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Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is 
updated daily alongside the static maps present in this report. 

Click here to access ISW’s archive of interactive time-lapse maps of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. These maps complement the static control-of-terrain map that 
ISW produces daily by showing a dynamic frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse 
map archive monthly. 

Note: The data cut-off for this product was 12:15pm ET on September 30. ISW will cover 
subsequent reports in the October 1 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 

Russian forces are conducting tactical counterattacks in the Robotyne area as part of 
their elastic defense against ongoing Ukrainian offensive operations in western 
Zaporizhia Oblast. The situation south of Robotyne is fluid as some tactically significant 
field fortifications have changed hands several times. Geolocated footage posted on 
September 30 shows Ukrainian forces striking Russian troops trying to enter a trench system about 
1km southwest of Robotyne near the T0408 Robotyne—Tokmak road.[1] Footage posted on 
September 13 shows that Ukrainian forces had previously occupied segments of this trench and thus 
appear to have lost it to Russian counterattacks between September 13 and 30.[2] ISW has recoded 
this area from Ukraine's counteroffensive to Russian advances. 

A Ukrainian soldier analyzed the footage of the area and noted that the aforementioned Russian-
controlled trench is a strongpoint in an interconnected system of trenches, firing systems, and 
dugouts that lie between Robotyne and Novoprokopivka.[3] The Ukrainian soldier noted that the 
trenches are connected by underground tunnel-like structures and that Russian forces are prioritizing 
the defense of these positions, which have tactical significance in the area between Robotyne and 
Novoprokopivka.[4] Geolocated footage posted on October 1 shows Russian forces striking a 
Ukrainian vehicle just south of the middle of the three trenches and about 1km west of the 
easternmost trench in the system, suggesting that Ukrainian forces control the easternmost trench 
and are attempting to push westward to recapture the remaining two trenches and connected dugouts 
and firing positions.[5] Commercially available satellite imagery indicates that Russian forces 
destroyed this vehicle between September 25 and 28, indicating that Russian forces repelled a 
Ukrainian attack and reconsolidated Russian positions near the trench systems in late September. 
The reported continued presence of Russian forces in the western and central trenches suggests that 
Russian forces have been conducting successful limited tactical counterattacks south of Robotyne and 
that the tactical situation in this area is complex and dynamic. 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895
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The Russian information space continues to falsely portray Western aid to Ukraine as 
escalatory in order to discourage continued Western support for Ukraine. Newly 
appointed United Kingdom Defense Secretary Grant Shapps stated in an interview with the Telegraph 
published on September 30 that he held talks with unspecified (likely UK) “Army leaders” about 
moving “more training and production” of military equipment into Ukraine.[6] UK Prime Minister 
Rishi Sunak walked back Shapps’ statement on October 1 and stated that the UK has no immediate 
plans to deploy military instructors to Ukraine.[7] Sunak clarified that it may be possible for the UK to 
conduct some training in the future in Ukraine but stated that the UK would not send British soldiers 
to fight in the ”current conflict.”[8] Russian Security Council Deputy Chairperson Dmitry Medvedev, 
a notably nationalistic and extreme voice in the Russian government, called Shapps’ since-clarified 
statement a “push” toward a ”third world war.”[9] Medvedev regularly voices alarmist rhetoric and 
continues to portray any Western aid to Ukraine as escalatory in an attempt to undermine Western 
military aid to Ukraine.[10] His comments are part of a long-running Russian information operation 
along these lines and do not mark any sort of inflection. 

Several Russian milbloggers also expressed baseless paranoia in response to UK officials’ statements 
by claiming with no evidence at all that the UK intends to help train Ukrainian forces for future 
operations in Crimea.[11] The milbloggers’ claims are likely also a part of a Russian information 
operation intended to portray Western military aid and continued support for Ukraine as escalatory. 
Russian milbloggers have noted broad indicators such as Ukrainian strikes on military targets in 
Crimea and on Russian Black Sea Fleet (BSF) assets to suggest that western forces are currently 
aiding Ukrainian forces in preparations to launch military operations in Crimea.[12] Ukrainian strikes 
against Crimea and BSF assets are more likely part of Ukraine’s interdiction campaign assisting 
Ukrainian counteroffensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast.[13] 

The status of the Wagner Group remains unclear amid reported negotiations about the 
Wagner Group’s future cooperation with the Russian government. The Wagner Group’s 
main combat elements are split across several countries, including Belarus, the Central African 
Republic, Libya, and Mali, and there is no clear unified leader for the Wagner Group.[14] Russian 
President Vladimir Putin publicly embraced former Wagner Group commander and current Ministry 
of Defense (MoD) employee Andrey Troshev on September 29 and stated that he and Troshev 
discussed how Troshev would be involved in the formation of new volunteer detachments that 
perform combat missions primarily in Ukraine.[15] Some Wagner group elements reacted negatively 
to Putin’s embrace of Troshev and have now put forward an alternative leader. A prominent Wagner-
affiliated Telegram channel announced on October 1 that Yevgeny Prigozhin’s 25-year-old son Pavel 
Prigozhin has taken over “command” of the Wagner Group, and that Pavel Prigozhin is negotiating 
with Rosgvardia about having the Wagner Group rejoin combat operations in Ukraine.[16] The 
prominent Wagner-affiliated source reported that Wagner fighters would not have to sign contracts 
with the Russian MoD and that the Wagner Group would retain its name, symbols, ideology, 
commanders, management, and existing standard operating principles.[17] A Russian insider source 
claimed that Pavel Prigozhin is not an independent actor and is under the influence of Wagner 
Security Service head Mikhail Vatanin, indicating that some Wagner personnel are interested in 
rallying around a Prigozhin-linked alternative to the Kremlin- and MoD-aligned Troshev, even if that 
alternative is not an independent entity.[18] A different pro-Wagner source claimed on September 30 
that Rosgvardia Head Viktor Zolotov is considering allowing Wagner Group elements to join 
Rosgvardia as a separate Wagner unit, though the Pavel Prigozhin camp has not commented 
specifically on how its branch of the Wagner Group may operate with Rosgvardia.[19]  It is unclear 
what the Kremlin thinks the relationship(s) between Wagner elements and the Russian government 
are. Rosgvardia is directly subordinate to the Russian Presidential Administration, which makes 
Putin’s public embrace of Troshev and subordinating Wagner elements to the Russian MoD 
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noteworthy. The MoD would have to provide the equipment and supplies for a large, reconstituted 
force under Rosgvardia in any case, since Rosgvardia does not have the logistical infrastructure to do 
so on its own. 

ISW will revise its assessment about the prospects for the Wagner Group to reemerge 
an as effective military organization if the Wagner Group successfully reconstitutes as a 
large, unitary organization under Rosgvardia, the Russian MoD, or a similar 
organization. ISW previously assessed that disjointed Wagner Group elements were unlikely to 
pose a serious military threat to Ukraine without bringing the full suite of effectiveness Wagner had as 
a unitary organization under Yevgeniy Prigozhin’s and Dmitry Utkin’s consolidated leadership. This 
initial assessment will be invalidated if the Wagner Group reestablishes itself as a coherent and large 
formation under the Russian government with effective centralized leadership. 

Russian forces conducted another series of drone strikes against Ukraine on the night 
of September 30 to October 1. The Ukrainian General Staff reported on October 1 that Ukrainian 
air defenses downed 16 of 30 Shahed 131/136 drones that Russian forces launched.[20] Ukrainian Air 
Force Spokesperson Colonel Yuriy Ihnat stated that Shahed drones have a large power reserve and are 
highly accurate, which enables them to strike targets far from their launch points.[21] Ihnat stated 
that unspecified actors, likely Russian authorities and their allies, are working to make Shahed drones 
and other Russian weapons more resistant to electronic warfare and more difficult to down.[22] A 
Russian milblogger noted that Ihnat is likely referring to small noise-resistant Comet satellite signal 
receivers that Russian drone producers have begun installing on domestically produced Shahed 
drones.[23] 

Key Takeaways: 

• Russian forces are conducting tactical counterattacks in the Robotyne area as 
part of their elastic defense against ongoing Ukrainian offensive operations in 
western Zaporizhia Oblast. The situation south of Robotyne is fluid as some 
tactically significant field fortifications have changed hands several times. 

• The Russian information space continues to falsely portray Western aid to 
Ukraine as escalatory in order to discourage continued Western support for 
Ukraine. 

• The status of the Wagner Group remains unclear amid reported negotiations 
about the Wagner Group’s future cooperation with the Russian government. 

• ISW will revise its assessment about the prospects for the Wagner Group to 
reemerge an as effective military organization if the Wagner Group successfully 
reconstitutes as a large, unitary organization under Rosgvardia, the Russian 
MoD, or a similar organization. 

• Russian forces conducted another series of drone strikes against Ukraine on the 
night of September 30 to October 1. 

• Russian forces continued offensive operations along the Kupyansk-Lyman line, 
near Bakhmut, along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line, in the Donetsk-Zaporizhia 
Oblast border area, and in western Zaporizhia Oblast and marginally advanced in 
western Zaporizhia Oblast.  

• The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) officially announced the beginning of its 
regular fall 2023 conscription cycle on October 1. 
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/DraftUkraineCOTOctober%201%2C2023.png
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-
covered in Western media and do not directly affect the military operations we are 
assessing and forecasting. We will continue to evaluate and report on the effects of 
these criminal activities on the Ukrainian military and the Ukrainian population and 
specifically on combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian 
violations of the laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even 
though we do not describe them in these reports.  

• Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine (comprised of two subordinate main efforts) 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push 

westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 
• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 
• Activities in Russian-occupied areas  

Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 

Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and 
northern Donetsk Oblast) 

Russian sources claimed that Russian forces conducted limited ground attacks along the Kupyansk-
Lyman line and made marginal advances between September 30 and October 1. A Russian milblogger 
claimed on September 30 that Russian forces made unspecified advances near Kyslivka (20km 
southeast of Kupyansk) and that fighting is ongoing near Petropavlivka (7km east of Kupyansk), 
Synkivka (9km northeast of Kupyansk), and Dvorichna (17km northeast of Kupyansk).[24] Another 
milblogger claimed that fighting occurred in the Serebryanske forest area (11km south of Kreminna) 
but that the intensity of fighting in the Luhansk direction has decreased over the past week.[25] 
Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash stated on October 1, however, 
that no combat engagements occurred in the Kupyansk-Lyman direction.[26] Footage published on 
October 1 purportedly shows elements of the 7th Motorized Rifle Brigade (2nd Luhansk Army Corps) 
operating near Bilohorivka (10km south of Kreminna).[27] 

The newly created Russian 25th Combined Arms Army (CAA) is reportedly fully staffed with over 
17,000 personnel. Yevlash reported on October 1 that the 25th CAA has deployed south and west of 
Kreminna in order to replace the elements of the significantly degraded 41st Combined Arms Army 
(Central Military District) and 76th Airborne (VDV) Division.[28] 

Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted unsuccessful ground attacks near Kreminna 
on October 1. The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) claimed on October 1 that Russian forces 
repelled Ukrainian attacks near Dibrova (7km southwest of Kreminna) and in the Serebryanske forest 
area.[29] A Russian milblogger claimed on September 30 that Ukrainian forces regularly conduct 
unsuccessful attacks west of Kreminna to interfere with Russian operations on the bank of the 
Siverskyi Donets River near Bilohorivka, as well as near Torske (12km west of Kreminna) and Terny 
(17km west of Kreminna).[30] 
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
entirety of Donetsk Oblast, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas) 

Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations near Bakhmut on October 1 and have made 
confirmed marginal advances. Geolocated footage published on September 30 indicates that 
Ukrainian forces marginally advanced east of Andriivka (10km southwest of Bakhmut).[31] 
Additional geolocated footage published on October 1 indicates that Ukrainian forces marginally 
advanced northeast of Andriivka.[32] The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) stated that elements of 
the Russian Southern Grouping of Forces repelled Ukrainian attacks near Klishchiivka (7km 
southwest of Bakhmut), Andriivka, and Kurdyumivka (13km southwest of Bakhmut).[33] Russian 
sources claimed on September 30 and October 1 that Ukrainian forces continued unsuccessful 
attempts to break through to the railway line near Klishchiivka and Andriivka.[34] 

Russian forces continued offensive operations near Bakhmut on October 1 but did not make any 
confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted unsuccessful 
attacks near Klishchiivka and Andriivka.[35] Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Ilya 
Yevlash stated on October 1 that Russian forces have concentrated over 10,000 personnel in Bakhmut 
itself.[36] 
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Russian milbloggers claimed on September 30 and October 1 that Russian forces are counterattacking 
and holding defensive positions along the railway near Klishchiivka and Andriivka.[37] A Kremlin-
affiliated milblogger claimed on October 1 that Russian forces also conducted unsuccessful attacks 
northeast of Klishchiivka.[38]  A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces completely control 
Kurdyumivka and claimed that control of Klishchiivka and Andriivka is contested as of September 
30.[39] Another Russian milblogger claimed that fighting south of Bakhmut reminds him of the 
situation in Izyum in the fall of 2022 (alluding to Ukraine’s Kharkiv Oblast counteroffensive) because 
the situation is very bad for both sides and ”fraught with serious risks.”[40] The milblogger noted that 
he does not think that the Bakhmut front will collapse as it did in Izyum in September 2022, 
however.[41] Russian sources claimed that Russian forces have established positions in the eastern 
part of Orikhovo-Vasylivka (10km northwest of Bakhmut) as of September 30.[42] 

The Russian MoD claimed on October 1 that Russian forces repelled a Ukrainian attack near 
Krasnohorivka (8km northwest of Avdiivka).[43] 

Russian forces continued ground attacks along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line on October 1 but did 
not make any confirmed advances. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces 
conducted unsuccessful attacks near Novoselivka (15km northeast of Avdiivka), Stepove (8km 
northwest of Avdiivka), Avdiivka, Vesele (on the northwestern outskirts of Donetsk City), Marinka 
(just southwest of Donetsk City), and Novomykhailivka (10km southwest of Donetsk City).[44] A 
Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces also conducted unsuccessful attacks near Sieverne 
(6km west of Avdiivka) and from Opytne (3km southwest of Avdiivka).[45] A Russian news 
aggregator claimed that Russian forces attacked south of Avdiivka on September 30.[46] Another 
Russian milblogger amplified footage on October 1 claiming to show elements of the Russian 9th 
Motorized Rifle Brigade (Donetsk People’s Republic [DNR] 1st Army Corps) operating in the Avdiivka 
direction.[47] Yet another Russian milblogger posted footage on September 30 claiming to show 
elements of the Russian 1453rd Regiment (1st Slavic Brigade, DNR 1st Army Corps) operating near 
Avdiivka.[48] 
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Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis (Russian objective: Maintain frontline 
positions and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 

  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Zaporizhia%20Battle%20Map%20Draft%20October%201%2C2023.png
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Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted unsuccessful limited offensive operations in 
the Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast border area on October 1. The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) 
claimed that Russian forces repelled four Ukrainian attacks near Pryyutne (16km southwest of Velyka 
Novosilka).[49] A Russian milblogger claimed that the intensity of Ukrainian attacks in this area has 
significantly decreased as of September 30.[50] The milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces are 
rotating and replenishing units in preparation to possibly resume attacks near Pryyutne and 
Novomayorske (18km southeast of Velyka Novosilka).[51] 

Russian forces conducted counterattacks in the Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast border area and 
reportedly restored some lost positions on October 1. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that 
Russian forces conducted unsuccessful attacks near Novodarivka (15km south of Velyka 
Novosilka).[52] A Kremlin-affiliated Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces conducted 
successful counterattacks from Pryyutne and restored lost positions.[53] The milblogger claimed that 
Russian forces conducted unsuccessful counterattacks in the direction of Staromayorske (9km south 
of Velyka Novosilka).[54] A Russian news aggregator claimed that Russian forces achieved 
unspecified success during offensive operations near Pryyutne and counterattacks from Urozhaine 
(9km south of Velyka Novosilka) on September 30.[55] 
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Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on October 1 and made 
confirmed marginal gains near Robotyne. Geolocated footage published on September 29 indicates 
that Ukrainian forces marginally advanced northwest of Robotyne (13km south of Orikhiv).[56] The 
Russian MoD claimed that Russian forces repelled two Ukrainian attacks in the direction of Robotyne 
and Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv).[57] Another Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian 
forces have reduced the intensity of their attacks near Orikhiv and are rotating forces in preparation 
for resumed attacks in this direction.[58] A Russian news aggregator claimed that Ukrainian forces 
continued unsuccessful attacks near Verbove and Novopokrovka (16km southeast of Orikhiv) on 
September 30.[59] Another Russian milblogger claimed on October 1 that Russian and Ukrainian 
forces skirmished near Novofedorivka (21km southeast of Orikhiv).[60] A Russian milblogger claimed 
that elements of the Russian 56th Guards Air Assault (VDV) Regiment (7th Guards VDV Division) 
repelled Ukrainian attacks near Novofedorivka.[61] Another Russian milblogger posted footage on 
September 30 claiming to show elements of the Russian 108th VDV Regiment (7th VDV Division) 
repelling Ukrainian attacks near Verbove.[62] A Kremlin-affiliated Russian milblogger claimed that 
Russian and Ukrainian forces skirmished near Bilohiria (15km southeast of Orikhiv).[63] 

Russian forces conducted limited counterattacks in western Zaporizhia Oblast on October 1 and 
marginally advanced near Robotyne. Geolocated footage published on September 30 indicates that 
Russian forces marginally advanced south of Robotyne.[64] Additional geolocated footage published 
on September 29 indicates that Russian forces marginally advanced northwest of Verbove.[65] The 
Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted unsuccessful attacks near 
Novodarivka and Verbove.[66] Russian sources claimed that Russian forces counterattacked near 
Novoprokopivka (13km south of Orikhiv) and from Verbove but did not specify an 
outcome.[67]  Russian milbloggers posted footage on October 1 claiming to show elements of the 
Russian 177th Naval Infantry Regiment (Caspian Sea Flotilla) operating near Dorozhnianka (34km 
east of Orikhiv).[68] 



16 Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2023 
 

  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Pryatykhatky%20and%20Robotyne%20Battle%20Map%20Draft%20October%201%2C2023.png


17 Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2023 
 

Russian forces struck Kherson Oblast with guided aerial bombs overnight on September 30 – October 
1. Ukrainian Southern Operational Command Spokesperson Captain First Rank Nataliya Humenyuk 
stated on October 1 that Russian forces launched 16 guided aerial bombs at Kherson Oblast and 
targeted residential and agricultural infrastructure.[69] The Kherson Oblast Administration noted 
that two guided aerial bombs struck a residential quarter in the Beryslav area in the afternoon of 
October 1.[70]  A Russian milblogger posted footage of Russian Aerospace Forces (VKS) dropping a 
FAB-500 aerial bomb on Ukrainian positions on an island in the Dnipro River delta.[71] 
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Russian sources claimed that Ukraine fired two “Hrim-2” missiles at occupied Crimea on October 1. 
The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) claimed that Russian air defense shot down two “Hrim-2” 
missiles over Dzhankoy, and that some debris fell on the Dzhankoy area.[72] The Ukrainian 
Resistance Center noted that Russian forces are transferring air defense equipment to Simferopol, 
likely in an effort to further augment Russian air defense capabilities in occupied Crimea.[73] 

Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts (Russian objective: Expand combat 
power without conducting general mobilization) 

The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) officially announced the beginning of its regular fall 2023 
conscription cycle on October 1.[74] The Russian MoD announced that Russian authorities will call up 
130,000 conscripts who will train with formations for five months, and then be assigned to their 
units.[75] The MoD explicitly stated that conscripts will not deploy to occupied Donetsk, Luhansk, 
Zaporizhia, or Kherson oblasts or participate in combat operations in Ukraine.[76]   Ukrainian 
Luhansk Oblast Head Artem Lysohor noted on October 1 that Russian authorities are also 
conscripting people in occupied Ukraine.[77] Russian authorities are steadily increasing penalties for 
ignoring conscription notices: Russian authorities increased fines for ignoring a summons from 3,000 
to 30,000 rubles ($31 to $310), introduced new fine up to 500,000 rubles ($5,181) for organizations 
that do not provide enlistment offices information to issue summons, and banned summoned 
conscripts from leaving Russia.[78] 

Russian military administrators continue facing problems granting benefits to fighters of irregular 
units due to their informal status under Russian law. The Vostok Battalion claimed on October 1 that 
an irregular unit, likely referring to the Donetsk People's Republic's “Kaskad” formation, did not 
receive state awards for its participation in combat when other regular units did because the unit 
formation exists outside of Russia’s “legal framework” as a relic from when the Donetsk People’s 
Republic (DNR) was not officially part of the Russian Federation.[79] The Vostok Battalion 
complained that the unit’s personnel cannot receive combat veterans benefits despite serving as part 
of a frontline unit, whereas noncombatant Russian National Guard personnel did receive benefits 
when performing security duties in the rear.[80] 

A Kremlin-linked milblogger complained that the attritional fighting and a lack of infantry have 
degraded formerly “elite” Russian Spetsnaz, Airborne Forces, and Naval Infantry units into “ordinary 
trash.”[81] The source stated that these units used to be elite prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine but that the Russian military has turned all their forces into infantry because there is a great 
need for infantry.[82] The source acknowledged that there is a lack of Russian infantry but argued 
that the Russian military should consider how to improve the quality of Russia’s regular infantry and 
then think about how to employ elite forces more appropriately instead of using elite forces as a 
stopgap for regular infantry’s short fallings for convenience's sake.[83] 

Activities in Russian-occupied areas (Russian objective: Consolidate administrative 
control of annexed areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian 
sociocultural, economic, military, and governance systems) 

Nothing significant to report. 

Significant activity in Belarus (Russian efforts to increase its military presence in 
Belarus and further integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks and Wagner 
Group activity in Belarus) 
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Wagner Group trainers in Belarus may have provided Belarusian territorial defense elements 
captured Ukrainian vehicles for tactical training. The Belarusian Ministry of Defense (MoD) posted 
photos on September 25 showing Belarusian Mogilev territorial defense forces using a Ukrainian-
made KrAZ Cobra vehicle (very likely captured from Ukrainian forces) at the Osipovichi Training 
Ground.[84] A Russian source hypothesized that Russian forces may have given the captured vehicle 
to Belarus following the withdrawal from Kyiv in early 2022 or Wagner Group forces used it in 
training following their relocation to Belarus.[85] 

ISW will continue to report daily observed Russian and Belarusian military activity in 
Belarus as part of ongoing Kremlin efforts to increase their control over Belarus and 
other Russian actions in Belarus.  

Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly 
available information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western 
reporting and social media as well as commercially available satellite imagery and 
other geospatial data as the basis for these reports. References to all sources used are 
provided in the endnotes of each update. 
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Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is 
updated daily alongside the static maps present in this report. 
 
Click here to access ISW’s archive of interactive time-lapse maps of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. These maps complement the static control-of-terrain map that 
ISW produces daily by showing a dynamic frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse 
map archive monthly. 
 
Note: The data cut-off for this product was 12:15pm ET on September 30. ISW will cover 
subsequent reports in the October 1 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 
  
Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast 
and near Bakhmut on September 30. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian 
forces continued offensive operations in the Melitopol direction (western Zaporizhia Oblast) and near 
Bakhmut.[1] Russian milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted unsuccessful ground 
attacks near Klishchiivka (7km southwest of Bakhmut), Andriivka (10km southwest of Bakhmut), 
Robotyne (10km south of Orikhiv), Novoprokopivka (13km south of Orikhiv), and Verbove (18km 
southeast of Orikhiv).[2] A fringe Russian milblogger reportedly affiliated with the Russian Airborne 
(VDV) forces implicitly recanted claims from September 24 that Ukrainian forces occupy half of 
Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv).[3] The fringe milblogger claimed on September 29 that 
elements of the 7th Guards VDV Division still hold Verbove despite suffering losses.[4] 
  
The Kremlin has seemingly not yet clarified what Ukrainian territories it claims that 
Russia has annexed, leading to continued confusion among Russian government and 
occupation officials a year after the illegal annexation of occupied territories. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin gave a speech in honor of the so-called “Day of Reunification of the Donetsk 
People’s Republic, Luhansk People’s Republic, Zaporizhia, and Kherson Oblasts with Russia” on 
September 30 in which he reiterated boilerplate rhetoric about the international legitimacy of the 
illegal Russian annexation referenda, the West’s alleged role in starting the war in Ukraine, and the 
unity between Russia and occupied Ukraine.[5] Sevastopol occupation governor Mikhail Razvozhaev 
posted a map on his Telegram channel in honor of the holiday that showed the entirety of Crimea and 
Luhansk, Donetsk, Zaporizhia, and Kherson oblasts as Russian territory.[6] The Kherson Oblast 
occupation administration posted a different map that showed Russian territory roughly extending to 
the current frontlines in the four most recently annexed territories.[7] Russian Security Council 
Deputy Chairperson Dmitry Medvedev, a notable nationalistic and extreme voice in the Russian 
government, ambiguously claimed that the war in Ukraine will continue until “the original Russian 
territories are liberated.”[8] Medvedev’s unclear statement and occupation officials’ disparate maps 
indicate that the Kremlin has yet to clarify what territories it claims to have annexed or intends to 
annex. 
  

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895
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Russian forces conducted a series of drone strikes primarily targeting Vinnytsia Oblast 
on the night of September 29 to 30. Ukrainian military sources reported on September 30 that 
Ukrainian forces downed 30 out of 40 Shahed-131/136 drones that Russian forces launched from 
occupied Crimea.[9] Ukrainian Southern Operational Command Spokesperson Captain First Rank 
Nataliya Humenyuk stated that Russian forces struck an infrastructure facility in Vinnytsia 
Oblast.[10] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian drones struck a Ukrainian military arsenal near 
Kalynivka (22km north of Vinnytsia) in Vinnytsia Oblast.[11] Russian sources also claimed that 
Russian drones struck Ukrainian port infrastructure in Odesa and Mykolaiv oblasts on the night of 
September 29 to 30.[12] The Romanian Ministry of Defense (MoD) stated that its radar systems 
indicated a possible unauthorized entry into Romanian airspace during the Russian strike series on 
the night of September 29 to 30.[13] The Romanian MoD stated that Romanian authorities have not 
yet identified any objects that may have fallen into Romanian territory.[14] 
  
Russian milbloggers claimed on September 30 that the Russian military command 
removed the commander of the Russian 205th Motorized Rifle Brigade following recent 
outrage from milbloggers about the brigade’s command.[15] The same group of Russian 
milbloggers extensively amplified reports about elements of the 205th Separate Motorized Rifle 
Brigade (49th Combined Arms Army, Southern Military District) suffering significant losses due to 
inadequate artillery support and poor leadership in the Kherson direction in late August.[16] One of 
the Russian milbloggers stated on September 30 that the removal of this commander is a “rare case” 
in which truth and justice prevailed.[17] The removal of the commander suggests that Russian 
ultranationalist outrage may still be able to pressure the Russian military command despite the 
apparent decline in such reactions in the wider Russian information space since the Wagner Group‘s 
June 24 rebellion. 
  
An organization with alleged ties to Russian First Deputy Presidential Chief of Staff 
Sergey Kiriyenko is reportedly categorizing Russian internet user data in an effort to 
disseminate tailored information to specific domestic populations as part of a wider 
attempt to control the Russian information space. Independent Belarusian outlet Vot 
Tak reported on September 29 that Russian non-profit organization Dialog is gathering Russian 
internet user data and information from Russian government agencies in order to categorize Russian 
media consumers and then feed tailored narratives to specific categories of users.[18] A former 
employee of Dialog told Vot Tak that Dialog’s database categorizes internet users by profession, 
interests, and political beliefs and specifically orients false news about the war in Ukraine and pro-war 
narratives toward Russian military personnel, relatives of military personnel, and civil 
servants.[19] The former Dialog employee also claimed that Dialog categorizes internet users as 
“loyal” and “disloyal” and shares its information with Russian security services.[20] The former 
Dialog employee claimed that Dialog has failed to make a significant ideological impact on the 
Russian information space because Dialog could not produce unified and clear 
narratives.[21] Dialog’s efforts to promote narratives to specific Russian populations are likely a more 
subtle part of the Kremlin’s effort to control the Russian information space and commensurate with 
the Kremlin’s more overt efforts to promote self-censorship. 
 
Key Takeaways: 
 

• Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations in western Zaporizhia 
Oblast and near Bakhmut on September 30. 
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• The Kremlin has seemingly not yet clarified what Ukrainian territories it 
claims that Russia has annexed, leading to continued confusion among 
Russian government and occupation officials a year after the illegal 
annexation of occupied territories. 

• Russian forces conducted a series of drone strikes primarily targeting 
Vinnytsia Oblast on the night of September 29 to 30. 

• Russian milbloggers claimed on September 30 that the Russian military 
command removed the commander of the Russian 205th Motorized Rifle 
Brigade following recent outrage from milbloggers about the brigade’s 
command. 

• An organization with alleged ties to Russian First Deputy Presidential Chief of 
Staff Sergey Kiriyenko is reportedly categorizing Russian internet user data in 
an effort to disseminate tailored information to specific domestic populations 
as part of a wider attempt to control the Russian information space. 

• Russian forces conducted offensive operations near Kupyansk, Kreminna, 
Bakhmut, along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line, and in the Donetsk-Zaporizhia 
Oblast border area and marginally advanced along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City 
line. 

• Russian authorities have started to conscript citizens in occupied Ukraine who 
have Russian passports. 

• Russian authorities continue to forcibly deport children from occupied 
Ukraine to Russia in order to assimilate Ukrainian children into Russian 
culture. 
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-
covered in Western media and do not directly affect the military operations we are 
assessing and forecasting. We will continue to evaluate and report on the effects of 
these criminal activities on the Ukrainian military and the Ukrainian population and 
specifically on combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian 
violations of the laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even 
though we do not describe them in these reports. 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/DraftUkraineCOTSeptember%2C 30%2C2023.png
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• Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine (comprised of two subordinate main efforts) 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push 

westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 
• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 
• Activities in Russian-occupied areas 

 
Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 
 
Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and 
northern Donetsk Oblast)  

Russian forces conducted offensive operations near Kupyansk and Kremmina on September 30 but 
did not make confirmed advances. A Russian milblogger claimed that positional battles are ongoing 
near Synkivka (9km northeast of Kupyansk) and in the Serebryanske forest area (11km south of 
Kreminna).[22] Another milblogger claimed that Russian forces attacked Ukrainian positions near 
Bilohorivka (10km south of Kreminna).[23] Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson 
Captain Ilya Yevlash stated that Russian forces resumed assault operations in the Kupyansk and 
Lyman directions and unsuccessfully tried to break through unspecified Ukrainian defenses twice 
over the past day.[24] Footage published on September 30 purportedly shows elements of the 
“Moscow” Volunteer Battalion assaulting and capturing a Ukrainian position near Kreminna.[25] The 
Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) reportedly formed the “Moscow” Volunteer Battalion in January 
2023, and the volunteer detachment consists of athletes and Russian soccer fans.[26] Footage 
published on September 30 purportedly shows elements of the 88th Motorized Rifle Brigade (2nd 
Luhansk People’s Republic Army Corps) operating in the Siversk direction (19km south of 
Kreminna).[27] 

The Russian military has reportedly deployed elements of the newly created 25th Combined Arms 
Army (CAA) along the frontline in the Kupyansk-Lyman direction. Yevlash reported on September 30 
that Ukrainian forces have observed a total of 12,000 25th CAA personnel along the frontline in the 
Kupyansk-Lyman direction and that the 25th CAA consists of mobilized personnel and personnel 
from heavily degraded units that have completely lost their combat capabilities.[28] Yevlash also 
stated that the 25th CAA has unspecified weapons, logistics, and personnel problems.[29] 

The Russian MoD claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted unsuccessful attacks near Yampolivka 
(17km west of Kreminna), Torske (12km west of Kreminna), and Dibrova (7km southwest of 
Kreminna) on September 30.[30] 
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Luhansk Battle Map Draft September 30%2C2023.png
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
entirety of Donetsk Oblast, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas) 
  
Ukrainian forces reportedly continued offensive actions near Bakhmut on September 30 but did not 
make any confirmed advances. A prominent Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces 
attempted to break through to the railway east of Klishchiivka (7km southwest of Bakhmut) and 
Andriivka (10km southwest of Bakhmut).[31] A Russian news aggregator claimed on September 29 
that Ukrainian forces control half of Klishchiivka and that the other half of the settlement is a 
contested “gray zone.”[32] Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash 
stated on September 30 that Ukrainian artillery continues to target the T0513 (Bakhmut-Horlivka) 
highway, which is a key Russian logistics line.[33] 

Russian forces continued ground attacks near Bakhmut on September 30 but did not make any 
confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted unsuccessful 
attacks near Klishchiiivka.[34] A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces pushed Ukrainian 
forces back from the railway east of Klishchiivka.[35] A Russian news aggregator claimed on 
September 29 that Russian forces were entrenched at the railway near Klishchiivka and 
counterattacked near Andriivka.[36] A Russian milblogger posted footage claiming to show elements 
of the Russian 106th Guards Airborne (VDV) Division operating in the Soledar (10km northeast of 
Bakhmut) direction.[37] Another Russian milblogger posted footage claiming to show elements of the 
98th VDV Division operating near Bakhmut.[38] Chechen Republic Head Ramzan Kadyrov posted 
footage claiming to show elements of Chechen Akhmat Spetsnaz and the Russian 4th Motorized Rifle 
Brigade (Luhansk People’s Republic [LNR] 2nd Army Corps) operating near Klishchiivka.[39] 
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Russian forces continued offensive operations along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line on September 30 
and recently advanced. Geolocated footage published on September 27 indicates that Russian forces 
marginally advanced west of Marinka (on the southwestern outskirts of Donetsk City).[40] The 
Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted unsuccessful attacks east of Stepove 
(8km northwest of Avdiivka), southwest of Avdiivka, and near Novoselivka (17km northeast of 
Avdiivka), Tonenke (7km northwest of Avdiivka), Marinka, and Novomykhailivka (10km southwest of 
Donetsk City).[41] A Russian milblogger also claimed that Russian forces attacked near 
Novomykahilivka and Marinka but did not specify an outcome.[42] Another Russian milblogger 
amplified claims on September 29 that Russian forces conducted successful assaults near Opytne 
(3km southwest of Avdiivka) and Vesele (on the northwestern outskirts of Donetsk City).[43] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Bakhmut Battle Map Draft September 30%2C2023.png
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Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis (Russian objective: Maintain frontline 
positions and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 
  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Donetsk Battle Map Draft September 30%2C2023.png
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Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted limited unsuccessful ground attacks along 
the administrative border between Donetsk and Zaporizhia oblasts on September 30. The Russian 
MoD claimed that elements of the Russian Eastern Grouping of Forces repelled two Ukrainian attacks 
near Pryyutne (15km southwest of Velyka Novosilka) and Rivnopil (10km southwest of Velyka 
Novosilka).[44] A Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces attacked near Pryyutne in three 
small groups with 15 personnel each.[45] Another Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces 
conducted reconnaissance-in-force operations near Pryyutne and Novomayorske (18km southeast of 
Velyka Novosilka) on September 29.[46] 

Russian forces continued limited ground attacks in the Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast border area on 
September 30 but did not make any confirmed advances. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that 
Russian forces conducted unsuccessful offensive actions near Staromayorske (9km south of Velyka 
Novosilka) and Novodarivka (15km south of Velyka Novosilka).[47] A Russian milblogger claimed 
that Russian forces are conducting localized offensive operations from Pryyutne in the direction of 
Rivnopil and are counterattacking near Urozhaine (9km south of Velyka Novosilka).[48] Russian 
milbloggers claimed that Russian aviation struck a bridge across the Shaytanka River in Velyka 
Novosilka.[49] 
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Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 
30 but did not make any confirmed advances. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian 
forces continued offensive operations in the Melitopol (western Zaporizhia Oblast) 
direction.[50] Russian milbloggers claimed that small Ukrainian infantry groups without armored 
vehicle support continue assaults near Robotyne (10km south of Orikhiv), Novoprokopivka (13km 
south of Orikhiv), and Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv).[51] Russian milbloggers claimed that 
Ukrainian forces attacked in an area north of Verbove and conducted assaults in the direction of 
Kopani (11km southwest of Orikhiv).[52] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Vremivka Salient Battle Map Draft September 30%2C2023.png
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Russian forces continued counterattacks in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 30 and recently 
made marginal gains. Geolocated footage published on September 29 indicates that Russian forces 
recaptured limited positions at a series of previously lost Russian defensive positions south of 
Robotyne.[53] The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces unsuccessfully tried to 
recapture lost positions near Robotyne and Verbove on September 30.[54] A Russian milblogger 
claimed that Russian forces are also counterattacking near Novodanylivka (4km south of Orikhiv) and 
Mala Tokmachka (7km southwest of Orikhiv).[55] The milblogger claimed that Russian forces 
resumed activities southeast of Hulyaipole, likely referring to limited Russian offensive actions near 
Chervone (9km east of Hulyaipole).[56] Russian sources acknowledged that Russian air defenses 
downed a Russian Su-35 attack aircraft in a fratricide incident near Tokmak on September 29 as ISW 
previously reported.[57] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Pryatykhatky and Robotyne Battle Map Draft September 30%2C2023.png
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Zaporizhia Battle Map Draft September 30%2C2023.png
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Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts (Russian objective: Expand combat 
power without conducting general mobilization) 
 
Russian authorities will reportedly conscript citizens in occupied Ukraine who have Russian 
passports. Ukrainian Kherson Oblast Administration Advisor Serhiy Khlan stated on September 30 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kherson-Mykolaiv Battle Map Draft September 30%2C2023.png
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that Russian authorities have begun requiring residents in occupied territories with Russian passports 
to go to military registration and enlistment offices for the Russian conscription cycle that will begin 
on October 1.[58] Khlan stated that Russian authorities are threatening civilians with Russian 
passports eligible for conscription with fines and detention for not appearing. ISW has previously 
reported that Russian authorities and occupation administrations continue to conduct forced 
passportization and mobilization in occupied Ukraine.[59] 

The Russian military is reportedly continuing to recruit Cuban citizens to fight in Ukraine, possibly as 
a part of relatively elite Airborne (VDV) formations. Russian opposition media outlet Mobilization 
News stated on September 29 that Vladimir Shkunov, a researcher at the Institute of History of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences and a member of the Russian Government Expert Council, recruited 
eight Cuban citizens to fight in the war in Ukraine.[60] Mobilization News stated that about 140 
Cuban citizens arrived in Russia in the summer of 2023 and joined the 106th VDV Division 
headquartered in Tula City, further indicating that the 106th VDV Division is likely degraded from 
fighting in Ukraine. Reuters reported on September 30 that according to Cuban recruits, there are 119 
Cubans training at a Russian military base outside of Tula City and that some Cuban recruits are 
already in Ukraine.[61] ISW previously reported on September 8 that Cuban officials reportedly 
arrested 17 individuals on charges related to a human trafficking ring that lured Cuban men to serve 
in the Russian military.[62] The Cuban Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated on September 5 that “Cuba 
plays no role in the war in Ukraine” and that it will “act vigorously” against whoever participates in 
any form of human trafficking for the recruitment of mercenaries from Cuba.[63] 

Russian companies are reportedly willing to break Russian laws surrounding military registration in 
order to retain IT employees. Russian outlet Kommersant reported on September 29 that some 
Russian companies would rather pay fines for not registering their employees’ military records than 
risk having employees, especially IT specialists, quit over the military registration requirement.[64] 

Activities in Russian-occupied areas (Russian objective: Consolidate administrative 
control of annexed areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian 
sociocultural, economic, military, and governance systems) 

Russian authorities continue to forcibly deport children from occupied Ukraine to Russia in order to 
assimilate Ukrainian children into Russian culture. Russian Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug 
Governor Dmitry Artyukhov stated on September 30 that the Yamalo-Nenets government is 
launching a three-year program that will bring children from occupied Volnovakha, Donetsk Oblast to 
Russia to visit “cultural heritage centers” in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Nizhny Novgorod; Russian 
universities; and the “Russia” exhibition in Moscow.[65] Artyukhov stated that 500 Ukrainian 
children will participate in the program in fall 2023. 

Russian federal subjects continue to expand their patronage networks in occupied Ukraine. Russian 
Head of the North Ossetia-Alania Republic Sergey Menyaylo claimed on September 30 that the North 
Ossetia-Alania Republic sponsors occupied Chernihivka Raion, Zaporizhia Oblast.[66] Luhansk 
People’s Republic (LNR) head Leonid Pasechnik stated that Russian Irkutsk Oblast has helped 
construct infrastructure facilities and factories in occupied Holubivka, Luhansk 
Oblast.[67] Artyukhov stated that Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug has built social and residential 
infrastructure in occupied Volnovakha, Donetsk Oblast.[68] 
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Significant activity in Belarus (Russian efforts to increase its military presence in 
Belarus and further integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks and Wagner 
Group activity in Belarus) 

Nothing significant to report. 

ISW will continue to report daily observed Russian and Belarusian military activity in 
Belarus as part of ongoing Kremlin efforts to increase their control over Belarus and 
other Russian actions in Belarus. 

Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly 
available information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western 
reporting and social media as well as commercially available satellite imagery and 
other geospatial data as the basis for these reports. References to all sources used are 
provided in the endnotes of each update. 
 

 

[1] https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pfbid02ZJcpVzmvQDTPKcSjLYYRuwLr4TJFJ
KTG8YyM49d7ZwprY7D5wAz7JZYNpK7TvcZrl ; 
https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pfbid02CkNWRULKPZ9AhAuhNJ5qX7xoNy8z6
mQKHBb4zmGsQeumqU57NTqrMV1TzM5EUJTZl ; 
https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pfbid02E1sR3sGeBeAqFVJxvmLgythEP64nGYTE
xqtLFraQzMwx74N7G1SGCFmTXf4muTbrl 

[2] https://t.me/dva_majors/26475 ; https://t.me/RVvoenkor/53920 ; 
https://t.me/dva_majors/26480 ; https://t.me/batalyon15/3037 

[3] https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-assessment-
september-24-2023 ; https://t.me/vdv_ZA_teplinsky/425 

[4] https://t.me/vdv_ZA_teplinsky/447 

[5] http://kremlin dot ru/events/president/news/72403 

[6] https://t.me/razvozhaev/4031 

[7] https://t.me/VGA_Kherson/14309 

[8] https://t.me/medvedev_telegram/390 

[9] https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pfbid02ZJcpVzmvQDTPKcSjLYYRuwLr4TJFJ
KTG8YyM49d7ZwprY7D5wAz7JZYNpK7TvcZrl ; https://t.me/SJTF_Odes/1143 ; https://armyinfor
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September 29, 2023, 8:15pm ET 

 

Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is updated 

daily alongside the static maps present in this report. 

 

Click here to access ISW’s archive of interactive time-lapse maps of the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. These maps complement the static control-of-terrain map that ISW produces daily by 

showing a dynamic frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse map archive monthly. 

 

Note: The data cut-off for this product was 2pm ET on September 29. ISW will cover 

subsequent reports in the September 30 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 

 

Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast and in the 

Bakhmut area on September 29. Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces attacked north of Robotyne 

(10km south of Orikhiv) and near Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv) and Novoprokopivka (13km south of 

Orikhiv) on September 28 and 29.1 Russian milbloggers claimed on September 29 that Ukrainian forces 

unsuccessfully attempted to advance east of the railway line south of Bakhmut near Klishchiivka (7km southwest 

of Bakhmut) and Kurdyumivka (13km southwest of Bakhmut) and reported heavy fighting across the 

Klishchiivka-Andriivka-Kurdyumivka line.2 

 

The Russian government announced details about the semi-annual conscription cycle set to 

begin on October 1 in most of Russia, reportedly including the illegally annexed territories in 

Ukraine. Russian Deputy Chief of the Main Organizational and Mobilization Directorate of the General Staff of 

the Russian Armed Forces Rear Admiral Vladimir Tsimlyansky stated on September 29 that the semi-annual 

conscription cycle will begin on October 1, except in some regions of Russia’s Far North where conscription will 

begin on November 1 due to poor weather.3 Russian President Vladimir Putin signed a decree on September 29 

stating that the Russian military will conscript 130,000 personnel from October to December 2023, as compared 

to 147,000 personnel conscripted in the spring conscription cycle according to Tsimlyansky.4 Tsimlyansky 

claimed that Russia will not send conscripts to the war in Ukraine and that conscripts will serve for 12 months.5 

Tsimlyansky stated that the fall conscription cycle will take place “in all constituent entities of the Russian 

Federation,” including in occupied territories in Ukraine according to multiple Russian state media outlets.6 The 

Russian laws that illegally incorporated Ukrainian territory in Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhia, and Kherson 

oblasts into Russia in October 2022 stated that military conscription in these territories would begin in 2023, 

but Russian government officials announced the day before the beginning of the spring 2023 conscription cycle 

that conscription in these territories “would not occur until further notice.”7  

 

Russian President Vladimir Putin met with Russian Deputy Defense Minister Yunus-Bek 

Yevkurov and former Wagner Group commander and current Ministry of Defense (MoD) 

employee Andrey Troshev on September 29 signaling that Putin will likely back the MoD in its 

apparent competing effort with the Russian National Guard (Rosgvardia) to recruit current and 

former Wagner personnel. Putin stated that at his last meeting with Troshev (call sign “Sedoy”) the two 

discussed that Troshev would be involved in the formation of volunteer detachments that perform combat 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895
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missions primarily in Ukraine.8 Wagner-affiliated sources claimed that Troshev left Wagner following Wagner’s 

June 24 rebellion to work for the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD)-affiliated Redut private military company 

(PMC), and Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov acknowledged on September 29 that Troshev works for the 

MoD.9 Russian sources widely identified the volunteer detachments that Putin tasked Troshev with forming as 

Redut PMC formations.10 Putin also stated during his meeting with Troshev that Troshev maintains relationships 

with his former comrades, further suggesting that the MoD seeks to leverage Troshev’s connections to Wagner.11 

Yevkurov has been overseeing the MoD’s effort to subsume Wagner elements abroad and is likely heavily 

involved in the MoD’s campaign to recruit Wagner personnel for MoD-affiliated PMCs operating in Ukraine.12 

The United Kingdom Ministry of Defense (MoD) reported on September 29 that several hundred former Wagner 

fighters have returned to Ukraine in the past weeks either with regular Russian forces or PMCs.13  

 

There are increasing reports that Wagner personnel are operating alongside Rosgvardia and that the State Duma 

will consider a proposed bill that will allow Rosgvardia to form volunteer formations.14 Current Wagner 

Commander Anton Yelizarov (call sign “Lotos”) is reportedly negotiating with Rosgvardia for current Wagner 

personnel to join volunteer formations under Rosgvardia on terms more favorable to Wagner.15 A Russian insider 

source claimed that elements of the Wagner contingent in Belarus do not want to sign contracts with either the 

MoD or Rosgvardia and instead plan to join Belarusian President Lukashenko’s effort to create a Belarusian-

based PMC for Wagner fighters under the command of a Wagner commander with the call sign “Brest.”16 Putin’s 

backing of the MoD effort is likely significant for factional dynamics among the Russian military leadership and 

the wider Russian security apparatus, but it does not portend a significant redeployment of Wagner personnel 

to Ukraine. The piecemeal deployment of former Wagner personnel to any areas of the frontline is unlikely to 

generate any significant strategic or even localized effects on the battlefield in Ukraine.17 

 

The Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) is likely supporting amendments to a Russian State 

Duma bill that would expand its tools of digital authoritarianism to surveil users of Russian 

internet, banking, and telecom companies. Russian outlet Kommersant reported on September 29 that 

the bill would allow Russian law enforcement agencies to remotely access, edit, and delete information in Russian 

private businesses’ databases.18 The Russian State Duma is reportedly proposing these amendments to protect 

the personal data of Russian judges, FSB employees, and police from data leaks of personal information.19 

Kommersant reported that the Russian Big Data Association – which includes Russian internet giant Yandex, 

Russian telecommunications companies, and banks – opposed the amendments and claimed that such access 

could lead to new data leaks.20 The FSB’s efforts to gain control over large companies’ databases are likely part 

of an attempt to strengthen surveillance measures over the Russian populace and populations in occupied 

Ukraine. The FSB also intends to use potential new access to databases to mask its operations more easily. The 

FSB’s potential new access to private companies’ databases may affect information security in other countries 

that use services provided by the Russian Big Data Association. In August, the Kremlin attempted to force Yandex 

into supplying international user data to the FSB.21  

 

The apparent self-censorship in the wider Russian information space has likely opened the door 

for some fringe elements to directly criticize and speculate about senior Russian military 

commanders without pushback. A fringe Russian milblogger reportedly affiliated with the Russian 

Airborne (VDV) forces recently claimed that Russian Chief of the General Staff and overall theater commander 

Army General Valery Gerasimov removed VDV Commander Colonel General Mikhail Teplinsky as deputy 

commander in Ukraine, and no Russian sources have offered claims consistent with this one until recently.22 

ISW has no independent way of verifying the channels’ claims and speculations and is by no means ready to 

assess that Teplinsky’s role has changed, but the emergence and spread of such claims, though currently limited, 

in the Russian information space is notable amid this unusual Russian informational environment. 
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The response of the wider Russian information space to fringe claims about Teplinsky’s role in 

the war in Ukraine may portend an inflection point in discussions about the Russian military 

command. A Russian insider source who publishes monthly lists purportedly of Russian President Vladimir 

Putin’s so-called “war cabinet” notably excluded Teplinsky from their September list.23 The fringe Russian 

milblogger complained that Teplinsky did not appear on this list for the first time since being added in April 

2023.24 The exclusion of Teplinsky from the “war cabinet” list is consistent with the fringe Russian milblogger’s 

September 22 claim that Gerasimov removed Teplinsky from his duties as deputy commander in Ukraine.25 ISW 

has observed that this insider source is one of several whose information is often a harbinger of larger 

conversations in the wider Russian information space, specifically about changes and dynamics within the 

Russian leadership. ISW is not assessing at this time that the Russian military command has 

removed Teplinsky from some of his duties. These claims may prompt a wider discussion in the Russian 

information space about changes in command and factional dynamics among the Russian leadership that has 

been increasingly quiet since Wagner‘s June 24 rebellion. If the wider Russian information space continues to 

ignore these fringe conversations about Teplinsky, however, this may further suggest that Russian sources are 

engaging in self-censorship--or, alternatively, that the claims are so nonsensical as to require no response.  

 

A Russian insider source speculated about Gerasimov’s intent for Russian defensive operations 

in southern Ukraine, possibly in an attempt to renew animosity toward Gerasimov. A Russian 

insider source claimed on September 4 that Gerasimov wants to conserve Russian forces for the defense of 

Melitopol and Berdyansk, possibly at the expense of defending Tokmak.26 Social media sources circulated this 

rumor on September 27 and 28 after which the Russian insider source claimed that Gerasimov is also willing to 

withdraw forces from Bakhmut and prefers to defend Melitopol to prevent Ukrainian forces from bringing 

artillery closer to Crimea.27 The claim that Gerasimov intends to withdraw Russian forces to Melitopol to 

strengthen Russian defenses there is far outside of Gerasimov’s pattern of observed behavior.28 ISW has no 

evidence to confirm the insider source’s claims, however. If these claims are false, it could indicate that there is 

a concerted effort in the Russian information space to discredit Gerasimov, possibly in tandem with protecting 

Teplinsky.   

 

Key Takeaways: 

 Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast 
and in the Bakhmut area on September 29. 

 The Russian government announced details about the semi-annual conscription cycle set 
to begin on October 1 in most of Russia, reportedly including the illegally annexed 

territories in Ukraine. 

 Russian President Vladimir Putin met with Russian Deputy Defense Minister Yunus-Bek 
Yevkurov and former Wagner Group commander and current Ministry of Defense (MoD) 

employee Andrey Troshev on September 29 signaling that Putin will likely back the MoD 

in its apparent competing effort with the Russian National Guard (Rosgvardia) to recruit 

current and former Wagner personnel. 

 The Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) is likely supporting amendments to a 
Russian State Duma bill that would expand its tools of digital authoritarianism to surveil 

users of Russian internet, banking, and telecom companies. 

 The apparent self-censorship in the wider Russian information space has likely opened 

the door for some fringe elements to directly criticize and speculate about senior Russian 

military commanders without pushback. 

 Russian forces conducted offensive operations along the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna 
line, near Bakhmut, along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line, in the western Donetsk-
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eastern Zaporizhia Oblast border area, and in western Zaporizhia Oblast and advanced 

in some areas on September 29.  

 Russia may be continuing attempts to circumvent sanctions through military-technical 
cooperation with Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) member countries. 

 Russia is relaxing passport controls on Ukrainian citizens leaving and entering Russia 
likely in an attempt to simplify the movement of Ukrainian citizens to Russia. 

 

We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-covered in 

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

forecasting. We will continue to evaluate and report on the effects of these criminal activities 

on the Ukrainian military and the Ukrainian population and specifically on combat in 

Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian violations of the laws of armed 

conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even though we do not describe them in these 

reports.  

 

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

 Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward 
into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 

 Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 

 Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis  

 Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 

 Activities in Russian-occupied areas 

 

Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 

 

Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 

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

Donetsk Oblast) 

 

Russian forces continued limited ground attacks along the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line but did not make 

confirmed gains on September 29. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces repelled a Russian 

attack near Bilohorivka, Luhansk Oblast (12km south of Kreminna), and that Russian forces did not conduct any 

offensive actions in the Kupyansk direction.29 A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces expanded 

control over unspecified positions near Torske (12km west of Kreminna), although ISW has not observed 

confirmation of this claim.30 

 

Russian forces continue to target Ukrainian ground lines of communication (GLOCs) in near rear areas in the 

Kupyansk direction. Geolocated footage published on September 28 shows Russian forces striking a bridge 

across the Oskil River west of Kupyansk.31 A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces have destroyed at 

least four bridges across the Oskil River in Kupyansk and south of the settlement in recent days.32 The milblogger 

claimed that Ukrainian forces have established pontoon crossings near damaged bridges.33 

 

The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) claimed on September 29 that Russian forces repelled 12 Ukrainian 

counterattacks near Torske (15km west of Kreminna) and in the Serebryanske forest area (11km south of 

Kreminna) between September 24 and 29.34 
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the entirety 

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

 

Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations in the Bakhmut area on September 29 and reportedly recently 

advanced. A Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces captured a height near Klishchiivka (7km 

southwest of Bakhmut) on an unspecified date.35 Russian milbloggers claimed that heavy fighting continues near 

Klishchiivka, Andriivka (10km southwest of Bakhmut), and Kurdyumivka (13km southwest of Bakhmut).36 The 

milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian forces attacked near Kurdyumivka and unsuccessfully tried to cross the 

railway line bisecting the settlement.37 A Kremlin-affiliated milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces briefly 

crossed the rail line near Klishchiivka on September 28 before Russian forces pushed Ukrainian forces west of 

the railway line.38  

 

Russian forces continued limited counterattacks in the Bakhmut area on September 29 but did not make any 

confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces repelled a Russian attack near 

Klishchiivka.39 A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces unsuccessfully counterattacked near Andriivka, 

Klishchiivka, and Hryhorivka (8km northwest of Bakhmut).40 Another milblogger claimed that Russian forces 

have regrouped near Klishchiivka and plan to recapture the settlement, but these Russian forces likely currently 

lack the combat capabilities necessary to do so.41 A Russian milblogger claimed that the Russian 88th Brigade 

(2nd Luhansk People’s Republic [LNR] Army Corps) replaced the 85th Motorized Rifle Brigade (2nd LNR Army 

Corps) during a rotation in the Bakhmut area.42 Chechen Republic Head Ramzan Kadyrov and other Russian 

sources claimed that the “Shustroy” detachment of Akhmat Spetsnaz operates with the 4th Brigade (2nd LNR 

Army Corps) and 346th Spetsnaz Brigade (GRU) on the outskirts of Klishchiivka.43  

 

Russian forces continued offensive operations but did not advance on the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line on 

September 29. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces repelled Russian attacks south of 

Avdiivka and Tonenke (7km northwest of Avdiivka) and near Nevelske (directly west of Donetsk City), Marinka 

(on the southwestern outskirts of Donetsk City), and Novomykhailivka (10km southwest of Donetsk City).44 

Russian sources claimed on September 28 that unspecified elements of the Russian 150th Motorized Rifle 

Division (8th Combined Arms Army, Southern Military District) continue to fight in the Marinka area.45 

 

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

and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 

 

Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations in the western Donetsk-eastern 

Zaporizhia Oblast border area but did not advance on September 29. Russian milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian 

forces unsuccessfully attacked north of Zavitne Bazhannya (12km south of Velyka Novosilka).46 Russian Eastern 

Grouping of Forces Spokesperson Oleg Chekhov claimed that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attacked near 

Pryyutne (16km southwest of Velyka Novosilka), and the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) claimed that from 

September 24 to September 29 Ukrainian forces conducted four unsuccessful attacks near Pryyutne.47 

 

Russian forces conducted offensive operations in the western Donetsk-eastern Zaporizhia Oblast border area 

and reportedly advanced on September 29. A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces successfully 

counterattacked north of Pryyutne and achieved unspecified successes.48 The Ukrainian General Staff reported 

that Russian forces unsuccessfully attacked west of Staromayorske (9km south of Velyka Novosilka) and near 

Urozhaine (9km south of Velyka Novosilka).49  

 

Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast but did not advance on September 

29. A Russian milblogger claimed on September 28 that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attacked north of 
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Robotyne (10km south of Orikhiv).50 Russian sources claimed on September 28 and 29 that Ukrainian forces 

attempted to break through Russian defenses near Novoprokopivka (13km south of Orikhiv) but did not specify 

an outcome.51 A Russian milblogger claimed on September 29 that Ukrainian forces continued offensive 

operations towards Novoprokopivka and Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv).52 The Russian MoD claimed that 

Ukrainian forces conducted eight unsuccessful attacks near Robotyne and Verbove from September 24 to 

September 29.53  

 

Russian forces conducted offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast but did not advance on September 

29. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces unsuccessfully attacked near Robotyne, Verbove, 

and Chervone (9km east of Hulyaipole).54 A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces attacked on the 

western outskirts of Robotyne but did not specify an outcome.55 

 

Russian air defenses reportedly shot down a Russian Su-35 fighter jet near Tokmak on September 29, although 

the situation remains unclear.56 Ukrainian and Western media reported the Russian fratricide incident, but 

Russian sources have yet to acknowledge or deny the incident.57 The reported footage of the event is unclear, but 

this incident, if true, would not be shocking as both Ukrainian and Russian forces use Soviet-era aircraft, making 

accidents through misidentification more likely in highly congested and contested airspace.58 This possible 

Russian fratricide incident does not necessarily indicate a systemic problem with Russian air defenses. 

 

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

without conducting general mobilization) 

 

Russia may be continuing attempts to circumvent sanctions through military-technical cooperation with 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) member countries. Delegations from the defense ministries of 

Russia, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan arrived in Tula Oblast 

to discuss military and military-technical cooperation on September 29.59 Russian Defense Minister Sergey 

Shoigu announced that CIS defense ministers also established a military research organization and a joint 

humanitarian demining unit.60 

 

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

annexed areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian sociocultural, economic, 

military, and governance systems) 

 

Russia is relaxing passport controls on Ukrainian citizens leaving and entering Russia likely in an attempt to 

simplify the movement of Ukrainian citizens to Russia. Russian President Vladimir Putin signed a law on 

September 29 that would allow Ukrainian citizens to enter or leave Russia without a Russian visa and with a 

valid or expired internal or foreign passport.61 The new requirements retroactively came into force as of January 

1, 2023, when the visa-free regime between Russian and Ukrainian citizens from 1997 expired.62 

 

Russian occupation administration officials continue to forcibly deport children from occupied Ukraine to 

Russia. The Kherson Oblast occupation administration Ministry of Labor and Social Policy claimed on 

September 28 that Russian senator for occupied Kherson Oblast Konstantin Basyuk and Kherson Oblast 

occupation head Vladimir Saldo organized a “tourist trip” for 20 children and an unspecified number of adults 

from occupied Kherson Oblast to Vladivostok, Primorsky Krai, for an unspecified length of time.63 Former 

Advisor to Luhansk People's Republic (LNR) Head Rodion Miroshnik claimed on September 28 that 20 children 

and 17 mothers from front line areas of occupied Donetsk Oblast arrived at the Klyazma sanitorium in Moscow 

Oblast for a rehabilitation program that the “Helping Our Own” Foundation organizes.64 Miroshnik claimed that 

the ”Helping Our Own” foundation has sent 150 people from occupied Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts to 
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sanitariums in Russia in the past six months.65 Zaporizhia Oblast occupation official Vladimir Rogov posted 

footage on September 29 purportedly showing 20 children from occupied Luhansk, Donetsk, Zaporizhia, and 

Kherson oblasts receiving Russian passports at the Victory Museum in Moscow.66  

 

The Russian government may be uninterested in funding large reconstruction projects across occupied Ukraine. 

Russian Minister of Construction, Housing, and Communal Services Irek Fayzullin stated on September 29 that 

the Russian government may not rebuild all cities destroyed in fighting in occupied Ukraine, citing the lack of a 

population in some destroyed cities.67 Fayzullin also claimed that there is a shortage of funds for restoring 

occupied territories.68 ISW has frequently observed reports of the Kremlin shifting the financial responsibilities 

of infrastructure restoration in occupied Ukraine to Russian federal subjects.69 

 

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

further integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks and Wagner Group activity in 

Belarus) 

 

Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko appointed Colonel Alexander Bykov as First Deputy Commander of 

the Internal Troops of the Belarusian Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) on September 28.70 Bykov replaced 

Major General Igor Burmistrov in the position after Burmistrov entered reserve duty due to his age.71 

 

ISW will continue to report daily observed Russian and Belarusian military activity in Belarus 

as part of ongoing Kremlin efforts to increase their control over Belarus and other Russian 

actions in Belarus.  

 

Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly available 

information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western reporting and social 

media as well as commercially available satellite imagery and other geospatial data as the basis 

for these reports. References to all sources used are provided in the endnotes of each update. 
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Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment, September 28, 2023 
 

Nicole Wolkov, Angelica Evans, Riley Bailey, Grace Mappes, and Frederick W. Kagan 
September 28, 2023, 7:20pm ET 

 
Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is 
updated daily alongside the static maps present in this report. 
 
Click here to access ISW’s archive of interactive time-lapse maps of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. These maps complement the static control-of-terrain map that 
ISW produces daily by showing a dynamic frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse 
map archive monthly. 
 
Note: The data cut-off for this product was 2:00pm ET on September 28. ISW will cover 
subsequent reports in the September 29 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 
 
Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations near Bakhmut and in western 
Zaporizhia Oblast on September 28. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces 
continued offensive operations in the Melitopol (western Zaporizhia Oblast) direction and in the 
Bakhmut direction.[1] The “Storm Ossetia” and “Alania” volunteer battalions claimed that unspecified 
sources continue to spread false information about a Ukrainian breakthrough in the Robotyne -
Verbove area, possibly referring to a fringe Russian milblogger’s claims on September 22 and 23 that 
Ukrainian forces advanced into Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv).[2] ISW has been unable to 
confirm this report and will not continue to record it in the absence of visual confirmation or similar 
claims from other Russian sources. 
 
Russian forces have reduced the tempo of their localized offensive operations on the 
Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line in recent days. Russian and Ukrainian officials are 
increasingly reporting fewer Russian ground attacks in the Kupyansk and Lyman directions, 
indicating that Ukrainian offensive operations have drawn Russian forces away from the Kupyansk-
Svatove-Kreminna line and significantly degraded the Russian offensive effort on this line.[3]  ISW 
has previously assessed that Russian offensive operations on the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line 
aimed to pin Ukrainian forces on this line and away from more critical areas of the 
front.[4] Ukrainian Deputy Director of the Department of Application Planning of the Main 
Directorate of the Ukrainian National Guard Colonel Mykola Urshalovych stated on Septem ber 28 
that Russian forces conducted defensive operations and reinforced units in the past week while 
Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations and pushed Russian forces from unspecified 
positions.[5] The Ukrainian General Staff’s September 28 morning situation report (SITREP) 
reported no Russian ground attacks in the Kupyansk and Lyman directions while the September 28 
evening SITREP only reported one Russian attack south of Kreminna near Bilohorivka.[6]  Russian 
aviation has become increasingly active on this line as ground attacks have apparently diminished, 
and Russian sources consistently claim that Russian air strikes hit Ukrainian-controlled bridges 
across the Oskil River — presumably to stymie the threat of any Ukrainian offensive operations east of 
the river.[7] 
  
Russian aviation is increasingly active in the Kharkiv, Luhansk, and Kherson oblasts 
and apparently less active in areas of western Zaporizhia Oblast where Ukrainian 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895


2  Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2023 

 

forces are conducting counteroffensive operations. Russian forces have been increasingly 
conducting airstrikes against targets in the west (right) bank of Kherson Oblast and against rear 
Ukrainian ground lines of communication (GLOCs) in the Kupyansk direction in the past 
week.[8] Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash stated on September 
28 that Russian Su-35 attack aircraft and Ka-52 helicopters are increasingly active in the Kupyansk 
and Lyman directions and that Russian forces conducted 21 airstrikes in these directions, primarily 
near the Siversk (19km south of Kreminna) and the Serebryanske forest area (11km south of 
Kreminna).[9] Kherson Oblast Military Administration Spokesperson Oleksandr Tolokonnikov stated 
on September 28 that Russian forces have increased the number of airstrikes on Kherson City and 
right bank Kherson Oblast by a factor of three or four in the past three days and that Russian forces 
dropped more than 50 aerial glide bombs against targets in these areas.[10]  
 
Russian aviation continues to conduct strikes against rear Ukrainian areas in eastern Zaporizhia 
Oblast, although mentions of Russian aviation repelling Ukrainian assaults in frontline areas have 
become less routine in Russian reporting than earlier in the counteroffensive. Russian sources noted 
that Russian aviation, particularly Ka-52 helicopters, played a significant role in disrupting Ukrainian 
assaults at the start of the counteroffensive.[11] Ukrainian forces appear to have increased their ability 
to down Russian Ka-52 helicopters in mid-August 2023, and the Russian command may have 
decreased aviation use in western Zaporizhia Oblast out of fears of aviation and pilot losses.[12]  The 
decreased Russian aviation use in western Zaporizhia Oblast has not seriously 
undermined the Russian defense, however, as Russian forces appear to have increased 
their use of strike drones against advancing Ukrainian forces, and Russian artillery 
units continue to play a significant role in repelling Ukrainian assaults. It remains unclear 
what Russian forces intend to achieve with increased aviation activity in Kherson Oblast and whether 
more airstrikes against Ukrainian targets in the Kupyansk and Lyman directions will be able to offset 
degraded Russian combat power in the area. 
  
Russian forces conducted a series of drone strikes against Ukraine on the night of 
September 27 to 28. The Ukrainian General Staff reported on September 28 that Ukrainian air 
defenses downed 31 of 39 Russian-launched Shahed drones over Ukraine on the night of September 
27 to 28 and three out of five Shahed drones on September 27.[13]  The Ukrainian Air Force reported 
that Russian forces launched the drones from Primorsko-Akhtarsk, Krasnodar Krai, and occupied 
Crimea.[14] Ukrainian Center for the Research of Trophy and Prospective Weapons and Military 
Equipment of the Ukrainian General Staff Spokesperson Captain Andriy Rudyk stated that Russian 
companies have modified the Russian-produced Shahed-136 drones to contain more domestically 
produced parts but have not improved the drone’s tactical or technical characteristics.[15]  Rudyk 
stated that the modifications indicate that Russia continues to pursue the domestic mass production 
of Shahed drones.[16] 
  
Several Russian milbloggers claimed that they self-censor the majority of their 
reporting amidst an apparent wider self-censorship in Russian reporting about the 
tactical realities on certain sectors of the front. Some notably critical Russian milbloggers 
claimed that they only publish five to 15 percent of the amount of information they receive.[17] One 
milblogger claimed that problems with communications, drones, tires, electronic warfare (EW), 
personnel payments, and various other issues persist among Russian forces on the frontline but that 
Russian personnel attempt to mitigate these problems through connections and personal initiatives, 
likely, according to the milblogger, because Russian commanders routinely silence complaints and 
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ignore efforts to fix problems.[18] The milblogger amplified a statement from a claimed Russian 
platoon commander who complained about the inefficient flow of information from the Russian 
frontline to decision makers and who stated that he has had to take unusual measures to mitigate 
negative battlefield consequences from this poor information flow.[19] Another milblogger noted that 
certain information should not be shared and that the ability to remain silent at the right moment is 
an important quality.[20] A Russian milblogger deleted a part of a post on September 25 claiming 
that Ukrainian forces advanced near Novoprokopivka (13km south of Orikhiv) and controlled the 
northeastern part of the settlement.[21] The milblogger edited the post and instead claimed that 
Ukrainian forces attacked near Robotyne (10km south of Orikhiv), just north of 
Novoprokopivka.[22] Geolocated footage published later in the day showed that Ukrainian forces 
advanced 1.5km northeast of Novoprokopivka.[23] The milblogger’s deletion suggests that Russian 
sources are intentionally limiting their reporting on tactical actions, especially those with outcomes 
unfavorable to Russia. Censorship or self-censorship among Russian milbloggers will affect ISW’s and 
the wider Western coverage ability of Russian operations, and ISW will continue to track changes in 
the Russian information space that could affect open-source reporting on the war in Ukraine. 
  
The Russian State Duma adopted a bill in its first reading that criminalizes promoting 
and justifying extremism, likely to encourage self-censorship in the Russian 
information space.[24] The bill amends a current Russian law that punishes inciting extremism 
with a fine of up to 300,000 rubles (about $3,100) and up to four years in prison.[25]  The 
amendment would also increase the imprisonment term to five years for calling for, promoting, or 
justifying extremism online.[26] Russian authorities arrested former Russian officer and ardent 
nationalist Igor Girkin on July 21 on extremism charges and likely intends to use the proposed 
expansion of the law on extremism to encourage self-censorship among more figures disseminating 
criticisms of the Kremlin in the Russian information space.[27] 
  
Russian President Vladimir Putin signaled his support for Chechen Republic Head 
Ramzan Kadyrov during a meeting on September 28 amid continued speculations 
about Kadyrov’s health and public backlash against the recent behavior of Kadyrov’s 
son. Putin praised the claimed successes of Chechen forces in Ukraine and Kadyrov’s leadership of 
Chechnya during the meeting.[28] Putin and Kadyrov appeared comfortable during the meeting in 
stark contrast with the pair’s last meeting on March 23 where Kadyrov appeared visibly 
nervous.[29] Kadyrov’s and Putin’s September 28 meeting comes amid continued speculations about 
Kadyrov’s health and recent public backlash over footage of Kadyrov’s son beating a 
detainee.[30] Putin’s meeting with Kadyrov is likely a reciprocation of Kadyrov’s expressions of 
loyalty to Putin following Wagner’s armed rebellion on June 24 and signals Putin’s willingness to 
continue supporting Kadyrov despite recent events.[31] 
  
The Russian information space continued to criticize the Armenian leadership and 
lament Russia’s perceived decreased influence in Armenia. Imprisoned ardent nationalist 
and former Russian officer Igor Girkin called the Russian peacekeeping contingent in Nagorno-
Karabakh “pathetic” on September 27 for attempting to undertake “imperial functions” without the 
“ability and willingness” to support peacekeeping operations.[32]  Girkin also claimed that Russian 
peacekeeping forces would have suffered defeat if they had intervened in the recent fighting in 
Nagorno-Karabakh.[33] A Russian milblogger criticized the Armenian government for not 
intervening in Nagorno-Karabakh.[34] Another Russian source claimed that Russia has lost a “frozen 
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conflict” that it can leverage and that the disappearance of a breakaway republic in Russia’s supposed 
sphere of influence is directly connected to decreasing Russian international influence.[35]  
  
Senior NATO and Western defense officials met with Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelensky in Kyiv on September 28 to discuss Ukraine’s military needs.[36] NATO 
Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg, UK Defense Secretary Grant Shapps, and French Defense 
Minister Sebastien Lecornu discussed defensive cooperation and strengthening Ukrainian air 
defenses with Zelensky. 
  
Key Takeaways: 
 

• Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations near Bakhmut and in western 
Zaporizhia Oblast on September 28. 

• Russian forces have reduced the tempo of their localized offensive operations 
on the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line in recent days. 

• Russian aviation is increasingly active in Kharkiv, Luhansk, and Kherson 
oblasts and apparently less active in areas of western Zaporizhia Oblast where 
Ukrainian forces are conducting counteroffensive operations. 

• Russian forces conducted a series of drone strikes against Ukraine on the 
night of September 27 to 28. 

• Several Russian milbloggers claimed that they self-censor the majority of their 
reporting amidst an apparent wider self-censorship in Russian reporting 
about the tactical realities on certain sectors of the front. 

• The Russian State Duma adopted a bill in its first reading that criminalizes 
promoting and justifying extremism, likely to encourage self-censorship in the 
Russian information space. 

• Russian President Vladimir Putin signaled his support for Chechen Republic 
Head Ramzan Kadyrov during a meeting on September 28 amid continued 
speculations about Kadyrov’s health and public backlash against the recent 
behavior of Kadyrov’s son. 

• The Russian information space continued to criticize Armenian leadership 
and lament Russia’s perceived decreased influence in Armenia. 

• Russian forces conducted offensive operations on the Kupyansk-Svatove-
Kreminna line, near Bakhmut, along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line, in the 
Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast border area, and in western Zaporizhia Oblast and 
did not make confirmed gains. 

• Russian sources stated that the Russian Aerospace (VKS) Forces received a 
new batch of fifth-generation Su-57 stealth fighter and fourth-generation Su-
35S air defense fighter aircraft on September 28. 

• Ukrainian Mariupol Mayoral Advisor Petro Andryushchenko stated on 
September 28 that Ukrainian partisans set fire to a Russian military facility in 
occupied Yalta, Donetsk Oblast (21km southwest of Mariupol). 
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-
covered in Western media and do not directly affect the military operations we are 
assessing and forecasting. We will continue to evaluate and report on the effects of 
these criminal activities on the Ukrainian military and the Ukrainian population and 
specifically on combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian 
violations of the laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even 
though we do not describe them in these reports. 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Daily CoT Draft September 28%2C2023.png
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• Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine (comprised of two subordinate main efforts)  
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push 

westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 
• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 
• Activities in Russian-occupied areas 

 
Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 
 
Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and 
northern Donetsk Oblast) 

Russian forces continued limited ground attacks on the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line on 
September 28 but did not make any confirmed advances. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that 
Ukrainian forces repelled a Russian ground attack near Bilohorivka, Luhansk Oblast (13km south of 
Kremina).[37] A Russian milblogger claimed on September 27 that Russian forces continue to 
pressure Ukrainian forces near Synkivka (6km northeast of Kupyansk), Petropavlivka (7km east of 
Kupyansk), and Kyslivka (20km southeast of Kupyansk), and west of Svatove.[38]  Other Russian 
sources claimed on September 27 and 28 that limited fighting is ongoing in the Serebryanske forest 
area (11km south of Kreminna).[39] 
 
Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash stated on September 28 that 
unspecified elements of the newly-formed Russian 25th Combined Arms Army (CAA) are operating 
on the Kupyansk-Lyman front line.[40] ISW previously reported, citing Ukrainian Main Military 
Intelligence Directorate (GUR) Head Kyrylo Budanov, that Russian forces deployed the 25th CAA 
“roughly north of Bakhmut” rather than the Kupyansk-Lyman direction.[41] Yevlash’s September 28 
statement is more consistent with prior reports that Russian forces deployed elements of the 25th 
CAA to the Kupyansk-Lyman direction, however.[42] 

Ukrainian forces continued offensive actions on the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line on September 
28 and reportedly recently advanced. Ukrainian Deputy Director of the Department of Application 
Planning of the Main Directorate of the Ukrainian National Guard Colonel Mykola Urshalovych stated 
that Ukrainian forces conducted successful assault operations in the Kupyansk and Lyman directio ns 
in the past week.[43] A Russian milblogger claimed that elements of the 25th Separate Guards 
Motorized Rifle Brigade (6th CAA, Western Military District) repelled a Ukrainian attack in a forest 
area near Synkivka on September 28.[44] The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) claimed that 
Russian forces repelled a Ukrainian ground attack near Dibrova (7km southwest of Kreminna).[45]  
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Luhansk Battle Map September 28%2C2023.png
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
entirety of Donetsk Oblast, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas) 
  

Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations near Bakhmut but did not make confirmed gains on 
September 28. Ukranian Commander of the 5th Separate Assault Brigade stated that Ukrainian forces 
have recently advanced beyond Andriivka (10km southwest of Bakhmut) and Klishchiivka (7km 
southwest of Bakhmut).[46] The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces continued 
conducting offensive operations in the Bakhmut direction.[47] The Russian Ministry of Defense 
(MoD) claimed that Russian forces repelled a Ukrainian attack near Klishchiivka.[48]  A Russian 
milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces attacked near the railway line east of Andriivka and that 
some previously Russian-held positions near Andriivka are now contested.[49] Russian milbloggers 
claimed on September 27 and 28 that fighting continues near the railway line along the Klishchiivka-
Andriivka-Kurdyumivka line (7-12km southwest of Bakhmut).[50] 

Russian forces conducted offensive operations near Bakhmut on September 28 but did make 
confirmed gains. A Russian milblogger claimed on September 27 that Russian forces cleared 
Ukrainian forces from Orikhovo-Vasylivka (10km northwest of Bakhmut), but ISW has not observed 
evidence of this recurring Russian claim.[51] The Ukrainian General Staff reported on September 28 
that Russian forces conducted unsuccessful attacks near Hryhorivka (9km northwest of Bakhmut), 
Klishchiivka, and Andriivka.[52] Ukrainian Director of the Planning Department of the Main 
Directorate of the National Guard Colonel Mykola Urshalovych stated that the Russian military is 
reinforcing advanced units to prevent further Ukrainian advances in the Bakhmut direction.[ 53] 

Ukrainian electronic warfare (EW) systems are likely significantly disrupting Russian drone 
operations near Bakhmut. Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash 
stated on September 28 that Ukrainian EW systems disrupted 258 Russian drone missions over the 
past day.[54] A Russian milblogger claimed on September 19 that Ukrainian EW systems are stronger 
than Russian EW systems in the Bakhmut area.[55] 
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Russian forces conducted offensive operations along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line on September 28 
but did not make any confirmed advances. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces 
conducted unsuccessful attacks south of Avdiivka and near Nevelske (13km southwest of Avdiivka), 
Pervomaiske (11km southwest of Avdiivka), and Marinka (on the southwestern outskirts of Donetsk 
City).[56] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces unsuccessfully attacked near Sieverne 
(6km west of Avdiivka).[57] A Kremlin-affiliated milblogger claimed on September 27 that Russian 
forces captured a position near Krasnohorivka (directly west of Donetsk City).[58]  

  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Bakhmut Battle Map Draft September 28%2C2023.png
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The Russian MoD claimed on September 28 that Russian forces repelled Ukrainian attacks along the 
Avdiivka-Donetsk City line near Pervomaiske and southwest of Vesele (6km north of Avdiivka).[59]  

 
 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Donetsk Battle Map September 28%2C2023.png
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Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis (Russian objective: Maintain frontline 
positions and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 
 
Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted limited unsuccessful ground attacks along 
the administrative border between Donetsk and Zaporizhia oblasts on September 28. The Russian 
MoD claimed that elements of the Russian Eastern Grouping of Forces repelled two Ukrainian 
assaults near Pryyutne (15km southwest of Velyka Novosilka).[60] A Russian milblogger claimed that 
Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attempted to advance towards Zavitne Bazhannya (12km south of 
Velyka Novosilka).[61] Another Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces have curtailed 
attempts to break through Russian defenses in the area and are conducting assaults for tactical 
purposes.[62] 

Russian forces continued limited ground attacks in the Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast border area on 
September 28 but did not make any confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that 
Ukrainian forces repelled Russian assaults near Urozhaine (9km south of Velyka Novosilka) and 
Rivnopil (10km southwest of Velyka Novosilka).[63] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces 
advanced west of Staromayorske (9km south of Velyka Novosilka) and east of Urozhaine and 
recaptured unspecified positions north of Pryyutne.[64] 
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Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 28 but 
did not make any confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces 
continued offensive operations in the Melitopol (western Zaporizhia Oblast) direction.[65] Russian 
milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian forces continued assaults along the Robotyne-Verbove line (10km 
south of Orikhiv to 18km southeast of Orikhiv) and conducted small, mechanized assaults near 
Novoprokopivka (13km south of Orikhiv).[66] Select Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian assaults 
near Novoprokopivka and Verbove were unsuccessful.[67] The “Storm Ossetia” and “Alania” 
volunteer battalions claimed that unspecified sources continue to spread false information about a 
Ukrainian breakthrough in the Robotyne-Verbove area.[68] A Russian milblogger claimed that 
Ukrainian forces also conducted mechanized assaults near Kopani (11km southwest of Orikhiv) and 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Vremivka Salient Battle Map September 28%2C2023.png
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that Ukrainian forces are attempting to break through to the settlement along tree lines in the 
area.[69] 

Russian forces continued counterattacks in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 28 but did not 
make any confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted 
unsuccessful attempts to restore lost positions near Chervone (9km east of Hulyaipole) and near 
Robotyne.[70] A Russian milblogger amplified footage purporting to show elements of the 247th 
Guards Air Assault (VDV) Regiment (7th Guards VDV Division) counterattacking near Verbove and 
claimed that these elements seized positions at nearby strongholds, although ISW has not observed 
geolocated evidence of any recent Russian advances in the area.[71]  

 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Robotyne Battle Map Draft September 28%2C2023.png
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Russian milbloggers continue to express concern about Ukrainian activity on islands in the Dnipro 
River delta and the possibility of a Ukrainian crossing to the east (left) bank of Kherson Oblast. A 
prominent Russian milblogger claimed on September 28 that small Ukrainian groups landed in 
marsh areas northeast of Oleshky (7km south of Kherson City).[72]  Several Russian milbloggers 
expressed concern that Ukrainian forces are accumulating forces to conduct a landing from islands in 
the Dnipro River delta to the left bank of Kherson Oblast.[73] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Zaporizhia Battle Map Draft September 28%2C2023.png
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Several Russian milbloggers claimed on September 28 that Russian forces intercepted a Ukrainian 
missile targeting an unspecified target in occupied Crimea.[74] Another Russian milblogger claimed 
on September 28 that Russian authorities temporarily closed the Kerch Strait Bridge due to the threat 
of a Ukrainian strike.[75] 

  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kherson and Mykolaiv Battle Map Draft September 28%2C2023.png
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Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts (Russian objective: Expand combat 
power without conducting general mobilization) 

Russian sources stated that the Russian Aerospace (VKS) Forces received a new batch of fifth -
generation Su-57 stealth fighter and fourth-generation Su-35S air defense fighter aircraft on 
September 28.[76] Russian Minister of Industry and Trade Denis Manturov stated that this delivery is 
part of the state defense order and that Russian forces will receive another batch of Su -57 aircraft by 
the end of 2023.[77] This was reportedly the third batch of Su-35S aircraft that the Russian VKS 
received in 2023.[78] 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky stated on September 28 that Ukraine’s authorities and 
partners have evidence that Iran has not yet sold Iranian missiles to Russia.[79]  The American 
Enterprise Institute’s Critical Threats Project (CTP) and ISW assessed on September 27 that senior 
Iranian and Russian military officials reviewed Iranian advanced conventional weapons in Moscow 
and Tehran in August and September 2023 and may conclude a drone and missile sale agreement 
following the expiration of UN missile restrictions on October 18.[80] 

Activities in Russian-occupied areas (Russian objective: Consolidate administrative 
control of annexed areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian 
sociocultural, economic, military, and governance systems) 

Ukrainian Mariupol Mayoral Advisor Petro Andryushchenko stated on September 28 that Ukrainian 
partisans set fire to a Russian military facility in occupied Yalta, Donetsk Oblast (21km southwest of 
Mariupol).[81] 

Occupation authorities continue efforts to repopulate occupied Ukraine with Russian citizens. 
Andryushchenko stated on September 27 that occupation authorities plan to evict Ukrainian residents 
from a large apartment complex in occupied Mariupol within the next week and sell the apartments to 
Russian citizens.[82] Andryushchenko stated that occupation authorities raised mortgages for these 
apartments to rates unaffordable for local Ukrainian residents.[83] 

Russian federal subjects continue to expand their patronage networks in occupied Ukraine. The 
Kherson Oblast occupation administration stated on September 28 that Pskov Oblast authorities have 
nearly completed constructing a kindergarten in occupied Pavlivka, Henicheskyi Raion, Kherson 
Oblast.[84] The Kherson Oblast occupation administration also stated that Pskov Oblast authorities 
sent Russian-language literature, construction equipment, and reagents for water purification to 
occupied Kherson Oblast.[85] 

Significant activity in Belarus (Russian efforts to increase its military presence in 
Belarus and further integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks and Wagner 
Group activity in Belarus) 
 

Belarusian maneuver brigades conducted mining, parachute, drone, and ambush exercises on 
September 28. The Belarusian Ministry of Defense (MoD) reported that the 38th Airborne Assault 
Brigade conducted parachute exercise at the Brest training ground in Brest Oblast; that the 103rd 
Separate Guards Airborne Brigade conducted underwater mining and demining exercises at the 
Losvido training ground in Vitebsk Oblast; and that the 120th Separate Guards Mechanized Brigade 
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conducted drone, counter-drone, and ambush exercises at the Borisovsky training ground in Minsk 
Oblast.[86] 

ISW will continue to report daily observed Russian and Belarusian military activity in 
Belarus as part of ongoing Kremlin efforts to increase their control over Belarus and 
other Russian actions in Belarus. 
  
Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly 
available information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western 
reporting and social media as well as commercially available satellite imagery and 
other geospatial data as the basis for these reports. References to all sources used are 
provided in the endnotes of each update. 
 

 

[1] https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pfbid0D4pziUWC3452Dt62LKhe6KSfR2iBYST
L9z8xcTSvpe3YZLcq5JnfuXAZPkbkzeNJl 

[2] https://t.me/batalyon15/3029 ; https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-
offensive-campaign-assessment-september-24-2023 

[3] https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-assessment-
august-8-2023 ; https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-
assessment-august-26-2023; https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-
campaign-assessment-august-28-2023; 
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Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment, September 27, 2023 
Christina Harward, Angelica Evans, Grace Mappes, Kateryna Stepanenko, and Frederick W. Kagan 

September 27, 2023, 7:45pm ET 
 

Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is updated daily 
alongside the static maps present in this report. 
 
Click here to access ISW’s archive of interactive time-lapse maps of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. These 
maps complement the static control-of-terrain map that ISW produces daily by showing a dynamic 
frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse map archive monthly. 
 
Note: The data cut-off for this product was 2pm ET on September 27. ISW will cover subsequent reports in 
the September 28 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 
 
Ukrainian forces marginally advanced near Bakhmut and in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 
27. Geolocated footage published on September 26 indicates that Ukrainian forces advanced near Orikhovo-Vasylivka 
(10km northwest of Bakhmut).[1] Additional geolocated footage published on September 26 indicates that Russian forces 
likely no longer control a roughly one-kilometer-long trench line west of Verbove (16km southeast of Orikhiv).[2] The 
absence of Russian forces in this trench line could facilitate further Ukrainian advances in this area, as this trench line is no 
longer a significant obstacle for Ukrainian forces. Ukrainian Tavriisk Group of Forces Commander Brigadier General 
Oleksandr Tarnavskyi stated that “there will be good news” in the Zaporizhia operational direction and noted that Ukrainian 
forces are steadily advancing but did not provide additional information.[3] 
 
The situation near Verbove remains unclear as prominent Russian milbloggers have become noticeably 
less inclined to report in detail on Russian activity on this frontline or present bad news about Russian 
failures, while a discussion about reported Russian problems in this area has emerged on the fringes of 
the Russian information space. Zaporizhia Oblast occupation official Vladimir Rogov claimed on September 26 that at 
least four Ukrainian companies with a significant number of armored vehicles stormed Russian positions along the 
Robotyne-Verbove line after conducting a massive artillery barrage.[4] A Russian milblogger who avidly supports Russian 
Airborne Forces (VDV) Commander Colonel General Mikhail Teplinsky by criticizing the Russian Ministry of Defense 
(MoD) responded to Rogov, stating that Ukrainian forces have already passed the minefields and “dragon’s teeth” anti-tank 
fortifications on the Robotyne-Verbove line and that Ukrainian forces would have conducted such attacks sooner or 
later.[5] Another Russian milblogger claimed on September 26 that there is intense mutual shelling that is making it 
dangerous to operate above ground near Verbove and Robotyne.[6] Still another milblogger reportedly affiliated with the 
VDV Forces responded to this claim, stating that a personal source from the Russian 108th VDV Regiment (7th VDV 
Division) reported that there is intense Ukrainian shelling in the area.[7] The milblogger added that their source provided 
unclear information about whether the 108th VDV Regiment was moving to Verbove or leaving from Verbove. The 
milblogger also claimed that the Russian military command in Moscow canceled plans for the redeployment of the Russian 
106th VDV Division to the Robotyne area to aid the 7th and 76th VDV Divisions currently operating there and offered an 
unreasonable explanation for the motivation behind this decision.[8] ISW has observed that this channel has demonstrated 
a tendency to make exaggerated statements and implausible claims that favor Teplinsky against Russian Minister of Defense 
Sergei Shoigu and Russian Chief of the General Staff Army General Valery Gerasimov. ISW has also previously observed 
elements of the 106th VDV Division in the Bakhmut area.[9] The Russian information space has largely been hesitant 
recently to discuss Russian forces’ operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast, as the Russian milblogger community has 
reduced its criticisms of the Russian conduct of the war on this sector of the front since Wagner Group financier Yevgeny 
Prigozhin’s rebellion on June 24. ISW will continue to adapt to this new information space. 
Russian media continues to publish inconclusive “proof” that Black Sea Fleet Commander Admiral Viktor 
Solokov is alive. Zvezda News published an interview with Solokov on September 27, but ISW is unprepared at this time 
to make an assessment about the authenticity of the footage or the date of its filming.[10] The Kremlin and Russian Ministry 
of Defense (MoD) have been notably silent on the matter and have not directly confirmed that Sokolov is alive. 
 
Ukrainian and Russian confirmations of some former Wagner Group personnel deploying to the Bakhmut 
area indicate that the Wagner Group is struggling to cohesively reform around new leadership. A Russian 
milblogger claimed on September 26 that the appointment of a new overall Wagner commander triggered an exodus of 
Wagner personnel to Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD)-related structures.[11] Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces 
Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash confirmed on September 27 the presence of 500 former Wagner personnel operating in 
MoD-related formations in the Bakhmut area and that these personnel are insufficient to change the situation on the 
battlefield.[12] A Ukrainian drone operator reportedly operating in the Bakhmut area reported that Wagner personnel 
changed commanders and returned to the Bakhmut area to compensate for ongoing personnel shortages in the area.[13] The 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895
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piecemealed deployment of former Wagner personnel to any area of the frontline is unlikely to generate any significant 
strategic or even localized effects on the battlefield in Ukraine. 
 
Key Takeaways: 
 

• Ukrainian forces marginally advanced near Bakhmut and in western Zaporizhia Oblast on 
September 27. 

• The situation near Verbove remains unclear as prominent Russian milbloggers have become 
noticeably less inclined to report in detail on Russian activity on this frontline or present bad 
news about Russian failures, while a discussion about reported Russian problems in this area 
has emerged on the fringes of the Russian information space. 

• Russian media continues to publish inconclusive “proof” that Black Sea Fleet Commander 
Admiral Viktor Solokov is alive. 

• Ukrainian and Russian confirmations of some former Wagner Group personnel deploying to 
the Bakhmut area indicate that the Wagner Group is struggling to cohesively reform around 
new leadership. 

• Russian forces continued offensive operations along the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line, in 
Bakhmut, and along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line on September 27 but did not make any 
confirmed gains. 

• The Guardian reported on September 27 that Iranian drones that Russian forces operate in 
Ukraine contain European components despite international sanctions. 

• Ukrainian partisans continue to disrupt Russian logistics in occupied Ukraine. 
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-covered in Western 
media and do not directly affect the military operations we are assessing and forecasting. We will 
continue to evaluate and report on the effects of these criminal activities on the Ukrainian military and 
the Ukrainian population and specifically on combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn 
these Russian violations of the laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even though 
we do not describe them in these reports. 
 

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

• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward into 
eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 

• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 

• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 

• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 

• Activities in Russian-occupied areas 
 

Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 
 
Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the remainder of 
Luhansk Oblast and push westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and northern Donetsk Oblast) 

Russian forces conducted offensive operations along the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line but did not advance on 
September 27. A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces attacked in the Serebryanske forest area (11km south of 
Kreminna) but did not specify an outcome.[14] A Russian news aggregator claimed that Russian and Ukrainian forces 
participated in combat engagements near the Serebryanske forest area on September 26.[15] The Ukrainian General Staff 
and Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash reported on September 27 that Russian forces 
did not conduct offensive actions in the Kupyansk and Lyman directions.[16] Another Russian milblogger claimed that 
Russian forces destroyed two unspecified bridge crossings over the Oskil River.[17] 

The Russian military is reportedly deploying elements of the recently created 25th Combined Arms Army (CAA) to the 
Kreminna area instead of the Kupyansk area, likely disrupting Russian attempts to pin Ukrainian forces in the Kupyansk 
direction away from southern Ukraine. The United Kingdom Ministry of Defense (MoD) reported on September 27 that 
elements of the Russian 67th Motorized Rifle Division and 164th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade (25th CAA, Eastern 
Military District) are operating west of Severodonetsk and Kreminna.[18] Ukrainian Main Military Intelligence Directorate 
(GUR) Head Lieutenant General Kyrylo Budanov previously stated on September 22 that the Russian military had deployed 
elements of the 25th CAA “roughly north of Bakhmut.”[19] Elements of the 25th CAA may be operating both west of 
Kreminna and Severodonetsk as well as north of Bakhmut, though the situation is currently unclear. Budanov also stated 
on August 31 that elements of the 41st CAA (Central Military District) have begun to slowly redeploy from the Kupyansk 
direction to southern Ukraine.[20] The deployment of elements of the 25th CAA to the Severodonetsk-Kreminna area and 
possibly to north of Bakhmut — and not to the Kupyansk direction to replace elements of the 41st CAA — will likely disrupt 
Russian efforts to fix Ukrainian forces in the Kupyansk direction, as ISW has previously assessed.[21] 

The Russian MoD claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted unsuccessful offensive operations south of Kreminna on 
September 27. The Russian MoD claimed that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attacked near Dibrova (7km southwest of 
Kreminna), the Serebryanske forest area, Hryhorivka (11km south of Kreminna), and Spirne (25km south of Kreminna).[22] 
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the entirety of Donetsk 
Oblast, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas) 

Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations near Bakhmut on September 27 and advanced. Geolocated footage 
published on September 26 indicates that Ukrainian forces marginally advanced east of Orikhovo-Vasylivka (10km 
northwest of Bakhmut).[23] Ukrainian Eastern Grouping of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash stated on September 
27 that Ukrainian forces were successful in the direction of Klishchiivka (7km southwest of Bakhmut), Odradivka (7km 
south of Bakhmut), and Shumy (22km southwest of Bakhmut).[24] The Ukrainian Border Guards Service stated on 
September 26 that Ukrainian forces continued to advance in the Bakhmut direction and are defending recently recaptured 
positions.[25] Russian sources claimed on September 27 that Ukrainian forces continue attempts to break through Russian 
defenses near Klishchiivka, Andriivka (10km southwest of Bakhmut), and Kurdyumivka (12km southwest of 
Bakhmut).[26] Another Russian milblogger that Russian forces repelled a Ukrainian armored assault between Zaliznyanske 
(13km north of Bakhmut) and Orikhovo-Vasylivka.[27] A Russian news aggregator claimed that Russian forces repelled a 
Ukrainian attack near Berkhivka (6km northwest of Bakhmut) on September 26.[28] A Kremlin-affiliated milblogger 
claimed that Ukrainian forces are concentrating manpower near Bakhmut potentially for an attempted breakthrough in the 
area.[29] 

Russian forces continued offensive operations near Bakhmut on September 27 but did not make any confirmed gains. The 
Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces repelled a Russian attack near Hryhorivka (10km northwest of 
Bakhmut).[30] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces counterattacked near Klishchiivka and Andriivka but did 
not specify an outcome.[31] Russian sources continued to claim that Russian forces advanced near Orikhovo-Vasylivka, 
although ISW has not observed visual confirmation of this claim.[32] Yevlash stated that Russian forces are attempting to 
restore lost positions near Bakhmut and have concentrated 50,000 personnel in the Bakhmut direction, and this number 
likely includes Russian rear-area personnel.[33] Russian sources amplified footage claiming to show elements of the 
Russian 58th Separate Special Purpose Battalion (Donetsk People’s Republic [DNR] 1st Army Corps) operating near 
Bakhmut.[34] 
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Russian forces continued limited offensive operations along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line on September 27 but did not 
make any confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted unsuccessful attacks near 
Sieverne (6km west of Avdiivka) and Marinka (directly west of Donetsk City).[35] A Russian milblogger claimed that 
Russian forces also attacked near Novomykhailivka (36km southwest of Avdiivka).[36] 

 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Donetsk Battle Map Draft September 27%2C2023.png
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Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis (Russian objective: Maintain frontline positions and secure 
rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 

Ukrainian forces continued limited offensive operations on the western Donetsk-eastern Zaporizhia Oblast frontline on 
September 27 but did not make any territorial gains. Russian Eastern Grouping of Forces Spokesperson Oleg Chekhov 
claimed that Russian forces repelled Ukrainian attacks north of Pryyutne (14km southwest of Velyka Novosilka), near 
Staromayorske (8km southwest of Velyka Novosilka), near Novodonetske (12km southeast of Velyka Novosilka), and near 
Marfopil (5km southeast of Hulyaipole).[37] A Kremlin-affiliated milblogger claimed that heavy fighting is ongoing in near 
Vuhledar (30km southwest of Donetsk City) in western Donetsk Oblast despite reports that Ukrainian activity slightly 
decreased near Urozhaine (7km south of Velyka Novosilka) and Staromayorske.[38] A Russian milblogger claimed that 
elements of the Russian 5th Combined Arms Army (Eastern Military District) repelled Ukrainian attacks in an unspecified 
area in the Vremivka salient on September 27, and a Russian news aggregator added that Russian forces repelled an assault 
on Pryyutne on September 26.[39] 

Russian forces counterattacked against Ukrainian positions in western Donetsk and eastern Zaporizhia oblasts on 
September 27 but did not advance. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces repelled Russian attacks 
near Rivnopil (10km southwest of Velyka Novosilka) and south of Novodarivka (15km west of Velyka Novosilka).[40] A 
Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces counterattacked in an unspecified area on the Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast 
border and pushed Ukrainian forces from unspecified positions.[41] 
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Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 27 and have entered a 
trench line west of Verbove (16km southeast of Orikhiv). Geolocated footage published on September 26 shows a Russian 
drone striking Ukrainian infantry inside a trench west of Verbove, and the Russian use of drones to engage these Ukrainian 
forces indicates that Russian forces likely are no longer present at the roughly one-kilometer-long trench line west of 
Verbove.[42] Zaporizhia Oblast occupation official Vladimir Rogov claimed on September 26 that at least four Ukrainian 
companies with a significant number of vehicles stormed Russian positions along the Robotyne-Verbove lines after first 
conducting a massive artillery barrage.[43] A Russian milblogger who avidly supports the Russian Airborne Forces (VDV) 
Commander Colonel General Mikhail Teplinsky by criticizing the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) responded to Rogov 
stating that Ukrainian forces have already passed the mine fields and dragon’s teeth anti-tank fortifications on the Robotyne-
Verbove line and that Ukrainian forces would have conducted such attacks sooner or later.[44] Ukrainian Tavriisk Group of 
Forces Commander Brigadier General Oleksandr Tarnavskyi stated that “there will be good news” in the Zaporizhia 
operational direction and noted that Ukrainian forces are steadily advancing but did not provide additional information.[45] 

Other sources, including the Russian MoD, claimed that Russian forces continued to repel Ukrainian attacks near Verbove 
on September 27 and that Ukrainian forces have not achieved any breakthroughs in western Zaporizhia Oblast.[46] A 
Kremlin-affiliated milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully tried to advance toward Novoprokopivka (15km 
south of Orikhiv) and Verbove.[47] Russian sources also claimed that elements of the “Timer” volunteer battalion from the 
Republic of Tatarstan is shelling advancing Ukrainian forces on the Robotyne-Verbove line.[48] The North Ossetian 
“Alania” and “Storm Ossetia” volunteer battalions that operate in the area claimed that the intensity of fighting is decreasing 
in some areas of the Robotyne-Verbove line.[49] 
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Russian forces conducted an airstrike against Kherson Oblast on September 26. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky 
stated on September 27 that Russian forces launched 26 Kab-500 aerial bombs at Kherson Oblast.[50] 

 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kherson-Mykolaiv Battle Map Draft September 27%2C2023.png


15  Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2023 
 

Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts (Russian objective: Expand combat power without 
conducting general mobilization) 
 
The Guardian reported on September 27 that Iranian drones that Russian forces operate in Ukraine contain European 
components despite international sanctions targeting these parts.[51] The Guardian cited a document that Ukrainian 
officials originally presented to international leaders at a G7 meeting in August 2023 and reported that Iranian drone 
manufacturers used drone components from companies based in the United States, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Germany, 
Canada, Japan, and Poland, including one Polish subsidiary of a United Kingdom company. The Guardian reported that 
the Shahed-131 drone uses 52 parts from Western companies while the Shahed-136 drone uses 57 parts. 
The Guardian reported that Iranian-assembled drones travel to Russia through the Caspian Sea while drones assembled at 
Iranian factories in Syria travel to Russia through Novorossiysk. 
Senior Russian officials continue to posture as effectively mobilizing the Russian defense industrial base (DIB). Russian 
Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu and Moscow Oblast Head Andrey Vorobov visited the Tactical Missiles Corporation in 
Moscow Oblast on September 27.[52] Tactical Missiles Corporation Head Boris Obnosov stated claimed that the Tactical 
Missiles Corporation has doubled its production of high-precision weapons and increased production of other products by 
three-and-a-half to five times due to production modernization, more personnel, and shifting to a 24/7 work schedule. 
Obnosov claimed that the corporation recently hired 40 specialists from technical schools in Orenburg Oblast and Perm 
Krai and is working with technical schools for further recruitment efforts. 
 
Activities in Russian-occupied areas (Russian objective: Consolidate administrative control of annexed 
areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian sociocultural, economic, military, and 
governance systems) 
 
Ukrainian partisans continue to disrupt Russian logistics in occupied Ukraine. Ukrainian Crimean-based partisan group 
“Atesh” stated on September 26 that Atesh agents disabled five Russian military ZIL-131 fuel and lubricant transportation 
vehicles over the past ten days in occupied Luhansk Oblast.[53] Atesh also insinuated that its agents were involved in the 
disappearances of an unspecified number of Russian servicemen in occupied Luhansk.[54] Geolocated footage published 
by Atesh confirms that its agents are operating in occupied Luhansk City and likely have access to Russian military 
transportation vehicles.[55] The Ukrainian Resistance Center reported on September 27 that unspecified Ukrainian 
partisans have recently helped Ukrainian forces strike Russian military equipment and warehouses in occupied 
Ukraine.[56] 
 
The Russian government will now require State Duma and Federation Council members to receive permission from the 
Russian military to travel to occupied Ukraine. Russian State Duma Deputy Mikhail Matveyev announced on September 26 
that Duma deputies were banned from travelling to occupied Ukraine without approval from Russian Chief of the General 
Staff Army General Valery Gerasimov.[57] Matveyev stated that these travel restrictions also apply to employees of other 
Russian government structures, including the Presidential Administration.[58] The order reportedly does not apply to 
occupied Crimea.[59] Russian news outlet RBC reported on July 27 that Russian State Duma deputies would have to receive 
permission from Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu or Gerasimov to visit Russian military units fighting in 
Ukraine.[60] Russian servicemen reportedly complained that Russian State Duma deputies were disruptive and “constantly 
taking pictures, putting on a show.”[61] 
 
Significant activity in Belarus (Russian efforts to increase its military presence in Belarus and further 
integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks and Wagner Group activity in Belarus) 

Nothing significant to report. 

ISW will continue to report daily observed Russian and Belarusian military activity in Belarus as part of 
ongoing Kremlin efforts to increase their control over Belarus and other Russian actions in Belarus. 
 
Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly available 
information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western reporting and social media as 
well as commercially available satellite imagery and other geospatial data as the basis for these reports. 
References to all sources used are provided in the endnotes of each update. 
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Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is 
updated daily alongside the static maps present in this report. 
  
Click here to access ISW’s archive of interactive time-lapse maps of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. These maps complement the static control-of-terrain map that 
ISW produces daily by showing a dynamic frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse 
map archive monthly. 
  
Correction: We are correcting this report to note that the additional parachute regiment is 
subordinate to the Russian 98th Guards Airborne (VDV) Division, based in Ivanovo Oblast. We 
previously reported that the additional regiment is subordinate to the Russian 106th Guards 
Airborne (VDV) Division. We apologize for the error. 
 
Note: The data cut-off for this product was 3pm ET on September 26. ISW will cover 
subsequent reports in the September 27 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 
  
The tactical situation in Verbove remains unclear as Ukrainian forces continued 
offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 26. The Ukrainian General 
Staff reported that Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations in the Melitopol (western 
Zaporizhia Oblast) direction and offensive actions in the Bakhmut direction.[1]  A Kremlin-affiliated 
milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces reached the northern outskirts of Novoprokopivka (13km 
south of Orikhiv).[2] Russian sources have still not directly addressed a claim from a source reportedly 
affiliated with the Russian Airborne (VDV) Forces that Ukrainian forces control half of Verbove (18km 
southeast of Orikhiv) as of September 24.[3] ISW has not observed evidence of such a Ukrainian 
advance, and the source reporting it has a very small following. It is still noteworthy that other VDV-
connected sources have not responded to these claims. 

Russian President Vladimir Putin awarded the Russian 58th Combined Arms Army (CAA) the “Guards” 
honorific on September 26.[4] The Russian 58th CAA (Southern Military District) has been responsible 
for the ongoing Russian defense against Ukrainian counteroffensive operations in southern Ukraine.[5] 

Likely degraded elements of the Russian 58th Combined Arms Army’s 42nd Motorized 
Rifle Division are increasingly counterattacking in the Novoprokopivka area, suggesting 
that Ukrainian counteroffensive operations may have degraded relatively more elite 
Russian Airborne (VDV) elements that were responsible for counterattacking in the 
area. Elements of the 42nd Motorized Rifle Division’s 70th and 71st Guards Motorized Rifle Regiments 
have increasingly engaged in limited counterattacks near Novoprokopivka in the past week, and a 
Russian milblogger claimed that elements of the 42nd Motorized Rifle Division pushed Ukrainian 
forces from positions near Novoprokopivka on September 25.[6] Elements of the 42nd Motorized Rifle 
Division's 70th, 71st, and 291st Motorized Rifle Regiments routinely engaged in combat engagements 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895
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and counterattacks against Ukrainian forces at the forwardmost Russian defensive positions in the 
Orikhiv area before withdrawing behind the Russian defensive layer between Verbove and Solodka 
Balka (20km south of Orikhiv) in mid-to-late August.[7] Russian forces laterally redeployed elements 
of the more elite 7th and 76th VDV Divisions to the Orikhiv direction in early-to-mid August to 
counterattack against a widening Ukrainian breach in the area, which may have provided these 
elements of the 42nd Motorized Rifle Division respite from hostilities.[8] Elements of the 70th 
Motorized Rifle Regiment may have conducted one of the few unit rotations that ISW has observed on 
this sector of the front, possibly allowing these elements to partially reconstitute.[9] 

The 70th and 71st Motorized Rifle Regiments’ involvement in counterattacks around Novoprokopivka 

suggests that Ukrainian counteroffensive operations may have significantly degraded the combat 
capabilities of elements of the 7th and 76th VDV Divisions and that these VDV elements can no longer 
conduct all counterattacks along the entire Ukrainian breach in the Orikhiv direction. The Russian 
command may have committed the 70th and 71st Motorized Rifle Regiments to defending and 
counterattacking in the Novoprokopivka area to allow VDV elements to prioritize defensive operations 
on the western and eastern flanks of the Ukrainian salient in the Orikhiv direction.[10]  It is also possible 
that elements of the 70th and 71st Motorized Rifle Regiments have held positions near Novoprokopivka 
since withdrawing from positions further north and are now engaging Ukrainian forces because the 
Ukrainian advance has reached the outskirts of Novoprokopivka. Roughly a month of respit e and 
possible reconstitution are unlikely to offset the significant degradation that elements of the 70th and 
71st Motorized Rifle Regiments suffered while defending earlier in the counteroffensive. Elements of 
the 810th Naval Infantry Brigade (Black Sea Fleet) similarly defended to hold forwardmost defensive 
positions earlier in the counteroffensive, and Ukrainian counteroffensive operations recently 
reportedly rendered these elements combat ineffective.[11] The Russian command risks rendering the 
already degraded elements of the 70th and 71st Motorized Rifle Regiments combat ineffective if they 
heavily commit these elements to counterattacking the Ukrainian advance near Novoprokopivka.  

Elements of the 42nd Motorized Rifle Division are reportedly deployed as far back as 
Tokmak, continuing to suggest that the Russian command has not manned the multi-
echeloned defense in southern Ukraine in depth. Russian sources reported on September 25 
and 26 that elements of the 71st Motorized Rifle Regiment’s 3rd Battalion were involved in an 
altercation with military police from the 70th Motorized Rifle Regiment in occupied Tokmak.[12] The 
presence of elements of the 70th and 71st Motorized Rifle Regiments in Tokmak suggests that Russian 
forces have deployed elements of these regiments throughout the multi-echeloned defense between the 
current frontline and Tokmak. Russian forces, however, appear to be continuing to deploy most of their 
combat power in western Zaporizhia Oblast to immediate frontline areas.[13] The deployment of the 
70th and 71st Motorized Rifle Regiments as far back as Tokmak suggests that elements of the same 
Russian formations and units defending at forward positions are holding positions, likely in smaller 
numbers, in subsequent defensive layers. It is possible that unobserved elements of other Russian units 
and formations hold positions at rear defensive positions, although the current Russian manpower 
commitment to holding positions on the frontline indicates that this is unlikely.  
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Interethnic tensions appear to be sowing division between elements of the Russian 42nd 
Guards Motorized Rifle Regiment defending against the Ukrainian counteroffensive in 
western Zaporizhia Oblast. Arsen Temiraev, a mobilized serviceman from the Republic of North 
Ossetia-Alania serving with the 70th Guards Motorized Rifle Regiment, posted a video on September 
25 alleging that Russian military police of the 70th Regiment beat Temiraev and two other soldiers of 
the 71st Guards Motorized Rifle Regiment’s 3rd Battalion in Tokmak on September 24.[14] Temiraev 
claimed that the military police asked about his ethnicity before telling Temiraev that “Russia is for 
Russians.” Temiraev claimed that the military police beat him and the other servicemen because a 
Tokmak local alleged that the soldiers had sexually assaulted children, a crime that Temiraev denied 
having committed. Temiraev complained that he thought the “Nazis were on the other [Ukrainian] side, 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Pyatykhatky%20and%20Robotyne%20Battle%20Map%20Draft%20September%2026%2C2023.png
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[but] it turns out they [the Nazis] are among us.”[15] North Ossetian-Alanian Republic Head Sergey 
Menyailo responded on September 26, claiming that the elements of the “Storm Ossetia” and “Alania” 
volunteer battalions in the area verified the incident.[16] Menyailo reported the incident to the 
Southern Military District command, which informed the commander of the 58th Combined Arms 
Army, and called the incident unacceptable towards any Russian soldier. Interethnic tensions between 
Russian units operating in the frontline and near the rear of western Zaporizhia Oblast may threaten 
the integrity of Russian defenses and unit cohesion amidst recent Ukrainian gains in the area.  
  
Interethnic tensions may also threaten Chechen Republic Head Ramzan Kadyrov’s 
broader standing within the Russian political sphere amid an ongoing controversy 
surrounding Kadyrov’s son. Kadyrov posted footage on September 25 of his son, Adam Kadyrov, 
beating a detained man accused of burning a Quran, and Ramzan Kadyrov praised his son for the 
beating.[17] The incident prompted varied condemnation and calls for investigations from Russian 
officials. Russian Human Rights Council (HRC) Head Valery Fadeev stated that burning the Quran is a 
serious crime but that officials must follow rules for detaining suspects, while HRC member Eva 
Merkacheva called for an investigation and called the situation a “challenge to the entire legal system 
of Russia.”[18] Merkacheva levied a thinly veiled criticism of the Chechen Republic, claiming that “in a 
particular region [Chechen Republic] they [Chechen officials] have shown that they commit crimes and 
nothing will happen to them about it.”[19] Other Russian officials, including Human Rights 
Commissioner Tatyana Moskalkova, called for Adam Kadyrov to answer for his crime in a Russian 
court.[20] Ramzan Kadyrov reportedly responded to a journalist’s request for a follow up and 
reportedly claimed that he had not witnessed the attack and that Adam Kadyrov is “independent and 
temperamental.”[21] Ramzan Kadyrov reportedly praised Adam Kadyrov’s behavior and stated he did 
not punish his son, but said that Adam Kadyrov will be punished to the fullest extent of Russian law if 
a Russian court convicts him.[22] ISW has long observed tensions between Chechen and non-Chechen 
officials and military units, and senior Russian officials ’ emotional reactions suggest that Kadyrov’s 
political standing may be insufficient to protect his son from the consequences of this situation.[23]  

Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu discussed ongoing Russian Ministry of Defense 
(MoD) efforts to increase Russian Airborne (VDV) Forces’ combat capabilities and add 
elements similar to those normally found in motorized rifle units to the VDV, likely to 
better align VDV elements with their current combat roles in Ukraine. Shoigu stated during 
a speech to the Russian Defense Ministry Board on September 26 that the Russian MoD is 
implementing measures to increase the Russian VDV’s combat potential by creating new airborne 
assault formations and increasing the VDV’s reconnaissance, strike, and fire capabilities.[24] Shoigu 
stated that the Russian MoD has nearly finished forming a fifth Russian VDV division, the 104th 
Airborne Assault (VDV) Division, and an additional parachute regiment subordinate to the Russian 
98th Guards Airborne (VDV) Division, based in Ivanovo Oblast.[25] Shoigu stated that the Russian 
MoD plans for all Russian VDV divisions to have a logistics brigade and repair and restoration 
battalions by the end of 2023.[26] Shoigu stated that Russian VDV divisions will be “completed” with 
an artillery brigade but did not specify a time frame for this addition.[27] These additional elements will 
bring Russian VDV divisions into closer alignment with the force composition of a typical Russian 
motorized rifle division.[28] Shoigu did not state that Russian VDV divisions would receive tank 
regiments, which are common in Russian motorized rifle divisions.[29] These additional units will 
likely allow the Russian military to use Russian VDV divisions almost interchangeably with motorized 
rifle divisions in the future, and VDV elements in Ukraine have been increasingly operating as combat 
infantry similar to motorized rifle divisions.[30] The Russian MoD’s provision of additional elements 
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to Russian VDV units and formations serving in Ukraine is a recognition of the role Russian VDV forces 
are currently playing in Ukraine and highlights the non-standard way in which the Russian military is 
using these forces. These Russian formations have become “airborne” in name only, and it is not clear 
when the Russian MoD intends for them to take to the skies again. 

Russian forces conducted a series of Shahed-131/136 drone strikes on port and military 
targets in Ukraine on the night of September 25-26. Ukrainian military officials reported that 
Russian forces launched 38 drones from Krasnodar Krai and Cape Chauda, Crimea, targeting Ukrainian 
port and border infrastructure and that Ukrainian air defenses shot down 26 drones.[31] Russian forces 
hit the Orlivka-Isaccea ferry crossing that connects Odesa Oblast and Romania, and Ukrainian 
Southern Operational Command Spokesperson Captain First Rank Nataliya Humenyuk denied 
speculations that the Russian drones crossed into Romanian territory.[32] Geolocated footage shows 
that Russian forces destroyed a Ukrainian MiG-29 fighter aircraft at the Kulbakino airfield in Mykolaiv 
Oblast.[33] 

Russian and Western sources largely claimed that Russian Black Sea Fleet (BSF) 
Commander Admiral Viktor Sokolov is alive after the Russian MoD posted footage of 
Sokolov allegedly attending a meeting on September 26, although the situation remains 
unclear at this time. Russian and Western sources largely speculated that footage posted by the 
Russian MoD on September 26 of Russian Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu’s remarks at the Russian 
MoD Board meeting purportedly shows Sokolov attending via teleconference.[34] The Ukrainian 
Special Operations Forces previously reported on September 25 that the Ukrainian strike on the BSF 
headquarters in Sevastopol on September 22 killed Sokolov, and Russian officials have not yet issued a 
response confirming or denying reports of Sokolov’s death.[35]  The Ukrainian Special Operations 
Forces stated on September 26 that it was clarifying information about Sokolov’s possible death but 
that available sources indicate that he is dead.[36] Kremlin Spokesperson Dmitry Peskov stated on 
September 26 that he had not received any information from the Russian MoD about the matter and 
that the Kremlin had nothing to say as this is “solely [the Russian MoD’s] prerogative.”[37]  ISW is 
unprepared at this time to make an assessment about the authenticity of the Russian MoD’s footage of 
Sokolov or about Sokolov’s status on Earth. 

The Russian MoD has reportedly recruited some former Wagner Group personnel for 
MoD-affiliated private military companies (PMCs) fighting in Ukraine, while 
negotiations between the reported Wagner leadership and the Russian National Guard 
(Rosgvardia) have allegedly stalled over disagreements concerning Wagner’s 
independence and cohesion. A reported Wagner-affiliated source claimed on September 26 that 
the Wagner Group is still operating in Africa and Belarus and that there are no plans to close the 
organization.[38] A Kremlin-affiliated milblogger claimed that former Wagner personnel that left the 
organization with Andrey Troshev (known under the callsign “Sedoy”) after Prigozhin’s rebellion have 
joined the MoD-affiliated “Redut” and “Volunteer Corps” PMCs and have begun to redeploy to the 
Bakhmut area in Ukraine.[39] The milblogger claimed that Troshev is trying to recruit Wagner 
personnel who are currently operating in Belarus, Africa, and the Middle East for Russian MoD-
affiliated PMCs. The milblogger also claimed that Anton Yelizarov (known as “Lotos”) is now the head 
of Wagner and is negotiating with Rosgvardia about the inclusion of Wagner units within Rosgvardia. 
Yelizarov is reportedly resisting Rosgvardia’s condition that Wagner personnel sign individual 
contracts, which the milblogger complained would allow Rosgvardia to divide the Wagner units and 
send them to various areas. ISW previously reported that Russian State Duma deputies will reportedly 
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propose a bill allowing Rosgvardia to include volunteer formations, and Yelizarov is likely pushing for 
Wagner personnel to be considered a distinct Rosgvardia volunteer formation.[40] 

Key Takeaways: 

• The tactical situation in Verbove remains unclear as Ukrainian forces 
continued offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 26. 

• Likely degraded elements of the Russian 58th Combined Arms Army’s 42nd 
Motorized Rifle Division are increasingly counterattacking in the 
Novoprokopivka area, suggesting that Ukrainian counteroffensive operations 
may have degraded relatively more elite Russian Airborne (VDV) elements 
that were responsible for counterattacking in the area. 

• Elements of the 42nd Motorized Rifle Division are reportedly deployed as far 
back as Tokmak, continuing to suggest that the Russian command has not 
manned the multi-echeloned defense in southern Ukraine in depth. 

• Interethnic tensions appear to be sowing division between elements of the 
Russian 42nd Guards Motorized Rifle Regiment defending against the 
Ukrainian counteroffensive in western Zaporizhia Oblast. 

• Interethnic tensions may also threaten Chechen Republic Head Ramzan 
Kadyrov’s broader standing within the Russian political sphere amid an 
ongoing controversy surrounding Kadyrov’s son. 

• Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu discussed ongoing Russian Ministry 
of Defense (MoD) efforts to increase Russian Airborne (VDV) Forces’ combat 
capabilities and add elements similar to those normally found in motorized 
rifle units to the VDV, likely to better align VDV elements with their current 
combat roles in Ukraine. 

• Russian forces conducted a series of Shahed-131/136 drone strikes on port and 
military targets in Ukraine on the night of September 25-26. 

• Russian and Western sources largely claimed that Russian Black Sea Fleet 
(BSF) Commander Admiral Viktor Sokolov is alive after the Russian Ministry 
of Defense (MoD) posted footage of Sokolov allegedly attending a meeting on 
September 26, although the situation remains unclear at this time. 

• The Russian MoD has reportedly recruited some former Wagner Group 
personnel for MoD-affiliated private military companies (PMCs) fighting in 
Ukraine, while negotiations between the reported Wagner leadership and the 
Russian National Guard (Rosgvardia) have allegedly stalled over 
disagreements concerning Wagner’s independence and cohesion. 

• Russian forces conducted offensive operations along the Kupyansk-Svatove-
Kreminna line, near Bakhmut, along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line, and in 
western Zaporizhia Oblast and reportedly advanced in some areas on 
September 26. 
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-
covered in Western media and do not directly affect the military operations we are 
assessing and forecasting. We will continue to evaluate and report on the effects of 
these criminal activities on the Ukrainian military and the Ukrainian population and 
specifically on combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian 
violations of the laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even 
though we do not describe them in these reports. 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/DraftUkraineCoTSeptember26%2C2023.png
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• Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine (comprised of two subordinate main efforts) 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push 

westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast  
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 
• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 
• Activities in Russian-occupied areas 

  
Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 
 
Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and 
northern Donetsk Oblast) 

Russian sources claimed that Russian forces conducted ground attacks along the Kupyansk -Svaotve-
Kreminna line on September 26 but did not make any confirmed advances. The Ukrainian General Staff 
reported that Russian forces did not conduct any assaults in the Kupyansk and Lyman directions.[41]  A 
Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces captured unspecified positions near Kyslivka (20km 
southeast of Kupyansk) and attacked near Dibrova (7km southwest of Kreminna) and the Serebryanske 
forest area (11km south of Kreminna).[42] A Russian news aggregator claimed that Russian forces 
attacked near Dvorichna (17km northeast of Kupyansk), Petropavlivka (7km east of Kupyansk ), 
Synkivka, Novoyehorivka (16km southwest of Svatove), and Bilohorivka (13km south of Kreminna) on 
September 25.[43] 

The Russian MoD claimed on September 26 that Russian forces repelled Ukrainian attacks near 
Kuzmyne (3km southwest of Kreminna) and Dibrova.[44] A Russian news aggregator claimed that 
Russian forces also repelled Ukrainian attacks near the Serebryanske forest area on September 25.[45] 
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
entirety of Donetsk Oblast, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas)  

Ukrainian forces continued offensive actions in the Bakhmut area on September 26 and reportedly 
advanced. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces continued offensive actions in 
the Bakhmut direction, and Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash 
stated that Ukrainian forces were successful near Ivanivske (6km west of Bakhmut), Klishchiivka (7km 
southwest of Bakhmut), Odradivka (7km south of Bakhmut), and Zaitseve (20km south of 
Bakhmut).[46] Russian milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian forces continued assaults near Klishchiivka 
and that Russian forces withdrew from positions along a section of the railway line northeast of 
Klishchiivka.[47] A prominent Russian milblogger claimed that small Ukrainian assault groups 
continue periodic assaults along the entire Klishchiivka-Andriivka-Kurdyumivka line (up to 13km 
southwest of Bakhmut).[48] 

The Ukrainian General Staff reported on September 26 that elements of the Russian 200th Separate 
Motorized Rifle Brigade (14th Army Corps, Northern Fleet) operating on Bakhmut’s northern flank are 
suffering heavy casualties.[49] Elements of the 200th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade arrived in the 
Bakhmut area to defend Bakhmut‘s northern flank against localized Ukrainian counterattacks following 
the Russian capture of Bakhmut in May 2023.[50] Ukrainian counteroffensive operations have fixed 
these elements of the 200th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade to Bakhmut’s nort hern flank since the 
start of the counteroffensive in June 2023.  

Russian forces continued limited counterattacks in the Bakhmut area on September 26 but did not 
make any confirmed gains. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces repelled five 
Russian counterattacks near Klishchiivka.[51] Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces also 
counterattacked near Andriivka (10km southwest of Bakhmut) and advanced near Orikhovo-Vasylivka 
(11km northwest of Bakhmut), although several milbloggers denied Russian claims that Russian forces 
recently captured the settlement.[52] A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian “Storm -Z” units 
recently advanced into Andriivka under the assumption that Russian Airborne (VDV) forces would 
provide support, but that VDV elements failed to reach their positions.[53] Ukrainian Ground Forces 
Commander Colonel General Oleksandr Syrskyi stated on September 18 that Ukrainian forces 
destroyed the combat capabilities of elements of the 31st Guards VDV Brigade and the 83r d Guards 
VDV Brigade during the liberation of Andriivka and Klishchiivka.[54] VDV elements south of Bakhmut 
may be failing to perform combat tasks due to this reported destruction of combat capabilities.  
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Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted limited unsuccessful ground attacks along 
the Avdiivka-Donetsk City front on September 26. The Russian MoD reported that elements of the 
Russian Southern Grouping of Forces repelled Ukrainian assaults near Krasnohorivka (unclear whether 
the settlement 11km north of Avdiivka or the settlement 22km southwest of Avdiivka) and Pervomaiske 
(11km southwest of Avdiivka).[55] Russian sources claimed that elements of the Russian 20th Guards 
Motorized Rifle Division (8th Combined Arms Army, Southern Military District) repelled a Ukrainian 
assault near Marinka (27km southwest of Avdiivka).[56] A prominent Russian milblogger claimed that 
Ukrainian forces have repeatedly tried to break through Russian defenses near Opytne (4km south of 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Bakhmut%20Battle%20Map%20Draft%20September%2026%2C2023.png
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Avdiivka) and Vodyane (8km southwest of Avdiivka) in recent weeks but that elements of the Donetsk 
People’s Republic (DNR) 1st Slavic Brigade recaptured lost positions near Opytne.[57]  

Russian forces continued limited offensive operations along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City front on 
September 26 but did not advance. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Ukrainian forces repelled 
Russian attacks near Avdiivka, southeast of Sieverne (6km west of Avdiivka), and near Marinka.[58] A 
Russian milblogger claimed that Russian “Storm-Z” units captured several Ukrainian strongpoints near 
Opytne but suffered heavy losses.[59] 



13  Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2023 
 

 
 
Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis (Russian objective: Maintain frontline 
positions and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 

  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Donetsk%20Battle%20Map%20Draft%20September%2026%2C2023.png
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Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations in the western Donetsk-
eastern Zaporizhia Oblast border area but did not advance on September 26. The Russian MoD claimed 
that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attacked near Staromayorske (9km south of Velyka 
Novosilka).[60] A Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attacked near 
Pryyutne (16km southwest of Velyka Novosilka) and in the direction of Zavitne Bazhannya (12km south 
of Velyka Novosilka).[61] 

 

Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast and reportedly advanced 
on September 26. A Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces reached the northern outskirts 
of Novoprokopivka (13km south of Orikhiv).[62] Another Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian 
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forces marginally advanced northwest of Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv) and have advanced two 
kilometers in this area in the past three weeks.[63] Russian sources, including the Russian MoD, 
claimed that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attacked near Verbove and in the direction of 
Novoprokopivka.[64] 

Russian forces conducted offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast and reportedly advanced 
on September 26. A Russian milblogger claimed that elements of the Russian 42nd Motorized Rifle 
Division (58th Combined Arms Army, Southern Military District) counterattacked and pushed 
Ukrainian forces from unspecified positions near Robotyne.[65] Ukrainian Tavriisk Group of Forces 
Spokesperson Colonel Oleksandr Shtupun stated on September 25 that Russian forces continue to mine 
and build fortifications in the depth of their defenses in the Tavriisk direction.[66]  
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Ukrainian forces conducted a HIMARS strike against a Russian military headquarters in occupied 
Kherson Oblast on September 18. Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty reported on September 26 that 
sources within the Ukrainian Security Service (SBU) stated on September 26 that a September 18 
Ukrainian HIMARS strike hit the headquarters of the Russian 24th Motorized Rifle regiment (70th 
Motorized Rifle Division) near Kherson City, killing eight officers and wounding seven.[67] Geolocated 
footage of the strike from SBU indicates that the headquarters is located in Radensk (24km southeast 
of Kherson City).[68] 
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A Russian milblogger claimed on September 26 that Ukrainian forces continue to operate on the islands 
in the Dnipro River delta and are trying to expand their zone of control in the area.[69]  
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Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts (Russian objective: Expand combat 
power without conducting general mobilization) 
 
Senior Russian officials continue to present Russian crypto-mobilization efforts as highly successful, 
likely to signal their lack of intent to conduct another mobilization wave. Russian Security Council 
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Deputy Chairperson Dmitry Medvedev claimed on September 26 that Russia has recruited over 
325,000 contract personnel since January 1, 2023, updating Russian President Vladimir Putin’s claims 
of 280,000 personnel on September 12 and 300,000 personnel on September 15.[70] 
 
A Russian opposition outlet indicated that reduced immigration to Russia and ethnic tensions are 
exacerbating ongoing domestic labor shortages.[71] Russian opposition outlet Verstka reported that 
migration has decreased from 5.9 million in the first half of 2022 to 3.5 million in the  first half of 
2023.[72] Verstka also reported that migrants are increasingly emigrating from Russia to their home 
countries or other countries due to political and social discrimination, depreciation of the ruble, and 
fear of mobilization. Verstka reported that there are shortages in transportation and delivery services, 
construction, and catering as a result and that ethnic Russians are not interested in these professions. 
 
Activities in Russian-occupied areas (Russian objective: Consolidate administrative 
control of annexed areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian 
sociocultural, economic, military, and governance systems) 
 
Russian and occupation authorities continue efforts to strengthen ground lines of communication 
(GLOCs) connecting occupied southern Ukraine with Russia. Zaporizhia Oblast occupation Minister of 
Economic Development Yuri Guskov announced on September 26 that Russia has begun developing 
plans for a railway that will connect Melitopol and Berdyansk, Zaporizhia Oblast with Rostov Oblast 
through occupied Crimea and Krasnodar Krai, likely to alleviate some pressure from the Kerch Strait 
rail and road bridges.[73] 
 
Significant activity in Belarus (Russian efforts to increase its military presence in 
Belarus and further integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks and Wagner 
Group activity in Belarus) 
 
Belarusian military and territorial defense forces completed a series of training exercises on September 
26. The Belarusian Ministry of Defense (MoD) announced that Belarusian forces completed bilateral 
training exercises that began on September 22 to improve Belarusian command and control bodies at 
the tactical and operational levels.[74] 
 
ISW will continue to report daily observed Russian and Belarusian military activity in 
Belarus as part of ongoing Kremlin efforts to increase their control over Belarus and 
other Russian actions in Belarus. 
  
Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly 
available information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western 
reporting and social media as well as commercially available satellite imagery and other 
geospatial data as the basis for these reports. References to all sources used are provided 
in the endnotes of each update. 
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Click here to see ISW’s interactive map of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This map is 
updated daily alongside the static maps present in this report. 
  
Click here to access ISW’s archive of interactive time-lapse maps of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. These maps complement the static control-of-terrain map that 
ISW produces daily by showing a dynamic frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse 
map archive monthly. 
  
Note: The data cut-off for this product was 1:30pm ET on September 25. ISW will cover 
subsequent reports in the September 26 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment. 
  
The tactical situation in Verbove remains unclear amid continued Ukrainian offensive 
operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 25. The Ukrainian General Staff 
reported that Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations in the Melitopol (western Zaporizhia 
Oblast) direction and offensive assaults in the Bakhmut direction, inflicting losses on Russian 
manpower and equipment and depleting Russian forces along the entire front line.[1] Russian sources 
claimed that Ukrainian forces reached northern Verbove (18km southeast of Orikhiv) but that 
Russian forces pushed them back to their original positions.[2] Russian sources have yet to directly 
address a claim from a source reportedly affiliated with the Russian Airborne (VDV) Forces that 
Ukrainian forces control half of Verbove as of September 24.[3] 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895
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The Ukrainian Special Operations Forces reported on September 25 that a precision 
Ukrainian strike on the headquarters of the Black Sea Fleet (BSF) in occupied 
Sevastopol, Crimea, on September 22 killed 34 Russian officers, including BSF 
Commander Admiral Viktor Sokolov.[4] Ukrainian Special Operations Forces reported that the 
strike, which occurred during a meeting of senior BSF leadership, also wounded 105 Russian 
personnel.[5] Ukrainian Main Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR) Head Lieutenant General 
Kyrylo Budanov stated on September 23 that the strike seriously wounded the commander of the 
Russian 200th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade (Northern Fleet), Lieutenant General Oleg Tsekov, 
and the commander of the Russian grouping of forces in Zaporizhia Oblast, Colonel General 
Alexander Romanchuk.[6] Ukrainian Special Operations Forces also reported that the Ukrainian 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Pryatykhatky and Robotyne Battle Map Draft September 25%2C2023.png
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strike on the Minsk landing ship in Sevastopol on September 13 killed 62 personnel, noting that many 
personnel were present as the Minsk was scheduled to go on combat duty on September 14.[7] ISW 
has yet to observe confirmation that these Ukrainian strikes killed Sokolov or any other high-ranking 
Russian commanders, although the Russian command would be able to easily disprove Ukrainian 
reporting if these reports are false. Sokolov’s and other Russian officers’ reported deaths would create 
significant disruptions in command and control in the Russian Black Sea Fleet. 
  
Ukrainian forces reportedly struck the Khalino Airfield and a Russian Federal Security 
Service (FSB) building in Kursk Oblast during a series of drone strikes on September 
24. Ukrainian media reported on September 24 that sources connected to the Ukrainian GUR stated 
that Ukrainian forces struck an FSB building and an oil refinery near the Khalino Airfield in Kursk 
Oblast.[8] Russian Kursk Oblast Governor Roman Starovoyt confirmed that a Ukrainian drone struck 
an administrative building in the Central District of Kursk City.[9] Ukrainian news outlet RBC-
Ukraine's sources clarified on September 25 that Ukrainian forces struck the Khalino Airfield and 
killed an unspecified number of officers of the Russian 14th Guards Fighter Aviation Regiment (105th 
Guards Composite Aviation Division, 6th Air and Air Defense Forces Army, Russia Aerospace [VSK] 
Forces), which is based at the airfield.[10] The Russian 14th Guards Fighting Aviation Regiment is 
equipped with Su-30SM aircraft.[11] Russian sources confirmed the strike on the Khalino Airfield and 
the death of an unspecified number of Russian servicemen.[12] 
  
Russian forces conducted a series of Shahed-131/136 drone and missile strikes on the 
night of September 24-25 against Ukrainian port, grain, and military targets. Ukrainian 
military officials reported that Russian forces launched 12 Kalibr sea-launched cruise missiles from 
the Black Sea, two Onyx cruise missiles from the Sevastopol area, and 19 Shahed drones from 
Krasnodar Krai.[13] Ukrainian air defenses shot down 11 Kalibr missiles and all 19 
drones.[14] Ukrainian military officials reported that Russian forces struck port and grain 
infrastructure in Odesa Oblast, and footage shows that Russian strikes damaged a hotel in Odesa 
City.[15] Russian sources, including the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD), claimed that Russian 
forces struck a Ukrainian MiG-29 fighter aircraft at the Dolhintsevo airfield in Dnipropetrovsk 
Oblast.[16] Moldovan government officials stated on September 25 that fragments of an S-300 missile 
fell in Chitcani (5km south of Tiraspol) in Transnistria and that the missile’s origin and flight path 
have not been confirmed.[17] 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky confirmed on September 25 that US-provided 
Abrams tanks have arrived in Ukraine.[18] The New York Times reported that US officials 
stated that the US delivered an unspecified number of Abrams tanks to Ukraine on September 23 and 
that the Biden administration intends to send 31 Abrams in total.[19] Politico previously reported on 
August 31 that Ukraine would receive the first 10 of 31 Abrams tanks in mid-September.[20] 

Russian military officials continue efforts to build out the Russian armed forces to suit 
the needs of Russian forces fighting in Ukraine. Russian outlet Izvestia, citing sources in the 
Russian military, claimed on September 25 that the Russian armed forces are forming reconnaissance 
and assault brigades in combined arms armies and newly formed army corps and that these brigades 
are already actively recruiting.[21] Izvestia reported that the new units will be comprised of assault 
troops intended to break through layered defenses and reconnaissance troops that will conduct 
reconnaissance at “tactical depth,” and noted that each brigade will receive tanks, light armored 
vehicles, artillery, and various drones.[22] Izvestia emphasized that these new brigades are meant to 
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overcome pre-prepared Ukrainian defensive positions, particularly in areas of Donbas, where 
Ukrainian forces have been expanding and equipping fortifications since Russia’s first invasion in 
2014. Colonel Valery Yuryev, chairman of the Russian Union of Paratroopers, told Izvestia that the 
war has stressed the “need to have specialized units for storming fortified areas” and that “separate 
assault units and formations are necessary.”[23] 

The Russian military has previously attempted to adapt to lessons learned in Ukraine by forming 
similar assault-focused company-sized units intended to target urban and fortified areas in the form 
of “Storm-Z” companies, which have been primarily active and mostly unsuccessful along the Donetsk 
City-Avdiivka frontline and on the Luhansk-Kharkiv Oblast front.[24] ISW has been reporting on 
ongoing Russian military reforms and the creation of new combined arms army and army corps level 
formations, and it remains unclear how the Russian force generation apparatus will be able to recruit, 
train, and staff brigade, army, or army-corps level formations considering the multitude of endemic 
mobilization issues the Russian army faces at this time.[25] 

The Kremlin and the Armenian government continue to deflect blame onto one another 
over the surrender of Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan amidst deteriorating 
Armenian-Russian relations. Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan delivered an address on 
September 24 in which he criticized Russia by stating that the Russian-led security structures of 
which Armenia is a part are ineffective and by questioning the motives of the Russian peacekeeping 
contingent in Nagorno-Karabakh.[26] Pashinyan blamed Azerbaijan and Russian peacekeepers for 
the recent events in Nagorno-Karabakh, which Pashinyan labeled as “a policy of ethnic cleansing.” 
The Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) responded to Pashinyan’s statement on September 25, 
blamed Pashinyan for avoiding personal responsibility for “failures in [Armenian] domestic and 
foreign policy,” and heavily criticized Pashinyan’s recent turn to the West.[27] Russian milbloggers 
have consistently focused on anti-Pashinyan protests in Yerevan since the Nagorno-Karabakh 
authorities accepted a Russian peacekeeper-mediated ceasefire agreement with Azerbaijan on 
September 20.[28] ISW previously reported that the Kremlin reportedly distributed a manual on 
September 19 instructing Kremlin-affiliated media to blame the West and Pashinyan for recognizing 
Azerbaijani sovereignty over Nagorno-Karabakh.[29] The initial protests in Armenia following the 
surrender of Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan appear to be skewing in the direction of the Kremlin’s 
preferred narrative, although it is unclear if the Kremlin will retain strong Armenian support for 
Russia in the long-term following the inaction of Russian peacekeeping forces. 
  
Key Takeaways: 
 

• The tactical situation in Verbove remains unclear amid continued Ukrainian 
offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 25. 

• The Ukrainian Special Operations Forces reported on September 25 that a 
precision Ukrainian strike on the headquarters of the Black Sea Fleet (BSF) in 
occupied Sevastopol, Crimea, on September 22 killed 34 Russian officers, 
including BSF Commander Admiral Viktor Sokolov 

• Ukrainian forces reportedly struck the Khalino Airfield and a Russian Federal 
Security Service (FSB) building in Kursk Oblast during a series of drone 
strikes on September 24. 
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• Russian forces conducted a series of Shahed-131/136 drone and missile strikes 
on the night of September 24-25 against Ukrainian port, grain, and military 
targets. 

• Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky confirmed on September 25 that US-
provided Abrams tanks have arrived in Ukraine. 

• Russian military officials continue efforts to build out the Russian armed 
forces to suit the needs of Russian forces fighting in Ukraine. 

• The Kremlin and the Armenian government continue to deflect blame onto 
one another over the surrender of Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan amidst 
deteriorating Armenian-Russian relations. 

• Russian forces continued unsuccessful offensive operations near Bakhmut, 
along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line, and in western Zaporizhia Oblast. 

• Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations near Bakhmut, in the 
Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast border area, and in western Zaporizhia Oblast but 
did not make any confirmed gains. 

• Russian officials continue to deport children from occupied Ukraine to Russia. 
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We do not report in detail on Russian war crimes because these activities are well-
covered in Western media and do not directly affect the military operations we are 
assessing and forecasting. We will continue to evaluate and report on the effects of 
these criminal activities on the Ukrainian military and the Ukrainian population and 
specifically on combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian 
violations of the laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even 
though we do not describe them in these reports. 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/DraftUkraineCOTSeptember%2025%2C2023.png
https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/DraftUkraineCOTSeptember 25%2C2023.png
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• Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine (comprised of two subordinate main efforts) 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push 

westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 
• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 
• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 
• Activities in Russian-occupied areas 

  
Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 
 
Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and 
northern Donetsk Oblast) 

Russian forces did not conduct any ground attacks along the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line on 
September 25. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces did not conduct offensive 
actions in either the Kupyansk or Lyman directions.[30] Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces 
Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash stated that there were three combat engagements near Berestove, 
Donetsk Oblast (31km south of Kreminna) and in the general direction of Loskutivka (29km southeast 
of Kreminna) on September 24.[31] 

The Russian MoD claimed that elements of the Russian Central Grouping of Forces repelled 
Ukrainian assaults south of Dibrova (7km southwest of Kreminna) and that elements of the Russian 
Southern Grouping of Forces repelled Ukrainian assaults near Spirne (24km south of Kreminna) and 
Berestove in Donetsk Oblast on September 25.[32] 

Ukrainian forces reportedly conducted a strike on Russian logistics in a deep rear area of occupied 
Luhansk Oblast on September 25. Russian and Ukrainian sources reported that Ukrainian forces 
struck an unspecified industrial facility in Sorokyne (13km from the international Ukrainian-Russian 
border).[33] A prominent Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces launched three Storm 
Shadow cruise missiles at Sorokyne.[34] 
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Luhansk Battle Map Draft September 25%2C2023.png
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 
entirety of Donetsk Oblast, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas) 

Ukrainian forces continued offensive actions near Bakhmut on September 25 but did not make any 
confirmed gains. Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Captain Ilya Yevlash stated that 
Ukrainian forces liberated an additional 2km of territory in the Bakhmut direction.[35] The Russian 
MoD claimed that elements of the Russian Southern Grouping of Forces repelled Ukrainian attacks 
near Mayorske (20km south of Bakhmut).[36] Russian milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian forces 
attempted to break through Russian defensive positions along the railway east of Klishchiivka (7km 
southwest of Bakhmut).[37] Another Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces 
counterattacked near Orikhovo-Vasylivka (10km northwest of Bakhmut) after Russian forces 
reportedly captured the settlement, although ISW has still not seen visual confirmation that Russian 
forces have captured Orikhovo-Vasylivka.[38] A Russian milblogger noted that the front lines near 
Bakhmut have not changed recently.[39] 

Russian forces continued ground attacks near Bakhmut on September 25 but did not make any 
confirmed advances. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted 
unsuccessful attacks near Klishchiivka and east and southeast of Bohdanivka (7km northwest of 
Bakhmut).[40] Several Russian milbloggers claimed on September 24 and 25 that Russian forces 
pushed Ukrainian forces from their positions in Orikhovo-Vasylivka and that Russian forces now 
control the settlement.[41] One Russian milblogger acknowledged that there is no visual confirmation 
of these claims.[42] Another Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces are counterattacking 
near Kurdyumivka (12km southwest of Bakhmut).[43] 
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Russian forces continued unsuccessful ground attacks along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line on 
September 25. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted unsuccessful 
attacks near Avdiivka and Marinka (on the western outskirt of Donetsk City) and unsuccessfully 
attempted to recapture lost positions near Novomykhailivka (36km southwest of Avdiivka).[44] A 
Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces attacked near Marinka and on the southern 
approaches to Avdiivka but did not specify an outcome.[45] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Bakhmut Battle Map Draft September 25%2C2023.png


11  Institute for the Study of War and AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2023 
 

 
 
Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis (Russian objective: Maintain frontline 
positions and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 
  

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Donetsk Battle Map Draft September 25%2C2023.png
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Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations in the western Donetsk-eastern Zaporizhia Oblast 
border area but did not advance on September 25. A Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian 
infantry groups unsuccessfully attacked east of Urozhaine (9km south of Velyka Novosilka) and 
conducted reconnaissance-in-force operations near Pryyutne (16km southwest of Velyka 
Novosilka).[46] 

 

Ukrainian forces conducted offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast but did not advance on 
September 25. Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces reached northern Verbove but that 
Russian forces pushed them back to their original positions.[47] Russian sources, including the 
Russian MoD, claimed that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attacked near Verbove, Novopokrovka 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Vremivka Salient Battle Map Draft September 25%2C2023.png
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(16km southeast of Orikhiv), Robotyne (10km south of Orikhiv), and Novoprokopivka.[48] Russian 
forces conducted unsuccessful offensive operations in western Zaporizhia Oblast on September 25. 
Ukrainian General Staff Spokesperson Pavlo Kovalchuk reported that Russian forces unsuccessfully 
attacked near Mala Tokmachka (7km southeast of Orikhiv), Novodanylivka (6km south of Orikhiv), 
Robotyne, and Verbove.[49] A Russian source reportedly affiliated with the Russian VDV Forces 
claimed on September 24 that elements of the Russian 108th VDV Regiment (7th VDV Division) are 
operating against “superior” Ukrainian forces in the Zaporizhia direction without rotations or 
reinforcements.[50] 

 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Pryatykhatky and Robotyne Battle Map Draft September 25%2C2023.png
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Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces continued to conduct operations on islands in the 
Dnipro River on September 25. Russian milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian forces conducted active 
operations on islands in the Dnipro River delta and are attempting to land on the left (east) bank of 
the river.[51] 

Russian opposition media outlet Astra reported on September 25 that Sevastopol occupation 
governor Mikhail Razvozhaev claimed that Russian air defenses shot down a Ukrainian missile near 
Sevastopol on September 23, but in reality, the missile actually hit the headquarters of the 758th 
Center for Black Sea Fleet Logistics and Technical Support.[52] 
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Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts (Russian objective: Expand combat 
power without conducting general mobilization) 
  
A report by Poland-based open-source intelligence organization Rochan Consulting found that 
Russia’s Baltic Fleet has been substantially degraded due to the war in Ukraine. Rochan 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kherson-Mykolaiv Battle Map Draft September 25%2C2023.png
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Consulting noted that the Baltic Sea Fleet has lost its ability to conduct large-scale amphibious 
offensive operations because its Ropucha-class landing ships and 336th Naval Infantry Brigade have 
been involved in combat in Ukraine.[53] The report stated that three of the Baltic Fleet’s landing ships 
deployed to the Black Sea and are now unable to deploy back to their home ports in Baltiysk and that 
the 336th Naval Infantry Brigade has suffered extensive losses in combat in Ukraine, which 
substantially limits the Baltic Fleet’s power projection capabilities in the Baltic.[54] ISW has 
previously observed the commitment of naval infantry assets of the Baltic, Pacific, and Northern 
Fleets to various axes in Ukraine, and the degradation of these elements is likely to further impede 
Russian naval capabilities in the Baltic, Arctic, and Pacific.[55] 
 
Activities in Russian-occupied areas (Russian objective: Consolidate administrative 
control of annexed areas; forcibly integrate Ukrainian citizens into Russian 
sociocultural, economic, military, and governance systems) 
 
Ukrainian partisan channel “Mariupol Sprotyv” reported on September 25 that Ukrainian partisans 
destroyed an electrical transformer installation near occupied Staryi Krym, Donetsk Oblast.[56] 

Russian officials continue to deport children from occupied Ukraine to Russia. The Kherson Oblast 
occupation administration amplified a report on September 25 that the Russian Ministry of Culture 
sent 90 children from occupied Kherson Oblast to Moscow and St. Petersburg for an unspecified 
amount of time.[57] The Russian Ministry of Culture will reportedly send another group of children of 
an unspecified size to Russia from occupied Kherson Oblast in October.[58] 

Significant activity in Belarus (Russian efforts to increase its military presence in 
Belarus and further integrate Belarus into Russian-favorable frameworks and Wagner 
Group activity in Belarus) 
 
The Belarusian Ministry of Defense (MoD) announced on September 25 that territorial defense units 
in Mogilev Oblast held staff training and anti-sabotage and search exercises.[59] The Belarusian MoD 
announced that Belarusian territorial defense established a volunteer people’s militia detachment in 
Vyazevsky, Osipovichy Raion, Mogilev Oblast.[60] 

  

ISW will continue to report daily observed Russian and Belarusian military activity in 
Belarus as part of ongoing Kremlin efforts to increase their control over Belarus and 
other Russian actions in Belarus. 
  
Note: ISW does not receive any classified material from any source, uses only publicly 
available information, and draws extensively on Russian, Ukrainian, and Western 
reporting and social media as well as commercially available satellite imagery and 
other geospatial data as the basis for these reports. References to all sources used are 
provided in the endnotes of each update. 
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