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Understanding Russian Troop Strehgth
in Ukraine ~ ~

Following the invasion of Ukraine by Russia in late February 2022, the U.S.-based Institute for the Study
of War (ISW) published several reports designed to highlight detailed information about the war. In
particular, a two-part analysis “The High Price of Losing Ukraine” discussed the strategic security
implications for NATO in the event of Russian victory in Ukraine.

ISW aims to advance an informed understanding of military affairs through reliable research, trusted
analysis, and innovative education. They are committed to improving the nation’s ability to execute
military operations and respond to emerging threats to achieve U.S. strategic objectives. ISW is a non-
partisan, non-profit, public policy research organization.

ISW started using Babel Street Insights in early 2023 due to its ability to surface a wide range of unique,
multilanguage insights drawn from billions of publicly available data sources worldwide.

The Challenge

In this case, ISW wanted to create a series of notional maps that showed the most current assessed
Russian order of battle (ORBAT) in Ukraine. “Order of battle” is a military term used to describe the
disposition of armed forces (troops, ships, aircraft, artillery, etc.) and their command and control
arrangements within a defined geographic area or theater of war. The ORBAT allows analysts to
understand how armed forces are task-organized to wage war and achieve objectives. Creating the
maps required information on the whereabouts of all Russian combat units in Ukraine which would
represent the current battlefield situation.

The maps would serve as a baseline for hypothetical permanent deployment points of Russian military
units near Ukraine’s and Belarus’ international borders in the event of full Russian victory in Ukraine.
ISW sought to demonstrate that Russia had already deployed most, if not all, of its combat units to
Ukraine and that a Russian victory would allow it to use these battle-hardened forces against NATO if
it managed to reach Ukraine’s westernmost borders. The ORBAT would show that continued Western
support for Ukraine could allow Ukrainian forces to defeat much of Russia’s military force there, while
Russia’s victory could allow Russian forces to threaten the NATO border from the Black Sea to the
Arctic Ocean — greatly increasing the cost of defending NATO.
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https://understandingwar.org/
https://understandingwar.org/
https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/high-price-losing-ukraine-part-1-%E2%80%94-military-strategic-financial-implications-russian

Babel Street Delivers Essential Insights

To formulate the ORBAT, Kateryna Stepanenko, ISW Russia Analyst and Deputy Team Lead used Babel
Street Insights to search for information about Russian troop deployments across the entire Russian
internet. Babel Street has unmatched access to Russian social media platforms such as VK and
Telegram, which allowed her to find ORBAT information from sources that would otherwise not appear
in a regular search browser.

This streamlined what would have required hours of manual searching to identify the current locations
of scores of units. Stepanenko commented, “l was able to find the location of certain Russian military
units because Babel Street Insights found several social media posts from families of Russian
servicemen who revealed the current locations of these military units.”

Insights enabled Stepanenko to find obituaries for Russian servicemen on local social media groups
and media outlets that also revealed important ORBAT information. Crucially, Insights also preserves
deleted comments, which revealed ORBAT information that otherwise would have been deleted or
censored.

Stepanenko said that she used different combinations of keywords, names, and abbreviations to
represent individual Russian military units in Russian, Ukrainian, and English. For example, to find the
Russian 69th Separate Covering Brigade, Stepanenko used key words such as: “69™ Separate Covering
Brigade,” “69 0b6pn,” “B/4Y 61424,” “69-a oTAenbHaa 6puraga npukpbitvs,” and “69-s otaenbHas
Ceupcko-lNomepaHckas KpacHo3HaMéHHas opaeHa KpacHol 3Be3abl, AMypcKkas Kasadbs bpuraga
npuKpbITUA” — all different ways that original Russian sources refer to a singular unit.
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Figure 1 — An Insights search for posts mentioning the elite Russian 76th Guards Air Assault Division and its
whereabouts in western Zaporizhia Oblast in December 2023

Case Study: Understanding Russian Troop Strength in Ukraine




SEARCH PROJECTS

0o Text ooc TeXT ooc Text ooc TexT
B ® ®con Separat.. CF) o6pn ® sracia24a @ gon OTACNBLH. [® SAVE SEARCH

OVERVIEW DOCUMENTS [13] INSIGHTS GPT BETA + DEEP SEARCH  ; DOWNLOAD

Sort By:

Refine < Date

Timeframe

~ From

~To
2023-12-14 05:00 AM

Tags [0]

@ 'svrus
AW Russian Offensive
Campaign Assessment, .

2023-1-15 08:18 2
Written in English

@ vrcom

113326102 - New Post

2023-114 13:52 2
Written in Russian

UKR.WARSPOTTING.NET
Search - Russia -
WarSpotting —...

2023-04-28 4132
Written in English

@ viscoro.com

= @ . -113326102 - New Post o e~

VK.COM

2023-1-14 13:52 2

ENGLISH RUSSIAN seArcHED TERMS < 0/1 >

=Hawn BOVHLI NPOAC/IXAIOT HAHOCUTEL YAAPI MO BPary, B3pbIBas ero TaHKN
6pOHETEXHVIKY M YHUUTOXas ero CKONNeHUs MUHOMETHLIMI CHapSAAMA.

~OKKYNaHTI GyAYT MPOAO/IXATE MOABEPraTLCA HALLM YAGPaM Ha KaXAOM Wary. utea
npojonxaercs.

4 XepcoHckas 06nacTh, Bpaxeckuii 6eper Axenpa

ApTunnepus NPOTUBHUKA ABNSETCA OAHUM U3 OCHOBHLIM CPEACTBOM NOPaXeHUs
HaLUMX NO3VLWA.

Houblo B pamkax KOHTp6aTapeiiHoi 60pb6bl yHUUTOXEHO opyave BCY.
Mocne AByX NonaaaHuii 3aropencs BK GUKCUPOBANNCL BTOPUUHBIE AETOHALMN.

"ABa maiiopa"

No Data Available Pa6ota passeaunkos [FXIT) no XMBO Cunie NPOTMBHYIKA B 1ECONONOCAX CeBepHee

3aropHoe. Ha nepBbIX cekyHAaX X/IONUMK NPUCEN CNPaBUTL HyXAY, HO He ycnen.
Aansue yxe orpe6ana HecnelwHas rpynna 3sakyauum.
Wror pa6oTtel: 4-200, 7-300

| @ iswresearch.org 2022-11-08 15:33 2
Written In English

+ SHOW MORE

Figure 2 — An Insights search for the whereabouts of the Russian 69th Separate Covering Brigade, which prior to the
Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine was a strictly defensive brigade on the Chinese border. Babel Street Insights enabled
ISW to discover that this niche — and not particularly combat effective — brigade was operating in eastern Ukraine,

demonstrating the extent to which Russia tapped all its conventional units to deploy to Ukraine.

The Impact

This ORBAT became one of ISW’s most quoted reports in late 2023 and 2024. The promotional
post was retweeted on X 7,700 times, received 19,000 likes, 725 comments, and 3.5 million total
views. On Facebook the report received over 400 likes, 139 comments, and 285 shares. The ISW
team shared this assessment and maps on various TV broadcasts and podcasts. For example,
Stepanenko shared this report on BBC World News and European Resilience Center podcast.

When asked what she found most useful about Babel Street Insights, Stepanenko responded that
she valued its ability to:

] Search for information published by local social media groups
] Remove duplicates from the search

] View deleted articles and comments

] Create recurrent and persistent searches for ORBAT data
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https://x.com/TheStudyofWar/status/1735366664764702978
https://www.facebook.com/InstitutefortheStudyofWar/posts/pfbid02NzrTF8yTTLo25o5r2uuxfQsta9zeDcS3FoW9dre8ykPDn6zPTEzrS9J7ZQEL6uCEl
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IL_KgWvkUsI

Stepanenko said that Babel Street Insights “saved her hours of searching across different search
engines in Russian, Ukrainian, and English” and enabled her to “discover new information about the
Russian ORBAT.”

ISW continues to use Insights for its ongoing monitoring and analysis of the conflict. Insights’ persistent
search capabilities enable ISW to keep collecting relevant intelligence that is used by government
officials, mainstream media, and the public.

Babel Street is the trusted technology partner for the world’s most advanced identity intelligence and risk
operations. The Babel Street Insights platform delivers advanced Al and data analytics solutions to close the
Risk-Confidence Gap.

Babel Street provides unmatched, analysis-ready data regardless of language, proactive risk identification,
360-degree insights, high-speed automation, and seamless integration into existing systems. We empower
government and commercial organizations to transform high-stakes identity and risk operations into a
strategic advantage.

Learn more at babelstreet.com
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