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The Centre for Information Resilience’s Eyes on Russia (EoR) is an open-source investigations

project to map, document and verify significant incidents during the conflict in Ukraine.

Our aim is to provide reliable information on the conflict through verified open-source evidence.

The lead resource of the Eyes on Russia project is the Russia-Ukraine Monitor Map.

This investigation is a result of that work. The verification seen in this report will be logged in a
central database where the material is archived for future use by researchers, reporters as well

as justice and accountability bodies.
PLEASE NOTE:
This report contains descriptions of graphic imagery / violence which some readers may find

distressing. Additionally, where graphic footage has been verified by EoR investigators it is

linked in the footnotes with the explicit warning of “graphic footage.”
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1. Executive Summary

From active measures to false flag operations, the Kremlin has a well-established track
record of fabricating intelligence to achieve its geopolitical goals®. This has continued, if

not increased, during Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine.

On 30 June, Russia retreated from Snake Island, a critical Black Sea outpost and one of
the main symbols of Ukrainian defiance. Russia issued a litany of claims around its
retreat. This investigation by the Centre for Information Resilience’s Eyes on Russia
(EoR) project provides evidence that debunks the claims used by the Russian Ministry of
Defence (MOD) to justify the withdrawal:

e Claim 1: The withdrawal was an act of goodwill;

e Claim 2: Russian forces fulfilled their objectives on the island and were ready to
leave;

e Claim 3: Russia doesn’t want to interfere with the United Nations’ mission of

organising humanitarian corridors to export grain from Ukraine.

We uncover how Russia has manipulated the information environment in order to avoid
the humiliation of losing Snake Island, a territory of geostrategic and symbolic importance,

and to place blame on Ukraine and the West for the global food crisis.

Chronological analysis of Ukraine’s targeting of Russian military positions on the island
and their resupply routes indicates that Ukraine’s steady pressure was the likely main

trigger of their withdrawal.

After the start of the withdrawal by Russian forces, several official sources [Ukrainian and

Russian] stated that Russia continued targeting the island. This supports the idea that

! Dylan and Maguire (2 August 2022) Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00396338.2022.2103257
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Russia had not given up militarily, contradicting claims made by the Russian MOD.

Furthermore, although Russia claims it does not want to disrupt the export of grain from

Ukraine, visual evidence analysed during this investigation suggests otherwise.
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2. Context around Snake Island

Snake Island, also known as Serpent Island or Zmiinyi Island (ocTpie 3MmiiHwit), is an
island within Ukraine's Odessa Oblast, in the South West of the country. It is located in
the Black Sea, 35 kilometres from the coast of Ukraine and 45 kilometres from Romania.

The speck of land has an important role in delimiting Ukrainian territorial waters.?

On 24 February, the first day of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, two Russian naval
warships attacked Snake Island,® ultimately leading to Russian forces taking control of

the island. It remained occupied for 126 days.
Russia announces its withdrawal from Snake Island
On the morning of 30 June, the People’s Deputy of Ukraine (Member of Parliament),

Onekcin oHyapeHko (Oleksiy Honcharenko), announced Russia’s withdrawal from

Snake Island on his Telegram channel.

FOHYAPEHKO & -
OPKW NOKMHYNK OCTPiB 3MiiHKA. (iHdopmauio

YTOUHIOW)

t.mefoleksiihoncharenko/ 22048

Figure 1: Honcharenko’s Telegram post announcing Russia’s withdrawal from Snake Island on
30 June 2022 at 08:19 AM (GMT) [Translation: “The orcs have left Snake Island (I'm checking the

information)”].*

2 International Court of Justice (3 February 2009). Available at: http://www.worldlii.org/int/cases/ICJ/2009/3.html
3 Ministry of Internal Affairs of Ukraine (24 February 2022). Available at: https://t.me/mvs_ukraine/8798
4 Oleksiy Honcharenko (30 June 2022). Available at: https://t.me/oleksiihoncharenko/22048
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Wropb KoHaweHkoB (lgor Konashenkov), the spokesperson for the MOD of the Russian

Federation, confirmed this a few hours later with an official statement released on the
MOD website.>

In the statement, Konashenkov not only stated that Russian troops had withdrawn
voluntarily but also claimed it was a gesture of goodwill to enable humanitarian corridors
for grain export. This message was quickly amplified by Kremlin-affiliated® and pro-
Kremlin media’ in another attempt to boost support among Russian-speaking audiences

and back the Kremlin’s actions in the war.

However, our investigation provides evidence that the following claims from the

Russian MOD were highly unlikely:

e Claim 1: The withdrawal was an act of goodwill;

e Claim 2: Russian forces fulfilled their objectives on the island and were ready to
leave;

e Claim 3: Russia doesn’t want to interfere with the UN’s mission of organising

humanitarian corridors to export grain from Ukraine.

5 Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation (30 June 2022). Available at:
https://function.mil.ru/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12427354@egNews

5 Ria Novosti (30 June 2022). Available at: https:/ria.ru/20220630/zmeinyy-1799211082.html

" RosBuzinesConsulting (30 June 2022). Available at: https://www.rbc.ru/politics/30/06/2022/62bd6fa39a794778c6ede3f3
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Figure 2: Report by the Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation on the progress of the
special military operation on the territory of Ukraine published on 30 June 2022 (11:30 GMT+3).8

By using the UK’s RESIST framework® to debunk these three claims, this report uncovers
how Russia has manipulated the information environment in order to avoid the humiliation
of losing Snake Island, a territory of great geostrategic and symbolic relevance, and to

place blame on Ukraine and the West for the global food crisis.

8Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation (30 June 2022). Available at:
https://z.mil.ru/spec_mil_oper/brief/briefings/more.htm?id=12427354@egNews
9 Government Communications Service (4 November 2021). Available at: https://3x7ip91ron4ju9ehf2ungrml-wpengine.netdna-

ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/RESIST-2-counter-disinformation-toolkit. pdf
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3. Debunking the Kremlin’s disinformation

Debunking Claim 1: Why Russia’s retreat was not an act of goodwill

The Russian description of the events that took place on 30 June was rapidly challenged
by Western governments,'? academia,* and digital investigators.'? Indeed, open-source

evidence indicates this was not a “goodwill withdrawal”:

e Firstly, satellite imagery shows significant destruction caused by heavy shelling of
Snake Island by Ukrainian forces on the day of the withdrawal.

e Secondly, chronological analysis of Ukraine’s targeting of Russian military
positions on the island and their resupply routes indicates Ukraine’s steady

pressure was the likely main trigger of their withdrawal.

Ukraine’s military efforts to retake the island were not mentioned in the statement
released by the Russian MOD. However, the destruction of Snake Island, captured by
satellite imagery between the 29 and 30 June, as Russian forces were pulling out,

matches claims that Ukrainian forces targeted Russian positions on the territory.*3

10 Us Department of Defence (1 July 2022). Available at: https://www.defense.gov/News/News-
Stories/Article/Article/3082115/russians-retreat-from-snake-island-says-dod-official/

1Samuel Ramani (1 July 2022). Available at: https://twitter.com/SamRamani2/status/1542984634367184900
12 Benjamin Strick (30 June 2022). Available at:
https://twitter.com/BenDoBrown/status/1542543883434971141?s=20&t=e2jFauHZ205glg5k0kFnBw
130perational Command South of the Ukrainian Armed Forces (30 June 2022). Available at:
https://www.facebook.com/528312067340051/posts/2092681134236462
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Figure 3. Satellite imagery obtained between 29 June [left] and 30 June [right] shows the
destruction of Snake Island during Russia’s withdrawal. Courtesy of @Planet.

Figure 4: Key areas targeted around 30 June, the date at which Russian forces started
withdrawing from the Island. Courtesy of @Planet.

Ukraine had consistently targeted Russian forces on and around Snake Island between
April and July, which reinforces the standpoint that the withdrawal was caused by

Ukraine’s steady pressure on Russian positions:
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30 April ————¢@

Ukrainian Bayraktar TB-2 UCAV strike targeted
a Russian ZU-23-2 autocannon position as well
as a Strela-10 SAM system on the Island.

3 May ———@
Ukrainian TB-2 UCAV targeted Russian position
on Snake Island.

6 May
Ukrainian TB-2 UCAV targeted Russian
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®

® —— 2 May

two Russian
Island,

Ukrainian TB-2 UCAV struck
Raptor fast-attack craft near Snake

furthermore targeting military positions on the
Island.

position | 7 Ma
on Snake Island. y

17 June —@

Ukrainian forces targeted the Russian Project
22870 Rescue Tug Vasily Bekh (SB-739) with 2
anti-ship cruise missiles as it was transporting
supplies to Snake Island.

Drone strike targeted a Russian boat
supplying the Island.

@ —— 8 May

Ukrainian TB-2 UCAV hit a Russian Mi-8 as
troops were unloading, aftermath footage
showed the complete destruction of the
helicopter. Footage later shared on social media
shows Russia continued to send reinforcements

to the Island.

@ —— 27 June

Ukrainian forces destroyed a Pantsir-S1 after
conducting ten precision strikes on the Island.
This video was also shared on Twitter by
Ukrainian MOD on 30 June.

@ ——— 1July

Ukrainian MOD videos claimed to have
destroyed the remaining Russian infrastructure
on the island.

1
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Figure 5 (above): Timeline showing Ukraine’s military efforts to retake the island on 30
April,** 2 May,'® 3 May,' 6 May,'” 7 May,'® 8 May,'® 17 June,?°, 27 June,?! and 1 July.??

User-generated content found on social media verifies that Russian forces had a self-
propelled, anti-aircraft ‘Pantsir-S1’ stationed on the Snake Island, but it was ineffective in
defending the territory.?®

SHULLEHO: 3PK Nanuwp C-1 1a PNC

Figure 6: Screenshot of drone footage showing Ukrainian forces destroying a Pantsir-S1

air defence system on 30 June.?*

14Ukraine Weapons Tracker (2 May 2022). Available at: https://twitter.com/UAWeapons/status/1521228670878298114

15 General Staff of the Armed Forces of Ukraine (2 May 2022). Available at:
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1120761558490513;

Ministry of Defence of Ukraine (3 May 2022). Available at: https://twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1521383598456201216

16 Operational Command South (3 May 2022). Available at: https://youtu.be/-mSaDyKGsgl

17 Operational Command South (6 May 2022). Available at: https://youtu.be/PkClitZzI3g

18 Operational Command South (7 May 2022). Available at: https://youtu.be/Dv_gQA6022U

19 Operational Command South (8 May 2022). Available at: https://youtu.be/IRsFxsfmAYc

OSINTtechnical (22 July 2022). Available at:
https://twitter.com/Osinttechnical/status/1550589487079636992?s=20&t=vfzA8T4sfb7HD6dPwuJ2jg; Helicopterpilot (27 July 2022)
Available at: https://t. me/MilHeliPilot/33

20 The New Voice of Ukraine (29 July 2022). Available at: https://twitter.com/NewVoiceUkraine/status/1542117840462946306
2 Ministry of Defence of Ukraine (30 June 2022). Available at: https:/twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1542460790619389953

2 Ministry of Defence of Ukraine (2 July 2022). Available at:
https://twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1543261459391676417?s=20&t=1tYV2YOmpLrZgeM7zBApQA

2 Helicopterpilot (28 July 2022) Available at:https://t. me/MilHeliPilot/43

2 Ministry of Defence of Ukraine (30 June 2022). Available at: https:/twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1542460790619389953

www.info-res.org Centre for Information Resilience 11


http://www.info-res.org/
https://twitter.com/UAWeapons/status/1521228670878298114
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1120761558490513
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1120761558490513
https://twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1521383598456201216
https://youtu.be/-mSaDyKGsgI
https://youtu.be/PkClitZzl3g
https://youtu.be/Dv_gQA6o22U
https://youtu.be/lRsFxsfmAYc
https://twitter.com/Osinttechnical/status/1550589487079636992?s=20&t=vfzA8T4sfb7HD6dPwuJ2jg
https://t.me/MilHeliPilot/33
https://twitter.com/NewVoiceUkraine/status/1542117840462946306
https://twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1542460790619389953
https://twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1543261459391676417?s=20&t=ItYV2YOmpLrZqeM7zBApQA
https://t.me/MilHeliPilot/43
https://twitter.com/DefenceU/status/1542460790619389953

@Centrefor
Information
Resilience
Chronological analysis of Ukraine’s targeting of Russian military positions on the island

and their resupply routes indicates that Ukraine’s steady pressure was the likely main

trigger of their withdrawal.

Debunking Claim 2: Russia’s actions before and after the withdrawal indicate they
had not fulfilled their objectives by 30 June.

Three arguments support the notion that Russia had not fulfilled its objectives on the
island at the time of the retreat:

e Firstly, statements by Russia’s MOD during the week prior to 30 June.

e Secondly, actions by Russian forces after 30 June.

e Thirdly, the recognised geostrategic and symbolic importance of the island for

both Ukraine and Russia.
1. Statements prior to 30 June

Analysis of declarations made by official Russian government sources confirms that
Russia was by no means planning on surrendering the island. For example, on 23 June,
a week prior to leaving the island, the Ministry of Defence voiced its intentions to keep the

island under Russian control:

“On 20 June, at about 5 o'clock in the morning, the Kyiv regime made another crazy
attempt to take possession of Zmiinyi Island. It would seem that the loss of elite fighters
during the previous attempt should have made it clear to the Ukrainian military leaders

that this island will remain under our control. However, that disastrous landing on

Zmiinyi taught them nothing.”?®

% Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation (23 June 2022). Available at: https://ric.mil.ru/Novosti/item/415985/
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This was reiterated during a morning briefing on 26 June when Konashenkov indicated

Russia was actively defending the island while speaking about another allegedly

“unsuccessful landing attempt” by Ukrainian forces.?®
2. Actions after the 30 June

After the start of the withdrawal from the island by Russian forces, several official sources
[Ukrainian and Russian] stated that Russia continued targeting the island, in order to deter
Ukrainian forces from using the island after Russia's withdrawal. This supports the idea
that Russia had not given up and contradicts the statement made by Konashenkov, which
claimed that Russia had “completed their assigned tasks on Zmeiny Island”. The following

actions lend further support to this view:

e 1 July: According to the commander-in-chief of the Ukrainian army, Banepin
3anyxHun (Valeriy Zaluzhnyi), two Russian Su-30 fighter jets allegedly dropped
phosphorus bombs on the island. This claim was accompanied by footage showing
a jet dropping several bombs on and around Snake Island.?’

e 7 July: Russian Defence Ministry spokesman lgor Konashenkov, in a daily news
briefing, claimed Russian forces had targeted the island again, stating: "At about
5 a.m., several Ukrainian servicemen landed on the island from a motor boat and
took pictures with the flag. An aircraft of the Russian Aerospace Forces
immediately launched a strike with high-precision missiles on Snake Island, killing
some of the Ukrainian troops."?8

e 13 July: The British Ministry of Defence?® and Ukrainian sources® said that

Russian fighter jets were still attempting to hit the island.

2% |gor Konashenkov (26 June 2022). Translated by EoR investigators. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sgjs_AnhLv0&ab_ channel=DjukiSan

ZICommander in Chief of the Ukrainian Armed Forces (1 July 2022). Available at: https://t. ne/CinCAFU/156

28 Djuki San (7 July 2022). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wm6R1W6FlaU&ab_channel=DjukiSan
BUK Ministry of Defence (15 July 2022). Available at:
https://twitter.com/DefenceHQ/status/1547820036680650753?s=20&t=T5IIURNY30colq3xBkyZ-A

30Kyiv Independent (14 July 2022). Available at: https://twitter.com/Kyivindependent/status/1547442134361554944
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3. The geostrategic and symbolic value of Snake Island

Domination of the Black Sea region is a geostrategic imperative for Moscow.3! Snake
Island plays a significant role in controlling the Northwestern Black Sea, Ukrainian coastal
cities and shipping routes that form an important part of the global grain supply chain.
Additionally, it is around 45 kilometres off the coast of Romania, which is a NATO

member.

The retreat was not only a military victory but also a morale booster for Ukrainian forces.
The island was the stage for one of the most famous symbolic events during the invasion
so far. On 24 February, when the Russian flagship cruiser Moskva began the assault, a
small detachment of thirteen Ukrainian border guards was told to surrender. However,
instead of surrendering, the soldiers radioed back, “Russian warship, go fuck yourself!”.3?
This event, which resulted in the death of all thirteen Ukrainians, transformed Snake

Island into one of the earliest symbols of Ukrainian defiance during the invasion.

With the recovery of the island, another symbol emerged: a Ukrainian cat that allegedly

survived the Russian occupation and constant bombings.33

31 Paul Stronski (20 May 2021). Available at: https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/05/20/what-is-russia-doing-in-black-sea-pub-
84549

32Cash Power (27 February 2022). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_1J65DWUIns&ab_channel=CrashPower

33 NEXTA (23 July 2022). Available at:
https://twitter.com/nexta_tv/status/1550832265680363526?s=20&t=vizA8T4sfb7HD6dPwuJ2jg;

lllia Ponomarenko (22 July 2022). Available at: https://twitter.com/IAPonomarenko/status/1550568366322196480
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Figure 7: Products branded with both events occurred in Snake Island, selling on Amazon.3*

Prior to leaving the island, the Russian Ministry of Defence voiced its intentions to keep
the island under Russian control, after the start of the withdrawal, Russia continued
targeting the island. This supports the idea that Russia had not given up on the Island
and contradicts claims made by the Russian MOD.

Debunking Claim 3 - Although Russia claims it does not want to disrupt the export

of grain from Ukraine, visual evidence suggests otherwise

Snake Island has not been the first or only instance where Russia has been accused of

disrupting grain exports.

e Russian airstrikes on Ukrainian farms have set grain fields on fire.3® Russian
airstrikes on Ukrainian farms have set grain fields on fire. This has been widely

reported on by the international community, and analysts have claimed the

34 Indigo Press (24 August 2022). Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/Ukrainian-Cat-Notebook-Evening-
Independence/dp/BOBBY1PS5X/ref=sr_1_3?crid=1CLOHIQLT6ITW&keywords=russian+warship+cat&qid=1662336356&sprefix=ru
ssian+warship+cat%2Caps%2C73&sr=8-3;

Crazy Dog Tshirts (2022). Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/Crazy-Dog-Tshirts-Yourself-

Ukrainian/dp/BO9TRY9XY7/ref=sr_1 11?crid=2X3XGZ3CXM9INA&keywords=russian+warship+tshirt&qid=1662336484&sprefix=rus
sian+warship+tshirt%2Caps%2C56&sr=8-11

35 Dalton Bennett (20 July 2022). Available at:
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/07/19/ukraine-farmers-grain-russia-airstrikes/;
Evgeniy Maloletka (30 July 2022). Available at: https:/twitter.com/olgatokariuk/status/1553313437865984000
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https://www.amazon.co.uk/Crazy-Dog-Tshirts-Yourself-Ukrainian/dp/B09TRY9XY7/ref=sr_1_11?crid=2X3XGZ3CXM9NA&keywords=russian+warship+tshirt&qid=1662336484&sprefix=russian+warship+tshirt%2Caps%2C56&sr=8-11
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Crazy-Dog-Tshirts-Yourself-Ukrainian/dp/B09TRY9XY7/ref=sr_1_11?crid=2X3XGZ3CXM9NA&keywords=russian+warship+tshirt&qid=1662336484&sprefix=russian+warship+tshirt%2Caps%2C56&sr=8-11
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/07/19/ukraine-farmers-grain-russia-airstrikes/
https://twitter.com/olgatokariuk/status/1553313437865984000
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consequences were deliberate.®® EoR investigators have verified a significant

amount of damage to agricultural facilities and land.

e 6 June: Russia launched a missile strike on the Nika-Tera private port and a grain
terminal in Mykolaiv, Ukraine. This led to the complete destruction of two hangars,
and damage of two more. This activity, according to Josep Borrell, the European

Union's Foreign Affairs High Representative, is “contributing to the global food

crisis.”®’

Figure 7: Satellite imagery shows the grain terminal before [left] and after [right] it was
struck by a Russian missile. Courtesy of @Planet.

e 11 June: TASS, a major Russian state-owned news agency, released footage
showing Russian forces transporting grain from areas inside Ukraine. The footage,
geolocated by EoR investigators, was filmed in Starobilsk, Luhansk Oblast, a city
that was occupied after the start of the Russian invasion. This indicates that the
grain was produced by Ukrainian farmers and taken by Russian forces after they
had taken control of the Area.38

3 Gulliver Cragg (20 July 2022). Available at: https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20220720-they-re-burning-our-crops-on-
purpose-ukraine-says-russia-deliberately-torching-grain-fields

37 Josep Borrell Fontelles (6 June 2022). Available at: https:/twitter.com/JosepBorrellF/status/1533870695586971648

38 TACC (11 June 2022). Available at: https://www.m24.ru/videos/ehkonomika/11062022/470775

www.info-res.org Centre for Information Resilience 16


http://www.info-res.org/
https://twitter.com/planet
https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20220720-they-re-burning-our-crops-on-purpose-ukraine-says-russia-deliberately-torching-grain-fields
https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20220720-they-re-burning-our-crops-on-purpose-ukraine-says-russia-deliberately-torching-grain-fields
https://twitter.com/JosepBorrellF/status/1533870695586971648
https://www.m24.ru/videos/ehkonomika/11062022/470775

@ Centre fc_»r
Information
Resilience
e 24 July: A day after Ukraine and Russia struck a deal regarding the export of grain,

the Black Sea port of Odessa, crucial for grain exports, was struck by a Russian

missile strike. This put the deal made the day prior in danger of collapsing.®®

39 Agence France Presse (24 July 2022). Available at: https://www.barrons.com/news/russian-strike-on-odessa-port-hit-ukrainian-
military-infrastructure-moscow-01658649306?refsec=topics_afp-news
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4. Conclusion

Although Russia claimed the retreat from Snake Island was a “gesture of goodwill”,
statements made by Russian officials prior to the retreat as well as continued Russian
targeting of the Island after its retreat suggest the Russian forces were forced to abandon

the Island.

Russian forces’ retreat was likely due to the continued targeting of the island by Ukrainian
forces, as backed up by open source evidence, leading to a symbolic as well as a military
win for Ukraine. Furthermore, although Russia claims it does not want to disrupt the export
of grain from Ukraine, visual evidence indicates targeted strikes on grain facilities,

jeopardising the deal with Ukraine regarding the export of grain.

The Kremlin’s disinformation playbook aims to distort audiences' perceptions about the
war. Using continuous manipulation of evidence and denial of facts, Russia tries to deflect
responsibility for the consequences of the war, such as the global food crisis, and avoid

the humiliation of losing key territories such as Snake Island.

As Russia loses positions due to the counteroffensive in the northeast of Ukraine, CIR
expects this trend to increase, which makes monitoring of claims by Russian officials and

OSINT investigations vital tools in exposing the truth around the invasion of Ukraine.
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