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Conflict Update # 125 

July 19th, 2022 

Conflict Assessment 

Key assessments 

Calls made by Russian nationalist 
and pro-war voices for the Kremlin to officially 

define operations in Ukraine as a war, conduct 

general mobilization, and pursue expanded 

territorial goals reached a crescendo on July 19 

with some criticizing the Kremlin and others 

claiming that Putin has been preparing for the 

“Syrianization” of the war all along. 

The Kremlin will likely attempt to 

illegally annex occupied Kherson, 

Zaporizhia, Donetsk, and Luhansk oblasts into 

Russia as early as September 11, 2022. 

Russian milbloggers highlighted the 

Russian Airborne Forces (VDV) failure to fight 

as they had trained—a critique that helps 

explain the general Russian failures during the 

initial invasion of Ukraine. 

Russian forces continued efforts to 

resume offensive operations toward Slovyansk 

from southeast of Izyum and around 

Barvinkove. 

Russian forces continued ground 

attacks to the east of Siversk and had partial 

success in ground attacks to the east of 

Bakhmut. 

Russian authorities are continuing to leverage unconventional sources of combat power to avoid general 

mobilization. 

Russian occupation authorities are escalating law enforcement measures to protect administrative control of 

occupied areas. 

Subordinate Main Effort—Southern Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk - Russian forces continued offensive operations 

northwest of Slovyansk from the southeast and southwest of Izyum on July 19. The Ukrainian General Staff (UGS) stated 
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that Russian forces are trying to create conditions to 

resume the offensive toward Slovyansk, which is 

consistent with ISW’s observations that Russian 

forces are preparing to advance on Slovyansk from 

positions around Izyum and Barvinkove (further 

southwest of Izyum).  

Russian troops reportedly conducted an 

unsuccessful reconnaissance-in-force operation in 

Dmytrivka, north of Barvinkove, and continued to 

shell settlements northwest of Slovyansk along the 

Kharkiv-Donetsk Oblast border, including Dibrovne, 

Dolyna, Adamivka, and Bohorodychne. Their forces 

also continued to strike Slovyansk directly in order 

to continue to set conditions for eventual advances 

on the city. 

Russian forces continued ground assaults to the east 

of Siversk on July 19. Ukrainian and Russian sources 

reported that Russian troops engaged in fierce 

positional battles in Hryhorivka, Spirne, Ivano-

Darivka, Serebryanka, and Verkhnokamyanske, all 

within 10 km east of Siversk.  

The Russian Ministry of Defense also claimed that 

Russian forces engaged in counterbattery actions 

that destroyed Ukrainian equipment concentrations 

in and around Siversk, indicating that Russian forces 

are continuing to prioritize ground attacks under the 

cover of artillery strikes on Ukrainian positions 

around Siversk to prepare for direct advances on the 

city. 

Russian forces made incremental gains east of Bakhmut and continued efforts to advance toward Bakhmut from the 

south on July 19. UGS reported that Russian troops successfully entrenched themselves in the southern outskirts of 

Pokrovske, about 5 km directly east of Bakhmut, which will open up westward advances toward Bakhmut along a local 

road. They additionally continued limited ground assaults to the south of Bakhmut around Vershyna, Semihirya, and the 

Vuhledar power plant. Russian forces continued to fire on Ukrainian positions in and around Bakhmut to support ongoing 

ground attacks toward the city. 

Russian forces did not make any confirmed ground attacks around Donetsk City and focused on firing along the Avdiivka-

Donetsk City frontline on July 19. 

Supporting Effort #1—Kharkiv City - Russian forces conducted combat operations to maintain occupied lines in the 

Kharkiv City direction on July 19. Ukrainian officials reported that Russian forces retreated after an unsuccessful 

reconnaissance in force attack on Udy on July 19. UGS also reported that Russian forces continued air, artillery, and 

missile strikes on settlements to the north, northeast, and southeast of Kharkiv City. 
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Supporting Effort #2—Southern Axis - 

Russian forces continued focusing on equipping 

existing defensive lines, developing secondary 

defensive lines, and firing at Ukrainian positions 

along the Southern Axis on July 19. Ukraine’s 

Southern Operational Command noted that 

Russian forces are using S-300s to strike ground 

targets on agricultural land in Mykolaiv Oblast.  

Russian forces continued to focus on firing on 

Ukrainian positions along the Kherson-Mykolaiv 

Oblast border in order to prevent Ukrainian 

counterattacks in this area. Russian forces 

additionally conducted rocket and missile strikes 

against areas in Dnipropetrovsk and Odesa 

Oblasts. 

Ukrainian forces reportedly used high mobility 

artillery rocket systems (HIMARS) to strike the 

Antonivskyi Bridge over the Dnipro River, east of 

Kherson City, on July 19, doing little visible 

damage to the structure. A Ukrainian partisan-

affiliated Telegram channel noted that this bridge 

is a major supply route for the Russian grouping 

on the right bank of the Dnipro, indicating that 

Russian logistics are increasingly under threat of 

high-precision Ukrainian weapons. 

Mobilization and Force Generation Efforts 

Russian authorities are continuing to rely on 

unconventional sources of combat power in order to circumvent the need for general mobilization by placing the onus 

of force generation on marginalized enclaves of Russian domestic society.  

A report released by the Russian human rights organization “Rus Sidyashchaya” (Russia Behind Bars) on July 14 confirmed 

ISW’s previous observations that Russian authorities are conducting recruitment drives within Russian prisons to support 

operations in Ukraine. The report cited evidence that penal colonies in Russia’s Leningrad, Nizhny Novgorod, Novgorod, 

and Vladimir oblasts and Mordovia, Adygea, and other regions received deployment offers for convicts.  

Other independent Russian sources previously reported that the Wagner Group Private Military Company (PMC) was 

actively recruiting from penal colonies in St. Petersburg. These recruitment efforts likely emphasize quantity over quality 

of recruits in favor of expediting deployment efforts with minimal training and are therefore very unlikely to provide a 

decisive combat advantage in hostilities in Ukraine. 

Calls among Russian nationalist and pro-war voices for Putin to expand Russia’s war aims, mobilize the 

state fully for war, and drop the pretext that Russia is not engaged in a war reached a crescendo on July 19. Former 

Russian militant commander and nationalist milblogger Igor Girkin presented an extensive list of military, economic, and 

political actions that he argues the Kremlin must take to win the war in Ukraine; first among this list is abandoning the 

rhetoric of the “special military operation” and defining the official goals of the war in Ukraine.  
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Girkin advocated for expansive territorial aims beyond the Kremlin’s stated ambitions in Donbas, including the 

reunification of the entire territory of “Novorossiya” (which Girkin maintains includes Kharkiv, Dnipropetrovsk, Mykolaiv, 

Odesa, Zaporizhzhia, Kherson, Donetsk, and Luhansk oblasts as well as Kryvyi Rih) with the Russian Federation and the 

creation of a Malorossiya state (all of Ukraine up to the Polish border), which Girkin claims should be reunified with Russia 

through the Russia-Belarus Union State.  

Girkin also called for the Kremlin to shift the Russian economy fully to a war footing and to carry out extensive 

mobilization measures including forced conscription and the (further) suspension of Russians’ rights. Girkin has often 

criticized what he views as a lack of ambition and decisive action in the Kremlin’s handling of the war in Ukraine through 

his calls for maximalist objectives and measures to support territorial gains. His newest list of demands adds to the 

growing discontent within the Russian pro-war nationalist zeitgeist. 

While Girkin’s July 19 post is an acerbic critique of the Kremlin’s intentions in Ukraine, other Russian 

milbloggers sought to shape a narrative favoring Putin while advancing the same maximalist aims by suggesting that the 

Kremlin has been purposefully setting conditions for a protracted war in Ukraine since the war began.  

Russian milblogger Yuri Kotyenok claimed that Russia has been pursuing the “Syrianization” of the war in Ukraine by 

never articulating specific deadlines or goals for operations in Ukraine. The explicit invocation of protracted Russian 

operations in Syria suggests that certain Russian nationalist voices are setting conditions for a long war in a way that 

saves face for the Kremlin given Russia’s failure to secure its military objectives in Ukraine in the very short period that 

the Kremlin initially planned. 

Putin could simply ignore the milbloggers, although he has shown concern for their positions in the recent past, 

or he could play off their narratives in several ways. He might wait and see what resonance their calls for full mobilization 

and broader war aims have within the portions of the Russian population he cares most about.  

He might hope that their semi-independent calls for more extreme measures could fuel support for an expansion of aims 

and mobilization that he desires but feels Russians remain unprepared to accept. He may instead reject their calls for 

grander ambitions and greater sacrifices, thereby presenting himself as the moderate leader refraining from demanding 

too much from his people. 

Putin could leverage nuclear threats to deter a Ukrainian counteroffensive into annexed Kherson, Zaporizhia, 

Donetsk, and Luhansk oblasts. After annexation, Putin may state, directly or obliquely, that Russian doctrine permitting 

the use of nuclear weapons to defend Russian territory applies to newly annexed territories.  

Such actions would threaten Ukraine and its partners with nuclear attack if Ukrainian counteroffensives to liberate 

Russian-occupied territory continue. Putin may believe that the threat or use of nuclear weapons would restore Russian 

deterrence after his disastrous invasion shattered Russia's conventional deterrent capabilities, although previous Russian 

hints at Moscow’s willingness to use nuclear weapons have proven hollow.  

Ukraine and its Western partners may have a narrowing window of opportunity to support a Ukrainian counteroffensive 

into occupied Ukrainian territory before the Kremlin annexes that territory. 

Russian milbloggers are increasingly openly criticizing the Russian military for failing to address structural 

problems with Russian Airborne Forces (VDV), highlighting the VDV’s failure to fight the war as it had trained in 

peacetime, a failing that played no small role in the general Russian failures during the initial invasion.  

Russian milblogger Military Informant stated that Russian VDV has not adopted force structure and tactics reforms that 

the Russian military already knew were necessary prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Military Informant stated 
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that lightly armored Russian VDV vehicles (such as BMD and BTR-D) are too heavy to enable effective airborne mobility—

especially in contested airspace—and too light to provide sufficient protection in maneuver warfare.  

Russian milblogger Alexander Sladkov similarly noted that Russian VDV forces‘ structural reliance on a small number of 

lightly armored fighting vehicles is a liability. Military Informant praised how the Russian VDV previously practiced using 

light unarmored vehicles for higher mobility in three consecutive years of annual capstone command staff exercises 

(Tsentr 2019, Kavkaz 2020, and Zapad 2021) but noted that these adaptations did not have time to “take root” before 

the beginning of the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. 

The Russian military’s failure to implement lessons learned—or to learn the right lessons—from previous exercises or 

combat is an ongoing trend that ISW has observed. The most prominent example of this phenomenon was the Russian 

military’s failure to create a cohesive command and control system for the amalgamation of approximately 120 Russian 

battalion tactical groups (BTGs) assembled for the February 2022 invasion of Ukraine after experiencing successes 

operating smaller numbers of BTGs in Ukraine in 2014 and in Syria in 2016. 

Activity in Russian-occupied Areas - Russian occupation authorities continued efforts to strengthen administrative 

regimes in occupied Ukraine on July 19. The Ukrainian Main Intelligence Directorate (GUR) released a document 

reportedly originating from the Kherson occupation administration that authorized a general intensification of law 

enforcement measures in occupied parts of Kherson Oblast in anticipation of Ukrainian actions that may hinder the work 

of occupation organs.  

The GUR also released a document signed by the Russian-backed head of Kherson’s Kakhovskyi district that grants law 

enforcement the discretion to detain and search residents. The Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR) Internal Ministry 

similarly reported that LNR law enforcement is escalating measures to prevent “extremist” activity in Lysychansk and 

Severodonetsk. These data points indicate that Russian occupation authorities are responding to the perceived threat of 

Ukrainian partisan actions by strengthening regime control on the administrative level through the use of localized law 

enforcement. 

Russian losses - The General Staff of the Armed Forces of Ukraine reported that between February 24 and July 18, 

Russia had lost about 38,450 personnel killed, 125,000 injured, 1,687 tanks, 3,886 armored combat vehicles, 849 artillery 

units, 248 multiple launch rocket systems, 113 air defense systems, 220 warplanes, 188 helicopters, 690 drones, 166 

cruise missiles, 15 warships, 2,753 motor vehicles and fuel tankers, and 70 units of special equipment. 

Ukrainian forces destroy another Russian ammo depot - Explosions lit up the night sky as Ukrainian forces 

destroyed yet another Russian ammunition depot. 

This fits the ongoing Ukrainian strategy of targeting Russian ammunition warehouses in recent weeks. 

Their goal is to deprive the Russian forces of the valuable ordnance they need to continue to carry out their invasion. 

Russia Appears To Shoot Down Its Own Su-34 Strike Fighter - Russian forces appear to have shot down one of 

their own Su-34 Fullback strike fighters as it flew over the occupied Luhansk region in eastern Ukraine.  

Videos published online on July 17 show what are reportedly air defense systems belonging either to Russian forces or 

separatist proxies from the so-called Luhansk People’s Republic firing into the night sky, followed by a large fireball that 

floats to the ground. 

Russian missiles hit several Ukrainian cities, killing and wounding civilians far From the front line - Russia 

missiles continue to rain down on Ukrainian cities, causing casualties among civilians far from the front line as Kyiv said 

that the battlefield balance was slowly shifting due to an influx of modern Western weapons for its forces. 
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At least one person was killed in the latest Russian missile strike on July 19 targeting the center of the eastern Ukrainian 

city of Kramatorsk, the head of the Donetsk regional administration said. Missiles earlier struck the port city of Odesa 

and the eastern city of Toretsk, regional officials said. 

'It was hell here': Ukrainian troops Say U.S.-supplied HIMARS make a difference - U.S.-supplied high-mobility 

artillery rocket systems (HIMARS) have helped diminish the Russian Army's firepower by blowing up munitions depots, 

command centers, and other key targets. Ukrainian soldiers in eastern Ukraine say this has made a palpable difference 

on the battlefield. 

President Zelenskiy has said Ukraine is now capable of inflicting "significant losses" on the Russian invaders 

thanks to an influx of modern Western weapons that is slowly shifting the battlefield balance. 

Impacts 

Russia, China and Iran increase number of detentions and trials of dissidents and protestors – the three 

countries are increasing arrests, detentions and trials against protestors and dissidents. 

This appears to indicate a rising level of internal resistance against State policies and seems to be increasing as time and 

the Ukrainian war extends. Many of those in Russia and China relate to protests and reports against the Ukrainian 

adventure. 

Is Russia a Terrorist State? -  Ukrainian officials and lawmakers are ramping up pressure on the Biden administration 

to label Russia a state sponsor of terrorism, a designation meant to further diplomatically isolate Russia and cut off its 

economy from the global financial system. 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky first implored Washington to label Russia as a state sponsor of terrorism in April, 

just over a month after Russia launched its full-fledged invasion of Ukraine under the guise of a “special military 

operation” based on the false premise of “denazifying” the Western-aligned country. 

In the ensuing months, Ukrainian officials have repeated those calls with new urgency, as more evidence emerges of 

atrocities and war crimes committed by Russian forces against Ukrainian civilians and as Moscow steps up its tactic of 

missile strikes against civilian targets. On Friday, the U.S. Defense Department said as many as 150 civilians have been 

killed in Russian strikes over the past two weeks. 

“Russia should be recognized as a terrorist state. You can’t call what they do anything other than terrorism,” said Inna 

Sovsun, a Ukrainian member of parliament, after a Russian missile attack in Vinnytsia on July 14 left nearly two dozen 

people dead, including three children. 

So far, despite plenty of sympathy on Capitol Hill, the Biden administration has yet to pull the trigger on designating 

Russia as a state sponsor of terrorism, or SST. U.S. officials and experts familiar with the matter describe a debate within 

the National Security Council and State Department on the merits of the move, with some officials arguing that an SST 

designation would send a powerful signal of support to Kyiv and others arguing that it wouldn’t have much of a practical 

impact, given that Russia already faces one of the strictest sanctions regimes in the world. 

Broadly speaking, an SST designation would have two major effects, according to legal experts.  

• The first would be the implementation of a series of strict international sanctions on the country in question 

• The second would drastically curtail the country’s sovereign immunity in the eyes of U.S. courts, opening the 

designated country’s government to lawsuits and other civil claims from the families of victims of its state-

sponsored terrorism. 
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Russia already faces severe U.S. and European sanctions that have kneecapped its economy, meaning that the sanctions 

triggered under SST may end up being duplicative. In the case of Russia’s foreign sovereign immunity, things could get 

more complicated—and in ways that could ultimately backfire for Ukraine, said Ingrid Wuerth, a leading scholar on 

international law and foreign affairs at Vanderbilt University who wrote a recent article for the Just Security legal blog 

outlining arguments against designating Russia. 

An SST designation could allow plaintiffs in the United States—be they the families of captured U.S. citizens serving as 

fighters in Ukraine’s foreign legions or American relatives of Ukrainians killed in the war—to file lawsuits and try to claim 

portions of the hundreds of billions of dollars in Russian assets and funds that have been frozen by U.S. regulators since 

the start of the war. This year, the Biden administration set aside $7 billion in frozen assets from Afghanistan to be used 

for humanitarian aid and possible legal payouts to the families of victims of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, following the 

Taliban takeover of Afghanistan last August. It could potentially employ the same strategy with Russia in the future. 

Russia Is Taking Advantage of the Invasion-Stirred Migration Crisis - He has created a new weapon against the 

West. More than 6 million Ukrainians have sought refuge in EU countries; now they’re being followed by a new migration 

wave from countries harmed by the absence of Ukrainian grain. But in addition to the Ukrainian refugees, the number of 

asylum-seekers who arrived in the EU during the first half of this year almost doubled compared with the same period 

last year. The interim head of Frontex, the EU border agency, is warning of “waves of migration” as a result of Russia 

blocking exports of Ukrainian grain, which is creating food crises globally. 

By creating migration waves that will destabilize Europe, Putin is harming the continent without directly using military 

force against countries outside Ukraine. As ever, Putin is happy to generate chaos that will hurt others—and to take 

advantage of it for Russia. Between January and June this year, 114,720 migrants arrived in the EU illegally. 

Between January and June this year, 114,720 migrants arrived in the EU illegally. Most Ukrainians, whom the EU has 

committed to hosting, aren’t included in this number. The growing throng of people arriving illegally instead includes 

Afghans, Bangladeshis, Egyptians, Tunisians, Syrians, and Iraqis. On the Central Mediterranean route, Frontex registered 

25,164 illegal border crossings, 23 percent more than in the first six months of 2021. Most of them were Bangladeshis, 

Egyptians, and Tunisians. But many more people are being smuggled via the Western Balkans; illegal entries into the EU 

via this route were up by nearly 200 percent compared with the same period last year. Many others are arriving via the 

Eastern Mediterranean and applying for asylum in Cyprus, where numbers were up by 125 percent. 

Peace Talks 

Russia says peace in Ukraine will be on its terms, strikes multiple targets -  A senior Russian security official 

said on Tuesday, July 19, that peace in Ukraine when it came would be on Moscow’s terms as Russian forces struck targets 

across the country with missiles even as their ground offensive stuttered. 

More than two weeks have passed since Russia’s last major territorial gain – capturing the eastern Ukrainian city of 

Lysychansk – and Ukraine’s General Army Staff said on Tuesday that Moscow’s forces were busy shoring up their positions 

in recently seized territory and mounting limited but unsuccessful ground assaults, albeit in numerous different locations. 

Dmitry Medvedev, Russia’s former president who is now deputy head of its Security Council, struck a defiant tone though, 

signaling that Moscow was ready to do whatever it took in order to prevail. 

“Russia will achieve all its goals. There will be peace – on our terms,” Medvedev said. 

He has become increasingly hawkish in his criticism of the West since Russia sent tens of thousands of troops into Ukraine 

on February 24 in what it calls a “special military operation” to ensure its own security. 
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Walk the line 

What could threaten the invisible rules that the United States and Russia have established? One possibility is sheer 

accident. The other is a cycle of events that “demands” escalation. To be sure, these possibilities can converge, and a 

single accident could be the pretext for an escalatory spiral—as occasionally occurred during the Cold War. 

Consider the Cuban missile crisis. Too often celebrated as an instance of U.S. President John F. Kennedy’s cool, the 1962 

showdown between Moscow and Washington over Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba almost culminated in disaster. Soviet 

Premier Nikita Khrushchev overreached; Cuban President Fidel Castro was overzealous; Kennedy lucked into a workable 

solution—trading the removal of U.S. missiles in Turkey for the removal of Soviet missiles in Cuba. The only mechanism 

that deescalated the crisis was Khrushchev and Kennedy’s ability to communicate and to find common ground, a modest 

mechanism indeed. Later, in 1983, in an atmosphere of high Cold War tension, the Soviet Union misread NATO’s “Able 

Archer” exercise—simulating a conflict escalation—as a real-life nuclear attack and came close to launching a disastrous 

retaliatory strike. Once again, the invisible rules of the Cold War came close to malfunctioning. Perhaps two such 

cataclysms averted is not bad for a 40-year conflict. Perhaps it is two too many. 

The war in Ukraine is similarly prone to accident. Today, the concerns fall mostly on the Russian side. The war’s invisible 

rules may be fully apparent to Putin but less so to his commanding officers, many of whom are dealing with the frustration 

of battlefield setbacks, equipment problems, inadequate manpower, and a Ukrainian military that has fought with skill 

and resolve. Their adventurism could encourage an air or missile strike outside of Ukraine—for example, to halt the 

passage of weapons into Ukraine. That, of course, would be a Russian attack on a NATO member state, and not because 

the Kremlin directly made a risky choice. The risk, of course, is that Washington would interpret such an attack as Kremlin-

directed escalation. Having based his entire war on prevarication, Putin might have no credible means of changing this 

interpretation and no ability or willingness to communicate a mistake. A Russian-NATO war would be imminent. 

An instructive case study in interpretation and reaction comes from 2014. In July of that year, Russian-controlled 

separatists in eastern Ukraine downed a civilian aircraft, Malaysian Airlines flight MH17, with a Buk surface-to-air missile, 

resulting in 298 deaths—primarily Dutch citizens. Instead of communicating the mistake via its proxies or staying silent, 

Moscow engaged in absurd allegations and disinformation—putting forward dozens of contradictory explanations. This 

incident did not escalate beyond a war of words, as the conflict in Ukraine was still localized and limited in scale. The 

outraged Netherlands never contemplated military action. A comparable set of circumstances might have a different 

outcome today, however. Unlike in 2014, there would be immense pressure on NATO to do something, and many 

already-nervous countries would interpret the attack as a sign that Russia was expanding its war. 

As this example underscores, Moscow’s propaganda adds to the confusion of war. Under the Kremlin’s influence, Russian 

media consistently characterizes the 2022 war as a conflict between Russia and the West, rhetorically walking up to the 

precipice of a wider war. When Lithuania threatened to block goods going to Kaliningrad, for instance, Russia’s official 

rhetoric was bellicose, almost as if Putin were issuing an ultimatum. Most likely, he was merely posturing for a Russian 

audience. Although both sides eventually defused the crisis, Russia’s attempt to keep the conflict on a slow boil through 

domestic propaganda is a trap in which the Kremlin may eventually catch itself. 

Another kind of accident could take place on the Ukrainian side. While striking military targets in Russia, Ukraine’s military 

could miscalculate and hit a major civilian target inside Russia. This is obviously something that Moscow does without 

any qualms in Ukraine itself, where Russian missile attacks are killing civilians—including children and the elderly—every 

day. Still, the Kremlin could use a Ukrainian attack, especially with externally supplied weapons, as a pretext to retaliate 

against allied military supplies very close to or even on NATO territory. Putin would likely assume that Western states 

supported the Ukrainian attack, much as he assumed that the 2014 Maidan uprising that led to the ouster of Russian-

backed Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych was a CIA plot. Deconfliction alone, absent high-level communication 

between Moscow and Washington, might not be enough to unwind a crisis. 



 

9 
 

Finally, an unintended escalatory cycle resembling the Cuban missile crisis could expand into a regional or world war. 

Despite its peaceful resolution, the 1962 crisis is a cautionary tale. Khrushchev failed to anticipate Kennedy’s strong 

reaction, in part because he did not expect Washington to discover the missiles before they were fully in place. He 

mistakenly thought that he could outflank Kennedy through secrecy, luck, and bluster. Putin may be less erratic than 

Khrushchev, but he has already demonstrated his inability to read Ukrainian politics, military capabilities, and morale. He 

could, out of hubris or out of rage, conclude that his only way forward is to up the ante, dramatically escalating the war 

as a way of pushing Western countries back on their heels and scaring them off once and for all. He might fail to anticipate 

the reaction this would provoke within the United States and its allies. If so, like Khrushchev, Putin would face an 

excruciating decision. Up the ante further or back down. 

Western countries cannot deliver Putin from his temptations to enlarge the conflict. Only he can do that, and so far, the 

United States has acted with circumspection. Washington has established channels for military deconfliction that have 

served both sides well in Syria. Hopefully, they will continue to do so in Ukraine. The United States should remind itself 

and its allies again and again about the stakes of undesired escalation and the necessity of seeing Russian rhetorical 

provocations for what they are. The best response to trolling, something Putin loves to do, is ignore it. The same should 

be true for Putin’s nuclear threats. Verbal ugliness need not always be countered. It, too, can be strategically ignored. 

There is no silver bullet for avoiding a wider war. Talks, negotiations, and diplomacy will not do the trick. Putin can be 

restrained only by the application of force, and the application of force is never without risks. The first step toward a 

good long-term policy is to recognize the novelty of this moment: a major war likely to last for years, festering at the 

heart of an international system drawing closer to anarchy. Educated to follow the rules of a liberal international order, 

allied policymakers and diplomats must now learn to navigate the absence of order. 

The less apocalyptic the perspective of Washington and its allies, the better. The United States and Russia are not on the 

verge of World War III. Not every move is existential. The Russian military suffers under countless and increasing 

constraints, whereas the war in Ukraine will constantly turn up new, uncertain, disturbing, and frightening contingencies. 

The world will have to learn to live with it. The Cuban missile crisis lasted for 13 days. The crisis generated by the war in 

Ukraine will last for a long time to come. 

Sanctions 

Gazprom declares force majeure - Gazprom, the Russian state's gas monopoly notified its European customers that 

it was declaring force majeure in its supply contracts going back to June 14, citing "extraordinary circumstances" 

preventing the delivery of natural gas. It's easy to guess what the circumstances referenced are--the conflict in Ukraine, 

sanctions, etc. Is this just Russian brinksmanship? A negotiating chip. 

Maybe. Probably not. We shouldn't forget that Nord Stream 1, the direct gas pipeline between Russia and Germany, is 

currently undergoing routine maintenance until later this week. There's still no strong indication that Russian gas supplies 

will resume in whole or in part, and with today's declaration Moscow has legal cover to halt energy supplies to the 

economic heart of Europe. As if legal cover is all Russia needs. 

Gazprom, Iran sign tentative energy deal worth $40 billion - The National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) and 

Russian state-controlled energy giant Gazprom have signed a memorandum of understanding worth around $40 billion, 

according to the Iranian Oil Ministry's news service, SHANA. 

The deal, agreed on July 19, coincides with Putin's visit to Tehran for a summit with his Iranian and Turkish counterparts. 

SHANA reported that Gazprom will offer its support to NIOC in the development of the Kish and North Pars offshore gas 

fields and also six oil fields. 
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It said that Gazprom will also be involved in the completion of liquefied natural gas (LNG) projects and construction of 

gas-export pipelines. 

Iran has the world's second-largest gas reserves after Russia, but U.S. sanctions have prevented access to extraction 

technology and slowed development of gas exports. 

Russia's Sberbank, Kremlin-backed Biker Club added to EU sanctions list - The European Union is due to add 

Sberbank, Russia's biggest bank, and the pro-Kremlin bikers club Night Wolves to its list of individuals and companies 

under sanctions for supporting Moscow's invasion of Ukraine, says a draft document seen by RFE/RL. 

The 48 new additions also include Andrei Kozitsyn, the head of the giant zinc and copper firm UMMC; Sergei Korolyov, 

the deputy head of Russia's Federal Security Service (FSB); as well as commanders and members of Russia's National 

Guard, actors, politicians, and family members of sanctioned oligarchs. 

Kozitsyn is being added to the blacklist because as a leading Russian businessman he is deemed to be "involved in 

economic sectors providing a substantial source of revenue to the government," the document says. 

H&M to fully exit Russia amid ‘impossible’ situation - Sweden’s Hennes & Mauritz is taking steps — including 

temporarily re-opening its stores — to completely shut down its business operations in Russia. 

MSC delivers Russian food while navigating sanctions - A month after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the Andriana 

III—a 700-foot container ship operated by Mediterranean Shipping Co.—changed course and began transporting goods 

to and from Russia’s Black Sea port of Novorossiysk. 

In early July the vessel, which had not serviced Russia since 2019, completed its eighth trip between the Egyptian port of 

Alexandria and Novorossiysk since the Feb. 24 invasion, according to a Bloomberg News analysis of publicly available 

ship-tracking data. 

While it’s not uncommon for merchant ships to be reassigned, the Andriana III changed routes after Geneva-based MSC 

said March 1 that it would voluntarily halt bookings for Russian cargo and focus on delivering essential goods. Such cargo 

includes food, medicine and humanitarian aid, and MSC said it’s trying to ensure compliance with international sanctions 

rules for handling Russian exports or imports. 

Greece’s fur industry on the brink as EU sanctions on Russia bite - For decades, Antonis Disios’ workshop was 

abuzz with the sound of sewing machines stitching fur coats for his wealthy Russian buyers. In March, European Union 

sanctions against Russia over the Ukraine war shut the business overnight. 

Disios, like hundreds of other fur businesses in the lakeside city of Kastoria, was banned from exporting to Russia, the 

main market for Greece’s fur industry. With no domestic market, he sent his 23 workers home and his stockrooms filled 

up with hundreds of unsold garments. 

“This city is going through its worst,” Disios said, standing in his silent showroom. “We’re in despair.” 

Holding up a coat he said cost 30,000 euros ($30,183) to make using one of the most expensive furs in the world, Russian 

sable, he urged the EU to exempt the industry from sanctions. 

“They must set us free. Or they can come take them and sell them themselves,” Disios said. 

Russians buying cheaper food items as incomes fall, says leading retailer - Russian shoppers are switching to 

cheaper food items driven by a drop in real disposable income, the country’s leading food retailer X5 Group said on 

Monday, July 18, as high inflation crimps purchasing power. 
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Federal Statistics Service Rosstat last week said consumer prices have risen 11.60% so far this year. But food inflation in 

the second quarter of 2022 was running at 19.5% year-on-year, X5 said, up from 13.5% in the first quarter. 

Deflationary factors, including the strengthening ruble and increased supply of fruit, vegetables, eggs, and sugar, are 

however slowing that growth rate, the retailer said. 

Putin 

Putin following 2014 ‘Annexation Playbook’ in Eastern Ukraine - Russia is preparing to annex parts of eastern 

Ukraine following the same “playbook” it used to illegally seize Crimea in 2014, a White House official said Tuesday.  

There is “ample evidence” from intelligence sources and the public domain that Putin is seeking to make Ukrainian 

territory part of Russia, said John Kirby, the National Security Council’s coordinator for strategic communications.  

“The Russian government is reviewing detailed plans to purportedly annex a number of regions in Ukraine, including 

Kherson, Zaporizhia, all of Donetsk, and Luhansk oblasts,” Kirby said at a White House briefing. 

Over the past several weeks, fighting in Ukraine has been focused in the Donbas in eastern Ukraine. Russian troops are 

making gains and now control all of Luhansk, though they have also suffered some losses, including the retreat from 

Snake Island earlier this month.  

Kirby said Russia is now taking steps similar to those it took before annexing Crimea in 2014, including installing 

illegitimate proxy officials in the areas it controls in eastern Europe. Next, those officials are expected to arrange sham 

referendums that support joining Russia, which Putin will use to claim ownership of Ukraine’s sovereign territory. 

These referendums are expected to happen later this year—possibly in September to coincide with Russia’s regional 

elections, Kirby said.  

Russia is already seeking to secure its toehold in the East. Kirby said Russian banks are opening in Ukrainian territory that 

is controlled by Russia. In addition, Russian officials are forcing Ukrainian residents to apply for Russian citizenship and 

issuing Russian passports.  

In response, the United States is sending more military aid to Ukraine. The administration is expected to announce 

another tranche of weapons shipments to Ukraine this week, Kirby said. The upcoming package will include more High 

Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems, or HIMARS, and more rounds for the multiple launch rocket systems that the Pentagon 

has already sent to Ukraine, as well as additional artillery and ammunition. 

“Annexation by force would be a gross violation of the UN charter and we will not allow it to go unchallenged or 

unpunished,” Kirby said. 

Is a military coup expected in Russia? - Pro-Kremlin sociologists record an extremely low level of protest activity in 

Russia against the background of the Ukrainian war. In particular, the Social Opinion Fund notes that only about 15 to 25 

percent of citizens are inclined to express open disagreement in today’s Russia (Media.fom.ru, July 8). Telegram channels 

loyal to the Kremlin connect this tendency to social disapproval with protests in time of war, sanctions from the 

authorities and the elimination of non-systemic opposition from the internal Russian information space (Tgstat.ru, July 

10). 

However, an influential group is informally forming in the country that has authority among the “pro-Putin majority” and 

simultaneously allows itself to criticize the government at times. These are those who directly, or indirectly, engage in 

the Russian-Ukrainian war on the Russian side: war correspondents, the most odious propagandists, leaders of pro-

Russian “militias,” volunteers, and the like. 
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They are of a wholly radical character, demanding that the war be “conducted to a victorious end” and vowing loyalty to 

the Russian army (Komsomolskaya Pravda, April 1). These are the people the Kremlin bets on in its militaristic 

propaganda, portraying them as “heroes of contemporary Russia” (Novorosinform.org, March 4). However, in recent 

months, this group is beginning to strongly criticize Moscow’s actions. 

For the time being, waging a protracted war is beneficial for Putin (see EDM, June 30), and thus, in the near future, 

Russian authorities will most likely be able to meet the expectations of the growing radical minority in this aspect. 

However, in terms of economic achievements and restructuring a system based on total corruption, prospects for the 

Kremlin are remarkably dimmer. As such, these radicals nurtured by Russian government propaganda may sooner or 

later turn on their creators. 

China 

Economic woes worsen as support for Xi Jinping’s leadership begins to falter - The relentless cascade of bad 

economic news in China has not only cast doubt on the governance ability of the Xi Jinping leadership but has also called 

into question the long-term viability of the Chinese economic model, which stresses maintaining party-state control of 

the market and limiting international access to sensitive sectors such as finance.  

Given supreme leader Xi’s Maoist-style and statist approach to the economy as well as his insistence on a “zero-

tolerance” pandemic policy, confidence in China’s future among its neighbors and trading partners is tipped to drop even 

further, especially if Xi realizes his long-held ambition and gains an unprecedented third or even fourth five-year term as 

“core of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leadership” at the upcoming 20th Party Congress.  

Xi has undoubtedly been forced to allow Premier Li Keqiang – a political foe and leader of the opposition Communist 

Youth League (CYL) faction – and technocrats in the central-government apparatus to assume day-to-day management 

of the economy. Due to his dented authority – and the threats to stability posed by the growing rebelliousness of China’s 

400 million-strong middle class who have grown increasingly frustrated with Beijing’s problematic governance record 

since the early 2010s – the 69-year-old Xi may be forced to make pledges to adopt a more pro-market stance after the 

Party Congress.  

The supreme leader might also be obliged to appoint more members of the “anti-Xi faction” to the Central Committee 

and the all-powerful Politburo to be endorsed at the Party Congress this fall (China Brief, May 27). 

Reeling retail, real estate sectors 

The Chinese economy grew by barely 0.4 percent in the second quarter of this year, which is the second worst figure 

recorded in the past 30 years. President and commander-in-chief Xi has asked officials to do whatever is necessary to 

ensure that the 5.5 percent GDP expansion target announced early this year is reached, but most Western banks and 

think tanks have lowered their annual growth forecasts for China to only around 3 percent. 

Almost all economic sectors are under-performing. At least 460,000 companies – mostly small and medium enterprises, 

which are major job providers – closed their doors in the first quarter of the year. Unemployment among the crucial 

sixteen to twenty-four year-old age group surged to an unprecedented 19.3 percent last month.  

Despite the apparent decrease in new COVID-19 cases, lockdowns are still affecting more than 30 cities, disrupting the 

work schedules of some 248 million citizens, as well as 17.5 percent of the nation’s aggregate economic activities. These 

atrocious business conditions have also been a drag on retail sales, a major growth impetus, which went up by a mere 

3.1 percent year-on-year last month. 

The real estate sector, which used to make up 30 percent of GDP, is in dire straits. In May, new home prices in 70 cities 

fell for the ninth straight month. In the wake of multi-billion yuan developers such as Evergrande and Shimao declaring 
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insolvency, more and more buyers of unfinished apartment buildings have refused to pay their mortgages. The amount 

of mortgage loans that would-be homebuyers refuse to pay their banks has now mushroomed to an estimated 2 trillion 

yuan ($297 billion).  

Officials estimate that developers lack funds to finish work on approximately 500 million square meters of near-empty 

sites. Although the first known outbreak of large-scale non-payments of housing loans began only last month, this trend 

has spread to more than 1,000 buildings in at least 18 provinces and 40 cities. The official Security Times warned that 

“although financial institutions have real estate as collateral, the undelivered projects can only become bad debt.” 

Security Times and other state-run financial outlets have also warned that when bad debt increases, horrendous systemic 

financial risks could multiply. 

Financial crunch 

At present, both central and regional government coffers are running low on funds. In the first quarter of this year, 

China’s total social debt (including borrowings by administrations, enterprises and households) increased by $2.5 trillion 

year-on-year.  

Runs on both gigantic state-owned banks as well as county-level rural banks (which function like “financial co-ops” that 

theoretically restrict customers to local inhabitants) have taken place in Henan, Anhui and Liaoning provinces. Runs on 

state-owned banks have even occurred in prosperous cities such as Shenzhen and Shanghai.  

On July 12, several hundred depositors in four county-level banks in Henan protested outside government offices in the 

provincial capital, Zhengzhou. They demanded that the four delinquent banks reimburse their clients’ deposits of 

approximately 39 billion yuan ($5.77 billion). Authorities sent police and apparently triad members to disperse the crowd 

and beat up the angriest protestors. A few days later, the China Securities and Banks Regulatory Commission said 

depositors with up to 50,000 yuan ($7,400) in funds would be reimbursed within several days; but no promises were 

made to those with larger sums in the banks. A similar scenario occurred in several individual counties in Anhui Province.  

State-owned banks such as the huge Agriculture Bank of China have adopted dubious measures to discourage depositors 

from withdrawing cash. In cities, including metropolises such as Shanghai, Shenzhen and Tianjin, large numbers of ATMs 

have stopped working. Many bank branches have either set a “quota” limiting the maximum number of clients they will 

serve each day or have placed forced limits on customers barring them from withdrawing more than 1,000 yuan ($148) 

in cash per day. 

 In a reflection of the entire country’s shortage of foreign exchange - especially U.S. dollars, most banks have failed to 

deliver on the long-standing practice of allowing each household to withdraw U.S. $50,000 a year. Immigration and police 

authorities have even gone so far as to formally advise citizens not to leave China unless they have valid reasons to do 

so. This has been interpreted as yet another attempt at preventing foreign exchange from leaving the country. 

Exports, perhaps the only sector to achieve a significant recovery, grew by 17.9 percent year-on-year to $331.3 billion in 

June, beating market forecasts of 12 percent and outperforming the May figure of 16.9 percent. However, these statistics 

could have been massaged as the upsurge of different types of exports is partly due to the record high inflation rates in 

major markets such as the U.S. and the EU.  

Moreover, the future prospects of exports depend in no small measure on whether the administration of U.S. President 

Biden would lift tariffs on a wide range of Chinese imports so as to tamp down inflationary pressures in America. 
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No easy way out 

The various economic task forces run by Premier Li, who has been sidelined by Xi for the past nine years, have convened 

marathon nation-wide meetings to address the country’s mounting financial issues. However, the magic bullet they have 

come up with is nothing new: augmenting state fiscal injections into infrastructure development in order to jack up the 

GDP growth rate.  

In April, the State Council announced that Beijing would roll out an investment stimulus worth 14.8 trillion yuan ($2.2 

trillion) to boost infrastructure building (Gov.cn, July 6; qq.com, April 8). Despite the multiplier effects of individual state 

stimulus injections, the immediate result seems to be regional governments accumulating more debt rather than a 

palpable reinvigoration of overall business activities.  

These measures do not address the issues of greatest concern to countries and multinationals with major commercial 

stakes in China, who are increasingly apprehensive over the long-term fiscal health of the entire country as well as over-

leveraged enterprises. In order to save money, Beijing has cut down on social-welfare benefits, extended the age of 

retirement and obliged managers and workers to contribute more to pension funds. 

Due to the ongoing economic slowdown, the financial standing of numerous provinces and big cities has also declined 

dramatically. Per official statistics, in the first four months of this year, the revenue of erstwhile prosperous provinces 

and cities dropped precipitously. For example, Guangdong, Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Shanghai and Beijing respectively earned 

10.20 percent, 5.10 percent, 14.00 percent, 6.63 percent and 3.48 percent less in revenue than they had during the same 

period in 2021. At the same time, partly in view of the increasing discrepancy with much-higher American interest rates, 

overseas buyers of bonds issued by Chinese government agencies and state-owned enterprises (SOEs) sold an estimated 

$5.5 billion worth of their PRC portfolios last February 

Russian impact 

This is not good news for a Russia seeking finance and aid from China. More than half the Chinese population is non-Han 

in ethnicity and distinctly treated as second-class citizens. China has recognized this and plans to earmark trillions in aid 

to equalize the disparity. 

Many of the economic predicaments currently facing China have been worsened by Xi’s refusal to downgrade the “no 

limits” partnership with Putin’s Russia. The possibility of Washington imposing secondary sanctions on Russia-friendly 

China-based enterprises – particularly financial and logistics companies, many of which are listed on the New York Stock 

Exchange – is one factor driving multinationals to continue to move their production bases to China’s neighbors such as 

Vietnam and Bangladesh, where land and labor costs are also much lower. For example, if more Chinese financial 

institutions and SOEs are expelled from the SWIFT currency-swap system, foreign businesses may find it more difficult to 

operate in China. 

Should the West, with the EU and the US accounting for some 68% of Chinese foreign revenue, introduce sanctions of 

cutbacks, China’s economy will suffer even further, passing the point of equilibrium where downward pressures 

exponentially increase. 

The majority of these affected citizens work in manufacturing zones and companies, and if retrenched, will surely rise in 

rebellion against the Chinese ruling elite. 

This is China’s central concern and what they are centrally focused upon. 

Russia, and it’s extended war in Ukraine, is not China’s primary concern and certainly not from a timing perspective. 

Timing is not to China’s liking, nor is the potential downturn in trade as arising from western sanctions. 

The stakes for China are too high. 
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Conclusion 

Over the long term, whether Xi can extend his tenure matters less than the sustainability of the Chinese way of running 

the economy and the country. If fiscal indicators continue to deteriorate, it is possible that the supreme leader could 

double down on Beijing’s policy of “brandishing the sword” over sovereignty disputes in the South China Sea and the East 

China Sea.  

An invasion of Taiwan would allow the CCP not only to divert the attention of a disgruntled public but would also enable 

Beijing to declare martial law in order to tamp down the increasingly frequent – and daring – acts of rebellion by Chinese 

from all backgrounds. A China that is even more bellicose in its projection of hard and soft power would also tend to 

enhance the status and potency of a Beijing-originated “axis” of likeminded authoritarian states such as Russia, North 

Korea, Thailand and Myanmar. 

The headwinds buffeting the economy are expected to grow stronger, particularly given the clear U.S. readiness to slap 

sanctions on more Chinese firms as well as to deny Chinese IT firms access to key high technology components. Moreover, 

political stability – another top priority of the party – may be further jeopardized by angry citizens who have lost money 

due to mismanagement in the financial and real-estate sectors. Despite the relative likelihood that Xi will be able to rule 

for five or even ten more years, the supreme leader might be presiding over the inexorable decline of the authoritarian 

China model, which has now fully exposed the cracks in its armor. 

Containment 

Senate panel OKs NATO expansion, rushing to full Senate vote - The Senate Foreign Relations Committee gave 

easy bipartisan approval today to admitting Finland and Sweden into NATO, as lawmakers aimed for quick Senate passage 

and a show of congressional support for expansion of the U.S. and European defense alliance in the face of Russia’s war 

in Ukraine. Committee members approved the expansion by voice vote. Sen. Rand Paul, a Kentucky Republican and 

frequent critic of U.S. policy abroad, voted a neutral “present” rather than yes or no. 

The vote sets the expansion up for a decision by the full Senate as soon as next week. 

“We obviously want to see Finland and Sweden brought into the alliance as soon as possible,” National Security Council 

spokesman John Kirby told reporters at the White House after Tuesday’s vote. 

“These are modern militaries, militaries that we know well,” Kirby said, stressing the strength that supporters say the 

two countries would bring to the military bloc. 

Geopolitics 

In 'Historic' Step, EU Opens Membership Talks With Albania, North Macedonia - The European Union has 

launched membership talks with Albania and North Macedonia, a move described as a "historic moment" by the bloc's 

executive chief, Ursula von der Leyen. 

"This is what your citizens have been waiting for so long and have been working for so hard, and this is what they 

deserve," von der Leyen said in Brussels on July 19, congratulating Edi Rama and Dimitar Kovachevski, the prime ministers 

of Albania and North Macedonia. 

"This historic moment is your success. The result of your hard work," von der Leyen tweeted separately. 

On July 18, the bloc's 27 member states agreed to open accession talks with the two Western Balkan countries after 

North Macedonia resolved a long dispute with its EU neighbor, Bulgaria. 
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Bulgaria had until recently blocked any progress for accession talks because of a dispute between the countries over a 

long list of linguistic and historical issues. 

But on July 17 the two countries signed an agreement in Sofia a day after North Macedonia's parliament approved a 

French-proposed compromise to lift Bulgaria's veto of Skopje's EU accession bid. 

Bulgaria, which has been an EU member since 2007, had insisted that North Macedonia formally recognize that its 

language had Bulgarian roots, acknowledge in its constitution a Bulgarian minority, and renounce what it said was "hate 

speech" against Bulgaria. 


