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Conflict Update # 288 

December 8th, 2022 

Back issues at www.accgroupco.com 

Conflict Assessment 

Russian losses – 93,080 (340) soldiers killed, 2,937 (+2) enemy tanks, 5,909 (+0) armored  combat vehicles, 1,925 (+2) 

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

(+2) UAVs of the operational-tactical level, 592 (+0) cruise missiles, 16 (+0) warships/cutters, 4,528 (+2) trucks and 

tankers, 4 Iskander Missile Launchers (+0), 76 fuel bowsers (+0) and 164 (+1) units of specialized equipment. 

Key Takeaways 

By the numbers – A while ago having a kill rate of 340 in a single day was a good result for Ukraine in the field, now it 

is the lower end of the killing zone spectrum in that yesterday’s Russian loss factor was, at 340 killed, substantially 

lower than in preceding weeks, where it averaged around 200 per day higher. 
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Ukrainian official lists possible Kremlin tactics for winter - . Head of the Ukrainian presidential office, Mikhail 

Podolyak, writes on Twitter about what he thinks Russia might do this winter. 

He wrote: “Putin’s classic triad, or the Kremlin’s bets for this winter:  

1. Genocidal energy attacks to leave millions without electricity and cause a flood of refugees.  

2. An information campaign about the need for a ceasefire to end suffering.  

3. Nuclear intimidation in case of defeat.” 

Russian shelling has killed at least six people and set buildings on fire in the eastern Ukrainian town of Kurakhove, 

according to Ukrainian President Zelenskyy. 

Belarus plans to move military equipment and forces in a “counterterrorism” exercise amid fears that Russia 

could attack Ukraine from Belarus 

Russian efforts to pressure Belarus into joining the war in Ukraine may be causing internal friction in 

the Belarusian military. The Ukrainian General Staff reported yesterday that soldiers of the Belarusian border 

service and the Belarusian Armed forces are growing increasingly dissatisfied with the activities of the Belarusian 

military-political leadership due to the threat of Belarus entering the war in Ukraine.  

ISW previously assessed Russian Defense Minister Army General Shoigu met with Belarusian President Lukashenko and 

Belarusian Defense Minister Major General Khrenin on December 3 to place further pressure on Belarus to support 

Russia‘s offensive campaign in Ukraine.  

ISW has also previously reported that Belarusian officials, including Lukashenko and Khrenin, have used rhetoric to 

support an ongoing Russian information operation aimed at fixing Ukrainian forces on the Belarusian-Ukrainian border 

with the threat of Belarus entering the war. Russian pressure and the participation of Belarusian officials in the ongoing 

Russian information operation may be causing unease among Belarusian military personnel. ISW continues to assess 

that Belarus is highly unlikely to enter the war in Ukraine due to domestic factors that constrain Lukashenko’s 

willingness to do so. 

Explosion shakes Russian-occupied Sevastopol as fighting rages in Eastern Ukraine - The Kremlin says that 

Russia-annexed Crimea remains vulnerable to Ukrainian attacks after officials there said the Russian Navy had shot 

down a drone near its Sevastopol Black Sea Fleet naval base and vowed to continue attacks on Ukrainian energy 

infrastructure that have left millions without electricity and water at the start of winter.  

In Crimea, a powerful explosion that rang out over the central part of Sevastopol early on December 8 was the result of 

the "downing of a drone" by a Russian Navy ship, said Mikhail Razvozhayev, the Moscow-installed administrator of the 

Black Sea port.  

He did not specify whom the drone belonged to. Starting in August, Sevastopol has been targeted several times by 

explosions that Russian authorities say were caused by Ukrainian drone attacks. 

Prominent Chechnyan blogger, Kadyrov critic reported killed - A Chechen opposition Telegram feed has 

reported that prominent dissident Chechen blogger Tumso Abdurakhmanov has been killed. 

The 1ADAT channel on December 5 cited unidentified sources as saying Abdurakhmanov had been shot dead and that 

his brother, Mukhammad, was under police protection.* 

Anzor Maskhadov, a prominent leader of the Chechnyan diaspora, confirmed the information, adding that 

Abdurkhmanov had been killed by several unknown assailants. 
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Neither 1ADAT nor Maskhadov said the purported killing took place in Sweden, where Abdurakhmanov lived and had 

political asylum. 

Swedish police have refused to confirm the media reports and speculation. 

In January 2021, two Russian citizens from Chechnya were given long prison sentences in Sweden after being convicted 

of attempting to kill Abdurakhmanov in February 2020. 

One of the men, Ruslan Mamayev, testified that he had been acting on the behest of Chechen authorities who 

promised to pay him 50,000 euros ($50,000). 

Kadyrov, who has ruled Chechnya since 2007 with a cult of personality around him, is frequently accused by Russian 

and international human rights groups of overseeing grave human rights abuses including abductions, torture, 

extrajudicial killings, and targeting the LGBT community. 

Abdurakhmanov, a popular YouTube blogger who has been harshly critical of Kadyrov and his government in Chechnya, 

left Russia in 2015. He has been granted political asylum in Sweden. 

Putin is setting conditions for a protracted war of conquest in Ukraine. During a meeting with the Russian 

Presidential Council for the Development of Civil Society and Human Rights (HRC), Putin remarked that the “special 

operation” in Ukraine can be a “lengthy process” and that the acquisition of new territory is a significant result of this 

process for Russia.  

Putin compared himself favorably with Russian Tsar Peter the Great by noting that Russia now controls the Sea of Azov, 

which Peter the Great also fought for. This invocation of Russian imperial history explicitly frames Putin’s current goals 

in Ukraine as overtly imperialistic and still maximalist. Putin is conditioning Russian domestic audiences to expect a 

protracted, grinding war in Ukraine that continues to seek the conquest of additional Ukrainian territory. (Comment – I 

would rather align Putin with Tsar “Dmitry the Unstable” as opposed to Peter the Great). 

The Russian information space responded positively to Putin’s assertions and set further conditions for the protraction 

of the war, with one milblogger comparing Ukraine to Syria and noting that Russian forces did not start meaningfully 

experiencing victories on the battlefield until years into the operation.  

ISW has previously observed that the Kremlin has been setting information conditions for the protraction of the war in 

Ukraine since the summer following Russian forces’ dismal failures to secure and retain their primary objectives. This 

informational conditioning is fundamentally incompatible with any discussions regarding a ceasefire or negotiations. 

Putin seems unwilling to risk losing domestic momentum by halting his offensive operations even briefly, let alone to 

pursue an off-ramp short of his full objectives, which, as he is making increasingly clear, appear to include the 

reconstitution of the Russian Empire in some form. 

Comment – General Russian acceptance and comparison to the Syrian conflict substantiates a common Russian guilt 

for the Ukrainian war as opposed to merely labeling it “Putin’s War.” They are all complicit and guilty even though they 

exhibit revulsion once they are personally at risk. 

Eastern Ukraine: (Eastern Kharkiv Oblast-Western Luhansk Oblast) - Russian forces are likely increasing the 

pace of their counterattacks in eastern Kharkiv and western Luhansk Oblast. Ukrainian Eastern Group of Forces 

Spokesperson Serhiy Cherevaty yesterday stated Russian forces are preparing a counteroffensive operation in western 

Luhansk Oblast, part of which would include operations in the direction of Kupyansk adding Ukrainian forces are 

actively countering enemy counterattacks in the Svatove area as well as elsewhere. A Russian milblogger claimed on 

December 6 that Russian forces conducted counterattacks along the entire line of the Svatove-Kreminna front.  
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The Russian MoD claimed Russian forces 

continued offensive operations in the 

direction of Lyman and may be preparing 

for an increased pace of spoiling 

counterattacks in eastern Kharkiv and 

western Luhansk Oblast in order to 

preempt Ukrainian forces from 

increasing the pace of their eastern 

counteroffensive as conditions become 

more conducive for mechanized 

maneuver warfare in eastern Ukraine 

due to the winter. 

Russian forces continued to defend their 

positions in the direction of Svatove 

amidst Russian claims of continued 

Ukrainian counteroffensive operations 

on December 7. UGS reported enemy 

forces are defending in the direction of 

Kupyansk.  

A milblogger claimed Ukrainian forces 

continued limited attempts to break 

through in certain areas of the front in 

eastern Ukraine using small groups of 

forces, adding Ukrainian forces are 

preparing to attack Russian positions 

along the Lyman-Peryshi-Synkivka line. A 

Georgia-based open-source intelligence 

organization forecasted Ukrainian forces 

are likely planning to surround Svatove 

and not assault it head-on. ISW does not 

make assessments about specific future 

Ukrainian operations. 

Russian forces conducted limited 

counterattacks as Ukrainian forces 

reportedly continued counteroffensive 

operations in the Kreminna area on 

December 7. UGS reported its forces repelled a Russian assault on Bilohorivka (12 km south of Kreminna).  

A milblogger claimed Russian forces attacked Ukrainian positions in the direction of Chervonopopivka and that 

Ukrainian forces withdrew from strongholds southwest of Ploshchanka (17km northwest of Kreminna). Another 

milblogger claimed elements of the Russian 144th Guards Motorized Rifle Division of the 20th Guards Combined Arms 

Army are slowly advancing in the vicinity of Kreminna, adding Ukrainian forces conducted assaults within 21km 

northwest of Kreminna near Ploshchanka and Chervonopopivka as well as along the Makiivka-Ploshchanka highway. 

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

Luhansk oblasts. 
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Donetsk - Russian forces continued ground 

attacks around Bakhmut and the UGS stated 

its troops repelled attempted Russian attacks 

on Bakhmut itself, northeast of Bakhmut 

near Verkhnokamyanske (27km northeast of 

Bakhmut), Spirne (25km northeast of 

Bakhmut), Yakovlivka (12km northeast of 

Bakhmut), and south of Bakhmut near Bila 

Hora (15km southwest of Bakhmut) and 

Kurdiumivka (15km southwest of Bakhmut).  

The attack on Bila Hora suggests Russian 

forces may have crossed the Siverskyi Donets 

Donbas canal in Kurdiumivka and are pushing 

west. Russian sources widely claimed 

Wagner Group fighters took control of 

Yakovlivka and that fierce fighting is ongoing 

near Bakhmut in Opytne, Klishchiivka, and 

Soledar.  

One milblogger remarked that the daily small 

arms ammunition use of Wagner Group 

forces in the Bakhmut area is 2,000 rounds 

per day per person. The Russian MoD 

claimed Ukrainian troops unsuccessfully 

attempted to regain certain lost positions 

south of Bakhmut. Russian sources largely 

discussed the intensity of operations in this 

area and emphasized high Ukrainian losses. 

Russian forces continued offensive 

operations in the Avdiivka-Donetsk City area 

on December 7. UGS reported Russian troops 

attacked northeast of Avdiivka toward 

Novobakhmutivka (13km northeast of Avdiivka) and on the southwestern outskirts of Donetsk City near Marinka and 

Novomykhailivka.  

DNR People’s Militia posted footage of the 1st and 3rd DNR battalions reportedly striking Ukrainian positions in 

Avdiivka and southwest of Avdiivka in Vodiane. A milblogger claimed Russian troops advanced slightly westward of 

Novoselivka (15km northeast of Avdiivka) and reached the H20 Kostiantynivka-Donetsk City highway.  

DNR Head Denis Pushilin noted that the Russian capture of Avdiivka is of critical importance in order to alleviate the 

artillery pressure of claimed Ukrainian strikes on Donetsk City. The Russian MoD claimed that Ukrainian forces 

attempted to regain lost positions southwest of Donetsk City in the Vuhledar area. 
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Southern Axis - Russian forces 

continued to conduct defensive 

operations and are likely 

continuing to reorientate their 

forces in eastern Kherson Oblast as 

of December 7. UGS reported 

enemy forces are defending 

positions on the left (east) bank of 

the Dnipro River in Kherson Oblast 

as well as strengthening its 

grouping of forces there. Kherson 

Oblast Head Serhiy Khlan reported 

that Russian forces have decreased 

the number of their personnel on 

the eastern bank, where they are 

primarily stationed in observation 

posts. Khlan also stated Russian 

forces plan to pull major forces up 

from rear positions in eastern 

Kherson Oblast and elsewhere if 

Ukrainian forces attack Russian 

positions on the east bank, adding 

Russian forces continue to 

construct trenches in eastern 

Kherson Oblast.  

Russian Don Brigade commander 

Alexei Kondratiev denied Ukrainian 

forces control any part of the 

Kinburn spit in response to recent 

reports from Ukrainian officials 

that Ukrainian forces are 

conducting operations on the 

Kinburn Spit. 

Ukrainian forces continued to strike Russian positions and rear areas in Kherson Oblast. A Ukrainian source reported 

Ukrainian forces shelled Nova Kakhovka and Hopry (near Hola Prystan) in Kherson Oblast. A Russian source claimed 

that Ukrainian forces struck Hola Prystan with HIMARS rockets and also claimed Russian air defenses repelled Ukrainian 

drone attacks targeting the Belbek airfield in Sevastopol in Russian-occupied Crimea. 

Russian forces continued routine artillery and missile strikes west of Hulyaipole, on the west bank of the Dnipro River in 

Kherson Oblast, and in Dnipropetrovsk and Mykolaiv oblasts. Ukrainian sources reported Russian forces struck Kherson 

City, Ochakiv, Nikopol, and Zaporizhzhia City.  

The Zaporizhia Oblast Administration reported Russian forces conducted drone attacks on targets in Zaporizhzhia City 

and that Ukrainian air defenses shot down six of the drones. A milblogger claimed Russian forces struck Dnipro City 

using Shahed-136 drones. Dnipropetrovsk Head Valentyn Reznichenko reported Ukrainian air defenses shot down all 

eight Russian Shahed-136 drones in Dnipropetrovsk Oblast. 
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Putin 

Putin: Russia is the only possible guarantor of Ukraine's sovereignty & territorial integrity - Stating that 

the matter of who would guarantee Ukraine's territorial integrity would ultimately be up to the Ukrainian politicians 

themselves, Putin expressed his doubts about the ability of the existing political establishment in Kiev to deal with this 

matter. 

Russia is the only entity that could become a future guarantor of Ukraine's territorial integrity, Russian President 

Vladimir Putin said during an annual meeting with the members of Russia's Human Rights Council. 

The Russian head of state also lamented that this matter would be up to the next crop of Ukrainian politicians as the 

current leadership in Kiev apparently does not comprehend the matter at hand. 

"The only real guarantor of Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity in its current borders could be Russia," Putin 

said. "But that would be up to the Ukrainian politicians themselves, future politicians, of course." 

He added that currently, Ukrainian politicians apparently do not comprehend the issue in question or even do not try 

to, though some of them seem to be starting to ponder on it. 

Putin also pointed out how in 2014, shortly before the coup in Ukraine, the Polish, French and German foreign 

ministers signed an agreement between the Ukrainian government and the Ukrainian opposition at the time. 

Yet, despite the fact that these foreign ministers signed the document as guarantors of the peaceful resolution of a 

rather volatile situation that formed in Ukraine, they quickly forgot about that role of theirs after the coup had taken 

place and did nothing to try to resolve the ensuing crisis peacefully, the Russian president remarked. 

"When I remind my colleagues about all this, during phone conversations as well, they remain silent," Putin said. 

The military operation Russia launched in Ukraine in February took place only because Moscow was left with no other 

option to resolve the crisis in Donbass, he added, noting how the ensuing situation was used to fan the anti-Russian 

sentiment in the world. 

Putin reiterated Russia’s formal position on the use of nuclear weapons in a statement to the Russian HRC 

yesterday sans any noteworthy changes. Putin claimed the threat of nuclear war is growing, but Russia will not be the 

first to employ nuclear weapons.  

He added, however, that if Russia is not the first to initiate the first use of nuclear weapons, it will also not be the 

second to do so, because the “possibility of using [a nuclear weapon] in the event of a nuclear strike on [Russian] 

territory are very limited.” He reiterated that Russian nuclear doctrine is premised on self-defense and stated that any 

Russian nuclear use would be retaliatory.  

Putin also emphasized that Russia is not “crazy” and is acutely aware of the power of nuclear weapons but will not 

“brandish” them. His statements support ISW’s previous assessment that while Russian officials may engage in forms of 

nuclear saber-rattling as part of an information operation meant to undermine Western support for Ukraine, Russian 

officials have no intention of actually using them on the battlefield. 

NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg stated that the Russian military seeks an operational pause 

in winter 2022-2023 to regain the initiative and conduct a counteroffensive in spring 2023, partially supporting ISW’s 

prior assessment. Stoltenberg told the Financial Times on December 7 that Russia seeks to “freeze” the fighting in 

Ukraine “at least for a short period of time so they can regroup, repair, recover... [a]nd then try to launch a bigger 

offensive next spring.” Stoltenberg‘s statement supports ISW’s assessment that an operational pause would favor 
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Russia by depriving Ukraine of the initiative. An operational pause this winter would likely prematurely culminate 

Ukraine’s counter-offensive operations, increase the likelihood that Ukraine loses the initiative, and grant degraded 

Russian forces a valuable three-to-four-month reprieve to reconstitute and prepare to fight on better footing. 

Putin continues to seem unwilling to pursue such a cessation of fighting, however. The Russian military is continuing 

offensive operations around Bakhmut and is—so far—denying itself the operational pause that would be consistent 

with best military practice. Putin’s current fixation with continuing offensive operations around Bakhmut and 

elsewhere is contributing to Ukraine’s ability to maintain the military initiative in other parts of the theater. Ukraine’s 

continued operational successes depend on Ukrainian forces’ ability to continue successive operations through the 

winter of 2022-2023 without interruption. 

Peace Talks 

‘No lasting peace’ until there is justice, says Nobel Peace Prize winner - There will be no lasting peace in 

Ukraine until there is justice and human rights, the Ukrainian Center for Civil Liberties head says as she arrives in Oslo 

to receive the Nobel Peace Prize with fellow human rights campaigners from Belarus and Russia. 

Putin “thinks he can do exactly what he wants,” Oleksandra Matviichuk told reporters upon arrival at the Oslo airport. 

“There will be no lasting peace in our region until we achieve justice.” 

“Human rights and peace are inextricably linked,” Matviichuk said. 

“A state that systematically violates human rights does so not only against its own citizens but against an entire region, 

an entire world. Russia is a great example of this,” she said, according to the Norwegian news agency NTB. 

This year’s Nobel Peace Prize was shared by jailed Belarus rights activist Ales Bialiatski, the Russian group Memorial and 

the Center for Civil Liberties. 

Containment 

UK orders thousands more anti-tank weapons to bolster stockpiles - Thousands of new anti-tank weapons 

will be assembled in Northern Ireland and delivered to the British Army, Defence Secretary Ben Wallace announced 

yesterday. 

A Â£229 million deal has been agreed with Swedish manufacturer Saab for Next Generation Light Anti-Tank Weapon 

(NLAW) systems, which are assembled at Thales' facility in Belfast, Northern Ireland. 

The UK has provided thousands of NLAWs to Ukraine to support the defence of their nation following Russia's 

unprovoked and illegal invasion. With NLAW, a single soldier can take out a heavily protected modern main battle tank 

from 20 to 800 metres away. 

Is Ukraine’s new drone a game-changer in the war? - A mysterious weapon has hit one of Russia’s largest and 

most important military airfields. 

This past Monday morning, a deafening roar that sounded like a landing jet plane woke up a town spreadeagled in the 

flat steppes of the Volga River region. 

According to surveillance camera footage, a lightning-like flash followed by a thunderous explosion shook Engels, 

named after the philosopher and home to more than 300,000 people. 

It hit one of Russia’s largest and most important airfields that hosts strategic Tupolev Tu-160 and Tu-95 bombers. 



 

9 
 

The planes are capable of carrying nuclear warheads, and Moscow has repeatedly used them to rain non-nuclear 

missiles on Ukraine. Russia accused Ukraine. 

Kyiv has not claimed responsibility, but if it is confirmed to be behind them, as is widely believed, they would mark the 

deepest assaults in Russia since its war began in February. 

Located some 650km (404 miles) from the easternmost part of the Kharkiv region controlled by Kyiv, the Engels airfield 

was seen as a safe hideout Ukraine could not possibly reach. 

Not any more – according to a top military analyst in Ukraine. 

“This is a historic moment, unexpected not only for our foes, whose plans have been thwarted but also for allies” in the 

West, Lieutenant General Ihor Romanenko, Ukraine’s former deputy chief of general staff, told Al Jazeera. 

The new weapon can reach most of western Russia, including Moscow, the lower Volga River region, as well as annexed 

Crimea, where Russia’s Black Sea fleet is stationed. 

“The weapon is powerful and precise enough to deliver serious damage, including striking anything related to oil, 

chemicals and energy, as well as large bridges – for example, across the Volga,” Nikolay Mitrokhin, a historian with 

Germany’s Bremen University, told Al Jazeera. 

Four Russian cities with a population of more than a million stand on the Volga, Europe’s longest river. 

For centuries, Russians saw it as their most important and symbolic water artery – and often referred to it as 

“matushka,” or “dear mother.” 

Volga’s tributaries include the Moskva River that zigzags through Moscow providing water to its 12 million residents. 

Moscow’s Great Prince Ivan the Terrible proclaimed himself tsar only after conquering the Volga basin, and during 

World War II, evacuation “behind the Volga” meant safety from Nazi German air raids. 

Dozens of Soviet plants and factories were moved there, turning the region into the USSR’s paramount industrial belt 

that still churns out cars, textiles, chemicals, plastics and petrol. 

Now, any of these plants could be destroyed or damaged. 

“Russia will have to fully reconsider its air and missile defence conceptions, something that will take time and won’t 

guarantee any safety anyway, and count the losses,” Mitrokhin said. 

Moreover, tens of millions of everyday Russians will not feel safe anymore. 

“Residents of those areas, including Muskovites, should realise that at some moment, a ‘mushroom’ of an explosion 

can grow outside their window, and something dangerous will start burning,” Mitrokhin said. 

Bot so far, the damage from the alleged Ukrainian raids was more symbolic. 

Officials in Kyiv flatly denied responsibility – and used all shades of irony and sarcasm in their responses. 

“The Earth is round,” Mykhailo Podolyak, an adviser to Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, wrote on Monday. 

“It’s a pity they don’t study astronomy in the Kremlin, preferring court astrologers. Otherwise, they would’ve known 

that if you send something to other nation’s airspace, sooner or later, the aircraft gets back,” he wrote. 

“No matter what the enemy wants [to say] – we haven’t started anything yet,” Defence Ministry spokesman Yuri Ihnat 

said in televised remarks on Monday. 
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His words deliberately 

mimicked Putin, who said 

in July that Russia “hasn’t 

started anything serious in 

Ukraine yet.” 

The comments continued 

a new Ukrainian tradition 

of ridiculing and vilifying 

Russia and its servicemen 

but did not shed any light 

on the weapon’s identity. 

However, comments about 

by Russia about the 

“Soviet-made jet drone” 

offered a clue. 

The USSR has only 

developed one. 

Ukraine’s state weapons 

consortium said that it was 

developing a heavy drone 

that could carry almost 75 kilograms (165 pounds) of explosives. No further details were available. 

“We are telling you almost nothing, but this ‘nothing’ successfully works on the battlefield,” Ukroboronprom’s 

spokeswoman Natalya Sad said in televised remarks. 

The drone attacks send a worrying signal to Moscow. Looking at the map above one can see the range of these new 

weapons and how this will worry the Kremlin – and Belarus/Kaliningrad. If nothing else the art of terrorism is getting 

into the minds of your enemies, precisely what Putin aims to achieve with bombing civilian targets. 

Ukraine, not a terrorist state by any means, will get into Russians’ minds by every now and then making them aware 

they are vulnerable. 

“It surely must make the Kremlin worried, especially those who don’t have a place in the bunker,” Sergey Bizyukin, an 

exiled opposition activist from Ryazan, where one of the bombed airfields is located, told Al Jazeera. 

By targeting Russia's nexus points (i.e., oil refineries), the Ukrainians could eliminate Putin's economic ability to sustain 

its military complex. Then we'll have a much more interesting conversation to have – Peter Zeihan. 

16 Tu-160 bombers used to bomb Ukraine are among the world’s heaviest and fastest supersonic warplanes. 

The irony is that half of them used to belong to Kyiv. 

But President Leonid Kuchma’s cash-strapped government decided in the late 1990s that they were unnecessary and 

too expensive to service. 

Europe lacks ‘defence capabilities’: EU foreign policy chief - The EU lacks “critical defence capabilities,” the 

bloc’s foreign policy chief says. 
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Speaking at the annual European Defense Agency (EDA) conference in Brussels, Josep Borrell said that the EU needs to 

take more responsibility for its own security. 

“After the Cold War, we shrunk our forces to small-size armies without coordination … We lack critical defence 

capabilities,” said Borrell. “We have to compensate [for] years of underspending,” he said. 

According to the EDA, the total defence expenditure of the EU member states, excluding Denmark, rose to 214 billion 

euros ($225 bn). 

Although the EU’s defence expenditure grew 6 percent in 2021 compared with 2020, the finding revealed that joint 

European defence spending is still below benchmark levels. 

“Total defence expenditure that member states have announced will grow by another 70 billion euros in the next three 

years”, Borrell said. 

Humanitarian 

Brittney Griner released in prisoner swap for Viktor Bout - US basketball star Brittney Griner has been freed 

from prison in a Russian prisoner swap for Viktor Bout. 

Russia’s foreign ministry says it exchanged US basketball star Brittney Griner for Russian arms dealer Viktor Bout in a 

prisoner swap. 

Russian news agencies reported that Bout’s swap with Griner took place at Abu Dhabi airport. 

Paul Whelan, a former US marine, remains in custody. 

US President Joe Biden celebrated the news on Twitter and wrote: “Moments ago I spoke to Brittney Griner. She is 

safe. She is on a plane. She is on her way home.” 

After the Soviet Union collapsed, Bout bought a fleet of old military cargo planes, according to a Time report and 

started an air freight business. 

He is the subject of the book, Merchant of Death, written by investigative reporters Douglas Farah and Stephen Braun, 

and is also believed to have been the inspiration for the character played by Nicolas Cage in Lord of War, a Hollywood-

produced film released in 2005. 

According to Amnesty International, he was also implicated in violating or contributing to violating UN arms embargoes 

in Angola, Sierra Leone, Liberia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 

Bout acknowledged having been to Afghanistan in the 1990s but denied the charge that he had supplied the Taliban. 

Documents have shown that Bout’s company was one of those contracted by the US government to fly supplies into 

Iraq after the 2003 invasion. 

In 2003, Peter Hain, a former minister in Britain’s foreign ministry, said: “Bout is the leading merchant of death who is 

the principal conduit for planes and supply routes that take arms … from East Europe, principally Bulgaria, Moldova and 

Ukraine to Liberia and Angola.” 

Al Jazeera’s Ali Hashem, reporting from Moscow, says the freed prisoner, Viktor Bout, has arrived in Russia. 
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Red Cross visits Russian and Ukrainian POWs - The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) gained access 

to Ukrainian and Russian prisoners of war last week and planned more visits in what it described as “important 

progress.” 

“My expectation is that these visits lead to more regular access to all prisoners of war,” the statement cited ICRC 

President Mirjana Spoljaric as saying. 

“While the recent visits are important progress, the ICRC must be granted unimpeded access to see all prisoners of war 

repeatedly and in private, wherever they are held,” the ICRC statement also said. 

The ICRC said it carried out a two-day visit to Ukrainian POWs last week, with another happening this week. 

It also visited Russian POWs last week, and more such visits are planned by month-end. 

The Red Cross is now reaching out to the family members of POWs to share updates. 

Some sent back short notes of love and personal news, while others asked for cigarettes, sweets and socks, it said. “All 

these messages are a lifeline to anguished relatives.” 

Sanctions 

Ahead of new sanctions, Russia's LUKoil still looking for a loophole in Bulgaria - European solidarity is 

facing a slippery test in Bulgaria, where a caretaker government is ready to ignore hard-fought sanctions on Moscow to 

extract millions in tax revenues from a Russian oil giant. 

Sofia has made a verbal pledge to work around the EU embargo on Russian crude oil that comes into effect on 

December 5 in order to allow LUKoil to exploit a two-year exemption that will fill the state coffers. 

EU officials quickly objected to the tentative deal, which was being discussed as the bloc braces for its most challenging 

winter in decades due in part to an energy crisis stemming from Russia's invasion of Ukraine and with EU and G7 

debates raging over price caps to fortify sanctions on Moscow. 

On November 21, LUKoil announced after talks with Bulgarian Deputy Prime Minister Hristo Alexiev that the NATO and 

EU member state will permit the Russians' biggest Balkan refinery to keep operating and -- more controversially -- to 

export oil products to the European Union through 2024. 

In turn, Alexiev said, LUKoil will eliminate the transfer pricing that has allowed it to avoid Bulgarian taxes for decades on 

billions of dollars in revenues and will instead "transfer all production, revenues, and taxes to be paid in Bulgaria, and 

not, as before, in the Netherlands or Switzerland." 

Alexiev predicted that the deal would contribute an additional 350 million euros ($365 million) to the Bulgarian state 

budget. 

LUKoil's management, meanwhile, pledged to "make the decision" to locally report the profits from the LUKoil 

Neftohim Burgas refinery's operations within a week if Bulgaria passes legislation to lift any ban on oil exports. The 

company also publicly laid out other conditions, including macroeconomic and production targets, and the use of the 

Urals-grade oil that has made Russia a major exporter. 

But RFE/RL's Bulgarian Service has confirmed that no deal has been officially signed between the Bulgarian government 

and LUKoil and the plans on each side -- for now -- remain objects for further discussion rather than binding 

commitments. 
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But the specter of such a loophole has alarmed Brussels, which has struggled to overcome resistance to fuel embargoes 

from heavily Russia-dependent members like Germany and Hungary. 

The European Commission has challenged Sofia's intention, arguing that Bulgaria's two-year exemption from the EU-

wide ban on Russian crude-oil imports doesn't extend to exports produced from the stuff. 

NATO 
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Impacts 

Ukraine’s GDP will fall due to Russian air raids - Ukraine’s GDP will fall more than expected this year due to 

Russian air raids on the country’s energy infrastructure, central bank deputy governor Serhiy Nikolaychuk said. 

“The fall in GDP will be deeper this year than we had expected in October,” he told a news briefing. 

“Next year, the economic recovery will be very lethargic and much lower than we had expected.” 

Geopolitics 

EU backs Croatia’s entry into Schengen, rejects Bulgaria, Romania - European Union members have 

confirmed the admission of Croatia to the bloc’s passport-free Schengen area while rejecting the candidacies of 

Bulgaria and Romania. 

The decisions came earlier this morning during a meeting of EU interior ministers in Brussels. 

“Last step completed! Council decision adopted – It is now formally confirmed that Croatia joins Schengen area as of 1 

January 2023,” the permanent representation of Croatia to the EU said in a tweet on Thursday. 

“The Schengen area is growing for the first time in more than a decade,” the Czech Republic, which holds the EU’s 

rotating presidency tweeted. “Ministers approved Croatia’s membership as of 1 January 2023!” 

EU commissioner for Home Affairs Ylva Johansson said that Romania and Bulgaria have been denied access to the area. 

“When it comes to the accession of Romania and Bulgaria we are not united and that makes us very weak and that 

makes me also sad,” he said. 

EU, Western Balkans nations hold summit in Tirana amid Ukraine war - EU leaders and their Western Balkan 

counterparts worked to strengthen their partnership amid Russia's invasion of Ukraine as they met at a summit on 

December 6 in Tirana in Albania, where topics covered included migration, cybersecurity, and diplomatic ties. 

In a written declaration released after the meeting, the EU “reconfirmed its full and unequivocal commitment to the 

European Union membership perspective of the Western Balkans” and called for the acceleration of accession talks. 

Brussels wanted to use the one-day gathering -- the first EU-Western Balkans summit to be held outside the European 

Union -- to tell leaders from Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia to 

provide concrete signals, rather than just vague promises, that they will join that the 27-country bloc one day. 

Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama jointly chaired the summit with European Council President Charles Michel and 

thanked him and European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen for their support and determination to ensure 

membership talks with the Western Balkans did not “die in agony." 

Von der Leyen warned that Russia and China are trying to exert influence in the Western Balkans against the backdrop 

of the war in Ukraine. 

Five out of six Western Balkan countries back the EU's sanctions on Russia over its war on Ukraine, but Serbia is yet to 

endorse the punitive measures. 

Pakistan tops new index measuring Chinese influence around the world - Pakistan is the country in the 

world that is the most influenced by China, according to a new study that measures Beijing's expanding global sway. 
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The China Index -- a database relaunched on December 8 by DoubleThink Labs, a Taiwan-based research organization -- 

ranks the South Asian country atop a list of 82 other countries around the world, saying that its links to and 

dependency on Beijing in terms of foreign and domestic policy, technology, and the economy make it particularly 

susceptible to Chinese influence. 

Behind Pakistan, Southeast Asia features prominently in the rankings, with Cambodia and Singapore listed in second 

and third, followed by Thailand. The Philippines is seventh and Malaysia is 10th. South Africa is the first African 

country at No. 5, where it is tied with Peru, the highest-ranked South American country. 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, which border China's western Xinjiang Province, are the Central Asian countries most 

influenced by Beijing, coming in at eighth and ninth place on the index. 

Meanwhile, Germany is the highest-ranked European country at 19th and the United States leads North America in 

21st position. 

"A major goal of [of this database] is to raise awareness around the world about the different aspects of Chinese 

influence and what that can actually look like," Min Hsuan-Wu, the co-founder and CEO of Doublethink Labs, told 

RFE/RL. "We've taken a much broader and nuanced look at what influence can be, which can tell us more about what 

Beijing is actually doing and the different ways it can apply pressure." 

In compiling the China Index, the research team focused on nine categories to track influence around the world that 

include higher education, domestic politics, economic ties, foreign policy, law enforcement, media, military 

cooperation, cultural links, and technology. 

China's Belt and road grapples with mounting debt crisis, impacting Central Asia, Pakistan, and beyond 

A few weeks before the Sri Lankan president fled the country amid growing protests triggered by its debt-laden 

economy's default and financial crisis, a top Kyrgyz official issued a warning about the Central Asian nation's own dire 

forecast as the turmoil unfolded. 

"We must always remember the need to pay [our] public debt," Akylbek Japarov, the chairman of Kyrgyzstan's cabinet 

of ministers, said at a parliamentary session in late June. 

Like Sri Lanka, Kyrgyzstan also has a swelling state debt and took on billions worth of loans over the last decade from 

China's Export-Import Bank for a series of infrastructure plans under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), Chinese leader Xi 

Jinping's signature policy, which he once dubbed "the project of the century." 

Kyrgyzstan's debt currently sits north of $5.1 billion, according to the Foreign Ministry, 42 percent of which is owed to 

Beijing. But Bishkek is struggling to cope with a contracting economy and has so far failed to yield a commercial return 

on the projects backed by its huge Chinese loans. This has prompted fears the country will be unable to pay off its loans 

or even meet interest payments. The mounting financial pressure has also raised concerns that the country may have 

to hand over lucrative assets if it fails to meet its repayment obligations. 

"I'm not scaremongering, but if we do not pay this debt, [China's] Export-Import Bank can take over [projects]. This has 

already been [discussed] in cases in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and other countries," Japarov said. "We cannot sit back and rely 

only on [God]. We all need to unite in order to maintain our independence." 

That warning comes as sovereign-debt distress spreads in several countries along the BRI, prompting China's first 

overseas debt crisis as it grapples with a mounting pile of nonperforming loans and increased scrutiny of how Chinese 

lending has exacerbated economic pressures on vulnerable governments. 
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"There's no doubt that the Chinese Ministry of Finance and central bank are looking at their dashboards and their red 

lights are going off right now," Bradley Parks, executive director of the AidData Lab at the College of William and Mary 

in Virginia, told RFE/RL. 

The globe-spanning scale of BRI, which was launched in 2013 by Beijing as the largest infrastructure program 

undertaken by a single country, has left it with a list of risky debtors around the world -- including Argentina, Pakistan, 

Russia, Tajikistan, Venezuela, Zambia, and Iran -- that hoped to take advantage of the surge in Chinese overseas lending 

but now find themselves struggling with a debt crisis the World Bank has warned could trigger a series of defaults not 

seen since the 1980s. 

For China, this marks what analysts describe as a crucial inflection point after nearly 10 years of runaway lending under 

the guise of the BRI that has been exacerbated recently by rising inflation, soaring energy costs, and tightening global 

financial conditions due to the war in Ukraine and the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. In such an environment, 

Beijing could be looking to streamline and scale back its hallmark initiative. 

"China is growing more concerned about it not being able to get paid back, so we have seen a pullback in lending that is 

set to accelerate," Alicia Garcia-Herrero, the chief economist for Asia-Pacific at the investment bank Natixis, told 

RFE/RL. "China is also under growing economic pressure at home now and is becoming more hesitant to lend to risky 

countries. [This] has [opened] a new phase of the BRI." 

Growing Debt Pressure 

The BRI has helped make China the world's largest bilateral lender and seen it give out loans totaling $932 billion since 

it was established eight years ago, according to data collected by the Green Finance and Development Center at Fudan 

University in Shanghai. 

But even before the current debt crisis, the headwinds against the BRI were mounting. 

Loans issued in recent years are turning bad at an unprecedented rate, with research by Rhodium Group, a New York-

based research consultancy, showing that the value of Chinese loans that required negotiation soared to $52 billion in 

2020 and 2021, a threefold increase from the previous two years. 

One study of Chinese lending published in April by a team of leading economists also shows the current scale of the 

debt crisis, with its research indicating 60 percent of Chinese loans are given to countries in financial distress, compared 

to only 5 percent in 2010 before the BRI was launched. 

Other research done by William and Mary’s AidData Lab, which maintains one of the most comprehensive datasets on 

Chinese development finance, shows that 35 percent of BRI infrastructure projects currently face major 

implementation problems. 

In the face of such pressures, Beijing has begun to issue so-called "rescue loans" to stave off defaults, with AidData 

showing that tens of billions of dollars have been issued by Chinese state institutions to countries such as Pakistan, 

Belarus, Egypt, Mongolia, Turkey, and Sri Lanka, to help service their loans and avoid default. 

"We are at a major pivot point right now. The scale of this widespread debt pressure is something that China has never 

faced before and it is having to reinvent BRI on the fly," Matthew Mingey, senior research analyst at Rhodium Group, 

told RFE/RL. 

A July report from the Green Finance and Development Center showed how the BRI is becoming more risk-averse, with 

new investment in Russia, once a mainstay of the initiative, falling to zero in the first half of 2022, while engagement in 

Pakistan dropped by 56 percent during the same period. 
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China is increasingly investing in oil and gas, making up about 80 percent of Chinese overseas energy investments for 

the first half of 2022 and 66 percent of Chinese construction contracts, with Saudi Arabia being the top recipient. 

Christoph Nedopil Wang, the director of the center behind the report, told RFE/RL that Beijing is increasingly targeting 

resource-backed investments as they present a "more straightforward way" for Chinese institutions to be repaid 

compared to large-scale infrastructure projects. 

According to Mingey, the spreading debt distress coupled with slowing global growth and a more cautious approach 

from Beijing means that China will need to search for new ways to solve the problem at hand. Rescue loans are a time-

buying measure and in the case of Sri Lanka, they still failed to offset a default. The big question, he says, is to what 

extent Beijing will participate with multilateral institutions in debt resolution programs in BRI countries. 

"Previously, the playbook was simple: It was to defer, restructure, and give space and time for borrowers to sort things 

out," Mingey says. "But China has an aversion to refinancing, and Chinese creditors have not always played well with 

multilateral institutions, private creditors, or public bilateral ones. So, it's a question of what tools China can use now." 

Russian Mobilization 

Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts - Independent Russian media sources indicated that Russian mobilization 

would continue despite official Russian claims to the contrary. Putin stated in a meeting with the Council on Civil 

Society and Human Rights (HRC) yesterday that discussing additional mobilization measures “does not make sense” 

since there is “no need for the state and the Ministry of Defense today.” Kremlin Spokesperson Peskov similarly 

deflected inquiries about another wave of mobilization, stating that “there are a lot of provocative messages, 

[however], we must focus on the information from the Ministry of Defense and the President.”  

An independent Russian media source notably reported on December 5 that mobilization efforts may resume on 

December 12 and that 700,000 more Russians will mobilize between December and February. This date is sooner than 

ISW has previously reported and is a direct contradiction to official Russian claims concerning mobilization. Another 

independent Russian media source shared intercepted audio on December 5 of a Moscow mobilization official 

demanding that her employees pass out mobilization summonses at night. Putin signed a federal law on December 5 

that suspends civil service work if a civil service worker is mobilized. A milblogger also amplified a report that the 

government of Moscow City recently threatened criminal prosecution of those who did not appear to military 

registration and enlistment offices after receiving mobilization summonses. 

A Russian independent news source reported Russian mobilization officials will target pro-Ukrainian sympathizers in 

Russia in the next wave of mobilization, further that officials, with the aid of the Russian Ministry of Education and 

Russian universities, will specifically target students who “sympathize with the opponents of the war” and have 

participated in protests. The report stated officials will place these students in a special database of the Center for 

Combating Extremism of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Russian Federation (Center "E") and will ensure that 

students in the database receive summonses. 

The Russian government attempted to assure its public its forces no longer face logistical and equipment challenges, 

despite milblogger claims to the contrary. Putin stated in the meeting yesterday that problems with equipment 

provision and other logistical support issues for Russian forces have “already been solved” and that he will look into any 

reports that require additional attention.  

He subsequently claimed fewer soldiers are fleeing the frontlines.  
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The Russian MoD continued to boast about effective training for mobilized personnel with videos of Russian forces 

training in the Republic of Buryatia, Saratov Oblast, and Belarus. A prominent milblogger stated the situation on the 

frontlines has stabilized in many ways and that Russian industry is now working.  

A Russian source reported that those attending the meeting with Putin and the HRC were not allowed to bring up 

sensitive issues related to the war including the ongoing protest of mothers and wives of the mobilized. A milblogger 

stated if Putin must personally deal with the provision of equipment to the Russian military, then the problem is not a 

logistical one, but a greater issue with the management of the military, whilst another milblogger condemned Russian 

military authorities for the lack of supplies and training, contrasting the logistical failures of the Russian forces with the 

successes of Wagner and stating that the Russian military must get its priorities straight. 

Russia continues to suffer from low morale and economic strain due to poorly-implemented mobilization and sources 

continued to report instances of low morale in the Russian forces including one suicide, another attempted suicide, and 

multiple deaths due to alcohol abuse among the mobilized.  

Russian media reported a Russian mobilized soldier accidentally killed another servicemember in a training accident at 

a training ground in Luga, Leningrad Oblast on December 6 whilst another source reported the Russian National Guard 

was deployed to entertain children in Elizavetino, Transbaikalia, because all male breadwinners were mobilized in that 

town. Yet another source stated villagers and local officials have supported the livelihoods of struggling families of the 

mobilized by sharing in tasks like slaughtering pigs on a farm or catching crucian carp. One milblogger lamented that 

poor Russian cities are subsidizing mobilization by “plugging holes from the last crumbs” while Moscow Oblast has a 

multi-million-dollar budget. 

The Wagner Group experienced a case of desertion on December 6. A Russian source reported that an unidentified 

man in camouflage shot and wounded police officers in Novoshakhtinsk, Rostov Oblast, before escaping. Russian and 

Ukrainian sources reported that authorities apprehended the man on December 7 and identified him as a convict 

recruited into the Wagner Group from a penal colony in Ufa, Republic of Bashkortostan. Wagner Group financier 

Yevgeny Prigozhin responded to the case by stating that it is of a “closed operational nature.” Prigozhin assured that a 

Wagner task force will conduct an investigation of the case. 

 


