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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 see ISW’s 3D control of terrain topographic map of Ukraine. Use of a 

computer (not a mobile device) is strongly recommended for using this data-heavy tool. 

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 1pm ET on August 21. ISW will cover 

subsequent reports in the August 22 Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment.  

The Kremlin appears to have launched an intricate messaging campaign aimed at 

justifying to its domestic audience why Russia is prioritizing maintaining the initiative 

in eastern Ukraine over immediately expelling Ukrainian forces from Kursk Oblast. 

Russian government sources close to the Russian Presidential Administration told Russian 

independent outlet Meduza that the Kremlin is actively trying to condition Russian society to accept 

the limited Ukrainian presence in Kursk Oblast as a “new normal” and downplay the significance of the 

incursion.[1] The sources noted that the Kremlin will use propaganda to encourage Russians to wait for 

Russian forces to retake these territories after an “inevitable” Ukrainian defeat in eastern Ukraine. The 

sources also added that the Kremlin is redirecting Russians’ concerns over Kursk Oblast by 

preoccupying domestic society with humanitarian assistance drives to assist the affected residents of 

Kursk Oblast and noted that the Kremlin decided against canceling the upcoming Kursk Oblast 

gubernatorial elections scheduled for September to minimize panic in the region.[2] The Russian 

Central Election Commission, however, decided to postpone local elections in the seven raions in Kursk 

Oblast that are impacted by the Ukrainian incursion due to security risks, and the Kremlin may have 

decided to maintain gubernatorial elections as scheduled to replace the interim Kursk Oblast Governor 

Alexei Smirnov, who has overseen much of the local Russian response to the incursion.[3] Meduza also 

highlighted Russian state media’s coverage of the incursion, which began increasingly portraying Kursk 

Oblast and its residents as supporting the Russian war effort in Ukraine, despite encountering some 

mild wartime disruptions to residents’ ordinary lives.[4] The Kremlin may be also attempting to 

weaponize state media's coverage of its months-long offensive in eastern Ukraine to advance its 

messaging campaign about the incursion. Russian state TV channels are notably covering Ukraine’s 

incursion in Kursk Oblast as a limited operation, while actively contrasting it with Russian advances in 

the Pokrovsk direction, which Russian media is painting as major victories.[5] 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36a7f6a6f5a9448496de641cf64bd375
https://understandingwar.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/3dviewer/index.html?appid=1602762dbcde419bb957dea358449580
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/733fe90805894bfc8562d90b106aa895
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The Kremlin may be using this messaging campaign to afford itself time and space to 

respond to the Ukrainian incursion into Kursk Oblast after achieving its offensive 

objectives in eastern Ukraine. Russian government sources told Meduza that the Kremlin was 

initially shocked and worried about Ukraine’s incursion into Kursk Oblast but calmed down within a 

week because Ukrainian forces’ advances were far from more densely populated regional centers such 

as Kursk City.[6] Meduza reported that all interviewed officials expressed confidence that battles in 

Kursk Oblast will continue at their current scale for months, indicating that the Kremlin may not be 

rushing to repel Ukrainian forces from the region and will instead continue to prioritize its offensive 

operations in eastern Ukraine. A Ukrainian source in the military-political leadership, on the contrary, 

told Ukrainian news wire RBC-Ukraine that Putin tasked Russian forces with repelling Ukrainian 

forces from Kursk Oblast by October 1 without re-deploying forces from key frontlines areas – namely 

from the Pokrovsk and Toretsk directions. ISW previously assessed that Russian President Vladimir 

Putin and Russian military command likely view maintaining the theater-wide initiative as a strategic 

imperative to win the war of attrition against Ukraine and are continuing to prioritize the Russian 

offensive operations in eastern Ukraine.[7] Putin’s reported October 1 deadline assumes a long time for 

Russia’s territorial integrity to have been contested given that the incursion began on August 6th. Such 

a protracted occupation of Russian territory undermines the Kremlin’s longstanding narratives about 

why Russia is at war in the first place; the Kremlin had been justifying its war in Ukraine as a defensive 

war that aims to protect Russian sovereignty and territorial integrity.[8] The Kremlin’s relaxed 

approach to the temporal aspect implies that the Kremlin has decided to prioritize tactical advances in 

Ukraine over rapidly restoring Russia’s territorial integrity in Kursk, and this apparent decision 

undermines a series of long-standing narratives about Russian “red lines.” 

Putin notably appears to be demanding that Russia defeat Ukraine’s incursion into 

Kursk Oblast without sacrificing the stability of his regime, deprioritizing the offensive 

in eastern Ukraine, or firing his incompetent but loyal lieutenants. The results of such a 

strategy are too early to forecast. Meduza’s sources also noted that the Kremlin also considered 

the need for a new mobilization wave at the start of the incursion, but that the Russian Cabinet of 

Ministers and Kremlin-affiliated businessmen immediately opposed general mobilization due to 

ongoing labor shortages in Russia — although it is unclear whether Kremlin even considered this 

argument.[9] Meduza’s sources assessed that the Kremlin is much more likely to double down on the 

use of conscripts in Kursk Oblast, which if true, would mark another example of Putin making 

unrealistic demands of the Russian military command without providing the command appropriate 

manpower and resources to achieve its objectives. ISW has repeatedly assessed that Putin has neglected 

the need to declare general mobilization throughout the course of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 

out of concern for his regime’s stability on numerous occasions, and his recent decision to announce a 

counterterrorism operation in Kursk Oblast (as opposed to declaring war or mobilization) may indicate 

that he is not prepared to respond to the incursion with mobilization at this time.[10] Meduza’s sources 

also observed that there are currently no rumors within the Kremlin about the removal of Russian Chief 

of the General Staff Army General Valery Gerasimov due to his ongoing involvement in the Russian 

offensive in Donbas or the ongoing crisis in Kursk Oblast. The sources noted that the Kremlin might 

need to appoint a scapegoat for the incursion in the future but is not currently considering placing 

Gerasimov in that position. ISW cannot independently verify these reports, but they appear to be 

consistent with ISW's assessments about the Kremlin's prioritization of the offensive in eastern Ukraine 

and Putin’s, inability to dynamically adjust objectives, and his aversion to taking risks.[11] The 
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Kremlin’s reported approach to command changes appears to be consistent with Putin’s observed 

pattern of withholding command changes until he is no longer actively facing a crisis.[12] 

 

 

Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations throughout the Kursk Oblast salient on 

August 21 and have made additional marginal advances. Ukraine's Special Operations Forces 

posted footage on August 21 showing Ukrainian strikes on several pontoon bridges and staging areas 

along the Seim River in Glushkovsky Raion, west of the current Ukrainian salient in Kursk Oblast.[13] 

The Ukrainian Special Operations Forces suggested that Ukrainian forces may have used HIMARS in 

some of the strikes against pontoon bridges, while milbloggers speculated that Ukrainian forces used 

air-launched small-diameter glide bombs.[14] Geolocated footage published on August 21 shows drone 

operators of Russia's 155th Naval Infantry Brigade (Pacific Fleet, Eastern Military District [EMD]) 

striking Ukrainian forces in and around Vishnevka (south of Koreveno and 14km from the international 

border), confirming that Ukrainian forces have likely advanced into and beyond the settlement.[15] A 

Russian milblogger claimed that a reinforced platoon-sized Ukrainian element unsuccessfully attacked 

from Vishnevka towards Komarovka (southwest of Koreveno and 12km from the international border), 

but that Russian drone strikes and anti-tank guided missile (ATGM) fire stopped Ukrainian forces from 

establishing positions within Komarovka.[16] Another Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian 

forces conducted a platoon-sized mechanized attack towards Korenevo but were unsuccessful.[17] 

Additional geolocated footage published on August 21 indicates that Ukrainian forces hold positions in 

forest areas east of Aleksandrovka (northeast of Koreveno and 33km from the international 

border).[18] Geolocated footage published on August 21 also shows that elements of the Russian 200th 

Guards Motorized Rifle Brigade (14th Army Corps, Leningrad Military District [LMD]) hold positions 

along the 38H-564 road east of Zhuravli (east of Koreveno and 21km from the international border), 

indicating that Russian forces either recently retook these positions or that Ukrainian forces have not 

yet closed the small salient along the 38H-564 road near Zhuravli.[19] Russian milbloggers continued 

to claim that Ukrainian forces are advancing north of Sudzha near Malaya Loknya and are encircling 

Russian forces in Martynovka (northeast of Sudzha and 19km from the international border).[20] 

Elements of the Russian 810th Naval Infantry Brigade (Black Sea Fleet) are reportedly facing 

encirclement in Martynovka, and Russian milbloggers lauded a soldier from the Russian 11th Airborne 

(VDV) Brigade for allegedly leading conscripts out of an encirclement in an unspecified area in Kursk 

Oblast, potentially in reference to the Martynovka pocket.[21] Geolocated footage published on August 

21 indicates that Ukrainian forces have advanced into southern Russkaya Konopelka (east of Sudzha 

and 12km from the international border).[22] The Russian 810th Naval Infantry Brigade appears to be 

deployed particularly sporadically throughout the Kursk Oblast salient — various Russian sources have 

reported that its elements are operating as far north as the Kauchuk area (30km from the international 

border) and between Martynovka and Spalnoye (southeast of Sudzha and 45km away from 

Kauchuk).[23] 
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Russian President Vladimir Putin visited the Republic of Chechnya for the first time in 

13 years on August 20, likely in an effort to shift domestic focus away from the Ukrainian 

incursion into Kursk Oblast and posture normalcy and stability. Putin met with Chechen 

Republic Head Ramzan Kadyrov in Grozny, Chechnya, and praised Kadyrov for his socio-economic 

development programs.[24] Kadyrov claimed that Chechnya has sent 47,000 military personnel to 

Ukraine since the start of the full-scale invasion, including 19,000 volunteers who trained at the 

Spetsnaz University in Gudermes, Chechnya. Kadyrov also claimed that Chechnya has "several tens of 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/UAF Kursk Incursion August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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thousands" of trained and equipped military personnel in reserve. Putin visited Spetsnaz University, 

which trains military personnel from across Russia and spoke to a group of military commanders, 

instructors, and volunteers. Putin claimed that all Russians — no matter their ethnicity or religious 

affiliations — are united by their morals, ethics, love for the Fatherland, respect for elders, respect for 

Russia's history, and faith in Russia's future.[25] Putin also ostentatiously kissed a Quran to 

demonstrate his purported respect for the Islamic faith and the people of Chechnya. Putin consistently 

attempts to portray Russia as a harmonious multi-ethnic and multi-religious country despite growing 

xenophobia against migrants and ethnic and religious minorities[26] Putin additionally emphasized 

Russian soldiers' alleged heroism for putting themselves at risk to protect Russia by fighting in 

Ukraine.[27] Putin also may have intended to use his visit to Chechnya to commend Chechen leaders 

for dedicating forces to the defensive effort in Kursk Oblast and address concerns about the reportedly 

significant number of Chechen military personnel that Ukrainian forces have taken as prisoners of war 

in Kursk Oblast.[28] 

 

 

Recent US intelligence assessments highlight Ukraine's efforts to develop alternative and 

asymmetric capabilities in the face of Russian manpower and materiel advantages, as 

well as Ukraine's continued dependence on Western security assistance. The US 

Department of Defense (DoD) Inspector General's Office published a series of assessments by the 

Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) in the DoD's quarterly review of US military assistance to Ukraine 

on August 15.[29] DIA's assessments largely cohere with trends and phenomena observable in the open 

source, although it is unclear what conclusions policymakers should draw from DIA's assessments given 

that some of these assessments assume that certain battlefield conditions are totally static, whereas 

ISW assesses the same conditions to be in flux. 

The DIA assesses that recent US military assistance to Ukraine will "almost certainly" be insufficient in 

helping Ukraine match or overcome Russia's artillery advantage in Ukraine and the estimated Russian 

daily fire rate of 10,000 artillery rounds.[30] Ukrainian servicemembers have consistently expressed 

concern about Ukrainian artillery shortages following significant delays in US aid in Winter 2023–2024 

and Spring 2024, and Ukrainian officials have previously acknowledged the impact of artillery 

constraints on Ukraine's defensive and offensive capabilities, particularly in Donetsk Oblast.[31] 

Destructive Russian shelling and glide bomb strikes appear to be a fundamental aspect of the Kremlin's 

theory of victory in Ukraine, which posits that Russian forces can continue slow, grinding advances 

aided by razing Ukrainian settlements to the ground regardless of Russian manpower losses and 

premised on the assumption that Russian forces can deprive Ukraine of the ability to contest the 

theater-wide initiative in perpetuity.[32] Ukrainian forces have, on the contrary, demonstrated their 

commitment and ability to develop and employ alternative and asymmetric capabilities, namely drones 

and long-range strikes, to partially counter Russia's artillery advantage in Ukraine and to defend against 

Russian mechanized and infantry assaults, often to outsized effect compared to the smaller-scale 

systems Ukrainian forces are employing. Ukrainian forces successfully defended against a series of 

large-scale Russian mechanized assaults in western Donetsk Oblast in late July 2024 with drone strikes 

and limited artillery support, and Russian milbloggers have previously warned about the threat of 

targeted Ukrainian first-person view (FPV) drone strikes throughout the frontline in Ukraine.[33] 

Ukrainian forces have also used long-range strikes against Russian military targets and oil depots 

supplying military equipment in Russia to complicate Russian logistics, force Russia to reallocate air 

defense assets, and disrupt Russia's oil and gas industry.[34] The most recent allotment of US aid to 

Ukraine is undoubtedly insufficient to address the ongoing artillery disparity between Russian and 
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Ukrainian forces and asymmetric means are not a replacement for artillery and other conventional 

means, but the US and wider Western alliance remain capable of addressing Ukraine's constraints 

caused by delays in Western security assistance. 

The DIA also assesses that Ukraine "probably" remains capable of continuing defensive operations in 

Ukraine but is not capable of conducting large-scale counteroffensive operations for at least the next 

six months.[35] ISW recently assessed that both Russian and Ukrainian forces lack the capability to 

conduct individual decisive war-winning operations and must instead conduct multiple successful 

operations with limited operational objectives that, in the aggregate, can achieve strategic 

objectives.[36] ISW continues to assess that Ukrainian forces could use smaller-scale Ukrainian 

counterattacks and localized counteroffensive operations to liberate territory while avoiding the 

challenges associated with conducting large-scale counteroffensive operations amid continued Western 

delays and hesitancy in allocating further military assistance to Ukraine. Ukrainian forces have 

conducted several localized counterattacks in northern Kharkiv Oblast and towards Kreminna (in the 

Luhansk-Donetsk Oblast border area) in recent months, suggesting that Ukrainian forces are already 

attempting to contest the tactical initiative in select frontline areas.[37] Ukrainian forces have also 

succeeded in launching a localized offensive operation into Kursk Oblast and seizing the operational 

initiative in this sector of the frontline, which is drawing Russian forces from other, lower-priority 

frontline areas in Ukraine. Ukrainian officials have identified drawing Russian forces from lower-

priority frontline areas as a key goal of Ukraine's incursion into Kursk Oblast, and this effort could force 

Russia to leave some of these areas vulnerable to further Ukrainian counterattacks.[38] ISW continues 

to assess that Ukrainian forces can contest the battlefield initiative and eventually set conditions to 

conduct both limited and eventually large-scale counteroffensive operations provided timely and 

appropriate Western security assistance.[39] The US and the international coalition supporting 

Ukraine retain significant influence over Ukrainian warfighting capabilities and Western decisions 

about Ukraine’s resourcing levels and rules of engagement regarding Russian military targets can 

substantially alter the trajectory of the war. 

Ukraine continues efforts to attrit Russia's air defense and aviation capabilities. The 

Ukrainian General Staff reported that overnight on August 20 to 21, Ukrainian naval forces and other 

Ukrainian units conducted a coordinated strike with unspecified weapons and hit a Russian S-300 air 

defense system's position near Novoshakhtinsk, Rostov Oblast.[40] The Ukrainian General Staff noted 

that it is still clarifying the results of the strike but reported explosions near the S-300 site. Russian 

Rostov Oblast officials claimed that Russian air defense forces shot down an unspecified type of missile 

over Rostov Oblast early in the morning on August 21, and social media footage shows a fire at an oil 

refinery in Novoshakhtinsk reportedly caused by debris from the downed missile.[41] A prominent 

Kremlin-affiliated milblogger claimed that Russian forces destroyed a Ukrainian ATACMS missile over 

Novoshakhtinsk, alleging that this is the first ATACMS strike against Russian territory.[42] ISW has 

not observed any visual evidence or additional reports of the purported use of ATACMS, however. 

Russian opposition sources and milbloggers also claimed that Ukraine conducted a long-range drone 

strike against targets in Russia's far-northern Murmansk Oblast (nearly 2,000 kilometers away from 

Ukraine) on August 21.[43] Geolocated Russian social media footage shows Russian forces shooting 

down a small aircraft-type drone flying at low altitude over Vysokiy, Murmansk Oblast, and Russian 

sources claimed that this is the fourth day in a row that attack drones have been targeting Murmansk 

Oblast.[44] The Russian Federal Air Transport Agency (Rosaviatsya) temporarily restricted the 

airspace over the Murmansk and Apatity airports on August 21, likely due to the operation of drones in 

the airspace.[45] Several Russian sources speculated that the drones were targeting Olenya airfield, 
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which is co-located with the village of Vysokiy and from which Russia launches Tu-95MS and Tu-22M3 

strategic bomber aircraft.[46] Ukrainian sources previously confirmed that Ukrainian long-range 

drones damaged a Tu-22M3 strategic bomber at Olenya on the night of July 26 to 27.[47] ISW has not 

observed visual evidence or official Ukrainian or Russian confirmation of drones impacting the Olenya 

airfield at the time of this publication, however. 

Russian authorities may have attempted to block Telegram and other non-Russian 

internet communications services on August 21. Russian sources stated that Russian internet 

users reported outages of multiple internet communication, internet streaming, and 

telecommunication services on August 21.[48] Russian state media censor Roskomnadzor claimed that 

distributed denial of service (DDOS) attacks caused the outages, but that it successfully repelled the 

attack.[49] Russian activist and Director of the Internet Defense Society Mikhail Klimarev told Russian 

opposition outlet Agentstvo Novosti that such outages usually occur when Russian authorities activate 

the "anti-messenger mode" and noted that similar outages occurred during the antisemitic pogroms in 

Dagestan Republic in November 2023, and during protests in the Sakha and Bashkortostan republics 

in January 2024.[50] Experts from Roskomsvoboda, an independent Russian organization that 

supports internet freedom and digital rights, told Agentstvo Novosti that a centralized impact likely 

caused the outages and assessed that Roskomnadzor attempted to block Telegram, which inadvertently 

blocked other internet-based services in Russia. The experts also noted that similar outages occurred 

in 2018 when Russian authorities tried to block Telegram.[51] Russian authorities have also been 

attempting to further censor the Russian information space by disconnecting Russia from the global 

internet, and also temporarily disconnected Russia at least partially from the global internet during a 

test of its “sovereign internet” system overnight on July 4–5, 2023.[52] 

 

 

The Russian government is reportedly supporting a bill that would allow Russian 

authorities to draw up administrative protocols against Russian citizens who violate 

Russian law while living aboard. Kremlin-affiliated business outlet Kommersant reported on 

August 21 that the bill would allow the Russian government to charge Russian citizens living abroad 

under vague charges of extremism, abuse of freedom of speech, and discrediting the Russian Armed 

Forces.[53] Unnamed Russian lawyers told Kommersant that Russian courts have previously 

prosecuted Russian citizens living outside of Russia for social media posts under similar charges. 

Russian President Vladimir Putin and People's Republic of China (PRC) Premier Li 

Qiang discussed deepening bilateral economic and trade relations in Moscow on August 

21. Putin stated that Russia and the PRC have jointly developed large-scale economic and humanitarian 

plans, and Li stated that the PRC is ready to develop a multifaceted mutually beneficial cooperation 

with Russia.[54] Li also met with Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin on August 21, and they 

signed a joint communique that includes a plan for Russian–PRC investment cooperation and 15 other 

unspecified intergovernmental and interdepartmental documents.[55] Li also noted during his meeting 

with Mishustin that Russia and the PRC are increasing cooperation in the energy sector.[56] 

 

 

 Key Takeaways: 

• The Kremlin appears to have launched an intricate messaging campaign aimed at 

justifying to its domestic audience why Russia is prioritizing maintaining the 
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initiative in eastern Ukraine over immediately expelling Ukrainian forces from 

Kursk Oblast. 

• Putin notably appears to be demanding that Russia defeat Ukraine’s incursion into 

Kursk Oblast without sacrificing the stability of his regime, deprioritizing the 

offensive in eastern Ukraine, or firing his incompetent but loyal lieutenants. The 

results of such a strategy are too early to forecast. 

• Ukrainian forces continued offensive operations throughout the Kursk Oblast 

salient on August 21 and have made additional marginal advances. 

• Russian President Vladimir Putin visited the Republic of Chechnya for the first 

time in 13 years on August 20, likely in an effort to shift domestic focus away from 

the Ukrainian incursion into Kursk Oblast and posture normalcy and stability. 

• Recent US intelligence assessments highlight Ukraine's efforts to develop 

alternative and asymmetric capabilities in the face of Russian manpower and 

materiel advantages, as well as Ukraine's continued dependence on Western 

security assistance. 

• Ukraine continues efforts to attrit Russia's air defense and aviation capabilities. 

• Russian authorities may have attempted to block Telegram and other non-Russian 

internet communications services on August 21. 

• The Russian government is reportedly supporting a bill that would allow Russian 

authorities to draw up administrative protocols against Russian citizens who 

violate Russian law while living aboard. 

• Russian President Vladimir Putin and People's Republic of China (PRC) Premier 

Li Qiang discussed deepening bilateral economic and trade relations in Moscow on 

August 21. 

• Russian forces recently advanced southeast of Pokrovsk, southwest of Donetsk 

City, and northeast of Robotyne.  

• Russian occupation authorities continue to create Cossack organizations in 

occupied Ukraine, likely to build out Russia's military reserves and law 

enforcement bodies 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 Russian 

violations of the laws of armed conflict and the Geneva Conventions and crimes against 

humanity even though we do not describe them in these reports.  

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

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/DraftUkraineCoT August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Push Ukrainian forces back from the international border 

with Belgorod Oblast and approach to within tube artillery range of Kharkiv City 

• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push 

westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast 

• Russian Subordinate Main Effort #3 – Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast 

• Russian Supporting Effort – Southern Axis 

• Russian Air, Missile, and Drone Campaign 

• Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 

• Russian Technological Adaptations 

• Activities in Russian-occupied areas 

• Ukrainian Defense Industrial Base Efforts 

• Russian Information Operations and Narratives 

• Significant Activity in Belarus 

Russian Main Effort – Eastern Ukraine 

 

 

Russian Subordinate Main Effort #1 – Kharkiv Oblast (Russian objective: Push 

Ukrainian forces back from the international border with Belgorod Oblast and approach 

to within tube artillery range of Kharkiv City)  

Limited positional engagements continued in northern Kharkiv Oblast on August 21, but there were no 

confirmed changes to the frontline. Ukrainian Kharkiv Group of Forces Spokesperson Colonel Vitaly 

Sarantsev noted that Russian forces have decreased their use of tactical aviation targeting Kharkiv 

Oblast in order to prioritize airstrikes in other areas of the theater and in Kursk Oblast.[57] Sarantsev 

also reported that a contingent of Russian forces remains blocked in the Vovchansk Aggregate Plant in 

Vovchansk (northeast of Kharkiv City), but that they are unable to attack their way out of the plant 

because Ukrainian forces control all logistics routes into and out of the plant.[58] Fighting continued 

north of Kharkiv City near Lyptsi and Hlyboke and in and around Vovchansk.[59] Elements of the 

Russian 11th Tank Regiment (18th Motorized Rifle Division, 11th Army Corps [AC], Leningrad Military 

District [LMD]) and 7th Motorized Rifle Regiment (11th AC, LMD) reportedly continue operating near 

Hlyboke and Lukyantsi (north of Kharkiv City and east of Hlyboke), respectively.[60] 
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https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Vovchansk Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 – Luhansk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 

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

northern Donetsk Oblast) 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kharkiv Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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Limited positional engagements continued along the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line on August 21, 

but there were no confirmed changes to the frontline. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that 

Russian forces attacked northeast of Kupyansk near Synkivka; east of Kupyansk near Petropavlivka; 

southeast of Kupyansk near Stepova Novoselivka and Berestove; northwest of Svatove near 

Stelmakhivka; west of Svatove near Andriivka; southwest of Svatove near Serhiivka and Novoserhiivka; 

northwest of Kreminna near Novosadove, Makiivka, Hrekivka, and Torske; and southwest of Kreminna 

near Dibrova on August 20 and 21.[61] Elements of the Russian 144th Motorized Rifle Division (20th 

Combined Arms Army [CAA], Moscow Military District [MMD]) reportedly continue operating in the 

Lyman direction (west of Kreminna).[62] 
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Russian Subordinate Main Effort #3 – Donetsk Oblast (Russian objective: Capture the 

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

Russian forces continued limited offensive operations southeast of Siversk near Spirne and Vyimka and 

south of Siversk near Pereizne on August 20 and 21.[63] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Luhansk Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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Russian forces did not make confirmed advances in the Chasiv Yar direction amid ongoing offensive 

operations on August 20 and 21. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces continued 

offensive operations near Chasiv Yar; north of Chasiv Yar near Hryhorivka; southeast of Chasiv Yar 

near Ivanivske and Klishchiivka; and south of Chasiv Yar near Predtechyne on August 20 and 21.[64] 

A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces consolidated their positions in the forest south of 

Hryhorivka (north of Chasiv Yar) in an area up to 2.36 kilometers wide and that elements of the Russian 

Sever-V Brigade (Russian Volunteer Corps) reportedly continued operating near Hryhorivka.[65] A 

Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces advanced southeast of Orikhovo-Vasylivka (northeast 

of Chasiv Yar), but ISW has not observed confirmation of this claim.[66] 
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Russian Defense Minister Andrei Belousov claimed on August 21 that Russian forces seized Niu York 

(south of Toretsk), but Ukrainian military sources continue to report that Ukrainian forces still control 

20 percent of the settlement.[67] Belousov credited elements of the Russian 9th Motorized Rifle 

Brigade (1st Donetsk People’s Republic Army Corps [DNR AC]) for the seizure of Niu York.[68] A source 

from a Ukrainian brigade operating in the Toretsk direction told Ukrainian outlet Suspilne that the 

situation in Niu York is very difficult because Russian forces are constantly attacking the settlement in 

small assault groups but that Ukrainian forces still control about 20 percent of Niu York.[69] Russian 

milbloggers claimed that Russian forces advanced in the fields northeast of Druzhba (east of Toretsk); 

in northwestern Pivnichne (east of Toretsk); and in eastern Toretsk.[70] The Ukrainian General Staff 

reported that Russian forces launched assaults near Toretsk; southeast of Toretsk near Zalizne; south 

of Toretsk near Nelipivka and Niu York; and southwest of Toretsk near Panteleymonivka on August 20 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Chasiv Yar Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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and 21.[71] Belousov claimed on August 20 that elements of the Russian 132nd Motorized Rifle Brigade 

and 1st Slavic Brigade (both 1st DNR AC) seized Zalizne.[72] 

  

Russian forces recently advanced southeast of Pokrovsk and continued offensive operations in this 

direction on August 20 and 21. Geolocated footage published on August 20 shows that Russian forces 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Toretsk Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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advanced in northwestern Zhuravka (southeast of Pokrovsk), and some Russian milbloggers claimed 

that elements of the Russian 27th Motorized Rifle Division (2nd Combined Arms Army [CAA], Central 

Military District [CMD]) seized Zhuravka.[73] ISW had not observed visual evidence confirming 

Russian advances in the northwesternmost part of Zhuravka, nor to suggest that Russian forces control 

the entire settlement. Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces advanced northeast of Hrodivka 

(east of Porkrovsk) and northeast of Novohrodivka, south of Mykolaivka, and north of Ptyche (all 

southeast of Pokrovsk).[74] Russian milbloggers also claimed that Russian forces seized Komyshivka 

(southeast of Pokrovsk) but ISW has not yet observed visual evidence confirming these milblogger 

claims.[75] The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) retroactively announced on August 21 that the 

Russian Central Grouping of Forces (GoF) seized Zhelanne, and ISW assessed that Russian forces likely 

seized Zhelanne around August 18.[76] The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces 

continued offensive operations east of Pokrovsk near Vozdvyzhenka, Zelene Pole, Myrolyubivka, 

Hrodivka, and Kalynove; and southeast of Pokrovsk near Mykolaivka, Novohrodivka, Mykhailivka, 

Ptyche, and Skuchne.[77] Elements of the Russian BARS-15 unit (Russian Combat Army Reserve) are 

reportedly operating in the Avdiivka direction, and a drone company of the ”Volga” Brigade is 

reportedly operating near Novohrodivka.[78] 
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Russian forces continued offensive operations west of Donetsk City near Krasnohorivka and Heorhiivka 

on August 20 and 21, but there were no confirmed changes to the frontline in the area.[79] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/East of Pokrovsk Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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Russian forces recently advanced southwest of Donetsk City amid continued assaults in the area on 

August 21. Geolocated footage published on August 20 and 21 indicates that Russian forces recently 

advanced north of Kostyantynivka and southeast of Vodyane (both northeast of Vuhledar).[80] Russian 

milbloggers claimed that Russian forces are also advancing northwest of Paraskoviivka.[81] Russian 

forces also continued offensive operations near Pobieda on August 21.[82] A Russian milblogger noted 

that Russian forces recently advanced up to another area of O-0532 (T-0524) Vuhledar-Kostyantynivka 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Donetsk Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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highway near Vuhledar, which is consistent with ISW's assessment of Russian advances in the area.[83] 

Russian forces achieved their longstanding tactical objective of reaching the O-0532 highway and 

cutting the Ukrainian ground line of communication (GLOC) between Vuhledar and Kostyantynivka on 

August 2, although these advances have not significantly impacted Russian nor Ukrainian operations 

in the area in subsequent weeks.[84] 

 

 

Neither Russian nor Ukrainian sources reported ground attacks in the Donetsk-Zaporizhia Oblast 

border area on August 21. 

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

positions and secure rear areas against Ukrainian strikes) 

Geolocated footage published on August 20 indicates that Russian forces have recently advanced in 

western Zaporizhia Oblast to the southern outskirts of Luhivske (northeast of Robotyne).[85] Some 

Russian milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian forces are preparing for offensive operations in Zaporizhia 

Oblast, with one milblogger claiming on the evening of August 20 that Ukrainian forces launched an 

offensive operation near Polohy (in central Zaporizhia Oblast east of Robotyne).[86] Former 

Roscosmos (Russian space agency) head and Zaporizhia Oblast occupation senator Dmitry Rogozin and 

several milbloggers denied claims of Ukrainian activation anywhere in Zaporizhia Oblast, however, and 

accused other Russian commentators of overhyping false information and creating panic in the 

information space.[87] The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces attacked north of 

Robotyne near Novodanylivka and northeast of Robotyne near Mala Tokmachka on August 20 and 

21.[88] Elements of BARS-32 (Russian Combat Army Reserve) are reportedly operating near 

Enerhodar (west of Robotyne), while elements of the 503rd Motorized Rifle Regiment (19th Motorized 

Rifle Division, 58th Combined Arms Army [CAA], Southern Military District [SMD]) and BARS-3 are 

operating in the general Zaporizhia Oblast direction.[89] 
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Russian forces continued unsuccessful ground attacks in east (left) bank Kherson Oblast on August 20 

and 21 but did not make any confirmed advances.[90] Russian forces conducted drone, artillery, and 

air strikes against settlements and civilian infrastructure in west bank Kherson Oblast.[91] 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Zaporizhia Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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Russian Air, Missile, and Drone Campaign (Russian Objective: Target Ukrainian military 

and civilian infrastructure in the rear and on the frontline) 

Russian forces conducted a series of missile and drone strikes against Ukraine on the night of August 

20 to 21. Ukrainian Air Force Commander Lieutenant General Mykola Oleshchuk reported that Russian 

forces launched two Iskander-M or North Korean KN-23 ballistic missiles from Voronezh Oblast, a Kh-

59/69 cruise missile from the airspace over Kursk Oblast, and 69 Shahed-136/131 drones from Kursk 

Oblastand Yeysk and Primorsko-Akhtarsk, Krasnodar Krai.[92] Oleshchuk stated that Ukrainian forces 

shot down one Kh-59/69 missile and 50 Shahed drones over Khmelnytskyi, Poltava, Cherkasy, Kyiv, 

https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kherson-Mykolaiv Battle Map Draft August 21%2C 2024_0.png
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Vinnytsia, Ivano-Frankivsk, Dnipropetrovsk, Mykolaiv, Odesa, Kherson, Donetsk, Kirovohrad, Sumy 

and Chernihiv oblasts. Oleshchuk added that 16 Shahed drones did not reach their targets and likely 

fell due to Ukrainian electronic warfare (EW) suppression and that another Shahed drone flew from 

Chernihiv Oblast's airspace into Belgorod Oblast's airspace via Belarussian airspace. The Kyiv City 

Military Administration reported that Ukrainian forces destroyed up to a dozen drones near Kyiv 

City.[93] 

 

 

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

power without conducting general mobilization) 

Russian occupation authorities continue to create Cossack organizations in occupied Ukraine, likely to 

build out Russia's military reserves and law enforcement bodies in occupied Ukraine. Zaporizhia Oblast 

occupation administration head Yevgeny Balitsky announced on August 21 that Russian occupation 

authorities are attempting to recreate the "Zaporizhian Cossack Army" - in reference to the historical 

Zaporizhian Cossacks (which, ironically, fought against the Russian Empire to exist as an independent 

and democratic polity) - and will start registering Cossack societies in occupied Zaporizhia Oblast 

before the end of 2024.[94] Balitsky further claimed that the BARS-32 Detachment of the Sudoplatov 

Volunteer Battalion already operating in Zaporizhia Oblast is staffed with Cossacks. Kherson Oblast 

occupation administration head Vladimir Saldo also announced that occupied Kherson Oblast will start 

registering Cossack societies in October 2024.[95] Saldo claimed that over 18,000 Cossacks are 

currently fighting in Ukraine and that unspecified Cossack units are operating in occupied Kherson 

Oblast and on the occupied Kinburn Spit, Mykolaiv Oblast. Russian President Vladimir Putin notably 

signed a law in March 2024 that authorized members of the All-Russian Cossack Society who are in the 

Russian military and security services reserves to join the mobilization reserve, and Putin transferred 

control of the Cossack Cadet Corps to the jurisdiction of the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) in June 

2024.[96] 

 

 

Moscow City authorities are advertising their Military Service Consulting Center, which provides 

administrative and social services to Russians who signed military service contracts, amid recent 

reports that Moscow City is struggling to recruit military personnel.[97] Moscow's Military Service 

Consulting center advertises Russian military contract service and provides contract service personnel 

with travel and administrative assistance and provides accommodation and food to prospective 

personnel undergoing selection. Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobyanin recently claimed that 43,000 

Muscovites are currently fighting in Ukraine and that another 23,000 Muscovites will deploy to Ukraine 

as volunteers by the end of 2024, although a source within Sobyanin's office told Russian opposition 

outlet Verstka that most of the recruits registered as being from Moscow actually originate from other 

regions of Russia.[98] 

 

 

Russian opposition outlet Verstka reported that 48 high-ranking Russian military officials have 

resigned or been dismissed since the start of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine.[99] Verstka reported 

that 21 officials left offices within the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD), including former Russian 

Defense Minister and current Security Council Secretary Sergei Shoigu and six of his deputies. Verstka 

also noted that 13 of the 48 senior military officials held leadership positions within the Joint Grouping 
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of Forces in Ukraine, that eight of them were military district commanders, and that five of them held 

main commands. Verstka reported that Russian authorities have opened criminal cases against at least 

seven of these officials. 

The Russian MoD appointed Former CEO of the Federal State Unitary Enterprise 

"Goszagransobstvennost," Yevgeny Logvinov to the position of director of the MoD's Military Property 

Department.[100] 

 

 

Russian Technological Adaptations (Russian objective: Introduce technological 

innovations to optimize systems for use in Ukraine)  

Russia continues to find ways to incorporate US-produced electronic components into its weapons and 

censorship, and surveillance systems. Russian investigative outlet The Insider published a story on 

August 20 detailing how Russia is importing programmable logic devices (PLDs) for use in missile and 

drone navigation systems, internet content filtration, and facial recognition, many of which come from 

US companies.[101] The Insider noted that Russia is using Xilex and Altera integrated circuits, both 

products of American PLD manufacturers, in the navigation systems for Iskander and Kalibr missiles. 

The Insider also emphasized that Russia is able to import such PLDs despite extensive international 

sanctions, largely because many export companies are ignoring international embargoes. 

Ukrainian Defense Industrial Efforts (Ukrainian objective: Develop its defense 

industrial base to become more self-sufficient in cooperation with US, European, and 

international partners) 

ISW is suspending publishing coverage of Ukrainian defense industrial efforts until further notice. 

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) 

ISW is not publishing coverage of activities in Russian-occupied areas today. 

Russian Information Operations and Narratives 

 

 

Ukrainian Main Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR) Deputy Chief Major General Vadym Skibitskyi 

reported on August 21 that Russian and pro-Russian actors are conducting an information operation 

aimed at discouraging Ukrainian refugees in the European Union (EU) from returning to Ukraine and 

degrading their Ukrainian identity.[102] Skibitskyi stated that pro-Russian journalists are distributing 

publications in Italy about supposed Ukrainian crimes against civilians in occupied Donetsk and 

Luhansk oblasts. 

Russian officials continue to seize on the Ukrainian incursion into Kursk Oblast as part of a long-

standing Kremlin information operation that falsely portrays Ukraine as unwilling to engage in 

legitimate, good-faith negotiations and places the onus for peace negotiations on Ukraine. Russian 

Security Council Deputy Chairperson Dmitry Medvedev claimed on August 21 that Russia could have 

previously fallen into a "negotiation trap" by entering into "unnecessary peace negotiations" with 

Ukraine, but that the Ukrainian incursion into Kursk Oblast has clarified that Russia will not negotiate 
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with Ukraine until Ukraine is "completely defeated."[103] Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) 

Spokesperson Maria Zakharova claimed that Ukraine's incursion into Kursk Oblast a priori cancels the 

possibility of peace negotiations.[104] ISW continues to assess that the Kremlin is only interested in a 

negotiated settlement that results in complete Ukrainian capitulation and that any Russian statements 

to the contrary are intended to delude the West into making pre-emptive concessions on Ukraine's 

sovereignty and territory integrity.[105] 

 

 

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) reported on August 21 that the head of the MoD's First 

Directorate of the Department of International Military Cooperation, Colonel Dmitry Ryabikhin, visited 

an unspecified People's Liberation Army (PLA) unit during his visit to the People's Republic of China 

(PRC).[106] 

 

 

Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko dismissed Major General Igor Butkevich as First Deputy 

Chairman of the Belarusian Border Committee due to Butkevich's age on August 21 and appointed 

Colonel Andrey Filatov as the new first deputy chairman.[107] 

 

 

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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