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Conflict Update # 291 

December 11th, 2022 

Back issues at www.accgroupco.com 

Conflict Assessment 

Russian losses (no update)– 94,140 (750) soldiers killed, 2,942 (+5) enemy tanks, 5,920 (+8) armored  combat 

vehicles, 1,928 (+2) artillery systems, 395 (+0) MLRS systems, 211 (+0) air defense systems, 286 (+0) warplanes, 264 (+0) 

helicopters, 1,613 (+10) UAVs of the operational-tactical level, 592 (+0) cruise missiles, 16 (+0) warships/cutters, 4,540 

(+9) trucks and tankers, 4 Iskander Missile Launchers (+0), 76 fuel bowsers (+0) and 167 (+3) units of equipment. 

Key Takeaways 
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Ukraine attacked Russian-occupied Melitopol, a strategically located city in the country’s southeast. The 

Russian-installed administration said a missile attack killed two people and injured 10, while the exiled mayor said 

many “invaders” were killed. 

The majority of Russian supplies to their various front lines run through Melitopol in central Kherson, linking road and 

rail networks for the transfer of heavy equipment, soldiers and munitions for trucking to battlefields. 

All non-critical infrastructure in the Ukrainian port of Odesa was without power after Russia used Iranian-

made drones to hit two energy facilities, leaving 1.5 million people without electricity, officials said. 

Serhiy Bratchuk, spokesman for Odesa’s regional administration, has denied that any officials had called for 

evacuation. He said a Facebook post to that effect, which has since been deleted, was being investigated by Ukraine’s 

security services as “an element of the hybrid war” by Russia. 

Huge Potential News - An unnamed US defense source told The Times that the Pentagon is no longer insisting that 

Ukraine should not strike military targets within Russia. The source noted that the Pentagon has changed its 

perspective on this matter following the recent intensification of Russian missile strikes on Ukrainian civilian 

infrastructure over the last few months and that the Pentagon has become less concerned regarding the risk of 

escalation, including nuclear escalation, with Russia.  

The Times suggested that this development is a “green light” for Ukrainian drone strikes on Russian territory. Ukrainian 

commitments to Western partners previously stipulated that Ukraine had the right to use force to regain all its 

territory, including territory seized by Russia in 2014.  

The US has previously not made an effort to prevent Ukraine from striking legitimate military targets located on 

sovereign Ukrainian territory, and the alleged statement made by the undisclosed US source is an extension of the 

previous policy. International law allows Ukrainian forces to strike legitimate targets even in Russian territory, 

especially targets from which Russian forces are launching attacks on Ukrainian civilian infrastructure. 

Comment – This is news of huge significance as hitherto the US has (even) altered its HIMARS systems so as to prevent 

Ukraine from using them against targets in Russia proper and has stridently cautioned Ukraine against such actions.  

This concession is a distinct departure from that direction.  

Consider also that Stoltenberg, NATO Secretary General, has of late begun warning of an escalation in the conflict that 

may drag NATO into the arena. Strange coincidence of timing?  

Consider also that Poland has started positioning its newly-acquired South Korean tanks along the borders of the 

Russian enclave of Kaliningrad and Belarus. NATO activity in the Baltics has also been reported. 

Consider further the sudden “surfacing’s” of previously undisclosed whereabouts of US Ohio-Class nuclear subs. 

Blatant Russian targeting of Ukrainian civilian infrastructure and citizens appears to be moving the needle of discontent 

ever closer to providing air cover, aircraft and extended assistance to ward off these war crime attacks. We need to 

watch for (western) provision of these systems as well as advanced armored equipment and extended range munitions. 

Russia received further supplies of Iranian drones, used this week against Odesa and other Ukrainian civilian targets. 

We wrote about the potential of South Africa supplying Russia with advanced military equipment such as the G6 canon, 

illustrated in an earlier Update. They also have battle-proven equipment such as combat helicopters, armored 

personnel carriers, land-hugging radio technology, updated hand weapons, and extended range artillery fuel. 
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Putin’s comments earlier this week, as reported in our Update yesterday, that he is reconsidering the First Strike Policy 

is yet another canary singing of potential escalation in the air.  

Ukraine, from a western perspective, will not fall into Russian hands or control as it this extends Russian nuclear 

weaponry and belligerence directly up to NATO borders and states. This will not be allowed to transpire, under any 

circumstances. 

Russian forces conducted attacks against critical infrastructure targets in southern Ukraine using a 

significantly higher number of Iranian-made drones than in previous weeks. Ukrainian Air Force Command reported on 

December 10 that Russian forces conducted 15 attacks with Shahed-136 and 131 drones in Kherson, Mykolaiv, and 

Odesa oblasts and that Ukrainian air defenses shot down 10 of the drones.  

Ukrainian Presidential Office Deputy Head Tymoshenko stated one of the successful Russian drone strikes severely 

impacted critical infrastructure facilities in Odesa City and that restoration efforts would take longer than usual.  

ISW previously assessed Russian forces still pose a threat to the Ukrainian energy grid and civilian population despite 

Ukrainian air defenses’ high rates of shooting down Russian high-precision weapons systems. ISW also previously 

assessed that Russian forces likely modified the drones for cooler weather and resumed using Iranian-made drones to 

strike Ukrainian cities for the first time in three weeks on December 7.  

Russian forces have not used a higher number of Iranian-made drones in attacks on Ukrainian infrastructure since 

October 23. The increased pace of Russian attacks using Iranian-made drones follows a December 9 NBC News report 

that senior US officials stated Russia is providing an unprecedented level of military and technical support to Iran in 

exchange for Iranian-made weapons systems, including drones (Comment – We reported no this in yesterday’s 

Update). The increased pace of Russian drone attacks may indicate that Russian forces accumulated more drones over 

the three-week period of not using them or that Russia has recently received or expects soon to receive a new 

shipment of drones from Iran. 

Putin risks losing support from proxy leaders in Donetsk Oblast due to Russian forces’ failure to push 

Ukrainian forces out of artillery range of Donetsk City. 

A former Defense Minister of the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR), Igor Girkin, who had also led the 

siege of Slovyansk in 2014, directly criticized Putin for failing to push Ukrainian forces near Donetsk City out of artillery 

range even though Putin had identified the protection of Donbas civilians as one of the objectives of the Russian 

“special military operation.”  

Girkin specifically criticized Putin’s December 9 statement, which characterized the progress of the special military 

operation as “stable,” stating that only Putin and the Russian MoD see the war as successful.  

Former DNR Security Minister Khodakovsky noted emerging criticism of Putin, observing that Putin’s long reign has not 

completely been successful.” He also noted emerging discussions of the need to change the state of affairs, alluded to 

corruption schemes surrounding the reconstruction of Mariupol, and added Putin had inherited a rather corrupt society 

that he cannot fix by removing Russian Chief of General Staff Gerasimov (which Putin has not yet officially done).  

A prominent Russian milblogger also accused the Russian Armed Forces of failing to conduct counterbattery fire in 

defense of Donetsk City, despite never having failed to do so during the previous eight years of war. 

Comment – Direct substantiation that Ukraine is reaching targets within previously “safe” Russian areas. 

Russian authorities are increasingly importing Chechen officials and forces to man administrative regimes of 

occupied areas. 
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Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations toward Svatove, and Russian and Ukrainian forces 

conducted ground attacks near Kreminna. 

Russian forces continued attempts to advance toward Bakhmut and in the Avdiivka-Donetsk City area and to 

defend their positions in western Donetsk Oblast. 

Russian authorities plan to launch programs in Russia and occupied Ukrainian territories to prepare children for 

military service. 

Russian forces in occupied Donetsk Oblast are reportedly commandeering civilian utility equipment to construct 

defensive structures. 

Eastern Ukraine: (Eastern Kharkiv Oblast-Western Luhansk Oblast) - Ukrainian and Russian sources claimed 

that Ukrainian forces continued 

counteroffensive operations in the direction 

of Svatove on December 10. Luhansk Oblast 

Head Haidai stated Ukrainian forces are 

getting closer to Svatove.  

A milblogger claimed Ukrainian forces 

unsuccessfully tried to attack the Synkivka-

Lyman line (50km northwest of Svatove) and 

that Russian forces repelled a Ukrainian 

sabotage and reconnaissance group near 

Dachne (3km west of Svatove). Another 

milblogger claimed Ukrainian forces 

periodically attack in the vicinity of the R-66 

highway near Svatove, where they reportedly 

have had minor tactical success.  

Milbloggers claimed Russian and Ukrainian 

forces are engaged in battles near 

Novoselivske and that Russian forces control 

most of the settlement. Russian and social 

media sources also claimed Ukrainian forces 

struck Svatove and a Russian rear area in 

Novopskov (68km northeast of Svatove) with 

HIMARS rockets and heavy artillery. 

Russian forces continued counterattacks in 

the Kreminna area on December 10. The 

Ukrainian General Staff (UGS) reported its 

forces repelled counterattacks north of 

Kreminna near Ploshchanka (16km northwest 

of Kreminna) and Nevske (18km northwest of 

Kreminna) and 12km south of Kreminna near Bilohorivka.  

A milblogger claimed Russian forces also established control over new positions in Bilohorivka. The Russian MoD 

claimed its forces continued offensive operations in the direction of Lyman and occupied more advantageous lines in 
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the area. Haidai stated Russian forces have tasked newly mobilized forces along the Svatove-Kreminna line to exhaust 

Ukrainian forces with counterattacks before Ukrainian forces can start a counteroffensive in the direction of Starobilsk 

(53km northeast of Kreminna).  

ISW previously assessed Russian forces intend to increase the pace of spoiling attacks in western Luhansk and eastern 

Kharkiv oblasts to preempt an increased pace of Ukrainian counteroffensive operations in the winter. UGS reported 

Russian forces continued routine indirect fire along the line of contact in western Luhansk and eastern Kharkiv oblasts. 

Ukrainian and Russian sources claimed Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations in the Kreminna area 

on December 10. Luhansk Oblast Head Serhiy Haidai stated that Ukrainian forces are also getting closer to Kreminna. 

The Russian MoD claimed also its forces thwarted assaults in the direction of Chervonopopivka (6km northwest of 

Kreminna) and Dibrova (5km southwest of Kreminna). A milblogger claimed Ukrainian forces conducted assaults near 

Ploshchanka and fighting between Ukrainian and Russian forces is ongoing along the Makiivka-Chervonopopivka line. 

Donetsk Oblast - Russian forces 

yesterday continued offensive 

operations around Bakhmut where UGS 

reported its forces repelled them there 

and within 18km northeast of Bakhmut 

near Yakovlivka, Pidhorodne, and 

Bakhmutske; and within 21km south of 

Bakhmut near Opytne, Druzhba, and 

Kurdyumivka.  

Milbloggers claimed that Russian forces 

conducted an assault south of Bakhmut 

in the direction of Klishchiivka and 

repelled a Ukrainian counterattack in 

Opytne, whilst another milblogger 

claimed Russian forces also continued 

assaulting Ukrainian fortifications near 

Bakhmut, where they are reportedly 

having minor tactical successes. 

Another Russian milblogger claimed 

that Russian forces have not yet 

captured Opytne and will likely not 

conduct a full-fledged assault on 

Bakhmut in the near term due to the 

likely associated high costs. The 

milblogger claimed Russian forces 

intend to bypass Bakhmut from the 

south through Kurdyumiivka and 

Klishchiivka and are planning to 

advance north of Bakhmut in the 

direction of Soledar. Milbloggers claimed Ukrainian, as well as Russian forces, continued to suffer heavy losses in the 

Bakhmut area. (Comment – Reviewing maps of the area shows Russian advances into the garbage dumps south of 

Bakhmut but not any further). 
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Russian forces continued offensive operations in the Avdiivka-Donetsk City area while UGS reported it repelled Russian 

assaults within 37km southwest of Avdiivka near Nevelske, Pobieda, and Novomykhailivka.  

The Russian MoD claimed continued Russian offensive operations pushed Ukrainian forces out of unspecified fortified 

strongholds in the direction of Donetsk City. One Russian milblogger described the fighting in the Avdiivka area as a  

”sluggish meat grinder.” (Comment – Russian MoD claims of having stopped Ukrainian advances toward Donetsk City 

seem to fall in line with refuting critiques of Putin by Girkin and Khodakovsky in this regard – see below – and offer 

strange timing, where Russian statements are frequently shown to be untrue and geared to internal criticism). 

Russian forces continued to conduct defensive operations in western Donetsk Oblast, but the UGS countered that 

Russian forces are defending their positions in this section of the front. The Russian MoD claimed their forces thwarted 

assaults in the direction of Russian positions near Solodke (34km southwest of Donetsk City) and Shevchenko (85km 

southwest of Donetsk City) and destroyed Ukrainian sabotage and reconnaissance groups near Volodymyrivka (44km 

southwest of Donetsk City).  

A milblogger claimed accumulation of high-rise buildings in Vuhledar presents significant tactical difficulties for a 

potential Russian attack on the settlement, whilst another milblogger claimed Russian units of the Eastern Military 

District cannot conduct offensives in the Vuhledar area due to poor weather conditions. 

UGS reported Russian forces continued indirect fire along the line of contact in Donetsk and eastern Zaporizhia oblast. 

Southern Axis - Russian forces continued to 

shell Ukrainian positions and settlements on the 

west (right) bank of the Dnipro River, and hit a 

number of settlements along the bank, including 

Kherson City.  

Social media users reported the sound of Shahed-

136 loitering munitions over Velyka Oleksandrivka 

in northern Kherson Oblast on the night of 

December 9.  

Local residents additionally noted the sound of 

large explosions in Russian rear areas of Kherson 

Oblast in Chaplynka (along the T2202 Nova 

Kakhovka-Armiansk route) and Skadovsk (along 

the P57 Kherson City-Hola Prystan-Skadovsk 

route).  

A milblogger amplified reports Russian forces 

attacked the “gray zone” on Potemkin Island (just 

south of Kherson City in the Dnipro River, on 

December 9) and claimed that the attack was 

intended to shield Russian positions in Hola 

Prystan. 

Russian forces conducted missile, drone, and 

artillery strikes against areas of Mykolaiv, 

Zaporizhia, and Dnipropetrovsk oblasts on 

December 10. Mykolaiv Oblast Head Vitaly Kim 
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reported enemy forces struck the water off the coast of Ochakiv with anti-aircraft missiles and noted Ukrainian air 

defense shot down two Shahed-136 loitering munitions over Mykolaiv Oblast and two over Kherson Oblast.  

Russian forces additionally struck energy infrastructure in Odesa Oblast on the night of December 9 to 10. Russian 

sources accused Ukrainian forces of shelling the river bank of Enerhodar. 

Ukrainian forces yesterday continued strikes against Russian military assets and concentration areas in southern 

Ukraine and UGS reported a Ukrainian strike on a Russian concentration area in an unspecified location in Zaporizhia 

Oblast wounded up to 150 Russian personnel.  

Ukrainian sources additionally confirmed that their forces struck Russian military assets and command posts near 

Enerhodar, Molochansk, Tokmak, and Berdyansk, as well as a Buk-M3 air defense system near Vesele with western-

provided weaponry. 

“Russian Meat Grinder” - Ukrainian soldier says 'conveyor belt' of Russian troops are being cut down as Battle of 

Bakhmut descends into 'First World war hell.' 

The battle for Bakhmut has descended into a hell-scape reminiscent of the First World War as Putin throws troops into 

a fight described as 'a meat grinder.' 

Russia is pounding Ukrainian trenches in the city - once home to 70,000 but now little more than a ruin - day and night 

with artillery before troops charge into front-on attacks against machine gun nests. 

The no man’s land between front lines is now littered with shell holes, skeletons of trees shredded by shell-fire, and 

bodies of dead soldiers in eerie echoes of Passchendaele, Ypres or the Somme more than 100 years ago. 

This is a battle that has been raging since May, begun when Russian forces were on the march across Donbas under 

orders from Putin to 'liberate' the region - which Moscow claims as its own. 

The city sits on an important confluence of supply routes and, when fighting started at least, was seen as a vital staging 

point for assaults further into Donbas - particularly the nearby cities of Slovyansk and Kramatorsk. 

Now, though, the battle is more symbolic than practical. Most analysts agree the blood price that Russia has paid 

trying to take Bakhmut - thought to be more than 100 troops per day - is not worth the value of capturing it. 

But Putin promised the Russian people that Donbas would be liberated. And the path to that goal - however fantastical 

- lies through Bakhmut. So the show must go on. 

Leading the charge, for the last several months at least, are thought to be Prigozhin's Wagner Group mercenaries. 

Having triumphed in the battle for Mariupol earlier in the war alongside Kadyrov's Chechen mercenaries, Prigozhin 

appears to have taken on the mission to Bakhmut as a way to raise his personal standing with Putin. 

That effort, at least, appears to have been successful: Russia has officially acknowledged the existence of Wagner and 

allowed its leader to set up office in a swanky new skyscraper. 

But the effort has cost Wagner dearly. Prigozhin has been forced to resort to recruiting murderers and rapists from jails 

to pour into the fight. 

Now, with the retreat of Russia's regular army from Kherson in the south, he appears to have reinforcements as many 

units charged with defending that city have been re-tasked to the Donbas front. 

Ukraine has likewise sent units who had fought in the battle for Kherson to defend positions around Bakhmut, which 

has massively escalated the battle. 
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Troops now stationed there, some of whom will have witnessed Russia's massive artillery bombardments that 

devastated the likes of Mariupol and Lysychansk earlier in the war, as the most-intense they have witnessed to date. 

Christopher Miller, who visited the city he once called home for the FT, said there was rarely five seconds between 

each shell burst and the sky was hazy with smoke. 

While neither side is willing to publicly admit the human toll of the battle, Miller said 'both are clearly suffering heavy 

losses'. 

Despite the heavy fighting, Russian gains have been minimal. 

The front line has changed by no more than a few meters in recent weeks and Ukraine says the impending winter is 

likely to slow them further. 

Temperatures in Ukraine are already routinely below freezing, meaning the ground is hard and difficult to dig into. 

It means that advancing Russian troops cannot dig themselves defensive positions and are left badly exposed to 

artillery with most natural and man-made cover already blown to bits.  

Lidiya Vasylenko, a Ukrainian military press officer, said even if Putin's forces do manage to take ground, they are 

usually forced to retreat soon after. 

Both Vasylenko and machine gunner Kostyantyn don't expect the city to change hands during the coming months, 

which means the hell troops are being subjected to shows no sign of ending any time soon. 

Comment – As mentioned previously, Ukraine is reportedly containing Russian military unit in the Bakhmut area in 

order to advance elsewhere. The Russians have been engaged in this area for some six months now and may soon 

begin to realize they have been duped again. 

Dozens of recently mobilized Russian conscripts surrender in Luhansk - Dozens of recently mobilized Russian 

soldiers who surrendered to Ukrainian troops in eastern Ukraine’s Luhansk region have been decrying their conditions 

and lack of training according to unverified video footage circulating on social media. 

At least 21 soldiers — most of them 

hailing from Moscow and the 

surrounding Moscow region — were 

captured by Ukrainian forces near the 

city of Svatove, Ukrainian Foreign 

Ministry adviser Anton Gerashchenko 

announced in a Telegram post on 

Monday.  

"[The Russians] are firing on their own 

[troops] …We sat [in the trenches] for 

three days and our own [comrades] 

were shelling us," one of the 

surrendering conscripts can be heard 

saying in a video posted by Gerashchenko.  

"You will be cannon fodder," said another soldier addressing fellow mobilized Russians. 

The prisoners of war said they were "sent to their rightful deaths" with no equipment or training and claimed their 

commanders abandoned them as soon as they came under enemy fire. 
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"We didn’t eat or drink for three days. We sat in the soaking trenches," one of the prisoners said of his experience on 

the frontlines. The video and other photos of the men were also shared by Russian pro-war Telegram channels.  

The men in the video could be members of the 15th Regiment of the 27th Motor Rifle Brigade from Moscow and the 

Moscow region, which was deployed to the frontlines near Svatove in early October, according to the U.S. think tank 

The Institute for the Study of War.  

The regiment, according to the think tank, consisted of newly mobilized servicemen who were sent into combat with no 

training. 

Comment – Despite reservations regarding overall joint and several Russian culpability for the invasion of Ukraine, one 

cannot help but feel compassion for forcefully conscripted and drafted soldiers such as shown in the photograph 

above. 

From mobilization to death in 10 days: Russia’s draftees killed in Ukraine - St. Petersburg lawyer Andrei 

Nikiforov (pictured below) was drafted into the Russian army four days after Putin announced a “partial” mobilization 

in a bid to solve the military’s manpower problems in the ongoing Ukraine war.  

Less than two weeks later, Nikiforov became one of the first mobilized men to be killed as Ukraine pushed forward with 

its successful counteroffensive.  

 

 

“His sister received the 

draft paper,” Alexander 

Zelensky, president of the 

Neva Bar Association of 

which Nikiforov was a member, told The Moscow Times. “He notified 

me about it, gathered his belongings the next day and went to the 

training center.”  

Human rights lawyer Pavel Chikov wrote on Telegram on Thursday that 

Nikiforov was killed near the occupied Ukrainian city of Lysychansk on Oct. 7.  

“He was a good person, honest and brave,” said Zelensky. 

Reports of mobilized soldiers dying in Ukraine — from lawyers such as Nikiforov to 

residents of far-flung Siberian villages and even former Moscow officials — have 

emerged with increasing rapidity in recent days, suggesting that new soldiers 

have been thrown into battle with minimal training. 

Three mobilized men aged 32, 40 and 42 from Siberia’s Krasnoyarsk region died in Ukraine on Oct. 8, local media 

reported Friday. 

And local authorities in Russia’s Chelyabinsk region, near the Ural mountains, confirmed Thursday the death of five 

mobilized men from the region’s Korkino district. “We are mourning with the relatives and express our deepest and 

most sincere condolences,” said a spokesperson for the region's governor, Alexei Teksler, local news outlet 74.ru 

reported. 
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But the deaths in Chelyabinsk also caused outrage on social media, with some locals asking why the men appeared not 

to have been given any training.  

“Does Teksler, perhaps, have a desire to check why the boys ended up at the front lines in just a week and died with no 

training and no necessary equipment?” user Anyuta Stepanova wrote in response to a post about the deaths on social 

network VKontakte.  

When announcing mobilization on Sept. 21, Putin pledged that all men drafted into the army would receive extra 

training before being sent to the front. 

Comment – Where is Russia going to get its new lawyers, doctors and other highly qualified citizens and professionals 

who are being killed as related here or lost after escaping the draft by leaving the country? 

An extremely short-sighted, limited and devastatingly damaging strategy.  

Nuclear 

Putin says one missile will trigger 'hundreds' of warheads in stark message on nuclear deterrence - Putin 

yesterday once again drew international attention when he warned that if even one missile enters Russian territory, 

"hundreds" of warheads will respond. 

"I assure you, after the early warning system receives a signal of a missile attack, hundreds of our missiles are in the 

air," Putin said from a summit in Kyrgyzstan, Russian news outlet RIA reported. "It is impossible to stop them." 

"There will be nothing left of the enemy, because it is impossible to intercept a hundred missiles. This, of course, is a 

deterrent — a serious deterrent," he added. 

Putin made headlines after he appeared to suggest that he may make changes to Russia’s nuclear deterrence doctrine 

by employing a first-strike policy, which he referred to as a "disarming strike" — a strategy he said is motivated by the 

current U.S. deterrence policy.  

Russia already has this strategy embedded in its nuclear doctrine. 

Washington does have a policy that allows it to use a nuclear weapon, not only in retaliation to a nuclear attack but 

also in response to non-nuclear threats — and so does Moscow, explained Rebekah Koffler, a Russia expert and former 

Defense Intelligence Agency intelligence officer for Russian Doctrine & Strategy. 

"What this was, from the intelligence standpoint, is 'strategic messaging,'" she said, adding that Putin’s comments 

signaled that "Russia may use nuclear weapons in Ukraine if the US/NATO continue to provide weapons to Ukraine — 

especially those that Ukraine can use to strike deep into Russia proper." 

Putin’s comments come just days after three separate drone strikes hit bases hundreds of miles within Russia’s borders 

— an attack that Moscow blamed squarely on Ukraine.  

"Based on the existing Russian doctrine, Russia can respond with nuclear strikes, because Engels airbase is the home to 

nuclear-capable bombers that are considered strategic assets, worthy of defending with nukes," Koffler explained. 

Koffler warned that the rhetoric alone from the top nuclear powers could escalate the war in Ukraine. 

Comment – The very fact that Putin is resorting to statements such as this reflect a growing concern that (i) Ukraine is 

striking targets within Russian itself, and often at great distances within the country that may be encroaching on their 

nuclear sites and (ii) they have no counter measure to deflect such attacks. 
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Putin 

Rising angst against Putin in DNR - Former Donetsk PR (DNR) Defense Minister Igor Girkin’s and Security Minister 

Khodakovsky’s critiques against Putin (as referred to above) are unprecedentedly direct compared with their previous 

attacks on the Kremlin.  

These explicit attacks on Putin may reflect a rift between the pro-war DNR and veteran communities and Putin. The 

Russian veteran and proxy community had long warned the Kremlin about the design flaws of its military campaign but 

had rallied behind Putin in the belief that his war – at the very least – would lead to the Russian occupation of Donbas. 

ISW previously also observed video footage of the Luhansk PR (LNR) refusing to fight for territory in the DNR following 

the Russian capture of Lysychansk, and it is likely that proxy commanders and ideologists sought to prioritize the 

occupation of Donbas prior to embarking on Putin’s maximalist goal of conquering all of Ukraine.  

Putin, however, had not delivered on his February 24 rhetorical goal of “saving” people in Donbas by forcing the Kyiv 

government to capitulate, nor has he accomplished localized military 

objectives in Donbas. Putin’s conditions-setting for a protracted war 

may further challenge his efforts to appease the ever-growing 

milblogger community that represents and speaks to important 

nationalist factions and interests. 

Comment – Girkin and Khodakovsky will be keenly aware of Ukrainian 

moves and advances to their west and more than likely fearful of 

another Ukrainian breakthrough – this time in their direction in 

territory held by Russia since the 2014 invasion and occupation. 

Sanctions 

Traders have no plans to suspend grain shipments from Ukraine’s Odesa Black Sea ports due to the latest 

Russian attack on the region’s energy system, Agriculture Minister Mykola Solky said. 

A dozen countries, including Belgium, Italy, Poland and Slovenia, have made a push to “significantly” lower a 

planned European Union cap on gas prices, as the bloc struggles to strike a deal on the measure. 

Diplomacy 

Russian President Vladimir Putin is determined to conquer parts of Ukraine and shows no restraint in his 

brutality, but it is still important to keep contacts open in case a moment arrives to end the war, German Chancellor 

Olaf Scholz said. 

US officials barred Russian diplomats from visiting the graves of Soviet servicemen at a cemetery on a military 

base in Alaska, Russian state agency TASS reported. 

Russia wants to turn Ukraine into a “dependent dictatorship” like Belarus, the wife of jailed Belarusian 

Nobel Peace Prize laureate Ales Byalyatski said upon receiving the prize on his behalf, speaking his words. 

Russian arms dealer Viktor Bout, freed in a prisoner swap for US basketball star Brittney Griner, said he wished 

her good luck on the tarmac in Abu Dhabi where they were exchanged on Thursday. 
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Geopolitics 

Xi Jinping's visit to Saudi Arabia is bad news for the Kremlin - On Dec. 9, the leaders of Saudi Arabia and China 

met in Riyadh—Xi Jinping’s first visit there since 2016. He and his counterpart, crown prince Mohammed bin Salman, 

agreed to meet more often and signed a number of deals broadly aimed at aligning the countries’ mid-term 

development agendas, China’s Belt and Road Initiative and Saudi’s Vision 2030. 

At the heart of Chinese-Saudi relations is oil. No specific oil deals were disclosed during the meeting, but the Riyadh 

meeting was clearly a chance for the countries to firm up their longstanding energy trade relations. Saudi Arabia is the 

top supplier of oil to China, and China is its biggest oil customer, importing $43.9 billion in Saudi crude in 2021. 

Now, though, there’s a bear in the room: Russia. 

In normal times, Russia and OPEC countries like Saudi Arabia see eye-to-eye on oil, sharing an intent to counter the US 

and Canada. When US president Biden visited Saudi Arabia in June to push OPEC to raise its oil output, Saudi Arabia 

chose instead to hold its production steady. That strengthened Russia’s hand, at a time when its oil exports are 

increasingly being sanctioned because of the war it is pursuing in Ukraine; Saudi Arabia’s decision made it harder for 

other countries to spurn Russian oil. Not surprisingly, it also caused US-Saudi relations to deteriorate. 

But in the case of China, Saudi Arabia and Russia are more at odds. Before it invaded Ukraine, Russia sold most of its oil 

to Europe. Now that that market is closed off, China has become Russia’s top oil customer and has been able to wring 

deep discounts out of Russian suppliers, which have little choice but to accept. The alternative would be to cut off one 

of the Kremlin’s most important sources of revenue. 

“All the leverage is with China right now, because Russia doesn’t have that many options,” said Paddy Ryan, assistant 

director for European energy security at the Atlantic Council, a Washington think tank. 

Russia’s discounts, Ryan said, “might cause a bit of tension with OPEC, if [Russia’s low prices] are pushing out the Saudis 

and UAE.” Even though OPEC has picked up some of Russia’s business in Europe, that market is much smaller than 

China, and European policymakers are pushing harder than ever to roll out electric vehicles and otherwise wean their 

nations off oil no matter the source: “The EU is not really a market you’d want to trade for India and China,” Ryan said. 

Xi’s visit to Saudi Arabia and the agreements signed there suggest that China sees Russia’s cheap oil as an opportunistic 

convenience and Saudi Arabia’s oil as a safer long-term bet. That will worry Russia’s producers, which are unlikely to 

regain their European market anytime soon. 

Comment – China may also be playing the geopolitical role in that should it start weaning itself off Russian raw 

materials and energy supplies, a small but distinct eventuality, because of increasing western pressure and Russia’s 

continuing nuclear rhetoric, it needs to secure alternative sources for its enormous energy requirements. 

Of even deeper concern to Russia is that should China lower oil purchases from them, this will result in various 

pipelines being “mothballed,” leading to considerable maintenance risk.  

Once a pipeline is shut down for any extended period of time, and particularly in winter, it freezes – all the way back to 

the source point. The pipes crack and require extensive and hugely time-consuming and costly maintenance, something 

that transpired in 1991, and which they have yet to completely repair – more than 30 years later. 

Those repairs were aided by western and particularly US engineers – who have all since left the country.  

Any demand disruption can cause permanent damage to the Russian oil and energy industry – 60% of its foreign 

earnings. 
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Wars over water in the Middle East - We know water as a source of life. But dwindling resources could also be the 

reason for future wars in the Middle East. This precious commodity is slowly becoming scarce for several reasons. And 

there are worrying signs that our freshwater supplies in the region are running out fast. 

Comment – We have previously touched upon this subject, but it needs close scrutiny given it is the most basic element 

of existence. Countries and people will go to war for water supply continuity. 

Yemen’s future conflicts will be over water - In just two days this August, heavy floods caused extensive 

devastation across Yemen, killing at least 38 people and destroying the shelters of thousands of internally displaced 

persons (IDPs) in the city of Marib. 

This wasn’t a one-off event. Over the course of a month – from mid-July to mid-August – flooding affected 16 

governorates across the country, killing at least 77 people. 

This atypical degree of flooding represents a compounding catastrophe for a country that experts have predicted could 

soon run out of usable water and that has been ravaged by war for the last eight years. 

Rain is rare, but “when it comes it is very intense for a short period of time, causing floods, which in turn causes 

significant damage to farmland and buildings, as well as the loss of life,” Dr Walid Saleh, the chief technical adviser at 

the UN Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) in Aden, told me. 

Indeed, as temperatures have risen, the frequency and severity of extreme weather events have also increased, 

combining with the destruction of water sources across the country by warring parties to deepen Yemen’s crisis. 

And the crisis will only get worse. According to new research conducted by the Center for Civilians in Conflict (CIVIC), 

local conflicts are breaking out over water and other resources across Yemen. In Hadramout governorate, for instance, 

we found that two groups of farmers have been fighting over water after flooding destroyed a canal. 

Climate change and over-irrigation are not the only major drivers of water scarcity in Yemen. The war between the 

Saudi-led coalition and Houthi armed group has 

also left critical water infrastructure damaged and 

destroyed. 

And if climate change and conflict aren’t each bad 

enough, they have begun partnering in devastation. 

Canary in the coal mine 

There are few places in the world where the threats 

posed by climate change are so evident. 

With no sustainable, long-term solutions in place to 

mitigate the effects of climate change and human-

made environmental destruction, the people of 

Yemen face grave risks. 

Yet Yemen should serve as a clear warning to the 

rest of the world, too. Climate change acts as a 

conflict multiplier. Left unaddressed, it threatens to 

exacerbate existing wars and create new ones, both 

in Yemen and in every other part of the planet. 
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Comment – We need to watch this zone carefully as Saudi Arabia is attacking Yemen with modern weaponry acquired 

from the US and is now seriously courting China, whose leader Xi visited there last week. The US and China will view 

this as a strategic foothold in a volatile region, bordering as it does the entry point to the Red Sea, as well as the Gulf of 

Aden, where China already has port access via its agreement with Eritrea, marked with a red ❶ in the map above. 

This is one of the globe’s most vital sea lanes and long held as of elevated strategic interest to the West.  

Moving further south east from Yemen one finds another vital sea lane where India is aggressively moving to control an 

archipelago of islands just north of the Malacca Strait, itself the busiest sea lane in the world and where the majority of 

Chinese freight moves through. 

We will continue to monitor these areas as they are central to future conflict and geopolitical maneuvering.  

Putin declares 'American World Order' is ending, 'A truly multipolar world' has begun - The war in Ukraine 

could mark the end of an international world order led by the US, according to comments from Putin. 

What Happened: In July, Putin told lawmakers in Russia that the dominance of the U.S. could be over soon, according 

to a report from Newsweek. 

“They should have realized that they have already lost from the very beginning of our special military operation,” Putin 

said. “Its beginning also means the beginning of a radical breakdown of the American world order.” 

Putin’s comments reference the involvement of the United States in providing support to Ukraine and also placing 

sanctions on Russia. 

“This is the beginning of the transition from liberal-globalist American egocentrism to a truly multipolar world.” 

Putin said the transition “can no longer be stopped.” 

The Russian president spoke out of “hostile actions of Western countries” like the United States. 

“The so-called collective West, led by the United States, has been extremely aggressive towards Russia for decades.” 

Why It’s Important: Putin’s comments blame the Western countries, including the US, for starting the Ukrainian war. 

“It was unleashed by this very collective West, organizing and then supporting an unconstitutional armed coup in 

Ukraine in 2014, and then encouraging and justifying genocide against people in Donbas,” Putin said. 

The comments come as it was also reported by Putin that Russia could only be beginning its military efforts. 

“Everyone should know that, by and large, we haven’t started anything yet in earnest.” 

Putin said Russia has not rejected peace talks and the further the conflict in Ukraine goes, the harder it will be for 

countries to negotiate with Russia. 

Comment – For Putin to be correct, he requires a collection of states around him in this new WO. And then Xi went to 

Saudi Arabia. 

Peace Talks 

Ukraine’s foreign minister welcomes Holy See’s offer of peace negotiations, but ‘time for it has not 

come yet’ - Every effort for peace in Ukraine coming from Pope Francis and the Holy See is welcome, Ukraine’s 

Foreign Minister said Friday, whether it is helping to mediate for the exchange of prisoners or in assisting migrants and 

refugees.  
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However, the time for broad negotiations after the Russian aggression has not come yet, Dmytro Kuleba told a small 

delegation of journalists visiting Ukraine on Dec. 9 that his country has requirements for any such mediation to 

eventually take place.  

The interview lasted about 40 minutes, and the questions dealt with Holy See-Ukraine relations, Holy See efforts for 

peace, and how Ukraine would welcome this effort. 

Though appreciating Pope Francis’ constant mention of the Ukrainian situation and expressing an open invitation to the 

pope to visit the country, Kuleba also told CNA that some of the pope’s words have been “painful” for Ukrainians. 

Containment 

The Air Force wants to send its Reaper drones to Ukraine - The Air Force thought it had the perfect plan: Take 

its older Reaper drones, which it’s been trying to get rid of for years, and send them to Ukraine, a country begging for 

long-range weaponry. 

But after months of internal wrangling, the Pentagon has yet to make a decision — even though the drones could 

provide a capability to Ukraine that it’s wanted since the start of the war. 

Both the Reaper and the Army version — the Gray Eagle — would give Ukraine a critical new capability as the country’s 

forces press on occupied Crimea and the well-defended Russian frontlines in Donbas. The issue isn’t off the table, DoD 

and industry officials have suggested, as the Pentagon and drone maker General Atomics continue to try to make one 

or both drones transferable to Ukraine. 

Since the early days of the war, the Air Force Reapers and Army Gray Eagles have been high on Kyiv’s wish list, as they 

would give Ukraine a vastly expanded surveillance and strike capability, which is vital in a war heavily reliant on artillery 

duels and drone attacks. 

The Air Force has been trying to scrap older versions of its Reaper fleet for years to free up money to buy and operate 

more cutting-edge technology. 

Biden administration weighs Ukrainian requests for access to US stockpile of controversial cluster 

munitions - Ukrainian officials and lawmakers have in recent months urged the Biden administration and members of 

Congress to provide the Ukrainian military with cluster munition warheads, weapons that are banned by more than 100 

countries, but that Russia continues to use to devastating effect inside Ukraine. 

The Ukrainian request for the cluster munitions, which was described to CNN by multiple US and Ukrainian officials, is 

one of the most controversial requests the Ukrainians have made to the US since the war began in February. 

Senior Biden administration officials have been fielding this request for months and have not rejected it outright, CNN 

has learned, a detail that has not been previously reported. 

Cluster munitions are imprecise by design, and scatter “bomblets” across large areas that can fail to explode on impact 

and can pose a long-term risk to anyone who encounters them, similar to landmines. They also create “nasty, bloody 

fragmentation” to anyone hit by them because of the dozens of submunitions that detonate at once across a large 

area, Mark Hiznay, a weapons expert and the associate arms director for Human Rights Watch. 

Asked about the negative perception of using cluster munitions, a Ukrainian official quickly responded they would only 

be responding in kind. 
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Russian Mobilization 

Russian authorities plan to launch programs in Russia and occupied Ukrainian territories to prepare children for 

eventual military service. The creation of such programs indicates that Russian authorities are investing in long-term 

force generation capabilities. A Russian anti-mobilization news outlet reported on December 9 that authorities plan to 

open military training centers in 10 Russian regions to provide children from 14 to 18 with “military sports training” and 

“patriotic education.”  

Russian Deputy Prime Minister and Presidential Envoy to the Far Eastern Federal District Trutnev announced the 

centers will exist because every Russian child should “be able to defend their Motherland” and that Russian soldiers 

who fight in Ukraine can “return home alive.”  

Trutnev projected that the spring 2023 pilot program will enroll 45,000 schoolchildren. It is unclear how Russian 

authorities plan to structure or incentivize enrollment in these programs. Ukrainian Luhansk Oblast Head Haidai stated 

yesterday that occupation authorities in Luhansk Oblast are also introducing military training and “young fighter’s 

courses” in school curriculums. These programs especially target students in the 8th and 10th grades. 

Russian forces reportedly continue using harsh measures to intimidate potential deserters. UGS reported yesterday 

Russian forces have begun sending SMS messages warning about criminal liability for leaving points of deployment to 

Lugacom mobile network subscribers in Luhansk Oblast. 

A Russian news source reported two days ago that mobilized personnel from Serpukhov, Moscow Oblast reestablished 

contact with their relatives. ISW reported on November 29 that relatives of the Serpukhov mobilized soldiers had lost 

contact with their relatives after the soldiers posted a series of videos criticizing the Russian MoD.  

The news source claimed Russian commanders initially “abandoned” the soldiers with no food or support and then 

threw them to the front lines despite their protests. The group reportedly suffered many injuries, and many are 

recovering in a military hospital in Moscow. 

Russian authorities continue to target Council of Wives and Mothers activists pushing for better conditions for 

mobilized personnel and news sources reported Samara Oblast Officials released two Council representatives detained 

briefly on charges of drug trafficking and distribution of extremist materials on December 8th. However, the women 

accused Samara police officers of giving them flat tires to restrict their movement while the women were detained. 

Russian sources continue to assert that the Council has ties to “extremist” individuals and organizations. 

Comment – Russian family support groups were highly instrumental in forcing Russian military and political shifts and 

moves in previous conflicts and particularly in the Afghanistan war. It is obvious that the Kremlin and Putin have learnt 

from these activities and critiques and are taking very strong action to limit promulgation of their message(s) and thus 

their impact and influence. 

Frozen fish and limitless cabbage: how Russia is motivating draftees - When even money and patriotism are 

insufficient to inspire Russians to sign up to fight in Ukraine, it’s time to bring out the big guns such as food staples. 

At least three Russian regions are promising to reward the families of new recruits with livestock, fish and vegetables 

since Putin ordered the mobilization. 

The most generous offer to date comes from the Siberian republic of Tuva, which began a blitz of payoffs to every new 

soldier’s family last week. The rewards being handed out to the relatives of those enlisting include one live sheep, 50 

kilograms of flour, two bags of potatoes and cabbage "in the required amount." Tuva is Russian Defense Minister Sergei 

Shoigu’s birthplace and one of the country’s poorest regions.  


