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1. BACKGROUND 
 
Discovery of the burial sites 
Ukrainian authorities reportedly discovered a large area of multiple burial sites in Izyum 
on 15 September 2022 following the city’s liberation from the control of Russia-aligned 
forces, who captured the city in April of this year.i The location includes marked 
individual graves, unmarked individual graves, and graves containing multiple corpses 
buried together. The human remains uncovered so far are concentrated in a forested 
area in northwest Izyum near Pishchanske Cemetery on Shakespeare Street.ii 
 
Initial reports indicate that this site was allegedly used to bury a mixed population of 
corpses, including Russia and Russia-aligned forces soldiers, Ukraine’s combatants, and 
local civilians. These individuals may have died in either Russia’s initial attack on Izyum or 
during its subsequent occupation. A 65-year old resident of Izyum who lives across the 
street from the cemetery told the New York Times that she saw Russia’s forces bring 
bodies to the cemetery “nearly every night.”iii 
 
Individuals with ropes around their necks, bound hands, and signs of alleged torture have 
reportedly been recovered by Ukrainian forensic technicians.iv On 18 September 2022, it 
was reported that as many as six alleged “torture chambers” that had been operated by 
Russia-aligned forces were discovered by Ukrainian authorities in Izyum.v There are 
reports of extrajudicial and/or arbitrary killings of civilians by Russia and Russia-aligned 
forces during occupation.vi Individuals allegedly killed by shelling in March and thereafter 
were also interred at that location, according to a list of the buried visible in a video 
posted in a pro-Russia Telegram channel.vii 
 
Russia’s taking of Izyum 
Izyum fell to Russia by April 1 after a sustained barrage of rocket and artillery strikes that 
destroyed much of the city. Hundreds were allegedly killed in those strikes and others 
died related to the lack of functioning healthcare facilities.viii The capture of Izyum was 
led by Russia’s Second Combined Arms Army and the Twentieth Army of the Russian 
Armed Forces' Western Military District (military unit 89425, Voronezh), as well as units 
of the Russian Airborne Forces (VDV), special forces, naval infantry units of the Baltic 
Fleet, and SOBR (Special Rapid Response Unit) forces.ix Both armies set up headquarters 
in schools in Izyum that were later destroyed in Ukrainian artillery strikes. The 20th 
Army’s headquarters in Izyum Lyceum No. 2 was located approximately 1600 meters 
from Pishchanske Cemetery.x  
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The constant shelling also prevented residents and local authorities from properly 
burying those killed. Civilians reportedly buried family members near where they fell in 
backyards and gardens. Others were taken to city parks to be buried. While some, when 
the shelling was particularly intense, were left where they fell.xi Local officials claim, as a 
result of the fighting, only 15-20 thousand civilians of a pre-war population of 45 
thousand remained in the city by the time it came under Russia’s control. Many hid in the 
basements of damaged or destroyed buildings for weeks or more.xii  
 
 

2. METHODOLOGY, DATA SOURCES, LIMITATIONS 
 
Methodology 
This report was produced through a fusion of Very High Resolution (VHR) commercial 
satellite imagery analysis and open source data analysis. The imagery analysis team 
reviewed all available satellite imagery of the forested areas, fields, and roads within 2km 
of Pishchanske Cemetery (hereafter referred to as the “AOI”). The timeframe of 
reviewed imagery spanned from 2020 through September 2022. Most of the analyzed 
imagery was captured between March and September 2022, following Russia’s assault 
on, and subsequent capture of, Izyum.  
 
Data sources 
All available Maxar imagery was acquired and analyzed through multi-temporal change 
detection methodology. Analysts compare the state and condition of features across a 
landscape at different points in time. Noted features were also measured to determine 
their consistency with military equipment and alleged individuated and mass burial sites.  
 
Imagery analysts primarily sought to document instances of disturbed earth and to 
identify the type of vehicles present in the imagery. Open source investigators utilized 
techniques consistent with the Berkeley Protocol on Digital Open Source Investigations 
and analyzed data from a range of sources including social media, traditional media, and 
human rights monitoring organizations.xiii 
 
Limitations 
In identifying and documenting landscape changes, there were a number of principal 
confounders in establishing the nature of each instance of disturbed earth. These 
included tree cover, off-nadir angle, and commingling activities in the area. The identified 
earth disturbances are located in forested areas where tree cover greatly reduced the 
visibility in many areas of the AOI. The varying off-nadir angle in each analyzed satellite 
image hindered the effective comparison of the visual profile of disturbed earth over 
time. Finally, the significant geographical overlap of military- and burial-related activities, 
combined with the above cited visual confounders, severely limited the ability to 
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differentiate between the two types of activity with the imagery available. Open source 
investigations were limited by lack of ground reporting during Russia’s occupation and 
limitations on residents’ internet access. 
 

3. FINDINGS 
 

A) Multiple earth disturbances appear in and around cemetery between April and July 
Extensive earth disturbances are visible near and around the cemetery between 6 April 
2022 and July 2022. Approximately 55,000 square meters of land (5.5 hectares; 13.6 
acres) appears to have been excavated between 6 April and 1 July 2022 in a manner 
consistent with reported burial operations. The zone containing disturbed earth includes 
the forested area directly adjacent to the cemetery that predates Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022. It is important to note that the full extent of both the original 
Pishchanske Cemetery site in Izyum and all areas of additional disturbed earth related to 
burial operations cannot be determined with high confidence, given that parts of the 
cemetery are covered by forest foliage. 
 

B) Two vehicles consistent with military excavators identified near cemetery  
Images first posted on April 20 by an embedded media Telegram channel considered to 
be pro-Russia allegedly show the bodies of Ukrainian soldiers being buried in trenches. 
These trenches were apparently dug by an earth excavator near Izyum that is present in 
the photographs.xiv It is not yet determined whether these photographs were taken at 
Pishchanske Cemetery. However, HRL concludes with high confidence that the 
excavator in the photographs is consistent with the EOV 3523 military excavator. At 
least two vehicles consistent with the EOV 3523 are present in 20 June 2022 satellite 
imagery near the cemetery. One is 450 meters away from the entrance and the second is 
1800 meters from the entrance. 
 

C) Significant military activity occurred at location when under Russia control 
The team identified at least 40 military objects, including vehicles, communication and 
logistics hubs, and artillery positions. These often align with locations of disturbed earth. 
The military-style vehicles sighted included those consistent with Kamaz 63969 infantry 
transports, Ural 4320 transports, 2S3 self-propelled guns, T-72 main battle tanks. Each 
instance of disturbed earth was assessed for potential indicators consistent with either 
military operations or burial-related activities. Yale HRL analysts identified three types of 
locations with high confidence: (1) areas that clearly were disturbed related to military 
activities consistent with warfighting, (2) areas that were disturbed consistent with 
body disposal operations, and (3) areas where Yale HRL could not determine the cause of 
the disturbance. A detailed map delineating locations across these three categories was 
created by HRL but will not be released publicly due to the sensitivity of the data. That 
information will be shared on an as-needed basis with appropriate parties. 
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Date: 2022.05.08
Source: WV02
Ground Sampling Distance: 50 cm
Off-Nadir: 30.5018°

Satellite imagery ©2022 Maxar Technologies.

Several previously observed disturbed earth 
markings appear to have formed into tubular 
columns possibly resembling piled dirt.​ 
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Date: 2022.06.20
Source: WV03
Ground Sampling Distance: 47 cm
Off-Nadir: 38.0354°

Satellite imagery ©2022 Maxar Technologies.  Still image source: @RVvoenkor Telegram, published 20 April 2022 at 2:23 GMT. https://t.me/RVvoenkor/8875 archived at https://archive.ph/Vl65p 
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Vehicle consistent with an EOV 3523 
excavator situated on a KamAZ-53501 
chassis can be seen in ground-level 
photograph published 21 April 2022. ​

This vehicle appears in the cemetery next 
to additional large area of disturbed earth 
consistent in dimension, color, and change-
over-time with burial activity. Bodies dressed 
in military uniforms appear next to the 
trench.
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Date: 2022.06.20
Source: WV03
Ground Sampling Distance: 47 cm
Off-Nadir: 38.0354°

Satellite imagery ©2022 Maxar Technologies.

EOV 3523-CONSISTENT  
EXCAVATOR
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Vehicle consistent with an EOV 3523 
excavator situated on a KamAZ-53501 
chassis, with the extended arm casting 
a shadow on the ground, can be seen in 
imagery collected 20 June 2022 and is no 

longer present in imagery collected 07 July 
2022. ​This excavator and accompanying 
vehicles were found approximately 1800 
meters (in straight-line distance) from the 
cemetery entrance.
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EXTENDED ARM



Date: 2022.08.29
Source: GE01
Ground Sampling Distance: 46 cm
Off-Nadir: 21.1278°

Satellite imagery ©2022 Maxar Technologies.
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New columns of disturbed earth (lighter 
markings) and thinner markings consistent 
with vehicle tracks are visible in several 
forest clearings, some partially obscured by 
tree cover. 

Visual indicators (e.g., dimensions, color, 
location, and change-over-time) are 
consistent with burial activity.​
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