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No Mercy For Their Own: 
Evidence of Russia’s Airstrike on the 
Boarding School in Sudzha
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During armed conflicts, civilians do not necessar-
ily suffer exclusively at the hands of the enemy. 
Sometimes, parties to the conflict may strike their 
own citizens and their own territory, particularly 
in a targeted manner. For instance, in early De-
cember 2024, warplanes belonging to Russia and 
to the Syrian dictator Bashar Assad attacked1 a 
densely populated area of the city of Idlib and the 
hospital in Aleppo,2 over which Syrian rebels had 
gained control. At the time, the dictator claimed 
they were only attacking combatant positions; 
however, there were dozens of civilians among 
the victims. In March 2025, the army of Sudan, 
with its ongoing civil war, attacked3 a market in 
the state of North Darfur from the air, killing thou-
sands of civilians. 

Under international law, such attacks constitute 
war crimes, regardless of whose territory they 
were committed on and whether the strikers’ own 
population came under the attack. In some in-
ternational treaties, protection is dependent on 
nationality, such as in Geneva Convention IV.4 
However, other sources of international law, such 
as Additional Protocol I (AP I), do not link protec-
tion to citizenship and extend it to all non-com-
batants.5 In addition, the International Committee 
of the Red Cross points out that the main issue 
in the protection of civilians is their non-combat-
ant status rather than their citizenship.6 Thus, 
international humanitarian law (hereinafter IHL) 
protects all civilians from intentional or indiscrim-
inate attacks regardless of citizenship.

The shelling of the boarding school in Sudzha 
on February 1, 2025, was also likely a war crime. 
At the time, both the building and the city were 
under the control of the Armed Forces of Ukraine. 
The press officer of the Sudzha commandant’s 
office made a statement7 on February 1, 2025, at 
19:16, the strike on the building was carried out by 
a Russian Su-34 aircraft, which dropped an aerial 
bomb on the boarding school. However, Russia 
blamed the strike on Ukraine, alleging that it was 
the Defense Forces of Ukraine that struck the 
building with HIMARS ballistic missiles.

Truth Hounds conducted their own investiga-
tion and concluded that the boarding school was 
indeed attacked by a Russian Su-34 plane. In-
vestigators identified five potential airfields from 

which it may have struck. In addition, the advance 
airfield8 played a major role in the attack. 

NB: In March 2025, Russia regained control of Sudzha. This 
makes it impossible to analyze the situation on the ground, 
inspect the impact site, and interview potential witnesses 
of the strike. Thus, open data remains the only source of 
information about the circumstances of the strike.

Occupation of Sudzha 
under International 
Law

The capture of foreign territories alongside the 
liberation of one’s own is an integral part of armed 
conflicts, even for countries defending them-
selves. Sometimes such operations are carried 
out to create buffer zones or draw enemy forces 
away from another direction. This was the case 
with the Golan Heights in Syria. They were cap-
tured by Israel in 1967 during the Six-Day War 
to protect the border from shelling and monitor 
the Syrian territory. This was also the case on 
August 6, 2024, when Ukraine started advancing 
against the Kursk Oblast of Russia. In March 2025, 
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy recognized9 that 
due to the Kursk operation, Russia was forced 
to withdraw troops from Pokrovsk, Kharkiv, and 
Sumy combat directions. Commander-in-Chief 
Oleksandr Syrskyi said directly that the Kursk 
operation allowed for the creation of a buffer zone 
on the Russian territory.10

The international legal definition of the concept 
of occupation is provided in the Regulations to 
the Hague Convention of 1907: 

“Territory is considered occupied when it is 
actually placed under the authority of the 
hostile army. The occupation extends only to 
the territory where such aut established and 
can be exercised.”11 

[8] Advance airfield, or forward airfield, is an interim airfield used for refueling 
and re-arming air units as part of long-ranging or forward operations. Their 
main function is to provide operational support for aircraft to perform tasks 
as close as possible to the combat zone.
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This definition of occupation applies to the city 
of Sudzha, which was effectively controlled by 
Ukraine from August 15, 2024, to March 12, 2025.

Ukraine’s operation on the territory of the Rus-
sian Federation and the occupation itself were 
also legal in terms of international law.12 They 
were conducted in the context of Ukraine’s right 
to self-defense, in compliance with all criteria of 
the legitimacy of self-defense, in particular, the 
principles of necessity and proportionality.13 Before 
the advance on the Kursk Oblast, both President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy14 and ISW analysts15 reported 
that the Russians had accumulated troops in the 
Sumy and Kharkiv directions. 

Simultaneously with the occupation of part of 
the Kursk Oblast, Ukraine established a military 
commandant’s office in Sudzha. It operated until 
Russia regained control of the city. The operation 
of the commandant’s office can be viewed as 
confirmation of the establishment of authority and 
ability to exercise it. Therefore, until the territory 
was recaptured by the Russian Federation, these 
territories of the Kursk Oblast were considered 
occupied by Ukraine.

According to the Hague Convention on the Laws 
and Customs of War on Land of 1907, the occu-
pying power (in this case, Ukraine) was required 
to ensure public order and security.16 Usually, this 
directly correlates with the establishment of an 
agency that would perform administrative func-
tions on the controlled territory. IHL does not pro-
vide clear requirements for the name, structure, 
or model of such an agency. However, this body 
must exist so that the state exercising effective 
control over the territory would not disregard its 
obligations under IHL. 

The occupying power is also obliged to provide the 
population with food and medicine. In particular, 
the occupying power must import them if there 
are not sufficient resources in the occupied ter-
ritory. In fulfillment of these obligations, Ukraine 
established a military commandant’s office in the 
city of Sudzha, which undertook administrative 
functions, in particular, «ensuring law and order, 
as well as guaranteeing local residents access 
to medical services and medicines, food, and 
humanitarian aid.”17 

Moreover, the wounded and sick, as well as 
people with disabilities and pregnant women, 
enjoy special protection and care. In particu-
lar, the occupation authorities must establish:

“safety zones and localities so organized as 
to protect from the effects of war, wounded, 
sick and aged persons, children under fifteen, 
expectant mothers and mothers of children 
under seven.”18

In Sudzha, this “safety zone” under GC IV19 was 
the boarding school at 7 Lenina Street. 

[12] Art. 51 of the UN Charter guarantees the inalienable right to self-defense 
in the event of an armed attack by another state.

[19] “Safety zones and localities,” generally of a permanent character, [are] 
established outside the combat zone in order to shelter certain categories 
of the civilian population, which, owing to their weakness, require special 
protection (children, old people, expectant mothers, etc.) from long-range 
weapons, especially aerial bombardment; See: 1958, to Art. 14, terminology “B.”
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What Function 
Did the Boarding 
School Serve in 
Occupation?
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The boarding school in Sudzha is a three-story 
Soviet-style building made of red brick, with a 
red roof and a large basement. Publicly available 
satellite images show that the boarding school is 
located in the central part of the city.20 Its loca-
tion has always been known to both the Russian 
and Ukrainian sides. The façade of the building 
also featured two large notes: “PEOPLE.”21 This 
further facilitates the identification and visibility 
of the building from satellites, drones, or other 
geospatial intelligence tools.

Based on the official page on the VK social net-
work, before the operation carried out by the 
Armed Forces of Ukraine, the boarding school 
was evidently used for its intended purpose. On 
May 24, 2024, children left for the scheduled vaca-
tion.22 Since the beginning of the hostilities in Au-
gust 2024, the school did not have a centralized 
power and water supply.23 Notably, the Defense 
Forces of Ukraine tried to provide the local popu-
lation with all the necessary means (water, food, 
gas, etc.),24 both on the territory of the boarding 
school and in the city of Sudzha in general. The 

school became a place for providing humanitar-
ian aid. Various people,25 including the elderly, 
people with disabilities, women with children, the 
sick,26 or those who had lost their homes due to 
hostilities or other circumstances,27 came to the 
school. Locals could receive medical assistance 
from a doctor or doctors,28 food, and shelter. It 
was the military who brought food, medicine, and 
doctors to the boarding school.29

Based on the numerous videos30 filmed directly in 
the boarding school, bedrooms were located on 
the first (ground) floor, and the left wing contained 
a large hall/dining room, a lobby with a generator 
and a heater, a kitchen, a food warehouse, and a 
medical facility. Sleeping accommodations were 
set up in the basement as well, and the hallway 
was used as firewood storage.31 

There were also Ukrainian military representing 
the commandant’s office and/or police officers 
in the building.32 They maintained public order 
around and inside the building. The military seen 
in photos and videos from Sudzha often wear arm-

A picture of the Sudzhan Boarding School (right) before the 
impact on 02/01/2025 and other identifying landmarks of the 
building (left and center).  
Source: PicsfromSpace, image date September 19, 2024 
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bands labeled “MP” (military police),33 VK (military 
commandant’s office, UA воєнна комендатура)34 
and patches of the military administration35 in 
Kursk Oblast.36 The opposing side may use this 
fact to legitimize an attack, but under IHL, during 
an armed conflict, it is necessary to distinguish 
between two categories of persons: combatants37 
and civilians. Within this distinction, there is no 
intermediate category, so a person is either a legit-
imate target or a civilian who cannot be attacked 
except when directly participating in hostilities.38

As a rule, the police have a civilian status, since 
their main function is maintaining internal order.39 
This provision was confirmed, among other things, 
in the decision of the Special Tribunal for Sierra 
Leone in Prosecutor v. Sesay.40 At the same time, 
this rule does not apply to the police integrated 
into the armed forces.41 According to the Ukrainian 
legislation, it is special police that are endowed 
with such a nature. During martial law, they can 
take direct part in hostilities and thus acquire the 
status of combatants.42  

Representatives of the National Police of Ukraine 
were known to have been present on the territory 
of the boarding school.43 The National Police is not 
part of and is not subordinate to the Armed Forces 
of Ukraine.44 This means that all representatives 
of the body, except for special police officers, 
have the status of civilians.45 Thus, among all 
persons who were in the boarding school, the only 
ones with the status of combatants were repre-
sentatives of the military commandant’s office 
or other individuals who had or may have had 
such contracts with the Armed Forces of Ukraine.

However, even theoretically, if combatants or civil-
ians participating in hostilities were present on the 
territory of the facility, this did not automatically 
make the facility a legitimate target.46 In general, 
a facility may be viewed as military only when two 
conditions are met simultaneously:

1.	 The nature, location, purpose, or use of the 
facility must make an effective contribution 
to military operations.47

2.	 Its destruction, capture, or disabling must 
provide a definite military advantage in 
the specific circumstances at the time of 
the attack.48

These two criteria are cumulative: if at least one 
of them is not met, the target is not considered 
military and, accordingly, falls under protection as 
civilian.49 After the strike on February 1, 2025, on 
the boarding school in Sudzha, the Russian side 
claimed that there was a Ukrainian headquarters 
operating in the building.50 This was presumably 
done to justify the attack carried out by Russia. 
However, there is no confirmed evidence for this 
claim. There are no indications that the building 
was used for combat operations: there is no infor-
mation about weapons storage, command posts, 
permanent military deployment, or other activities 
consistent with military use. Thus, the boarding 
school could not provide any clear military ad-
vantage, and its destruction was not caused by 
any real military necessity.

Locals themselves report that there were civilians 
living in the boarding school, while the Ukrainian 
military only delivered food, water, medication, 
and doctors.51 At the time of the attack, there were 
hundreds of civilians at the boarding school and 
only several representatives of the commandant’s 
office. Thus, the statements made by the Russian 
side about the presence of the military on the 
territory of the boarding school do not make the 
attack legitimate in any way.

Moreover, the Russian military, who conducted 
combat operations in the Kursk region, confirm 
that they knew about the placement of civilians at 
the school. In particular, Russian Lieutenant Gen-
eral Apti Alaudinov, commander of the «Akhmat» 
unit, who participated in the battles in Kursk, knew 
about this even before the February 1 strike.52 

Alaudinov communicated at least several times 
with the press officer of the military commandant’s 
office, Colonel Oleksii Dmytrashkivskyi. Back on 
November 29, he informed Alaudinov the boarding 
school housed only civilians. Alaudinov confirmed 
that the Russians were aware of this. On Janu-
ary 31, the representative of the commandant’s 
office told Alaudinov that the boarding school 
had no heating due to shelling and became cold. 

[36] Truth Hounds investigators have found other confirmations from open 
sources, which they are ready to provide upon request.

[37] Under AP I, Art. 43(2), combatants are all participants of the armed forces 
of the party to a conflict except for medical and religious personnel.
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He asked Alaudinov to stop the shelling, while 
the Russian general did not deny that it was the 
Russian side carrying out the strikes. However, he 
did say they were possibly Russian units “coming 
from the other side.”53 

In addition to all these statements, it should be 
noted that the building featured a large inscrip-
tion “PEOPLE,” which clearly distinguishes it from 
others and emphasizes its civilian nature.

Boarding school as of January 12, 2025, and entrance to the 
basement. 
Source: Sudzha Rodnaya /Telegram54
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When Sudzha came under Ukrainian control in 
August 2024, humanitarian aid began to be dis-
tributed in the boarding school dormitory, and 
some people remained to live there. As the Rus-
sian troops advanced, the shelling gradually ap-
proached the boarding school. On January 6, 
2025, the city of Sudzha was confirmed to have 
been hit by a guided aerial bomb for the first time. 
Russian media reported a strike allegedly carried 
out by a FAB 3000 bomb.55 

One of the local activists, Vladimir Sinelnikov, 
wrote that the boarding school had been shelled 
five times since Sudzha came under Ukrainian 
control.56 According to him, the first time it hap-
pened was January 17, 2025, when two aerial 
bombs exploded on the territory of the school; a 
few days later, a Russian citizen was found dead 
due to an attack using two FPV drones, and on 
January 31, 2025, two more attacks were car-
ried out with aerial bombs, during the day and 
during the night. Truth Hounds verified all the 
incidents mentioned, as well as those claimed 
by the Ukrainian authorities. By analyzing open 
sources, investigators were able to confidently 
confirm four of them:

1.	 In the early hours of January 12, 2025.57 
Then, the Russians hit an abandoned fire 
station opposite the boarding school with 
two FABs equipped with the UMPK bomb 
kit. One strike landed 50 meters58 away 
from the boarding school, the other one 
approximately 100 meters away.59

2.	 On January 16, 2025,60 two FPV drones hit 
two vehicles that were delivering food and 
were parked near the boarding school.61 A 
civilian was standing close to one of the 
cars, talking to a soldier, and there were 
even more civilians 10 meters away.62 As a 
result, 2 people suffered from blast trauma. 
This episode was published on Telegram 
by a Russian military member with the call 
sign “Buratino,” who serves in the 11th Sep-
arate Guards Airborne Assault Brigade. 
The page description states that he shares 
“the results of his work,” which most likely 
indicates his responsibility for the episode 
or the unit in which he serves.63

3.	 On January 31, 2025, which the media calls 
“the most terrible day,” two airstrikes were 
carried out at 16:23 and 16:43.64 

The fire department attacked by a UMPK-equipped FAB68
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Individual Telegram channels and the press officer 
of the Sudzha district commandant’s office also 
reported other attacks. However, we have not 
found additional sources that could confirm or 
refute them.

The last and most destructive attack was on Feb-
ruary 1, 2025. As reported by a number of Russian 
media and Telegram channels, this happened at 
18:54 local time.65 On that day, part of the building 
collapsed due to the shelling. According to the 
Sumy Oblast Prosecutor’s Office, there were 120 
people at the boarding school at the time. Eleven 
of them were injured, six went missing, and four 
people died. 

On his Facebook page66 and live on the United 
News telethon,67 the commandant of the Sudzha 
district claimed that after the first strike, during 
the clearing of the rubble, Russia carried out an 
additional strike nearby and kept using FPV drones 
against the territory of the yard, which made it 
impossible to use heavy equipment to clean up 
the rubble. The double-tap tactic may be in line 
with the pattern of war characteristic of the Rus-
sian military command. This was covered by Truth 
Hounds in a previous study.   

	

https://truth-hounds.org/en/cases/cruelty-cascade/
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After the strike on February 1, 2025, civilians were 
injured and the building collapsed. This can be 
seen in the satellite image dated February 11. 
However, the image quality is not sufficient to 
establish the vector of the strike.

At the same time, representatives of the Sudzha 
commandant’s office (which exercised control 
of the territory following the strike) recorded the 
aftermath using a drone camera. As seen in the 
still, the most destruction landed in the central 
and top parts of the structure: the roof and the 
second and third floors. This indicates that the 
strike was most likely carried out by an air weapon 
rather than by explosion, gunfire, or from within.

NOTE: Truth Hounds is also open to receiving other evidence/
photos/videos or data that could change the version we 
have released.

In another still from a close-up shot by the Sudzha 
District Commandant’s Office, the eastern and 
western parts of the building can be assessed 
equally: the eastern side of the building is more 
severely damaged. This indicates that the shell 
hit the eastern wall and that the epicenter of the 
explosion was there. This also indicates the likely 
direction of approach of the projectile. 

It can be assumed that during the attack on the 
boarding school building, the Russian Armed Forc-
es could have used a FAB, as they did during 
previous attacks. Aerial bombs typically have 
a contact detonator. This means that such an 
aerial bomb does not explode deep inside the 
building but when the bomb hits the first solid 
obstacle. Thus, in this case, the epicenter and 
the biggest destruction would be in the place 
where the bomb most likely struck the building 
originally. In addition, Truth Hounds investigators 
found no evidence that Russia was using UMPK 
with concrete-piercing aerial bombs, which would 
explode inside the building. 

There were also no facts that would point to the 
use of cruise weapons by either side. Furthermore, 
neither party declared such use.

NOTE: Truth Hounds is also open to receiving other evidence/
photos/videos or data that could change the version we 
have released.

The image shows the destroyed Sudzha boarding school after the 
strike. (right) and other identifying landmarks of the area and the 
building (left and center).  
Source: Planet, February 11, 2025 
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A still from a video of a panoramic drone shot by representatives 
of the Sudzha District Commandant’s Office of the central part of 
Sudzha after February 1, 2025.69 The school and other buildings 
identifying the location.

A still from a close-up video of the Sudzha boarding school after 
February 1, 202570
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A still from a close-up video of the Sudzha boarding school after 
February 1, 202571
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and Probable 
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Officially, Ukraine and Russia have two conflicting 
versions of what weapon was used to strike the 
boarding school:

	• The General Staff of the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine reported on February 1 at 20:25 
(Ukrainian time) that the strike was carried 
out deliberately by a guided aerial bomb at 
17:54 Ukrainian time, 18:54 Russian time.72 

	• The Severny Veter Telegram channel, 
which Russian media link73 to the Russian 
North military group, stated on February 
1 at 22:34 that Russian aerial defense 
had recorded six launches of the HIMARS 
missiles from the locality of Mala Rybyt-
sia (Sumy Oblast, Ukraine, about 28 km 
south of the boarding school). Four of these 
launches were allegedly made on February 
1 at 18:53.74 Later, on February 2 at 00:13 
(Ukrainian time), Russia’s Ministry of De-
fense claimed, without going into detail,75 
that the Armed Forces of Ukraine made a 
strike with missiles from Sumy Oblast. The 
weapons and quantity were not specified. 

As of February 1, the territory east of the city of 
Sudzha was controlled by the Russian Federation, 
according to data from the Deep State service.76 
Only units of the Russian army were located in 
that direction, as confirmed also by the similar 
Russian resource “Map of the Special Military 
Operation.”77

The nature of the damage indicates that the strike 
was carried out from the eastern direction. This 
version was also confirmed by a group of experts 
on Russian missile weaponry and the chain of 
command during their use. For security reasons 
and in accordance with the terms of our coop-
eration, the identities of these experts remain 
anonymous. This also makes the version of a 
missile strike from Ukraine impossible. HIMARS 
or M270 missiles approach the target following 
a ballistic trajectory. In the case of multi-story 
buildings, such a missile would usually hit the 
upper part.78 However, this does not rule out the 
possibility of a missile strike. 

Still, Truth Hounds investigators found no evi-
dence of combat operations of Ukrainian aircraft 
near Sudzha. Russian aviation, on the other hand, 

started strikes on Sudzha with UMPK-equipped 
FAB back on January 6, 2025,79 as reported by 
Russian military channels themselves.80 

In addition, the day after the attack, the Air Force 
of the Armed Forces of Ukraine published screen-
shots from the Virazh-Planshet application, an 
automated system for collecting information 
about the air situation.81 The images indicate 
that it was Russia that used air weapons to the 
east of Sudzha.82 Namely, the Su-34 airplane 
that launched a UMPK-equipped FAB. The Rus-
sian official side, on the other hand, published no 
evidence confirming their version of the strike.

Thus, the strike was most probably carried out by 
Russian aviation.

17
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Possible Airfields 
Used for the 
Strike
This section provides a detailed account of how 
Truth Hounds investigators worked to identify 
the potential airfields from which the plane that 
struck the Sudzha boarding school could have 
taken off, to take the readers through this process 
together with us. The distance from likely airfields of aircraft departure to Sudzha.

18
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The Su-34 fighter-bomber is the main carrier of a 
UMPK-equipped FAB. Russian media have posted 
multiple videos of these aircraft flying to bomb 
the AFU positions in the Kursk Oblast.83 

According to the document “Recommendations 
on the Use of the FAB-500М62 Aerial Bomb with 
the Universal Planning and Adjustment Module,”84 
after dropping the UMPK-equipped FAB, the plane 
must take a turn in the direction opposite the di-
rection of the strike. That is, after the aerial bomb 
is dropped, the plane must immediately turn in 
the opposite direction.85 After this, the aircraft 
changes the height to the lower limit of enemy air 
defense and moves to the base/advance airfield. 
The Russians use this tactic with some exceptions 
and do not follow the recommendation to reduce 
altitude, as they do not potentially expect any 
danger from the Ukrainian side. This version was 
also confirmed by the group of experts on Rus-
sian missile weaponry and the chain of command 
during their use. 

According to the group of experts on Russian 
missile weaponry and the chain of command in 

its use, the Su-34 that attacked the boarding 
school in Sudzha took off from the Buturlinovka 
airfield in Voronezh Oblast, 375 km as the crow 
flies from the boarding school. At the same time, 
as of February 1, 2025, there was no aviation unit 
equipped with Su-34 fighter-bombers based at 
the Buturlinovka airfield. Satellite images taken 
from mid-January to mid-February 202586 do not 
indicate high aircraft activity at Buturlinovka.

This may indicate that the Buturlinovka airfield 
is used as an advance point87 for aircraft flying 
in from remote airfields in Russia. An advance/
forward airfield is a temporary or interim airfield 
used by military aircraft for refueling, mainte-
nance, or rest before they move on to the main 
target or to the so-called home airfield of their 
permanent stationing with the necessary engi-
neering support and qualified personnel for this 
particular aircraft model.

Under this assumption, it makes sense to study 
the airfields where Su-34 bombers were based 
at the moment of the strike on February 1, 2025, 
and which are used for strikes against Ukraine.88 
These are airfields Maykop, Republic of Ady-
gea; Marinovka, Volgograd Oblast; Savasleyka, 
Nizhny Novgorod Oblast; Mozdok, North Ossetia; 
Akhtubinsk, Astrakhan Oblast; Borisoglebsk, 
Voronezh Oblast; and Lipetsk, Lipetsk Oblast.

Let us consider them in more detail to understand 
from which airfield the Su-34 arrived at Buturli-
novka to attack Sudzha.

Borisoglebsk 
and Lipetsk

As of February 2025, the 47th Bomber Aviation 
Regiment, consisting of six or more Su-34s, was 
deployed at the Borisoglebsk airfield.89 Lipetsk 
airfield also housed six or more Su-34, probably 
of the 968th Mixed Instructor and Research Avi-
ation Regiment.

The Borisoglebsk and Lipetsk airfields are located 
relatively close to Kursk Oblast and the city of 
Sudzha, at 470 and 330 km, respectively. There-
fore, aircraft from these airfields can strike the 

No bomber aircraft are visible in the satellite image of the eastern 
part of the Buturlinovka airfield. 
Source: Planet, January 13, 2025

No bomber aircraft are visible in the satellite image of the eastern 
part of the Buturlinovka airfield. 
Source: Planet, January 13, 2025
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area of Sudzha without using the advance airfield. 
It is therefore unlikely that the Su-34 arrived at 
Buturlinovka on that day from these two airfields, 
as this maneuver would lead to more fuel con-
sumption and unnecessary moves. Instead of 
shortening the distance to a potential target, it 
creates a roundabout and an illogical path. 

Theoretically, aircraft from the Lipetsk and Bor-
isoglebsk airfields could be temporarily relocated 
to the Buturlinovka airfield. In this scenario, this 
was not captured in the available satellite images.

Marinovka, Akhtubinsk, and 
Savasleyka

Marinovka, Akhtubinsk, and Savasleyka airfields 
are located farther away from Sudzha (650–870 
km). Therefore, these aircraft would need refueling 
before striking Sudzha. This would be in particular 
due to maneuvering, the threat from air defense, 
and the need to return safely. 

It is likely that aircraft taking off from airfields Ma-
rinovka, Akhtubinsk, and Savasleyka are refueled 
before the strike so that the plane would have a 
full supply of fuel to execute the combat mission. 
This would be particularly important to approach 
the target and avoid Ukrainian air defense. Similar-
ly, F-16 aircraft during Operation Package Q Strike 
in Iraq refueled before the strike, not afterward.90

It is thus logical to use the Buturlinovka airfield as 
an advance airfield before the strikes, particularly, 
against localities in the Kursk Oblast. 

As of February 2025, up to 22 Su-34s were de-
ployed at the Marinovka airfield. They belong to 

The satellite image of the western part of the Borisoglebsk airfield 
shows at least four Su-35S aircraft and two Su-30SM. There are 
also two Su-35/Su-34 aircraft under a cover. 
Source: Planet, January 13, 2025

The satellite image of the central part of the Marinovka airfield 
shows at least three Su-34 (one dismantled) and three Su-24 
planes. Source: Planet, January 3, 2025

The satellite image of the central part of the Lipetsk airfield 
shows at least six Su-34 aircraft, one Su-24, seven Su-35S and 2 
MiG-31 aircraft. 
Source: Planet, February 17, 2025

The satellite image of the eastern part of the Borisoglebsk airfield 
shows at least six Su-34 aircraft. 
Source: Planet, January 13, 2025

The satellite image of the eastern part of the Marinovka airfield 
shows at least nine Su-34 aircraft and three Su-24 planes. 
Source: Planet, January 3, 2025
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The satellite image of the western part of the Marinovka airfield 
shows at least ten Su-34 aircraft. 
Source: Planet, January 3, 2025

A satellite image of the central part of the Akhtubinsk airfield 
shows at least two Su-34s and six Su-35/27s. 
Source: OnGeo Intelligence, February 8, 2025

A satellite image of the central part of the Savasleyka airfield 
shows at least five Su-34s. 
Source: Planet, February 23, 2025

the 559th Bombardment Aviation Regiment and 
probably the 277th Bombardment and 2nd Mixed 
Aviation Regiments.

There is little up-to-date information about planes 
from this airfield. Therefore, in 2025, only one 
Su-34 of the 559th Regiment was identified.91 
In 2024, the airfield housed both planes of the 
559th Regiment92 and the 2nd Mixed Regiment.93 
In 2022, the 277th Bombardment Regiment was 
also deployed at this airfield, but currently, its 
presence at Marinovka cannot be confirmed.94

Since early autumn 2024, the number of Su-34 
airplanes in this airfield increased.95 It probably 
became an alternative to the Morozovsk airfield, 
which came under attack on August 3, 2024.96 
Among other things, the latter housed Su-34s 
from the 277th Bombardment Regiment.97 Thus, 
the majority of planes from Morozovsk were prob-
ably relocated to Marinovka.

At the same time, satellite images of the Akh-
tubinsk airfield show that at least four Su-34 air-
craft were deployed at the airfield.

The 929th State Flight Test Center, which also 
includes Su-34 aircraft, is permanently stationed 
at Akhtubinsk.98 

The situation is similar with the Savasleyka air-
field in the Nizhny Novgorod Oblast. Since early 
2025, up to six Su-34s have been deployed at 
the airfield. In July 2025, one of the Su-34s from 
this airfield experienced a technical malfunction, 
forcing the pilot and navigator to eject, resulting 
in the latter’s death. Analysis indicated that the 
pilots of this Su-34 served in the 2nd Mixed Regi-
ment.99 It is thus most likely that the other planes 
from this airfield also belong to the 2nd Mixed 
Regiment. Su-34s from the Savasleyka airfield are 
used for attacks, including with UMPK-equipped 
FAB munitions, on the territory of Ukraine.100

Maykop and Mozdok

Similarly to Marinovka, Savasleyka, and Akh-
tubinsk, the Russian Aerospace Forces may have 
used planes from the Maykop or Mozdok airfields 
to carry out a strike on the city of Sudzha. To 
do this, planes from these airfields would have 
had to land at the Buturlinovka airfield to refuel. 
Given the maximum combat range of the Su-34 
airplanes loaded with UMPK-equipped FAB (up to 
1100 km),101 planes departing from these airfields 
may have used Buturlinovka as a point for re-
fueling and advance. This is logistically feasible 
and technically sound. The distance from each of 
these airfields to Sudzha is over 1000 km. Planes 
may safely conduct a combat sortie to Buturli-
novka from these airfields across the territory of 
Russia, avoiding a critical shortage of fuel.

[96] A detailed analysis of the Marinovka and Morozovsk airfields is provided 
in section V. Attacks on civilian infrastructure in Kherson with aerial bombs 
are described in the Guided Chaos investigation.

https://truth-hounds.org/en/cases/guided-chaos/
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As of February 2025, the Maykop airfield housed 
up to 12 Su-34s from two units, namely, the 277th 
and the 559th Bombardment Aviation Regiments. 

The satellite image of the eastern part of the Khanskaya (Maykop) 
airfield shows at least three Su-35S aircraft. 
Source: Planet, February 10, 2025

A satellite image of the central part of the Khanskaya (Maykop) 
airfield shows at least eight Su-34 aircraft. 
Source: Planet, February 10, 2025

The satellite image of the eastern part of the Mozdok airfield 
shows at least 4 Su-34 aircraft, two Su-24 aircraft, and two Su-
35S aircraft. Two additional dismantled Su-34s are also visible. 
Source: Planet, February 9, 2025

The Russian MoD recognized that planes from 
this airfield were used for attacks, particularly in 
the Kursk Oblast.102 Therefore, it is quite possible 
that the planes from Maykop used Buturlinovka as 
an advance airfield for further movement towards 
Sudzha. However, there is not enough data to 
confirm this. To identify the airfield precisely, we 
would need data about the takeoff of airplanes 
from the airfield during February 1, 2025, and this 
information is not publicly available.

Four Su-34s were stationed at the Mozdok airfield 
(as of February 2025). It is unknown which unit was 
based at the Mozdok airfield at that time. However, 
in mid-2024, aircraft of the 559th Bombardment 
Regiment were stationed at the airfield.103 

If planes from Mozdok or Maykop were involved 
in the attack on Sudzha, they would need to 
make a temporary stop at the advance airfield 
for refueling. This makes it possible that these 
airfields could have been used for the attack on 
the boarding school on February 1, 2025.

Thus, the Su-34 that attacked the boarding school 
would be unlikely to have departed from the Bor-
isoglebsk and Lipetsk airfields. Both airfields are 
located close enough to the target that the use 
of an advance airfield would be unnecessary.  
Instead, it is likely that planes deployed at Ma-
rinovka, Savasleyka, Akhtubinsk, Maykop, and 
Mozdok would have to make a technical landing at 
the Buturlinovka airfield before attacking Sudzha. 
Thus, the units deployed at these airfields are the 
ones that can possibly be involved in the attack 
on the boarding school in Sudzha, Kursk Oblast, 
on February 1, 2025.
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Oleksii Dmytrashkivskyi, mentioned in the report 
before, stated almost immediately that the ex-
plosion was due to a Russian aerial bomb. But 
the first one to report the attack as an “airstrike” 
was local activist and blogger Vladimir Sinelnikov. 
Vladimir Sinelnikov often criticized local authori-
ties while maintaining an anti-Ukrainian position.  
When a Russian Telegram channel reported104 
that Sinelnikov was “spreading false information 
in the interests of another country,” he removed 
the publication about the air strike. However, ref-
erences to this post remained in several media.105 
Sinelnikov later restored his original post, where an 
aerial bomb was named as the cause of the strike. 

Approximately 6 hours after the attack, the 
Ukrainian Air Force denied their involvement. As 
proof, the Air Force published a snapshot from the 
Virazh-Planshet app, an automated system for 
collecting information about the situation in the 
air.106 The image shows several reconnaissance 
UAVs and one Su-34 near Sudzha. Based on the 
plane’s trajectory, it was heading west towards 
Sudzha. At a distance of about 57 km from the 
city, it performed a launch maneuver and turned 
around. This is a maneuver dictated by the meth-
odological recommendations for the use of UMPK 
for Su-34 following the drop of an aerial bomb.107

At a distance of 46 km from Sudzha, the Vi-
razh-Planshet system began to “see” an aerial 
bomb approaching the city from the east. The fact 
that the eastern side of the building was damaged 
most makes it very likely that the screenshot pro-
vided by the Air Force of Ukraine was accurate.    
The accuracy of the suggested trajectories was 
also confirmed by the group of experts on Rus-
sian missile weaponry and the chain of command 
during their use.

According to the Russian version, at 18:56, Mos-
cow time, the Ukrainian military launched 4 HI-
MARS missiles108 from a point south of the village 
of Mala Rybytsia, Sumy Oblast. Allegedly, it was 
one of these missiles that hit the boarding school 
in Sudzha.109

After that, the “Investigative Committee of Russia” 
opened a case against the commander of the 19th 
Missile Brigade of the Armed Forces of Ukraine 
on the charges of an act of terror.110

Screenshots from the Virazh-Planshet system with the flight 
trajectory of a Russian guided aerial bomb launched on February 
1, 2025, at about 18:00.137 The launch maneuver is marked in the 
image with a blue line.

At the moment of the strike, Sudzha was part 
of the territory under the purview of the North 
military group of Russia.111 It was led by Colonel 
General Alexander Lapin.112 In addition to the Col-
onel General, the hostilities in the Kursk Oblast 
involved the deputy chief of the Main Military-Po-
litical Directorate of the Russian Armed Forces, 
commander of the Akhmat special unit, Lieutenant 
General Apti Alaudinov.113 He actively covered the 
situation in the region of Sudzha in the media 
when Akhmat was fighting in this area. 

Commenting on the news about the attack, Apti 
Alaudinov maintained the official version that the 
school allegedly housed a headquarters of the 
Ukrainian military, who were hiding behind civilians. 
However, Alaudinov noted that “the Russian side 
didn’t hit the boarding school, and even if it did, 
there shouldn’t have been any civilians there.” He 
added that, according to his data, civilians were 
relocated out of the school several days prior.114

Apti Alaudinov claimed that he’d had a conver-
sation with the press officer of the temporary 
military commandant’s office, Oleksii Dmytrash-
kivskyi, who said that it was cold at the boarding 
school and the pipes had burst, and that people 
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were moved to other housing.  An excerpt of this 
conversation was published.115 The conversa-
tion took place on January 31, a day before the 
strike, and Apti Alaudinov received information 
that there were people at the boarding school, 
who were cold. 

Since the conversation is published only in part, 
there is room for speculation: perhaps, off-record, 
Apti Alaudinov was informed of plans to relocate 
people out of the boarding school; however, it 
was clearly conveyed that at the moment of the 
conversation, they were still there. In addition, 
it appears unlikely that it would be possible to 
move about a hundred people to other housing 
within a single day, given the very limited resourc-
es available to the Ukrainian temporary military 
commandant’s office. The presence of civilians 
in the building at the time of the strike is also 
confirmed by the statement of the Armed Forces 
of Ukraine about this strike, which mentions that 
“civilians were preparing for evacuation.”116

Before the strike, Russian officials and media 
claimed that the AFU set up a “camp”117 at the 
boarding school where they held civilians pris-
oner. In particular, they alleged that people were 
subjected to psychological violence and filmed 
for TV stories, claimed the Russian MFA.118 After 
the strike, however, the Russian side kept the 
information about the fate of civilians who re-
mained in Sudzha after the occupation secret. 
Local activists were outraged by the posts of the 
Russian blog Rybar, which actively downplayed 
the quantity of civilians at the Ukraine-controlled 
territories of the Kursk Oblast.119

After Russian control over the territory was re-
stored, the locals who had lived under occupa-
tion were interviewed en masse by FSB officers. 
According to journalists, during these interviews, 
officers strongly recommended not sharing infor-
mation about the Russian strikes on Sudzha and 
the surrounding areas.120

The Russian side insists that the strike was made 
with a HIMARS MLRS missile from the territory 
of the Sumy Oblast. However, in the published 
photos and videos, Truth Hounds investigators 
did not find any debris that could be identified 
as parts of HIMARS missiles.

After the de-occupation of Sudzha, the Russian 
side did not publish any evidence of such debris, 
either. At the same time, previously, the Russian 
media repeatedly published photos and videos 
allegedly with fragments of HIMARS missiles.121,122 
As the main evidence, the Russian side provides 
a video of launches, which was posted later that 
night,123 and messages in the LPR1 monitoring 
chat, which reports shelling. The chat did indeed 
warn of missile danger in the area of Sudzha 
shortly before the strike.

The video shows a launch of one missile and then 
three more after a cut. Unfortunately, the quality 
and distance do not allow for geolocating the 
launch site, let alone determining the direction 
of movement.

At 17:53 (Kyiv time), the Russian monitoring chan-
nel LPR1 was the first one to report a missile threat 
in the city of Sudzha.124 Two minutes later, the 
channel specified that 4 missiles were launched.

Based on the messages and the time interval be-
tween them, the monitors recorded simultaneous 
or near-simultaneous launch of 4 missiles. In the 
video, we only see one, and only after the cut do 
we see the launch of three more missiles.125 The 
video quality and filter change make it impossible 
to establish that the first and second parts of the 

Screenshot from the LPR1 Telegram channel

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=852&v=ACtSIfvmbjM&embeds_referring_euri=https%3A%2F%2Fnovynarnia.com%2F&source_ve_path=MzY4NDIsMzY4NDIsMzY4NDIsMjg2NjY
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video were filmed from the same point. It is also 
impossible to determine the interval between the 
launch of the first missile and the three following 
ones.

GMLRS uses volley fire rather than single fire.126 

The launch interval between the missiles is similar 
to what we see in the second part of the launch 
in the video by the Russian Telegram channel. 

In documented launches of several ATACMS mis-
siles at once, we see that the tactics involve their 
simultaneous launch on a joint command for the 
entire battery, or with minimal delay.127 Therefore, 
the video probably indeed features a launch of 
missiles by the HIMARS system. However, it cannot 
clearly be tied to information about 4 launches 
specifically.

In addition, various Russian media provide a num-
ber of reasons that they believe indicate the ir-
relevance of the Ukrainian version. 

Impossibility of objective control. According 
to Russian media, the Ukrainian Defense Forces 
could not have had the technical means to record 
objects with such a small radar cross-section (a 
physical quantity that characterizes the ability 
of objects to reflect radiation, in this case, the 
radiation of radars that monitor the situation in 
the air).128 

 The post notes that for guided aerial bombs, 
this figure is about 0.015 m². This number was 
derived by analogy with the American GBU-39 
aerial bomb.129 However, the analogy does not 
consider that the most common munition used 
with the UMPK, FAB 500, is significantly longer and 
more massive than the GBU-39, and the wingspan 
of the UMPK is larger. The length of the GBU-39 
is 1.8 m, and that of a FAB-500 is 2.47 m. The 
wingspan of a GBU-39 is 1.6 m, and of a UMPK-
equipped FAB-500 — 2.5 m.130 All of this makes a 
UMPK-equipped FAB more noticeable compared 
to a GBU-39. The screenshot of the Virazh-Plan-
shet system of the Air Force of Ukraine features 
not only the plane and the bomb but also sever-
al Russian reconnaissance UAVs near Sudzha. 
These are the ZALA and SUPERCAM UAVs. The 
radar cross section of these UAVs is unknown. 
However, for EUCLID, a UAV of the same class, 
it constitutes 0.017 m². Thus, a UMPK-equipped 

FAB at best has the same RCS and is effectively 
more noticeable to radars. 

This version is also refuted by the video filmed 
when the rubble of the boarding school was being 
cleared. On the night of the tragedy, when some 
of the civilians were evacuated, a Ukrainian offi-
cer from the commandant’s office spoke with the 
civilians. At the end of the video, he is informed 
over the radio about the flight of guided aerial 
bombs,131 which confirms the ability to detect ob-
jects with such an RCS.

Russian planes were not operating on that 
day because of the weather. Citing the Russian 
Aerospace Forces, the Russian side claims that the 
Russian aviation did not carry out combat sorties 
in this region at all due to the weather conditions, 
namely, high humidity and cloudiness.132 However, 
several hours before the tragedy, the Russian MoD 
reported strikes by operational-tactical and army 
aviation on the AFU positions in the villages of the 
Kursk Oblast and in Sudzha.133 On the next morn-
ing, a Russian news broadcast featured stories 
about the explosion at the boarding school and 
the strikes by Russian Aerospace Forces back-to-
back.134 This statement was also refuted by the 
group of experts on Russian missile weaponry 
and the chain of command during their use. They 
indicated that aviation would not operate only in 
situations when the weather conditions make it 
physically impossible to operate the plane, take 
off, or land due to the significant reduction of 
visibility. The “Guidelines for Meteorological Con-
ditions for the Russian Civilian Aviation,” available 
in open sources,135 essentially list conditions when 
civilian aviation should not operate; however, the 
official website of the Russian MoD refers136 to 
this document in its terminology, which indicates 
that the analogous military guidelines would be 
quite similar. 

 

[131] Simply put, they mean that the size of the guided aerial 
bombs is so small that radars are simply unable to record them 
as an object and reflect on the screen so they can be tracked 
and shot down.
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The Aftermath 
of the February 1 
Strike

The Russian version of the strike on the boarding school138
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After the strike, the Ukrainian military immediately 
started working to free people from the rubble.139 
At the time of the attack, there were about a hun-
dred civilians and several officers of the com-
mandant’s office on duty. The strike blocked the 
main entrance to the shelter; therefore, people 
were using the side entrance to evacuate. The 
civilians were taken to a nearby church, where 
they were provided with first aid. 

According to both military and civilian accounts, 
rescue efforts were complicated by the risk of 
attack from FPV drones circling overhead.140 Lat-
er, another strong explosion happened near the 
boarding school, likely from an aerial bomb of 
which Dmytrashkivskyi warned beforehand, say-
ing, “Quiet, there are aerial bombs flying again.”141

In the morning, multiple images showing the af-
termath of the strike were published online. Foot-
age in open sources shows 3 bodies, probably 
2 women and 1 man. The bodies of two women 
were in a room to the left of the main entrance. 
This was the part of the building most affected 
by the explosion, when the ceiling between the 
first and second floors collapsed into the room. 
The fall of the concrete slab was likely the cause 
of death.142 The man was also crushed by a slab 
and buried underneath in the hallway of the left 
wing on the first (ground) floor.143

According to one survivor, her parents died144 
when they were on the first floor. Analysis of open 
sources indicates these were retirees Anatoly 
Grigoreyvich Cherkasov and Ludmila Vladimirovna 
Cherkasova.145

After the explosion, all people from the dormi-
tory and those who lived in houses nearby were 
evacuated to the Sumy Oblast, where they were 

provided with medical assistance. As indicated 
by the aforementioned sources, people left their 
homes not only due to the tragic strike on the 
Sudzha boarding school, but also due to a con-
stant sense of fear caused by systematic strikes 
by high-capacity and guided aerial bombs and FPV 
drones targeting civilians. Such events cannot be 
considered in isolation. They are part of Russia’s 
targeted policy of armed aggression and terror-
izing the population. Moreover, the attack of the 
Russian side on the boarding school in Sudzha 
possibly meets the criteria of a war crime.

In Ukrainian legislation, such acts are punishable 
under Article 438 of the Criminal Code of Ukraine, 
which establishes punishment for war crimes. 
Although the article does not directly single out 
attacks against civilian objects or civilians, these 
actions are covered by the phrase “other vio-
lations of the laws and customs of war.”146 IHL 
classifies such attacks as grave breaches.147 The 
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court 
explicitly prohibits:

	• Intentionally directing attacks against the 
civilian population as such or against in-
dividual civilians not taking direct part in 
hostilities (Art. 8(2)(b)(i));148

	• Intentionally directing attacks against ci-
vilian objects, that is, objects  which are 
not military objectives (Art. 8(2)(b)(ii));149 

	• Attacking or bombarding, by whatever 
means [...] buildings which are undefended 
and which are not military objectives (Art. 
8(2)(b)(v)).150

If the proceedings are conducted by Ukrainian law 
enforcement agencies, they will be carried out 
under Art. 438 of the Criminal Code of Ukraine, 
taking into account the provisions of the Rome 
Statute and the Elements of Crimes of the ICC. 
Since Ukraine has ratified the Rome Statute, its 
provisions are part of its national legislation and 
can be directly applied in such cases.151 Regard-
less of the jurisdiction and the bodies that will 
conduct the investigation, the shelling of the 
Sudzha boarding school bears the hallmarks of 
a war crime. Its significance goes far beyond an 
isolated incident, as it is yet another confirma-
tion of Russia’s systematic practice of deliberate 
attacks on civilians and civilian facilities.The room that ended up collapsing due to the strike.152 
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This case clearly demonstrates that 
the Russian authorities are ready to 
sacrifice even the lives of their own 
citizens in the course of an armed 
conflict, using indiscriminate or 
deliberate attacks on civilians as an 
element of military tactics. 
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