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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.

ISW is publishing an abbreviated campaign update today, January 8. This report discusses the Russian
Ministry of Defense’s (MoD) attempts to claim that Russian forces responded to the December 31
Ukrainian strike on Russian positions in Makiivka; the Russian MoD’s use of a grievance-and-retaliation
framework and the resulting creation of negative feedback loops in the pro-war Russian information
space; Wagner Group financier Yevgeny Prigozhin’s potential attempts to financially exploit Ukrainian
natural resources around Bakhmut; and the United Kingdom Ministry of Defense’s (UK MoD) assessment
that Russian forces may be preparing for Ukrainian counteroffensive actions along the Zaporizhia and
Luhansk oblast frontlines.

The Russian MoD’s attempts to claim Russian forces responded to the December 31 Ukrainian strike
against Russian positions in Makiivka are generating further discontent in the Russian information
space. The Russian MoD announced on January 8 that Russian forces conducted a “retaliation operation” against
Ukrainian forces for the December 31 strike on Makiivka that killed up to 400 mobilized soldiers due to Russian command
failures and poor personnel dispersal practices.[1] The Russian MoD falsely claimed the retaliatory strike targeted several
temporary Ukrainian deployment points in Kramatorsk, Donetsk Oblast, and killed over 600 Ukrainian personnel.[2] This
claim is false — a Finnish reporter visited the site of the strike in Kramatorsk on January 8 and noted that it hit an empty
school.[3] Several Russian milbloggers responded negatively to the Russian MoD’s claim, pointing out that the Russian MoD
frequently presents fraudulent claims and criticizing Russian military leadership for fabricating a story to “retaliate” for the
Makiivka strike instead of holding Russian leadership responsible for the losses accountable.[4]

The Russian MoD application of a grievance-and-retaliation framework to many of its operations has
created a negative feedback loop with prominent members of the pro-war Russian information space. At
the beginning of the massive campaign of strikes against Ukrainian critical infrastructure in October 2022, the Russian MoD
employed a similar framing of “retaliation” against claimed Ukrainian strikes on the Kerch Strait Bridge and other Russian
infrastructure.[5] The Russian MoD partially used this framing to mollify escalated demands from the pro-war community
to “avenge” Ukrainian actions but provoked an array of responses from milbloggers outlining other instances that the
Russian MoD should equally “retaliate” for.[6] The Russian MoD has thus created a negative feedback loop, wherein it
attempts to respond to Ukrainian offensive successes with a discrete, retaliatory, offensive action, which then opens the
MoD up to continued criticism from discontented Russian milbloggers highlighting their beliefs that the MoD is responding
in the wrong manner or to the wrong event. The Russian MoD’s response to the Makiivka strike is a clear continuation of
this grievance-and-retaliation model that has once again opened Russian military leadership to staunch criticism of their
conduct of the war.

Wagner Group financier Yevgeny Prigozhin may be attempting to financially exploit Ukrainian natural
resources around Bakhmut and is using the war in Ukraine to connect his military forces with Russian
regional officials. An unnamed White House official stated on January 5 that the United States believes Prigozhin seeks
to extract salt and gypsum from mines in the Bakhmut area for monetary gain.[7] Prigozhin attempted to justify the
importance of mines around Bakhmut and Soledar (which Russian forces have struggled to capture from Ukrainian
defenders) on January 7, stating that these mines have “unique and historic defenses” that act as a “network of underground
cities.”[8] Prigozhin added that these mines can house personnel and military equipment up to a depth of 80 to 100 meters
and claimed that these mines are stocked with weaponry from World War I. Prigozhin’s statements are likely an attempt to
both explain the slow pace of Wagner’s advances around Bakhmut but may also partially explain his months-long and costly
determination to establish control of the area. A former Russian officer and milblogger criticized Prigozhin and Russian
commanders, stating that everyone knew about the existence of these mines when developing an offensive plan and
dismissed the claim of the presence of historic weapons in the area.[9] The milblogger also noted even if Russian forces and
Wagner troops seize Soledar, Prigozhin and the Russian military will lose strategically due to committing their best forces
to an attritional battle.[10] ISW had previously reported that another Russian silovik, Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov, is
reportedly attempting to secure business opportunities in occupied Mariupol.[11]

Prigozhin is also continuing to publicly align himself with select Russian governors in an effort to increase his influence and
advance his personal interests in Russia, as opposed to strictly winning the war. Kursk Oblast Governor Roman Starovoit
visited the Wagner training facility for the Kursk Oblast People’s Militia on January 8 and reportedly trained alongside
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Prigozhin and “real men” who are patriots during his visit.[12] Russian outlets claimed that Starovoit even received an offer
to sign a contract with Wagner, which he declined due to his public duties.[13] Some Russian outlets even framed Starovoit’s
visit to the training ground as model behavior for a Russian politician, further boosting Prigozhin’s image as a patriotic
wartime leader in the Russian information space.[14] Prigozhin is likely attempting to rally up support for the legalization
of Wagner Group in Russia.

The United Kingdom Ministry of Defense (UK MoD) confirmed ISW’s previous assessments that Russian
forces are preparing for the possibility of future Ukrainian counteroffensives in Zaporizhia or Luhansk
oblasts. The UK MoD reported on January 8 that in recent weeks, Russian forces have expanded defensive fortifications
in Zaporizhia Oblast along the Vasylivka-Orikhkiv line and are maintaining a large force grouping in this sector in a way
that suggests that Russian commanders are concerned by the possibility of a major Ukrainian counteroffensive push in
southern Ukraine.[15] The UK MoD suggested that Russian forces are facing two equally exigent counteroffensive scenarios:
A Ukrainian breakthrough on the Zaporizhia line that could seriously challenge the viability of the Russian land bridge
linking Rostov Oblast with occupied Crimea, or a Ukrainian breakthrough in Luhansk Oblast that could further unhinge the
Russian offensive objective of occupying the entirety of Donbas.[16] ISW has previously noted indicators of preparations
for a Russian decisive effort (likely of a defensive nature) along the Svatove-Kreminna line in Luhansk Oblast and assessed
that the Russian force posture and prevalence of defensive structures in Zaporizhia Oblast suggest that Russian forces may
be preparing for potential Ukrainian efforts against this sector.[17]

Key inflections in ongoing military operations on January 8:

¢ Ukrainian National Security and Defense Council Secretary Oleksiy Danilov stated on January
8 that Russia plans to begin domestic production of Iranian-made drones.[18]

¢ Russian forces continued counterattacks to regain lost positions along the Svatove-Kreminna
line on January 8.[19] Luhansk Oblast Head Serhiy Haidai stated on January 8 that Russian
forces transferred several battalions from the Bakhmut area to the Kreminna area.[20]

¢ Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces Spokesperson Serhiy Cherevaty stated on January 8 that
Russian forces do not control Soledar, and other official Ukrainian sources reported that
Ukrainian forces captured Russian positions near Bakhmut.[21] Prominent Russian
milbloggers expressed divergent opinions of the potential for the Russian encirclement of
Bakhmut.

¢ Russian forces continued offensive operations around Bakhmut and along the western
outskirts of Donetsk City.[22]

¢ Chechen Republic Head Ramzan Kadyrov claimed on January 77 that 300 Chechen Akhmat-1
OMON personnel deployed to Ukraine.[23]

¢ Ukrainian officials reported that Russian forces used incendiary munitions to strike civilian
infrastructure in Kherson City overnight on January 7—-8.[24]

¢ Russian forces are continuing to intensify filtration measures to identify partisans in occupied
territories. Russian occupation authorities claimed that likely Ukrainian partisans committed
sabotage by mining a gas pipeline in Luhansk Oblast on January 8.[25]

¢ Russian occupation authorities intensified passportization efforts in occupied territories on
January 8.[26]
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ISW will continue to report daily observed indicators consistent with the current assessed most dangerous
course of action (MDCOA): a renewed invasion of northern Ukraine possibly aimed at Kyiv.

ISW’s December 15 MDCOA warning forecast about a potential Russian offensive against northern
Ukraine in winter 2023 remains a worst-case scenario within the forecast cone. ISW currently assesses
the risk of a Russian invasion of Ukraine from Belarus as low, but possible, and the risk of Belarusian
direct involvement as very low. This new section in the daily update is not in itself a forecast or
assessment. It lays out the daily observed indicators we are using to refine our assessments and
Jorecasts, which we expect to update regularly. Our assessment that the MDCOA remains unlikely has
not changed. We will update this header if the assessment changes.

Observed indicators for the MDCOA in the past 24 hours:
¢ Nothing significant to report.

Observed ambiguous indicators for MDCOA in the past 24 hours:

e  Ukrainian Main Intelligence Directorate (GUR) Spokesperson Vadym Skibitsky stated on January 8 that
Russia is planning to use mobilized personnel in offensive operations in unspecified areas of the front in the
spring and summer.[27] Skibitsky stated that Russia will need two months to prepare its military forces for
the offensive and that Russian forces’ success depends on their training and provisions.[28]

e Russia deployed more military personnel to Belarus on January 7—8. The Belarusian Ministry of Defense
stated that a Russian Military Space Forces aviation element of an unspecified echelon arrived in Belarus on
January 8.[29] Independent Belarusian monitoring outlet Belarusian Hajun Project reported that an
additional 15 passenger train cars carrying 700—800 Russian military personnel arrived in Vitsebsk, Belarus
on the evening of January 7.[30] The Hajun Project reported that Russian armored elements of the same
echelon arrived to Vitsebsk, Belarus on January 6, as ISW has previously reported.[31]

Observed counter-indicators for the MDCOA in the past 24 hours:

e The Ukrainian General Staff reiterated that it has not observed Russian forces in Belarus forming a strike
group as of January 8.[32
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The Ukrainian Main Defense Intelligence Directorate of the Ministry of Defense of Ukraine published an audio
intercept on December 22 in which a Russian soldier operating in the vicinity of Chervonopopivka supported
reports that Ukrainian forces captured part of the R-66 Kreminna-Svatove road in the vicinity of Zhytlivka (just
south of Chervonopopivka). The Ukrainian General Staff has repeatedly reported since November 30 that Russian
forces shelled Chervonopopivka, indicating Russian forces no longer control Chervenopopivka. The Russian
Ministry of Defense claimed that Ukrainian forces unsuccessfully attempted to establish a position in
Chervonopopivka on November 27, indicating Ukrainian maneuvers near Chervonopopivka. The R-66 runs
through Chervonopopivka and the road's capture by Ukrainian forces would be consistent with the evidence
presented in the intercepted phone call plus the Ukrainian General Staff’s reports.
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ISW recoded the northeast section of Velykyi Potomkin Island in Kherson Oblast from reported Ukrainian
counteroffensives to Russian claims based on Russian milblogger reports and video footage published on
January 5 that claimed Russian forces recaptured that part of the island where Ukrainian forces placed a flag on
January 2. ISW cannot confirm if Russian forces recaptured the same positions as Ukrainian forces as of
January 5. A Russian milblogger claimed on January 3 that the island is in a gray zone because Russian forces
are still operating in the northern part of the island. Geolocated footage published on January 2 does show
Ukrainian forces striking Russian positions on an adjacent island east of Velykyi Potomkin Island, which
indicates that Russian forces are still operating within the Dnipro River delta areas.

7 Institute for the Study of War and AEl’s Critical Threats Project 2022


https://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Kherson and Mykolaiv Battle Map January 08%2C2023.png

[1] https://t.me/mod russia/23279

[2] https://t.me/mod russia/23279

[3] https://twitter.com/YLEKuronen/status/1612093160343191553;
https://twitter.com/EliotHiggins/status/1612097090473103360

[4] https://t.me/grey zone/16528; https://t.me/milinfolive/95242; https://t.me/rybar/42550

[5] https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-assessment-october-10

[6] https://isw.pub/RusCampaignOcti1; https://isw.pub/UkrWari102522; https://isw.pub/RusCampaignOct09;
https://isw.pub/RusCampaignOct8

[71 https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/us-thinks-putin-ally-prigozhin-wants-control-salt-gypsum-mines-near-
bakhmut-2023-01-05/

[8] https://t.me/concordgroup official/236

[9] https://t.me/strelkovii/3701

[10] https://t.me/strelkovii/3701

[11] https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-assessment-november-7

[12] https://t.me/gubernator 46; https://meduza dot io/news/2023/01/08/gubernator-kurskoy-oblasti-rasskazal-chto-
proshel-kurs-podgotovki-v-lagere-chvk-vagnera

[13] https://t.me/readovkanews/50311

[14] https://t.me/readovkanews/50311

[15] https://twitter.com/DefenceHQ/status/1611978511719301120

[16] https://twitter.com/DefenceHQ/status/1611978511719301120

[17] https://isw.pub/UkrWari122822; https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-
assessment-december-29

[18] https://meduza dot io/news/2023/01/08/sovet-natsionalnoy-bezopasnosti-i-oborony-ukrainy-rossiya-sobiraetsya-
zapustit-sobstvennoe-proizvodstvo-iranskih-dronov-kamikadze

[19] https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pftbidogTykkgtKM GfEa6 LXMuADghg8trYANsnWJCzEL5pMSG
eUB92RTKtXt68PSkah2Zdl

[20] https://t.me/serhiy hayday/9o059 ; https://t.me/luhanskaVTSA/7889;

[21] https://www.facebook.com/DPSUkraine/posts/pfbid02i8fWznXG3K86t74j22Y6Yj5Rq67nv3UwsMAdq6PzPTZS7QK
QGAe7B6DonGiWVSvtl ; https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=040911193984952 ; https://armyinform dot
com.ua/2023/01/08/okupanty-soledar-ne-kontrolyuyut-sergij-cherevatyj/

[22] https://t.me/rybar/42543 ; https://t.me/strelkovii/3701 ; https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pfbido
9TykkgtKMGfEa6 LXMuADghg8trYANsnWJCzEL5pMSGqeUB92RTKtXt68PSkah2Zdl

[23] https://t.me/RKadyrov_95/3255

[24] https://suspilne.media 8-rosijska-armia-obstrilala-odin-z-mikrorajoniv-hersona-zapaluvalnimi-
boepripasami/; https://t.me/khersonskaODA/2972; https://t.me/hueviyherson/32567;
https://t.me/Bratchuk_Sergey/26545

[25] https://t.me/mvdInr official/2293; https://telegra dot ph/V-Lutuginskom-rajone-proizoshel-vzryv-gazoprovoda-o1-
08; https://t.me/mvdInr official/2294; https://t.me/miroshnik r/10142;

[26] https://sprotyv.mod dot gov.ua/2023/01/08/rosiyany-prymusovo-pasportyzuvaly-praczivnykiv-

zaes/; https://t.me/luhanskaVTSA/7886; https://armyinform dot com.ua/2023/01/08/na-zaporizkij-aes-prodovzhuyut-
perebuvaty-rosijski-vijskovi-ta-tehnika-agresora/

[27] https://gur.gov dot ua/content/mobilizovanykh-rosiian-planuiut-vykorystaty-v-nastupalnykh-operatsiiakh-navesni-
ta-vlitku.html; https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/06/russia-preparing-mobilise-extra-500000-conscripts-
claims-ukraine

[28] https://gur.gov dot ua/content/mobilizovanykh-rosiian-planuiut-vykorystaty-v-nastupalnykh-operatsiiakh-navesni-
ta-vlitku.html; https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/06/russia-preparing-mobilise-extra-500000-conscripts-
claims-ukraine

[29] https://t.me/modmilby/21535

[30] https://twitter.com/MotolkoHelp/status/1611784572399923200

[31] https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-assessment-january-6-2023

[32] https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/pfbido81fnfTsQVA6d3hpi19meQiyF7wJiTWG8BuFpG7SR6sCWyg

FpY7A3qfamciHeqWeYSI;
https://www.facebook.com/GeneralStaff.ua/posts/ptbido81fnfTsQVA6d3hp19meQiyF7wJiTWG8BuFpG7SR6sCWygFpY
7A3qf3mciHeqWeYSI

8 Institute for the Study of War and AEl’s Critical Threats Project 2022



