclave, having forced out more than half a million people who lived there. In 

2020, the Azerbaijanis recaptured these seven regions and seized around a third of the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh, 

driving out at least 20,000 Armenians. It is the Armenians of Karabakh who now feel threatened, concerned that if it were 

not for the Russian peacekeeping force, they would be forced to quit their homes altogether. 

In March, tensions and violence surged again. The gas pipeline from Armenia into Karabakh was cut off, disrupting supply 

and leaving Karabakh Armenians without heat in freezing temperatures. The Armenians alleged Azerbaijani foul play in 

the severing of the pipeline, while the Azerbaijanis mostly refused to comment. At the same time, Azerbaijani forces set 

up loudspeakers outside Armenian villages and played the Azerbaijani national anthem and intimidating messages in the 

Armenian language, telling the inhabitants to pack their bags and leave. Then, Azerbaijani soldiers defied Russian 

peacekeepers and marched into the Armenian village of Parukh. Local Armenian forces tried to push the Azerbaijanis 

from the high ground above the village, but the Azerbaijanis responded by deploying the fearsome Turkish Bayraktar 

drones that had helped them win the 2020 war, killing at least three Armenian soldiers. 

The war in Ukraine sent European officials rushing to Baku, desperate for Azerbaijani gas as a substitute for Russian 

energy supplies. Almost all Azerbaijanis reveled in the success of the 2020 war, feeling it somehow lifted a three-decades-

old national curse from their country. Victory gave Aliyev, president since 2003, a fresh mandate. He has used it to press 

for more concessions from the Armenians, employing occasional force and political rhetoric. One Azerbaijani expert 

described the tactic to me as “coercive diplomacy.” The Armenians would say that they see much more coercion than 

diplomacy. The defeat in the brutal 2020 war still traumatizes Armenian society. Around 4,000 young Armenian men died 

in just six weeks. 

What has gone unspoken in the talks is as telling as what has been spoken. In several months of public messaging by the 

European Union, officials have consistently left out two words: “Russia” and “Karabakh.” 

Europe’s titanic struggle with Russia over Ukraine precludes any formal cooperation with Moscow in the Caucasus—yet 

Moscow’s involvement is unavoidable. The Russians have bristled at what they see as a Western attempt to hijack the 

peace process they launched. In April, a Russian foreign ministry spokesperson condemned the EU’s “shameless attempts 

to appropriate the subject of the well-known Russian-Azerbaijani-Armenian agreements” reached in November 2020. 

Sooner or later, however, dialogue must begin on the future status of the Karabakh Armenians, the issue that triggered 

this disastrous conflict in 1988, when the region was still part of the Soviet Union. Baku will have to declare what rights 

and provisions it is ready to extend to the Armenian inhabitants of Karabakh, and the Karabakh Armenians themselves 

will have to acknowledge that if only by virtue of geography and their energy and economic needs, their future lies within 

Azerbaijan. 

Moscow has warned the EU against ‘Geopolitical Games’ in South Caucasus. 
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Åland Islands  - Russia said on Moscow’s Rossiya-

24 radio station that Finland’s application to join 

NATO raises two  issues of concern in Moscow.  

The first involves the status of the Åland Islands (in 

blue alongside), “which, by international 

agreement, have a demilitarized status.”  

And the second is the future status of the Saimaa 

Canal (in red alongside), which links the Finnish 

lakes to the Gulf of Finland but passes through 

Russian territory. Moscow has leased Helsinki land 

along this canal for 50 years, but what Russia will 

do if Finland becomes a member of the North 

Atlantic Alliance remains an open question. 

Moscow opposes any change in the special status 

of the islands, although the West may insist on it 

given that both Finland and Sweden are likely to be 

admitted to NATO.  

In turn, Russia may want changes in the accords 

governing the Saimaa Canal. “We shall have to 

see,” the ambassador said (RIA Novosti, May 23). 

These were no off-the-cuff remarks but rather a 

clear expression of Kremlin policy, as reflected in the fact that numerous Russian outlets have repeated and expanded 

on Chizov’s words; and NATO experts have taken note as well.  

The Åland Islands archipelago, although small—only 1,580 square kilometers, with just over 30,000 residents—has an 

outsized importance in regional and even international affairs. Its current status represents one of the few great success 

stories of the former League of Nations, which ended a conflict between Finland and Sweden in 1920. The respective 

international treaty, signed in October 1921, declares that the islands remain within Finnish sovereignty but enjoy far-

ranging autonomy, to the point of having Swedish as the only official language and releasing their male residents from 

the obligation of serving in the Finnish military. 

From Russia’s perspective, the most important aspect of the 1921 Åland Convention and subsequent practice is that the 

Åland Islands are demilitarized. 

If the Åland Islands issue is familiar to those who closely follow international relations in northern Europe, the case of 

the Saimaa Canal is not—even though it has long been critically important for the economic development of both Finland 

and northwestern Russia. Opened in 1856 and expanded in the 1960s, the 814-kilometer man-made waterway connects 

120 lakes within Finland to the Gulf of Finland and makes it easier for Finnish firms to export goods to the world. But 

because of changes in the border between Finland and the Soviet Union following the Winter War in 1939–1940, the 

channel passes through Russian territory to this day. Between 1940 and the end of the 1950s, there was, thus, no traffic 

between the two countries along it. But in 1963, Moscow, desirous of integrating Finland into the Eastern Bloc, agreed 

to give Helsinki a 50-year lease on the part of the canal passing through Soviet territory. That accord was replaced by a 

second 50-year agreement in 2010, which is projected to last until 2063. It gives Finland jurisdiction over rules governing 

passage but maintains Russian law otherwise, except for a provision that lifts the requirement for those ships to have 

Russian visas. 
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As China Looks to South Pacific, USCG Maintains an American Presence - The U.S. Coast Guard is operating 

forward in the Pacific Islands for the purpose of maintaining an American presence and building law-enforcement 

partnerships with regional governments. With capable Coast Guard cutter crews in the area, U.S. government personnel 

are becoming a familiar sight in the EEZs of under-resourced Pacific island nations.  

The value of the Coast Guard's new forward role was on full display this past week. As Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi 

traveled to the Solomon Islands to launch a regional diplomatic tour, showing China's growing influence in the Pacific, 

there was a small but symbolic American presence nearby: the cutter Myrtle Hazard was headed from Pohnpei to the 

Solomons' northern EEZ to help out the local government. 


