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Russia has reportedly reached an agreement with select elements of the Syrian
opposition about control over Russian military bases in Syria, but it remains unclear if
the alleged agreement ensures the security of Russia's bases in Syria in the long-term.
Bloomberg reported on December 12 that unspecified sources with knowledge of the matter stated that
the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) thinks it has an "informal understanding" with Hayat Tahrir al
Sham (HTS) that would allow Russian forces to stay at Hmeimim Air Base and the Port of Tartus but
noted that the situation could change due to instability in Syria.[1] Russian Deputy Foreign Affairs
Minister Mikhail Bogdanov stated on December 12 that Russia has established contacts with HTS in
Damascus and that Russian bases "continue to be located on Syrian territory."[2] Bogdanov expressed
hesitancy in response to a question about whether Russia expects its bases to remain in Syria, stating
that the bases will "probably" remain but that there are no other decisions yet on the matter.[3]
Bogdanov implied that Russia's continued presence in Syria is important for the ongoing fight against
terrorism in the country, likely as part of efforts to convince Syrian authorities to allow Russia to
continue to operate its bases in the long-term. Russia has been using the cover of "fighting terrorism"
as an excuse for military activities primarily aimed at supporting the Bashar al-Assad regime since it
entered the Syrian Civil War in 2015.[4] A Russian milblogger claimed on December 11 that Syrian
"militants" have surrounded Hmeimim Air Base and are periodically attempting to conduct
provocations and shell the facility.[5] The milblogger claimed that Russia reached a "preliminary"
agreement about the continued presence of Russian forces in Syria but that the agreement only lasts
for 75 days, after which Russia will withdraw from Syria. It is unclear if the reported Russian agreement
with Syrian authorities is permanent or temporary. The Syrian opposition encompasses several factions
with varying ideologies and political objectives, and it is unclear if Russia is in contact with all the Syrian
opposition factions necessary to guarantee the safety of Russian military bases in Syria.[6]

Russia is reportedly moving four ships from Russian ports to Syria, possibly to facilitate
evacuations —further demonstrating the Kremlin's current cautious response to the
developing situation in Syria. Ukraine's Main Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR) stated on
December 12 that Russian forces from throughout Syria are withdrawing to Hmeimim Air Base and the
Port of Tartus and that Russian forces are flying four to five miliary transport sorties daily between
Hmeimim and unspecified airfields in Russia.[7] The GUR stated that Russia is moving its Ivan Gren
Ivan Gren-class large landing ship and the Aleksandr Otrakovsky Ropucha-class landing ship to Tartus
to evacuate weapons and equipment. The GUR stated that the two ships are currently in the Norwegian
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Sea and are scheduled to pass the English Channel in "a few days." The GUR stated that the Russian
Sparta and Sparta II cargo ships also left Baltiysk, Kaliningrad Oblast and St. Petersburg, respectively,
and are heading to Tartus. It will likely be weeks until these ships reach the Mediterranean Sea and
arrive at the Port of Tartus, and Russia may be moving these ships as a precaution should Moscow
decide to conduct wider evacuations of the Port of Tartus and Hmeimim Air Base in the coming weeks.
ISW continues to assess that the Kremlin is very likely hesitant to completely evacuate all military assets
from Syria in the event that it can establish a relationship with Syrian opposition forces and the
transitional government and continue to ensure the security of its basing and personnel in Syria.[8]

Ukrainian officials denied Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban's claim that Ukraine
rejected his offer to mediate a Christmas ceasefire and a large-scale prisoner of war
(POW) exchange with Russia. Orban accused Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky on
December 11 of rejecting his proposal for a ceasefire and POW swap with Russia — a statement that
Russian authorities subsequently used to forward Russia's ongoing information operation portraying
Ukraine as unwilling to engage in POW exchanges and broader peace talks.[9] Ukrainian presidential
aide Dmytro Lytvyn responded on December 12, stating that Hungarian officials did not discuss
anything with Ukraine or inform Ukraine about Orban's December 11 call with Russian President
Vladimir Putin.[10] Lytvyn added that Ukraine has been negotiating with Russia for two weeks about a
large-scale POW exchange at the end of 2024.[11] Zelensky criticized Orban's direct engagement with
Putin without consulting Ukraine and stated that Orban is undermining European unity around
support to Ukraine.[12] Russia — not Ukraine — has previously demonstrated an unwillingness to
conduct POW exchanges, as Russia reportedly rebuffed Ukrainian overtures for exchanges for months
before the start of Ukraine's offensive in Kursk Oblast in August 2024.[13]

People's Republic of China (PRC) President Xi Jinping continues to provide Kremlin
officials with a platform from which to articulate their uncompromising demands on
Ukrainian sovereignty. Russian Security Council Deputy Chairperson Dmitry Medvedev met with
Xi in Beijing on December 12.[14] Xi and Medvedev discussed the situations in Syria and Ukraine and
highlighted the bilateral Russia-PRC relationship and their cooperation in multilateral institutions. Xi
reiterated the PRC's standard stance on the war in Ukraine, calling for "de-escalation" and advertising
the PRC's "Friends of Peace" Initiative with Brazil.[15] Medvedev later told Russian media on December
12 that he and Xi discussed potential settlements in Ukraine and claimed that Russia is "ready to resume
negotiations with Ukraine" but only if "Ukraine understands the realities that have developed ... on the
ground."[16] Medvedev explicitly invoked Russian President Vladimir Putin's June 14, 2024 speech at
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), wherein Putin stated that Ukrainian forces must
"completely withdraw" from Ukrainian-controlled territory in Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhia, and
Kherson oblasts before Russia would agree to enter into negotiations.[17] Kremlin officials have long
used the expression "realities on the ground" to refer to Russian gains on the battlefield, albeit largely
incremental and gradual, and to force Ukraine and its partners to make concessions on Ukraine's
sovereignty by recognizing the territories that Russia has illegally occupied and annexed as part of
Russia including those that Ukrainian forces still hold.[18] Russia's version of "negotiations" that take
into account the "realities on the ground" call for Ukraine to surrender nearly 20 percent of its territory
and millions of its people living under Russian occupation. Xi and the PRC have continually provided
Kremlin officials with a platform to advocate for this desired end-state to the war, as ISW has previously
reported.[19]
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India continues to preserve and enhance its economic relations with Russia despite
recent efforts to reduce its reliance on Russia as a security partner. Reuters reported on
December 12 that Russian state oil company Rosneft and Indian refining company Reliance Industries
have signed a historic 10-year deal through which Russia will supply 500,000 barrels of oil daily to
India, valued at approximately $13 billion annually.[20] India has benefitted from cheap Russian
energy supplies since the start of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine and subsequent Western
sanctions, ultimately becoming the largest importer of Russian oil.[21] ISW has recently noted India's
efforts to reduce its reliance on Russian military cooperation, strengthen ties with the West, and
distance itself from explicitly pro-Russian rhetoric on the war in Ukraine, but India nevertheless
continues to balance these moves by maintaining strategic economic relations with Russia that are in
India's interest.[22]

Russian authorities are set to equate the violation of Russian censorship laws with
extremism and terrorism, furthering the Kremlin's effort to establish a pseudo-state
ideology. The Russian State Duma adopted a bill in its second and third readings on December 12 that
expands the legal grounds for putting individuals on the legal list of terrorists and extremists to include
disseminating "fake" information or discrediting the Russian military in violation of Russia's
censorship laws.[23] This bill is the latest Kremlin measure to legally equate opposition to its war in
Ukraine and criticism of Russia's methods of waging the war with behavior that is illegal and
undesirable in Russian society.[24] These measures to create a de-facto state ideology through the
Russian legal system notably bypass the Russian Constitution, as Article 13 forbids the Russian state
from establishing an official state ideology and commits Russia to recognizing ideological diversity.[25]
The Russian State Duma passed a bill on December 10 that would remove the Taliban from the register
of extremist and terrorist organizations.[26]

Russian President Vladimir Putin awarded the Russian “Golden Star” Medal to a military
correspondent for the first time since World War II as the Kremlin continues to use state
awards to co-opt milbloggers and gain control over the Russian information space. Putin
awarded the “Golden Star” Medal — a medal awarded for an "act of heroism in service to the Russian
government and people" and that accompanies the Hero of Russia title — to Russian milblogger and
Russian State Television and Radio Broadcasting Company (VGTRK) correspondent Yevgeny
Poddubny on December 12 and thanked other Russian military correspondents and journalists for
covering the war in Ukraine and for their “faith in Russia.”[27] Putin awarded the Hero of Russia title
to Poddubny in September 2024 for injuries that Poddubny sustained while reporting from Kursk
Oblast in August 2024, and ISW previously assessed that the Kremlin has been increasingly trying to
use Poddubny to disseminate official narratives in the Russian ultranationalist information space since
late 2022.[28] Putin has also recently awarded prominent Russian milblogger and founder of the Rybar
Telegram channel Mikhail Zvinchuk, who was initially critical of Russia’s military performance during
its full-scale invasion, with the less prestigious Russian Order of Merit of the Fatherland Second Class
part of continued Kremlin efforts to incentivize Russian milbloggers to be loyal to the Kremlin.[29]

Actors affiliated with Ukraine’s Main Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR) likely
assassinated the Deputy General Designer and Functional Software Department Head of
the Russian Rosatom-owned “Mars” design bureau Mikhail Shatsky in Russia on
December 12. GUR sources told Ukrainian media outlet Suspilne that GUR actors may have been
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involved in the murder of Shatsky in Kotelniki, Moscow Oblast.[30] GUR sources alleged that Shatsky
was working to modernize Russian Kh-59 cruise missiles into Kh-69 missiles and implementing
artificial intelligence (AI) technology into Russian drones and other Russian military aerospace
systems. ISW cannot confirm these reports.

Key Takeaways:

Russia has reportedly reached an agreement with select elements of the Syrian
opposition about control over Russian military bases in Syria, but it remains
unclear if the alleged agreement ensures the security of Russia's bases in Syria in
the long-term.

Russia is reportedly moving four ships from Russian ports to Syria, possibly to
facilitate evacuations — further demonstrating the Kremlin's current cautious
response to the developing situation in Syria.

Ukrainian officials denied Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban's claim that
Ukraine rejected his offer to mediate a Christmas ceasefire and a large-scale
prisoner of war (POW) exchange with Russia.

People's Republic of China (PRC) President Xi Jinping continues to provide
Kremlin officials with a platform from which to articulate their uncompromising
demands on Ukrainian sovereignty.

India continues to preserve and enhance its economic relations with Russia
despite recent efforts to reduce its reliance on Russia as a security partner.

Russian authorities are set to equate the violation of Russian censorship laws with
extremism and terrorism, furthering the Kremlin's effort to establish a pseudo-
state ideology.

Russian President Vladimir Putin awarded the Russian “Golden Star” Medal to a
military correspondent for the first time since World War II as the Kremlin
continues to use state awards to co-opt milbloggers and gain control over the
Russian information space.

Actors affiliated with Ukraine’s Main Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR) likely
assassinated the Deputy General Designer and Functional Software Department
Head of the Russian Rosatom-owned “Mars” design bureau Mikhail Shatsky in
Russia on December 12.

Russian forces recently advanced in the main Ukrainian salient in Kursk Oblast
and in the Chasiv Yar, Pokrovsk, and Kurakhove directions.

Ukrainian forces recently regained lost positions near Svatove.

The Russian military command's efforts to ensure operational security amongst
Russian forces continue to draw ire from select milbloggers, who derided these
efforts as disruptive overreach.
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* Assessed Russian advances are areas where ISW assesses Russian forces have operated in or launched
attacks against but do not control.
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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.

o Ukrainian Operations in the Russian Federation
o Russian Main Effort — Eastern Ukraine (comprised of three subordinate main efforts)

e 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

o Russian Subordinate Main Effort #2 — Capture the remainder of Luhansk Oblast and push
westward into eastern Kharkiv Oblast and encircle northern Donetsk Oblast

o Russian Subordinate Main Effort #3 — Capture the entirety of Donetsk Oblast
o Russian Supporting Effort — Southern Axis

e Russian Air, Missile, and Drone Campaign

o Russian Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts

o Russian Technological Adaptations

o Activities in Russian-occupied areas

 Significant Activity in Belarus

Ukrainian Operations in the Russian Federation

Russian forces recently advanced in the main Ukrainian salient in Kursk Oblast amid continued fighting
in the area on December 12. Geolocated footage published on December 11 indicates that Russian forces
recently advanced up to the east bank of the Psel River northwest of Plekhovo and southeast of
Kurilovka (both south of Sudzha) and recaptured Plekhovo.[31] The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD)
claimed on December 12 that Russian forces also recaptured Darino and Novoivanovka (both southeast
of Korenevo), and Russian milbloggers claimed that elements of the Russian 51st Airborne (VDV)
Regiment (106th VDV Division) were responsible for the seizure of Darino.[32] Russian milbloggers
claimed that Russian forces also advanced east of Novoivanovka, in the direction of Sverdlikovo
(northwest of Sudzha), toward forested areas near Malaya Loknya (north of Sudzha) and Martynovka
(northeast of Sudzha), and south of Guevo (south of Sudzha).[33] ISW has not observed confirmation
of these claims, however. A Russian milblogger claimed the Russian forces’ slow rate of advance
towards Guevo indicates that Russian forces will likely also struggle to recapture Sudzha quickly.[34]
Russian forces continued offensive operations near Martynovka and in forest belts near Sverdlikovo
and Novoivanovka on December 12[35]98% Elems; 51st VDV Regiment: are reportedly operating in the
direction of Sverdlikovo and near Novoivanovka[36]< Infantry and artillery elements of the Chechen
"Akhmat" Spetsnaz reportedly continue to operate in Kursk Ob[37]:
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Ukrainian Incursion into Kursk Oblast
as of December 12, 2024, 1:30 PM ET
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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)

A Russian milblogger continued to claim on December 12 that fighting is ongoing in the Sumy Oblast
international border area following milblogger claims of fighting and Russian advances near

Oleksandriya in northeastern Sumy Oblast on December 10 and 11.[38] ISW is unable to confirm this
claim.

Russian forces conducted ground attacks north of Kharkiv City near Hlyboke and Lyptsi and northeast
of Kharkiv City near Vovchansk and Starytsya on December 11 and 12 but did not advance.[39]
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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)

Ukrainian forces recently regained lost positions near Svatove amid continued fighting along the
Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line on December 12. Geolocated footage published on December 11
indicates that Ukrainian forces recently recaptured Kopanky (west of Svatove).[40] A Russian
milblogger claimed on December 12 that Russian forces advanced southeast of Kruhlyakivka (southeast
of Kupyansk).[41] ISW has not observed confirmation of this claim, however. Geolocated footage
published on December 12 shows Russian forces conducting an unsuccessful reduced company-sized
mechanized assault consisting of eight vehicles east of Kolisnykivka (southeast of Kupyansk).[42] The
Ukrainian battalion that repelled the attack reported that Ukrainian forces destroyed one tank, three
infantry fighting vehicles, and three armored fighting vehicles. Russian forces continued assaults north
of Kupyansk near Zapadne; northeast of Kupyansk near Synkivka; southeast of Kupyansk near
Pishchane and Zahryzove; west of Svatove near Nadiya, Kopanky, and Lozova; southwest of Svatove
near Hrekivka, Novoyehorivka, Tverdokhlibove, and Druzhelyubivka; northwest of Kreminna near
Makiivka and Terny; west of Kreminna near Torske; and southwest of Kreminna near Hryhorivka and
in the Serebryanske forest area on December 11 and 12. [43] A Russian milblogger claimed on December
11 that Russian and Ukrainian forces have decreased the intensity of their offensive operations in the
Lyman direction due to poor weather conditions.[44] Drone operators of the Russian 16th Spetsnaz
Brigade (Russian General Staff’'s Main Directorate [GRU]) are reportedly operating in the Serebryanske
forest area.[45] Elements of the Russian 144th Motorized Rifle Division (20th Combined Arms Army
[CAA], Moscow Military District [MMD]) reportedly continue to operate near Terny.[46]
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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 east of Siversk near Verkhnokamyanske on
December 11 and 12 but did not make any confirmed advances.[47]
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Russian forces recently marginally advanced in the Chasiv Yar direction amid continued offensive
operations in the area on December 12. Geolocated footage published on December 12 indicates that
Russian forces recently advanced along Lisova Street on the western outskirts of Kalynivka (north of
Chasiv Yar) and seized the settlement.[48] One Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces are
conducting clearing operations at the Chasiv Yar Refractory Plant, while other milbloggers claimed that
fighting is ongoing in and near the plant and that Russian forces have not yet secured full control of the
area.[49] ISW has not observed confirmation that Russian forces have seized the entire Refractory
Plant. The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted offensive operations near
Chasiv Yar itself and south of Chasiv Yar near Bila Hora and Stupochky on December 11 and 12.[50]
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Russian forces conducted ground attacks within and near Toretsk on December 11 and 12 but did not
advance.[51] Elements of the 8oth "Sparta" Separate Reconnaissance Battalion (51st Combined Arms
Army [CAA], formerly 1st Donetsk People's Republic Army Corps [DNR AC]) are reportedly operating
in the Toretsk direction.[52]
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Russian forces recently advanced south of Pokrovsk amid continued offensive operations in the area on
December 12. Geolocated footage published on December 11 indicates that Russian forces recently
seized Novotroitske (southwest of Pokrovsk) and advanced to a windbreak west of the settlement.[53]
Additional geolocated footage published on December 10 and 11 indicates that Russian forces recently
advanced northward along the Donetska railroad line west of Novyi Trud (northeast of Novotroitske
and south of Pokrovsk), along Sosnova Street in western Shevchenko (southwest of Pokrovsk), and
northwest along a windbreak west of Shevchenko.[54] A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian
forces seized Pushkine (south of Shevchenko), but ISW has not yet observed confirmation of Russian
forces operating within the settlement.[55] Several Russian milbloggers claimed that small Russian
sabotage and reconnaissance groups have penetrated the southern outskirts of Pokrovsk and that
Russian forces advanced northeast of Novoolenivka (southeast of Pokrovsk) and southwest of
Novotroitske, but ISW has not observed confirmation of these claims.[56] One milblogger claimed that
heavy fighting continues within Shevchenko and near Novotroitske, where Ukrainian forces are
counterattacking, and that Russian forces are consolidating new positions near Novyi Trud.[57] A
Ukrainian brigade spokesperson operating in the Pokrovsk direction noted that recent Russian
advances place Russian forces about six to ten kilometers away from the outskirts of Pokrovsk and
stated that Russian forces are trying to break through to Pokrovsk via its left and right flanks in order
to avoid assaulting the town head-on.[58] Another Ukrainian brigade spokesperson stated that Russian
forces near Pokrovsk are using light, unarmored vehicles to conduct personnel rotations and that
Russian troops move in groups of two to three people (smaller than a standard fireteam).[59] The
Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces conducted ground attacks near Pokrovsk itself;
east of Pokrovsk near Myrolyubivka and Promin; southeast of Pokrovsk near Lysivka, Novyi Trud, and
Dachenske; south of Pokrovsk near Shevchenko and Pushkine; and southwest of Pokrovsk near
Pishchane and Novotroitske on December 11 and 12.[60]
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Russian forces recently advanced in the Kurakhove direction amid continued offensive operations in
the area on December 12. Geolocated footage published on December 12 indicates that Russian forces
recently advanced along Nahorna Street in southwestern Kurakhove and along Urozhaina Street in
southern Kurakhove.[61] ISW further assesses that Russian forces made additional gains south of
Kurakhove as Russian forces likely used the N-15 highway south of the settlement to advance into
southern and southwestern Kurakhove. The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) claimed that Russian
forces seized Zorya (northwest of Kurakhove), and Russian milbloggers claimed that Russian forces
advanced west of Stari Terny (northwest of Kurakhove) and entered Shevchenko (west of Stari Terny),
in western Kurakhove, and up to 700 meters in central Sontsivka (northwest of Kurakhove).[62] ISW
has not observed confirmation of these claims, however. A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian
forces occupy 90 percent of Sontsivka, but ISW has only observed confirmation that Russian forces
occupy roughly 70 percent of the settlement.[63] Russian forces conducted offensive operations near
Kurakhove itself; northwest of Kurakhove near Sontsivka, Zorya, and Stari Terny; west of Kurakhove
near Dachne; and south of Kurakhove near Dalne on December 11 and 12.[64] Elements of the Russia
68th Tank Regiment (150th Motorized Rifle Division, 8th CAA, Southern Military District [SMD]) are
reportedly operating in the Kurakhove direction, and elements of the 5th Motorized Rifle Brigade (51st
CAA) are reportedly operating near Kurakhove.[65] Ukrainian military observer Kostyantyn Mashovets
stated that elements of the Russian 39th Motorized Rifle Brigade and 18th Machine Gun-Artillery
Division (both 68th AC, Eastern Military District [EMD]) are operating in the Kurakhove direction.[66]

Russian forces continued offensive operations in the Vuhledar direction on December 12 but did not
make any confirmed advances. A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces advanced near
Kostyantynopolske (northwest of Vuhledar), but ISW has not observed confirmation of this claim.[67]
Russian forces conducted offensive operations northeast of Vuhledar near Antonivka, Katerynivka, and
Yelizavetivka; north of Vuhledar near Veselyi Hai, Trudove, Uspenivka, and Hannivka; and northwest
of Vuhledar near Sukhi Yaly and Kostyantynopolske on December 11 and 12.[68] Mashovets stated on
December 12 that elements of the Russian 36th Motorized Rifle Brigade (68th AC, EMD), with support
from elements of the 114th Motorized Rifle Brigade (51st CAA), regrouped northeast of Kurakhove and
are attacking towards Uspenivka, Kostyantynopolske, and Sukhyi Yaly.[69] Mashovets stated that
elements of the 20th Motorized Rifle Division (8th CAA, SMD) are attacking Uspenivka from Dalne
(northeast of Uspenivka).

Russian forces continued offensive operations near Velyka Novosilka on December 12 but did not make
any confirmed advances. A Russian milblogger claimed that Russian forces advanced near Rinvopil
(southwest of Velyka Novosilka), but ISW has not observed confirmation of this claim.[70] Russian
forces conducted offensive operations northeast of Velyka Novosilka near Rozdolne, south of Velyka
Novosilka near Blahodatne and Neskuchne, and southwest of Velyka Novosilka near Novodarivka on
December 11 and 12.[71] Russian sources claimed that Ukrainian forces counterattacked near Novyi
Komar (north of Velyka Novosilka), Rozdolne, and Blahodatne.[72] A Russian milblogger claimed that
Russian forces had to withdraw from the southern outskirts of Velyka Novosilka due to challenging
terrain.[73] Mashovets stated that elements of the Russian 36th and 57th motorized rifle brigades (both
36th CAA, EMD) and the 336th Naval Infantry Brigade (Baltic Fleet, Leningrad Military District
[LMD]) are operating in the Velyka Novosilka direction.[74] Mashovets reported that elements of the
4o0th Naval Infantry Brigade (Pacific Fleet, EMD) are operating near Novyi Komar and Rozdolne; that
elements of the 37th Motorized Rifle Brigade and 5th Tank Brigade (both 36th CAA, EMD) are attacking
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east and south of Velyka Novosilka; that elements of the 60th Motorized Rifle Brigade (5th CAA, EMD),
with support from elements of the 34th Motorized Rifle Brigade (49th CAA, SMD), are attacking near
Makarivka and Neskuchne (both south of Velyka Novosilka); and that elements of the 127th Motorized
Rifle Division (5th CAA, EMD) are attacking near Novodarivka.[75]
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Mashovets stated that the Russian Eastern Grouping of Forces, which is operating in the Velyka
Novosilka and Hulyaipole directions, consists of 54,000 to 55,000 personnel (most of whom are
operating in the Velyka Novosilka direction), up to 348 tanks, roughly 815 to 820 armored fighting
vehicles, up to 430 to 432 artillery systems, and 110 to 112 multiple launch rocket systems (MLRS).[76]
Mashovets stated that the Eastern Grouping of Forces' operational reserves include up to two motorized
rifle regiments and up to four reserve battalions.

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

Russian and Ukrainian sources did not report any ground activity in the Hulyaipole or Polohy directions
in eastern Zaporizhia Oblast on December 12. Ukrainian military observer Kostyantyn Mashovets
stated that elements of the Russian 38th Motorized Rifle Brigade, 64th Motorized Rifle Brigade, and
69th Covering Brigade (all of the 35th Combined Arms Army [CAA], Eastern Military District [EMD])
are operating in the Hulyaipole direction, and drone operators of the Russian 38th Motorized Rifle
Brigade (35th CAA, EMD) are reportedly operating in the Polohy direction.[77]

Russian forces continued limited offensive operations near Novoandriivka (northwest of Robotyne) and
Novodanylivka (north of Robotyne) in western Zaporizhia Oblast on December 11 and 12 but did not
make any confirmed advances.[78] The Crimea-based Ukrainian "Atesh" partisan organization
reported on December 11 that Russian forces are increasingly transferring columns of military
equipment from occupied Crimea to occupied Zaporizhia Oblast, including tanks and other armored
vehicles.[79]
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Russian forces continued limited assaults in the Dnipro direction in east (left) bank Kherson Oblast on
December 11 and 12 but did not make any confirmed advances.[80]
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Ukrainian forces conducted a drone strike against occupied Crimea on the night of December 11 to 12.
Sevastopol occupation governor Mikhail Razvozhaev claimed that Russian forces, including from the
Black Sea Fleet, shot down five drones near occupied Sevastopol and that Russian electronic warfare
(EW) suppressed two more drones in an unspecified location.[81] Razvozhaev claimed that Russian
forces shot down at least two drones near Balaklava and Inkerman (both on the outskirts of
Sevastopol).[82] A prominent Kremlin-affiliated Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces
launched eight total drones at occupied Crimea and that Russian forces repelled the attack using Su-34
fighter jets, a Pantsir-S1 air defense system, and other air defense assets.[83]

Russian Air, Missile, and Drone Campaign (Russian Objective: Target Ukrainian military
and civilian infrastructure in the rear and on the frontline)

Nothing significant to report.

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

The Russian military command's efforts to ensure operational security amongst Russian forces
continue to draw ire from select milbloggers, who derided these efforts as disruptive overreach. A
Russian milblogger and former Storm-Z instructor claimed on December 11 that Russian military
authorities are actively enforcing a directive banning Russian military personnel from using civilian
vehicles for transportation in Ukraine.[84] The milblogger stated that Russian soldiers reported
widespread confiscations of civilian vehicles that they use in official military capacities and claimed that
military authorities confiscated 17 vehicles in one raid in occupied Donetsk Oblast alone. The
milblogger noted that the vehicle ban is complicating Russian frontline logistics and medical evacuation
efforts. Russian milbloggers complained in late November 2024 about the Russian military command's
reported attempts to restrict the use of personal vehicles in the Russian military, and Russian
milbloggers have complained about other bans the Russian military command has enacted, including
the unpopular decision to ban Russian forces from using personal electronic devices on the
frontlines.[85] Russian milbloggers frequently claim that the Russian Ministry of Defense's (MoD)s
incompetence and inability to centralize the provision of basic goods to the frontline is driving Russian
soldiers to look to personal vehicles and supplies to compensate for the inadequacies —creating
substantial tension in the MoD-frontline soldier dynamic.[86]

The Russian government continues efforts to evade Western sanctions targeting the import and export
of goods used to support Russia’s war effort. Russian investigative outlet The Insider reported on
December 11 that Russia continues to import thousands of Western-manufactured sniper rifles and
millions of rounds of ammunition through loopholes in Western sanctions targeting Russia.[87] The
Insider reported that Russian importers continue to purchase Western small arms through third party
countries, such as Armenia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, whose imports of
Western firearms have increased exponentially since the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
The Insider reported that there continue to be some partnerships between Western arms manufactures
and Russian arms importers despite Western sanctions banning such activities. Ukraine's Main
Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR) reported on December 12 that Russian authorities are
employing a "shadow fleet" of 238 poorly maintained oil tankers under ambiguous ownership that
enable the Russian government to circumvent Western sanctions and generate billions of dollars in
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annual revenue from oil sales.[88] The GUR reported that Russia generated $188 billion in revenue
from oil sales using these sanctions evasion methods in 2023 alone.

Russia’s civilian aviation industry continues to suffer due to Western sanctions, even as Russian
military imports and oil exports continue to flow freely. BBC Russian Service reported on December 12
that Russia's United Aircraft Corporation has built only seven out of a planned 108 commercial aircraft
since 2022 due to Western-imposed sanctions targeting the export of aviation components to
Russia.[89] BBC's Russian Service reported that Russian authorities responded to Western sanctions
in 2022 with an ambitious domestic airline manufacturing program which has since floundered under
the pressure of Western sanctions.

Russian authorities continue efforts to build specialized Russian military training facilities in Russia
and occupied Ukraine. A Telegram channel affiliated with the Plenipotentiary Representative of the
President of the Russian Federation in the Far Eastern Federal District announced on December 12 that
Russian authorities plan to build a new Russian military sniper training center in Primorsky Krai.[90]
Russian officials reported that the training ground will train Russian snipers and host “military-
patriotic and sports military” events, likely part of efforts to institutionalize "military-patriotic”
education amongst Russians. A Russian milblogger reported on December 12 that Russian recruits
began a sniper training course at the Russian "Nevsky" Volunteer Reconnaissance-Assault Brigade
(Russian Volunteer Corps) sniper training center at an undisclosed location in occupied Ukraine.[91]
The expansion of specialized Russian training centers to boost the number of specialists within the
Russian military represents a continuation of long-running Kremlin efforts to increase manpower
reserves over the long-term and increase the number of specialists within the Russian military.

Independent Russian-language outlet Idel Realii reported on December 12 that Russian Security
Council Secretary Sergei Shoigu recently inspected newly built Russian military buildings that may be
biological weapons laboratories in Moscow Oblast.[92] Idel Realii reported that the new laboratories
are located at the Soviet-era Sergiev Posad-6 facility, which is now called the 48th Central Research
Institute and which has been developing biological weapons for the Russian armed forces since 1948.
Idel Realii stated that Russian authorities announced the construction of the new facilities in January
2024 and that Shoigu’s inspection follows visits from similarly high-ranking Kremlin officials to the
facilities since the start of 2024. The Washington Post reported on October 25, 2024 that satellite
imagery and interviews with current and former U.S. intelligence officials indicated that four out of the
six newly constructed buildings at the site may house biological weapons laboratories.[93]

Russian Technological Adaptations (Russian objective: Introduce technological
innovations to optimize systems for use in Ukraine)

A Russian milblogger claimed on December 11 that Russian forces recently began using new “Storm”
reconnaissance drones in Ukraine to conduct reconnaissance and adjust artillery fire.[94]

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.
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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)

The Belarusian Ministry of Defense (MoD) announced on December 12 that President Alexander
Lukashenko approved the Belarusian state defense plan for 2026 to 2030.[95] Belarusian state media
agency Belta reported on December 12 that Belarus drafted the defense plan based upon lessons learned
after domestic instability following the 2020 Belarusian presidential election, the Russian full-scale
invasion of Ukraine, and recent changes to the Belarusian National Security Concept and Military
Doctrine.[96]

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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