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Conflict Update # 68 

May 23rd, 2022 

Conflict Assessment 

Key Takeaways 

Russian nationalist figures (including 

veterans and military commentators) are 
increasingly criticizing the failures of Russia’s 
“special military operation” in Ukraine and are 
calling for further mobilization that the 
Kremlin likely remains unwilling and unable to 
pursue in the short term.  

Russian forces around Izyum increased 

their tempo of air and artillery strikes and 
likely intend to attempt to resume stalled 
offensive operations in the coming days. 

Operation to encircle Severodonetsk 
made minor gains in the past 24 hours, driving 
north through Zolote. Fighting is ongoing in 
Lyman (north of Severodonetsk) as Russian 
forces attempt to cut off Ukrainian supply 
lines 

Russian forces will likely make further minor 
gains west of Popasna in the near future but 
are unlikely to be able to quickly seize 
Bakhmut. 

Ukrainian counteroffensive northeast of 

Kharkiv continues to threaten Russian 
positions and is forcing Russia to pull units 
from ongoing offensive operations in eastern 
Ukraine to shore up their defensive positions 
near Vovchansk. 

Unidentified assailants continued 
attacks against military recruitment offices in 
Russia on May 23, indicating growing discontent with conscription. A Russian Telegram channel reported that an 
unknown attacker threw a Molotov cocktail at the military recruitment office in the Udmurtia region, which follows a 
May 19 incident wherein a Russian conscript shot at a recruitment office in Zheleznogorsk-Ilimsky (Irkutsk Oblast) with a 
pneumatic device. Ukrainian General Staff previously reported that 12 total attacks on recruitment offices have 
happened since the beginning of the war, with five happening in the past few weeks alone. These attacks may represent 
growing domestic discontent with conscription and recruitment practices. 
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Subordinate Main Effort—Southern 
Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk Oblasts - 
Russian forces intensified air and artillery 
strikes southeast of Izyum in preparation for 
intended resumed offensive operations 
towards Slovyansk. Ukrainian General Staff 
reported that unspecified elements of Russia’s 
Western, Central, and Eastern Military 
Districts, along with the 11th Army Corps of the 
Baltic Fleet, are preparing to resume attacks 
toward Slovyansk. Russian forces conducted 
artillery strikes and reconnoitered Ukrainian 
positions southeast of Izyum around Dibrove, 
Virnopillya, Bogorodichne, Husarivka, Chepil, 
Dolyna, Studenok, and Sviatorhirsk and 
Ukrainian General Staff noted that their forces 
attempted an unsuccessful ground assault on 
Dovhenke, about 20 km southeast of Izyum. 
They also stated that Russian forces are 
strengthening the police-administrative 
regime in northeastern Kharkiv Oblast, likely to 
consolidate control of Russian ground lines of 
communication (GLOCs) that run south to 
Izyum against possible Ukrainian partisan 
actions. 

Russian forces continued ground assaults 
around Severodonetsk and made marginal 
gains to encircle the city on May 23, and 
claimed that their troops cleared the 
settlement of Shchedryshcheve, directly northeast of Severodonetsk, and are fighting on the outskirts of the city. Russian 
forces reportedly stormed Zolote and took control of the entry points to the city, which would allow them to push 
northward and complete the encirclement of Severodonetsk from the south.The  Ukrainian Defense Ministry reported 
that Russian forces are attempting to break through Ukrainian defenses around Popasna, specifically around Toshkivka, 
Komyshuvakha, Nyrkove, Vasylivka, Nova Kamyanka, and Myronivsky, in a likely attempt to push westward toward 
Bakhmut. Ukrainian forces reportedly withdrew westward from Volodymyrivka to Soledar, indicating that Russian forces 
are advancing westward from Popasna, as opposed to prioritizing a northward push toward Severodonetsk. Russian 
forces additionally made gains near the Donetsk-Luhansk administrative border and took control of Mironovsky, 
southeast of Bakhmut. The capture of Mironovsky will enable further attempts to drive toward Bakhmut from both the 
south and west. However, Russian forces are unlikely to be able to capture Bakhmut quickly (if at all) based on their past 
performance in urban terrain in eastern Ukraine. 

Russian forces intensified offensive operations around Lyman and Avdiivka and made gains on May 23. Unconfirmed 
reports suggest that they have launched an assault on the northern part of Lyman and have taken at least partial control 
of the city as of May 23. They have intensified artillery strikes against Avdiivka and are likely taking advantage of their 
previous capture of Novoselivka in order to advance on Avdiivka and gain highway access toward Slovyansk. 

Supporting Effort #1—Mariupol - Russian defense officials stated that Russian and proxy forces continued to demine 
the Azovstal Steel Plant on May 23. Russian military Telegram bloggers criticized a video of Russian servicemen reportedly 
carrying out ground assaults on Azovstal on May 22 and stated that they should have waited for the remaining Ukrainian 
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forces to surrender. Russian milbloggers said that Russian forces did not attempt further assaults on May 23, but 
suggested that military commanders continue to disregard servicemen’s lives in favor of the total capture of the Azovstal 
plant. ISW cannot independently confirm the number of remaining Ukrainian defenders in Azovstal. Donetsk People’s 
Republic (DNR) Head Denis Pushilin claimed that Ukrainian defenders who already surrendered are awaiting trials in 
detention centers in occupied Donetsk Oblast. 

Russian national (as opposed to DNR proxy) occupation authorities continued to strengthen their bureaucratic control 
over Mariupol, signaling a shift away from administrative control by DNR forces. Mariupol Mayor’s Advisor Petro 
Andryushenko reported that “volunteers” from Russia are assisting filtration efforts and Chechen units are patrolling 
highways from Mariupol into the Ukrainian-controlled areas of Zaporizhia Oblast.  

Supporting Effort #2—Kharkiv City - Russian 

forces focused on maintaining their positions north 
of Kharkiv City. Ukrainian Defense Ministry noted 
that unspecified elements of the Russian 6th and 
41st Combined Arms Armies, Baltic Fleet, and (for 
the first time) the 1st and 2nd Army Corps are 
operating in the area to prevent Ukrainian troops 
from further advances. The 1st and 2nd Army Corps 
are the armed forces of the Donetsk and Luhansk 
People’s Republics, respectively. The redeployment 
of DNR and LNR troops away from their previous 
positions conducting frontal assaults in eastern 
Ukraine to northern Kharkiv to hold defensive lines 
against the Ukrainian counteroffensive indicates 
Russia’s prioritization of slowing the Ukrainian 
counteroffensive, at the cost of reinforcing Russian 
offensive operations in the east. A pro-Russian 
source reported that Russian forces are still fighting 
in Lytpsi and Rubizhne (in Kharkiv Oblast, not 
Luhansk Oblast), which is consistent with previous 
claims that Russian troops were able to regain 
some ground to the north of Kharkiv City. Russian 
forces continued to shell Kharkiv City and its 
environs throughout May 23. 

Supporting Effort #3—Southern Axis - Russian 
forces continued to set conditions to establish 
permanent control and resume offensive 
operations in southern Ukraine. The Zaporizhia 
Oblast Military Administration reported that they 
are accumulating troops in Vasylivka—
approximately 80 km south of Zaporizhia City and 
east of the Zaporizhia Nuclear Power Plant (NPP) in Enerhodar. They will likely seek to consolidate their control of the 
Zaporizhia NPP and mitigate the threat of Ukrainian counteroffensives in Zaporizhia Oblast. Ukrainian General Staff stated 
that Russia is deploying two additional S-400 anti-aircraft missile battalions to northwestern Crimea to reinforce air 
defenses against any possible Ukrainian counterattacks The Ukrainian military also reported that Russian forces are 
fortifying their frontiers in Kherson and Mykolaiv oblasts. 

 



 

4 
 

Immediate items to watch 

• Russian forces are likely reinforcing their grouping north of Kharkiv City to prevent further advances of the 
Ukrainian counteroffensive toward the Russian border. Russan forces may commit elements of the 1st Tank Army 
to Northern Kharkiv in the near future. 

• The Russians will continue efforts to encircle Severodonetsk and Lysychansk at least from the south, possibly by 
focusing on cutting off the last highway connecting Severodonetsk-Lysychansk with the rest of Ukraine. 

• Russian forces in Mariupol will likely shift their focus to occupational control of the city as the siege of Azovstal 
has concluded. 

• Russian forces are likely preparing for Ukrainian counteroffensives and settling in for protracted operations in 
southern Ukraine. 

Ukrainian General Staff says Russia lost 29,200 troops in 
war since February 24th - Since the beginning of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine on May 24, their army has lost approximately 
29,200 of its troops with the most losses in the Bakhmut direction, 
reported by the General Staff of the Armed Forces. 

Taking the standard ratio of killed to injured, that implies that Russia 
has suffered 87,600 injured, totalling 116,800 casualties in three 
months. 

Removal of Russian bodies from Ukraine is subject to a program from 
the Kremlin, where they are either sending bodies home in a filtered 
way of leaving them in Ukraine. 

By filtering KIA casualties back into Russia, they notify next of kin and 
return caskets in a stealthy manner, reducing exposure to the 
extremely high casualty count. If they notify 100 families per week 
across the expanse of Russia, they are hoping that the attrition rate 
will go unnoticed. 

Hence the Kremlin leaving Russian soldiers killed in action behind in 
Ukraine. As long as they do not have to “dump” a huge number of 
notifications and caskets into Russia, they believe they can disguise 
the high fatality rate. 

The UK Ministry of Defense reported that Russia has suffered a similar death toll within the first three months of the 
invasion of Ukraine as was experienced by the Soviet Union over the course of nine years in Afghanistan. 

Why Is the Kremlin Silent About Attacks on Russian Territory? - At dawn on May 19, an ethanol plant in the 
Russian village of Tyotkino, in Kursk Oblast, near the Ukrainian border, came under artillery fire for the second day in a 
row. One person died in the attack. On Wednesday, the villages of Solokhi and Bezymeno, in neighboring Belgorod Oblast, 
were also shelled; one injury was reported. 

Artillery and rockets hit targets in Russia’s border oblasts of Kursk, Belgorod, Bryansk and Voronezh on an almost regular 
basis. The first such blow was struck a month after the beginning of the war: on March 29, an ammunition depot in the 
Belgorod Oblast village of Krasny Oktyabr was blown up. Eight people were wounded, and 21 vehicles were destroyed. 
Two days later, a pair of MI-24 helicopters assaulted and set fire to a fuel depot in Belgorod city itself.  
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On April 25, a fuel depot in Bryansk caught fire; and on April 27, there was a fire at an ammunition depot in the Belgorod 
region, about 30 kilometers from the border with Ukraine. That same night, residents of Kursk heard explosions, most 
likely from air-defense strikes. On the night of May 2, which is a public holiday in Russia, residents of Belgorod heard 
detonations and also saw an unidentified military aircraft in the sky. Since then, at least 25 eruptions, blazes, airborne 
explosions, artillery bombardments, and ground attacks with the use of rocket-propelled grenades have been reported. 
It is estimated that at least 10,000 tons of fuel were burned in the apparent attacks on fuel depots alone. 

From a military standpoint, the available evidence and strategic considerations point strongly to the Ukrainian Armed 
Forces as the culprits behind all of this destruction and damage. The southwestern regions of Russia are dotted with 
ammunition and fuel depots. They are links in supply chains provisioning the Russian army fighting in Donbas; and military 
bases there are used to man the regiments before sending them to Ukraine. 

Politically, however, these attacks represent one of the mysteries of this war, the answer to which may provide answers 
to some important political questions. 

Ukrainian officials initially tried to deny any responsibility for these actions. Alexei Danilov, the secretary of the National 
Security and Defense Council of Ukraine, stated that Ukraine was not involved in the shelling of a fuel depot in the 
Belgorod region. Later, Kyiv adopted a “no comment” position, and Ukrainian President Zelenskyy’s advisor Mikhail 
Podolyak only said obliquely that “karma is a cruel thing.” Zelenskyy, in an interview with Fox News, refused to address 
these events: “Sorry, I do not discuss any of my orders as commander-in-chief or leader of the state.” 

Kyiv's caution is understandable: the West, which supplies weapons to Ukraine, does not want the war to extend beyond 
its borders, since this could eventually force the US and NATO to become more directly involved. 

However, the main mystery is Russia's muted response to the attacks. After the first explosions at the ammunition depot 
in Belgorod, Governor Gladkov attributed them to an accidental fire. Only a week later, the Russians officially claimed 
that they were the result of a Ukrainian attack involving three Tochka-U tactical ballistic missiles. Since then, Russian 
media reports have been highly ambiguous: in cases of direct artillery shelling and sabotage, officials blame Ukraine, 
while aerial attacks are usually denied or explained as “air-defense work” against drones. 

The Russian national media does not always report the attacks, and they are not discussed in propaganda television 
programs. Officials also barely mention them. Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov commented only twice; both times 
he was brief and re-addressed questions to the Ministry of Defense.  

Peace Talks 

Russia Keen on Negotiating End to War as Ukraine Demands All Territory Back - Russia has said it is willing 

to restart peace talks with Ukraine, however, at the same time, Ukraine has said the war will only end when the country 

regains control of all territories currently occupied by Russian troops. 

On Monday, Russian state-owned news agency RIA Novosti wrote that Russia's Foreign Ministry is ready to return to the 

negotiating table with Ukrainian officials, as soon as Kyiv shows what deputy foreign minister Andrei Rudenko described 

as a "constructive position." 

"We will be ready to return as soon as Ukraine shows a constructive position and provides at least a reaction to the 

proposals submitted to it," Rudenko said, talking to reporters in Moscow. 

His statement came in response to President Volodymyr Zelensky's advisor Mykhailo Podolyak's recent comment which 

excluded the possibility of reaching any peace agreement with Russia that forced Ukraine to recognize the Russian 

occupation over any of the territories taken since February 24. 



 

6 
 

On May 21, Podolyak ruled out the possibility of a ceasefire that saw Kyiv forced to cede any of its territories to Moscow. 

He defended this increasingly uncompromising stance with his distrust of Russia. 

"The war will not stop [after any concessions], it will just be put on pause for some time," he told Reuters in an interview. 

"The war must end with the complete restoration of Ukraine's territorial integrity and sovereignty," said 

Ukrainian presidential advisor Andryi Yermak Sunday on Twitter. "That is, our victory. Our common victory with the 

civilized world," he wrote. 

"I don't know any borders except the borders of 1991," said Ukraine's military chief, Maj. Gen. Kyrylo Budanov, 

to the Wall Street Journal's Yaroslav Trofimov on Friday. Ukraine declared its independence from the Soviet Union in 

1991. "Russia will lose in the end and Ukraine will recover all its temporarily lost territories. It will do so by force, 

exclusively by force, because no other way exists," the 36-year-old Budanov said. 

Estonia's Prime Minister Kaja Kallas agrees especially strongly, telling the New York Times in an interview last 

week, "I only see a solution as a military victory that could end this once and for all, and also punishing the aggressor for 

what he has done." If Russia's Vladimir Putin goes unpunished for stealing territory, "we go back to where we started—

you will have a pause of one year, two years, and then everything will continue." 

Sanctions 

Starbucks will exit Russia after 15 years, closing 130 licensed cafes - After 15 years operating in Russia, 

Starbucks will exit the market, joining companies like McDonald’s, Exxon Mobil and British American Tobacco in 

withdrawing from the country completely. 

The coffee giant announced Monday that it will no longer have a brand presence in Russia. Starbucks has 130 locations 

in the country, which account for less than 1% of the company’s annual revenue. They are all licensed locations, so the 

Seattle-based company itself doesn’t operate them. 

Starbucks said it will pay its nearly 2,000 Russian workers for six months and help them transition to new opportunities 

outside of the coffee chain. 

Impacts 

Ukrainians fleeing Russian occupation - Similar to the events unfolding in other occupied territories of Zaporizhzhia 

Oblast, Russian occupying forces have torn down Ukrainian symbols from all the buildings in Melitopol.  

In a further attempt to fake pro-Russian sentiment in the Ukrainian city, Russians also tried to gather local residents to 

celebrate May 9 Victory Day but failed, the city’s mayor Ivan Fedorov said.  

Russian troops instead forcibly moved about 3,000 people from occupied Crimea, Luhansk, and nearby villages to take 

part in the “Immortal Regiment” march to boast about the Soviet defeat of Nazi Germany, according to a local publication. 

Amid weeks of Russian oppression, local residents are taking risks to flee Melitopol even as Russian occupiers open fire 

on them and try to prevent them from leaving the city, according to Fedorov, who himself spent days in Russian custody. 

The mayor, who was kidnapped by Russian forces in early March and held for five days, stressed that despite the “great 

demand” from civilians to be evacuated from Melitopol, Russians have not agreed to a coordinated evacuation for a 

month.  
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Fedorov said that it remains “a real challenge” for people to leave the city by private transport, with many of them driving 

over 10 hours while having to drive under fire. Some columns have to wait for a couple of days until they are allowed to 

pass through. 

Over 60% of residents have fled Melitopol, which leaves about 60,000 to 70,000 people in the city, according to the 

official.  

Back in April, Fedorov also reported that Russians began forcibly mobilizing Ukrainian men into their army and blocking 

them from exiting the city.  

He said that a full-scale mobilization into the Russian army had begun, and they were also offering Ukrainian men to join 

the Russian Armed Forces at checkpoints. 

After 3 months of war, life in Russia has profoundly changed – When Putin announced the invasion of Ukraine, 

war seemed far away from Russian territory. Yet within days the conflict came home — not with cruise missiles and 

mortars but in the form of unprecedented and unexpectedly extensive volleys of sanctions by Western governments and 

economic punishment by corporations. 

Three months after the Feb. 24 invasion, many ordinary Russians are reeling from those blows to their livelihoods and 

emotions. Moscow’s vast shopping malls have turned into eerie expanses of shuttered storefronts once occupied by 

Western retailers. 

McDonald’s — whose opening in Russia in 1990 was a cultural phenomenon, a shiny modern convenience coming to a 

dreary country ground down by limited choices — pulled out of Russia entirely in response to its invasion of Ukraine. 

IKEA, the epitome of affordable modern comforts, suspended operations. Tens of thousands of once-secure jobs are now 

suddenly in question in a very short time. 

Major industrial players including oil giants BP and Shell and automaker Renault walked away, despite their huge 

investments in Russia. Shell has estimated it will lose about $5 billion by trying to unload its Russian assets. 

While the multinationals were leaving, thousands of Russians who had the economic means to do so were also fleeing, 

frightened by harsh new government moves connected to the war that they saw as a plunge into full totalitarianism. 

Some young men may have also fled in fear that the Kremlin would impose a mandatory draft to feed its war machine. 

Even vicarious travel via the Internet and social media has narrowed for Russians. Russia in March banned Facebook and 

Instagram — although that can be circumvented by using VPNs — and shut access to foreign media websites, including 

the BBC, the U.S. government-funded Voice of America and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and the German broadcaster 

Deutsche Welle. 

After Russian authorities passed a law calling for up to 15 years’ imprisonment for stories that include “fake news” about 

the war, many significant independent news media shut down or suspended operations. Those included the Ekho Moskvy 

radio station and Novaya Gazeta, the newspaper whose editor Dmitry Muratov shared the most recent Nobel Peace 

Prize. 

The psychological cost of the repressions, restrictions and shrinking opportunities could be high on ordinary Russians, 

although difficult to measure. Although some public opinion polls in Russia suggest support for the Ukraine war is strong, 

the results are likely skewed by respondents who stay silent, wary of expressing their genuine views. 

Andrei Kolesnikov of the Carnegie Moscow Center wrote in a commentary that Russian society right now is gripped by 

an “aggressive submission” and that the degradation of social ties could accelerate. 
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In the early days of the war, the Russian ruble lost half its value. But government efforts to shore it up have actually raised 

its value to higher than its level before the invasion. 

But in terms of economic activity, “that’s a completely different story,” said Chris Weafer, a veteran Russia economy 

analyst at Macro-Advisory. 

“We see deterioration in the economy now across a broad range of sectors. Companies are warning that they’re running 

out of inventories of spare parts. A lot of companies put their workers on part time work and others are warning to them 

they have to shut down entirely. So there’s a real fear that unemployment will rise during the summer months, that there 

will be a big drop in consumption and retail sales and investment,” he told The Associated Press. 

Impact of Russia-Ukraine war on global shipping - The Russo-Ukrainian War has caused disruption to global 

shipping and will continue to hinder supply chains, port congestion, and crew crises from the Covid crisis, reports Munich 

insurers Allianz Global. 

The shipping industry has been affected on many fronts, primarily by the loss of life and vessels in the Black Sea. 

The industry also faces challenges to day-to-day operations, with knock-on effects for crew, the cost and availability of 

bunker fuel, and the growing threat posed by cyber risk.  

"Despite the tragic situation in Ukraine, and the threat to seafarers caught up in the conflict, the direct impact on shipping 

from the war in Ukraine has so far been largely contained to the Black Sea," said Allianz Global Corporate & Specialty 

(AGCS) global head of marine risk consulting Captain Rahul Khanna.  

"However, the war is creating an additional burden on the maritime industry, which is already dealing with ongoing 

supply chain disruption, port congestion, and a crew crisis caused by the pandemic." 

The cost of shipping a container on the world's transoceanic trade routes increased seven-fold in the 18 months following 

March 2020. 

"Trade with Russia and Ukraine will suffer, adding to already strained global supply chains. Longer-term, sanctions and a 

reduction in trade with Russia, could result in the redrawing of some supply chains and trade routes, but this all takes 

time and comes at a cost," said Mr Khanna. 

Ukraine's major ports were closed due to the conflict and a Russian naval blockade of Ukraine. The country ships 70 per 

cent of its exports, including 99 per cent of its corn exports.  

A prolonged conflict is also likely to have deeper economic and political consequences. 

Said AGCS global product leader marine hull Justus Heinrich: "We have already seen requests from shipowners who are 

considering using non-compliant bunker fuel that has a lower explosive temperature." "Longer term, we may see a 

shortage of bunker fuel with more and more vessels having to turn to non-compliant or substandard fuels, which could 

result in machinery breakdown claims in the future." 

A large part of the shipping sector will be touched by the conflict, according to Mr Khanna. "In addition to the physical 

threats to shipping in and around the Black Sea from mines and rocket attacks, which is affecting trade, the availability 

and cost of bunker fuel, and the safety and welfare of crew, many container companies have already pulled out of Russia 

while the tanker sector faces huge restrictions and disruption, as do bulk and general cargo operators shipping Russian 

coal, wood, and grain," said Mr Khanna. 

Meanwhile, the Covid crisis outbreaks in China are further hurting supply/demand pressures for shipping. 
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Container and car carrier congestion at ports is increasing to previous highs, while the war impact is likely to create 

inefficiencies across the maritime transport system. 

Lastly, at the start of the war, 2,000 seafarers were stranded aboard 94 vessels in Ukrainian ports, according to the 

International Maritime Organization (IMO). 

As of April 20, 2022, 84 merchant ships remained with 500 seafarers on board. An estimated 1,500 seafarers have been 

repatriated with manning levels reduced. 

NATO issued a warning in April 2022 that the ongoing risk of damage to merchant shipping in the Black Sea was high. It 

also declared drifting mines in the Northwest, West, and Southwest areas of the Black Sea posed a threat to shipping.  

Meanwhile, in April 2022, the London market's Joint War Committee extended its high-risk advisory to include all of 

Russia's waters.  

As for combatting climate change, the shipping industry is coming under pressure to accelerate its sustainability efforts. 

Note – Is it time for the IMO to sanction Russia by advising against use of their ports until such time as they lift the 

embargo against Ukraine’s ports? 

Shipping costs are likely to increase across the world - The war in Ukraine will also likely translate into a massive 

increase in shipping costs. As of the time of writing this post, oil and gas prices had increased from… to… Indeed, some 

people were going so far as to anticipate that oil would reach …. by the end of the year. 

Compounding the situation that we are in is the fact that the world is still reeling under the impact of Covid 19. It’s a 

double edged sword. Disruptions that are being brought about both by the war and by Russia’s attack in Ukraine have 

shrunk the scope of the available shipping options. That in turn, has led to an increase in shipping costs. 

Just to give an example, it has become very difficult to get anything from the United States or from Europe to Russia. 

With major airlines pulling out, and Russian airlines being banned from European and U.S airspace, those who relied on 

air freight will no longer be able to move their goods. 

Four EU countries want frozen Russian assets to cover cost of rebuilding Ukraine - Lithuania, Latvia, Slovakia, 

and Estonia have called for the confiscation of Russia's frozen assets and their use to rebuild Ukraine.  

Ukraine estimates the need to rebuild the state after the war at $600bn. But as the war continues, the amount could rise. 

A significant part of the costs of rebuilding Ukraine, including compensation for the victims of Russian military aggression, 

must be covered by Russia,” the letter says, which is planned to be provided to EU finance ministers on Monday. 

The letter calls for new sanctions against Moscow. “As a result, if Russia does not stop its military aggression against 

Ukraine, there should be no economic ties between the EU and Russia at all, ensuring that no financial resources, 

products, or services will contribute to Russia's military machine,” the document said. 

The EU and like-minded countries have already frozen the assets of Russian individuals and legal entities and about 

$300bn in central bank reserves. 

Containment 

Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin's deputy, Kathleen Hicks, is visiting Norway, Germany, and the UK - "to 

deepen relationships and reinforce the importance of Allies and partners to counter strategic competitors like Russia and 

China," according to a preview from the Pentagon. Recall that U.S. officials reportedly (Reuters) want to send Ukraine 

anti-ship missiles, and a good candidate for that could come from Norway's stockpiles of Naval Strike Missiles. 
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Pentagon Weighs Deploying Special Forces to Guard Kyiv Embassy - U.S. military and diplomatic officials are 

weighing plans to send special forces troops to Kyiv to guard the newly reopened embassy there, proposals that would 

force the Biden administration to balance a desire to avoid escalating the U.S. military presence in the war zone against 

fears for the safety of American diplomats, U.S. officials said. 

Ukraine to get Harpoon anti-ship missiles from Denmark amid Russian Black Sea blockade - Denmark will 

arm Ukraine with a modern Harpoon anti-ship launcher and missiles to protect its coasts, Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin 

said Monday after concluding the latest U.S.-led meeting of international defense chiefs to coordinate military aid for 

Ukraine. 

The announcement came as Russia’s blockade of Odessa, Ukraine’s largest port on the Black Sea, is threatening global 

food supplies. At a joint press conference with Austin, Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. Mark Milley said Ukraine, a major 

producer of grain, hasn’t been able to use Odessa as a transit point for 90 days because of Russia’s fleet, but he said the 

U.S. would not be intervening more directly. 

“I think it’s quite important to the economy of Ukraine, and to many countries in the world that depend on Ukrainian 

grain,” Milley said. “As for what we’re doing about it, right now we don’t have any naval assets on the Black Sea, we don’t 

intend to. Right now it’s a bit of a stalemate between the Ukrainians wanting to make sure there isn’t an amphibious 

landing around Odessa. Right now it’s a no-go for commercial shipping.” 

The Ukraine Contact Group, which included 40 member countries at the inaugural gathering at Ramstein Air Base in 

Germany on April 26, has since grown to 47 participants. Austin said Austria, Bosnia Herzegovina, Colombia, Ireland and 

Kosovo were among the newly represented countries helping Ukrainian President Zelenskyy. 

Italy, Greece, Norway and Poland would be donating artillery systems and ammunition, Austin announced. He also lauded 

the Czech Republic for transferring attack helicopters, tanks, and missile systems to Kyiv. 

China is alarmed by the Quad. But its threats are driving the group closer together - When the United States, 

Japan, Australia and India first resuscitated their informal dialogue from a decade-long hiatus in late 2017, China was 

confident it would soon fail. 

Convened around the mantra of promoting a "free and open Indo-Pacific," the four countries have held two naval 

exercises since 2020. Their leaders have assembled three times since last year -- including an in-person summit at the 

White House. 

On Tuesday, the four leaders will meet face to face again in Tokyo. Their summit will be a highlight of Joe Biden's first trip 

to Asia as the US President, as he seeks to strengthen alliances and partnerships to counter China's growing influence in 

the region. 

The renewed activity has seen China's initial scorn turn into alarm, with Beijing viewing the grouping as part of 

Washington's attempt to encircle the country with strategic and military allies. Wang, the foreign minister, has decried 

the grouping as an "Indo-Pacific NATO," accusing it of "trumpeting the Cold War mentality" and "stoking geopolitical 

rivalry." 

That concern has only grown since the Ukraine crisis. Beijing's backing of Moscow has further damaged its global image, 

leaving it more isolated on the world stage. And that is not helped by China's insistence on a zero-Covid policy, in which 

stringent border restrictions are cutting the country off from a world that has largely moved on from the pandemic. 

While Biden travels the world to reinforce ties, his Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping hasn't left China in 25 months. Biden's 

latest flurry of diplomacy, with stops in South Korea and Japan, has particularly irked Beijing. 



 

11 
 

Experts stress that the Quad is not an Asian NATO and neither does it aspire to become one. Instead, they say its flexibility 

as an informal forum allows it to build more partnerships and expand areas for cooperation -- including on the new Indo-

Pacific Economic Framework that Biden is expected to launch in Tokyo. 

"The Quad is trying to emphasize that it has a positive agenda, which is much more about delivering what the Indo-Pacific 

region needs -- versus becoming an anti-China, NATO-like entity, which is a reputation that it's been trying very hard to 

combat in the region," said Kristi Govella, deputy director of the Asia Program at the German Marshall Fund. 

NZ Defence Force will train Ukrainian forces to use specific gun - New Zealand is sending 30 Defence Force 

personnel to the UK to train members of the Ukrainian military in using a specific type of 

gun.  

They will be stationed in the UK until the end of July. At no point will they go into 

Ukraine. New Zealand was asked to help train the Ukrainian forces in using L119, 

105mm Light Guns. 

Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern said more than 230 Ukrainian forces would be 

trained by the NZDF. It will take at least a week for a gun crew to be trained. 

BRI Debt Trap 

China has its BRI (Belt Road Initiative) straddling the globe. In the fall of 2017, BRI was incorporated into the Chinese 

Communist Party’s constitution. Following that development, a burst of activity ensued, with an additional sixty-one 

countries joining BRI in 2018 alone. In all, 139 countries have joined BRI, with the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

standing as the most recent entrant. 

In the fall of 2013, shortly after assuming power, Chinese President Xi Jinping proposed building a land-based “Silk Road 

Economic Belt,” extending from China to Central and South Asia, the Middle East, and Europe, and a sea-based “21st 

Century Maritime Silk Road,” connecting China to Southeast Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Europe via major sea lanes. 

Together, these came to form the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), still known officially in Chinese as “One Belt, One Road,” 

which quickly became Xi’s signature foreign policy undertaking. Under BRI, Chinese banks and companies seek to fund 

and build roads, power plants, ports, railways, 5G networks, and fiber-optic cables around the world. 

BRI is now a truly global endeavor: thirty-nine countries in sub-Saharan Africa have joined the initiative, as well as thirty-

four in Europe and Central Asia, twenty-five in East Asia and the Pacific, eighteen in Latin America and the Caribbean, 

seventeen in the Middle East and North Africa, and six in South Asia. These 139 members of BRI, including China, account 

for 40 percent of global GDP. Sixty-three percent of the world’s population lives within the borders of BRI countries. 

Not all BRI members, however, host BRI projects. Some countries merely formally endorse BRI as a concept and pledge 

to cooperate with China to promote the initiative. In Italy’s nonbinding MoU with China, for example, the two countries 

pledged to “work together within the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) to translate mutual complementary strengths into 

advantages for practical cooperation and sustainable growth.” 

Sri Lanka - Sri Lanka is in economic freefall. Food prices are soaring. Medicine, fuel, and electricity are in short supply. 

Foreign exchange reserves for the island nation of 22 million people are just $50 million. Under a cloud of gross 

mismanagement, Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa resigned on May 9. Dismayed by the country’s corrupt and 

incompetent leadership, Sri Lankans also demand the resignation of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa. Chaos has engulfed 

the country as pitched street battles spiral out of control. 

Who is to blame for Sri Lanka’s chaos and economic implosion? 
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The responsibility, first and foremost, rests with the Government of Sri Lanka led by President Gotabaya and Prime 

Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa who have ruled Sri Lanka for decades with few checks on their power. Under Rajapaksa’s 

rule, Sri Lanka assumed unmanageable debt through China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The cost of BRI is simply 

too great for a medium-sized economy to bear. China’s predatory financing is a dangerous gambit when countries 

borrow too much and cannot service their debt or meet the basic needs of their citizens.  

Not only is BRI a debt trap. It is a fertile field for corruption. China’s financing lacks transparency, encouraging officials to 

skim money from project budgets and line their pockets. When a successor government audits projects, it will be revealed 

that Mahinda and Gotabaya stole a fortune from the people of Sri Lanka. 

China’s money was a gravy train for Mahinda and Gotabaya Rajapaksa and their cronies from the Hambantota district. 

The Hambantota port exemplifies economic mismanagement. In 2017, China Merchant Port Holdings invested $1 billion 

in the Hambantota renovation and was given a lease for 99 years. The capital infusion provided short-term benefits, 

replenishing Sri Lanka’s foreign exchange reserves. 

The Government accepted predatory terms for Hambantota after it could not repay its earlier loans to China. Interest for 

BRI financed projects is typically double that of international financial institutions, such as the Asian Development Bank 

or the International Monetary Fund. BRI exacerbated Sri Lanka’s balance of payment crisis. The government ultimately 

requested a debt-to-equity swap, selling its equity to Chinese companies because it was unable to repay loans to China. 

BRI is a pyramid scheme, throwing good money after bad. 

There is a long list of bogus deals financed by BRI. China invested $1.4 billion in Sri Lanka’s Colombo Port, the largest 

single foreign investment in the island nation’s history. The project boasted employment opportunities and huge 

revenues for Sri Lankans. However, benefits never materialized. The Port City was completed last year. Though 

agreements were signed, it remains barren and empty. 

Sri Lanka became ensnared in a malign web of debt and dependencies. BRI entices nations into futile and ineffectual 

projects, which are extravagant relative to their means. The benefits are one-sided. Contracts require the purchase of 

Chinese materials and the hiring of Chinese labor. 

BRI financed other infrastructure projects such as roads, railways, and buildings. The $104 million Lotus tower proved to 

be a boondoggle. It has yet to start functioning. The $209 million Mattala Airport is known as the “World’s Emptiest 

Airport.” Chinese smile at the signing ceremony. They know that BRI allows China to take control of land and other natural 

resources, enriching the Chinese partner under the pretext of development. China also flooded the Sri Lankan economy 

with cheap Chinese goods that destroyed local manufacturing. 

If we look at Chinese intervention in other South Asian countries, India is almost surrounded. It is like a ‘string of pearl’. 

In Nepal, Chinese investment has gone up and political relations have fortified over the years. Even in the present political 

crisis, a section in Nepal is blaming India and going soft on China. Bangladesh is the major arms importer of China, and in 

the past, it received Chinese submarines. Chinese business has a substantial presence in Bangladesh. China-Bangladesh 

relation has grown over the years. Needless to mention the China-Pakistan strategic closeness. 

China only concludes bi-lateral agreements with BRI members, not multi-lateral as is required in geopolitical circles. The 

port of Colombo now provides China with an Indian Ocean port – directly in threat with Western Indian Ocean interests.  

Chinese tacticians have been eyeing the strategic region for some time. In early 2016, China concluded a deal with 

Djibouti to construct a military base – China’s first overseas military facility. The much-discussed Chinese outpost, which 

itself borders a similar American facility, became operational a year later. China has deployed soldiers throughout East 

Africa, even sending peacekeepers to secure Chinese-staffed oil wells in South Sudan. 

BRI is taken as an extension of Chinese national interests. 
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Humanitarian 

Ukrainians must endure a brutal 'filtration' process to escape Russian-held territory - Here's what that 

means. "What would happen if we cut off your ear?" the soldiers asked Oleksandr Vdovychenko. Then they hit him in the 

head. The punches kept coming whenever his interrogators -- a mixture of Russian soldiers and pro-Russian separatists -

- didn't like his answers, he later told his family. 

The men asked about his politics, his future plans, his views on the war. They checked his documents, took his fingerprints 

and stripped him to check if he had any nationalist tattoos or marks caused by wearing or carrying military equipment. 

"They were trying to beat something out of him," his daughter Maria Vdovychenko told CNN in an interview. 

Maria said her father received so many blows to his head during the interrogation last month that several medical 

examinations have now confirmed his sight has been permanently damaged. 

Yet Oleksandr was one of the lucky ones. He made it through "filtration." 

When Russian troops first started taking over villages and towns in eastern Ukraine in early March, following their 

invasion of the country, evidence began to emerge of civilians being forced to undergo humiliating identity checks and 

often violent questioning before being allowed to leave their homes and travel to areas still under Ukrainian control. 

Three months into the war, the dehumanizing process known as filtration has become part of the reality of life under 

Russian occupation. 

Information signs that have been posted in Mariupol after Russian troops took over the city leave no room for doubt: 

"Evacuation can be carried out if there is a document confirming the passage of the filtration procedure." CNN has seen 

a photo of one such sign taken by a person who escaped the city. 

"Everyone has to go through filtration, both men and women, in order to move around the city freely," 20-year old Karina, 

another Mariupol resident, who is only being identified by her first name due to security concerns, told CNN. 

Widening of Conflict 

China Expresses Outrage at Biden’s Comments That U.S. Would Defend Taiwan - China on Monday expressed 

outrage at President Joe Biden’s apparent break from America’s prior policy of “strategic ambiguity” regarding Taiwan, 

blasting his assertion that the U.S. would militarily defend the island nation if Beijing invaded. 

No country should underestimate China’s “firm resolve, staunch will and strong ability” to protect its sovereign and 

territorial interests, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin told reporters on Monday in response to Biden’s 

comments. 

“On issues that bear on China's sovereignty, territorial integrity and other core interests, no one shall expect China to 

make any compromise or trade-offs,” Wang said. 

Other Chinese Communist Party insiders offered more colorful threats to Biden’s remarks. 

“PLA’s firepower in the Taiwan Straits has long surpassed that of US military,” Hu Xijin, who until last year oversaw China’s 

Global Times news outlet – considered aligned with the views of the ruling party – wrote on Twitter on Monday, using 

an abbreviation for the People’s Liberation Army. “Biden says US military would defend Taiwan - does Biden wish to bring 

those soldiers back in coffins or let them sink into the Taiwan Straits to feed the fish? So, let’s cherish peace together.” 
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Their comments came moments after Biden in high-profile remarks in Japan shocked observers with the assertion that 

the U.S. would provide military support to Taiwan in the case of an invasion. 

Speaking at a press conference in Japan during his tour of Asia, a reporter asked Biden, “You didn’t want to get involved 

in the Ukraine conflict militarily for obvious reasons,” adding, “Are you willing to get involved militarily to defend Taiwan 

if it comes to that?” 

“Yes,” the president responded. “You are?” the reporter asked in reply. Biden responded again: “That’s the commitment 

we made.” 

His surprise announcement overshadowed what would have been major diplomatic news that the U.S. has secured 

agreements from 12 countries to join the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, which bolsters trade in the region. 


