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Conflict Update # 293 

December 13th, 2022 

Back issues at www.accgroupco.com 

Conflict Assessment 

Russian losses – 95,260 (500) soldiers killed, 2,966 (+0) enemy tanks, 5,930 (+2) armored  combat vehicles, 1,931 (+2) 

artillery systems, 404 (+7) MLRS systems, 211 (+0) air defense systems, 286 (+0) warplanes, 264 (+0) helicopters, 1,617 

(+0) UAVs of the operational-tactical level, 592 (+0) cruise missiles, 16 (+0) warships/cutters, 4,549 (+5) trucks and 

tankers, 4 Iskander Missile Launchers (+0), 239 fuel bowsers (+0) and 170 (+1) units of equipment. 

Developments 

Ukrainian forces have attacked a key bridge in occupied Melitopol that the Russian military frequently used 

to move elements to and from Ukraine's eastern front. The city's exiled governor shared video of the now-sagging 
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bridge, which connects Melitopol with neighboring Kostyantynivka. "The attack is the second in the city of Melitopol in 

recent days after Ukraine's military used U.S.-supplied long-range artillery to demolish a hotel housing Russian military 

personnel," the WSJ reported today. (Comment – This is in addition to the attacks included in yesterday’s Update). 

Russian forces are continuing to shape and consolidate their force composition in eastern Ukraine to 

bolster defenses against ongoing Ukrainian counteroffensives near the Kharkiv-Luhansk Oblast border and support 

limited offensive efforts in Donetsk Oblast. An independent Ukrainian analytical organization, the Center for Defense 

Strategies, noted yesterday Russians are centralizing and systematizing the command and control of Western Military 

District (WMD) troops in the Kharkiv-Luhansk direction. The Center noted that the 20th Combined Arms Army of the 

WMD is currently operating in this area in three general groupings: elements of the 144th Motorized Rifle Division near 

Svatove; elements of the 3rd Motorized Rifle Division on the Kreminna-Rubizhne line; and elements of the 18th 

Motorized Rifle Division of the 11th Army Corps in northwestern Luhansk Oblast near Troitske. The Center also 

reported that elements of the 1st and 2nd Army Corps (troops of the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics, 

respectively), 76th Air Assault Division and 106th Airborne Division, and up to three BARS (Combat Reserve) 

detachments, amounting up to 15 to 17 battalions, are concentrated in this general area. These troop concentrations 

are likely significantly degraded and understrength. 

ISW has previously observed WMD elements operating throughout Kharkiv Oblast prior to the sweeping Ukrainian 

counteroffensives in September that ultimately drove Russian troops back to the current line along the Kharkiv-Luhansk 

Oblast border. Russian and Ukrainian reporting has additionally suggested that there is a high concentration of 

mobilized personnel operating on this axis, likely in order to fill gaps in WMD units that have been degraded over the 

course of ongoing Ukrainian counteroffensives in northeastern Ukraine. BARS-13 and BARS-16 detachments have been 

particularly active along the Svatove-Kreminna line. Elements of the Central Military District (CMD) have previously 

been observed in the Severodonetsk-Lysychansk area. The observation that elements of the Russian Airborne Forces 

(VDV) are operating in Luhansk Oblast suggests that they redeployed away from the west (right) bank of Kherson 

Oblast, where ISW previously reported they were operating prior to the massive Russian withdrawal from the right 

bank. The current force composition of the Russian contingent in eastern Kherson is unclear. Elements of the Russian 

Southern Military District (SMD) likely maintain a presence in occupied Kherson and Zaporizhia Oblasts. 

Wagner Group fighters, supported by elements of the 1st and 2nd Army Corps, are largely responsible for driving 

offensive operations in Donetsk Oblast, particularly around Bakhmut and the western outskirts of Donetsk City. ISW has 

previously reported the role of Wagner Group forces in securing minor gains around Bakhmut over the last few 

months. Troops of the 6th Regiment of the Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR) 2nd Army Corps have been active 

northeast of Bakhmut in the Soledar area. ISW has additionally observed the prevalence of groupings of the Donetsk 

People’s Republic (DNR) 1st Army Corps in the Donetsk City–Avdiivka area, particularly the “Sparta” and “Somalia” 

battalions, which have claimed gains along the western outskirts of Donetsk City in areas such as Pisky, Vodiane, and 

Marinka. DNR elements have notably been active in this area since 2014. Russian sources reported that DNR troops, 

elements of the Russian Eastern Military District (EMD), and the 155th Naval Infantry Brigade and 40th Separate Naval 

Infantry Brigade of the Pacific Fleet were responsible for costly offensive operations southwest of Donetsk City in the 

Vuhledar-Pavlivka area in November. 

Ukrainian Defense Minister Oleksii Reznikov stated Ukraine intends to continue counteroffensives in 

winter 2022–2023 after the hard freeze enables maneuver warfare, supporting an ISW assessment. 

Senior US government officials may be correcting their assessments about Ukraine’s ability and intent to 

conduct counteroffensive operations this winter. 

Russian forces continued limited ground attacks near Svatove and Kreminna as Ukrainian forces struck rear 

areas in Luhansk Oblast. 
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Russian forces continued ground attacks in the Bakhmut and Avdiivka–Donetsk City areas and conducted 

defensive operations southwest of Donetsk City. 

Ukrainian forces continued to target Russian military assets and logistics hubs along critical ground lines of 

communication (GLOCs) in southern Ukraine. 

Russian forces are fortifying the northern beaches of Crimea along the Black Sea coast. 

Russian forces may lack sufficient infrastructure to support their troops in Crimea. Comment – As related 

in yesterday’s Update, Ukraine is striking strategic rail junctions and Russian supply depots along lines connecting 

Russia to Crimea. The Kerch Bridge should be repaired sometime in the next two months which will allow Russia to 

move replenishment equipment and provisions by rail again. But do not be surprised if it is struck again.  

These are the only channels into Crimea by land with maritime supply routes deemed too risky because of the 

Ukrainian anti-ship missile reach. 

A Russian-appointed deputy governor of Ukraine's southern Kherson region, Vitaly Bulyuk, has been 

hospitalized with moderate injuries after his car exploded. 

Russian forces have apparently used cluster munitions on civilian areas of Kherson at least three times since 

they retreated from the city, Human Rights Watch said on December 13. 

Burning through ammo, Russia using 40-year-old rounds, U.S. official says - Russia is turning to decades-old 

ammunition with high failure rates as it 

burns through its stockpiles to carry out its 

nearly 10-month-old invasion of Ukraine, a 

senior U.S. military official said on Monday. 

"They have drawn from (Russia's) aging 

ammunition stockpile, which does indicate 

that they are willing to use that older 

ammunition, some of which was originally 

produced more than 40 years ago," the 

official said, speaking on condition of 

anonymity. 

Russian forces are using decades-old 

missiles made in Ukrainian factories, the top 

general said. 

Ukraine forfeited these missiles to Russia as 

part of a 1990s deal after the Soviet Union 

fell. Now, they're being fired back into Ukraine without warheads, according to The New York Times. 

Russian forces are firing decades-old missiles originally made in Ukrainian factories back into the eastern European 

country, but without the warheads, a top general has revealed. 

The United States has accused Russia of turning to Iran and North Korea for more firepower as it exhausts its regular 

supplies of ammunition. 

The senior U.S. military official assessed that Russia would burn through its fully-serviceable stocks of ammunition by 

early 2023 if it did not resort to foreign suppliers and older stocks. 
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"We assess that at the rate of fire that Russia has been using its artillery and rocket ammunition in terms of what we 

would call fully serviceable artillery and rocket ammunition. They could probably do that until early 2023," the official 

said. Using the older stocks carried risks, the official said. 

"In other words, you load the ammunition, and you cross your fingers and hope it's going to fire or when it lands that 

it's going to explode," the official said. 

Gen. Vadym Skibitsky, Ukraine's deputy intelligence chief, told The New York Times in a recent interview that over the 

last few weeks, Kyiv has discovered the wreckage of several Kh-55 air-launched cruise missiles — designed to carry 

nuclear warheads — that were fired by Moscow's troops during various attacks. 

These missiles, Skibitsky told the Times, had their warheads removed and replaced with a ballast in an attempt to trick 

Ukraine's air-defense systems with decoy missiles. But something else stood out. These missiles were actually made in 

Ukraine and handed over to Russia as part of an agreement during the 1990s. 

After the Soviet Union broke up, Ukraine — which inherited the world's third-largest nuclear arsenal at the time — 

forfeited its nuclear weapons to Russia by signing the 1994 Budapest Memorandum in exchange for security 

guarantees. Missiles like the Soviet-era Kh-55, which was designed in the 1970s and included in the agreement, now 

appear to have been fired back into Ukraine during the ongoing war. 

Eastern Ukraine: (Eastern Kharkiv Oblast-

Western Luhansk Oblast) - Russian forces 

conducted limited counterattacks near Svatove in 

order to regain lost positions on December 11 and 

12. The Ukrainian General Staff (UGS) reported its 

troops repelled attacks 15km west of Svatove near 

Andriivka and 15km northwest of Svatove near 

Novoselivske and Stelmakhivka between December 

11 and 12.  

Geolocated footage posted on December 11 and 12 

shows a Ukrainian tank destroying a Russian tank 

from positions in the western part of Novoselivske, 

suggesting Ukrainian troops maintain control of 

part of the settlement despite previous Russian 

claims that Russian troops had taken full control in 

the prior weeks. A Russian source posted footage of 

Russian troops launching TOS-1A thermobaric 

rockets from positions near Kuzemivka, 11km 

northwest of Svatove. 

Geolocated footage posted two days ago 

additionally shows a Russian heavy equipment 

transport truck carrying a T-90M battle tank just 

north of Luhansk City, about 118km southeast of 

Svatove, consistent with previous reports Russian 

troops are using Luhansk City as a transportation 

hub for equipment destined for the Svatove-

Kreminna front. 
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Russian forces continued limited offensive actions to regain lost positions west of Kreminna over the past two days and 

UGS reported enemy troops conducted unsuccessful attacks near Chervonopopivka and Zhytlivka (both within 5km 

north of Kreminna), Makiivka (22km northwest of Kreminna), and Bilohorivka and Serebrianka (both about 10km south 

of Kreminna). 

Milbloggers claimed the Kreminna front, especially along the Makiivka-Kreminna line, is the most difficult axis of 

advance in Ukraine with the exception of Bakhmut. Several milbloggers claimed Ukrainian troops have been losing 

ground around Kreminna and that Russian troops have made significant gains west of the R66 (Svatove-Kreminna) 

highway between December 11 and 12, although ISW has not observed visual confirmation of these claims. Russian 

sources widely reported that the most intense fighting is occurring northwest of Kreminna, particularly in the 

Chervonopopivka-Zhytlivka-Ploshchanka pocket. 

Ukrainian forces continued to strike Russian concentration areas in the rear of Luhansk Oblast on December 11 and 12. 

Ukrainian Luhansk Oblast Head Haidai stated on December 11 Ukrainian troops struck a hotel in Kadiivka (60km 

southeast of Kreminna) where Wagner Group fighters were reportedly staying and noted Wagner forces suffered high 

losses. Ukrainian strikes also targeted Russian forces in a hostel in Svatove, causing extensive damage to the building. 

Donetsk Oblast - Russian forces 

continued ground attacks around 

Bakhmut on December 11 and 12. An 

unnamed US military official stated that 

Wagner Group and Russian forces are 

engaged in intense battles for Bakhmut 

and committing significant resources to 

maintain the pace but noted that 

Ukrainian forces “continue to hold the 

line.” 

Spokesperson for Ukraine’s Eastern 

Group of Forces Colonel Cherevaty 

stated enemy forces have changed 

their tactical force composition in the 

Bakhmut direction by switching from 

using company and battalion tactical 

groups (BTGs) to using assault units to 

perform purely offensive tasks.  

UGS reported its forces repelled 

assaults near Bakhmut and settlements 

northeast of the city in Bilohorivka, 

Verkhnokamianske, Soledar, 

Bakhmutske, and Pidhorodne, on 

December 11 and 12. Russian sources 

claimed Wagner forces stormed 

Pidhorodne to partially encircle 

Bakhmut on December 12.  

Geolocated footage showed a 

destroyed railway bridge over the E40 
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(M-03) highway northwest of Pidhorone, which Russian sources claimed to be one of two remaining main ground lines 

of communications (GLOCs) into Bakhmut, and also claimed Ukrainian forces blew up the bridge to create an artificial 

barricade on the E40 towards Slovyansk.  

A Russian source further claimed Wagner assault detachments established control over two former Ukrainian platoon 

positions on the Bakhmut-Soledar line approaching a highway connecting the settlements, likely referring to the T1302 

highway and that Wagner Group forces advanced near Opytne (3km south of Bakhmut) and that fighting is ongoing in 

the area.  

A Russian source claimed that Wagner Group forces launched attacks from the Andriivka area (9km southwest of 

Bakhmut) against unspecified settlements and claimed that fighting is ongoing east of Bakhmut, noting that Ukrainian 

forces are not retreating from the city. Another Russian source claimed that the Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) forces 

are attempting to advance east towards Toretsk (23km southwest of Bakhmut) with artillery support. 

Russian forces continued ground attacks in the Avdiivka–Donetsk City area on December 11 and 12. UGS reported its 

forces repelled attacks on Krasnohorivka (19km west of Donetsk City), Marinka (on the southwestern outskirts of 

Donetsk City), and Novomykhailivka (about 25km southwest of Donetsk City) on December 12.  

DNR Head Denis Pushilin claimed Russian forces control 70% of Marinka on December 12. Russian sources claimed that 

their forces failed to break through Ukrainian defenses along Druzhba Street in the center of Marinka, but that fighting 

is ongoing. Also that Ukrainian forces are trying to regain control of Pisky (on the northwestern outskirts of Donetsk 

City) and that Russian forces thwarted a Ukrainian counterattack in the area on December 12. 

Russian sources claimed that Russian forces made marginal advances toward Pervomaiske and Vodyane on the 

northwestern outskirts of Donetsk City on December 11 and 12.[59] ISW is unable to confirm the veracity of the 

milbloggers’ or Pushilin’s claims. 

Russian forces conducted defensive operations in western Donetsk Oblast on December 11 and 12 and UGS reported 

enemy forces are defending positions near Vuhledar, Velyka Novosilka (31km northwest of Vuhledar), Zolota Nyva 

(19km northwest of Vuhledar), and Pavlivka (3km southwest of Vuhledar).  

Russian sources claimed their forces made marginal advances towards Velyka Novosilka on December 11 and 12. And 

also boasted about a Ukrainian retreat in this area while a Ukrainian source stated that Ukrainian defenses halted a 

Russian advance.  

A milblogger claimed December 11 Russian forces massed as if preparing for a full ground attack but only conducted 

reconnaissance-in-force near Velyka Novosilka and claimed such an act indicates poor readiness. The Russian MoD 

claimed its forces repelled a Ukrainian attempt to advance towards Neskuchene (33km west of Vuhledar) on December 

11. Russian forces continued routine indirect fire along the line of contact in western Donetsk and eastern Zaporizhia 

oblasts on December 11 and 12. 

Southern Axis - Russian forces continued to strengthen defensive positions in Kherson Oblast amid poor weather 

conditions over the past two days. Ukraine’s Southern Operational Command (SOC) stated there is a heavy fog in 

Kherson Oblast with low visibility and icy roads, making road transportation difficult. Ukrainian Tavria Defense Force 

Grouping Spokesperson Yevheny Yerin stated Russian forces are redeploying units in the Kherson direction, 

strengthening defensive lines, and conducting sabotage and reconnaissance operations. Yerin added enemy forces aim 

to establish observation posts on islands in the Dnipro River delta southwest of Kherson City.  

Ukrainian and Russian sources stated Russian forces continued to shell areas on the west (right) bank of the Dnipro 

River on December 11 and 12, including Kherson City and its environs. 
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Ukrainian forces continued to target 

Russian military assets and logistics 

hubs along critical ground lines of 

communication (GLOCs) in southern 

Ukraine. Geolocated footage shows 

the aftermath of a strike against a 

restaurant-hotel complex in 

Melitopol, Zaporizhia Oblast overnight 

on December 10–11, which Ukrainian 

Melitopol Mayor Ivan Fedorov said 

Russian forces used as a base for the 

Federal Security Services (FSB) and to 

quarter soldiers.  

Fedorov added Ukrainian forces 

struck a Russian checkpoint and 

logistics hub in Bohdanivka and a 

radar station in Semenivka, both 

northeast of Melitopol, and two 

Russian military bases in Polohy and 

Maiske just south of the frontline. 

Fedorov added that these strikes 

collectively killed dozens of Russian 

military personnel and wounded over 

200 servicemen.  

It also stated Ukrainian strikes in an 

unspecified area of Zaporizhia Oblast 

injured over 150 Russian military 

personnel. 

Russian and Ukrainian sources 

reported Ukrainian forces struck areas 

along the east (left) bank of the 

Dnipro River in Kherson Oblast, including Oleshky and Hola Prystan, and rear areas in eastern Kherson Oblast including 

Skadovsk, Chaplynka, and Radensk on December 11 and 12. 

Russian forces continued to conduct routine fire west of Hulyaipole and in Dnipropetrovsk and Mykolaiv oblasts on 

December 11 and 12 and struck Nikopol and Marhanets, Dnipropetrovsk Oblast, and Ochakiv, Mykolaiv Oblast on 

December 11 and 12. They expressed continued concern that Ukrainian forces are preparing for a counteroffensive 

along the Zaporizhia Oblast front line. 

Russian forces are fortifying the northern beaches of Crimea along the Black Sea coast. An image posted on December 

10 shows them digging trenches along a beach in Chornomorske, Crimea (124km south of Kherson City). 

UGS reported Russian occupation authorities in Crimea are strengthening law enforcement and counterintelligence 

measures in Chornomorske and Mizhvodne, both along the northwestern beachline and the T0107 highway that 

connects northwestern coastal areas of Crimea to Simferopol and other rear areas.  
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Some milbloggers claimed pictures of these fortifications are instead part of an effort to restore Crimean beaches for 

tourism, but it remains unclear how digging trenchlike fortifications would assist such restoration efforts. Russian forces 

may be concerned about a possible future Ukrainian amphibious counteroffensive from across the Black Sea. 

Belarus fills top posts, inspects troops' combat readiness - Russia's close ally Belarus named a new foreign 

minister and air force chief on Tuesday while announcing a snap military inspection, the latest in a burst of exercises 

that have prompted concern from neighboring Ukraine. 

President Alexander Lukashenko named Sergei Aleinik to head the foreign ministry, replacing Vladimir Makei, who died 

suddenly at the age of 64 last month. Officials have still not stated the cause of death. (Comment – There are 

increasing reports of senior Belarussian officials coming out against any participation in the Ukrainian conflict, perhaps 

Makei was seen as not supporting any engagement?). 

Andrei Lukyanovich, previously deputy commander of the air force, was promoted to take charge of the air force and 

air defence units, the state news agency Belta said, after his predecessor was removed on grounds of age last month. 

(Comment – Another naysayer?). 

Belarus has said it will not enter the war in Ukraine, but Lukashenko allowed Russia to invade northern Ukraine from 

Belarusian territory on Feb. 24 and in October ordered troops to deploy with Russian forces near the Ukrainian border. 

A flurry of Belarusian military action, including a counter-terrorism exercise last week, has kept Ukraine guessing about 

Minsk's intentions and raised concerns in Kyiv that it might join the war on Russia's side. Russia and Belarus are 

formally part of a "union state" and are closely allied economically and militarily. 

Western military analysts say Belarus's small army lacks the strength and combat experience to make a decisive 

difference, but the risk that it might intervene from the north is a burdensome distraction for Ukraine as it focuses on 

fighting Russian forces in the south and east. 

As part of the exercise announced on Tuesday, Belarusian troops will have to move quickly to "designated areas" and 

set up bridge crossings over the Neman and Berezina rivers in western and eastern Belarus, the defence ministry said. 

"During this period, it is planned to move military equipment and personnel, and to temporarily restrict the movement 

of citizens (transport) along certain public roads and sections of terrain," it said. 

Comment – It has been some months now since the Russian injection of thousands of mobilized soldiers and armored 

units into Belarus, ostensibly for training only. That amounts to a time-frame sufficient-enough to have now completed 

this preparation period – leading to today’s date. Is Belarus planning on entering the war? It would be foolish to do so. 

A Russian paramilitary group active in Ukraine called for border intelligence on nearby NATO states: 

report - A group fighting on behalf of Russia in Ukraine has called for data on military movements in Latvia, Lithuania 

and Estonia, raising concerns over a potential rogue attack on a NATO member state, The Guardian reported. 

Task Force Rusich, which has close ties to the Wagner Group paramilitary group and has been highly active in Ukraine, 

posted the appeal on its official Telegram channel on December 7, the paper reported. 

Viewed by more than 60,000 members, the post asked for information regarding border posts, military movements and 

units in the three former Soviet states, the outlet said. The post asked for specifics on communication towers, security 

systems, and fuel depots in border areas, per The Guardian. All three countries share a land border with Russia. 

According to the US Treasury's Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC), Rusich has fought alongside Russia-backed 

proxies in the Donbas since 2015, where it was filmed committing atrocities against Ukrainian prisoners. Rusich forces 

have also been seen fighting in Kherson, The Guardian reported. 
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President Vladimir Putin has leaned heavily on the Wagner Group in Ukraine and in other military exploits, but the 

Guardian reported that it is unclear whether Rusisch is receiving direct orders from Wagner or, indeed, the Kremlin. 

A source who spoke anonymously to the British newspaper said it was unlikely the Kremlin was at the root of the 

request but suggested that its control over sympathetic paramilitaries such as Rusich may be unraveling. 

"Does it indicate fragmentation within the Russian system?" the source said. "What happens if the Russians lose control 

of [the paramilitary groups] and they start committing rogue actions that could accidentally escalate the situation? The 

real question is: how much control does the Kremlin really have?" 

Comment – We will need to watch this as in far too many instances in history a single shot triggers a larger response. 

Witness the 1976 killing of a youth in Soweto, South Africa, the killing of Archduke Ferdinand in Sarajevo in 1914 and 

the Nazi attack on a Polish border station in 1939, amongst many others. Should peripheral or rogue Russian interest 

groups seek a deeper Kremlin engagement, what better way than to stage a false flag attack on a NATO state? 

Putin 

Brace for all-out attacks on Russian soil, Putin and Kremlin warns - Russia should be on alert for more 

Ukrainian strikes into Russian territory following recent attacks at Russia’s Engels air base and another base in the 

Ryazan region within Russia, State Duma deputy Andrei Gurulev warned over the weekend. 

“There is no need to be surprised, we must be ready for anything—sooner or later they will supply them with 

everything—guns of any range, tanks, aircraft, we must calculate and prepare for this,” Gurulev said on Telegram. 

“We see that they are trying to hit our bases, the accumulation of troops, the accumulation of material resources,” 

Gurulev said, referencing the attacks and warning more strikes on Russian resources may be looming. 

While Ukraine has previously targeted Russian entities in Crimea, the peninsula Russia illegally annexed from Ukraine in 

2014, the attacks last week within Russian territory revealed that Ukraine’s long-range drones might be more capable 

than was previously known—and that Ukrainian authorities may be more interested in fighting back on Russian soil. 

Initially, Russian authorities indicated that Russian air defenses intercepted the attacks, but Gurulev’s admission that 

Russia should be on the lookout for more Ukrainian attacks could signal that the explosions at Russian air bases have 

Moscow on edge. 

Comment – Notice his comment “sooner or later they will supply them” implying that the West is attacking Russia by 

supplying Ukraine with the necessary equipment and weaponry. A further reinforcement of the message the Kremlin 

relays to Russians at large that they are being attacked. 

Sanctions 

UK sanctions 12 Russian commanders - The United Kingdom has sanctioned 12 Russian military commanders and 

Iranian businessmen involved in producing and supplying military drones. 

Russia offers to help India get hold of big oil tankers so it can dodge the EU price cap rules - Moscow has 

offered to help India to get hold of large oil tankers to get around the G7-backed price cap on Russian crude, as it hunts 

for buyers to replace its European market. 

Under the price-cap rules, the G7 and its allies won't allow vessels carrying Russian barrels access to their insurance and 

shipping services unless they sell crude at or below a set level. That makes it harder for shippers to transport the crude 

around the globe. 
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At a meeting Friday, Russia's deputy prime minister, Alexander Novak, welcomed India's decision not to go along with 

the price cap and put forward its offer of help to Pavan Kapoor, the Asian country's ambassador to Moscow. 

"In order not to depend on the ban on insurance services and tanker chartering in the European Union and Britain, the 

Deputy Prime Minister offered India cooperation on leasing and building large-capacity ships," the Russian Foreign 

Ministry said in a statement. 

Impacts 

Belarus told the United Nations on December 9 that it would accept, without preconditions, the transit of 

Ukrainian grain through its territory for export from Lithuanian ports. 

The cost of the Russian war in Ukraine will likely continue to undermine Putin’s geopolitical campaigns 

worldwide - The UK MoD reported on December 11 that Putin signed a law allocating over nine trillion rubles 

(approximately $143 billion) for defense, security, and law enforcement for the 2023 budget. That amount is about 8 

percent of Russia’s 2021 gross domestic product according to the World Bank. It also assessed Russia’s defense 

spending significantly increased and will represent over 30% of Russia’s entire 2023 budget.  

Putin is thus continuing to drain his budget into his war in Ukraine and may need to defund other international or 

domestic campaigns in the process. ISW has long assessed that Russian forces have been moving equipment and 

personnel from other conflict zones such as Syria and Nagorno-Karabakh and may deprioritize other combat and soft-

power engagements in favor of sustaining a protracted war in Ukraine. 

Putin is seemingly still unwilling to sacrifice his geopolitical initiatives in the short-term, however, and risks facing a 

financial predicament in which he will not be able to balance maximalist goals in Ukraine with his global power 

projection campaigns.  

Putin, for example, has continued attempts to reestablish Russia’s position in Central Asia by unsuccessfully proposing 

to create a trilateral union between Russia, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan in late November and during a meeting of the 

Supreme Eurasian Economic Council in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, on December 9.  

His continued spending on regional soft-power initiatives has already upset a few prominent pro-war milbloggers, who 

had criticized the Kremlin for reportedly allocating almost six billion rubles (about $95.5 million) for the development of 

Russian-language schools in Tajikistan while failing to provide for Russian forces on the battlefield. The milbloggers 

added that the Kremlin is not effectively leveraging its soft power in Tajikistan, which further brings the necessity of 

such spending into question. 

Containment 

EU governments have struck a deal with Hungary that sorts out financial aid for Ukraine in 2023. 

French President Emmanuel Macron said on December 13 that an agreement had been reached on removing 

heavy weapons from Ukraine's Zaporizhzhya nuclear power plant. 

US Hypersonic missile launch - A B-52H Stratofortress bomber launched a fully-operational air-launched 

hypersonic missile in a milestone weapon test for the US Air Force, the service yesterday coming after repeated failures 

and setbacks for the program. 

The aircraft released an all-up-round AGM-183A Air-launched Rapid Response Weapon (ARRW) while flying off the 

California coast on Friday, the Air Force said in a statement. 
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Once the missile was released it hit speeds faster than five times the speed of sound — a requirement for a weapon to 

technically be considered hypersonic, completed its journey along a set flight path, and detonated in a target area, the 

Air Force said. This test marked the first time that a fully-operational air-launched hypersonic missile prototype has 

been launched. Previous testing focused on rocket booster performance, with the first successful booster test occurring 

in May.  

Comment – With Russia and China having these weapons, the US was falling behind and it was estimated it would be 

ready by the year after next with tests. Yesterday’s announcement allays fears that America was too far behind its 

opponents in this sphere of war technology. What remains now is a similar approach to rail guns. 

In terms of U.S. military aid to Ukraine - "We will have further announcements in the coming days," White House 

National Security Advisor Sullivan said yesterday, three days after the latest announcement of U.S. weapons to Kyiv. 

"We're going to look at what's actually happening in the air and on the ground in Ukraine, not so much as what's 

happening…on television stations in Russia," he told reporters. 

Zelenskyy to speak at European Council meeting about the war - Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 

has thanked the European Council president for the invitation to speak at the meeting to discuss the war in Ukraine on 

December 15. 

Zelenskyy tweeted: “Thanked Charles Michel for the invitation to speak at #EUCO meeting on December 15. Discussed 

the role of the EU & its members in implementing the Peace Formula. Grateful for €2 billion increase of the European 

Peace Facility & unlocking a new €18 billion financial program”. 

The president also “stressed” the need for the ninth package of sanctions on Russia and further steps towards joining 

the European bloc.  

US Air Force bomber successfully launched a fully-operational hypersonic missile in a milestone 

weapon test -  

Countries pledge $1bn to help Ukraine through winter: French foreign minister - About 70 countries and 

institutions have pledged more than one billion euros ($1.05bn) in immediate aid to help Ukraine get through winter as 

Russian forces continue to go after its energy grid. 

France hosted a global meeting to discuss what could be offered between now and March to maintain water, food, 

energy, health and transport during Ukraine’s typically frigid winter. 

Foreign Minister Catherine Colonna said over one billion euros had been pledged to add that the participation of non-

Western countries such as Qatar and Cambodia showed widening support for Ukraine. 

She said that the rest of the funds will be channeled to Ukraine’s health, food, water and transport sectors, with almost 

500 million euros ($532m) still to be allocated. 

“This is a powerful signal to show the civilized world is supporting Ukraine,” Ukrainian Prime Minister Denys Shmyhal 

told reporters. 

“We are grateful to the countries that remain by our side when we are suffering the aggression by Russia on our 

territory and our civilian infrastructure.”  
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Geopolitics 

Turkey's president threatened to attack Greece with its Tayfun (or, Typhoon) short-range ballistic missiles, 

according to public remarks at a town hall over the weekend in the north of the country. (The missile was tested in 

October and traveled about 350 miles; Athens is just 138 miles from the nearest Turkish territory, al-Monitor noted 

Monday.) Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias condemned the threat Monday, telling reporters in Brussels, "North 

Korean attitudes cannot and must not enter the North Atlantic Alliance."  

India/China tensions on the rise – Border tensions between India and China are escalating again. There has been 

yet another faceoff in Indian and Chinese troops this time. The incident has been reported in the Tawang sector of 

Arunachal Pradesh in the Eastern part of India. 

Indian and Chinese troops were reportedly injured Tuesday when Indian forces allegedly blocked the Chinese soldiers 

from entering territory that is claimed by both countries, according to Reuters. The troops came face-to-face in the 

mountainous northeast part of India, which borders China, and the disagreement came to fisticuffs, which led to some 

of the minor injuries. If confirmed, it would be the first such skirmish since 2020. 

400 Million - Population projections for Nigeria, which anticipate the country will nearly double to about 400 million 

people by 2050, ranking it third behind India and China, and displacing the U.S. to the fourth spot by mid-century. By 

2030, a fifth of the world's population will be from Africa, and "by 2050 a third of all the world's children will be 

African," according to the United Nations.  

Putin’s plan to take on the world economic order hits a wall - On December 5, a $60 per barrel price cap on 

Russian seaborne oil – agreed upon by the European Union, the G7 and Australia just a few days earlier – came into 

effect, marking the beginning of a new phase in the economic war between Russia and the West. 

The price cap may be one of the most significant ripostes to Russia’s weaponization of its energy reserves since the 

start of its all-out invasion of Ukraine, but what it entails and hopes to achieve appear to be widely misunderstood. 

Despite what many seem to believe, the price cap is in no way an effort to end Russian crude exports. On the contrary, 

it aims to ensure that they continue to flow despite ever-tightening regulations and sanctions – albeit not to Western 

markets.  

Indeed, China, India and many other third countries who have been purchasing Russian crude in large quantities and at 

heavily discounted prices since February are still free to do so. The purpose of the cap is not to stifle these purchases 

but to limit Russia’s profits – which are mainly used to finance its war effort – by ensuring the current discounts are 

permanent. 

Agreeing on the move has not been easy for the international coalition resisting Russia’s war on Ukraine – its final 

terms were only accepted by all parties on December 2. The sticking point was where to set the cap. The countries 

eventually decided to set it at $60 – above the price point where most Russian crude was trading on the eve of the 

restriction. As the European nation arguably most supportive of Ukraine following Russia’s invasion, Poland was the last 

holdout. Warsaw joined Ukrainian President Zelenskyy’s criticism that setting the cap at that level would mean Russia 

still makes some profit from the barrels it sells. 

But in the end, all parties agreed to a cap of $60, because they saw that at that level Russia’s profits can be vastly 

restricted without causing a major disruption to global oil markets that could send prices skyrocketing for everyone.  

Indeed, any lower price cap would have likely forced Russia to take drastic action – such as stopping all exports – and 

damaged all oil-importing nations alongside Russia. 
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Since February, the Kremlin – for all its cawing and carping about any such price caps being an unacceptable violation of 

its sovereignty – has already been exporting its oil at substantial discounts. Therefore, in real terms, a cap of $60 is just 

an effort to make the existing arrangement permanent. 

The West will implement the cap simply by refusing to provide essential services, such as ship brokerage and insurance, 

for Russian crude that is sold above the limit. 

Moscow only has itself to blame for this sad state of affairs. When he launched his war against Ukraine and decided to 

take on the international economic order, Putin made several grave miscalculations. 

First and foremost was, of course, his deadly and devastating misreading of Ukraine – he thought Russian troops would 

be welcomed by most Ukrainians and his “special military operation” would end in victory in a matter of days. 

(Comment – he also wanted to enact a draconian plan of Ukrainian annihilation, subjugation and control as per details 

released recently by the UK Intelligence service and included in yesterday’s Update).  

His second miscalculation was the extent of Russia’s ability to disrupt the international economic order without facing 

pushback. He assumed that his country’s influence over the energy market would allow him to easily fracture the West 

and prevent his adversaries from agreeing to multilateral measures – such as the price cap – that could severely limit 

his ability to wage economic warfare. 

As recently as in June, for example, roughly two-thirds of Russia’s seaborne crude exports were still being carried by 

ships that belong to nations that have imposed sanctions on it. 

To address this crippling dependency and blunt oil sanctions, the Kremlin sought to swiftly build a “shadow fleet” to 

transport its own crude. But that shadow fleet also found itself dependent on Western services – such as the insurance 

nations require to be in place to accept oil shipments – and thus subject to sanctions. (Comment – This fleet was 

composed of smaller and not VLCC vessels given the extremely shallow draft of Russian oil exporting ports not being 

able to service the latter. This entailed exclusive use of smaller vessels needing to transship mid-ocean to VLCCs – an 

extremely precarious exercise). 

To avoid being dependent on multinational insurers who comply with Western sanctions, Putin’s Kremlin has sought to 

develop its own insurance. But many nations, most notably China and Turkey, have refused to accept this Russian 

workaround insurance. (Comment – Russia does not have the capacity to create a new maritime insurance sector. The 

insurance industry for oil is the same as the horse racing betting industry – they take large bets and lay them off with 

other bookmakers to cover their risk. The West has “other insurance bookmakers” to lay off to, whereas Russia does 

not. Thus any one ship lost at sea or damaged will cripple its fledgling insurance sector. England realized this hundreds 

of years ago when they required maritime insurance through Lloyd’s of London – otherwise your ship would be 

targeted by Pirates, most often being retired English naval admirals – strangely enough!).  

The impact of Chinese and Turkish denial is significant, given the former is Russia’s principal purchaser, and the latter is 

the country that controls the Bosphorus – Russian exports’ primary way out of the Black Sea. 

Neither Beijing nor Ankara is a member of the West’s sanctions regime, let alone its price cap. China almost certainly 

could use its own insurance giants to help Russia mitigate some of the pain. But it is not willing to do so. Despite 

declaring its relationship with Moscow had risen to the level of “friendship without limits” on the eve of the war, 

Beijing has since revisited this position.  

The new deal is that Beijing will not actively help Russia undermine sanctions though it won’t enforce them either – as 

it has realised Putin’s aim to destroy the international economic order clashes with its own desire to displace 

Washington and rise to the top. In short, it is very happy to lock in the discount for Russian crude precipitated by 

Russia’s war and which the oil price cap seeks to make permanent. 
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Another huge miscalculation by Putin. 

Putin’s increasing isolation – and realization that his supposed friends are not real allies – may cause him to lash out.  

The one arrow left in Russia’s oil quiver is to throttle exports to all markets. Doing so, however, runs the risk of burning 

the few bridges the Kremlin still has, given the likely impact of such a move on international oil prices. And Saudi 

Arabia, which has been cooperating with Moscow through OPEC+ to keep oil prices from falling too far, could seek to 

take advantage of the situation – their partnership nearly collapsed in 2020 in a fight for market share that sent prices 

negative within a month as Riyadh’s ability to ramp up production is far greater than Russia’s. It has already been 

positioning itself for a greater role in Europe’s energy markets by investing in Poland’s refinery network. (Comment – 

And of course Xi has just concluded a strategic visit to Saudi Arabia, as covered in previous Updates). 

All in all, this month’s price cap on Russian crude marks a turning point in the economic war between Russia and the 

West. Of course, this war is still far from over, and we will likely experience many more disruptions caused by it in the 

near future. But it is increasingly looking like the beginning of the end for Putin’s ambitions to uproot the world 

economic order. 

The US scramble for Africa - Washington must restore lost trust and credibility in order to compete with Beijing in 

Africa — starting this week. 

The Biden administration is convening a United States-Africa summit in Washington this week after having announced a 

new strategy for the continent in the summer. Now comes the hard part: restoring lost trust and credibility in their 

relationship which suffered terribly under the Trump administration. 

The new scramble for Africa is part of Biden’s effort to shore up dwindling American influence in various parts of the 

world from Latin America to the Indo-Pacific through Africa and the Middle East, where other powers, notably its 

nemesis, China, are making considerable inroads, economically and strategically. 

Beijing’s success in Africa has been of particular annoyance to Washington. During the past 20 years, China has grown 

its influence on the continent at the expense of all Western powers, including the former colonial powers, Britain and 

France. The latter’s neocolonial project, Francafrique, has also suffered setbacks in recent years in Mali, the Central 

African Republic and the broader Sahel region because of Russia strengthening its presence. Other countries such as 

Togo, Gabon and Rwanda — once a part of the French sphere of influence — have chosen to align themselves more 

with Britain or China in recent years. (Comment – African leaders are the ones favoring Chinese and Russian 

engagement over western countries because the former guarantee their corrupt governments stay in power through 

provision of mercenaries and capital. Western countries need to resolve this “security impasse” in order to ensure 

African people and not just a handful of despots survive. Not that western countries didn’t do the same in years gone 

by!).  

China’s direct state involvement in Africa, through loans and mega infrastructural and technological projects — from 

ports to power stations — has made it harder for others like the United States to compete. 

The investment fervor may cool off as more governments struggle with paying back their loans following the pandemic 

— creating the risk of a Chinese takeover of their national assets like ports and airports. But despite COVID-19 and its 

related supply-chain challenges, bilateral trade between China and Africa had in fact risen by 35 percent from 2020 to 

$254bn in 2021, due mainly to Chinese exports. 

To make headway, China has prioritized development over democracy and human rights, which suits authoritarian 

regimes, but undermines Biden’s agenda, as one coup d’état after another plagued the continent the past two years. 
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After the coup in Mali in 2020, there was a failed coup attempt in Niger in March 2021, and then a successful one in 

Chad in April. Guinea followed in September and Sudan in October 2021. UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called 

it “an epidemic of coup d’états.” 

Humanitarian 

Is Russia using winter as a weapon? - NATO S-G Jens Stoltenberg said at the end of November that Russian President 

Vladimir Putin was using winter as a weapon of war because his forces are failing on the battlefield. 

 


