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Conflict Update # 135 

July 29th, 2022 

Conflict Assessment 

Key assessments 

A kinetic event killed and wounded scores 

of Ukrainian POWs in Russian-occupied 

Donetsk Oblast on July 28. Ukraine and Russia are 

blaming each other for the attack. Available 

visual evidence appears to support the Ukrainian 

claim more than the Russian, but ISW cannot 

independently assess the nature of the attack or 

the party responsible for it at this time. 

Ground fighting continued north of Kharkiv 

City with no significant change in control of 

terrain. 

Russian forces attempted a limited ground 

assault in Kherson Oblast and continued 

conducting combat operations without creating 

strike groups along occupied lines. 

Russian regional outlets reported the 

recruitment and establishment of an additional 

volunteer battalion in the Republic of Buryatia 

and the formation of a reserve battalion in 

Novosibirsk. 

Members of Putin’s United Russia party 

traveled to occupied Ukrainian territories to 

promote an organization called “We Are 

Together with Russia,” likely to present the 

façade of a “grassroots” call for the Russian 

annexation of occupied Ukraine and to prepare 

for falsified annexation referenda. 

Subordinate Main Effort—Southern Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk Oblasts - Russian forces conducted a limited 

reconnaissance operation northwest of the Izyum-Slovyansk line and otherwise continued to shell settlements to the 

northwest of Slovyansk on July 29. The Ukrainian General Staff (UGS) reported that Ukrainian troops discovered and 

neutralized a Russian reconnaissance group in Shchurivka, 35km northwest of Izyum.  

Shchurivka lies on the western bank of the Siverskyi Donets River, which suggests that Russian forces either attempted 

to cross or successfully crossed into Ukrainian-held territory in this area. Russian forces had conducted a reconnaissance 

operation in the Chepil area, just southwest of Shchurivka, on July 27. Taken together, these two data points may indicate 
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that Russian forces are setting conditions 

to advance further into Kharkiv Oblast 

northwest of the current Izyum-

Slovyansk line, although the likelihood of 

Russian forces successfully taking 

additional ground in Kharkiv Oblast 

remains limited. 

Russian forces also continued to shell 

settlements near the Kharkiv-Donetsk 

Oblast border and struck Dolyna, 

Bohorodychne, Kurulka, Virnopillya, and 

Mazanivka. They additionally shelled 

Slovyansk and conducted a rocket strike 

on Kramatorsk on the night of July 28 to 

29. 

Their forces conducted a limited ground 

attack east of Siversk on July 29. UGS 

stated that Ukrainian troops prevented a 

Russian reconnaissance group from 

advancing near Verkhnokamyanske, 5km 

due east of Siversk. Russian forces also 

continued to conduct air and artillery 

strikes on Siversk and its surroundings. 

Russian forces continued ground attacks 

to the northeast and southeast of 

Bakhmut on July 29. UGS reported that 

Russian forces conducted unsuccessful 

ground assaults in Vershyna (10km 

southeast of Bakhmut) and Semyhirya 

(15km southeast of Bakhmut) and 

continued attempts to advance from the 

Novoluhanske area.  

Russian forces additionally attempted to 

advance around Soledar, about 10km northeast of Bakhmut. Russian and Ukrainian sources also stated that Russian 

forces conducted air and artillery strikes directly on Bakhmut and its surrounding settlements. 

Russian forces escalated ground attacks on the northwestern outskirts of Donetsk City on July 29. UGS reported that 

Russian forces conducted ground assaults near Avdiivka, Kamyanka, Krasnohorivka, Vodyane, and Pisky, all north and 

northwest of Donetsk City.  

The Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) militia claimed that Russian and DNR forces in the Avdiivka area have made 

unspecified but significant advances north and east of the settlement. Russian forces additionally maintained constant 

artillery pressure along the Avdiivka-Donetsk City line of contact. Russian forces are likely re-engaging in offensive 

operations around Avdiivka to expand the defensive pocket around the northwestern sector of Donetsk City, as ISW 

assessed on July 28. 
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Supporting Effort #1—Kharkiv City - Ground fighting continued north of Kharkiv City with no major control of terrain 

changes on July 29. Geolocated footage shows that Russian forces made marginal gains east of the E40 highway 

southwest of Borshchova on an unspecified date. Kharkiv Oblast Head Oleg Synegubov stated that Russian forces struck 

Kharkiv City with S-300 missiles and targeted food production infrastructure in Bohodukhiv, Kharkiv Oblast, 60km 

northwest of Kharkiv City. Russian forces continued shelling settlements to the north, northeast, and east of Kharkiv City. 

Supporting Effort #2—Southern Axis - 

Russian forces attempted a limited ground 

assault in Kherson Oblast on July 29 and 

continued conducting hostilities along the 

line of contact. UGS Southern Operational 

Command reported that Ukrainian forces 

repelled an attempted Russian advance in 

the Bilohirka direction by launching two 

strikes on Russian positions in the 

Bruskinsky district in western Kherson 

Oblast.  

The Ukrainian Southern Operational 

Command also reported that two Russian 

Ka-52 helicopters attacked Bila Krynytsya 

(near Bilohirka) and noted that Ukrainian 

forces repelled attempted Russian Ka-52 

strikes in Andriivka in the same general 

area.  

Russian forces continued heavy artillery 

strikes on civilian infrastructure in Mykolaiv 

City and Nikopol, Dnipropetrovsk Oblast, on 

July 28-29. Ukraine’s Southern Operational 

Command reported that Russian forces 

used 12 S-300 missiles to strike Mykolaiv 

City from the Hola Prystan direction (just 

southwest of Kherson City). Dnipropetrovsk 

Oblast Head Valentyn Reznichenko 

reported that Russian forces launched 40 

Grad rockets on civilian infrastructure in 

Nikopol. Russian forces continued shelling along the Southern Axis. 

Ukrainian forces continued striking Russian military infrastructure on the Southern Axis on July 29. Kherson Oblast Head 

Dmytro Butrii stated that Ukrainian forces struck a Russian ammunition warehouse in Brylivka, approximately 64km 

southeast of Kherson City.  

Ukraine’s Southern Operational Command reported that Ukrainian forces destroyed two Russian ammunition depots in 

Khersonskiy district. Russian forces continued transporting military equipment to Kherson Oblast from Zaporizhia Oblast 

on July 29, likely in preparations for Ukrainian counteroffensives. Melitopol Mayor Ivan Fedorov reported that Russian 

forces have been moving 3-4 military columns per day through Melitopol towards Kherson and Crimea between July 25 

and 29. 
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Mobilization and Force Generation - Russian regional outlets reported the recruitment and establishment of 

additional volunteer battalions within Russian federal subjects (regions). Buryatia Regional Administration Deputy 

Chairman Pyotr Mordovskoy noted that the Republic of Buryatia authorized a one-time payment of 100,000 rubles 

(approximately $1,600) to all recruits for the “Baikal” volunteer battalion on July 13.  

The Republic of Buryatia is currently recruiting men with at least a middle school education to join the battalion. The local 

outlet ”Taiga Info” reported that on July 11, Novosibirsk Oblast Governor Andrey Travnikov ordered the formation of a 

reserve battalion for participation in the ”special operation,” but did not mention deployment to Ukraine. The order 

requested that Oktyabrskiy District (one of the districts within Novosibirsk Oblast) recruit 37 reservists, which may 

indicate that the Oblast is recruiting reservists rather than volunteers without prior military experience. Taiga Info has 

previously reported that the leadership of an unspecified Novosibirsk University requested information about employees’ 

military identity cards regardless of sex or age in late May, which may indicate ongoing Oblast-wide recruitment of 

reservists 

Ukrainian intelligence reported that Russian forces are forming the 3rd Army Corps (AC) within the Western Military 

District, but it is unclear which personnel will staff the 3rd AC. Ukrainian Main Military Intelligence Directorate (GUR) 

Representative Vadym Skibitskyi noted that Russian forces hope to form the 3rd AC by mid-August due to insufficient 

force generated from newly-formed eight volunteer battalions. Skibitsky has repeated that Russian forces plan to form 

16 volunteer battalions and establish rifle elements in almost all federal subjects. Skibitsky noted that Russian forces 

continue to face shortages of officers, which may complicate the formation of the 3rd AC. 

Activity in Russian-occupied Areas - Russian occupation officials are promoting an organization entitled “We Are 

Together with Russia” throughout occupied Ukrainian oblasts, likely to present the façade of a “grassroots” call for the 

Russian annexation of occupied Ukraine and to prepare for falsified annexation referenda in occupied areas. Russian 

occupation official Vladimir Rogin told the Russian outlet “Ruskiy Mir” on July 27 that “the movement will turn into an 

effective platform that will speed up the process of the region’s entry into Russia.”  

Russian Telegram news channel “Readovka” reported on July 26 that members of United Russia, the political party of 

Russian President Vladimir Putin, and members of the All-Russian Popular Front party are staffing the organization’s 

headquarters across occupied Ukrainian oblasts. The Russian governor of Russia’s Penza Oblast, senior United Russia 

member Oleg Melnichenko, opened a “humanitarian office” for “We Are Together with Russia” in Tokmak, Zaporizhia 

Oblast on July 29. 

The possibility of a Ukrainian counteroffensive into occupied Kherson may be disrupting Russian attempts to prepare for 

annexation referenda and to force Kherson civilians to register for Russian passports. The Ukrainian Resistance Center 

reported on July 29 that occupation authorities from United Russia have left Kherson City as of July 29.  

The Center claimed that the party members were preparing for an annexation referendum in the city under the guise of 

“humanitarian activities” and were forcing Ukrainian civilians to register for Russian passports in exchange for 

humanitarian aid. The Center reported that the party members fled because they are afraid of a Ukrainian 

counteroffensive in the city following the July 26 strike on the Antonivky Bridge. ISW could not corroborate the Ukrainian 

Resistance Center’s report. However, Russian milblogger Yuri Kotyenok and pro-Russian outlet “KhersonLife” reported 

on July 29 that occupation authorities are holding a large-scale “public forum” under the umbrella of “We Are Together 

with Russia” in Kherson City on July 30 and 31 to proclaim “the return of the right to self-determination and a new 

historical destiny for the inhabitants of Southern Russia,” which is how some Russian sources have begun to refer to 

Ukraine’s Kherson Oblast. Russian sources claimed that more than 500 delegates would participate. Cancellation of, 

postponement of, or low turnout at this event would suggest that United Russia members have in fact fled the city in 

anticipation of a Ukrainian counteroffensive. 
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Occupation officials also continued to restrict usage of Ukrainian currency and are attempting to force the rubleization 

of occupied areas but may have limited access to rubles in cash. Luhansk Oblast Administration Head Serhiy Haidai said 

on July 29 that Russian occupation forces have not installed or serviced any ATMs in Kreminna, Rubizhne, or Popasna 

since taking those cities in May and that the situation is similar in Severodonetsk and Lysychansk. Haidai said that Russian 

occupiers are trying to issue cash pensions to civilians in occupied areas but can only provide pensions by mail. 

Ukraine Pushes Attack In South As Russia Faces Troop Shortage In East – Ukrainian forces have stepped up 

their counteroffensive to regain lost territory in the south, as Russia launched deadly strikes in central Ukraine and near 

the capital amid reports that Moscow has been increasingly facing a shortage of personnel in the east. 

Ukraine's military said its planes struck five Russian strongholds around the city of Kherson and another nearby city in 

the south, where it is concentrating its biggest counteroffensive since the start of the war, seeking to isolate the Russian 

troops in the area. 

Ukraine has used Western-supplied long-range missile systems to badly damage three bridges across the Dnieper River 

in recent weeks, making it more difficult for Russia to supply its forces on the western bank. 

The Kherson region, which borders Moscow-annexed Crimea, fell to the Russians soon after the the February 24 invasion. 

Russian strikes on the central Ukrainian region of Kirovograd on July 28 killed five people and wounded 26 in the city of 

Kropyvnytskiy, officials said. 

Near Kyiv, 15 people were hurt at a military base. Ukraine's northern and southern regions were also hit. 

Russian missile strikes also hit the regions of Kyiv, Chernihiv, Mykolayiv, and Kharkiv. The attack on the Kyiv region -- the 

first in weeks -- hit a military unit in a village on the outskirts of the capital, according to Oleksiy Hromov, a senior official 

with Ukraine’s General Staff. 

Fifteen people were wounded in the strikes, five of them civilians, Kyiv regional Governor Oleksiy Kuleba said. 

Chernihiv regional Governor Vyacheslav Chaus reported that the Russians fired missiles from Belarus at the village of 

Honcharivska. The Chernihiv region had not been targeted in weeks. 

There also has been heavy shelling along the entire front line in the eastern Donetsk region as Russian forces targeted 

Bakhmut and other cities. Three people died in Bakhmut, local officials said. 

Representative Elissa Slotkin (D-MI) who spoke to CNN after attending a classified briefing with officials from President 

Biden's administration, said the figure of Russians killed and injured in Ukraine was "huge." 

Slotkin, who recently returned from a trip to Ukraine, said the next three to six weeks could be crucial for the direction 

the conflict would take. 

"I think that what we heard very firmly from President Zelenskiy and reinforced today is that the Ukrainians really want 

to hit Russia in the teeth a few times before the winter comes, put them in the best position possible, particularly hitting 

them down south," Slotkin said. 

U.S. Ambassador to NATO Julianne Smith told RFE/RL in an interview that the Ukrainian military commanders can 

determine themselves the next steps in the counteroffensive, but NATO wants to hear which systems would be most 

useful. 

“We will continue to do everything we can to support Ukrainian military on the ground and make sure that they have 

what they need so that they can prevail in this conflict and stop Russian aggression,” she said. 
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Russian positions - The General 

Staff of the Armed Forces of 

Ukraine reported that the Russian 

enemy was focusing its main 

efforts on establishing full control 

over the territories of Luhansk and 

Donetsk oblasts, maintaining the 

captured Kherson and Kharkiv, 

Zaporizhzhia, Mykolaiv oblast's 

parts, creating favorable 

conditions for resuming the 

offensive in certain directions, as 

well as blocking Ukraine's 

maritime communications in the 

Black Sea. 

Russia intends to occupy Odessa in 

order to completely capture the Black Sea coast of Ukraine. 

From there it will extend the 

conflict up to link into Transistria – 

follwed by an invasion of Moldova. 

This is shown in the second map 

alongside where the blue shaded 

area represents the planned future 

movement of Russian intent and 

the red arrow its path further 

west. 

If successful, Russia will now be 

able to deploy a pincer movement 

around Kyiv – from the east, south 

and now the southwest. 

This is a typical Russian military 

move and one which NATO and 

the US are keenly aware of. 

The area from Moldova through Kyiv and down to the Donbas is where the majority of Ukrainian grain and industry is 

located. This will give Russia a huge leverage on global food production and supply, again something the West is keenly 

aware of. It is also a factor they have no intention of tolerating. 

Looking at the lower map, one can see the extent of Russian activity in Ukraine since 2014 with the invasion of Crimea. 

This is a far cry from Putin’s initial and originally-stated pronouncements and intent. He had declared that this will will be 

a “quick win” for Russia and convinced the Chinese of this factor. 

Not having materialized according to his desire, he is at risk of allienating China, who have problems of their own, most 

of which depend on real estate, GDP and trade, elements the West and the EU have a direct impact upon. 
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Bread baskets of the world 

There are 6 generally-acknowledged “Bread baskets” of the world, upon which the international food chain is critically 

dependent. These are: 

1. Central Black Earth Region – The region, also known as Chernozemie, is found in Central Russia. It is renowned 

for its rich soil known as Black Earth. The soil is rich with a high humus percentage and other soil enriching 

nutrients like ammonia and phosphorous. It is also deep and its clay like qualities give it water retaining 

properties. This makes the area an agricultural powerhouse of Russia and it became the country’s breadbasket 

in the 20th century. 

2. Southeast Asia - The region is formed by 10 nations and together they form the ASEAN, meaning Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations. Southeast Asia is one of the breadbaskets in the world, producing a large percentage 

of the food consumed worldwide. It produces rice, corn, sugarcane, cassava, soybeans, tropical fruits like 

pineapples and litchi, bananas, palm oil, sea food, coffee and many others.  

Out of the top ten rice producing countries in the world, the region claims 5. In 2016, ASEAN exported about 16 

tons of rice, constituting 33% of the global exports. Vietnam and Thailand from the region constitute 97% of the 

world’s cassava exports and the entire region produces 25% of all the coffee exports globally. The Philippines, 

which is a member of the region is the second ranked state in the world in pineapple exports. Another significant 

food product from the region is sea food, mainly prawns, and shrimps which make up 30% of the global exports. 

3. Canadian Prairies – The Canadian Prairies made up of Alberta, Manitoba and Saskatchewan provinces are very 

important in the world due to their grain production. The region’s backbone is agriculture, and its industries 

process the agricultural produce. Crops cultivated in the area are durum wheat, canola, barley, oats, lentils, 

brassica and horticultural products. They also keep sheep, cattle, and poultry. 

4. China – China’s agricultural sector employs more than 300 farmers and the food produced by the country 

constitutes about 20% of the total world exports. The country has the largest agricultural output in the world, 

and 75% of its farming focuses on food crop farming. The country’s primary food crop is rice, with rice fields 

occupying approximately 25% of its cultivated land. 

5. San Joaquin Valley - The state of California is an important entity in the total agricultural produce of the United 

States. It accounts for 12.8% of the county’s agricultural yield. Most of this produce comes from San Joaquin 

Valley, which is referred to as a breadbasket globally. The county is the single producer of almonds in the United 

States and worldwide, the production constitutes 70% of the total almond yield and supply. 

6. Brazil - Brazil has increasingly grown in importance as a breadbasket of the world, exporting five of the world’s 

major crops. The country has two main agricultural regions. There is the Southern region which is more fertile 

with higher rainfall and the drier North Eastern region. The former produces a big percentage of the nation’s 

grains, oil seeds and export crops while the latter produces cocoa and tropical fruits. 

China 

Xi Jinping sets out five-year strategy - Ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leader Xi Jinping has set out his political 

strategy for the next five years ahead of his bid for an unprecedented third term in office at the 20th party congress later 

in the year. 

Xi told a high-level political symposium in Beijing this week that the CCP should "focus on deploying strategic tasks and 

major measures for the next five years." 

"The next five years will be a critical time to start building a socialist modernized country in an all-round way," Xi told the 

symposium. 
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"We must firmly grasp the problem of unbalanced and insufficient development, focus on making up for shortcomings, 

strengths and weaknesses, consolidate the bottom line, and promote advantages, and study and propose new ideas and 

new measures to solve problems," state news agency Xinhua paraphrased him as saying. 

Current affairs commentator Xiao Di said Xi's comments suggest he plans to take China back to a state-controlled, 

command economy. 

"He's steering China away from the capitalist road, back in the direction of communism," Xiao told RFA. "That's why he 

says the next five years will be a critical period to determine whether CCP rule will last forever." 

"There should be no obstacle to his being re-elected as general secretary [at the 20th party congress]," he said. 

Some commentators have suggested that the fact that Xi's speech to the symposium was given prominent coverage by 

state news agency Xinhua and the CCP's official newspaper, the People's Daily, indicates that Xi will likely get his way. 

The timing of the coverage ahead of the secretive annual leadership retreat in the resort town of Beidaihe suggests that 

Xi may be pre-empting any substantive discussion of his plan to serve a third term at that meeting. 

Impacts 

Paradoxes of escalation in Ukraine - Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, a paradox about escalation has emerged.  

The West carefully avoids certain kinds of involvement—such as sending Kyiv MiG fighter jets, setting up no-fly zones, 

and putting boots on the ground—for fear that it will provoke a greater war with Moscow. But Western countries do 

supply Ukraine with sophisticated artillery and intelligence targeting Russian officers and ships. They have sent 

intelligence personnel and special forces to Ukraine to share information and move military equipment within the 

country. The distinctions between these kinds of assistance can seem arbitrary and change over time.  

Yet those differences are taken seriously by both Russia and the West, and they have helped stop the war from spreading. 

In Ukraine, the two most important limits are clear: the West has not directly attacked Russian forces, and every party 

keeps their operations confined to Ukrainian territory. Yet such boundaries are hardly the only ones at play. NATO, for 

example, has refrained from involvement that would fall safely within these limits, such as providing jets or organizing 

volunteer units, because Moscow might see such assistance as provocative.  

Russia’s response would likely also remain within those proxy and geographic limits. But such caution on the part of NATO 

is sensible, because a harsh Russian reaction could harm Ukraine’s civilians and its government, as well as the West, in 

new ways. 

The complexity surrounding what lines NATO, Russia, and Ukraine are willing to respect—and which ones they are not—

reflects the fact that the rules of limited war are messy. In Ukraine and other conflicts, escalation is an intricate dance, 

informed by history, geography, and universal distinctions between different kinds of wartime conduct. Both sides feel 

out what the other will tolerate, usually converging on a shared understanding of what is fair game and what is not. 

To keep conflicts limited, warring parties must gradually test each other’s boundaries, as the West has wisely done. By 

moving slowly, the US and its allies have managed to help defend the Ukrainians while gauging Russia’s tolerance. NATO 

should continue to up its involvement at only a gradual pace, figuring out Russia’s redlines by carefully watching how the 

country responds to Western moves. A deniable Russian drone strike in Poland, for example, could be a sign that NATO 

has pushed Moscow too far, in which case it should pull back. Above all, NATO must continue to obey the clearest of 

redlines, fighting only through Ukrainian forces and the keeping actual combat to Ukrainian territory. Otherwise, it risks 

a far more dangerous conflict. 
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Thankfully, when governments try to feel out their adversaries’ limits, they aren’t fumbling in the dark. Writing during 

the early Cold War, the game theorist Thomas Schelling observed that limits in war—and thus what is considered 

escalatory—derive from crisp differences. Rivers, mountains, lines of latitude, political borders, uniforms, and weapons 

define the contours of escalation. During war, what counts as escalatory must be sorted out on the fly, but governments 

do not start from scratch. 

Geography, for instance, offers guidance. During the Korean War, the twists of the Yalu River, the waterway separating 

North Korea and China, were a powerful marker. Bombing on the wrong side of the Yalu was seen by U.S., Chinese, and 

Soviet leaders alike as highly escalatory. In Ukraine, the Dnieper River, the borders with Poland and Russia, the location 

of the capital, and the distinction between eastern and western Ukraine similarly help define which military operations 

fall within the war’s established limits. 

When countries cross important limits, their adversaries do not always retaliate. In the first weeks of Moscow’s invasion, 

Western governments declined to send air defense systems, instead opting for smaller antitank ones. Some states 

refused to send lethal aid at all.  

But the West rapidly changed its mind. Within a month, the US and UK sent man-portable air defense equipment. Soon 

after, NATO countries began sending powerful artillery systems, including the U.S.-made High Mobility Artillery Rocket 

Systems (HIMARS), which can hit targets behind Russian lines.  

These shifts are easily recognizable as escalatory: assistance that shoots down planes is different from aid that stops 

tanks, and long-range artillery is clearly more aggressive than the short-range kind. Yet Russia has tolerated many of 

these gradual increases in lethality. One reason may be that such assistance still falls short of violating the war’s most 

important limits. 

Russia’s lack of response shows that although the boundaries of escalation may be crisp, they aren’t always fixed: what 

is considered provocative in war can change dramatically. Early in the Vietnam War, for instance, the United States 

bombed North Vietnam sparingly, because doing so was seen as potentially escalatory. Gradually, however, such 

operations became routine as Washington realized it would not incite Soviet or Chinese retaliation. American targets 

crept northward. Toward the end of the war, U.S. President Nixon even looked for targets that had been considered off-

limits, such as ones in Cambodia. His goal was to gain leverage during peace talks by showing the North Vietnamese he 

would go where his predecessors would not. 

The limits of limited war 

Russia, Ukraine, and the West have similarly adjusted their behavior as they learn about the goals and pain thresholds of 

the other side. Escalation is not infinitely flexible, however. Some limits are more important than others. To prevent a 

wider war, NATO and Russia have carefully avoided direct, sustained military clashes between their own personnel. This 

is why proposals for no-fly zones are different from those calling for deadlier weapons. Although opinions differ about 

how aggressively to arm Ukraine, Western analysts agree that intervention must run through Ukrainians. 

Ukraine’s borders are another universally understood limit. Even if they are disputed by Russia, they provide a powerful 

and intuitive way to contain the war. In March, Russia fired missiles near the Polish border but stopped short of targeting 

supply routes in the territory of a NATO member. Such restraint did not go unnoticed. Russia continues to avoid striking 

NATO members, despite having the capability. 

These two lines are political and define the most explosive forms of escalation. A direct clash between NATO and Russia 

in the skies over Ukraine would invite a tit-for-tat response, fully upending the war as a proxy one and pressuring leaders 

on both sides to directly attack. Sustained military strikes by Russia into Poland would trigger NATO’s mutual-defense 

promise. If Ukraine openly attacked Russian territory, Moscow would feel compelled to respond in new ways. These 

transgressions would be distinct and ominous. 
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An exception to these limits is deniable operations. During the Korean War, Soviet pilots covertly flew for China’s air 

force, and American leaders knew but stayed silent. In the Vietnam War, the U.S. Air Force secretly bombed Laos, and 

the Soviets only complained privately. During the Angolan War, Israeli pilots flew South African aircraft. States often hide 

activity during war that breaks bedrock limits. Rivals may tacitly agree to stay quiet about these transgressions to avoid 

a larger war. Moscow may have done so in response to the rumored Ukrainian sabotage of fuel depots and factories 

within Russia. 

But only some kinds of operations can be kept secret and carrying out too many such attacks is dangerous—especially in 

Ukraine. A wider war in Europe would ruin economies and unleash carnage on soldiers and civilians, and it could upend 

domestic stability for all involved. In the most horrific scenario, nuclear weapons might be used in war for the first time 

since 1945. There’s a reason that both the West and Russia want to limit the conflict. 

Some might think that Western governments made a mistake by not sending Ukraine lethal aid at the beginning of the 

invasion. But because limits evolve during war, being cautious was the right move. Notions of escalation evolve through 

trial and error. What NATO gets away with today is different from what it could do in February 2022. The West’s evolving 

approach to Ukraine—with its gradual expansion in volume and lethality of aid—has allowed it to find the forms of 

escalation that matter to Russia. 

NATO members can continue to ramp up the lethality of their assistance. Yet they should do so gradually. A patient 

approach allows the West to gauge Moscow’s reaction and watch for signs of new Russian retaliation. Consider the 

question of whether to send MiG jets to Ukraine. Although this form of aid would not explicitly violate the war’s most 

important boundaries, because the planes could be used to attack Russia’s territory, Moscow could consider it an act of 

escalation and respond by, say, launching missile strikes closer to NATO territory or enacting new cuts to Europe’s gas 

supply. 

Much of escalation is murky territory. But by going slow, the West can tease out the ambiguities without starting World 

War III. (Foreign Affairs). 

New Chinese aid for Syria sets off alarms in Israel - "We have indications that Chinese experts visited in recent 

months some Syrian military installations that were damaged heavily during the civil war,” one Israeli defense source 

said. A recent announcement of Chinese aid for Syria is setting off alarm bells in Israeli security circles. 

During a July 20 ceremony held in Damascus, an announcement was made that Syria will receive advanced 

communications equipment from China. According to the official announcement, the aid “aims to improve local network 

infrastructure, especially in those areas hit hard during the Syrian crisis since 2011.” 

Signed by Chinese Ambassador to Syria Feng Biao and Chairman of Syria’s Planning and International Cooperation 

Authority Fadi Salti Al-Khalil, the deal specifies that the equipment will be “delivered in two batches” to the Syrian 

Communications and Technology Ministry. 

That source also warned that the Chinese may try to sell the Syrians some of their defense systems, which could 

complicate Israeli operations in Syria. “The Russian-made systems used by the Syrians are almost useless dealing with 

advanced weapon systems like those used by Israel,” the source noted. 

“The Chinese operations in many countries prove that there are always other aspects to what may look like a normal 

commercial action,” he said. 

Mordechai Kedar, a senior expert on Middle East issues, believes China’s presence will complicate the already-chaotic 

efforts by Israeli to conduct efforts in Syria, predicting that “In the not-so-far future Israel will have to coordinate its 

attacks on Iranian-related targets in Syria not only with Russia but also with China.” 
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Analysts who talked with Breaking Defense agree that there are real reasons for concern in Israel over a greater Chinese 

investment in Syria. 

Relations between Israel and China are cordial, if somewhat strained in recent years by US pressure on Jerusalem to limit 

ties with Beijing. So on the face, having China in Syria is not in and of itself a major concern for Israel. But the economic 

or military improvements China could bring to Syria’s military is a reason for concern. 

Israeli defense sources told Breaking Defense that the exact type of the communication systems to be supplied to Syria 

is not clear, but it is expected to be of a type that will fill current gaps in Syria’s military communications network. 

And, the sources worry, this could be only the tip of the iceberg of Chinese assistance for Syria’s effort to rebuild its 

armed forces. 

Why would China invest heavily in Syria? 

Israeli defense sources contacted by Breaking Defense pointed out that China has been trying to establish a navy presence 

in the Mediterranean for years. Beijing at first cooperated with Russia in relation to this requested presence but according 

to Israeli defense sources in recent years Beijing has been seeking ways to be able to operate in the Mediterranean alone; 

having favors to call in with Damascus would seem the easiest way to gain access to the desired waters. 

Comment: Is this a move by China to fill a looming military supply vacuum created by Russian challenges in the Ukrainian 

conflict?  

The question to be answered is whether China is (i) entering 

because of a tri-lateral move by Russia, Syria and itself, or (ii) 

it is being opportunistic and capitalizing on Russian hassles?  

This provides a strategic entrée for Chinese engagement in the 

Middle East and wider world affairs.  

They have an arrangement in Djibouti in the Gulf of Aden and 

now with the Syrian connection, close access to both ends of 

the Suez Canal, a vitally important sea lane where 12% of 

global trade transits. 

Chinese rapprochement with Iran sees another strategic 

presence, this time in the Strait of Hormuz, linking the Persian 

Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, passageway for around 33% of 

global natural gas and 20% of global oil transfers. 

The Strait of Hormuz is one of the world’s key maritime 

chokepoints.  

Global shipping is constrained by geography. Massive oil 

tankers and cargo ships – carrying over 90 percent of global trade flows by weight – converge in narrow straits. The result: 

The world’s key shipping lanes are often crowded. 

China is now also aggressively pursuing closer relations with Saudi Arabia, situated between the Gulf (of Aden) and the 

Straits of Hormuz.  

Something to be watched closely. 
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China's former richest man is giving up all his power after his mysterious disappearance - With a net worth 

of around $23 billion, Jack Ma is one of the most powerful people in the world, and head of tech giant Ant Group. 

However, in recent years, he's become a bit of a thorn in the side of the country's communist regime, having openly 

criticized the government in the past. 

He once accused Chinese banks of operating with a 'pawnshop mentality' and claimed the government was trying to 'use 

the way to manage a railway station to manage an airport' with regards to modern digital finance. 

Ma, who founded the e-commerce company Alibaba, was then called to a meeting with regulators and the breaks were 

put on Ant's planned floatation. 

Speaking last year, China analyst Christina Boutrup said Ma was stunned by the reaction. 

"That day he apparently crossed the invisible red line for what can be said and done in Xi Jinping's China," she said. 

"It was a big surprise for him. He would never have crossed that line if he had known how bad it could go." 

Shortly after that meeting, in November 2020, the 57-year-old vanished for several weeks. 

At the time, some thought he had died or had been disappeared by the Chinese authorities, however, he returned to 

public life on 20 January last year, posting a short video online. 

Ma has tried to soften his relationship with the regime, making changes to his company in order to better align with 

tighter governmental controls. 

However, the entrepreneur has now told Alibaba's board that he intends to reduce his 50.2 percent stake in Ant Group 

to around 8.8 percent. 

Comment: In the Chinese system, as an individual you can make huge amounts of money, provided (i) you maintain your 

contact with the government and (ii) you do not engage politically. They keep the business interest separate from the 

political one. 

The Chinese government will allow you, and facilitate where possible, to be successful, so you can make as much money 

as you can, but never get into any political terrain. It is dangerous and they will take action against you and your family. 

Taiwan - The military thinks it’s not a good idea right now.” That was U.S. President Biden’s observation about Pelosi’s 

planned trip to Taiwan, which is reportedly scheduled for next month. Such trepidation seems to be well warranted. 

Pelosi herself acknowledged as much; when asked about the president’s remarks, she said, “maybe the military was 

afraid our plane would get shot down or something like that by the Chinese.” Those statements reveal that the United 

States likely has intelligence or a private warning from China that it is planning an unprecedented, highly escalatory 

response if Pelosi does indeed visit Taipei. 

A two-hour phone call between Biden and Xi Jinping July 28th appears to have done little to defuse the situation. China’s 

official summary of the conversation quoted Xi warning Biden that “[t]hose who play with fire will perish by it.” 

Pelosi’s potential visit leaves U.S. policymakers with few good options. If she cancels the trip, it will likely embolden China 

to increase its coercion of Taiwan and deal a blow to the Taiwanese public’s confidence in their future.  

On the other hand, a visit would probably provoke a crisis, as China would feel compelled to respond lest its threats be 

seen as hollow. It would be wrong to think, however, that Pelosi’s travel plans will determine whether a showdown 

materializes in the Taiwan Strait.  

In reality, the United States and China are barreling toward such a crisis—and it will be far riskier than previous standoffs.  
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China, possessing significant military capabilities and less concerned about preserving its relations with the United States, 

is now far more willing to respond to a perceived provocation with escalation than it was during previous crises. 

What sets Pelosi’s visit apart is that it would occur at a time when Beijing believes that the United States is moving away 

from its one-China policy. And there have been noticeable changes in U.S. diplomacy toward Taiwan in recent years.  

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo sent his congratulations to Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen on her inauguration in 

2020. The Trump administration hosted Taiwan’s diplomats at the State Department and in other federal government 

buildings, which has remained the practice during the Biden administration. Secretary of State Antony Blinken publicly 

referred to Taiwan as a “country.” The Biden administration extended an invitation to Taiwan’s representative in the 

United States to attend Biden’s inauguration and invited Taiwan to participate in its Summit for Democracy. 

Administration officials also leaked to the media that U.S. military personnel are in Taiwan training its forces. None of 

these moves are tantamount to diplomatic recognition, but Beijing may view Pelosi’s trip as an opportunity to send a 

message that the United States must stop what China sees as an intentional pattern. 

More important, Beijing’s reaction reveals its growing comfort with the prospect of a crisis over Taiwan. As Xi faces 

economic headwinds at home and growing resentment over his strict zero-COVID policy, he may have concluded that a 

Taiwan crisis could rally the public and shore up his popularity.  

He may also have decided that international support for Taiwan is growing too strong, especially in the wake of Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine. Both Taiwan and Ukraine are relatively young democracies that exist next to much larger 

authoritarian neighbors with long-standing designs on their territory; leaders around the world have taken note of the 

parallels.  

Xi may feel he needs to deter countries from working with Taipei to increase its defenses and resilience. He could also 

find Pelosi’s visit to be an advantageous pretext for large-scale military exercises, which could test the People’s Liberation 

Army’s preparedness for complex operations. That could provide him clues as to whether China’s military would fare 

better than Russia’s did in Ukraine and gauge how the United States and Taiwan would react. 

Trouble ahead 

A far more dangerous era for cross-strait relations is in the offing. Xi has set an objective of achieving China’s “great 

rejuvenation” by 2049; unification with Taiwan is a precondition for that goal. And he may want to move more rapidly 

than that timeline suggests: Xi is unlikely to live to see 2049 (he would be approaching 100 years old) and has said that 

this issue cannot be passed from generation to generation.  

That implies he would like to at least make significant progress on the question of Taiwan’s status or resolve it altogether 

on his watch. As CIA Director William J. Burns recently said, “I wouldn’t underestimate President Xi’s determination to 

assert China’s control—the People’s Republic of China’s control—over Taiwan. . . . I think the risks of that become higher, 

it seems to us, the further into this decade that you get.” After cementing his rule at the upcoming Party Congress and 

having sidelined rivals and placed loyalists in critical positions, Xi will have a freer hand for pursuing his objectives. 

(Foreign Affairs). 

Comment: A very interesting book – The Hundred Year Marathon – by author Michael Pillsbury, speaks to this date as 

crucial in overall Chinese thinking. It governs their approach to international matters as well as how they gear their future 

to 2049, the 100th anniversary of Mao’s Long March in 1949. 

It speaks to ongoing Chinese decisions, reactions and plans as being evidently in line with this 2049 celebration, together 

with the philosophy from the Chinese “Warring States” platform. 
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Putin 

Russia 'has prepared evacuation plans for Putin in case his army is defeated in Ukraine' claims Telegram channel 

which also alleged Vladimir is suffering numerous health problems. 

Putin preparing to flee Russia should he be defeated in Ukraine, report claims, 'aware of possibility of a sharp change of 

mood in the country.' It is thought evacuation plans would take Putin's plane through Turkish airspace. 

Putin and his friends are making preparations to flee Russia should his army be defeated in Ukraine, according to a 

Telegram channel that claims to come from inside the Kremlin. 

With his Donbas offensive stalling, Ukraine preparing to re-capture Kherson and his economy crumbling, the Russian 

dictator is 'aware of the possibility of a sharp change of mood in the country.' 

Last week, the General SVR channel reported that the 69-year-old had suffered from 'severe nausea' overnight, with 

doctors at his bedside for around three hours. Following on from that report, they claim that 'Putin himself and his 

entourage are preparing plans for evacuation from Russia.' 

It is thought that any plane carrying Putin and his family out of Russia would head to fellow dictatorship Syria, the nearest 

friendly state and whose leader, Bashar al-Assad, Putin bailed out by intervening in the Syrian civil war in 2015. 

Any flight from Russia to Syria, however, would have to fly through the airspace of Turkey, a NATO member. 


