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Conflict Update # 289 

December 9th, 2022 

Back issues at www.accgroupco.com 

Conflict Assessment 

Russian losses – 93,390 (310) soldiers killed, 2,937 (+2) enemy tanks, 5,912 (+3) armored  combat vehicles, 1,926 (+1) 

artillery systems, 395 (+0) MLRS systems, 211 (+0) air defense systems, 286 (+0) warplanes, 264 (+0) helicopters, 1,603 

(+0) UAVs of the operational-tactical level, 592 (+0) cruise missiles, 16 (+0) warships/cutters, 4,531 (+3) trucks and 

tankers, 4 Iskander Missile Launchers (+0), 76 fuel bowsers (+0) and 164 (+0) units of specialized equipment. 

Key Takeaways 

Putin warns against attacking Moscow - Putin says any country that launches a nuclear attack on Moscow would 

be “wiped out,” and that Russian weapons could forcefully respond. 
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Russian President Vladimir Putin pledges that any country that attacks Russia with nuclear weapons will be “wiped 

out.” 

Putin said while Russia has no mandate to launch a preventative first nuclear raid, unlike the United States, Russia’s 

advanced hypersonic weapons would ensure Russia could respond forcefully if it ever came under attack. 

Moreover, Putin said there was no need to call up additional troops to fight in Ukraine, as 150,000 recently conscripted 

fighters have yet to be deployed to the front line. 

Although Putin has repeatedly said the military draft is over, the Kremlin has refused to put out an official decree 

ending the call-ups. 

Russian forces shell entire Donetsk front line says Ukraine - Russian forces shelled the entire front line in the 

Donetsk region, Ukrainian officials say. 

Near the towns of Bakhmut and Avdiivka, the region’s governor Pavlo Kyrylenko said in a television interview that 

fighting was the worst. 

He said that five civilians were killed and two wounded in the Ukrainian-controlled parts of Donetsk over the previous 

day. 

“The entire front line is being shelled,” adding that Russian troops were also trying to advance near Lyman, which was 

recaptured by Ukrainian forces in November. 

In a video post, Ukrainian presidential adviser Oleksiy Arestovych said, “The Russians have intensified their efforts in 

Donetsk and Luhansk.” 

Crimea at risk of Ukrainian attacks, Kremlin says - Crimea remains at risk of Ukrainian attacks, the Kremlin said 

yesterday after Russian-aligned authorities claimed to have shot down a drone over the Black Sea peninsula. 

The Crimean affiliate of the U.S. news organization RFE/RL reported hearing powerful explosions in the port of 

Sevastopol, which is home to Russia’s Black Sea Fleet. 

The port’s Kremlin-aligned Governor Mikhail Razvozhayev said the sound was that of a drone being shot down. 

“There are risks, undoubtedly, because the Ukrainian side continues its policy of organizing terrorist attacks,” 

spokesman Dmitry Peskov told reporters in a daily briefing. 

Russian military sites in Crimea, as well as the bridge linking mainland Russia to the peninsula, have been hit by a series 

of strikes since Moscow’s forces invaded Ukraine in February, prompting its Kremlin-aligned governor to order the 

construction of defensive fortifications last month. 

Backfired: Putin’s prison recruits spiral out of Russia’s control – Russia’s most deranged gambit in its war 

against Ukraine is rapidly turning into a crisis as military leaders lose control over the prison inmates freed in exchange 

for a stint on the battlefield. 

About 20 armed inmates fled from the frontline in occupied Donetsk in recent days and the Russian military was forced 

to launch a manhunt for members of its own team, UGS said Thursday. Three of the “fugitives” were killed in the 

ensuing search, Ukrainian authorities said, wryly noting: “Beat your own, so that others are afraid, as they say.” 

The hunt was reportedly still on for the other fleeing inmates. The news comes just two days after a suspected Russian 

deserter fleeing the battlefield in Ukraine’s occupied Donbas crossed the border into Russia before opening fire and 
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injuring two police officers. Independent media outlets identified the gunman as a prison inmate recruited to fight in 

the war. 

While many experts saw the prison-recruitment scheme for what it was from the get-go—a convenient way to bolster 

Russia’s fledgling troops using men deemed easily disposable—it seems many of the inmates are themselves finally 

coming around to that realization. 

The public sledgehammer-execution of Wagner defector Yevgeny Nuzhin last month certainly didn’t help matters, no 

matter how much Yevgeny Prigozhin, the mastermind behind the prison recruitment scheme, told inmates they’d go 

down in history as “heroes.” 

Now, Russian inmates say there have been other executions carried out against those perceived to have “betrayed” the 

mercenary group—and wannabe recruits are shown videos of it. 

One inmate at a penal colony in the Far East told the BBC’s Russian service that Wagner recruiters showed execution 

videos to inmates in the facility’s recreation room. 

In one video played for a group of inmates who expressed an interest in joining Wagner, he said, a man told the 

camera, “‘I, such and such, am a traitor and a bitch, I abandoned my own on the frontline,’ and then they shoot him in 

the back of the head.” 

Another inmate in a different colony told the BBC he’d also been shown another video in which a person was hung 

from an iron beam. 

Sources close to Wagner were quoted telling the BBC there have been at least three such executions, with one calling 

them “training videos.” 

Olga Romanova, the head of the human rights group Russia Behind Bars, has said inmates have reported a few dozen 

extrajudicial killings of prisoners tossed into the war. 

Four ‘fronts’ in the Ukraine-Russia war to look out for as winter bites - Russia had expected to be victorious 

long before now. Its initial plan envisaged ground assaults across Ukraine in the first ten days and a rapid capitulation 

thereafter. But Kyiv did not fall – and Ukraine’s president, Zelenskyy, refused to leave the capital, saying, “I need 

ammunition, not a ride,” as he rallied Ukrainians. Russian troops had withdrawn from northern Ukraine by April. 

Moscow pursued a more limited operation in the second phase over the spring and early summer, expanding its 

occupation of part of southern Ukraine and seizing all of the Luhansk region and parts of neighboring Donetsk. 

But the third phase from August through November has involved a Ukrainian fightback in the north-east and south, 

regaining most of the territory gained by the Russian military in the first few months. 

A Putin victory is now hard to envisage. His “annexation” of four Ukrainian regions is in tatters. Now the question is 

how far and how fast Ukraine can regain the territory occupied in 2022 and put pressure on areas held by Russian 

proxies since 2014. 

What then for the fourth phase of the war which will play out over winter? 

Front #1 - The battlefield 

With the liberation of Kherson city, Ukrainian forces hold all areas west of the Dnipro River. The retreating Russian 

forces are on the east bank, having blown up all major bridges to prevent Ukrainian pursuit. But there are gathering 

signs of another Ukrainian push. The first troops crossed the Dnipro and established a foothold in a village last week. 
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The Russians are moving civilians out of some settlements on the east bank and have reportedly withdrawn some 

troops as well. 

It remains unclear where they will establish their new defensive line. The Ukrainian pattern has been to degrade 

Russian capabilities, through strikes on occupied Crimea as well as eastern Kherson, before advancing on the ground. 

The strikes damaged or destroyed bases, warplanes, ammunition depots, bridges and logistics and supply positions. 

That is likely to be the pattern through the winter as well. The rapid Ukraine advance in September has been followed 

by a consolidation phase which Russia has tried to disrupt with its persistent shelling. The Russians have also sought for 

weeks to declare a largely symbolic victory with the conquest of Bakhmut in the eastern Donetsk region. 

Front #2 - The energy front 

Putin’s last hope of regaining the initiative is to break Ukraine’s energy infrastructure and has escalated strikes since 

October 10, knocking out up to half of Ukraine’s power grid. But Ukrainian will has not broken amid round-the-clock 

repairs and emergency and scheduled blackouts. 

Now there are signs of Russia’s diminishing capacity to continue this barrage. During the strikes on December 5, for 

example, just over 70 missiles were launched, more than 60 of which were reportedly downed by Ukrainian air 

defences. Western officials say the Iranian drones have been exhausted, and Tehran has not agreed to a further 

delivery. Russia now has a stock sufficient for only two or three more mass attacks, according to Ukraine’s presidential 

advisor Mykhailo Podolyak. 

Meanwhile, it has been trying to break European support for Kyiv with the threat of a reduction, or even a complete 

halt, of energy supplies. It shut down the Nord Stream 1 pipeline and is suspected being behind the explosions 

damaging both Nord Stream 1 and 2 in the Baltic Sea. 

But this energy offensive, as well as the “grain war” has failed to dent western resolve to stand by Ukraine. European 

countries – individually and through the European Union – have actually stepped up financial and military assistance. 

Front #3 - Legal and diplomatic front 

On the diplomatic front, there is no prospect of negotiations. Ukraine’s precondition is Russian withdrawal from 

territory occupied this year. Putin shows no sign of giving up on his ambition for the eventual fall of the Zelensky 

government and retention of his “annexations.” 

But there is also a focus now on justice and accountability for war crimes. The UN and the International Criminal Court 

are already carrying out investigations in liberated areas. Even more significantly, there is now a sustained effort for 

Russian leaders as well as individual troops to face prosecution. Zelenskyy’s call for an international tribunal is now 

being supported by France and the Netherlands as well as the Baltic States. 

European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen said on November 30 that the European Union, with UN backing, 

will support the special court. A draft UN resolution is being prepared for consideration by the general assembly. 

Front #4 - Russian front 

Meanwhile, Putin faces pressure on multiple domestic fronts. The Russian economy, now on a wartime footing, is 

projected to contract by 8% over 2022-2023. Much of the manufacturing sector, such as the automotive industry, is 

crippled. Russia’s oil revenue is falling, even before this week’s imposition of a price cap by the European Union, G7 

countries and Australia. 

The Kremlin has cracked down on dissent with detentions and the threat of lengthy prison sentences, but Putin’s mass 

mobilisation and the Ukrainian advances are spurring discontent within his own ranks as well as the Russian public. 
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In a November poll by the independent Levada Center, 53% of respondents favour negotiations versus 41% who want 

to continue the war. An internal Kremlin-commissioned poll was even starker for Putin: 55% favored peace talks and 

only 25% wanted a continuation of the war. 

Winter is coming – and it’s cold across Ukraine. But the chilly winds of defeat? Those are blowing through Moscow’s 

Red Square. 

The Kremlin likely has not abandoned its maximalist objectives in Ukraine despite Kremlin Spokesman 

Dmitry Peskov’s first-time acknowledgment that Moscow’s current territorial objective is to fully seize four partially 

occupied Ukrainian oblasts. Peskov took an opportunity to further capitalize on the Western desire for negotiations on 

December 8 when expanding upon Russian President Vladimir Putin’s December 7 remarks regarding the acquisition of 

“new Russian territories.”  

Peskov stated that one of the main goals of the Russian “special military operation” in Ukraine was to “protect 

residents of southeastern Ukraine and Donbas” when responding to a journalist‘s question regarding the Kremlin’s 

original objectives for war. He also noted that there are no talks about annexing new territories that are currently not 

under Russian partial occupation as there is “still a lot of work to be done” to fully occupy Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhia, 

and Kherson oblasts. Peskov, however, reiterated that the Kremlin is still pursuing its “demilitarization” and 

“denazification” objectives in Ukraine, which confirms that Russia is still pursuing regime change (“denazification”) and 

the elimination of Ukraine’s ability to resist future Russian attacks or pressure (“demilitarization”). The Kremlin’s 

objectives, in other words, continue to remain unchanged from those set following the Russian withdrawal from Kyiv. 

Peskov’s comments were not an inflection in Russian war aims or demands. 

Putin’s invocation of Russian imperial history on December 7 and his recent remarks regarding Russia’s role as the only 

“guarantee of Ukrainian sovereignty” are further indicators that the Kremlin is setting conditions for a protracted war 

aimed at eradicating Ukrainian sovereignty. The Kremlin’s deliberately inconsistent messaging is part of a persistent 

information operation intended to mislead the West into pushing Kyiv to negotiate and offer preemptive concessions. 

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz stated that the risk of Russian nuclear escalation is low. 

Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff General Mark Milley stated that fighting may intensify in Ukraine during 

the winter. 

Putin may be distancing his rhetoric from nationalists’ unrealistic demands for the Russian war in Ukraine. 

A senior Kremlin official admitted that the Kremlin tolerates criticism from the pro-war milblogger community out 

of a desire to appeal to the wider nationalist community. 

Ukrainian officials stated that Russian forces further militarized the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant (ZNPP). 

Russian forces reinforced positions near Svatove and conducted counterattacks near Kreminna amid continued 

Ukrainian counteroffensive operations in eastern Ukraine. 

Russian forces continued offensive operations in the Bakhmut and Avdiivka–Donetsk City areas. 

A Russian government official implied that Putin’s word is law when it comes to the military mobilization of 

Russian citizens. 

Russian occupation officials increased security measures in Russian-occupied territories in Ukraine. 
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Eastern Ukraine: (Eastern Kharkiv Oblast-Western Luhansk Oblast) - Russian forces conducted a limited 

assault northeast of Kharkiv City likely in an ongoing effort to conduct reconnaissance-in-force and fix Ukrainian forces 

at the international border in Kharkiv Oblast. The Ukrainian General Staff (UGS) reported its forces repelled a Russian 

assault near Ternova, Kharkiv Oblast (40km northeast of Kharkiv City). ISW has previously assessed Russian forces 

conducted an assault near Ternova, far removed from areas encompassed by the eastern Ukrainian counteroffensive, 

in hopes of keeping Ukrainian forces in the area that otherwise could join counteroffensive operations. 

Russian forces reportedly reinforced 

positions and conducted a limited 

counterattack near Svatove on 

December 8. UGS reported its forces 

repelled a Russian assault near 

Stelmakhivka (16km northwest of 

Svatove).  

Luhansk Oblast head Serhiy Haidai stated 

Russian forces have recently transferred 

Russian Airborne Forces from Kherson 

Oblast to Svatove. The UK MoD reported 

elements of Russia’s 1st Guards Tanks 

Army likely deployed along the defensive 

line near Svatove, and that it is likely 

using mobilized personnel to replenish 

losses it suffered during its September 

retreat from Kharkiv Oblast, but that it 

still remains well below the army’s 

normal end strength of 25,000 

personnel.  

The UK MoD also reported Russian forces 

have completed an almost continuous 

trench system along the 60km between 

Svatove and the Russian border. A BARS-

13 (Russian Combat Reserve) affiliated 

source claimed yesterday its forces 

pulled a large number of forces into the 

Svatove area. ISW previously assessed 

that Russian forces may be preparing for 

an increased pace of spoiling 

counterattacks in eastern Kharkiv and 

western Luhansk oblasts in order to 

preempt an expected increase in the 

pace of the Ukrainian eastern 

counteroffensive this winter.  

Russian forces are likely reinforcing 

positions in the Svatove area to conduct 

more spoiling attacks and to defend against expected Ukrainian counteroffensive operations. 
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Russian forces continued to conduct a higher pace of counterattacks in the Kreminna area amid ongoing Ukrainian 

counteroffensive operations on December 8. UGS reported it repelled Russian assaults within 17km northwest of 

Kreminna near Ploshchanka and Chervonopopivka and within 12km south of Kreminna near Bilohorivka.  

The Russian MoD claimed its forces continued to conduct offensive operations west of Kreminna in the direction of 

Lyman.  

A milblogger claimed Russian forces are trying to advance in the Kreminna area while clear skies allow them to use 

heavy equipment and drones, also claiming they have been achieving short gains instead of deep breakthroughs in the 

area and are unable to dislodge Ukrainian forces from positions along the Balka Zhuravka River (16km northwest of 

Kreminna).  

Milbloggers claimed Ukrainian forces conducted assaults northwest of Kreminna near Chervonopopivka, whilst another 

milblogger claimed Russian forces are trying to prevent Ukraine from reaching the R-66 highway near 

Chervonopopivka.  

UGS reported Russian forces continued routine indirect fire along the line of contact in eastern Kharkiv and western 

Luhansk oblasts. 

Donetsk Oblast - Russian forces yesterday 

continued offensive operations around 

Bakhmut whilst UGS reported its forces 

repelled assaults near the town.  

A milblogger claimed Russian forces also 

conducted an assault south of Bakhmut in 

the direction of Klishchiivka whilst another 

milblogger claimed Wagner Group fighters 

are currently clearing the settlement of 

Yakovlivka, which Russian sources claimed 

Russian forces captured on December 7.  

Russian sources also claimed they thwarted 

Ukrainian counterattacks south of Bakhmut 

near Ozarianivka, Kurdyumivka, Klishchiivka, 

and Mayorsk, and north of Bakhmut near 

Soledar. Russian milbloggers reiterated 

claims that Ukrainian forces are suffering 

extensive losses in the Bakhmut area. 

Russian forces continued offensive 

operations in the Avdiivka–Donetsk City 

area on December 8 whilst UGS reported 

they had repelled assaults within 37km 

southwest of Avdiivka near Marinka and 

Novomykhailivka.  

Russian milbloggers claimed that the DNR 

Peoples Militia’s 11th regiment repelled a 
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Ukrainian counterattack near Vodyane and that the DNR “Sparta” and “Somalia” Battalions repelled a Ukrainian 

counterattack near Pisky.  

Russian and Ukrainian sources posted footage showing Russian forces firing incendiary munitions at Ukrainian positions 

near Avdiivka. Protocol III of the Geneva Convention prohibits the use of air-delivered incendiary munitions against 

military targets within a concentration of civilians. 

Russian forces continued defensive operations in western Donetsk and eastern Zaporizhia oblasts yesterday.  

UGS reported enemy forces are defending their positions in this area of the front. The Russian MoD claimed it repelled 

a Ukrainian counterattack near Mykilske in western Donetsk Oblast (48km southwest of Donetsk City).  

A milblogger claimed that Russian forces thwarted Ukrainian attempts to restore positions within 90km southwest of 

Donetsk City near Novomayorsk, Volodymyrivka, and Novopil in western Donetsk Oblast. UGS reported Russian forces 

continued routine indirect fire along the line of contact in Donetsk and eastern Zaporizhia oblasts. 

Southern Axis - Ukrainian forces 

yesterday continued to target rear 

areas in southern Ukraine whilst the 

Russian MoD claimed its air defenses 

intercepted Ukrainian MLRS rounds 

near Tokmak, Zaporizhia Oblast.  

Ukrainian Head of Berdyansk Victoria 

Halytsyna reported multiple 

unidentified explosions (possibly 

Ukrainian strikes) occurred at an air 

base in occupied Berdyansk, but 

Russian occupation authorities denied 

the reports of explosions. 

Ukrainian and Russian sources 

reported that Russian air defenses 

activated over Sevastopol overnight, 

and Sevastopol occupation head 

Mikhail Razvozhaev later stated that 

Russian air defenses shot down a UAV. 

Russian forces continued routine 

artillery, air, and missile strikes in 

southern Ukraine yesterday.  

UGS reported Russian forces shelled 

Bilohrudyi Island just west of Hola 

Prystan, Kherson in the Dnipro River, as 

well as areas along the west (right) 

riverbank in Kherson City and its 

environs. Ukrainian sources reported 

that Russian forces struck a transport 

hub in Mykolaiv City and the port area 
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of Ochakiv, Mykolaiv Oblast with S-300 anti-aircraft missiles. Russian forces continued routine fire along the frontline 

west of Hulyaipole, Zaporizhia Oblast and against Nikopol and Marhanets, Dnipropetrovsk Oblast. 

Russian occupation authorities announced on December 8 that they began work to restore the Kakhovka Hydroelectric 

Power Plant (HPP) in occupied Nova Kakhovka, Kherson Oblast.  

ISW previously assessed Russian forces may seek to blow up the Kakhovka HPP dam; Russian authorities could attempt 

to mine the dam under the guise of restoration efforts. Ukrainian artillery fire can likely deny Russian authorities 

opportunities to perform any work to the HPP or dam itself, however. 

Not for the “feint” of heart - The ruse that could dupe Putin into another crushing ambush - Just weeks 

after Ukrainian forces liberated the city of Kherson in Ukraine and kicked Russian forces out, major questions remain 

over which counteroffensive campaign Kyiv will launch next—and where Russia’s next defeat will be as the cold winter 

weather begins to settle in. 

Tackling Russian forces in the Zaporizhzhia region could be a logical next step for Ukrainian forces. A win in Zaporizhzhia 

would help Ukraine cut off Russia’s land bridge to Crimea, the peninsula Putin illegally annexed from Ukraine in 2014 

and has been occupying ever since. Russia’s hold on Crimea is even more vulnerable now that Kherson—a key foothold 

just north of Crimea—is back in Ukrainian hands. 

In signs they may be anticipating a fight, Russian forces are working on bolstering their defenses near Zaporizhzhia, 

though analysts say there are no indications of a buildup of troops or equipment near Zaporizhzhia.  

Now, the buzz around Zaporizhzhya is fueling other rumors: that Ukraine could be plotting a surprise counteroffensive 

elsewhere and might just be working up rumors to fake out the Russians. 

It has leveraged the element of surprise to its advantage before. Earlier this year, a flurry of reports emerged that 

Ukrainian forces were preparing a counteroffensive against Kherson in the south, when they were actually, behind the 

scenes, preparing a campaign for Kharkiv in the northeast. That attack forced Russians to retreat in the area, catching 

them almost entirely off-guard. 

Other areas Ukraine might be interested in liberating next could include Enerhodar, where the Zaporizhzhia nuclear 

power plant is located. Crimea is also on the list of targets in the near future, the top Ukrainian official in charge of 

Crimea told The Daily Beast. Taking Kherson, just north of Crimea, was a key step Ukrainian forces had to take before 

considering going after Crimea. Taking back Crimea could happen earlier than this coming spring, the official told The 

Daily Beast. 

In apparent anticipation of a Ukrainian campaign, Russian troops have been working to establish outposts and trenches 

near the Crimean border and in Donetsk and Luhansk, according to the Associated Press. 

They’re very clever people 

Though it’s impossible to predict the next move for certain, Ukrainian forces may very well be working to surprise 

again, Jim Townsend, the former deputy assistant secretary of defense (DASD) for European and NATO policy, told The 

Daily Beast. 

“They’re very clever people and that’s one of the reasons that they’re doing so well is that they’re unpredictable,” 

Townsend said, suggesting that the Ukrainians could be leaning on spreading some misinformation to “mislead” the 

Russians. “Ukraine keeps us guessing. And that's great because it means they’re keeping the Russians guessing too.” 

There are some indications that the Russians may be leaving Zaporizhzhia already, according to Kyiv.  

But according to the White House, the Russians don’t appear to be preparing for a withdrawal there. 
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Responding to a question from The Daily Beast on a call last week, John Kirby, a White House National Security Council 

coordinator, said the Russian movements in Zaporizhzhia may not be indicative of a fuller withdrawal. 

“I don’t know that I’d go so far as to say [there’s] some sort of broader withdrawal, at least not at this time,” Kirby said. 

Russian authorities denied they are fleeing the nuclear power plant in Zaporizhzhia as well. Russia earlier this year 

illegally annexed Zaporizhzhia, a retreat would be a crushing blow to Putin’s plans of territorial control in Ukraine. 

Ukraine has gained momentum in the waning months of the year, kicking Russia out of multiple territories it has stolen. 

But in many ways, the next counteroffensive campaigns may be more difficult for Ukraine than the Kherson and Kharkiv 

campaigns, in part because Russian forces have been digging in on defense in the Zaporizhzhia and Kherson directions, 

a spokesman of the UGS, Alexander Stupun, said this week. 

Following the defeat in Kherson, Russia is likely scrambling to try to learn from its mistakes, Townsend said. 

“Rooting them out of these dug-in positions [and] digging them out with artillery—it’s going to take a lot of ammunition 

and a lot of effort if they're going to make assaults on dug-in Russians,” Townsend said. “They’re dealing with a Russia 

that is a bit smarter now than they were. Back in the summer they probably underestimated the Ukrainians and now I 

think they’re not going to do that. They’re pissed off.” 

From an organizational standpoint, Russian forces are not necessarily in the best position to learn from their mistakes, 

Josh Manning, a former United States European Command Russia analyst, told The Daily Beast. 

“Their officer corps is decimated. The generals are broken. Everyone’s just playing a blame game right now to avoid 

taking the ire of the Kremlin,” Manning said. “They’re not learning lessons from this. They’re just not, they’re stuck in 

what they’re doing.” 

But the Russians may have one other key advantage: They can continue to flood the field with manpower. 

“Human mass is still on the side of the Russians… They still have the ability to provide more forces than Ukraine does,” 

Townsend said. “Ukraine can't afford to get sucked into a battle where a lot of their best fighters are killed.” 

The Ukrainians might well consider a plan that focuses on squeezing around the Russians from the north and the south 

and cutting off Russia’s logistical and supplies routes, Manning told The Daily Beast. That plan, rather than working on 

seizing massive swathes of territory, could result in isolating the Russian forces while they’re already on the defense. 

Freeze them to death 

There might not be many large battles in the near term because the Ukrainians may just play a game of waiting out the 

Russians after isolating them, Manning said. 

“Really, all you have to do is cut the Russians off at this point, and freeze them to death,” Manning told The Daily Beast. 

“Cut them off, isolate them, and then let them just suffer. 

Whatever campaign comes next, it might not be as sweeping or big as Kherson or Kharkiv, Townsend agreed. 

“Unlike this summer, this is going to be harder this time around. So we know that whatever they’re going to do, it’s not 

going to be a cakewalk,” Townsend said. 

Ukraine is keeping up the fight in the area, though. Just this weekend the brigade of Ukraine’s Territorial Defense Force 

responsible for Zaporizhzhia indicated Ukrainian forces are pummeling Russian forces and still repelling attacks. 

“Mortars of the Zaporizhzhia territorial defense battalion mercilessly destroy enemy forces, day and night repelling 

enemy attacks and not leaving them alone and in their positions,” the brigade statement said. “Every shot is on target.” 
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And although some U.S. officials have suggested that the cold winter months ahead may lead to a slowdown in the war, 

movements may become easier than they have been in recent months once the mud freezes over. When the ground 

grows hard enough, it may be the signal that a campaign could kick off in earnest, Townsend said. 

“It will be sooner rather than later, because I don’t think [the Ukrainians have] got the time. They don’t want to wait for 

the Russians to build up, they don’t want to wait for the Russians to replenish their munitions or do other things to 

make them harder to get after,” Townsend said. “Ukraine wants to keep the momentum up, they want to keep moving, 

keep moving, keep moving.” 

Containment 

Bulgaria to send military aid to Ukraine for first time - Bulgaria will send military aid to Ukraine for the first 

time since the Russian invasion began. 

It was one of the few EU countries not to send aid after the Russia-friendly Socialist party, a coalition partner in the 

previous government, blocked a previous proposal in May. 

The list of arms Bulgaria will send to Ukraine is classified, but government officials have said Sofia would mainly send 

light weaponry and ammunition. 

Caretaker defence minister Dimitar Stoyanov said Bulgaria could not afford to send its Russian-made anti-aircraft 

missile systems or MIG-19 and SU-25 fighter jets, which Kyiv wants. 

“My approach has been conservative because I need to ensure the defence capabilities of Bulgaria. The aid is fully in 

line with Ukraine’s priorities, but we are not sending S-300 systems, nor MIG-29 or SU-25 aircraft”, Stoyanov told Nova 

TV. 

Putin 

Putin may be deliberately distancing his rhetoric from nationalists’ unrealistic demands for the Russian 

war efforts in Ukraine. Putin stated yesterday that in order to help Russia complete its war goals Russians should stop 

engaging in confrontations on the information front and suppress their impulses to believe fake and leaked 

information. 

He added that there is “a lot of noise” within the information space regarding Russia’s missile campaign against 

Ukrainian energy infrastructure and falsely implied that Russian strikes are retaliatory measures following the claimed 

Ukrainian attack on Kerch Strait Bridge, shelling of the Kursk Nuclear Power Plant, and Ukraine’s uninterest in providing 

water to Donetsk City. A prominent milblogger — who had been calling on Putin to retaliate for Ukraine’s liberation of 

Russian-occupied territories and claimed Ukrainian strikes against Russia — found Putin’s comments disappointing and 

angrily interpreted Putin’s statements to mean that the Kremlin had not planned to strike Ukrainian infrastructure if 

the attack against Kerch Strait Bridge did not occur. 

The Kremlin has increasingly attempted to reorient public opinion to favor its official messaging, and Putin’s December 

8 statement may aim to diminish or marginalize the milbloggers to re-establish the perception that the Kremlin 

maintains a “moderate” and authoritative position. Putin has previously publicly associated himself with nationalist 

milbloggers but still drawn criticism for failing to fully ideologize Russia. 

He may be attempting to get the milblogger community under control by attacking its credibility and encouraging self-

censorship. Kremlin Spokesperson Dmitry Peskov stated on November 6 that Russians must listen to information about 

mobilization from Putin and the Russian MoD when responding to a question regarding Telegram channels. While he 
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may also be considering actually censoring the milbloggers, such measures remain unlikely given his ongoing efforts to 

retain relations with select milbloggers. His statement may also be an example of poor messaging discipline that failed 

to account for Russian milbloggers’ growing complaints about Moscow’s failures to address the perceived Ukrainian 

threat against Russia. 

Putin has escape plan to Venezuela if Russia loses war: former speechwriter - Putin has an escape plan in 

place in the event Russia loses the war it started in Ukraine in February, a former speechwriter for the Kremlin chief 

said on Wednesday this week. 

Abbas Gallyamov, a political analyst, said a trusted source told him the Kremlin has, since the spring, been developing a 

backup plan for a potential defeat in Ukraine, which involves Putin and top leadership fleeing to Venezuela. 

"I usually don't retell insider stories, but today I will make an exception. Firstly, I trust the source too much, and 

secondly, the information is very juicy," Gallyamov wrote on his Telegram channel. 

According to Gallyamov, the project has been unofficially named "Noah's Ark." Argentina and Venezuela are allegedly 

among the top options for Putin to flee to, but China was considered in the early stages of talks. 

Gallyamov, who has been living in exile in Israel since 2018, said his source told him that Yury Kurilin, the vice president 

and chief of staff of Russian energy company Rosneft, is "the man on the ground" making all the arrangements for a 

potential evacuation to Venezuela. 

"In the summer, he formally resigned from [Rosneft] and now devoted himself entirely to the 'Noah's Ark,'" Gallyamov 

wrote. "He has American citizenship and good connections. He graduated from Hayward University in California [and] 

worked in BP structures, including in the high position of director of corporate affairs." 

Sanctions 

Turkey won’t buckle as sanctions spat keeps oil flow halted - Turkey dug in on an insistence that oil tankers 

navigating its waters must prove they’re insured to do so, leaving a glitch from sanctions on Russia unresolved and 

hindering the flow of millions of barrels of crude. 

Turkish officials, speaking on condition of anonymity, estimated that about 2 million tons — or almost 15 million barrels 

— of oil are currently held up by the impasse. Over the past year, almost 700 million barrels passed through the 

country’s Bosphorus and Dardanelles straits, waterways that now need additional proof of insurance. 

The government in Ankara is still rejecting pressure from the US, UK and the insurance industry to alter its rules, the 

officials said. They added that the backlog isn’t serious and that several vessels have navigated through since the rule 

began. 

US to impose new sanctions on Russia and China - The US plans to impose new sanctions against Russia and 

China, including punishing Moscow for using Iranian drones in its war against Ukraine, two US officials said on 

Thursday. 

The sanctions will also target about 170 Chinese entities for illegal fishing in the Pacific amid fears that China is using its 

fishing fleet to expand Beijing’s maritime influence. 

The sanctions were first reported by the Wall Street Journal newspaper. 

Many of the sanctions will be under the Global Magnitsky Act, which authorizes the US government to sanction foreign 

government officials worldwide. 
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South Africa: mystery about the presence of a Russian cargo ship in Cape Town - South Africa's main 

opposition party on Thursday called on the government to explain why a Russian cargo ship targeted by Western 

sanctions is docked at a naval base in Cape Town. 

The cargo ship arrived at the country's largest naval base at Simon's Town on Tuesday, the Democratic Alliance said, 

adding it appeared to have turned off its automatic identification system which, among other things, gives position. 

At night, cranes unloaded the boat's cargo onto trucks protected by armed personnel, he added. 

"This behaviour has worried local residents because the boat is under sanctions from the United States and the EU 

following Russia's invasion of Ukraine," said Kobus Marais in a statement.  

South Africa did not take sides after Russia invaded Ukraine last February, a war that triggered sweeping Western 

sanctions. 

Marais urged the MoD to explain why the ship docked in a military port rather than a commercial one and "why there is 

so much secrecy" surrounding this boat. The Department of Defense and the Navy did not immediately respond to a 

request for comment. 

Comment – South Africa produces one of the world’s most lethal 155mm howitzers in two formats – G5 and G6 

(pictured below), the former towed and the latter self-propelled and recognized as one of the most advanced howitzer 

armored vehicles available, with an exceptionally high degree of attack accuracy. 

Designed by the late Gerald Bull, a Canadian artillery expert murdered by Mossad in Brussels in 1986, it is a rapid-fire 

canon with extended range. 

The G6 howitzer is in service with the South African Army (43 systems – GV6 Rhino) and has also been exported to the 

United Arab Emirates (78 systems – G6 M1A3) and Oman (24 systems). A 155mm self-propelled howitzer, it is a highly 

autonomous system with 700km vehicle fuel range, 50km (31 miles) weapon range using velocity enhanced long range 

projectiles and the ability to fire the first round within 60 seconds of the vehicle stopping. 

It achieved a range of 53.6km (34 miles) using the new velocity-enhanced long-range projectile (V-LAP) and the new 

M64 bi-modular charge system. V-LAP combines base bleed and rocket motor technology, while the M64 charge 

system increases muzzle velocity to 910m/s. VLAP is part of Denel’s new Assegai range of 155mm ammunition. 

Recently it demonstrated an ability to reach targets at 76km (50 miles) using ammunition produced by Rheinmetall 

Denel Munition (RDM) in a firing demonstration at Alkantpan proving ground in South Africa. 

The gun is compatible with all Nato 155mm ammunition, including extended-range full-bore (ERFB) projectiles of 

explosive, cargo and practice types, which are all ballistically matched and with field-fittable base bleed units. 

ERFB projectiles provide the G6 with increased range and terminal effectiveness. As an example of the gun’s accuracy, 

at 75% of maximum range the probable error specification is 0.48% of range value and 1mil in deflection. 

A five-zone combustible case modular propelling charge system is based on cool-burning propellants which ensure a 

barrel life of more than 6,000 standard charges. The system is compatible with direct action, electronic timing or 

proximity type fuses. 

Target data is transmitted from a command and control centre to the commander’s station in the crew compartment 

via a VHF/UHF communications link. The crew activates the gun by pressing an autolay button and the bearing, 

elevation and engagement data are downloaded to the automatic gun laying system. 
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Gun laying and navigation equipment comprises a ring laser gyroscope system equipped with a touchscreen control 

developed by the Kentron division of Denel. The gun has fully autonomous laying and navigation capability with no 

need for survey and alignment at gun position. 

The system can be interfaced to an optional global positioning system (GPS) and also has a back-up laying system. The 

gun is fitted with a trunnion mounted telescopic sight for direct firing up to 3,000m. 

With the V-LAP projectile, the system 

has a range of 67km (42 miles) and a rate of 

fire of eight rounds a minute. Multiple 

rounds (up to six) can be fired to simultaneously hit the same 

target using the ADS (Thales) AS2000 artillery target engagement 

system. 

This enables the howitzer to fire 8 rounds of guided 

artillery shells and then relocate within two 

minutes by moving away at speeds of up 

to 50 mph. it is specifically designed to cross 

rough terrain, bridging trenches up to 4 feet wide 

and deep while at full speed – whilst continuing to fire.  

Automated ammunition handling, fuse handling and ammunition inventory 

reduce crew workload. The G6-52 provides protection against nuclear, biological and 

chemical (NBC) attacks apart from small and medium- caliber weapons. 

The G6-52 turret is mounted on a Land Systems OMC 6×6 wheeled vehicle which has an off-road speed of nearly 

80km/h and a range of 700km. 

Although an aging system in its original design base, military experts around the globe rate updated versions superior 

to all but one other wheeled self-propelled howitzers in terms of range, firepower and protection. 

Warning – Should Western nations find that SA is exporting these weapons systems to Russia, South Africa can expect 

to find itself immediately and severely at risk of sanctions and retaliatory actions. Although China is South Africa’s 

primary export destination, the US and EU states are 7 of the remaining top 12 countries it exports to. 

Russia's central bank just issued a warning about 'new economic shocks,' and it shows the new 

$60/barrel cap on oil is working - Despite the Kremlin's general skepticism over the West's myriad economic 

sanctions, analysts at the country's central bank foresee "new economic shocks," thanks to a $60 per barrel price cap 

on Russian oil and the European Union's ban of the country's crude. 

The EU, G7, and Australia have set a price cap for Russian crude that kicked in on Monday. On top of that, the EU has 

also banned all seaborne Russian crude. 

The two measures could "significantly reduce" Russia's economic activity in the coming months, analysts at Russian 

central bank's research and forecasting department said in a report on Wednesday. They caveated that their findings 

may differ from the official position of the institution. 

EU widens sanctions on Tehran, mulls more against Russia - The EU slapped new sanctions on Iran for its 

crackdown on anti-government protesters and launched a mission to train 15,000 Ukrainian soldiers in member states. 
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EU foreign ministers meeting in Brussels on Monday imposed travel bans and asset freezes on 29 Iranians, including 

high-ranking members of the country's Revolutionary Guard and Interior Minister Ahmad Vahidi. 

Four Iranian organizations are also targeted, as the EU hardens its response to Tehran's crackdown on a massive 

protest movement that erupted following the September death of a young woman in Iranian police custody. On 

Monday, Iran issued its first death sentence against a protester. 

Also in the EU's sanctions crosshairs: attack drones Iran supplied to Russia for its war on Ukraine. EU foreign policy chief 

Josep Borrell demanded Iran stop providing Moscow with military aid — which reports suggest might also include 

ballistic missiles — and said the bloc would take further steps, if needed. 

"The drones provided by Iran to Russia allegedly a month ago," Borrell said, "Are being used in that war, and it's a clear 

violation of the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2231." 

Russian state TV laments gaps in air defense system, lack of satellites – A wave of strikes on air bases deep 

inside Russia this week exposed vulnerabilities in the country's defenses, with Russian state TV lamenting the apparent 

lack of satellites. 

Russian military historian Yuri Knutov made an appearance on state television this week, in which he complained that 

there are gaps in Russia's air defenses because most systems had been moved closer to Ukraine after the full-scale 

invasion launched by President Vladimir Putin in February. 

Geopolitics 

Western desire for dominance increases conflict risk: Putin - Putin says Western nations’ desire to maintain 

dominance on the world stage has increased the risks of conflict. 

“The potential for conflict in the world is growing and this is a direct consequence of the attempts by Western elites to 

preserve their political, financial, military and ideological dominance by any means,” Putin said. 

Putin spoke to a summit of defence ministers from the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and a group of ex-Soviet 

countries via video message. 

“They deliberately multiply chaos and aggravate the international situation,” Putin said. 

He also accused the West of “exploiting” Ukraine and using its people as “cannon fodder” in a conflict with Russia. 

Modi to skip annual summit with Putin: Report - Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi will skip an annual 

summit with Russian President Vladimir Putin, India’s Economic Times Now reported. 

Modi and Putin met in September on the sidelines of a regional security bloc summit in Uzbekistan and have spoken on 

the phone several times this year, including on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

Putin visited New Delhi in December last year for the 21st India–Russia annual summit. 

India’s foreign ministry spokesperson did not immediately respond to a request for comment. 

What’s behind China’s growing interest in the Middle East? - Over the past few years, China has been 

cementing ties with Gulf states and investing heavily in their infrastructure deals. Now, Beijing is expanding its footprint 

in the region as Saudi Arabia hosts Chinese President Xi Jinping for a Saudi-Chinese summit. Xi’s long-awaited visit 

comes against the backdrop of strained United States-Saudi relations over energy supplies and concerns over growing 

Chinese influence in the Middle East. 
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While the world is engaged in an ongoing discussion about the ramifications of the trade war between Washington and 

Beijing, the economies of the Middle East are shifting away from their longstanding ties with the U.S. toward 

economically powerful China — a move that may have long-term implications for the economic and political dynamics 

of the region. 

There is no doubt that the relationship between the countries of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) and China 

has taken a significant turn in the 21st century. China’s rapid economic growth necessitated an aggressive approach in 

pursuit of much-needed natural resources. The MENA region was largely excluded from China’s pivot toward Asia and 

Africa, and it was not until the Arab Spring in 2011 that China adopted a more engaged policy toward the key countries 

in the region. It was during this period, for example, that China embarked on the evacuation of its 40,000 citizens 

trapped in the civil conflict in Libya. This action was symbolic of the more active Chinese presence that followed in the 

region. 

For their part, many MENA countries, now faced with the ramifications of the Arab Spring — such as political and 

economic instability — as well as slow growth due to falling oil prices, combined with a policy of disengagement by the 

U.S. from the region, welcomed China and its financing models with open arms. 

China’s new approach toward the MENA region can be attributed to the following factors: 

1. China’s energy needs, national security interests, and economic growth goals require the uninterrupted flow of 

oil and gas from the MENA region. This is particularly important given China’s strained relationship with the 

U.S., which is destined to escalate in the coming years. 

2. China embraces the notion that economic development is a key source of stability in the region, and stability is 

a top priority for its government. The unrest that came with the Arab Spring, and the positive reaction from 

around the world, caught the attention of the Chinese leadership. 

3. The nexus of U.S.-China-MENA relationships and how each of those bilateral relationships influences standing 

with the third party. This includes: 

a. The significant shift by the administration of former President Barack Obama, which continues 

under President Donald Trump, to disengage from the region left a lot of room to be filled by other 

players, including China. 

b. The 2008 financial crisis shifted the focus of MENA economies toward China to seek investment 

and trade as the U.S. went through a recession that China largely avoided. 

c. U.S. domestic policies that were viewed as discriminatory against some MENA countries shifted the 

focus of many regional investors to destinations other than the U.S. 

d. The trade tensions between China and the U.S. provided the impetus for increased Chinese 

economic involvement in the region through loans, investments, and trade. 

4. President Xi Jinping’s activism in terms of expanding China’s footprint in the region through the launch of the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013, which was later added to the Chinese constitution. Xi visited the region 

twice — in 2016 and 2018, the latter his first foreign visit in his second term — and China elevated the level of 

partnership with Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE to a comprehensive strategic one. 

This more engaged involvement was reciprocated by similar high-level visits by leaders from the region to China. Many 

Middle Eastern leaders have visited Beijing more than once over the past five years. Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah el-

Sisi has visited at least six times since taking office in 2014. Each visit involved the signing of a number of economic 

agreements, many of them large in scale, as the leaders attempted to solidify the political relationship in order to 

expand their economic ties. 

In addition, many countries in the region have aligned their sustainable development strategies with China’s BRI in 

order to get better access to financing for their clean energy projects. Sustainability promises to be one of the big 
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economic drivers — as well as a political necessity, given the health and other consequences involved — for the region, 

especially as countries seek alternative sources of energy to oil. China, and not the U.S., is emerging as a leader in this 

field, and is actively seeking to promote green development in the MENA area. 

As a result of this increased engagement, China has become the largest investor in the region, and the most sought 

after. In 2018, China committed $20 billion in loans for reconstruction in the Arab world, as well as $3 billion in loans 

for the banking sector. Furthermore, and through a wide range of financing vehicles, China has provided a mixture of 

concessional, preferred, and commercial loans, as well as currency swaps, to support central banks and fund 

infrastructure mega-projects that use Chinese companies (mainly state-owned) and Chinese labor. These mechanisms 

do not entail any political requirements, but often involve strict conditions on the use of Chinese materials and labor. 

 There has also been a boom in trade between the two sides, which has multiplied to reach almost $245 billion. In 

addition, the MENA region is witnessing a growing presence from Chinese private sector companies, especially 

technology firms. For example, five of the top 10 e-commerce companies in the region are from China. They are drawn 

by the growing size of the MENA e-commerce market, which is expected to reach $49 billion by 2021. 

Chinese tourism is also growing in the region. While Chinese outbound tourism increased from 98 million people in 

2013 to 154 million in 2018, the percentage of total outbound Chinese tourists going to Gulf Cooperation Council 

countries rose from 1.3 percent in 2012 to 1.9 percent in 2018. Egypt, for example, received 450,000 Chinese tourists in 

2018, up from 135,000 in 2015. 

We can only expect this trend of strengthening China-MENA relations to continue, especially as the BRI expands in the 

region. China has much of what the region needs, whether through its private sector in technology-related fields, state-

owned conglomerates in infrastructure and construction, or state-sponsored financing vehicles such as the Export-

Import Bank of China, the Silk Road Fund, and its banks. 

This formula provides an easy fix for many of the region’s developmental challenges, but it does not come without 

attendant potential conundrums for China. It remains to be seen how the U.S. will be able to balance the increasing 

influence of China in the region, and how China will leverage its growing presence to advance its interests vis-à-vis the 

U.S. and the West. As China’s presence grows, it will become increasingly difficult to avoid being dragged into the 

political dilemmas of the region. 

Russian Mobilization 

Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts - A Russian government official implied Putin’s word is as good as law 

when it comes to the military mobilization of Russian citizens. Russian independent outlet Meduza reported yesterday 

that Russian Senator Andrei Klishas stated Russia has no need for mobilization or a presidential decree to formally end 

mobilization because there is no greater power than Putin’s word.  

Klishas claimed the Russian people perceive Putin’s announcement on the end of mobilization to be stronger than an 

official decree.” ISW assessed on November 22 that Putin is unlikely to issue a presidential decree to end mobilization 

because ending the mobilization period would officially require demobilization in accordance with the Russian 

mobilization law, which is not advantageous to the Kremlin. 

Ukrainian official sources and a Russian independent media source reported that mobilization continues in Russia and 

occupied territories. A representative of the Ukrainian Main Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR), Andriy Yusov, 

stated on December 8 that mobilization in Russia continues and noted signs suggesting that Russian officials are 

preparing for “more powerful waves, forms, methods, accounting systems” for the next wave of mobilization.  
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This may be a nod to the launch of an electronic database, which ISW has previously reported on. A Russian opposition 

source reported Russian officials have involved employees of the Moscow Housing Authority in distributing summonses 

in Moscow, stating that employees are required to distribute 80 summonses per quarter and are required to work with 

the military enlistment office in case of deferments. 

The Kremlin may also be setting conditions to mobilize Ukrainian men in Russian-occupied territories. Yusov stated 

Russian forces are discussing the possibility of mobilizing 17-year-old Ukrainians in occupied territories. 

UGS also reported occupation officials plan to mobilize residents in occupied Zaporizhia Oblast to replenish Russian 

losses and noted they began summoning men of military age in Melitopol to military recruitment centers. 

Kremlin forces are continuing to show signs of poor discipline, health, and morale. UGS reported about 20 former 

prisoners operating on the frontlines near in Yasynuvata, Donetsk Oblast, deserted while their unit was in transit, 

adding that Russian forces killed at least three of the deserters and that the search operation for the others is ongoing. 

A Russian source reported Russian officials are conducting searches for deserters in Astrakhan, Rostov, and Volgograd 

oblasts, and in the Kalmykia Republic. Such frequent instances of desertion are inconsistent with Putin’s statement that 

fewer military personnel are fleeing frontlines during his meeting with the Council on Civil Society and Human Rights 

(HRC) on December 7. Putin also claimed that information circulating about Russian forces shooting deserters for 

abandoning positions in Ukraine is fake and has no basis. A milblogger claimed more Russian servicemembers have died 

from alcohol abuse accidents than from Ukrainian attacks. Another Russian source reported that a man attempted 

suicide in Moscow to avoid conscription. 

Russia continues to suffer under the strain of a poorly implemented mobilization and an unsupportive government, 

despite denying such claims. UGS reported yesterday occupation officials in Luhansk Oblast are reorganizing individual 

units in order to establish a legal basis to deny the relatives of dead Russian servicemen in these units the promised 

compensation.  

Prominent milblogger, and a recent addition to the Russian Human Rights Commission, Alexander “Sasha” Kots, stated 

he wanted to address the continuing issues of lack of communication, payments, and insufficient supplies and 

equipment within the Russian forces during Putin’s meeting with the HRC on December 7, but was unable to do so due 

to time constraints.  

Kots’ acknowledgement of continuing logistical issues within the Russian Armed Forces is a direct contradiction of 

Putin’s December 7 statement they have solved issues with the provision of support and equipment to mobilized men.”  

A Russian source reported two days ago that a Russian mobilized servicemember from Kuznetsk, Penza Oblast, called in 

to a radio show to tell Governor of Kemerovo Oblast Sergei Tsivilyov that his family was not receiving the free coal that 

the local government promised to his family. Tsivilyov reportedly promised to compensate the family for all the money 

they spent on coal previously. Another Russian source reported that crowdfunding efforts for the Russian military 

continue. 


