
1 Institute for the Study of War & AEI’s Critical Threats Project 2022 
 

 

Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment 

Mason Clark and George Barros 
May 6, 5:00 pm ET 

 
The Ukrainian counteroffensive north and east of Kharkiv city secured further gains in 
the last 24 hours and may successfully push Russian forces out of artillery range of 
Kharkiv in the coming days. Ukrainian forces captured several settlements north and east of 
Kharkiv in the last 24 hours, reducing the ability of Russian forces to threaten Ukraine’s second-largest 
city. This Ukrainian operation is developing into a successful, broader counteroffensive—as opposed to 
the more localized counterattacks that Ukrainian forces have conducted throughout the war to secure 
key terrain and disrupt Russian offensive operations. Ukrainian forces are notably retaking territory 
along a broad arc around Kharkiv rather than focusing on a narrow thrust, indicating an ability to 
launch larger-scale offensive operations than we have observed so far in the war (as Ukrainian forces 
predominantly retook the outskirts of Kyiv following Russian withdrawals rather than in a major 
counteroffensive). The willingness of Ukrainian forces to concentrate the forces necessary for this scale 
of offensive operations, rather than deploying these available forces to defenses in eastern Ukraine, 
additionally indicates the Ukrainian military’s confidence in repelling ongoing Russian operations to 
encircle Ukrainian forces in the Severodonetsk area. While Ukrainian forces are unlikely to directly 
threaten Russian ground lines of communication (GLOCs) to Izyum (as they run further to the east of 
recent Ukrainian advances), Ukrainian forces may be able to relieve Russian pressure on Kharkiv and 
possibly threaten to make further advances to the Russian border. 
 
ISW cannot confirm initial reports of a Ukrainian Neptune anti-ship missile strike on the 
Russian frigate Admiral Makarov on May 6.1 Pentagon Spokesperson John Kirby said the 
United States cannot confirm the reported strike and added “we’ve been looking at this all day.”2 ISW 
will update this assessment with further information as it becomes available. 
 
Key Takeaways 

• The Ukrainian counteroffensive along a broad arc north and east of Kharkiv city 
took further terrain and will likely push Russian forces out of tube artillery range 
of the city in the coming days. The ability—and willingness—of the Ukrainian 
military to concentrate the forces in Kharkiv necessary to conduct this operation 
indicates Ukrainian confidence in repelling ongoing Russian attacks with their 
existing forces in the region.  

• Russian forces did not make any progress on the Izyum axis. 

• Russian forces likely secured small gains on the outskirts of Severodonetsk in the 
last 24 hours but are unlikely to successfully surround the town. 

• Russian forces continued assaults on the Azovstal plant, but ISW cannot confirm 
any specific advances. Likely widespread civilian resistance to the Russian 
occupation may additionally be disrupting previously announced Russian plans to 
conduct a Victory Day exhibition in Mariupol. 

• There were no significant changes on the southern axis in the last 24 hours and 
Russian forces continued to reinforce their forward positions. 

• ISW cannot confirm reports of a Ukrainian anti-ship missile strike on the Admiral 
Makarov at this time.  
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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 the structure of its discussion of the primary efforts Russian forces are 
currently engaging in. The main Russian effort is concentrated in Eastern Ukraine and includes one 
subordinate main effort and four supporting efforts.  The subordinate main effort is the encirclement 
of Ukrainian troops in the cauldron formed between the Izyum-Slovyansk highway and the Kreminna-
Rubizhne-Popasna frontline in Luhansk. The four supporting efforts are: completing the seizure of 
Mariupol, retaining pressure on Kharkiv City, holding occupied territory on the Southern Axis, and 
threatening northeastern Ukraine from Russian and Belarusian territory.  
 
ISW has updated its assessment of the five primary efforts Russian forces are engaged in 
at this time: 

• Main effort—Eastern Ukraine (comprised of one subordinate and four supporting efforts); 

• Subordinate main effort—Encirclement of Ukrainian troops in the cauldron between Izyum and 
Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts 

• Supporting effort 1—Mariupol;   

• Supporting effort 2—Kharkiv City; 

• Supporting effort 3—Southern axis;  

• Supporting effort 4—Sumy and northeastern Ukraine. 
 
Main Effort—Eastern Ukraine 
 
Subordinate Main Effort—Southern Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk Oblasts (Russian 
objective: Encircle Ukrainian forces in eastern Ukraine and capture the entirety of 
Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, the claimed territory of Russia’s proxies in Donbas) 
 
Ukrainian forces continued to repel Russian attacks on the Izyum axis in the last 24 hours, with Kharkiv 
Oblast civilian leadership reporting that Ukrainian forces inflicted heavy casualties on Russian forces 
on the outskirts of Barinkove.3 The Ukrainian General Staff reported that Russian forces prioritized 
aerial reconnaissance of Ukrainian positions and are deploying unspecified Eastern Military District 
units to the Izyum axis.4 Russian forces around Izyum remain stalled and additional scattered 
reinforcements are unlikely to enable renewed advances.  
 
Russian forces likely secured small gains on the outskirts of Severodonetsk on May 6. Russian forces 
continued attacks on Rubizhne and Voevodivka (just north of Severodonetsk) and likely captured 
Voronove (southeast of Severodonetsk).5 Local Ukrainian and Russian sources both reported that 
Russian forces are attacking other unspecified villages on the outskirts of Severodonetsk in a likely 
attempt to surround the town.6 Ukrainian forces repelled continuing Russian assaults around Popasna, 
and Russian forces did not launch any attacks against Avdiivka or Lyman.7 The Ukrainian General Staff 
reported on May 6 that Russian shelling along the line of contact in eastern Ukraine is intended to 
interdict Ukrainian movements.8 
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Supporting Effort #1—Mariupol (Russian objective: Capture Mariupol and reduce the 
Ukrainian defenders) 
 
Russian forces continued assaults on the Azovstal plant on May 6, but ISW cannot confirm any specific 
advances.9 Pro-Russian Telegram channels claimed Russian forces captured 100 Ukrainian servicemen 
attempting to escape Azovstal, though ISW cannot confirm this claim.10 The Ukrainian Presidential 
Office announced a new humanitarian corridor opened on May 6, but Russian forces reportedly violated 
a local ceasefire and launched anti-tank missiles at civilian vehicles evacuating from Azovstal.11 
 
Russian forces continued occupation measures but likely face widespread civilian resistance and may 
not be able to fully secure the city on their intended timetable. Russian forces were observed changing 
road signs in Mariupol from Ukrainian to Russian on May 5, and Ukrainian officials reported on May 
6 that Russian forces are disseminating false information on Ukrainian losses to lower civilian morale.12 
Kremlin spokesperson Dmitri Peskov declined to state if Russian forces would hold a parade in 
Mariupol on May 9, saying a wide celebration is currently impossible and claiming he could not say “on 
the behalf of the military if there are any plans” regarding a parade.13 The continued resistance of 
Ukrainian forces in the Azovstal plant and likely widespread civilian resistance to the Russian 
occupation may be disrupting previously announced Russian plans to conduct a Victory Day exhibition 
in Mariupol. 
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Supporting Effort #2—Kharkiv City (Russian objective: Continue to pressure Kharkiv 
City to fix Ukrainian defenders there and prevent their movement to reinforce defenders 
on other axes.) 
 
The Ukrainian counteroffensive north and east of Kharkiv made substantial progress in the last 24 
hours and Ukrainian forces may be able to drive Russian forces out of tube artillery range of Kharkiv 
city itself in the coming days. The Ukrainian General Staff and independent sources reported that 
Ukrainian forces recaptured Oleksandrivka, Fedorivka, Ukrainka, Shestakovo, Peremoha, Tsirkuny, 
and part of Cherkasy Tishki from May 5-6.14 Russian forces continued to shell Ukrainian positions, 
build up air defenses, and regroup damaged units on the Kharkiv axis.15 Russian forces likely face the 
choice of sending additional reinforcements intended for eastern Ukraine to support defensive 
positions on the outskirts of Kharkiv or lose their ability to both shell the city and screen lines of 
communication through Kharkiv Oblast.  
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Supporting Effort #3—Southern Axis (Objective: Defend Kherson against Ukrainian 
counterattacks) 

 
Russian forces in the entire southern axis did not conduct any active operations (halting recent attacks 
toward Kryvyi Rih and Zaporizhia) in the last 24 hours and continued to reinforce their frontline 
positions.16 Russian forces continued to shell Ukrainian positions along the entire southern axis. The 
Ukrainian General Staff specified that Russian forces are strengthening their air defenses and electronic 
warfare capabilities in the southern direction.17 Russian forces may be concentrating on reconnoitering 
Ukrainian positions and preparing for further offensive operations, as local Ukrainian authorities 
reported on May 5.18 Ukrainian forces did not conduct any reported counterattacks toward Kherson in 
the past 24 hours, and ISW did not collect any additional data to verify claimed Ukrainian advances 
since May 4.19 
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The Ukrainian General Staff and Operational Command South reported that Russian forces continue 
to provoke tensions in Transnistria and seek ways to provoke an escalation, including by spreading false 
allegations of Ukrainians shooting into Transnistria.20 
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Supporting Effort #4—Sumy and Northeastern Ukraine: (Russian objective: Withdraw 
combat power in good order for redeployment to eastern Ukraine) 
 
There were no significant events on this axis in the past 24 hours. 
 
Immediate items to watch  

• Russian forces will likely continue to merge offensive efforts southward of Izyum with westward 
advances from Donetsk in order to encircle Ukrainian troops in southern Kharkiv Oblast and 
Western Donetsk.  

• Russia may change the status of the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics, possibly by merging 
them into a single “Donbas Republic” and/or by annexing them directly to Russia.  

• Russian forces have apparently decided to seize the Azovstal plant through ground assault and will 
likely continue operations accordingly. 

• Ukrainian counteroffensives around Kharkiv City may unhinge Russian positions northeast of the 
city, possibly forcing the Russians to choose between reinforcing those positions or abandoning 
them if the Ukrainians continue to press their counter-attack. 

• Russian forces may be preparing to conduct renewed offensive operations to capture the entirety of 
Kherson Oblast in the coming days.  
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