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Russian Assault Groups’ Evolution in Ukraine

Russia’s approach to war in its so-called “Special Military Operation” in Ukraine has evolved over 
the past 21 months, suggesting ways in which U.S. Army OPFOR training can evolve to match. Russian 
forces have faced several organizational and doctrinal limitations since the initial invasion in February 
2022. The initial phases of the invasion were characterized by the employment of the Battalion Tactical 
Group (BTG), a fully mounted combined arms unit centered around the Russian motor rifle or tank 
battalion (see Figure 1). However, it became apparent that the BTG had several structural limitations 
that hindered Russia’s operational success, primarily in sustainment and combined arms integration. 
Maintenance and logistical problems, paired with the lack of sufficient infantry to screen the armored 
backbone of these units, hampered BTG mobility in complex terrain. As a result, a Ukrainian resistance 
of light infantry armed with sophisticated antiarmor systems stymied Russia’s rapid advance into key 
Ukrainian population centers.

The BTG structure was an attempt to optimize 
the Russian Army for the asymmetric warfare 
that the Soviet Army had experienced in 
Afghanistan and the Russian Army had 
experienced in both the Russo-Chechen and 
Georgian campaigns. The Russian General 
Staff reorganized the primary unit of action 
around the Motor Rifle Battalion. These units 
were mounted either on Tracked Infantry 
Fighting Vehicles (IFVs) or wheeled Armored 
Personnel Carriers (APCs) augmented by 
permanently attached artillery, antitank, air 
defense, and sustainment forces. Experience 
in the early phases of Russia’s campaign in 
Ukraine proved that these forces were not 
sufficiently equipped to meet the demands 
of large-scale combat operations.Figure 1: BTG Structure and Background
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The Storm-Z structure is an attempt to address 
difficulties experienced by the Russian Army 
during offensive operations in Ukraine. These 
units, in both form and function, mirror 
the assault engineer battalions used by 
the Soviet Army during WWII. The assault 
battalion is a battalion in name only, lacking 
staff and enablers such as sustainment and 
communications found in the Russian Motor 
Rifle Battalion or modular BTG. These units 
are organized around the 10-man capture 
team. Capture teams are supported by fires 
and armor organic to the assault company. 
In both Bakhmut and Advika, assault units 
have supported platoon- or company-sized 
advances of better trained and equipped 
Russian troops.

Russia entered the conflict mistakenly believing that the BTG would enable Russia to achieve its 
objectives in Ukraine. At the outset, the Russian Ground Forces deployed approximately 120 BTGs to 
Ukraine. As the conflict unfolded, BTGs failed to generate sufficient combat power to defeat Ukrainian 
Army formations, especially in the heavily fortified Donbas region. The period between the 2015 MINSK 
II ceasefire and the 2022 full-scale Russian invasion allowed the Ukrainian Armed Forces to establish well 
connected field fortifications leveraging the complex terrain of the Donbas. Terrain, Ukrainian defensive 
positions, and determined Ukrainian defenders limited the ability of BTGs to advance into western 
Donetsk Oblast.

To combat the arrested momentum of its advance, Russia deployed an infantry-centric formation 
known as “assault groups” in February 2023 and “Storm-Z” (Шторм-Z) Detachments in April 2023. 
These units were heavily influenced by private military company (PMC) Wagner Group’s use of similar 
organizations. Wagner’s units, composed of recruited prisoners, were used to capture Bakhmut and were 
designed to be employed as assault infantry to support more professional and experienced forces. While 
Wagner suffered many casualties during the capture of Bakhmut, the success of the model motivated 
Russian commanders to rethink the structure of their tactical assault infantry units. By February 2023, 
Ukrainian soldiers published documents on social media describing Russian Assault Detachments as a 
shift in Russian tactical force structure to enhance flexibility. The employment of Russian forces shifted 
from an emphasis on mechanized forces to dismounted infantry. These detachments are supported 
by fewer IFVs or APCs, and dedicated short-range fires elements including mortars, automatic grenade 
launchers, and older towed artillery systems like the D-30 howitzer.

 Assault Detachments integrated the lessons learned by Wagner into the Russian Ground Forces at 
the tactical level. They are organized into dismounted infantry platoons of 12-15 soldiers, supported by 

Figure 2: Storm-Z Battalion Structure and Background
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Figure 3: Map of contested locations in Eastern Ukraine

armored vehicles on the flank and dedicated fire support (see Figure 2). In these formations, prisoners 
serve as “disposable infantry” used to identify Ukrainian defensive positions, allowing more capable 
forces to engage key weapons systems or defended positions.[i] Typically, two platoons form an assault 
company, making the unit of action smaller than a BTG while allowing commanders more tactical flexibility.

The Assault Detachment concept has been further standardized among 1st Army Corps’ (former 
Donetsk Peoples Republic) 8th Combined Arms Army as “Storm-Z” detachments. Like Wagner’s approach, 
these Assault Platoons are manned by convicts recruited from Russian prisons. They are “independent, 
joint, tactical, combined arms” detachments optimized for capturing key terrain, fortifications, buildings, 
or other tactical objectives.[i] Storm-Z units are organized in battalions and companies, mirroring the 
structure of Assault Detachments. However, these organizations are battalions and companies in name 
only given their small platoons and lack of sustainment enablers (see Figure 2). Storm-Z battalions consist 
of three companies of approximately 100 personnel each, organized into four 10-person capture squads, 
four 10-person fire support squads, an eight-person reconnaissance squad, a five-person engineer squad, 
a three-person medivac squad, a two-person command element, and a two-person UAV section.

Storm-Z battalions appear to be attached to a supported Russian Army brigade headquarters, but 
the command-and-control (C2) relationship is unclear. Storm-Z actions in Advika (see figure 3) indicate 
that the capture of a Ukrainian position is followed by further incremental gains by regular maneuver 
elements. C2 is enabled by maps with coded annotations depicting buildings, streets, and objectives. 
The supported formation likely produces or assists the creation of target reference maps, enhancing 
coordination, oversight, and exploitation of the conditions set by Storm-Z units.
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Storm-Z units have experienced mixed results while on offense and as a defensive formation in the 
face of the Ukrainian counteroffensive. While the use of Assault Detachments greatly assisted Wagner’s 
capture of Bakhmut, it also resulted in a significant number of Russian casualties. Social media and 
Western interviews with prisoners of war indicate that Storm-Z units are undermanned, have poor morale, 
and use defective weapons and equipment. Many surrender to Ukrainian forces or produce plea videos 
requesting assistance from Russia’s Defense Ministry and political leaders.[i][ii]

Adoption of the technique by regular Russian Ground Forces indicates that the use of disposable 
Storm-Z and Assault Detachment forces will remain a part of the Russia-Ukraine conflict. However, for 
this technique to be successful, the next echelon of follow-on forces must be capable of exploiting the 
weaknesses created or identified by the Assault Detachments to penetrate Ukrainian defensive positions. 
In Ukraine, it is unclear whether the Russian Army can gain enough mass to accomplish this in the face 
of logistics challenges and personnel and equipment losses.

TRAINING IMPLICATIONS

The U.S. Army OPFOR can employ the Storm-Z concept to create dilemmas for rotational training 
units during live, virtual, and constructed training at all levels. Specifically, the use of multiple types 
of infantries, with different degrees of equipment, training, tactics, motivation, and morale presents 
challenges to U.S. Army units as it adds more complexity to enemy courses of action and requires planners 
to consider the various roles of OPFOR infantry. In-depth understanding of enemy equipment and tactics 
will help frontline Soldiers and intelligence units identify the type of OPFOR infantry they face, which will 
subsequently drive more nuanced intelligence assessments that assist commanders in making better 
operational and tactical decisions.
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