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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 maps that ISW
produces daily by showing a dynamic frontline. ISW will update this time-lapse map
archive monthly.

ISW is publishing an abbreviated campaign update today, April 2. This report discusses
the assassination of prominent pro-war Russian milblogger Maksim Fomin (also known
as Vladlen Tatarsky) in St. Petersburg on April 2. Fomin was one of the most significant
Russian milbloggers with a Telegram platform of 560,000 followers and deep
connections with the Wagner Group, the Kremlin, the Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR),
and the Russian nationalists who have been dominating the Russian information space
since the start of the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Fomin’s assassination at a
Wagner-affiliated bar in St. Petersburg may reveal further fractures within the Kremlin
and its inner circle. Fomin was a vocal critic of the Russian military command and the
Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD). Fomin’s death marks the first high-profile
assassination of an ultranationalist milblogger in Russia since the start of Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine.

Unknown actors killed Russian milblogger Maksim Fomin in a deliberate and targeted
attack during an event in a St. Petersburg bar reportedly belonging to Wagner Group
financier Yevgeny Prigozhin on April 2. Social media footage showed Fomin receiving a statue as
a gift from a female audience member who introduced herself as a sculptor moments before the
explosion.! Fomin was making a public presentation at the Street Food Bar #1 Café in downtown St.
Petersburg. Russian authorities reported that the explosion killed Fomin and wounded 30 audience
members who had gathered to listen to Fomin discuss his experience as a frontline correspondent.2 The
event was advertised as open to the public and had approximately 100 attendees. Prigozhin confirmed
that he had offered his Street Food Bar #1 Café to the Russian ultranationalist movement “Kiber Front
Z,” to hold Fomin’s event and other nationalist gatherings.3 Witnesses stated that the woman who
presented the statue to Fomin identified herself as Nastya and told the audience that the event’s security
asked her if there was a bomb inside the statue during a Q&A session.4 Witnesses noted that there was
no security when entering the event, however, and that the explosion occurred within three to five
minutes after the exchange between Fomin and the woman.5 Russian Interior Ministry sources told
Russian state media that the explosive may have remotely detonated and that the woman or other
unknown individuals may have been responsible for this attack.6 Russian state media published
unconfirmed information that Russian police detained St. Peterburg resident Daria Trepova, who had
previously been arrested for anti-war protests in February 2022.7 Russian Interior Ministry sources
also revealed that Russian special services had known about assassination plans against Fomin for a
long time.
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Russian officials and propagandists have accused Ukraine of staging a “terrorist attack”
to assassinate Fomin. Russian Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Maria Zakharova accused Kyiv of
Fomin’s assassination and praised Russian milbloggers for their war coverage—seemingly ignoring the
fact that Fomin and other milbloggers routinely criticize the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) and
the Russian Foreign Ministry (MFA).8 Russian propagandist Tina Kandelaki stated that Russia needs
to punish terrorists who still have “power, water, working railways, restaurants, and internet”—likely
referring to Ukrainians who survived the Russian missile campaigns against the Ukrainian energy
infrastructure during the fall of 2022 and the winter of 2023.9 Russian propagandist Margarita
Simonyan echoed Kandelaki’s calls for retribution against Ukraine for this assassination.’© Russian
milbloggers claimed that Ukrainian agents have likely been attending similar milblogger events,
blaming the attack on Ukrainian special forces and the failures of Russian security.

Prigozhin oddly stated on April 2 that he would not “blame the Kyiv regime” for the deaths of Fomin
and Russian ultranationalist figure Daria Dugina, suggesting that Ukrainian agents were not in fact
responsible.’2 Dugina was assassinated on August 20. Prigozhin noted that a group of radicals
unaffiliated with the Ukrainian government may be responsible for such attacks. Advisor to Ukrainian
Presidential Office Mykhailo Podolyak stated that Fomin’s death was a result of infighting and political
competition among Russian actors.13

Fomin was a prominent figure in the Russian pro-war nationalist information space,
although not more so than some others. Fomin was a Wagner-affiliated convict who escaped
from prison in Donetsk Oblast at the outset of Russia’s invasion of Donbas in 2014.24 Fomin also
claimed to have served in proxy armed formations, regularly expressed ultranationalist views, and
balanced his allegiance to Wagner with remaining loyal to Russian President Vladimir Putin. Fomin
attended Russian President Vladimir Putin’s event announcing the annexation of four Ukrainian
regions on September 30 where he stated: “We will defeat everyone, we will kill everyone, we will rob
everyone we need; Everything will be as we like.”:5 ISW also uncovered that Fomin had been involved
with Islamic jihadist propaganda, likely in order to expand Russian recruitment efforts.6 Fomin co-
hosted a TV show with another prominent milblogger, appeared on Russian state media platforms, and
participated in numerous Russian state broadcasts.’” Fomin had also led numerous crowdfunding and
recruitment campaigns, promoted violent militarism, and supported Putin’s ideology and maximalist
goals to “denazify” and “demilitarize” Ukraine.

Fomin shared his ideology and activities with many other Russian milbloggers, however, and does not
appear to have been a target worthy of special attention from Kyiv. A number of the milbloggers ISW
regularly uses and cites are not only war correspondents, but also participants in efforts to fund, recruit
for, and advance the Russian war effort through various parastatal and private organizations.!8 This
cadre of milbloggers not only speaks to but also represents a constituency critical for Putin’s war effort.
ISW has long assessed that the role these milbloggers play in all their capacities is a key factor
explaining the surprising degree of tolerance Putin has hitherto shown them. Fomin’s assassination
could be evidence that Putin’s tolerance toward these milbloggers, in general, is waning, but it could
also have resulted instead from Fomin’s proximity to Prigozhin.

Fomin’s assassination at Prigozhin’s bar is likely part of a larger pattern of escalating
Russian internal conflicts involving Prigozhin and Wagner. Fomin had attended another
event earlier in the day without incident, so it appears that the attack was deliberately staged in a space
owned by Prigozhin.19 Advisor to Ukrainian Presidential Office Mykhailo Podolyak stated that Fomin’s
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death was a result of antifighting and political competition among Russian actors.2° Some Russian
political analysts also speculated that Prigozhin was supposed to attend Fomin’s event, although there
is no confirmation of that speculation.2!

Fomin’s assassination may have been intended as a warning to Prigozhin, who has been increasingly
questioning core Kremlin talking points about the war in Ukraine and even obliquely signaling an
interest in the Russian presidency, whether in competition with Putin or as his successor.22 Fomin’s
biography and behavior bear a resemblance to Prigozhin’s as both became prominent ultranationalist
figures after being imprisoned and receiving pardons.

Russian officials may be intending to use Fomin’s assassination to drive the self-
censorship of a growing Russian civil society questioning the progress of the war in bars.
ISW previously observed FSB raids of bars in Moscow and St. Petersburg in March launched on the
basis of accusations that individuals in those bars were providing financial assistance to Ukrainian
forces and involving minors in “anti-social acts.”23 Putin had instructed the FSB to intensify
counterintelligence measures and crackdown against the spread of pro-Ukrainian ideology on February
28—an order that has been used to dismantle gatherings in Moscow and St. Petersburg bars. The
Wagner-affiliated Kiber Front Z movement has been spearheading discussions about the war in
Prigozhin-owned bars for months, and it is possible this high-profile assassination will discourage
people from attending similar events. This attack may also be an effort to intimidate other Wagner-
affiliated milbloggers.

The assassination is already deepening a divide within the Russian milblogger space,
which may ultimately be beneficial to the Kremlin’s efforts to consolidate control of the
information space. Prominent Russian milbloggers exposed the identity of a smaller milblogger
publishing under the handle MoscowCalling who joked that the woman involved in Fomin’s murder
was Dugina.24 The milbloggers claimed that former Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) fighter Andrey
Kurshin has been accusing Russia of war crimes in Ukraine using the handle MoscowCalling while
residing in Moscow.25 The milbloggers claimed that the Russian police and FSB have failed to prevent
milbloggers such as Kurshin from fostering anti-government attitudes online, thereby allowing
Ukrainian intelligence to stage attacks in Russia. The milbloggers also called for the arrests and
executions of other milbloggers who have expressed similar views against Putin, his regime, and the
conduct of the war.26 The Kremlin may use such divisions to justify censorship of certain milbloggers
who are vocal critics of Putin.

Key inflections in ongoing military operations on April 2:

¢ Russian forces continued limited ground attacks along the Svatove-Kreminna
line.2” Russian sources claimed that Russian forces made marginal gains
northwest of Kreminna.28

¢ Russian forces continued to attack Bakhmut and its environs.29 Russian forces
likely seized the AZOM plant in northern Bakhmut as ISW has previously assessed.
Ukrainian forces conducted a missile strike on the plant on April 2.3°

e Russian forces continued to conduct ground attacks along the Avdiivka-Donetsk
City line.3! Ukrainian Tavriisk Direction Forces Joint Press Center Spokesperson
Oleksiy Dmytrashkivskyi stated that Russian forces retreated from unspecified
positions in the Donetsk direction.32
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e Ukrainian forces conducted a HIMARS strike against a rail depot in Melitopol,
Zaporizhia Oblast, the third strike against the city in the past week.33

e The UK Ministry of Defense assessed that a significant minority of Russia’s
200,000 casualties in Ukraine are due to poor discipline and training outside of
combat, including due to excessive alcohol consumption and mishandling of small
arms.34

¢ Former Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR) official Rodion Miroshnik denied ISW’s
April 1 report citing Miroshnik that Russian authorities are deporting Ukrainian
children to Russia under rest-and-rehabilitation schemes.35 Miroshnik claimed
that mothers and children from Horlivka, Donetsk Oblast went to Russian
sanitoriums for medical treatment.3¢ Miroshnik denied being closely affiliated
with the current occupation regime, claiming that he has not served as advisor to
the Head of the LNR for a year.3” LNR People’s Militia Press Service called
Miroshnik “advisor to the LNR Head” as recently as January 29, 2023, however.38
Miroshnik claimed on his Telegram channel that he served as LNR Ambassador to
Russia as recently as November 13, 2022.39

Correction: ISW incorrectly called May 9 the “Soviet Labor Day” in its April 1 update. The correct
holiday is “Victory Day.”
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