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The Kremlin declared victory in the battle of Mariupol. Russian forces will attempt to
starve out remaining Ukrainian defenders in the Azovstal Steel Plant rather than clear it
through likely costly assaults. Russian President Vladimir Putin and Defense Minister Sergei
Shoigu declared victory in the battle of Mariupol on April 21 despite the continued presence of
Ukrainian forces in Mariupol’s Azovstal Steel Plant. In a staged, televised meeting, Putin ordered
Shoigu to halt assaults on the plant to limit Russian casualties, claiming Russian forces have already
captured the entirety of the city. The Kremlin will spin the (still incomplete) capture of Mariupol into a
major victory in Ukraine to compensate for stalled or failed Russian offensives elsewhere.

The Kremlin’s reduction of the pace of operations in Mariupol is unlikely to enable the
deployment of significant combat power to support other offensive operations in the
coming days and weeks. Statements from US officials that Russia has not yet removed a dozen
battalion tactical groups (BTGs) from Mariupol despite Putin’s claimed victory do not capture either
the status of these Russian forces or other constraints on their use.: ISW has consistently assessed that
Russian BTGs have taken high casualties in the battle of Mariupol, are degraded, and are unlikely to
possess their full complement of personnel (800-900 at full strength). As with Russian operations
elsewhere in Ukraine, reporting on numbers of BTGs without additional context and analysis of the
combat power of these units is not a useful evaluation of Russian forces. While it is unlikely that all 12
reported BTGs were involved in the final fighting around the Azovstal plant, it will still take some time
for those units that were engaged in final assaults to disengage for redeployment elsewhere. Some
portion of these Russian forces will be necessary for several other missions—including maintaining the
siege of the Azovstal plant, securing the rest of Mariupol against any remaining pockets of Ukrainian
forces and likely partisan actions, and possibly redeploying to support Russian forces maintaining
control of southern Ukraine. Russian forces will certainly be able to redeploy some units
from Mariupol to offensive operations elsewhere—but Ukrainian forces have succeeded
in tying down and degrading a substantial Russian force, and the Kremlin's declaration
of victory has not inherently freed up 12 BTGs worth of combat power for other
operations.

Key Takeaways

e The Kremlin’s declaration of victory in Mariupol is unlikely to enable the
deployment of significant combat power to reinforce offensive operations in
eastern Ukraine in the coming days or weeks.

e Russian forces involved in the battle of Mariupol are likely heavily damaged and
Ukrainian forces succeeded in tying down and degrading a substantial Russian
force.

e Russian forces continued offensive operations in eastern Ukraine but made only
marginal gains.

e Ukrainian forces continued to halt Russian attacks around Izyum.
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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 those 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 population and specifically on
combat in Ukrainian urban areas. We utterly condemn these Russian violations of the
laws of armed conflict, Geneva Conventions, and humanity even though we do not
describe them in these reports.

ISW has updated its assessment of the four primary efforts Russian forces are engaged
in at this time:

e Main effort—Eastern Ukraine (comprised of two subordinate supporting efforts);

Supporting effort 1—Kharkiv and Izyum;

Supporting effort 2—Southern axis;

e Supporting effort 3—Sumy and northeastern Ukraine.

Main effort—Eastern Ukraine

Subordinate Main Effort—Mariupol (Russian objective: Capture Mariupol and reduce
the Ukrainian defenders)

The Kremlin declared victory in the battle of Mariupol on April 21, though some Ukrainian forces
remain in the Azovstal Steel Plant. Russian President Putin held a televised meeting with Defense
Minister Shoigu (in his first confirmed public appearance since March 11) during which Shoigu claimed
“the entirety of Mariupol is under the control of the Russian army” and stated Russian forces have
“securely blocked” the "nationalists and foreign mercenaries” (Kremlin language for Ukrainian forces)
remaining in the facility.2 Shoigu claimed that Russian forces would require 3-4 days to finish clearing
the Azovstal plant, after which Putin stated a final assault is unnecessary and ordered a full blockade of
the facility to save Russian lives. The “meeting” was a managed Kremlin messaging effort claiming
victory in the battle of Mariupol to be able to claim a major success without the likely costly operations
required to clear out remaining Ukrainian defenders.3 Local sources reporting fighting continued
around the Azovstal plant in the last 24 hours despite Putin’s statement, but Russian forces did not
conduct any major assaults against the facility.4

Ukrainian officials called for a local ceasefire to allow Ukrainian defenders and trapped civilians to leave
Mariupol, though Russian forces will likely instead attempt to starve the remaining defenders into
submission. Ukrainian Mayor of Mariupol Vadym Boychenko called for a ceasefire to allow civilians
trapped in the plant to leave on April 21.5 Deputy Ukrainian Prime Minister Iryna Vereshchuk
expanded on this call, stating around 1,000 civilians and 5,000 wounded soldiers (with an unspecified
number of unwounded soldiers) remain in the Azovstal plant.¢
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Russian forces continue their grinding advance into Mariupol, which they have encircled and are bombarding.
Russian forces began penetrating Mariupol's city center on March 24. Ukraine's 36th Marine Brigade reported
escaping encirclement at the Ilyich Metallurgical Plant and reuniting with the Ukrainian Azov Regiment on April
12, prompting Russian reports of mass Ukrainian surrender. Russian forces advanced toward the Port of
Mariupol from southern and northern directions on April 15 and April 16, likely to encircle the remaining
Ukrainian forces. Russian Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu claimed that Russian forces control all of Mariupol
except the Azovstal Metallurgical Combine on April 21, but there are reports of street fighting. Russian President
Vladimir Putin ordered Russian forces to stop the assault on Azovstal on April 21 in favor of a siege.

* 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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Subordinate Main Effort—Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts (Russian objective: Capture the
entirety of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in
Donbas)

Russian forces continued offensive operations in eastern Ukraine but made only marginal gains on
April 21. Russian forces continued to focus their assaults on Rubizhne, Severodonetsk, and Popasna
and likely made local advances in Rubizhne, though Russian claims to have captured the entirety of
Rubizhne are likely false.” The Ukrainian governor of Luhansk Oblast reported on April 21 that Russian
forces control approximately half of Popasna, and street fighting is continuing across the city.8 The
Russian Ministry of Defense additionally claimed to capture Kreminna, west of Rubizhne, but ISW
cannot verify this claim.9 Russian forces are continuing to deploy reinforcements to eastern Ukraine to
support further offensive actions.10
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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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Supporting Effort #1—Kharkiv and Izyum: (Russian objective: Advance southeast to
support Russian operations in Luhansk Oblast; defend ground lines of communication
(GLOCs) to the Izyum axis)

Russian forces continued assaults on Ukrainian positions around Izyum but did not secure any
territorial gains in the past 24 hours. Russian forces may be attempting to probe Ukrainian defensive
positions around Izyum prior to larger offensive operations but remain largely road-bound and unlikely
to secure any major breakthroughs.* Russian forces continued to shell areas of Kharkiv Oblast and
partially block Kharkiv city on April 21.12
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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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Supporting Effort #2—Southern Axis: (Objective: Defend Kherson against Ukrainian
counterattacks)

Russian forces likely conducted local attacks on Ukrainian positions west of Kherson on April 21 but
did not secure any new territory.3 Ukrainian military sources reported on April 21 Russian forces are
preparing to conduct a “referendum” to create a “Kherson People’s Republic” on April 27.14 The Kremlin
likely intends to create one or more proxy states in occupied southern Ukraine to cement its military
occupation and set conditions to demand permanent control over these regions.
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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.

Note: We have updated our map in Kherson to reflect an unconfirmed report that unknown assailants killed a
pro-Russian blogger in Kherson City on April 21, likely for collaborating with Russian occupation authorities in
the city. The Ukrainian Resistance Center noted on April 21 that civilians are also engaging in daily non-violent

sabotage activities in Kherson.
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Supporting Effort #3—Sumy and Northeastern Ukraine: (Russian objective: Withdraw
combat power in good order for redeployment to eastern Ukraine)

There was no significant change in this area in the past 24 hours.

Immediate items to watch

e Russian forces will likely continue attacking southeast from Izyum, west from Kreminna and
Popasna, and north from Donetsk City via Avdiivka.

e Russian forces will attempt to starve out the remaining defenders of the Azovstal Steel Plant in
Mariupol.

e Russian forces will likely increase the scale of ground offensive operations in the coming days,
but it is too soon to tell how fast they will do so or how large those offensives will be. It is also
too soon to assess how the Russians will weight their efforts in the arc from Izyum to Donetsk
City.
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