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Introduction 

 

During the night of February 23, 2022, Russian forces crossed into Ukraine, seeking to capture Kyiv within 

days. A few hours later, Russian President Vladimir Putin announced the beginning of a “special military 

operation.” In his speech, the Kremlin leader warned those who tried to stand in Russia’s way that they 

would face “never seen” consequences – a statement many interpreted as a thinly veiled threat to employ 

nuclear weapons. Nuclear allusions piled up in the subsequent weeks and months. Moscow’s nuclear in-

sinuations were accompanied by Western comments, condemnations, and a few counter-threats. Most 

importantly, the Russian allusions triggered a public debate in several Western countries about how such 

narratives should be interpreted and what responses they required. This working paper attempts to col-

lect Russia’s nuclear narratives and the reactions of the West.  

  

As a starting point, we decided to go back to autumn 2021 to offer readers a before-after comparison. 

Nonetheless, given available resources, with regard to the time period until February 2022, this chronol-

ogy only includes (a) ex post revelations of Washington’s assessments of Moscow’s intentions; (b) Russia’s 

public statements on a potential conflict with NATO; and (c) the Kremlin’s nuclear-related statements. We 

purposefully exclude numerous other contentious issues, like for instance Russia’s demands that NATO 

rule out Ukraine’s membership;1 insistence upon Western restrictions on weapons deployments;2 threats 

to deploy intermediate-range nuclear missiles in Europe in response to a similar NATO decision;3 or re-

fusal to rule out a military deployment to Cuba or Venezuela.4 

 

From February 24, 2022 onwards, we mainly focus on tracing nuclear signaling between Russia and the 

West, but we also include the two sides’ attempts at managing and controlling escalation dynamics; at 

exercising deterrence, dissuasion, and compellence; and at dealing with the domestic and international 

political implications of these nuclear-related processes. Within the West, we focus primarily on state-

ments by officials from nuclear-weapon states or from NATO: We suspected that the statements of these 

individuals were more likely to lead to potential nuclear escalation. 

 

Therefore, we identified, evaluated, and coded more than 200 statements and actions with a nuclear di-

mension, but also included hundreds of other potentially relevant exchanges. Below, we start by listing 

the most important developments. Subsequently, we present them graphically. The bulk of this paper, 

however, contains our summaries of all statements and actions we deemed relevant. We sought to provide 

enough context to enable the reader to trace back the unfolding discussions, and (where reasonably easy 

to access) include references to primary sources. Nonetheless, this chronology does not claim to be ex-

haustive. 

 

 
1 Andrea Shalal, Steve Holland and Andrew Osborn, “Biden warns Putin of sanctions, aid for Ukraine military if Russia invades,” 
Reuters, December 8, 2021 [https://www.reuters.com/markets/currencies/biden-putin-set-crucial-call-over-ukraine-2021-12-
07/], and Vladimir Soldatkin and Dmitry Antonov,  “Kremlin says presidents agree to further US-Russian talks on Ukraine,” Reu-
ters, December 8, 2021 [https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/putin-demands-security-guarantees-biden-curb-nato-expan-
sion-2021-12-07/]. 
 
2 “Foreign Ministry statement on dialogue with the United States and other Western countries regarding security guarantees,” 
Website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, December 10, 2021 [https://archive.mid.ru/en/foreign_pol-
icy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4991520]. 
 
3 Alexander Marrow and Mark Trevelyan, “Russia says it may be forced to deploy mid-range nuclear missiles in Europe,” Reuters, 
December 13, 2021 [https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-says-lack-nato-security-guarantees-would-lead-confrontation-ria-
2021-12-13/]. 
 
4 Vladimir Isachenkov and Matthew Lee, “Russia’s talk of troops in Latin America called ‘bluster’,” AP News, January 14, 2022 
[https://apnews.com/article/europe-russia-ukraine-vladimir-putin-moscow-473d4b2eebff4dc59d8e7dff9e8653ba]. 

https://www.reuters.com/markets/currencies/biden-putin-set-crucial-call-over-ukraine-2021-12-07/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/currencies/biden-putin-set-crucial-call-over-ukraine-2021-12-07/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/putin-demands-security-guarantees-biden-curb-nato-expansion-2021-12-07/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/putin-demands-security-guarantees-biden-curb-nato-expansion-2021-12-07/
https://archive.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4991520
https://archive.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4991520
https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-says-lack-nato-security-guarantees-would-lead-confrontation-ria-2021-12-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-says-lack-nato-security-guarantees-would-lead-confrontation-ria-2021-12-13/
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This is the fourth and last update of this chronology. The first version of this working paper appeared in 

German in May 2022. The second iteration went online in September 2022. The third version was pub-

lished in February 2023.  

 

This fourth update contains two innovations.  

 

Firstly, as journalists have managed to gain and publish new insights into events from 2021 on-

wards, we have tried to include this newly available information. To make it easier for readers 

to follow these updates, we have highlighted these changes in blue. This approach allowed us to 

include two additional nuclear signals, #111 and #150 below. 

 

Secondly, we have colour-coded the various nuclear signals of escalation, warning and de-escala-

tion throughout the document for an easier identification.  

 

Escalatory 

 

Warning 

 

De-escalatory 

 

Our analytical bottom line is that, compared to 2022, Russia’s nuclear rhetoric has toned down. In this 

fourth issue of the chronology we analysed all statements of the past five months, from Febraury 2023 

until June 2023. Both escalatory statements we identified in this time period concerned the Russian sta-

tioning of nuclear weapons in Belarus. Otherwise, the tensions remained at the level of warnings, spotted 

with a few de-escalatory statements. Overall, with only two escalatory statements from Moscow, Russia’s 

nuclear rhetoric was less threatening compared to the five months prior which saw eight Russian and one 

Western escalatory statements.  

 

Taken together, three peaks of escalatory nuclear rhetoric can be identified between February 2022 and 

June 2023. 
 

- 24-28 February 2022 saw Russian escalatory threats at the beginning of the war. Putin claimed 

that Western actions were a “very real threat” to “the very existence” of the Russian state and to its 

“sovereignty.” Whoever tried to hinder Russia in Ukraine would face consequences “never seen,” he 

argued. He also put Russia’s “deterrence forces” on “high combat alert” (see below, statements no. 

5 and 11). Western reactions comprised escalatory statements by British Foreign Secretary Liz 

Truss, voicing that Russia must be stopped in Ukraine, and the US warning Russia against using 

tactical nuclear weapons (no. 10 and 15). 
 

- 25-29 April 2022 was marked by two Western escalatory statements, as US Defense Secretary 

Lloyd Austin declared the United States now wanted “to see Russia weakened to the degree that it 

can’t do the kinds of things it has done in invading Ukraine,” a statement Pentagon spokesperson 

John Kirby confirmed (no. 49, 52). In response, Putin warned that Russia’s response to strategic 

threats would be “swift, lighting fast,” and that Russia had “all the tools for this” and would “use 

them if needed” (no. 53). 
 

- 20-30 September 2022 was a period of numerous Russian nuclear threats. Prior to Putin announc-

ing the annexation of four Ukrainian provinces on September 30, Dmitry Medvedev, the Deputy 

Chairman of the Russian Security Council and a former president and prime minister, noted that 

Russia could defend itself with “all the forces of self-defense” in case of an encroachment of its ter-

ritory (no. 96). Putin also vowed to “make use of all weapon systems available” in case of “a threat 

https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Chronologie_der_Nukleardrohungen_Russlands_im_Krieg_gegen_die_Ukraine_-_Arbeitspapier.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Arndt-Horovitz_Working-Paper_Nuclear_rhetoric_and_escalation_management_in_Russia_s_war_against_Ukraine.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/one-year-of-nuclear-rhetoric-and-escalation-management-in-russias-war-against-ukraine-an-updated-chronology
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/one-year-of-nuclear-rhetoric-and-escalation-management-in-russias-war-against-ukraine-an-updated-chronology
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to the territorial integrity” of Russia (no. 97). Medvedev reiterated that “any Russian weapons, in-

cluding strategic weapons” could be used to protect “all the territories that have joined [Russia]” 

(no. 101). Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov then underlined that all doctrines would apply to the 

entire Russian territory, including the nuclear security doctrine (no. 103); and Medvedev high-

lighted that Russia had “the right to use nuclear weapons if necessary” (no. 106). Washington re-

acted with National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan stressing that “the possible use of nuclear weap-

ons for the first time since the Second World War” was “a matter that we have to take deadly 

seriously” and which would trigger “catastrophic consequences” (no. 104). 

 

Notably, these peaks of escalatory rhetoric did not only provoke (limited) counter-threats, but were es-

pecially countered by a similar amount of de-escalatory statements. Accordingly, the two Russian escala-

tory threats during 24-28 February were met with two Western counter-threats and a series of four West-

ern de-escalatory statements. Likewise, the three escalatory threats of 25-29 April (two Western, one 

Russian) seem to also have been balanced out by a Western and a Russian de-escalatory statement. The 

same can be said about 20-30 September, when six Russian escalatory statements were met with one 

Western counter-threat and four Western de-escalatory statements. 

 

The bulk of statements, however, fell in the category of warnings and counter-warnings. In total, we 

counted 66 Russian and 50 Western warnings; compared to 29 Russian vs. 38 Western de-escalatory 

statements and 15 Russian and 6 Western escalatory threats. Numerically, the Western attempts at de-

escalation have thus been higher.  

 

Overall, compiling this chronology has been a time-consuming endeavor, but it has allowed us to place 

certain Russian statements and actions in a broader context, to offer empirically based policy analysis 

and advice, and to publish a number of products.  

 

For example, in March 2022, Liviu Horovitz, Claudia Major, and Lydia Wachs advised the West to care-

fully assess these nuclear developments, but to avoid Putin’s escalation game. As early as April 2022, 

Liviu Horovitz and Lydia Wachs published an initial analysis of Russia’s nuclear threats. They argued 

that Moscow’s threats had to be taken seriously, but that there was no reason to panic – an analysis that 

seems prescient in retrospect. The SWP podcast has made their assessments available to a wider audi-

ence. 

 

Based on this chronology, team members were able to provide well-informed analysis to various media 

outlets. An examples of Liviu Horovitz's work can be found here. A few of the many contributions of 

Lydia Wachs can be accessed here, here, or here.  

 

In September 2022, Liviu Horovitz and Anna Clara Arndt published a second analysis of Russia’s rheto-

ric. They argued that, below the threshold of direct intervention, Western governments had more lee-

way to aid Ukraine’s war effort than many pundits and policymakers presumed.  

 

This chronology also allowed team members to author controversial opinion pieces. For instance, in No-

vember 2022, Liviu Horovitz, Anna Clara Arndt, and Lydia Wachs wrote that the constraints imposed by 

nuclear weapons would likely force both beligerents and their supporters into a protracted conflict. 

 

Last but not least, Liviu Horovitz and Anna Clara Arndt published a third analysis of Russia’s nuclear sig-

nalling. They concluded that, faced with concerted opposition, Russia had abandoned its nuclear coer-

cion attempts and its nuclear rhetoric had since largely subsided.  

https://www.tagesspiegel.de/politik/der-westen-sollte-putins-eskalationsspiel-nicht-mitspielen-4174087.html
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/russias-nuclear-threats-in-the-war-against-ukraine
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/swp-podcast-spezial-rote-linie-russlands-nukleare-drohgebaerden-im-krieg-gegen-die-ukraine
https://www.ndr.de/nachrichten/info/podcast2986.html#items
https://www.zeit.de/video/2022-04/6302601656001/nukleare-abschreckung-wie-putin-die-welt-erpresst
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x2gKTUzqbmg
https://www1.wdr.de/daserste/presseclub/sendungen/teilmobilmachung-100.html
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/russias-catch-all-nuclear-rhetoric-in-its-war-against-ukraine
https://ip-quarterly.com/en/nuclear-trilemma-ukraine
https://csds.vub.be/nuclear-signalling-in-russias-war-against-ukraine
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Key statements & developments  

 
Below we include a selection of the most important nuclear interactions in this conflict. We coded the 

Russian steps and Western reactions. For the sake of simplicity, we distinguished between two actors 

only: Russia (RU) and the West (W). We classified the most important statements or actions as escala-

tory, warning or de-escalatory. “Escalatory” is anything that can be considered at least an implicit threat 

of nuclear use. “Warning” is anything that can at least be interpreted as an allusion to nuclear capabili-

ties or a possible conventional escalation, but without the threat of nuclear use being directly derived 

from it. “De-escalatory” is everything that questions or even retracts previous statements or actions that 

were somehow linked to possible nuclear use, or includes steps through which actors (probably inten-

tionally) forego an escalatory action. 

 

1. 27 January 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Russia has “the right” to use nuclear weapons 
in response to an existential threat, a right that makes it “possible to achieve various goals.” 

2. 7 February 2022: RU [escalatory]: Putin: If Ukraine attempts to take back Crimea, Euro-
pean countries will be in conflict with Russia, which is a “leading” nuclear power superior to 
“many” NATO countries in terms of “nuclear force.” 

3. 19 February 2022: RU [warning]: Yearly nuclear exercise, normally held in autumn. 
4. 21-22 February 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: Ukraine is seeking to acquire tactical nuclear 

weapons, which would pose a “strategic threat” to Russia. 
5. 24 February 2022: RU [escalatory]: Putin: Whoever tries to hinder Russia will face conse-

quences “never seen” in history.  
6. 24 February 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: Russia is “one of the most powerful nuclear states” 

and “there should be no doubt for anyone” that a direct attack on Russia would lead to defeat. 
7. 24 February 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Biden: No US troops involved in the conflict, only to 

defend NATO. 

8. 24 February 2022: W [warning]: Le Drian: NATO also has nuclear weapons. 

9. 26 February 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Western states decide to only impose economic 
sanctions upon Russia and deliver military support for Ukraine. 

10. 27 February 2022: W [escalatory]: Truss: Russia must be stopped in Ukraine. 

11. 27 February 2022: RU [escalatory]: Putin: Russian deterrence forces will be placed on 
“high combat alert.” 

12. 27 February 2022: W [warning]: Borrell: Financial aid to Ukraine, but also military jets 
(MiGs). 

13. 28 February 2022: RU [warning]: Shoigu: High combat alert = more personnel. 

14. 28 February 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Psaki: Announces additional support for Ukraine, 
but the United States can defend itself.  

15. 28 February 2022: W [escalatory]: US warning Russia against using tactical nuclear weap-
ons. 

16. 28 February 2022: RU [warning]: Zakharova: United States dreams of deploying nuclear 
weapons to Ukraine. 

17. 1 March 2022: RU [warning]: Russian military exercises with nuclear submarines in the 
Barents Sea and with mobile ICBMs in Siberia. 

18. 28 February & 1 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Biden: US citizens have no reason to be 
afraid of nuclear war. US forces will not fight in Ukraine, only defend NATO. 

19. 2 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Poland, Slovakia, Bulgaria, NATO will not send MiGs to 
Ukraine. 

20. 2 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: United States reschedules Minuteman III test.  

21. 2 & 3 March 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Lavrov: Thought of nuclear war is on Western, not 
Russian minds. Zakharova: Russia will not use nuclear weapons first. 
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22. 4 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: NATO foreign ministers reject the no fly zone requested 
by Ukraine. 

23. 5 March 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: A no fly zone would have “disastrous consequences.” 
And: The decision to put Russia’s deterrence forces on high alert had been necessary because 
UK Foreign Minister Truss had announced a NATO intervention in Ukraine. 

24. 8 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Haines: No changes of the Russian nuclear posture, Putin 
wants to deter Western support for Ukraine. 

25. 9 March 2022: RU [warning]: Peskov: MiGs that take off from “any other airfields” on NATO 
territory would be “an extremely undesirable and potentially dangerous scenario.” 

26. 10 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Wolters: MiGs could be “mistaken as escalatory and 
could result in Russian escalation with NATO.”   

27. 11 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Biden: NATO will be defended, but a direct confronta-
tion with Russia – a third world war – has to be avoided. 

28. 15 March 2022: W [warning]: Poland demands a NATO peacekeeping mission for Ukraine.  

29. 16 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: NATO decides not to send peacekeeping troops to 
Ukraine but to expand economic and military assistance.  

30. 16 March 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: The West wants to “finish off” Russia, but it will fail. 

31. 18-20 March 2022: RU [warning]: Use of a conventional Kinzhal missile in Ukraine. 

32. 20 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Austin: Putin trying to “reestablish some momentum” 
and the United States can defend itself.  

33. 22 March 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Peskov: Nuclear weapons would only be used in “exis-
tential threat.” Ryabkov: Russia would “never escalate anything.” 

34. 23 March 2022: RU [warning]: Peskov: A NATO mission in Ukraine would be “very reckless 
and extremely dangerous” and could have “consequences that would be hard to repair.” 
Lavrov: Everyone should try to avoid a “direct clash between the Russian and NATO armed 
forces.” Medvedev: Russia’s destruction could lead to nuclear war. Rogozin: Russia could de-
stroy “any aggressor.” 

35. 23 March 2022: W [escalatory]: Anonymous Biden administration official: Use of a tactical 
nuclear weapon in Ukraine would mean “all bets are off” regarding direct US intervention in 
the war. But nuclear use remains unlikely. Sullivan: There have been no Russian prepara-
tions. 

36. 23 March 2022: W [warning]: France conducts test of nuclear-armed missile and deploys 
three of its four nuclear submarines. 

37. 23 March 2022: W [warning]: Stoltenberg: „Any use of nuclear weapons will fundamentally 
change the nature of the conflict.” 

38. 26 March 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Russia could use nuclear weapons if its existence 
is threatened, even by conventional weapons. 

39. 28 March 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Peskov: Any outcome of the operation in Ukraine is “of 
course” not a reason to use nuclear weapons, only an existential threat would be. But: Every-
one understands what Putin meant with his warning “not to interfere.” And:  He does “not 
think” Putin would use nuclear weapons if a third country intervened in Ukraine. But: Russia 
has “all the possibilities” to punish such states. But: “No one is thinking about using, even 
about the idea of using a nuclear weapon.” 

40. 31 March 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Senior Pentagon official: “No indication” Russia is pre-
paring to use tactical nuclear weapons. 

41. 1 April 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Pentagon cancels Minuteman III test. 

42. 7 April 2022: W [warning]: G7 and Borrell: Any threat or use of nuclear weapons would be 
“unacceptable and result in severe consequences.” 

43. 14 April 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: If Sweden and Finland join NATO, “no non-nuclear 
status of the Baltics will be possible.”  

44. 14 April 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Burns: Putin’s threats must be taken seriously, but so far 
there are no alarming indications. 

45. 19 April 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Kirby: Washington is monitoring Russian rhetoric, but 
confident its strategic deterrent posture remains sufficient. 
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46. 19 April 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Lavrov: Russia initiated Putin-Biden and P5 statements 
that nuclear war cannot be won and must not be fought. 

47. 20 April 2022: RU [warning]: Russia tests nuclear-capable Sarmat intercontinental missile. 
Putin: Sarmat will “safeguard Russia’s security from external threats.” 

48. 20 April 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Kirby: Sarmat test was “routine” and Russia “properly 
notified” the United States. 

49. 25 April 2022: W [escalatory]: Austin: United States wants “to see Russia weakened to the 
degree that it can’t do the kinds of things that it has done in invading Ukraine.” 

50. 25 April 2022: RU [warning]: Lavrov: The risks of nuclear war are “very significant,” “seri-
ous” and “real.” But: He does not want to “artificially inflate these risks.” And: It is Russia’s 
“principled position” that nuclear war is inadmissible. Western arms deliveries to Ukraine are 
“pouring oil on the fire.” 

51. 26 April 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Johnson: No risk of Moscow using nuclear weapons. 

52. 27 April 2022: W [escalatory]: Kirby: United States do not want “to see Russia in a position 
to be able to do this again” and Russia should not be “in a position going forward, where they 
haven't suffered consequences for this unprovoked invasion.”  

53. 27 April 2022: RU [escalatory]: Putin: “If someone intends to intervene on what is happen-
ing from the outside and creates unacceptable strategic threats for us, then they should know 
that our response to oncoming strikes will be swift, lightning fast.” And: “We have all the tools 
for this, ones that no one can brag about.” 

54. 28 April 2022: W [warning]: Sullivan: “We won’t succumb to nuclear blackmail,” nor “toler-
ate nuclear saber rattling and nuclear brinksmanship.” 

55. 28 April 2022: W [warning]: Biden: United States is prepared for “whatever” Russia might 
do, but would send only military assistance, not troops, to Ukraine. 

56. 29 April 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Lavrov: Russian policymakers are “champions of mak-
ing pledges by all nuclear countries never to start a nuclear war.”   

57. 4 May 2022: RU [warning]: Russia simulates electronic launches of nuclear-capable missiles 
in Kaliningrad – unclear whether training routine or political signaling. 

58. 5 May 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Antonov: Russia would only use nuclear weapons defen-
sively, in response to WMD use or when state existence is endangered. 

59. 6 May 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Zaitsev: Nuclear contingencies spelled out in Russia’s nu-
clear doctrine do not apply to the conflict in Ukraine. 

60. 6 May 2022: W [warning]: Tomero: Nuclear use would have “devastating consequences” for 
Russia. 

61. 7 May 2022: W [warning]: Macron inauguration ceremony with a nuclear component. 

62. 7 May 2022: W [warning]: Burns: No evidence that Russia is planning for nuclear use, but 
its saber-rattling cannot be taken “lightly.”  

63. 9 May 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: The nuclear-capable component of the Victory Day parade 
is cancelled and Putin makes no nuclear references.   

64. 10 May 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Grushko: Official nuclear doctrine drives policy. 

65. 10 May 2022: W [warning]: Haines: Russia is using nuclear threats to deter Western supply 
of military aid – Putin would only use nuclear weapons in case of an existential threat. But: 
losing the war and/or a NATO intervention could qualify as such. 

66. 12 May 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: NATO aid to Ukraine could lead to an open conflict 
with Russia, which would risk “full-fledged nuclear war.” 

67. 28 May 2022: RU [warning]: Russia tests a hypersonic Zircon cruise missile. 

68. 29 May 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Kelin: Russia will use nuclear weapons when state exist-
ence is threatened. This has “nothing to do” with a “limited conventional operation.”  

69. 31 May 2022: W [warning]: Biden: “Any” nuclear use “in this conflict” would be “completely 
unacceptable” and “entail severe consequences.” 

70. 2 June 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Biden: Signals US readiness to engage Russia on strategic 
stability to reduce risks of arms race or nuclear escalation. 

71. 3 June 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Foreign-supplied weapons use against Russia could 
lead to strike on suppliers, which could lead to nuclear apocalypse. 
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72. 15 June 2022: RU [warning]: Ryabkov: US planners have an “ideology” of “limited nuclear 
war,” and a US nuclear use would be an “irreversible event.”  

73. 17 June 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Putin: “We are not threatening anyone” but would use 
“resources” to “defend our sovereignty.”   

74. 17 June 2022: W [warning]: US tests Trident II missile. 

75. 25 June 2022: RU [escalatory]: Putin: Announces the transfer of nuclear-capable missiles to 
Belarus and the re-equipment of its bombers to carry nuclear weapons. 

76. 27 June 2022: W [warning]: G7 agrees that “any” nuclear use would be “unacceptable and 
met with severe consequences” – concern after Belarus announcement. 

77. 28 June 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Peskov: Russia is not planning to deploy nuclear weap-
ons to Belarus, just nuclear-capable delivery vehicles.  

78. 28 June 2022: W [warning]: US military unsuccessfully tests a hypersonic missile. 

79. 6 July 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Trying to punish a country with a large nuclear arse-
nal is “absurd,” could pose a “threat to the existence of humanity.” 

80. 7 July 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Matvienko: Russia sees nuclear weapons only as a deter-
rent, “exceptional cases” are “clearly and strictly prescribed.”  

81. 12 July 2022: RU [warning]: Zakharova: Washington is “dangerously teetering on the brink 
of an open military confrontation” with Moscow – such “direct armed conflict between nu-
clear powers” would be “fraught with nuclear escalation.” 

82. 12 July 2022: RU [warning]: Rogozin: Russia is preparing tests of Sarmat missiles. 

83. 12 July 2022: W [warning]: United States conducts two successful hypersonic missile tests. 

84. 20 July 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Brown: If Putin uses nuclear weapons in Ukraine, US pol-
icy is “all about deterrence” and avoiding a “slippery slope that we can’t recover from.” 

85. 2 August 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Restatement of official nuclear doctrine and claim that 
none of its contingencies is “relevant to the situation in Ukraine.” 

86. 5 August 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Russia’s nuclear policy is “aimed exclusively at protect-
ing the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the country.” 

87. 5 August 2022: W [warning]: Kahl: It is “not the time” for a sole purpose declaratory policy, 
in light of, for instance, Russia’s nuclear rhetoric.  

88. 16 August 2022: W [warning]: US test launch of the Minuteman III ICBM. 

89. 16 August 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Shoigu: “From a military point of view, there is no 
need to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine.” 

90. 22 August 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Ryabkov: Clash between nuclear powers must be pre-
vented. As per Russian doctrine, nuclear use only in case of aggression and threat to existence 
of the state. 

91. 1 September 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Macron: France’s role is to avoid nuclear escalation 
and “everything” has to be done for “countries not to get engaged in the conflict carelessly.” 

92. 7 September 2022: W [warning]: US conducts an announced Minuteman III test. 

93. 14 September 2022: RU [warning]: Zakharova: Sending long-range weapons to Ukraine 
would make the United States “a direct party to the conflict.” 

94. 16 September 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: Russia could intensify attack on Ukrainian infra-
structure. And: Russia’s military conducts nuclear drills in the Arctic to test its ability to “de-
fend the Russian arctic by military means.”   

95. 16 September 2022: W [warning]: Biden: Russian nuclear use would “change the face of 
war unlike anything since World War II” and a US response would be “consequential.”  

96. 20 September 2022: RU [escalatory]: Medvedev: Russia could defend the four Ukrainian 
provinces it was annexing with “all the forces of self-defense.”  

97. 21 September 2022: RU [escalatory]: Putin: Russia will “make use of all weapon systems 
available to us” in case of “a threat to the territorial integrity” of Russia. “This is not a bluff.”  

98. 21 September 2022: W [warning]: Stoltenberg: Allies will not engage in similarly “reckless 
and dangerous nuclear rhetoric,” but “will make sure that there is no misunderstanding in 
Moscow about the seriousness of using nuclear weapons,” which would cause “unprece-
dented consequences.”  
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99. 21 September 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Biden: Condemns Russia for “making irresponsible 
nuclear threats,” but does not issue any own warnings. 

100. 22 September 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Blinken: Urges the UN Security Council to “send a 
clear message that these reckless nuclear threats must stop immediately,” but refrains from 
issuing any own warnings. 

101. 22 September 2022: RU [escalatory]: Medvedev: Any weapons, “including strategic nuclear 
weapons and weapons based on new principles, could be used” to protect “all the territories 
that have joined [Russia].” 

102. 23 September 2022: W [de-escalatory]: US officials: Express concern Putin could use tacti-
cal nuclear weapons, but stress that there is “no evidence” Russia was preparing such a 
strike. 

103. 24 September 2022: RU [escalatory]: Lavrov: Russia’s “entire territory” is “under the 
state’s full protection” and all Russian “doctrines” apply to Russia’s “entire territory.”  

104. 25 September 2022: W [escalatory]: Sullivan: “Any use of nuclear weapons will be met 
with catastrophic consequences for Russia.” Washington has been “clear and specific” to-
wards the Kremlin regarding the US response. 

105. 26 September 2022: RU [warning]: Ryabkov: Accuses Washington of an “irresponsible, ex-
tremely aggressive, extremely pushy course,” which is  “bringing everyone closer to a danger-
ous line.” 

106. 27 September 2022: RU [escalatory]: Medvedev: If the “threat” to Russia from “Nazi 
Ukraine” exceeds “the established danger limit,” the Kremlin “will have to respond,” including 
with “the most formidable weapon,” while the West will still “not directly intervene in the 
conflict even in this situation.” 

107. 27 September 2022: W [de-escalatory]: US Strategic Command: “We have not seen any 
reason to adjust our own nuclear posture at this time.”  

108. 28 September 2022: RU [warning]: Zakharova: The West talks “with ease” about nuclear 
weapons and is “engaged in total destruction” against Russia, whereas Moscow has pursued 
“many attempts to dialogue.”   

109. 28 September 2022: W [warning]: US government: “There would be catastrophic, severe, 
strong, profound implications for Russia” if it used nuclear weapons. 

110. 30 September 2022: RU [escalatory]: Putin: Washington “created a precedent” by using 
nuclear weapons during World War II. 

111. October 2022: W [warning]: US, UK, and France warned Russia that they would retaliate 
with conventional weapons if Moscow decided to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine. 

112. 4 October 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Peskov: Dismisses allegations that Russia would use 
nuclear weapons, blaming the West for engaging in “exercises in nuclear rhetoric.” 

113. 6 October 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Antonov: NATO has an “ill sense of fear in the context 
of [Russia’s] possession of nuclear weapons.” Zakharova: A nuclear war “should never be un-
leashed” and Russian statements are “turned inside out” by Western “hints” from politicians 
and spies. 

114. 6 October 2022: W [warning]: Biden: Putin is “not joking” and Washington faces the “pro-
spect of Armageddon,” hence needing to find an “off ramp.”   

115. 7 October 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Various US institutions underline that there are no 
signs of an imminent nuclear threat – it is “not probable” that Russia would use nuclear 
weapons. 

116. 11 October 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Biden: Does not think that Putin would use nuclear 
weapons, but it is “irresponsible for [Russia’s leader] to talk about it.” 

117. 11 October 2022: W [warning]: G7: “Any use of chemical, biological or nuclear weapons by 
Russia would be met with severe consequences.” 

118. 11 October 2022: W [warning]: Stoltenberg: The Steadfast Noon exercise will go ahead as 
NATO's military strength “is the best way to prevent escalation.” 

119. 12 October 2022: RU [warning]: Peskov: Criticizes Biden for his Armageddon comment –  
engaging in “nuclear rhetoric” is a “harmful and provocative practice.” 

120. 12 October 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Austin: US does not see any indicators that Russia is 
changing its nuclear posture towards moving ahead with a nuclear strike. 
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121. 12 October 2022: W [warning]: A NATO official: A Russian nuclear strike would change the 
course of the conflict and “almost certainly be drawing a physical response from many allies, 
and potentially from NATO itself.” 

122. 13 October 2022: W [warning]: Stoltenberg: “Any use of a smaller nuclear weapon will be a 
very serious thing, fundamentally changing the nature of the war in Ukraine, and of course 
that would have consequences.” 

123. 13 October 2022: W [warning]: Borell: “Any nuclear attack against Ukraine will create an 
answer, not a nuclear answer but such a powerful answer from the military side that the Rus-
sian army will be annihilated.” 

124. 14 October 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Neither Americans nor Europeans want to die 
for Ukraine in “a nuclear apocalypse;” they would respond to a Russian nuclear use in a “care-
ful and balanced” manner.  

125. 14 October 2022: RU [warning]: Venediktov: Ukraine joining NATO “would mean a guaran-
teed escalation to World War Three,” which would be “suicidal” for existing NATO members. 

126. 14 October 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Macron: France would “evidently” not use nuclear 
weapons in response to a Russian nuclear attack on Ukraine. 

127. 16 October 2022: W [warning]: Sullivan: The seriousness of nuclear weapons use does not 
depend on the size of the weapon, meaning that tactical weapons use in Ukraine would be a 
serious matter.  

128. 17 October 2022: W [warning]: NATO commences its Steadfast Noon nuclear exercise as 
planned. 

129. 18 October 2022: RU [warning]: Peskov: The four annexed provinces “are inalienable parts 
of the Russian Federation and they are all protected. Their security is provided for at the 
same level as [it is for] the rest of Russia’s territory.” 

130. 18 October 2022: W [warning]: Stoltenberg: Medvedev “is not right” to claim that there 
would be no serious NATO response to nuclear weapons use. “We have stated clearly that 
there will be severe consequences.” 

131. 20 October 2022: W [warning]: Blinken: Washington has been “very clear” with Putin “di-
rectly and privately” about the “severe consequences” that would follow any nuclear use. 

132. 23 October 2022: RU [escalatory]: Shoigu: Claims that Ukraine could escalate the conflict 
with a dirty bomb and calls his US, British, and French counterparts to repeat this message. 

133. 23-24 October 2022: W [warning]: Austin and Wallace: Warn Shoigu not to use such allega-
tions as a pretext for further Russian escalation. And: US, UK, and French foreign ministers 
issue a statement, “rejecting Russia’s transparently false allegations.” 

134. 24 October 2022: RU [escalatory]: Russia places forces on alert to respond to a WMD at-
tack. Kirillov: Claims Kyiv is planning a false-flag dirty bomb operation. Moscow sends a letter 
to the UNSC containing allegations against Ukraine. 

135. 24 October 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Naryshkin: It is “absolutely not” possible that Russia 
would use nuclear weapons in Ukraine. 

136. 24 October 2022: W [warning]: Price: Expresses concern over “mirror imaging,” and under-
lines that the Administration has been “very clear” about the “severe consequences” of nu-
clear use.  

137. 24 October 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Various US officials: There are no indications Russia is 
preparing to use WMD.  

138. 25 October 2022: W [warning]: Biden: “Russia would be making an incredibly serious mis-
take for it to use a tactical nuclear weapon.” Austin rejects “pretexts” for Russian escalation. 

139. 26 October 2022: RU [warning]: Russia conducts a planned nuclear exercise. Putin: “We 
know about the plans to use the so-called dirty bomb for provocations.” 

140. 26 October 2022: W [warning]: Blinken: Washington has “communicated directly and very 
clearly” the “consequences” of using nuclear weapons.  

141. 27 October 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Putin: Ukraine is preparing a false flag attack with a 
radioactive bomb, but “there is no sense in [using nuclear weapons] for us, neither political, 
nor military.” Moscow has “never said anything proactively about Russia potentially using 
nuclear weapons.” 
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142. 27 October 2022: W [warning]: Biden: If Putin has “no intention” to use nuclear weapons, 
“why does he keep talking” about “the ability to use a tactical nuclear weapon.” Putin has 
“been very dangerous in how he’s approached” the nuclear question. 

143. 30 October 2022: RU [warning]: Lavrov: The current situation bears similarity with the Cu-
ban missile crisis. “This situation is very disturbing.” Russia does not see readiness from 
Western leaders to “show responsibility.” 

144. 31 October 2022: W [warning]: Cleverly: Nuclear use would “change the nature of the con-
flict” and imply “severe consequences for Russia.” The dirty bomb claims are “absurd.” 

145. 2 November 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Kirby: Administration has “grown increasingly con-
cerned about the potential” that Putin might use a nuclear weapons, but there are still no con-
crete indications.   

146. 2 November 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Russian Foreign Ministry: Russia’s doctrine man-
dates only “defensive goals” and does not permit an “expansive interpretation.” 

147. 3 November 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Kelin: Russia will not use nuclear weapons in 
Ukraine, they are designed for other purposes. Peskov: Moscow would abide by its doctrine. 

148. 4 November 2022: W [warning]: G7: “Any use of chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons 
by Russia would be met with severe consequences.” 

149. 4 November 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Russia’s has to stop the devil and is fighting 
“Nazis,” but it has various weapons and could “send all enemies” to hell, though this is “not” 
its task. 

150. 14 November 2022: W [warning]: Bruns warned Naryshkin that there would be “serious 
consequences” if Russia “ever” chose to use nuclear weapons of “any kind.” 

151. 17 November 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Peskov: “No one” in Russia “has ever speculated 
on the issue” of using nuclear weapons, as “such matters” were “unacceptable per se.” 

152. 30 November 2022: RU [warning]: Shoigu: Russia will invest in nuclear infrastructure. 
Lavrov: Even conventional clash between nuclear powers has to be avoided, as “escalation 
may become uncontrollable.” 

153. 1 December 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Blinken: Administration still fears nuclear use, espe-
cially in an emergency for Russia, and does not want to expand the conflict, does not want a 
“war with Russia” or a “third world war.” 

154. 3 December 2022: W [warning]: Nuland: “When we explained what the price would be for 
Russia, Putin decided to do something different,” namely to attack Ukraine’s energy infra-
structure. 

155. 3 December 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Zakharova: “Nuclear Armageddon” has not hap-
pened not because of US “tough warnings,” but because “no one on this side of the border was 
planning it.” 

156. 7 December 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: Warns of the “growing” threat of nuclear war, but 
emphasizes that he has “not gone crazy” and would not “brandish these weapons like a razor, 
running around the world.”  

157. 7 December 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Price: “Any loose talk of nuclear weapons is abso-
lutely irresponsible.” 

158. 7 December 2022: W [warning]: Stoltenberg: Moscow’s nuclear rhetoric during the autumn 
“increased concerns” among NATO allies, but “Russia must know that any use of nuclear 
weapons would totally change the character, the nature, of the conflict.”  

159. 8 December 2022: RU [de-escalatory]: Antonov: “Russia takes seriously its special respon-
sibility as a leading nuclear power,” and its statements are merely “classic deterrence in ex-
treme geopolitical circumstances.”  

160. 9 December 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: It is worth thinking about developing nuclear dis-
arming first-strike options, as the United States is already doing.  

161. 9 December 2022: W [de-escalatory]: Austin: Repeats that Putin’s rhetoric is irresponsible, 
but does not engage in own warnings. 

162. 10 December 2022: RU [warning]: Gavrilov: Washington green lighting Ukrainian strikes 
against Russian territory is “playing with fire, risking a full-scale war which could easily go 
nuclear.” 

163. 13 December 2022: W [warning]: Smith: The Administration will “continue to signal to 
Russia” that any nuclear use in Ukraine would produce “unprecedented consequences.” 
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164. 18 December 2022: W [warning]: Burns: The Administration has “made very clear […] 
what the serious risks of [nuclear use against Ukraine] would be.” 

165. 19 December 2022: RU [warning]: Putin: The Belarusian air-force will receive training to 
use nuclear-capable airplanes, a change in Russia’s approach to military cooperation. 

166. 25 December 2022: RU [warning]: Medvedev: “The only thing” that stopped the West from 
directly engaging in the war against Russia was nuclear deterrence. 

167. 27 December 2022: RU [de-escalating]: Lavrov: “We have repeated again and again that 
there can be no winners in a nuclear war, and it should never be unleashed.” 

168. 19 January 2023: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Russia’s defeat could “trigger a nuclear war.” 

169. 2 February 2023: RU [warning]: Putin: Russia has “the means” to respond to Western tanks 
deliveries, and its response will not end with the use of armor, all have to understand. 

170. 4 February 2023: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Strikes on Crimea could be responded with 
“anything” and “all types of weapons” – no “restrictions” in Russia’s nuclear doctrine. 

171. 21 February 2023: RU [warning]: Putin: If US transforms the local conflict into a global con-
frontation, Russia would “react accordingly” to defend its “existence.”  

172. 22 February 2023: RU [warning]: Medvedev: If US wants to defeat Russia, it should expect 
retaliation with “any weapon, including nuclear weapons.” 

173. 28 Februa ry 2023: W [warning]: Kahl: Any use in Ukraine, on “any scale” would be consid-
ered a world changing event, bringing about “severe consequences far in excess of anything 
the Russians have experienced to date.” 

174. 2 March 2023: RU [warning]: Ryabkov: US and NATO are “fueling the conflict” and “increas-
ing involvement” could lead to “clash of nuclear powers” with “catastrophic consequences.” 

175. 21 March 2023: RU [de-escalatory]: Russia and China reaffirm that “a nuclear war cannot 
be won and should not be fought.” 

176. 21 March 2023: RU [warning]: Shoigu: There are “fewer and fewer steps” before “nuclear 
collision;” Putin: Russia would “respond accordingly” as the West was “already” using “weap-
ons with a nuclear component.” 

177. 22 March 2023: RU [warning]: Ryabkov: Nuclear conflict risk is “higher than anything we 
have had for the past few decades” as Moscow in a “de-facto” open conflict with Washington. 

178. 23 March 2023: RU [escalatory]: Medvedev: “Every day when they provide Ukraine with 
foreign weapons brings the nuclear apocalypse closer;” if Putin were arrested in Germany, 
nuclear weapons will “fly to hit the Bundestag, the chancellor’s office and so on.” 

179. 24 March 2023: RU [warning]: Medvedev: If Ukraine attempts to retake Crimea, Moscow is 
ready to use “absolutely any weapons,” including those mentioned in its nuclear doctrine. 

180. 26 March 2023: RU [warning]: Putin: Russia would deploy delivery vehicles, finish con-
structing storage sites, and potentially station nuclear weapons in Belarus by summer 2023. 

181. 28 March 2023: RU [warning]: Patrushev: US believed it could launch a first strike, but this 
was “very dangerous” and a “short-sighted stupidity,” as Russia had “unique modern weap-
ons capable of destroying any adversary.” 

182. 29 March 2023: RU [warning]: Ryabkov: The West ignored Russia’s “serious signals,” forc-
ing Moscow into “an entire range of measures” – ignored these additional signals was an “ir-
responsible attitude.” 

183. 31 March 2023: RU [warning]: Lukashenko: “Putin and I will decide and introduce here, if 
necessary, strategic weapons, and they must under-stand this, the scoundrels abroad, who 
today are trying to blow us up from inside and outside.”   

184. 17 April 2023: W [de-escalatory]: Kahl: US would do “anything” it could to support Ukraine, 
but had no interest in “directly entering the conflict” and seing it escalate to WWIII. 

185. 18 April 2023: W [warning]: G7: Irresponsible rhetoric and threat to deploy NW to Belarus 
were “unacceptable,” and any WMD use “would be met with severe consequences.” 

186. 24 April 2023: RU [warning]: Lavrov: To the UN Security Council: The world may have 
reached a more dangerous situation than ever during the Cold War. 

187. 25 April 2023: RU [warning]: Medvedev: World was “sick and quite probably on the verge 
of a new world war” – not inevitable, but growing risks of a nuclear confrontation. 
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188. 25 April 2023: RU [warning]: Yermakov: Most pressing nuclear threat was not first-strike 
incentive, curbed by New START, but nuclear escalation as a result of direct military confron-
tation between nuclear powers – a risk that was growing because of US hostile course. 

189. 27 April 2023: RU [de-escalatory]: Zakharova: Russia would “do everything” to prevent a 
“worst scenario,” but not at the cost of “infringing” on its “vital interests.” 

190. 19 May 2023: W [warning]: G7: Russian threat to use nuclear weapon, “let alone any use of 
nuclear weapons” in the context of its aggression against Ukraine were “inadmissible.” 

191. 22 May 2023: RU [warning]: Antonov: West should be aware of Russian response if it 
“blessed” Ukrainian attacks against Crimea – strikes would be seen as attacks on Russia. 

192. 24 May 2023: RU [warning]: Peskov: Western “direct and indirect” involvement in Ukraine 
was “no secret” and “growing” – Russia was “drawing the appropriate conclusions.” 

193. 25 May 2023: RU [escalatory]: Shoigu and Lukashenko signed an agreement to store Rus-
sian nuclear weapons in Belarus; Lukashenko: the relocation of nuclear weapons had begun. 

194. 25 May 2023: W [warning]: Miller: The use of chemical, biological or nuclear weapons in 
the conflict would be met with “severe consequences.” 

195. 26 May 2023: RU [warning]: Medvedev: Russia would launch a pre-emptive strike if 
Ukraine got nuclear weapons - West was seriously underestimating the risk of nuclear war. 

196. 27 May 2023: RU [warning]: Kelin: Russia warned that Western supplies to Ukraine risked 
escalating the war to a new dimension “which we do not need and we do not want.” 

197. 6 June 2023: RU [warning]: Lavrov: Western F-16s can “accommodate” nuclear weapons 
and supplying Ukraine with such fighter aircraft would escalate the conflict further. 

198. 6 June 2023: W [de-escalatory]: Kirby: Biden had been consistent that he did not want to 
see the war escalate, certainly not into the nuclear realm. 

199. 9 June 2023: R [warning]: Putin: Russia would start to deploy tactical nuclear weapons in 
Belarus after the facilities were ready on 7-8 July; with everything “going according to plan.” 

200. 13 June 2023: RU [warning]: Lukashenko: the nuclear warheads Belarus received were 3 
times more powerful than those dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and there would be “no 
hesitation” to use them “in the event of an aggression against us.” 

201. 16 June 2023: RU [warning]: Putin: use of nuclear weapons was possible if Russia's territo-
rial integrity, independence and sovereignty was threatened; Russia had more nw than NATO 

202. 20 June 2023: RU [warning]: Shoigu: an attack on Russian territory, incl. Crimea, with mis-
siles would mean the full involvement of the US and UK in the conflict; Russia would respond 
with immediate strikes on decision-making centers in Ukraine. 

203. 20 June 2023: RU [de-escalatory]: Lavrov: said Biden’s statement that the threat of Russia 
using tactical nuclear weapons was “real” were “verbal escapades” that had “no foundation”. 

204. 25 June 2023: W [de-escalatory]: US officials: the US was not involved in the Wagner mu-
tiny, Moscow should abstain from nuclear escalation; Blinken: Russian instability was of con-
cern, but US saw “no change” in Russia’s nuclear posture. 
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Autumn & Winter 2021 – 2022: First nuclear signals 

 

By October 2021, the US government had concluded that Moscow was planning a full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine, and Washington was assessing how to help Kyiv organize its defense while also reducing the 

dangers of nuclear escalation. In an October meeting at the White House, Mark A. Milley, the chairman 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, presented intelligence revealing that Russia’s government envisioned a takeo-

ver of most of Ukraine. US officials thought the plan to be of “staggering audacity,” and that it could pose 

a direct threat to NATO’s eastern flank, or even destroy the post-World War II security architecture of 

Europe. Thus, US President Joe Biden determined that Putin had to be either deterred or confronted, 

anonymous sources told journalists in August 2022.  

 

American policymakers saw Ukraine as a “troubled former Soviet republic with a history of corruption,” 

and assessed how to best organize its resistance. Washington would need to deliver “significant new 

weaponry” to enable the Ukrainians to defend themselves, US policymakers concluded. “Too little could 

guarantee a Russian victory. But too much might provoke a direct NATO conflict with nuclear-armed 

Russia,” reporters summarized the Administration’s quagmire. Revealingly, the article mentions no dis-

cussion of a possible direct intervention. Rather, US officials saw even “significant” military deliveries as 

prone to lead to nuclear escalation. Milley’s notes for the October meeting at the White House encapsu-

lated the US goals and dilemmas: How to “underwrite and enforce the rules-based international order” 

against a nuclear-armed state “without going to World War III?” To achieve this end, Washington would 

have to avoid a “kinetic conflict between the US military and NATO with Russia.” Also, it would have to 

“contain war inside the geographical boundaries of Ukraine.” And finally, the United States and its allies 

would have to “empower Ukraine” and give it the “means to fight.”  

 

Throughout the winter, the US government deployed additional forces to Europe and sent arms to 

Ukraine. And yet, the “overriding White House concern about provocation influenced each decision 

about how much assistance and what kind of weapons to give the Ukrainians to defend themselves,” 

Washington Post journalists were later told. “I make no apologies for the fact that one of our objectives 

here is to avoid direct conflict with Russia,” Jake Sullivan, the US National Security Advisor, said of the 

prewar period. However, determining what Russia would interpret as provocative had been “more art 

than science,” a US official later explained to journalists. “There has always been a balance between what 

is required to effectively defend, and what is going to be seen by Russia as the United States essentially 

underwriting the killing of huge numbers of Russians.”5 

 

By mid-October 2021, the preponderance of intelligence persuaded most within the US government 

that Russia was going to invade Ukraine. American military analysts had acquired sufficient intelligence 

to show that Russia’s actions were incompatible with any other course of action – a conclusion that 

emerged clearly from the many interviews published on February 24, 2023 with respect to US intelli-

gence assessments prior to Russia’s invasion.6 

 

It later emerged that Burns was sent to Moscow in early November 2021 to “lay out in an unusual 

amount of detail exactly why we were concerned that Putin was preparing for a major new invasion, and 

then to be very clear about what the consequences would be should Putin choose to execute that plan,” 

the CIA director told reporters for a February 24, 2023 article. Burns noticed Putin’s “cockiness about 

 
5 Shane Harris et al., “Road to war: As Putin prepared his invasion, the U.S. struggled to convince allies — and Zelensky — of the 
danger,” The Washington Post, August 16, 2022 [https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/interactive/2022/ukraine-
road-to-war/]. 
 
6 Erin Banco et al, “‘Something Was Badly Wrong’: When Washington Realized Russia Was Actually Invading Ukraine,” Politico, 
February 24, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757]. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/interactive/2022/ukraine-road-to-war/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/interactive/2022/ukraine-road-to-war/
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757
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Russia’s ability to enforce its will on Ukraine,” but “at least one or two of them were a little bit surprised 

with what I laid out to them because the circle of advisers had gotten so small.” Also, Burns returned to 

Washington “with a very strong impression that Putin had just about made up his mind to go to war.” 

The CIA director believed that the decision was based on Putin’s “own fixation on controlling Ukraine,” 

as he “was convincing himself that strategically the window was closing on his opportunity to control 

Ukraine.” Burns: “His conviction was that without controlling Ukraine and its choices, it’s not possible 

for Russia to be a great power and have this sphere of influence that he believes is essential. And it’s not 

possible for him to be a great Russian leader without accomplishing that.” Putin let Burns know that 

“tactically” he saw the ’21-’22 winter as a “favorable landscape,” with the Europeans “distracted” and 

“quite skeptical” of the US reaction. Back in Washington, the Administration debated “how much sup-

port was required,” as it did not want to “inadvertently speed up the Russian clock, incentivize Putin, or 

give him a pretext to make a decision he had not made.” The US government “leaning too far forward 

could create dynamics either within the alliance or as we were trying to build world opinion against the 

Russians that made us look like we were the provocateurs,” Colin Kahl, the Under-Secretary of Defense 

for Policy, later told journalists.7 

 

More than a year later, US officials outlined their thinking with respect to sanctions in the months pre-

ceding Russia’s invasion. For a February 24, 2023 article, Deputy Treasury Secretary Wally Adeyemo 

told reporters that Biden had made clear that the Administration was going to use sanctions to both 

“hold Russia accountable” and deter by making clear what Washington would do. US officials believed 

that Russia thought all the West could marshal was an “off-the-shelf” package. The US government had a 

five-pronged strategy: (1) sanction Russia’s banking system; (2) limit its access to cutting-edge technol-

ogy; (3) diminish its energy exports while also keeping steady global supplies of oil; (4) seize the physi-

cal assets of the kleptocracy to demonstrate to the Russian people that they were duped; and (5) “me-

thodically eject Russia from the international economic order,” explained Daleep Singh, deputy NSA for 

international economics.8 

 

In turn, the Russian leadership sought to leverage uncertainty in its reactions to deter further Western 

involvement. Speaking to an online investment forum, Vladimir Putin, Russia’s President, warned 

NATO on November 30, 2021 against deploying troops and weapons to Ukraine, saying this would rep-

resent a “red line” for Moscow and would trigger a strong response. The Alliance’s eastward expansion 

had already threatened Russia’s core security interests, Putin said, and NATO could use Ukraine’s terri-

tory to deploy missiles capable of reaching Moscow within five minutes. Russia had therefore been 

forced to counter these growing threats by developing new hypersonic weapons, arms that would soon 

enter service.9 

 

Also, Russian officials started to suggest that a direct confrontation between Russia and NATO could be-

come a reality. On December 2, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov told the OSCE that the strategic stabil-

ity architecture was “rapidly being destroyed” and NATO was refusing to “constructively examine” Rus-

sia’s proposals to “deescalate tensions and avoid dangerous incidents.” The Alliance’s “military 

 
7 Erin Banco et al, “‘Something Was Badly Wrong’: When Washington Realized Russia Was Actually Invading Ukraine,” Politico, 
February 24, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757]. 

 
8 Erin Banco et al, “‘Something Was Badly Wrong’: When Washington Realized Russia Was Actually Invading Ukraine,” Politico, 
February 24, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757]. 
 
9 Vladimir Isachenkov, “Putin warns West: Moscow has ‘red line’ about Ukraine, NATO,” AP News, November 30, 2021 [https://ap-
news.com/article/europe-russia-ukraine-vladimir-putin-moscow-cd558699728e9ae935eaadf940efeb18], and “Russia Calling! 
Investment Forum,” Website of the President of Russia, November 30, 2021 [http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/tran-
scripts/67241]. 
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infrastructure” was drawing closer to Russia’s borders and the “nightmare scenario of military confron-

tation” was returning.10 No one should doubt Russia would defend its security interests, Russia’s ambas-

sador to the United States, Anatoly Antonov wrote in a US outlet on December 30. If NATO kept “con-

structing military-strategic realities imperiling the existence of our country,” Russia would be forced to 

“create similar vulnerabilities for them.” The “military exploration” of Ukraine by NATO was “an existen-

tial threat” for Russia, and “urgent action” was needed, Antonov noted ominously.11 

 

In February 2023, US officials revealed some of the diplomatic steps they had taken in January 2022. 

For a February 24, 2023 article, Michael Carpenter, the US ambassador to the OSCE in Vienna, told 

journalists that, together with the Polish OSCE chairperson, they had sought to engage Russia on its 

grievances at the beginning of January 2022 within a renewed European Security Dialogue. “Russia basi-

cally refused to engage, and that’s when it became increasingly clear the Kremlin really had no interest 

in diplomacy all along. It was bent on war,” Carpenter said.12 

 

As war became more probable, the US government issued a series of public and private warnings. For 

instance, in a news conference on January 19, Biden said that Russia had in fact already decided to in-

vade Ukraine. The US President also offered a forceful warning. Such an attack would be “a disaster for 

Russia” as US allies and partners were “ready to impose severe costs and significant harm on Russia and 

the Russian economy.” Russia would be “held accountable” if it invaded. Yet the US President also sug-

gested that a “minor incursion” might not prompt a severe response, signaling that there were disagree-

ments within NATO on what to do with respect to various levels of Russian aggression.13 The next day, 

January 20, the White House sought to walk back the President’s caveat. He had been “absolutely clear” 

with Putin. “Any assembled Russian units move across the Ukrainian border, that is an invasion” for 

which Russia would pay a “heavy price.”14 

 

In February 2023, US officials outlined some of the diplomatic efforts made just before Russia’s invasion. 

For a February 24, 2023 article, Mark Milley told journalists that there had been “a lot of effort” by Aus-

tin, Blinken, Sullivan, Biden, and himself to “try to dissuade Russia from doing this and to warn them if 

they did it these will be likely consequences.” US ambassador to the UN Linda Thomas-Greenfield con-

cluded that Russia’s envoy to New York, Vasily Nebenzya, was simply unaware of what was actually hap-

pening. Burns said that the Administration’s consensus has been that “the basic decision to invade and a 

lot of the planning was in a circle of probably no more than three or four people around Putin.” Sullivan 

noted that the Administration was baffled by Russian behavior – all evidence was pointing towards war, 

but the IC was “overwhelmingly” in agreement that this was “a crazy thing to do.” Hence, there was an 

 
10 “Russia to unveil security pact proposals in bid to restrain NATO,” Reuters, December 2, 2021 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/russia-unveil-proposals-new-european-security-pact-soon-lavrov-2021-12-02/]. 
 
11 Anatoly Antonov, “An Existential Threat to Europe’s Security Architecture?,” Foreign Policy, December 30, 2021 [https://for-
eignpolicy.com/2021/12/30/russia-ukraine-nato-threat-security/]. 
 
12 Erin Banco et al, “‘Something Was Badly Wrong’: When Washington Realized Russia Was Actually Invading Ukraine,” Politico, 
February 24, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757]. 
 
13 “Remarks by President Biden in Press Conference,” Website of the White House, January 19, 2021 
[https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/01/19/remarks-by-president-biden-in-press-conference-
6/]. 
 
14 Molly Nagle, “Biden clarifies comments on Ukraine, says any Russian move across border would be an ‘invasion,’” ABC News, 
January 20, 2022 [https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/biden-clarifies-comments-ukraine-russian-move-border-inva-
sion/story?id=82376647]. 
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element of “what the hell are you guys doing.” Derek Chollet, the State Department counselor, noted 

that Washington could not “control others if they choose to do incredibly stupid things.”15 

 

On January 21, US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken met Lavrov in Geneva, and again cautioned 

against invasion. Reportedly, the US official told his Russian counterpart that, in response to an invasion, 

Western sanctions would be fast and merciless, isolating Russia and crippling its economy. Also, Blinken 

reportedly said that NATO would provide Ukraine with massive military assistance. “If one Russian sol-

dier or missile touched one inch of NATO territory, the United States would defend its allies,” the Wash-

ington Post later reported on the meeting. Blinken found Lavrov’s response “strident and unyielding.”16 

During the subsequent press conference, Blinken said that a Russian invasion would be met with “swift, 

severe, and a united response” from the United States and its “partners and allies.”17 

 

1. Warning  

A month before the invasion, the Russian leadership started to bring its nuclear arsenal into the polit-

ical narrative, already suggesting an expansive interpretation of the official doctrine. Dmitry 

Medvedev, the Deputy Chairman of the Russian Security Council and a former president and prime 

minister, stated in an interview on January 27, that there was no need to review Russia’s nuclear 

doctrine. Moscow had “the right” to use strategic nuclear forces “in response to an attack involving 

weapons of mass destruction against us or our allies and in response to any other threat to our coun-

try’s existence, in other words, to a danger that threatens the very existence of our state.” This was “a 

comprehensive formula” that made it “possible to achieve various goals,” Medvedev said.18 

 

On the same January 27, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi told Blinken that “regional security should 

not be guaranteed by strengthening or even expanding military blocs.” Actors should create a “balanced, 

effective and sustainable European security mechanism through negotiations, with Russia's legitimate 

security concerns being taken seriously and addressed.”19 

 

At the end of January 2022, Putin’s top economic advisors warned against the consequences of 

Western sanctions if war broke out. At the President’s residence outside Moscow, Herman Gref, the 

CEO of Sberbank and one of the most liberal members of Putin’s extended circle, gave a presentation 

that had been worked by those present, including by Elvira Nabiullina, the central bank governor. 

Harsh sanctions would set Russia’s economy back decades. GDP could fall by a third within two years. 

Real incomes could be cut by a fifth. Russians’ quality of life would lag behind even developing countries 

as restrictions on imports would make Russia struggle not only to find advanced technologies, but es-

sentials such as medicines and food, the economic advisors noted. However, Putin cut Gref off and asked 

him what Russia should do to avoid the worst of the sanctions.20 

 
15 Erin Banco et al, “‘Something Was Badly Wrong’: When Washington Realized Russia Was Actually Invading Ukraine,” Politico, 
February 24, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757]. 

 
16 Shane Harris et al, “Road to war: As Putin prepared his invasion, the U.S. struggled to convince allies — and Zelensky — of the 
danger,” The Washington Post, August 16, 2022 [https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/interactive/2022/ukraine-
road-to-war/]. 
 
17 Jeremy Herb, Veronica Stracqualursi and Vasco Cotovio, “Blinken warns any Russian ‘invasion’ of Ukraine would be met with a 
‘severe and a united response’ following Lavrov meeting,” CNN, January 21, 2022 [https://edition.cnn.com/2022/01/21/poli-
tics/blinken-lavrov-geneva-meeting-ukraine/index.html]. 
 
18 “Medvedev sees no need to review Russia’s nuclear doctrine,” TASS, January 27, 2022 [https://tass.com/politics/1393713]. 
 
19 “Wang Yi Speaks with U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken on the Phone at Request,” Website of the Chinese MFA, January 27, 
2022 [https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/kjgzbdfyyq/202201/t20220127_10635268.html]. 
 
20 Max Seddon and Polina Ivanova, “How Putin’s technocrats saved the economy to fight a war they opposed,” Financial Times, 
December 16, 2022 [https://www.ft.com/content/fe5fe0ed-e5d4-474e-bb5a-10c9657285d2]. 
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February 2022: The high-time of nuclear threat-making 

 

2. Escalatory  

Ten days later, Putin continued developing the nuclear narrative. On February 7, the Russian Presi-

dent implied at a joint press conference with French President Emanuel Macron during the latter’s 

visit to Moscow that Ukraine could drag NATO into a nuclear war. If Ukraine joined NATO and de-

cided to take back Crimea through military means, European countries would be automatically drawn 

into a military conflict with Russia, Putin said. The Kremlin understood that “NATO’s united potential” 

was incomparably larger than that of Russia, but Russia was “one of the world’s leading nuclear pow-

ers” and was “superior” to “many” NATO countries “in terms of the number of modern nuclear force 

components.” Putin claimed that neither he nor Macron wanted to see developments “unfold” that 

way.21 

 

3. Warning 

On February 19, sitting alongside Belarusian leader Alexander Lukashenko, Putin oversaw an an-

nual “strategic nuclear exercise,” usually held in fall. Russian forces tested nuclear-capable air-, sea-, 

and land-based ballistic and cruise missiles.22 

 

4. Warning 

In a televised address on February 21, Putin accused Ukraine of seeking to acquire nuclear weapons 

and stated that the possibility of “foreign technological support” could not be ruled out.23 On Febru-

ary 22, he sought to clarify his earlier statement, stating that tactical nuclear weapons in Ukraine 

would be a “strategic threat” to Russia.24 

 

In parallel, also on February 21, Moscow recognized the Ukrainian separatist regions of Donetsk and 

Luhansk as independent states. The European Union as well as the United States and several other coun-

tries responded by announcing a first wave of economic sanctions against Russia.25 Against this back-

ground, German Chancellor Olaf Scholz suspended the certification process for the controversial Nord 

Stream 2 gas pipeline.26 On February 23, US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, after a meeting with 

Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba, stressed that Washington would continue to deliver weap-

ons to Ukraine even if Russia expanded its invasion, and would continue to support Kyiv with US Javelin 

anti-tank systems as well as other measures. The State Department’s Ned Price had earlier stated that 

aid to Ukraine “would be accelerated in the event of additional Russian aggression.” Since 2014, the 

 
  
21 “News conference following Russian-French talks,” Website of the President of Russia, February 8, 2022 [http://en.krem-
lin.ru/events/president/news/67735]. 
 
22 “Учение сил стратегического сдерживания (Strategic deterrence exercise),” Website of the President of Russia, February 19, 
2022 [http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67814], and Tom Balmforth and Maria Kiselyova, “Putin leads sweeping 
nuclear exercises as tensions soar,” Reuters, February 19, 2022 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/putin-starts-russias-strategic-nuclear-exercises-tensions-soar-2022-02-19/]. 
 
23 “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” Website of the President of Russia, February 21, 2022 [http://en.krem-
lin.ru/events/president/news/67828]. 
 
24 “Vladimir Putin answered media questions,” Website of the President of Russia, February 22, 2022 [http://en.krem-
lin.ru/events/president/news/67838]. 
 
25 A great resource for all information related to Western sanctions on Russia during its war of aggression against Ukraine is: Chad 
P. Brown, “Russia’s war on Ukraine: A sanctions timeline,” PIIE [https://www.piie.com/blogs/realtime-economic-issues-
watch/russias-war-ukraine-sanctions-timeline]. 
 
26 Melissa Eddy, “Germany puts a stop to Nord Stream 2, a key Russian natural gas pipeline,” The New York Times, February 22, 
2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/22/business/nord-stream-pipeline-germany-russia.html]. 
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United States had committed more than 2.7 billion US dollars in security assistance to build the capacity 

of Ukraine’s forces, including more than 650 million US dollars in 2021.27 

 

In February 2023, reporters unearthed some of the dynamics taking place in Russia just before the inva-

sion. In 2014, Russian officials had urged Putin not to send troops into Crimea. He had made the choice 

alone. When the West, fearful of escalation and of endangering European economic ties to Russia, had 

responded with mild sanctions, Putin had become convinced that he had made the right decision, ac-

cording to his officials. During the subsequent pandemic, Putin had become more and more isolated, 

with few links to more liberal advisers and increasingly fixated on Russia’s greatness. “He really believes 

all the stuff he says about sacrality and Peter the Great. He thinks he will be remembered like Peter,” a 

former senior official said. Also, Putin let himself be convinced by pro-Russian politicians in Ukraine 

around Viktor Medvedchuk that a majority of the population would welcome an annexation campaign. 

Due to prevalent corruption, the FSB confirmed Medvedchuk’s assessment. At a February 21 meeting of 

the Russian Security Council, even Nikolai Patrushev had suggested giving diplomacy another chance 

as military means were not as promising as they seemed. Putin was “overconfident” and overruled 

Patrushev. Putin had assumed a rapid and massive incursion would tumble the regime in Kyiv. Hence, 

Putin had informed Lavrov of his decision merely hours before the invasion. “It’s all gone horribly 

wrong,” a former senior Russian official confided to reporters. Immediately after the invasion, several 

dozen oligarchs gathered at the Kremlin for a rushed meeting. They were aware that the invasion would 

trigger western sanctions that could destroy their fortunes. “Everyone was completely losing it,” a per-

son who attended the meeting told the journalists.28 

 

Some details emerged on February 24, 2023 about US preparations before Russia’s invasion. Blinken 

told an interviewer that Washington had been working with Kyiv to “help them see what was coming” 

and “make the necessary preparations,” but Zelensky had been concerned about making these prepara-

tions public as this would “risk taking down his economy and foreign investment.” Blinken had shared 

information with Zelensky already in October 2021 that Russia would likely invade and Washington had 

subsequently worked with Kyiv to aid preparations – thus, US officials had been much less surprised by 

Ukrainian resilience than the public. The Administration could rely on intelligence providing “very ex-

plicit information about what the Russians were actually thinking and what they were planning and 

what they were plotting to do with those forces.” With respect to Russian intentions, Blinken said the 

invasion had not been about “NATO enlargement” or “some threat to Russia’s security,” but “all about 

Putin’s vision that Ukraine should not be an independent country and should be absorbed back into Rus-

sia.”29 

 

During the night of February 23-24, as Russian troops were already moving into the neighboring coun-

try, Putin announced a “special military operation” in Ukraine. “Irresponsible Western politicians” had 

created “fundamental threats” by expanding NATO eastwards and, thus, moving military infrastructure 

closer to Russia’s border. Any further NATO expansion or the “ongoing efforts to gain a military foot-

hold” in Ukraine were “unacceptable.” NATO was just a “tool of US foreign policy.” In “territories adja-

cent to Russia,” which were “our historical land” to Putin, a hostile “anti-Russia” was taking shape. It was 

 
27 Joe Gould, Sebastian Sprenger and Rachel S. Cohen, “Pentagon studying fallback supply lines to Ukraine ahead of expanded Rus-
sian invasion,” Defense News, February 23, 2022 [https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2022/02/23/pentagon-study-
ing-fallback-supply-lines-to-ukraine-in-case-of-expanded-russian-invasion/]. 
 
28 Max Seddon et al, “How Putin blundered into Ukraine — then doubled down,” Financial Times, February 23, 2023 
[https://www.ft.com/content/80002564-33e8-48fb-b734-44810afb7a49]. 

 
29 Jeffrey Goldberg and Morgan Ome, “Blinken: I Understand Why Zelensky Is Demanding That the U.S. ‘Do Even More and Do It 
Even Faster’,” Atlantic, February 26, 2023 [https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/02/antony-blinken-ukraine-jeffrey-
goldberg-zelensky/673188/]. 
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“fully controlled from the outside” and “doing everything to attract NATO armed forces and obtain cut-

ting-edge weapons.” The West had now crossed the “red line” that Russia had repeatedly mentioned. To 

achieve its goals, NATO was “supporting the far-right nationalists and neo-Nazis in Ukraine, those who 

will never forgive the people of Crimea and Sevastopol for freely making a choice to reunite with Rus-

sia.” Moscow had to take “bold and immediate action” to “defend” its people, and Putin had decided to 

“carry out a special military operation.” It sought to “demilitarize and denazify Ukraine, as well as bring 

to trial those who perpetrated numerous bloody crimes against civilians, including against citizens of 

the Russian Federation.”30 

 

5. Escalatory 

Washington was pursuing a “policy of containing Russia, with obvious geopolitical dividends,” Putin 

added. However, NATO’s policy was for Russia “a matter of life and death.” The Western actions were 

“not only a very real threat” to Russia’s interests but to “the very existence” of the state and to its 

“sovereignty,” Putin said. Hence, he addressed “those who may be tempted to interfere in these de-

velopments from the outside,” saying that “no matter” who tried to stand in Russia’s way or “create 

threats for our country and our people,” had to know that “Russia will respond immediately, and the 

consequences will be such as you have never seen in your entire history” – what many interpreted as 

a veiled threat to employ nuclear weapons against those who interfered in Russia’s attempt to elimi-

nate an existential threat.31 

 

6. Warning 

Later in the same  speech, Putin also emphasized that Russia was “one of the most powerful nuclear 

states” and had a “certain advantage in several cutting-edge weapons.” Within this clearly nuclear 

context, however, the Russian President defined the preconditions for a possible nuclear strike much 

more narrowly: “There should be no doubt for anyone that any potential aggressor will face defeat 

and ominous consequences should it directly attack our country.”32 That a direct attack on Russia 

could be answered with nuclear weapons was consistent with both Russia’s nuclear doctrine, 

adopted in 2020, and the declaratory policies of other nuclear powers.33 

 

 
30 “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” Website of the President of Russia, February 24, 2022 [http://en.krem-
lin.ru/events/president/news/67843], and “Full text: Putin’s declaration of war on Ukraine,” The Spectator, February 24, 2022 
[https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/full-text-putin-s-declaration-of-war-on-ukraine], and Vladimir Isachenkov et al., “Russia 
attacks Ukraine as defiant Putin warns US, NATO,” AP News, February 24, 2022 
[https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-europe-russia-moscow-kyiv-626a8c5ec22217bacb24ece60fac4fe1]. 
 
31 “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” Website of the President of Russia, February 24, 2022 [http://en.krem-
lin.ru/events/president/news/67843], and “Full text: Putin’s declaration of war on Ukraine,” The Spectator, February 24, 2022 
[https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/full-text-putin-s-declaration-of-war-on-ukraine], and Vladimir Isachenkov et al., “Russia 
attacks Ukraine as defiant Putin warns US, NATO,” AP News, February 24, 2022 [https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-eu-
rope-russia-moscow-kyiv-626a8c5ec22217bacb24ece60fac4fe1]. 
 
32 “Full text: Putin’s declaration of war on Ukraine,” The Spectator, February 24, 2022 
[https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/full-text-putin-s-declaration-of-war-on-ukraine]. 
 
33 On Russia’s doctrine, see: “Foundations of State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence,” CNA, June 4, 
2020 [https://www.cna.org/archive/CNA_Files/pdf/foundations%20of%20state%20policy%20of%20the%20russian%20feder-
ation%20in%20the%20area%20of%20nuclear%20deterrence.pdf, on US doctrine, see “Fact Sheet: 2022 Nuclear Posture Review 
and Missile Defense Review,” Website of the US Department of Defense, March 28, 2022 [https://media.de-
fense.gov/2022/Mar/29/2002965339/-1/-1/1/FACT-SHEET-2022-NUCLEAR-POSTURE-REVIEW-AND-MISSILE-DEFENSE-RE-
VIEW.PDF], on French doctrine, see: “Speech of the President of the Republic on the Defense and Deterrence Strategy,” Website of 
the Élysée, February 7, 2020 [https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/02/07/speech-of-the-president-of-the-repub-
lic-on-the-defense-and-deterrence-strategy], on UK doctrine, see: “Global Britain in 
a competitive age,” Website of the UK Government, March 16, 2021 [https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/up-
loads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/975077/Global_Britain_in_a_Competitive_Age-_the_Integrated_Review_of_Secu-
rity__Defence__Development_and_Foreign_Policy.pdf], and on China’s doctrine, see: Gerald C. Brown, “Understanding the Risks and 
Realities of China’s Nuclear Forces,” Arms Control Today, June, 2021  [https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-06/features/un-
derstanding-risks-realities-chinas-nuclear-forces#endnote3]. 
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7. De-escalatory 

Representatives of NATO countries strongly condemned the Russian invasion. On February 24, US 

President Biden condemned the “brutal assault [by the Russian military] on the people of Ukraine 

without provocation, without justification, without necessity.” He noted that NATO would convene to 

“map out the next steps” to “further strengthen all aspects” of the Alliance.”34 

 

Biden added: “Our forces are not and will not be engaged in the conflict with Russia in Ukraine. Our 

forces are not going to Europe to fight in Ukraine but to defend our NATO Allies and reassure those 

Allies in the east.” However, the United States would “defend every inch of NATO territory with the 

full force of American power” and the Alliance was “more united and more determined than ever.”35  

 

8. Warning 

Other NATO Allies expressed similar outrage. French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian called 

Putin a “cynic” and a “dictator” on February 24 and issued a first nuclear counter-threat, saying that 

the Russian President had to understand that the transatlantic Alliance was also a nuclear alliance.”36 

 

On February 25, Russia vetoed a United Nations Security Council draft resolution submitted by Albania 

and the United States that would have condemned Russia’s “aggression against Ukraine in violation of 

Article 2, paragraph 4 of the United Nations Charter.”37 

 

Blinken later outlined the rationale that had driven the Administration to respond so forcefully to Rus-

sia’s invasion of Ukraine. For a February 24, 2023 article, the US Secretary of State noted that Biden had 

understood that Russia’s attack went to “the very principles that are at the heart of trying to keep peace 

and security around the world.” If Washington allowed “one big country” to “erase another off the map,” 

this would “open a Pandora’s Box to would-be aggressors around the world.” These concerns were par-

ticularly stark as the US intelligence community’s analysis was that “Russia would achieve substantial 

gains on the ground very rapidly” and “Kyiv could easily fall fast,” Sullivan said. “It wasn’t just the pres-

sure of a war starting. It was the pressure of Russia, brutally, ruthlessly succeeding.” Victoria Nuland, 

the US Under-Secretary of State for political affairs, remembered that the US government was “prepar-

ing for many scenarios in which the Ukrainians essentially had to get Kyiv back, get their country back 

— potentially a government-in-exile. We didn’t know which scenario we were going to be looking at.”38 

 

In February 2023, US officials talked about their uncertainty with respect to Ukraine’s will to resist im-

mediately after the invasion. Representative Adam Schiff noted that “after seeing how the Afghan mili-

tary melted away in the face of the Taliban, we had a lot of skepticism about how well we could identify 

 
34 “Remarks by President Biden on Russia’s Unprovoked and Unjustified Attack on Ukraine,” Website of the White House, February 
24, 2022 [https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-
unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/]. 
 
35 “Remarks by President Biden on Russia’s Unprovoked and Unjustified Attack on Ukraine,” Website of the White House, February 
24, 2022 [https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/24/remarks-by-president-biden-on-russias-
unprovoked-and-unjustified-attack-on-ukraine/]. 
 
36 “’Poutine doit comprendre’ que l'OTAN ‘est une alliance nucléaire’, lance Le Drian (‘Putin must understand’ that NATO ‘is a nu-
clear alliance,’ says Le Drian),” Le Figaro, February 24, 2022 [https://video.lefigaro.fr/figaro/video/poutine-doit-comprendre-
que-lotan-est-une-alliance-nucleaire-lance-le-drian/]. 
 
37 “Security Council Fails to Adopt Draft Resolution on Ending Ukraine Crisis, as Russian Federation Wields Veto,” Website of the 
United Nations, February 25, 2022 [https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc14808.doc.htm], and “S/2022/155,” United Nations Security 
Council, February 25, 2022 [https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2022_155.pdf]. 
 
38 Erin Banco et al, “‘Something Was Badly Wrong’: When Washington Realized Russia Was Actually Invading Ukraine,” Politico, 
February 24, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757]. 
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the will to fight.” Nuland told a reporter that “none of us expected the Ukrainians to be able to with-

stand as strongly as they did in those first four or five days.” Scott Berrier said that given Russian capa-

bilities and the capacity of the Ukrainian army, the latter did “pretty well.” Burns commented that the 

CIA had not been surprised by Ukrainian resilience, but rather that it “did not understand clearly 

enough how ineffective the Russian military was going to be.” Celeste Wallander, the US assistant sec-

retary of defense for international security affairs: “They were much less capable, the plan was much 

less coherent, there was much more dysfunction in the Russian military than was apparent in their exer-

cises. The Russians were overconfident based on how easy it had been for them to intervene in Syria, 

and in fact that was not a good test of their capabilities.” Milley concluded that “the Russians thought 

that they had an effective competent army to execute combined arms maneuver,” but, “as it turned out, 

they couldn’t do it.”39 

 

9. De-escalatory 

Western statements, in turn, were accompanied by actions, which however remained limited to eco-

nomic sanctions and military aid. Thus, in the days following the invasion, the United States, the Euro-

pean Union, many other European states, but also Canada, Japan, and Australia, adopted an unprece-

dented sanctions package against Russia;40 and on February 26, Pentagon Press Secretary John 

Kirby announced “an additional $350 million in military assistance” for Ukraine, “including anti-ar-

mor, small arms and various munitions, body armor, and related equipment in support of Ukraine’s 

front-line defenders facing down Russia’s unprovoked attack.”41 

 

10. Escalatory 

Nonetheless, certain Western statements could have been interpreted by Russian policymakers as 

laying the ground for a direct intervention. British Foreign Secretary Liz Truss said on February 27 

that the immense costs of the war could well be the beginning of the end for Putin. She feared, how-

ever, that Putin was determined to use the most unsightly means. Thus, she urged Russia, not to esca-

late the conflict, but noted that the West had to be prepared for Russia trying to use even the worst 

weapons. 

 

The “long-running conflict” in Ukraine was “about freedom and democracy in Europe,” Truss noted. 

“If we don’t stop Putin in Ukraine, we are going to see others under threat: the Baltics, Poland, Mol-

dova, and it could end up in a conflict with NATO. We do not want to go there,” she warned, suggest-

ing (intentionally or not) that the Western stakes warranted a direct intervention.42 

 

Russia was seemingly unimpressed by the overall Western reaction, but highly sensitive to the British 

statement. On February 27, Belarus held a referendum to amend its constitution, allowing the previ-

ously unconstitutional deployment of nuclear weapons on Belarusian territory.43 The draft of the new 

 
39 Erin Banco et al, “‘Something Was Badly Wrong’: When Washington Realized Russia Was Actually Invading Ukraine,” Politico, 
February 24, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/02/24/russia-ukraine-war-oral-history-00083757]. 

 
40 Chad P. Bown, “Russia's war on Ukraine: A sanctions timeline,” PIIE, August 15, 2022 [https://www.piie.com/blogs/realtime-
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41 “Department of Defense Statement on Additional Military Assistance for Ukraine,” Website of the US Department of Defense, Feb-
ruary 26, 2022 [https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/2947554/department-of-defense-statement-on-addi-
tional-military-assistance-for-ukraine/]. 
 
42 “In Full: Trevor Phillips On Sunday,” Sky news, February 27, 2022[https://news.sky.com/video/in-full-trevor-phillips-on-sun-
day-12553126]. 
 
43 “Belarus referendum approves proposal to renounce non-nuclear status – agencies,” Reuters, February 28, 2022 
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Constitution had already been presented on December 27, 2021.44 At the end of November 2021, 

Lukashenko had said that his country would be ready to host Russian nuclear weapons if NATO moved 

US atomic bombs from Germany to Eastern Europe. “I would offer Putin to return nuclear weapons to 

Belarus,” he had told an interviewer. Back then, Lukashenko was apparently responding to NATO Secre-

tary General Jens Stoltenberg, who had earlier in November said that the Western military Alliance 

would need to consider redeploying nuclear weapons east, if the new German government changed the 

country’s policy on nuclear sharing.45 

 

11. Escalatory 

Even more disconcerting than the decision in Minsk, on February 27, Putin ordered Russian Defense 

Minister Sergey Shoigu and Armed Forces Chief of Staff Valery Gerasimov to put Russia’s “deter-

rence forces,” which include nuclear weapons, on a “high combat alert.” Putin cited “unfriendly eco-

nomic actions” taken against Russia by Western countries, namely the “illegitimate sanctions,” and 

“aggressive statements” directed at Russia as reasons for the decision.46 It was not initially clear what 

specific steps would accompany this decision.47 

 

12. Warning 

Then, on February 28, Shoigu declared that he had implemented Putin’s order by adding additional 

personnel at various locations – “shifts on duty” at “command posts” had been “put on enhanced com-

bat duty.” 48 Experts consequently classified the decision as largely symbolic.49 

 

The West’s reaction was immediate. On the same day, US Ambassador to the United Nations Linda 

Thomas-Greenfield condemned Putin’s move “in the strongest possible way.” Moscow’s escalation of 

the war was “unacceptable” and the Russian leader had “tried every means possible to actually put fear 

in the world,” the ambassador said. The US government had to “ramp up” its efforts at the United Na-

tions and elsewhere to “hold him accountable.”50  
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news.com/article/russia-ukraine-germany-migration-europe-ab1efae5e65bf01af3be2f6139ef6f4b]. 
 
46 “Meeting with Sergei Shoigu and Valery Gerasimov,” Website of the President of Russia, February 27, 2022 [http://en.krem-
lin.ru/events/president/transcripts/67876]. 
  
47 “‘Abschreckungskräfte‘ in Alarmbereitschaft (‘Deterrence forces‘ on alert),” Tagesschau, February 27, 2022 [https://www.tages-
schau.de/ausland/europa/putin-atomstreitkraefte-101.html]. 
 
48 “Strategic Missile Forces, Northern, Pacific fleets, long-range aviation put on high alert - Russian Defense Ministry,” Interfax, Feb-
ruary 28, 2022 [https://interfax.com/newsroom/top-stories/74752/]. 
 
49 See for example: Heather Williams, “Putin is a Nuclear Bully,” RUSI, March 1, 2022 [https://rusi.org/explore-our-rese-
arch/publications/commentary/putin-nuclear-bully], and “Stufe zwei von vier: Russland versetzt Abschreckungswaffen in beson-
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13. De-escalatory 

White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki saw the Russian decision as part of a typical pattern of the 

Kremlin, artificially fabricating threats to justify further aggressive actions. Russia had not been 

threatened by NATO or Ukraine at any time, she said. The United States had the ability to defend it-

self, but it also had to speak out against what Putin was doing, Psaki continued, noting that Washing-

ton was “open” to providing additional assistance to Ukraine.51 

 

Stoltenberg expressed similar sentiments. Putin’s nuclear statements were congruent with Russia’s 

“very aggressive rhetoric,” with which it was trying to threaten Ukraine, but also NATO Allies, and to 

force the Alliance to withdraw all its forces from Eastern Europe. Russia’s stance only underscored the 

importance of Allies standing together, Stoltenberg said. This was why the West was supporting 

Ukraine, but NATO had in recent months and weeks also significantly increased its presence in the East-

ern parts of the Alliance, Stoltenberg said.52 

 

In turn, Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba noted that the Russian “alert” decision had followed 

the announcement of a planned meeting between a Ukrainian and a Russian delegation for talks in Bela-

rus. Accordingly, he interpreted Putin’s move as an attempt to raise the stakes and put additional pres-

sure on the Ukrainian delegation. However, he said, Ukraine would not give in to such pressure. If the 

Russian announcement was a direct threat to employ nuclear weapons against Ukraine, such an attack 

would be a disaster for the world, but it would not break the Ukrainian government’s will, Kuleba said.53 

 

14. Warning 

Also on February 27, as a result of a foreign ministers’ meeting, the European Union announced the 

delivery of weapons and lethal support to Ukraine worth 450 million euros. In a press conference, Jo-

sep Borrell, the European Union’s top diplomat, stated that this would include the delivery of fighter 

jets, which Ukraine had asked for: “We are going to supply arms and even fighter jets. We are not talk-

ing just about ammunition; we are providing the most important arms to go to war,” Borell said. “We 

know what kind of planes [the Ukrainian army can operate] and some Member States have these 

kinds of planes.”54 Borell was referring to fighter jets of the Soviet MiG or Sukhoi type, which for ex-

ample Bulgaria, Croatia, Poland, Romania, and Slovakia reportedly owned.55 Media later suggested 

that several Western governments had hoped a potential delivery of fighter jets would not be made 

 
51 “'This Week' Transcript 2-27-22: White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki, Sen. Tom Cotton & Amb. Oksana Markarova,” ABC 
News, February 27, 2022 [https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/week-transcript-27-22-white-house-press-secre-
tary/story?id=83130361]. 
 
52 “NATO chief condemns 'dangerous' Putin rhetoric, vows support for Ukraine,” CNN, February 27, 2022 [https://edi-
tion.cnn.com/videos/politics/2022/02/27/stoltenberg-full.cnn]. 
 
53 “Minister of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Dmytro Kuleba briefs international press on the ongoing Russian invasion of Ukraine,” 
Facebook account of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine, February 27, 2022  [https://www.facebook.com/UkraineMFA/vid-
eos/minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-ukraine-dmytro-kuleba-briefs-international-press-/1331306997386999/ (from 25:50)], and 
Max Seddon et al., “Putin puts Russian nuclear forces on high alert as west steps up sanctions,” Financial Times, February 27, 2022 
[https://www.ft.com/content/4bf149f7-6f70-4d8b-bc69-13a6c1f56e33]. 
 
54 “Informal videoconference of Foreign Affairs Ministers: Remarks by High Representative/Vice-President Josep Borrell at the 
press conference,” Website of the European External Action Service, February 27, 2022 [https://eeas.europa.eu/headquar-
ters/headquarters-homepage/111758/informal-videoconference-foreign-affairs-ministers-remarks-high-representativevice-
president_en]. 
 
55 Claire Mills and John Curtis, “Military assistance to Ukraine since the Russian invasion,” House of Commons Library, August 15, 
2022 [https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9477/CBP-9477.pdf]. 

https://edition.cnn.com/videos/politics/2022/02/27/stoltenberg-full.cnn
https://edition.cnn.com/videos/politics/2022/02/27/stoltenberg-full.cnn
https://www.facebook.com/UkraineMFA/videos/minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-ukraine-dmytro-kuleba-briefs-international-press-/1331306997386999/
https://www.facebook.com/UkraineMFA/videos/minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-ukraine-dmytro-kuleba-briefs-international-press-/1331306997386999/
https://www.facebook.com/UkraineMFA/videos/minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-ukraine-dmytro-kuleba-briefs-international-press-/1331306997386999/
https://www.ft.com/content/4bf149f7-6f70-4d8b-bc69-13a6c1f56e33
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/111758/informal-videoconference-foreign-affairs-ministers-remarks-high-representativevice-president_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/111758/informal-videoconference-foreign-affairs-ministers-remarks-high-representativevice-president_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/111758/informal-videoconference-foreign-affairs-ministers-remarks-high-representativevice-president_en
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9477/CBP-9477.pdf


 29 

public.56 In addition, Borrell said Poland had agreed to act as a “logistical hub” for the delivery of such 

“material assistance.”57 

 

15. Escalatory  

Much more significant than these public statements, however, was the fact that Washington probably 

warned Moscow on February 28 or March 1 through government channels against using tactical nu-

clear weapons in Ukraine. US media reported this in mid-March, citing statements by US officials 

from the National Security Council.58 

 

16. Warning 

Russia’s rhetoric, meanwhile, remained unchanged. On February 28, a Russian Foreign Ministry 

spokeswoman, Maria Zakharova, stated in an interview that it would be a “golden dream” for the 

United States to deploy nuclear weapons in Ukraine.59 

 

Also on February 28, Moscow reacted to the February 27 statements of British Foreign Secretary Truss. 

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov noted that the Russian government believed “statements” on “pos-

sible altercations or even collisions and clashes between NATO and Russia” were “absolutely unaccepta-

ble.”60   

 

March 2022: Drawing red lines 

 

17. Warning 

On March 1, Russia held another military exercise involving nuclear submarines in the Barents Sea 

and the deployment of mobile intercontinental ballistic missile systems in Siberia.61 

 

In the face of Moscow’s threatening gestures, Western officials sought to simultaneously condemn Rus-

sia’s behavior and avoid further escalation.  
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18. De-escalatory 

In a press conference on February 28, US President Joe Biden denied the question of whether Amer-

icans should be afraid of nuclear war.62 In his State of the Union address on March 1, he further reit-

erated that US forces “are not engaged and will not engage in conflict with Russian forces in Ukraine.” 

Hence: “Our forces are not going to Europe to fight in Ukraine, but to defend our NATO Allies – in the 

event that Putin decides to keep moving west,” the US President said. He had made “crystal clear the 

United States and [its] Allies will defend every inch of territory of NATO countries with the full force 

of our collective power.”63 

 

The West also refrained from taking reciprocal steps in response to Russia’s nuclear alert. On March 1, 

Stoltenberg condemned Moscow’s “irresponsible” actions, but stressed that NATO would not alter its 

nuclear alert level. Russia itself had agreed in several statements that a nuclear war could not be won 

and therefore should never be fought, the NATO Secretary General said. Therefore, the Alliance would 

not do anything that could escalate the situation further.64 The Commander of the United States Strate-

gic Command, Charles A. Richard, expressed similar views. He was satisfied with the current deploy-

ment of the US forces and had made no recommendations to make changes, he explained.65 

 

Also, Western governments seemed bent to keep arms deliveries to Ukraine out of the public focus – 

presumably to avoid further escalation with Russia. For instance, at a March 1 meeting of the US House 

of Representatives Armed Services Committee, two members of the Biden Administration, Jessica 

Lewis and Mara Karlin, confirmed that the United States had provided lethal support, including Stinger 

missiles, to Ukraine. There had been no prior statements on this from the White House, Pentagon, or 

State Department.66 

 

Russian officials meanwhile kept up their narrative. In a March 1 speech to the Conference on Disarma-

ment, Lavrov said that Ukraine had been seeking to acquire nuclear weapons, a threat that warranted a 

Russian response. Ukraine still had “Soviet nuclear technologies and the means of delivery of such 

weapons” and Russia could not “fail to respond to this real danger.”67  
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On March 2, the United Nation General Assembly passed a resolution “condemning the decision of the 

Russian Federation to increase the readiness of its nuclear forces” and demanding that Russia “immedi-

ately, completely and unconditionally withdraw all of its military forces from the territory of Ukraine 

within its internationally recognized borders.”68 

 

19. De-escalatory 

Just one week after it had been announced, the delivery of fighter jets by EU states was put on hold – 

apparently also mainly due to efforts to avoid escalation with Russia. For example, at a joint press 

conference with Stoltenberg on March 2, Polish President Andrzej Duda declared his country was 

not sending “any jets to Ukraine because that would open a military interference in the Ukrainian 

conflict.” Poland was  “not joining that conflict,” and NATO was “not a party to that conflict.” Warsaw 

was “supporting Ukrainians with humanity aid” but was not “going to send any jets to the Ukrainian 

airspace.” Stoltenberg made similar comments, noting that the Alliance had provided “different types 

of military support: material, anti-tank weapons, air defense systems and other types of military 

equipment” as well as financial support, but that NATO was “not to be part of the conflict” and was 

not “going to send the troops into Ukraine or move planes into Ukrainian airspace.”69 According to 

media reports, Slovakia and Bulgaria also rejected the delivery of MiG fighter jets to Ukraine.70 

 

20. De-escalatory 

Last but not least, US Defense Secretary Lloyd J. Austin III on March 2 postponed a planned test 

launch of the US Minuteman III missile. “Now, in this time of heightened tensions, the United States 

and other members of the international community rightly saw [Putin’s actions] as dangerous and 

irresponsible and … an unnecessary step,” Pentagon Press Secretary John F. Kirby said. “To demon-

strate that we have no intention of engaging in any actions that can be misunderstood or miscon-

strued, the secretary of defense has directed that our Minuteman III intercontinental ballistic missile 

test launch scheduled for this week to be postponed,” he further commented on Austin’s decision. 

“We did not take this decision lightly, but instead to demonstrate that we are a responsible nuclear 

power.”71 

 

Russian policymakers in the meantime sought to dial back earlier narratives and blame the West for the 

heightened danger of nuclear escalation.  

 

21. De-escalatory 

On March 2, Russian Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova expressed skepticism with 

regard to a possible Russian nuclear escalation. “We assume that this apocalyptic scenario [of Russia 

using nuclear weapons first] cannot be realized under any pretext and under any conditions,” she 

said. “When it comes to the use of nuclear weapons, we have already stated our position several 
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times. Perhaps you are confusing us with the United States, but the Russian Federation has never spo-

ken about this.”72 

 

In a March 3 interview, Foreign Minister Lavrov stated that the goal of Russia’s “military operation” 

in Ukraine was to prevent Kyiv from acquiring nuclear weapons. In addition, he made somewhat 

cryptic comments about a possible war with the West, yet arguing that Moscow’s nuclear rhetoric 

was merely a reaction to Western threats. Thus, Lavrov noted that the French Foreign Minister le 

Drian had reminded the Russian leadership that France also had nuclear weapons (see February 24). 

The Russian official also commented that British Foreign Secretary Truss had said “she was prepared 

for conflict between NATO and Russia” (see February 27). Also, he added that US President Biden had 

said that the alternative to sanctioning Russia was World War III. “I would like to draw your attention 

to the fact that the thought of nuclear war is constantly running through the minds of Western politi-

cians but not the minds of Russians,” Lavrov concluded. “I assure you that we will not let any provoca-

tions cause us to lose our balance. But if a real war is unleashed against us, this must be a concern for 

those who are hatching such plans. And I believe these plans are being hatched.”73 

 

Meanwhile, fighting near Ukraine’s Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant during the night of March 4 high-

lighted nuclear risks of a different kind as a building next to the power plant caught fire. Against this 

background, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy urged NATO countries to establish a no-fly 

zone (NFZ) in Ukraine. This was the only way to guarantee that Russia would not be able to attack any 

other nuclear facilities, he explained.74 

 

22. De-escalatory 

Zelenskyy’s NFZ request was however denied at an extraordinary NATO foreign ministers’ meeting to 

address the situation in Ukraine on March 4 – with reference to the associated risk of escalation.75 In 

the press conference that followed the summit, Stoltenberg condemned Russia’s “irresponsible” ac-

tions near the Zaporizhzhia nuclear facility. However, he stressed that NATO was “not part of this 

conflict” and was not seeking war with Russia. The Alliance had a responsibility to ensure that the 

conflict did not escalate and spread, he said. That scenario would be even more destructive and dan-

gerous. Stoltenberg also said that NATO continued to believe in arms control, but that such negotia-

tions would require a Russian regime that takes political processes seriously. According to Stolten-

berg, the Allies had rejected the establishment of a no-fly zone because such a direct engagement of 

NATO states could lead to a larger war in Europe.76 
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Zelenskyy subsequently called the NATO decision and the foreign ministers’ meeting “weak” and “con-

fused.”77 German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock, by contrast, defended the decision. NATO was 

not able to intervene in the war. Nobody wanted the resulting danger of boundless escalation through-

out Europe. Despite the “heartbreaking” situation, it was important to keep a “cool head.”78 

 

Moscow’s reaction, in turn, was anything but conciliatory, with the Russian President insisting that Rus-

sia’s nuclear steps were a reaction to Western actions.  

 

23. Warning 

Putin warned on March 5 against the establishment of a no-fly zone. This would have “tremendous 

and disastrous consequences” – “not only for Europe but also globally.” Russia would consider the 

states seeking to impose a NFZ as parties to the conflict. Similar to Lavrov, Putin also claimed that 

Ukraine was trying to obtain nuclear weapons and still had relevant capabilities from Soviet times. He 

described the Western sanctions against Russia as tantamount to “war,” even though “thankfully” the 

conflict had “not got” to a hot war “yet.” Putin explained that Russia’s “so-called partners” understood 

what a NFZ “could lead to” and how much was at stake, “despite their reckless statements, for exam-

ple, like the statement made by the UK Foreign Secretary, when she blurted out that NATO could get 

involved in the conflict. And we immediately had to take a decision to put our deterrence forces on 

high alert” (see Truss on February 27 and Lavrov’s statement on March 3).79 

 

Meanwhile, views on a no-fly zone remained unchanged in both Ukraine and within NATO. Zelenskyy 

repeated his demand on March 5 and 6.80 On March 6, Baerbock again explained her reasons for re-

jecting a NFZ. In the current situation, one was forced to choose “between plague and cholera,” the for-

eign minister said. The situation in Ukraine was heartbreaking, and yet one could not justify a “spillover 

of this war to Poland, to the Baltic states.” She repeated that it was necessary to “keep a cool head.” A no-

fly zone would mean that “NATO planes would shoot down Russian planes.” One would then be “directly 

involved in this war,” Baerbock said. The European governments also had a responsibility for Europeans 

and for ensuring that the war did not turn into a third world war, the minister stressed.81 

 

However, Ukrainian demands for fighter jets resurfaced in Western debates. On March 6, US Secretary 

of State Blinken stated that the United States was in “very active discussions” with Poland on the extent 

to which Washington could supply US fighter jets to Warsaw to fill the resulting gap if Poland chose “to 
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provide [MiG] fighter jets to the Ukrainians.”82 For the US government, a deal in which the United States 

would compensate Poland for supplying MiGs to Ukraine represented an acceptable alternative to direct 

US deliveries to Kyiv. The latter could be seen by Russia as an escalation, US media reported, citing 

statements by three anonymous officials within the Biden Administration. A Polish decision to deliver 

MiGs, on the other hand, would be Poland’s sovereign right and thus not a direct US delivery.83 

 

Two days later, however, this deal seemed to be off the table again. On March 8, Polish Foreign Minister 

Zbigniew Rau announced that Poland was ready “immediately and free of charge” to transfer all its 

MiG-29 jets to Ramstein Air Base and “place them at the disposal of the Government of the United States 

of America.” In exchange, Warsaw was requesting Washington to provide “used aircraft with corre-

sponding operational capabilities.”84 However, the Polish initiative had not been coordinated with the 

US government, Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs Victoria Nuland said the same day.85 Hours 

later, Pentagon spokesman Kirby rejected the proposal as not “tenable.” The “prospect” of fighter jets 

“at the disposal of the Government of the United States of America” departing from “a US/NATO base in 

Germany to fly into airspace that is contested with Russia over Ukraine raises serious concerns for the 

entire NATO alliance,” Kirby said. The decision about “whether to transfer Polish-owned planes to 

Ukraine” was “ultimately one for the Polish government.”86 

 

24. De-escalatory 

Also on March 8, the US House of Representatives Select Intelligence Committee held a hearing to as-

sess Russia’s nuclear threats. At that hearing, Avril Haines, the Director of National Intelligence, 

stated that Russia had probably underestimated the international response to the invasion of 

Ukraine. Still, Putin was unlikely to be deterred by such blowback. Instead, he might escalate further 

to force a disarmament of Ukraine and its neutrality, and to prevent Kyiv from moving any closer to 

the United States or to NATO. The US intelligence community assessed that Putin perceived the West 

as not respecting him enough. The Russian president probably thought he could not afford to lose this 

war, Haines said. What kind of victory he was willing to accept might change over time, due to the 

war’s significant costs, she noted. 

 

Putin’s nuclear saber rattling fit this assessment very well, Haines added. Nonetheless, the public an-

nouncement of a heightened alert of Russian deterrent forces was highly unusual. The United States 

had not seen such public pronouncements since the 1960s, Haines pointed out. But the US intelli-

gence community had not observed any specific adjustments in Russia’s nuclear forces, going beyond 

what had occurred in previous moments of heightened tensions in recent decades. Putin’s nuclear 

threatening gestures were likely intended to discourage the West from providing additional support 

to Ukraine, Haines said. Putin was probably still confident that Russia could defeat Ukraine and 

 
82 “Secretary Blinken With Margaret Brennan of CBS News,” Website of the US Department of State, March 6, 2022 
[https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-on-cbs-face-the-nation-with-margaret-brennan]. 
 
83 Paul McLeary, Alexander Ward and Betsy Woodruff Swan, “Shot down: How Biden scuttled the deal to get MiGs to Ukraine,” Po-
litico, March 10, 2022 [https://www.politico.com/news/2022/03/10/poland-fighter-jet-deal-ukraine-russia-00016038]. 
 
84 “Statement of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Poland in connection with the statement by the US Secretary of 
State on providing airplanes to Ukraine,” Website of the Republic of Poland, March 8, 2022 [https://www.gov.pl/web/diplo-
macy/statement-of-the-minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-republic-of-poland-in-connection-with-the-statement-by-the-us-secre-
tary-of-state-on-providing-airplanes-to-ukraine]. 
 
85 “Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs Testifies on Ukraine,” C-SPAN, March 8, 2022 [https://www.c-
span.org/video/?518355-1/undersecretary-nuland-russian-forces-seeking-control-chemical-weapons (from 22:10)]. 
 
86 “Statement by Pentagon Press Secretary John F. Kirby on Security Assistance to Ukraine,” Website of the US Department of De-
fense, March 8, 2022 [https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/2960180/statement-by-pentagon-press-secre-
tary-john-f-kirby-on-security-assistance-to-uk/]. 

https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-on-cbs-face-the-nation-with-margaret-brennan
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/03/10/poland-fighter-jet-deal-ukraine-russia-00016038
https://www.gov.pl/web/diplomacy/statement-of-the-minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-republic-of-poland-in-connection-with-the-statement-by-the-us-secretary-of-state-on-providing-airplanes-to-ukraine
https://www.gov.pl/web/diplomacy/statement-of-the-minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-republic-of-poland-in-connection-with-the-statement-by-the-us-secretary-of-state-on-providing-airplanes-to-ukraine
https://www.gov.pl/web/diplomacy/statement-of-the-minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-republic-of-poland-in-connection-with-the-statement-by-the-us-secretary-of-state-on-providing-airplanes-to-ukraine
https://www.c-span.org/video/?518355-1/undersecretary-nuland-russian-forces-seeking-control-chemical-weapons
https://www.c-span.org/video/?518355-1/undersecretary-nuland-russian-forces-seeking-control-chemical-weapons
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/2960180/statement-by-pentagon-press-secretary-john-f-kirby-on-security-assistance-to-uk/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/2960180/statement-by-pentagon-press-secretary-john-f-kirby-on-security-assistance-to-uk/


 35 

wanted to prevent Western support that could tip the balance and force a conflict with NATO, she 

concluded.87 

 

Meanwhile, the failed MiG deal was again the subject of a March 9 telephone conversation between 

Austin and Polish Defense Minister Mariusz Błaszczak. In the subsequent press conference, spokes-

man Kirby reiterated the US government’s opposition to the Polish proposal. He said that the US did not 

currently support the transfer of more fighter aircraft to the Ukrainian Air Force and therefore had no 

desire to have Polish jets placed under US custody. Kirby cited three reasons for this: “First, we believe 

the best way to support Ukrainian defense is by providing them the weapons and the systems that they 

need most to defeat Russian aggression. In particular, anti-armor, and air defense. […] Secondly, Ukrain-

ian Air Force currently has several squadrons of fully mission capable aircraft. We assess that adding 

aircraft to the Ukrainian inventory is not likely to significantly change the effectiveness of the Ukrainian 

Air Force relative to Russian capabilities.” Finally, “the intelligence community has assessed the transfer 

of MIG-29s to Ukraine may be mistaken as escalatory. And could result in significant Russian reaction 

that might increase the prospects of a military escalation with NATO” Kirby added. Thus, providing addi-

tional combat aircraft offered “little increased capabilities at high risk.”88 

 

On March 9, German Chancellor Scholz also rejected the delivery of fighter jets to Ukraine from the 

Ramstein Air Base in Germany. He said it was necessary to consider very carefully what could be done 

concretely to support Ukraine – “and that certainly does not include fighter jets,” the chancellor said in a 

joint press conference with Canadian President Justin Trudeau, who agreed: All actors had to be very 

careful in order to avoid contributing to escalation and to an expansion of the conflict.89 

 

Meanwhile, Zelenskyy thanked Poland for the proposed alternative solution in a March 9 address and 

called on the countries involved to resolve the purely “technical issue” of the delivery procedure “imme-

diately.” Human lives were at stake, he said.90 In an interview, the Ukrainian president added that he 

thought Russia’s nuclear threats were a “bluff.” It was one thing to be a “murderer.” It was another thing 

to be suicidal. Any use of nuclear weapons spelled the end for everyone involved – not just the actor us-

ing them first. Putin’s threat displayed weakness. “One threatens to use nuclear weapons only when all 

else fails,” Zelenskyy said. “I am sure that Russia is aware of the disastrous consequences of attempting 

to use nuclear weapons.”91 
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25. Warning  

In turn, Kremlin spokesperson Peskov warned at a March 9 press conference against the use of “any 

other airfields” for military aircraft takeoffs. This was “an extremely undesirable and potentially dan-

gerous scenario.”92 

 

On March 10, anonymous sources leaked to the media that the government in Warsaw had proposed to 

deliver MiGs via Ramstein out of fear of possible Russian military strikes – potentially nuclear – on 

Polish military bases. However, with the US equally unwilling to take on additional escalation risks, the 

West instead decided to supply air defense systems to Ukraine.93 

 

26. De-escalatory 

The Commander of the United States European Command Tod Wolters indeed expressed such esca-

lation concerns on March 10. MiGs would “not appreciably increase the effectiveness of the Ukrain-

ian Air Force” as it already owned “numerous mission capable aircraft” that were “flying daily.” And: 

The US intelligence community assessed that the transfer could be “mistaken as escalatory and could 

result in Russian escalation with NATO,” which would produce “a high risk scenario.”94 

 

The US government had a “tight rope to walk – support Ukraine, keep the coalition (NATO/EU) together, 

and not provoke a mercurial Putin,” former US Director of National Intelligence James Clapper ex-

plained in an interview. After all, the “Russian threshold for using nuclear weapons [was] lower.” How-

ever, Clapper expressed incomprehension at the strict rejection of MiG deliveries. After all, he said, 

Washington was already supplying thousands of Stinger and Javelin missiles to Ukraine, “which are re-

sponsible for the deaths of thousands of Russian soldiers – which would seem to violate Putin’s ‘red line’ 

already.”95 

 

Statements by Western leaders shed additional light on NATO’s dilemma. In an interview on March 11, 

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson noted that any head of state in Zelenskyy’s position would call for 

a no-fly zone; and yet, the United Kingdom could not agree to such a demand. There was “a line” beyond 

which the United Kingdom and NATO would be deemed to be in direct conflict with Russia. To imple-

ment a no-fly zone, UK pilots would have to shoot down Russian warplanes, Johnson said. It was “ago-

nizing,” but “everything” had to be done to avert such a scenario, as it would involve “two P5 nuclear 

powers.”96  

 

27. De-escalatory 

On the same March 11 , Biden also stressed that while the United States would “defend every inch of 

NATO territory with the full might of a united and galvanized NATO,” Washington would “not fight a 
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war against Russia in Ukraine.” The reason: “A direct confrontation between NATO and Russia is 

World War III. And something we must strive to prevent.”97 The United States had a “sacred obliga-

tion on NATO territory — a sacred obligation — Article 5,” but Washington would “not fight the third 

World War in Ukraine,” Biden added at a political event.98 

 

These caveats notwithstanding, the West agreed on further military assistance to Ukraine. On March 11, 

Josep Borrell said that the European Union would provide another 500 million euros worth of military 

assistance to Kyiv.99 The following day, Blinken also announced further US support of up to 200 million 

US dollars. 100 

 

As Russia’s threats appeared to succeed in deterring the delivery of fighter jets to Ukraine, however, offi-

cials in Moscow began to link other arms deliveries to potential escalation. For instance, on March 12, 

Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergey Ryabkov told an interviewer that Moscow had warned the 

United States that orchestrating the delivery of weapons from a number of countries to Ukraine was not 

only a “dangerous move,” but it would render the “convoys” “legitimate targets.”101 

 

Around the world, many worried about the crisis’ dangers. UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres on 

March 14 noted the potential for escalation in the current situation. Thus, he warned that a nuclear con-

flict was again “within the realm of possibility” and that raising the alert of Russian nuclear forces had 

been a “bone-chilling development.”102 

 

Regardless, on March 15, in an unprecedented show of solidarity, the prime ministers of Poland, the 

Czech Republic, and Slovenia, as well as Polish Deputy Prime Minister Jarosław Kaczyński, traveled to 

Kyiv, where they met with Zelenskyy and Ukrainian Prime Minister Denys Shmzgal.  

 

28. Warning  

In this context, Kaczyński made a renewed push for direct Western support for Ukraine, calling for “a 

peacekeeping mission from NATO, or even possibly from a larger international structure, but a mis-

sion that will be able to defend itself and that will operate on Ukrainian territory.”103 

 

This proposal was met by a mixed response. Ahead of an extraordinary NATO defense ministers’ meet-

ing on March 16, Danish Defense Minister Morten Bødskov said the Danish government was “ready to 
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contribute soldiers” to such a peacekeeping mission “if it can help put an end to this bloody war.”104 Ger-

man Defense Minister Christine Lambrecht, however, expressed caution. “This is not a war in which 

NATO is involved,” she said. It was necessary to “prevent a conflagration” and to “keep a cool head to en-

sure that this war does not become a NATO war.”105 Nevertheless, she said, a very intensive discussion 

was needed about what constitutes “credible deterrence” and what would be “required” to achieve it. 

“Even if there is no evidence so far that the alliance territory is under attack, we cannot rule it out,” the 

minister stressed.106 

 

29. De-escalatory 

In the press conference following the NATO defense ministers’ meeting on March 16, however, there 

was no mention of the Polish proposal for a peacekeeping mission. Stoltenberg said Allies were 

united in their support for Ukraine, but they were equally united in saying that “NATO should not de-

ploy forces on the ground or in the airspace of Ukraine.” This is because they “have a responsibility to 

ensure that this conflict, this war, doesn’t escalate beyond Ukraine.” NATO would “not tolerate any 

attack on Allied sovereignty or territorial integrity,” he stressed. In this context, Stoltenberg an-

nounced a “reset” of the Alliance’s “collective defense and deterrence for the longer term.” Above all, 

NATO’s eastern flank should be strengthened. Referring to the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act, 

which had ruled out the permanent stationing of NATO troops on the territory of the former Warsaw 

Pact states, he stressed that today we were in a “totally different security environment.” The Alliance 

would not let this document “create problems or hindrance for NATO to make the necessary deci-

sions.” In light of Putin’s nuclear threats, Stoltenberg warned, one should “not underestimate the dan-

gers related to the military capabilities of Russia, including the will to actually use force and impulse 

devastation and destruction on others.” NATO would do everything necessary “to make sure that 

there is no room for misunderstanding in Moscow, for miscalculation in Moscow about our commit-

ment, readiness to protect and defend all allies and every inch of NATO territory.” In addition, he ex-

plained, ministers had decided to provide significant support to Ukraine. 107 

 

Also on March 16, in an emotional speech to the US Congress, Zelenskyy campaigned for the establish-

ment of a no-fly zone or, alternatively, the delivery of S-300 air defense systems to Ukraine.108 And in-

deed on the same day, Biden announced an additional military support package for Kyiv, including “800 

anti-aircraft systems to make sure the Ukrainian military can continue to … stop the planes and helicop-

ters that have been attacking their people and to defend their Ukrainian airspace.”109 According to the 
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White House, the 800 million US dollars package included additional 800 Stinger and 2,000 Javelin air 

defense systems and 100 advanced guided missiles.110 

 

30. Warning  

Russian rhetoric, meanwhile, remained aggressive. In a videoconference with representatives of Rus-

sian regional governments on March 16, Putin leveled serious accusations against Western states. 

The West, he said, wanted to “cancel” Russia, “to finish [it] off, to reduce [it] to nothing by turning [it] 

into a weak and dependent country, destroying [its] territorial integrity and dismembering Russia.” 

But this would not work, the West would “fail,” Putin stressed. He also again described Western sanc-

tions as having “all the attributes of an aggression, a war.”111 This comparison could be interpreted as 

a potential legitimization for further Russian aggression, or even for threats involving nuclear weap-

ons. 

 

Against the backdrop of continued Russian rhetoric, US National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan spoke 

with his Russian counterpart, Nikolai Patrushev, Secretary of the Russian Federation Security Council 

on March 16. In this context, Sullivan warned Moscow “about consequences and implications of any 

possible Russian decision to use chemical or biological weapons in Ukraine.”112 

 

On March 17, Zelenskyy continued his political campaign for additional support for Ukraine. In a 

speech to the German Bundestag, he urged the German government to take “the leadership role that 

Germany deserves” and called on members of the Bundestag to provide more aid to Kyiv. In particular, 

he said, Germany should trade less with Russia and support Ukraine’s EU accession plans. He also indi-

rectly asked for a no-fly zone.113  

 

The response remained muted. In a joint press conference with NATO Secretary General Stoltenberg, 

Scholz promised Germany would “continue to stand by the brave Ukrainians in defending their country 

and resisting Russian aggression – with financial means, with humanitarian aid, but also by supplying 

military equipment.” However, he stressed, “it should also be clearly stated: NATO will not intervene 

militarily in this war.” 114 Stoltenberg expressed a similar view. NATO had “a responsibility to prevent 

this conflict from escalating further. That would be even more dangerous. And would cause more suffer-

ing, death and destruction.”115 
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On March 17, the issue of MiG deliveries came up again. At a press briefing with US Defense Secretary 

Austin, Slovak Defense Minister Jaroslav Naď said the jets and their possible replacement with newer 

US aircraft had been part of the conversation with Austin.116 

 

US intelligence agencies, meanwhile, expected Russian reliance upon nuclear deterrence to increase. On 

March 17, US Defense Intelligence Agency Director Lt. Gen. Scott Berrier submitted a written state-

ment noting that “this war and its consequences slowly weaken Russian conventional strength.” As a re-

sult, “Russia likely will increasingly rely on its nuclear deterrent to signal the West and project strength 

to its internal and external audiences.”117 

 

Some details emerged on February 24, 2023 about US interactions with China in spring 2022. Blinken 

told an interviewer that Washington had been concerned by the “no limits” phrase at the Xi-Putin sum-

mit meeting. In a videoconference on March 18, Biden told Xi that “any Chinese military support for 

Russia in this conflict” or a “systematic evasion of sanctions” would be a “serious problem” for the bilat-

eral relationship. The official readout had merely stated that Biden “described the implications and con-

sequences if China provides material support to Russia as it conducts brutal attacks against Ukrainian 

cities and civilians.” Subsequently, China abstained, Blinken assessed one year later. There had been “no 

lethal military support” or systematic evasion of sanctions.118 

 

Possibly also against the background of this assessment and referring to the Polish proposal of a NATO 

peacekeeping mission, US Ambassador Thomas-Greenfield stressed again on March 20 that there 

would be no American ground troops in Ukraine. “We don’t want to escalate this into a war with the 

United States, but we will support our NATO allies,” Thomas-Greenfield explained, reiterating a repeat-

edly stated US position. Nevertheless, “other NATO countries may decide that they want to put troops 

inside of Ukraine,” she further explained. And: “If there is an attack on any of our NATO countries under 

Article 5, … we will support those countries and defend those countries,” she affirmed, noting that the 

United States had troops in NATO countries.119 

 

Stoltenberg gave a similarly cautious reply on March 20, when asked whether a potential Russian use 

of chemical weapons would change NATO’s position on a no-fly zone. “Allies support Ukraine, but at the 

same time it is extremely important that we prevent this conflict from becoming a full-fledged war be-

tween NATO and Russia, because that will cause much more damage,” he explained. “Russia is a nuclear 

power,” Stoltenberg stressed. Putin was spreading “dangerous nuclear rhetoric” and the Alliance’s main 
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responsibility was to protect one billion people living in NATO countries, he said. However, the use of 

chemical weapons would be “a blatant and brutal violation of international law.”120 

 

31. Warning  

Against this background, Russia seemed bent to signal resolve by choosing to employ new types of 

nuclear-capable weapons. According to Russian media, Moscow employed a new Kinzhal hypersonic 

missile for the first time in Ukraine on March 18-20 – a nuclear-capable missile, but carrying a con-

ventional warhead.121 

 

32. De-escalatory 

The US government appeared unimpressed. On March 20, US Defense Secretary Austin explained 

that Putin was using these weapons because he was trying to “reestablish some momentum.” As for 

Moscow’s nuclear threats, Austin stressed, “any threat of the use of a nuclear weapon … is very dan-

gerous.” However, he remained “confident” that the United States could defend itself as well as its al-

lies and partners. Russia’s nuclear rhetoric was “not helpful,” but he was taking it seriously. A poten-

tial use of chemical weapons by Russia, Austin said, would draw a “significant reaction from not only 

the United States, but also the global community.” However, he would “not speculate about what ex-

actly would change [the US calculus].”122 

 

33. De-escalatory 

Once again, some Russian officials started to walk back their government’s nuclear narratives. For in-

stance, in a March 22 interview, Kremlin spokesman Peskov again claimed that Ukraine had sought 

to develop nuclear weapons. However, when asked whether Putin would use nuclear weapons, he 

merely referred to Russia’s official doctrine, according to which nuclear weapons could be used only 

in the event of an “existential threat” to Russia. There was no other reasons than the ones mentioned 

in the doctrine, he stressed. Nonetheless, he avoided a definitive answer on whether Russia was con-

sidering using nuclear weapons in the current situation.123 On the same day, Sergey Ryabkov toed 

this line. “The question of potential use of [Russia’s] military nuclear potential [was] completely tied 

to the corresponding clauses of the Russian military doctrine and corresponding points of the basics 

of state policy on nuclear deterrence.” Russia had “an extremely responsible approach to this matter” 

and would “never escalate anything.”124 

 

34. Warning  

The very next day, however, Russian officials again warned of a possible NATO-Russia confrontation 

should there be a NATO peacekeeping mission in Ukraine. This “would be a very reckless and ex-

tremely dangerous decision,” Peskov explained. Any possible contact between Russian and NATO 
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forces “could have clear consequences that would be hard to repair,” he continued.125 Lavrov ex-

pressed similar sentiments: “This would be the direct clash between the Russian and NATO armed 

forces that everyone has not only tried to avoid but said should not take place in principle,” the Rus-

sian minister concluded.126 Later, on March 23, Medvedev said the United States had conspired to de-

stroy Russia as part of a “primitive game” since the 1991 fall of the Soviet Union. The Kremlin would 

never allow the destruction of Russia, he added, but warned Washington that if it did achieve what he 

characterized as its destructive aims, then the world could face a dystopian crisis that would end in a 

“big nuclear explosion.” Russia’s destruction could lead to an unstable leadership in Moscow “with a 

maximum number of nuclear weapons aimed at targets in the United States and Europe.”127 Dmitry 

Rogozin, the head of the state aerospace corporation, Roscosmos, said that Russia’s nuclear arsenal 

would help deter the West from intervening in Ukraine. Russia was “capable of physically destroying 

any aggressor or any aggressor group within minutes at any distance.”128 

 

35. Escalatory 

On the same day, on March 23, US media reports suggested a marked hardening in US rhetoric re-

garding a potential Russian nuclear use. According to a Biden administration official, the US president 

“remained adamant about keeping American forces out of Ukraine.” Yet “it would be misguided not to 

closely examine the thresholds, if any, under which the president would reverse himself.” Even the 

use of sub-strategic nuclear weapons inside Ukraine “would mean that ‘all bets are off’ on the United 

States and NATO staying out of the war,” a senior official reportedly said. Similarly, Democratic Sena-

tor and Armed Services Committee Chairman Jack Reed also suggested that a Russian attack with 

chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons of mass destruction in Ukraine would have “consequences.” 

A nuclear attack inside Ukraine could even “be considered an attack on a NATO member,” if nuclear 

radiation were to be blown into a NATO state, he reportedly added. However, according to US offi-

cials, the Biden administration so far considered the likelihood of a nuclear attack to be low. Neither 

the US nor NATO had observed any military actions indicating Russia was preparing a nuclear strike, 

said a senior official. “We haven’t seen anything that’s made us adjust our posture, our nuclear pos-

ture,” National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan also confirmed.129 

 

36. Warning  

France appeared similarly undaunted by Russia’s threats. Notwithstanding the level of tensions, the 

French Defense Ministry announced on March 23 that it had conducted a test of a nuclear-armed 
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air-launched missile as planned.130 According to later media reports, the French armed forces also de-

ployed three of their four nuclear submarines around the same time. French experts suggested this 

was done to protect the submarines from a potential Russian nuclear strike on French naval bases.131 

 

Ahead of an extraordinary NATO summit on March 24, NATO Secretary General Stoltenberg appeared 

much more determined than before as well. In a press conference on March 23, he stressed the Alliance 

was not only “ready ... to protect and defend Allies” but also “ready to respond massively to any poten-

tial threat or attack against any NATO Allied country.” NATO has “deployed a substantial number of 

combat-ready troops to the eastern part of the Alliance” and “on top of that, increased the presence by 

the United States and others within the bilateral arrangements.” At the extraordinary summit, Stolten-

berg declared, Allies would further agree to deploy “four more battlegroups to Slovakia, Hungary, Bul-

garia and Romania” and to substantially increase their long-term presence as part of the previously an-

nounced deterrence and defense “reset” of the Alliance. Russia had to stop its “dangerous” and 

“irresponsible” nuclear saber rattling, Stoltenberg continued. NATO was sending Russia a “very clear 

message … that a nuclear war cannot be won and should never be fought,” he said. The war in Ukraine 

had to end, “because we need to do everything we can to prevent the war from escalating beyond 

Ukraine and becoming even more deadly and even more dangerous,” he stressed. 

 

37. Warning  

Echoing earlier statements from US officials, Stoltenberg also declared that “any use of nuclear 

weapons” would “fundamentally change the nature of the conflict.” Similarly, any chemical weapons 

use would be “absolutely unacceptable,” “a blatant violation of international law” with “severe conse-

quences,” and would “fundamentally change the nature of the conflict.” Any use of chemical weapons 

would be “absolutely unacceptable.”132 On the following day, Biden echoed this sentiment, stating 

that a Russian use of chemical weapons “would trigger a response in kind.”133 

A growing rhetorical confrontation ensued. In an apparent parallel to Russia’s nuclear doctrine, accord-

ing to which nuclear weapons could be used in case of an existential threat, Vladimir Medinsky, a 

member of Russia’s presidential administration declared on March 24 that the West was “pushing Rus-

sia towards destruction.” “The very existence of Russia as a Russian civilization is at stake today,” he de-

clared.134 On March 25, Lavrov commented on Western sanctions against Russia, claiming that “a genu-

ine hybrid war, a ‘total war’” had been declared against Russia. “This term … is now pronounced by 

many European politicians when talking about what they want to do with Russia,” he said and added, 

“the goals are not concealed, they are publicly announced, that is to destroy, devastate, ruin, and suffo-

cate the Russian economy and Russia as a whole.”135  

 
130 Tweet by @Armees_Gouv, Twitter, March 23, 2022 [https://twitter.com/Armees_Gouv/status/1506706444917383176]. 
  
131 Michaela Wiegel, “Frankreich schickt drei Atom-U-Boote zu Manövern (France sends three nuclear submarines on maneu-
vers),” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, March 24, 2022 [https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/erhoehte-alarmbereitschaft-frank-
reich-schickt-drei-atom-u-boote-in-manoever-17906079.html]. 
 
132 “Press conference by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg previewing the extraordinary Summit of NATO Heads of State 
and Government,” Website of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, March 23, 2022, 
[https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_193610.htm]. 
 
133 “Remarks by President Biden in Press Conference,” Website of the White House, March 24, 2022, 
[https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/03/24/remarks-by-president-biden-in-press-conference-
7/] 
 
134 “Мединский: Запад подталкивает Россию к разрушению политической системы и всей страны (Medinsky: The West is 
pushing Russia to destroy the political system and the entire country),” TASS, March 24, 2022 [https://tass.ru/poli-
tika/14167939].  
 
135  “Lavrov slams all-out sanctions spree, says West’s values ‘aren’t worth a red cent’,” TASS, March 25, 2022 
[https://tass.com/politics/1427557]. 

https://twitter.com/Armees_Gouv/status/1506706444917383176
https://twitter.com/Armees_Gouv/status/1506706444917383176
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/erhoehte-alarmbereitschaft-frankreich-schickt-drei-atom-u-boote-in-manoever-17906079.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/erhoehte-alarmbereitschaft-frankreich-schickt-drei-atom-u-boote-in-manoever-17906079.html
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_193610.htm
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/03/24/remarks-by-president-biden-in-press-conference-7/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/03/24/remarks-by-president-biden-in-press-conference-7/
https://tass.ru/politika/14167939
https://tass.ru/politika/14167939
https://tass.ru/politika/14167939
https://tass.com/politics/1427557


44 

38. Warning  

On March 26, Medvedev once again emphasized the expansive nature of Russia’s nuclear doctrine. 

According to its own “special document on nuclear deterrence,” Moscow was “entitled” to use nuclear 

weapons in four instances. The fourth case was when “an act of aggression” was “committed against 

Russia and its allies, which jeopardized the existence of the country itself, even without the use of nu-

clear weapons, that is, with the use of conventional weapons.” The Russian government possessed a 

“determination to defend the independence, sovereignty of our country, not to give anyone a reason 

to doubt even the slightest that we are ready to give a worthy response to any infringement on our 

country, on its independence.”136    

 

The verbal escalation continued. Also on March 26, at a meeting with Ukrainian refugees in Poland, 

Biden called Putin a “butcher.”137 In a subsequent speech at Warsaw’s Royal Palace, he went further de-

claring, “for God’s sake, this man [Putin] cannot remain in power” and describing NATO’s mutual assis-

tance clause, Article 5, a “sacred obligation.”138 This statement, which seemed to indicate a shift in US 

goals towards a policy of regime change vis-à-vis Moscow, caused a stir among observers and was 

promptly walked back by the Biden administration.  “He was not discussing Putin’s power in Russia, or 

regime change,” explained a White House official.139 US Secretary of State Blinken made similar com-

ments on the same day. “I think the President, the White House made the point last night that, quite 

simply, President Putin cannot be empowered to wage war or engage in aggression against Ukraine or 

anyone else,” declared Blinken. “We do not have a strategy of regime change in Russia or anywhere else 

… It’s up to the Russian people.” However, the United States have “a strategy to strongly support Ukraine 

... to put unprecedented pressure on Russia ... to make sure that we’re providing all of the humanitarian 

support that we can, and … to reinforce NATO.”140 This position was reiterated by US Permanent Repre-

sentative to NATO Julianne Smith on March 27. “Let me be clear … the US does not have a policy of re-

gime change towards Russia, but … Putin cannot be empowered to wage war,” she emphasized.141  

 

Also on March 27, Russia carried out a missile attack near the Polish NATO border – an area where 

Western weapons were reportedly being brought into Ukraine.142 

On the same day, March 27, in a detailed interview, Zelenskyy laid out Ukraine’s position regarding po-

tential negotiations with Russia. Kyiv, he said, was ready to talk about security guarantees and neutral-

ity. However, such guarantees could not “become just another paper like the Budapest Memorandum,” 

he stressed. The document “should be signed by all of the security guarantors” and “ratified by the par-

liaments of the guarantor countries.” In addition, it was “imperative that there be a referendum in 

Ukraine,” since such a change in status would require a constitutional amendment, which could only be 
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implemented relatively quickly, that is within a few months, by means of a referendum, explained Zelen-

skyy. Yet, as long as Russian troops were in Ukraine, no security guarantor would sign such a document, 

nor would a potential Ukrainian referendum be legitimate. Zelenskyy also expressed skepticism regard-

ing the Polish push for a peacekeeping mission in Ukraine. This had been “entirely Poland’s idea” and he 

did not “completely understand the proposal at the moment.” Ukraine did not need “a stagnant conflict 

on [its] territory,” he explained. Further, the Ukrainian President rejected Russian claims that Kyiv pos-

sessed biological or chemical weapons. “We’d love to, but there’s nothing here,” he stated. If he had been 

in power when Ukraine “signed away all its interests,” he “would not have given up everything.”  Asked 

about the Ukrainian war aims, Zelenskyy explained that Kyiv wanted to “minimize the number of deaths 

and reduce the duration of this war” as well as bring about a withdrawal of the Russian troops to the 

“compromise territories,” that is to where they were before the February 24 attack. “I understand that 

forcing Russia to completely let the territory go is impossible, it would lead to World War III,” he de-

clared.143  

 

On March 28, Biden qualified his controversial remarks in Poland that Putin could not remain in power. 

He had merely expressed his “moral outrage” and “personal feelings” about Putin’s “actions” and his 

“brutality.” He “wasn’t … articulating a policy change.” Putin “shouldn’t remain in power. Just like … bad 

people shouldn’t continue to do bad things. But it doesn’t mean [that Washington has] a fundamental 

policy to do anything to take Putin down in any way,” Biden emphasized. Putin’s behavior was “totally 

unacceptable,” he said. But the way to deal with this was to “keep NATO completely united and to help 

Ukraine where we can.” After repeated inquiries about a possible US regime change policy, Biden 

pointed to the escalation risks of such a strategy: “The last thing I want to do is engage in a land war or a 

nuclear war with Russia,” the US president stressed. People like Putin should not “be ruling countries, 

but they do” and he had merely expressed his indignation about this. Asked to clarify his statement that 

a Russian use of chemical weapons would “trigger a response in kind,” Biden said that such an act would 

“trigger a significant response.” He refused to say what exactly that meant, however, because “then Rus-

sia knows the response.”144 

 

39. De-escalatory 

Biden’s controversial remarks did not result in an escalation of Russian nuclear rhetoric. On March 

28, Kremlin spokesperson Peskov did emphasize that Biden’s statements about Putin were “alarm-

ing,” a “personal insult” and “unacceptable.” “It’s not for the United States’ president to decide who is 

going to be and who is the president of Russia, it is the people of Russia who decide it during elec-

tions,” he explained. However, in the same interview Peskov also clarified and revised previous nu-

clear threats, citing Russian doctrine. “Any outcome” of Russia’s operation in Ukraine “of course, is 

not a reason for usage of a nuclear weapon,” he said. Russia, he said, had a security concept that “very 

clearly states that only when there is a threat for the existence of the state in our country, we can use 

and we will actually use nuclear weapons to eliminate the threat for the existence of our country.” 

“Let’s keep these two things separate ... the existence of the state and the special military operation in 

Ukraine,” Peskov said. “They have nothing to do with each other.”  

 

Nevertheless, the Kremlin spokesman also recalled “the initial statement of [Putin] … when he or-

dered the operation on the 24th February,” in which he warned various states “not to interfere in af-

fairs between Ukraine and Russia during this operation.” “Everyone understands what he meant [by 
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that],” Peskov declared. When asked if that meant Putin would use nuclear weapons if a third country 

intervened in Ukraine, he said, “I don’t think so,” although Putin had made it clear that no one should 

interfere. If anyone did, Peskov explained, Russia had “all the possibilities to prevent that and punish 

all those who are going to interfere.” However, “no one is thinking about using, not even about the 

idea of using a nuclear weapon.”  

 

Asked about a scenario in which Russia might send troops to or bomb a NATO country, Peskov re-

mained cautious: “If it’s not a reciprocal act, so if they don’t make us do that, we cannot think about 

that and we do not want to think about that.” 145 

 

At negotiations in Istanbul on March 29, Ukrainian representatives submitted a proposal on what 

Ukrainian neutrality, one of Moscow’s key demands, might look like. Accordingly, the United States, the 

United Kingdom, France, Turkey, Germany, Canada, Poland, and Israel would have to offer a pledge mir-

roring NATO’s Article 5 to respond to any attack on Ukraine’s sovereignty. Ukrainian negotiator David 

Arakhamia called this a “Ukrainian NATO” that would ensure a “fortified neutrality status.”146  

 

At first sight, the Russian side appeared to react favorably to the Ukrainian proposal, with Russian Dep-

uty Defense Minister Alexander Fomin presenting the Istanbul negotiations as a reason to “radically … 

reduce military activity in the Kiev and Chernigov direction.” This measure was meant to “increase mu-

tual trust and create the necessary conditions for further negotiations,” he explained.147 This was “not a 

ceasefire,” however, stressed Presidential Administration member Medinsky.148  

 

On the same day, Pentagon spokesman Kirby confirmed that some Russian troops were indeed with-

drawing from the Ukrainian capital. However, Kirby did not interpret this as a full-fledged withdrawal, 

but rather as a redeployment in preparation for the next offensive. “We believe that this is a reposition-

ing, not a real withdrawal, and that we all should be prepared to watch for a major offensive against 

other areas of Ukraine,” he explained. The threat to Kyiv was not over, he added.149 

 

The reaction of the states expected to underpin Ukraine’s neutrality, however, remained cautious. Ac-

cording to media reports, France seemed open to some kind of guaranteed neutrality status, but not to a 

mutual assistance clause along the lines of NATO’s Article 5.150 Similarly, British Justice Minister Domi-

nic Raab stated in a March 30 interview that the United Kingdom would “not … replicate unilaterally 
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the NATO commitments that apply to NATO members.” The bottom line: “Ukraine is not a NATO mem-

ber” and London would not risk a direct military confrontation with Russia, he explained. The British 

government had provided a lot of military support, including training for Ukrainian troops as well as 

anti-tank and anti-aircraft missiles, and it would always consider “other … forms of support,” stressed 

Raab.151 

 

In turn, Berlin appeared cautiously supportive of the Ukrainian proposal. Chancellor Scholz had “sig-

naled a general readiness [to provide security guarantees],” said German government spokesperson 

Steffen Hebestreit on March 30. Nevertheless, it would be necessary to consider carefully how such 

security guarantees would be formulated. He did not want to speculate about a possible “military com-

ponent,” Hebestreit explained. In line with Raab, he also emphasized that Berlin did “not want to be-

come a military actor in this war.”152 Baerbock expressed similar caution. It was important to under-

stand, what a direct confrontation with Russia would mean, she stressed. This would be “a third world 

war, … a direct military confrontation between Russia and the NATO alliance area, and we are experi-

encing right now that [Putin] ... has stopped at virtually nothing,” she continued. Therefore, everything 

possible needed to be done to prevent further escalation. However, she said, there would be a response 

to any use of chemical weapons, though she would not speculate about that, but rather do “everything to 

ensure that it does not come to that.” Germany would provide full support “in all the areas in which we 

can support without running the risk that this war spills over to other European countries,” added 

Baerbock. Thus, “if guarantees are needed, Germany will be there and provide guarantees.”153 

 

Meanwhile, further efforts were made to deliver Soviet weapons to Ukraine from European countries’ 

stockpiles. On March 30, US Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Celeste Wal-

lander explained that the United States had “focused on getting countries that hold Soviet legacy sys-

tems, including S-300 systems ― that have spare parts, missiles, different parts of that S-300 ― who are 

willing to send that to Ukraine.”154 

 

On the same day, March 30, a spokesman for the Russian Defense Ministry, Igor Konashenkov, con-

firmed recent Russian troop movements were indeed part of a planned redeployment in preparation for 

a new phase in the conflict focused on the Donbass region. 

 

At the first stage of the special military operation …, it was planned to force the enemy to concen-

trate his forces, means, resources and military equipment to hold large settlements in these areas, 

including Kyiv, to tie them up on the battlefield and without storming these cities, … inflict such a 

defeat on the armed formations of the Kyiv regime that would not allow it to use these forces in the 

main direction of operations of our armed forces – in the Donbas. All of these goals have been 

met.155 
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Russia’s military reorientation was accompanied by more moderate rhetoric. In a speech to representa-

tives of the Russian business community on March 31, Putin called the Western sanctions an “economic 

war.” Their goal, he claimed, was to “reduce Russia’s development” and to curb the country’s rights to be 

free and independent – a formulation that could be classified as more moderate than previous state-

ments. Unlike previous declarations, in which Russian representatives had accused the West of attack-

ing Russia’s existence, this time Putin simply said that Russia did not want to “dance to a foreign tune, ... 

give away [its] national rights, [its] traditional values.”156 

 

Meanwhile, the West focused on expanding assistance to Ukraine. On March 31, following a videocon-

ference bringing together states supporting Kyiv, British Defense Secretary Ben Wallace noted that 35 

countries now wanted to support Kyiv. “There will be more lethal aid going into Ukraine,” Wallace said, 

but some states, led by the United States, had also promised more financial support. In light of the Rus-

sian bombing of Ukrainian cities, Kyiv now needed longer-range artillery, Wallace explained. In addition, 

Ukraine was looking for equipment to defend its coast and “armored vehicles of some types, not neces-

sarily tanks, but certainly protective vehicles … and more anti-air [systems].”157 

 

40. De-escalatory 

Against this background, US intelligence officials concluded Russia was not doing anything to prepare 

for using nuclear weapons. There had not been “any activity by the Russians that would change [the 

US] assessment or ... strategic deterrence posture,” a senior US Pentagon official stated in a March 31 

briefing. There was “no indication at this time that [Russia is] preparing to use those kinds of weap-

ons.”158 

 

April 2022: Fading momentum 

 

41. De-escalatory 

Nevertheless, the US military took no chances and on April 1 canceled the initially postponed test of a 

Minuteman III intercontinental ballistic missile. According to US Air Force spokeswoman Ann 

Stefanek, this decision “was due to the same reasons as when it had been first delayed.” The Air 

Force was “confident in the readiness of the strategic forces of the United States,” Stefanek 

stressed.159 On the same day, a US defense official acknowledged that Washington had also kept a suc-

cessful hypersonic missile test from mid-March under wraps to prevent further escalation with Rus-

sia.160 
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Arms deliveries, however, remained unaffected by these apparent de-escalation efforts. On April 1, a US 

official announced that the US government would soon begin working with allies to facilitate the deliv-

ery of Soviet tanks to Kyiv.161 It was in this context that Germany agreed to a transfer of 56 BMP-1 infan-

try fighting vehicles from stockpiles of the Eastern German National People’s Army now in possession of 

the Czech Republic.162 

 

On April 2, Ukrainian Deputy Defense Minister Hanna Malyar declared that the entire Kyiv region had 

now been “liberated.”163 In the days following the Russian withdrawal, an increasing number of reports 

of killings and other atrocities committed by Russian troops in the temporarily occupied areas sur-

faced.164 As early as April 3, Human Rights Watch said it had documented “laws-of-war violations 

against civilians in … the Chernihiv, Kharkiv, and Kyiv regions.”165 Zelenskyy went further, accusing 

Russia of “genocide.”166  

 

Gruesome images from the Kyiv suburb of Bucha in particular also triggered an international outcry.167 

In Germany, reports about alleged war crimes sparked a debate about a potential embargo on Russian 

gas and seemed to facilitate the provision of military support for Ukraine. “There must be a reaction,” 

declared Defense Minister Lambrecht on April 3. “Such crimes cannot remain unanswered,” she added, 

promising to examine what needed to be done to provide additional military assistance to Ukraine and 

calling for a discussion among EU member states on a potential freeze of gas imports from Russia.168  

 

Similarly, Baerbock promised at a conference meant to organize support for Moldova on April 4 that 

Germany would once again “step up support for the defense of Ukraine” because “Bucha and Mariupol 

show that this is a matter of life and death for millions of people in Ukraine.” Therefore, she noted, Ger-

many was “now also looking at systems that [it had] not delivered so far and [was] discussing whether 

technical problems that [occurred] during delivery and use cannot be solved after all.” Apart from that, 

the European Union would once again “significantly tighten” sanctions, the foreign minister con-

cluded.169 Indeed, on the same day the Council of the European Union condemned “in the strongest 
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possible terms the reported atrocities committed by the Russian armed forces,” and added that the Eu-

ropesn Union stood “in full solidarity with Ukraine” and would “continue to firmly support Ukraine and 

... advance, as a matter of urgency, work on further sanctions against Russia.”170 

 

Biden spoke with similar outrage as his European partners, calling Putin “brutal” and a “war criminal” 

on April 4. On the US side, however, this signified no notable change in rhetoric from previous state-

ments of the US President. Biden also stressed the need to “gather all the detail” to bring those responsi-

ble to justice at a war crimes trial;171 and promised to consider additional sanctions.172  

 

On the following day, April 5, UN Secretary General Guterres also declared that he would “never forget 

the horrifying images of civilians killed in Bucha” and called for “an independent investigation to guar-

antee effective accountability.” “The war in Ukraine must stop,” he added and directly called out Russia: 

“We are dealing with the full-fledged invasion, on several fronts, of one Member State of the United Na-

tions, Ukraine, by another, the Russian Federation – a Permanent Member of the Security Council – in 

violation of the United Nations Charter, and with several aims, including redrawing the internationally-

recognized borders between the two countries.“173 

 

At NATO, too, Allies focused on mobilizing additional support for Ukraine. On the eve of a two-day meet-

ing of NATO foreign ministers on April 5, Stoltenberg stressed that Moscow was not giving up its ambi-

tions in Ukraine despite the partial withdrawal of Russian troops near Kyiv. NATO foreign ministers 

would now discuss what more they could do to help Ukraine prepare for the next Russian offensive. 

 

In the coming weeks, we expect a further Russian push in eastern and southern Ukraine. 

To try to take the entire Donbas and to create a land-bridge to occupied Crimea. ... Allies are deter-

mined to provide further support to Ukraine. Including anti-tank weapons, air-defense systems and 

other equipment. ... The repositioning of the Russian troops will take some time, some weeks, but 

after that, we are afraid that we can see a big Russian offensive in Donbas with the aim to take 

Donbas. In that window, it is extremely important that NATO Allies provide support.174  

 

Stoltenberg, however, remained vague about specific systems that the Alliance might deliver. For “oper-

ational reasons,” he said, it would be better to “actually provide support” than to “announce every spe-

cific weapon system.”175 In a press briefing on the same day, US Ambassador to NATO Smith provided 

 
170 “Ukraine: Declaration by the High Representative on behalf of the EU on Russian atrocities committed in Bucha and other 
Ukrainian towns,” Website of the Council of the European Union, April 4, 2022 [https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-
releases/2022/04/04/ukraine-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-russian-atrocities-committed-in-
bucha-and-other-ukrainian-towns/]. 
 
171 Aamer Madhani, Zeke Miller and Chris Megerian, “Biden: Putin should face war crimes trial for Bucha killings,” AP News, April 5, 
2022 [https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-war-crimes-biden-putin-84767d1c3c35a7a36f2f70ceaccc3fa0]. 
 
172 Aamer Madhani, Zeke Miller and Chris Megerian, “Biden: Putin should face war crimes trial for Bucha killings,” AP News, April 5, 
2022 [https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-war-crimes-biden-putin-84767d1c3c35a7a36f2f70ceaccc3fa0], and “'Russia 
Must Answer To The World': Global Condemnation Of Ukraine Killings Mounts,” RFE/RL, April 4, 2022 
[https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-russia-bucha-killings-atrocities-condemnation/31784634.html]. 
 
173 “Secretary-General's remarks at the UN Security Council Meeting on Ukraine [as delivered],” Website of the United Nations, April 
5, 2022 [https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-04-05/secretary-generals-remarks-the-un-security-council-
meeting-ukraine-delivered] 
 
174 “Press conference by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg ahead of the meetings of NATO Ministers of Foreign Affairs on 6 
and 7 April 2022,” Website of the North Atlantic treaty Organization, April 5, 2022 [https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opin-
ions_194325.htm]. 
 
175 “Press conference by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg ahead of the meetings of NATO Ministers of Foreign Affairs on 6 
and 7 April 2022,” Website of the North Atlantic treaty Organization, April 5, 2022 [https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opin-
ions_194325.htm]. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/04/04/ukraine-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-russian-atrocities-committed-in-bucha-and-other-ukrainian-towns/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/04/04/ukraine-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-russian-atrocities-committed-in-bucha-and-other-ukrainian-towns/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/04/04/ukraine-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-russian-atrocities-committed-in-bucha-and-other-ukrainian-towns/
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-war-crimes-biden-putin-84767d1c3c35a7a36f2f70ceaccc3fa0
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-russia-bucha-killings-atrocities-condemnation/31784634.html
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-04-05/secretary-generals-remarks-the-un-security-council-meeting-ukraine-delivered
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-04-05/secretary-generals-remarks-the-un-security-council-meeting-ukraine-delivered
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_194325.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_194325.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_194325.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_194325.htm


 51 

some more detail, explaining that “two-thirds of the Allies” were offering lethal support and all Allies 

were supplying humanitarian and economic aid. Yet, these were “sovereign decisions … not taken by 

NATO,” she stressed. There would be “no NATO pressure.”176 Some specifics did trickle through how-

ever. Thus, media reported on April 5 that the Czech Republic had provided Kyiv with T-72 tanks and 

BVP-1 infantry fighting vehicles. Nonetheless, both Czech Defense Minister Jana Cernochova and a De-

fense Ministry spokesperson refused to confirm or deny this transfer.177 

 

In comparison, Berlin remained relatively hesitant. German media reported on April 6 that the Ukrain-

ian government had directly asked the Chancellor’s Office for the delivery of 100 Marder infantry 

fighting vehicles at the end of March. However, the German government had then taken the position that 

such weapon types could only be delivered in lockstep with allies, and Washington had not yet supplied 

tanks.178 On April 5, Ukrainian Ambassador Andriy Melnyk still requested Marder, Leopard and 

Gepard tanks from Germany.179 Scholz however stuck to his position. Berlin would “put in place every-

thing that is right and makes sense” to help “ensure that Russia does not win this war,” he told parlia-

ment the next day. Yet, this support was limited by what was “feasible in view of the decisions of our al-

lies and … the capabilities of the Bundeswehr.”180 

 

We act on the question of what we export, … what we finance, in coordination with our friends and 

allies within the EU and NATO … We provide military support in the same way [as our friends and 

allies] and nobody jumps the gun. ... I believe that it would be a grave mistake, particularly on this 

issue, if Germany were to adopt a special role and a special path.181 

 

Overall, the West was nonetheless moving towards providing more extensive military support to Kyiv. 

At a NATO foreign ministers’ meeting in Brussels on April 7, Ukrainian Foreign Minister Kuleba once 

again requested heavy weapons.182 British Foreign Secretary Truss answered this call swiftly, announc-

ing after the meeting that NATO member states had agreed to “supply new and heavier equipment.” She 

explained: “We agreed to help Ukrainian forces move from their Soviet-era equipment to NATO stand-

ard equipment, on a bilateral basis.” In the same vein, Blinken confirmed that the US government would 

examine what “new systems” could be supplied to Ukraine.183  
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At the same time, NATO leaders started prefacing upcoming posture changes. For instance, Stoltenberg 

emphasized the need to ensure that NATO could “protect and defend all NATO allies” even “in a more 

dangerous world.” The Alliance was “in the midst of a very fundamental transformation” as it had to 

“move from tripwire deterrence to something which is more about deterrence by denial or defense,” he 

added.184 

 

Meanwhile the German government appeared increasingly split. According to media reports from April 

7, Chancellor Scholz’s office was continuing to delay a decision on tank deliveries, arguing that first an 

agreement had to be reached with allies. A German observer also pointed out rumors that concerns over 

a potential military escalation and hopes Germany might still be able to return to the status quo ante af-

ter the war were shaping discussions at the Chancellery.185 By contrast, Economics Minister Habeck, 

Foreign Minister Baerbock, as well as politicians from the liberal FDP and the conservative opposition 

party CDU supported expanding military assistance.186 

 

42. Warning  

The German government was not alone to worry about a potential escalation. Indeed on April 7, the 

foreign ministers of the G7 countries and EU Foreign Affairs Representative Borrell adopted a state-

ment warning against “any threat or use of chemical, biological or nuclear weapons.” They reminded 

Russia of its “obligations under international treaties” and stressed that “any use by Russia of such a 

weapon would be unacceptable and result in severe consequences.”187 

 

European states nonetheless went ahead with heavy weapon deliveries. According to reports from April 

8, the Czech Republic supplied additional heavy military equipment to Ukraine, including 10 tanks and 

other infantry fighting vehicles.188 Kyiv had also obtained a S-300 air defense system from Slovakia, 

Prime Minister Eduard Heger confirmed, while emphasizing that this did “not mean that the Slovak Re-

public has become a part of the armed conflict in Ukraine.”189 According to a statement by US President 

Biden, the United States would “reposition the Patriot missile system to Slovakia in return” in order “to 

enable this transfer and ensure the continued security of Slovakia.”190 
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Meanwhile, things still did not appear to be moving in Berlin. On April 8, Defense Ministry spokes-

woman Christina Routsi explained that a previously considered delivery of 100 Marder tanks would 

not go ahead because this equipment was “simply indispensable” for the German armed forces to fulfil 

their constitutional defense tasks, as well as NATO obligations.191 

 

Also on April 8, Medvedev once again engaged in threatening rhetoric, describing Western economic 

sanctions as an “act of aggression” against Russia on his Telegram channel.192 

 

This did not deter further Western arms deliveries. On April 10, Lithuanian defense chief Valdemaras 

Rupšys announced Lithuania would soon train Ukrainian troops on Lithuanian territory to enable them 

to use modern military equipment. “We are ready to train their instructors to prepare them to work 

with the equipment that we ourselves operate,” Rupšys said.193 At an EU foreign ministers’ meeting on 

April 11, the European Union also increased its military assistance by an additional 500 million euros, 

bringing its total military support to Ukraine up to 1.5 billion euros.194 Invoking the “terrible images” 

from Ukraine, Baerbock had declared ahead of the EU meeting that Ukraine needed “further military 

material, especially also heavy weapons.” There was no time for excuses, but for “creativity and pragma-

tism,” she had added.195   

 

Moscow appeared unimpressed. On April 11, Kremlin spokesperson Peskov warned against the in-

creasingly probable accession of Finland and Sweden to NATO. “We have repeatedly said that the alli-

ance remains a tool geared towards confrontation and its further expansion will not bring stability to 

the European continent,” Peskov stressed.196 The following day, on the 61st anniversary of Soviet cos-

monaut Yuri Gagarin’s flight to space, Putin once again referred to sanctions, stressing that it was im-

possible to isolate Russia. Despite “complete” isolation, the Soviet Union had become the first country to 

carry out a mission in space, he pointed out and added that it was “impossible to severely isolate anyone 

in the modern world – especially such a vast country as Russia.”197  

 

In a media interview on April 13, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Oleg Syromolotov repeated claims 

by Moscow that Ukraine had been seeking to acquire nuclear weapons. Ukraine had the technical capa-

bility to accomplish this, he said. “A scenario in which nuclear material could be brought to Ukraine from 

third countries” could not be ruled out either, added Syromolotov. There was also “a very real threat of 
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chemical terrorism from the fascist nationalists operating under the auspices of the current Kiev regime 

and the units of the Armed Forces of Ukraine controlled by them.”198 On the same day, US officials once 

again warned that any Russian use of chemical weapons in Ukraine would trigger a “proportional” re-

sponse, though not a US military intervention in Ukraine.199 

 

Meanwhile, according to NATO and EU officials, there was a growing willingness among the member 

states of both institutions to supply more heavy weaponry to Ukraine.200 Indeed, following a phone call 

with Zelenskyy, Biden announced on April 13 “an additional $800 million in weapons, munitions, and 

other security assistance” for Ukraine. “This new package of assistance will contain many of the highly 

effective weapons systems we have already provided and new capabilities tailored to the wider assault 

we expect Russia to launch in eastern Ukraine,” the US president said. It included “artillery systems, ar-

tillery rounds, and armored personnel carriers.” In addition, Biden declared, he had “also approved the 

transfer of additional helicopters” and the US would continue “to facilitate the transfer of significant ca-

pabilities from our Allies and partners around the world.”201 On the same day, US State Department 

spokesperson Ned Price contextualized continued US assistance to Ukraine, suggesting that “the nature 

of the conflict [was] changing” as Russia was refocusing on southern and eastern Ukraine after having 

lost the battle of Kyiv. Security assistance for Ukraine would need “to adapt to that changing reality to 

provide our Ukrainian partners with precisely what they need to fortify their positions in the east, in the 

south, to continue to beat back this Russian onslaught.”202  

 

At the same time, news outlets reported that a new US intelligence guidance from the Administration 

would allow the US government to “significantly expand the intelligence it [was] providing to Ukraine’s 

forces” to assist them in a possible new Russian offensive in the East. However, no information would be 

provided “that would enable the Ukrainians to strike targets on Russian territory,” US officials 

stressed.203 

 

Russia swiftly condemned this significant additional Western support for Ukraine. For example, Ryab-

kov warned on April 13 that “attempts to slow down our special operation, inflict maximum damage on 

the Russian contingents and formations of the [Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics] will be se-

verely suppressed.” The West should be warned “that US-NATO weapons transports passing through 

Ukrainian territory are considered by us as legitimate military targets,” he emphasized. He also repeated 

allegations that the United States had developed biological weapons in Ukraine and blamed Washington 

for the failure of bilateral negotiations on nuclear strategic stability.204 
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On April 14, the flagship of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, the Moskva, sank. Per Ukrainian sources, the 

ship was hit by Ukrainian Neptune missiles, a claim that Western intelligence sources tentatively sup-

ported. The Russian side, in turn, claimed that the ship was sunk by a fire and an explosion on board.205 

 

On the same day, more became known about Russia’s reaction to increased Western military support for 

Ukraine. Reports emerged that Russia had sent a two-page diplomatic protest note “On Russia’s con-

cerns in the context of massive supplies of weapons and military equipment to the Kiev regime” to the 

United States and other governments probably as early as April 12. In this demarche, Moscow report-

edly warned against the supply of “most sensitive” weapons, notably multiple launch rocket systems. 

“We call on the United States and its allies to stop the irresponsible militarization of Ukraine, which im-

plies unpredictable consequences for regional and international security,” the document reportedly 

read, and accused the United States of “pressuring other countries to stop any military and technical co-

operation with Russia, and those with Soviet-era weapons to transfer them to Ukraine.”206 

 

In the United States, in turn, the demarche was publicly presented as a sign that military support for 

Ukraine was working. Western weapons appeared to be “having an effect” in Ukraine, noted an anony-

mous US official. Indeed, Andrey Kortunov, an expert close to the Kremlin, confirmed that Moscow 

viewed Western arms deliveries with growing concern. “It seems the United States and the West in gen-

eral are right now testing the limits of Russian tolerance when it comes to weapons deliveries,” he sug-

gested. “It’s clear that these volumes are already so significant that they can affect the course of the hos-

tilities, and this is raising concerns.” Although Russia had thus far avoided attacking arms shipments 

outside Ukraine, there were “still fears regarding strikes that may hit the territory of NATO member 

countries,” explained Kortunov. “One certainly does not want to create a pretext for some further escala-

tion.”207 

 

Indeed, on April 14, Kirby acknowledged the risks of weapons deliveries to Ukraine. The United States 

did “[not] take any movement of weapons and systems going into Ukraine for granted.” Therefore, 

Washington was “very careful about how much information [it] put out there” and sought “to modulate 

that activity on any given day.” Also: “I think the less we say about that, the better,” Kirby concluded.208 

In a similar vein, German Vice Chancellor Habeck revealed concerns among some NATO states that 
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arms deliveries could expand the war. “Heavy weapons are synonymous with tanks, and all NATO coun-

tries have so far ruled this out to not become targets themselves,” he explained.209 British media sus-

pected a link between the Russian protest note and the backpedaling from Habeck, who had previously 

supported increased military assistance.210  

 

43. Warning  

More Russian warnings occurred on April 14, as Medvedev once again pointed out the risks of Swe-

den and Finland joining NATO, which would “more than double” “the length of the alliance’s land bor-

ders with Russia.” Consequently, these borders would “have to be strengthened” and “no non-nuclear 

status of the Baltics [would] be possible.” Hence: “The balance must be restored,” stressed Medvedev. 

Specifically, this would mean “considerable” naval, ground and air defense forces, “increased tensions 

along the borders, Iskanders, hypersonic weapons, and nuclear-armed ships ... at arm’s length” from 

Sweden and Finland, he elaborated. “No sane person” could want this.211 

 

44. De-escalatory 

Meanwhile on the same day, April 14, Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Director William Burns put 

into perspective nuclear escalation concerns. Asked about his agency’s risk assessment of a possible 

use of tactical nuclear weapons, he explained that though the situation had to be taken seriously, no 

“practical evidence” indicated Russian preparations for such a scenario. 

 

President Biden is deeply concerned about avoiding a third world war, about avoiding a thresh-

old in which ... nuclear conflict becomes possible. ... Russian military doctrine holds that you 

could escalate to de-escalate. ... Some Russian leaders have talked about a circumstance in 

which … NATO would intervene militarily on the ground in Ukraine. ... That’s not something, as 

President Biden has made very clear, that’s in the cards, but … given the potential desperation of 

President Putin and the Russian leadership, given the setbacks that they’ve faced so far militar-

ily, none of us can take lightly the threat posed by a potential resort to tactical nuclear weapons 

or low-yield nuclear weapons. … While we’ve seen some rhetorical posturing on the part of the 

Kremlin about moving to higher nuclear alert levels, so far we haven’t seen a lot of practical evi-

dence of the kind of deployments or … military dispositions that would … reinforce that concern. 

But we watch for that very intently. 212 

 

Against this background, Chris Coons, a Democratic Senator close to Biden, caused confusion by calling 

for a discussion on the circumstances in which a direct US intervention in Ukraine might be possible.213 

“It is important that on a bipartisan and measured way we in Congress and the administration come to a 

common position about when we are willing to go the next step and to send not just arms but troops to 
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the aid in defense of Ukraine,” declared Coons. “If the answer is never then we are inviting another level 

of escalation in brutality by Putin.”214 However, the statement was quickly walked back. Coons had 

merely tried to make clear that the West had to draw red lines regarding a potential use of chemical or 

nuclear weapons by Russia, said an associate of the Senator. Later Coons himself clarified that he was 

not calling for the deployment of US troops to Ukraine. According to Congress observer Andrew Desid-

erio, the Senator’s statements did “not [represent] any sort of shift on Capitol Hill” either.215  

 

Tapping into such concerns over a potential Russian chemical or nuclear weapons use, Zelenskyy 

warned on April 15 that the whole world should be prepared for this scenario. It was unclear whether 

Russia’s threats were “real information, but it [could] be truth,” he said. Russia “could do it,” human lives 

meant nothing to Moscow.216 

 

Meanwhile, a US Defense Intelligence Agency official acknowledged Washington was concerned Moscow 

might escalate out of desperation, confronted with the West’s increasing military assistance and political 

unity, media reported on April 18. Russian Iskander missiles posed a particular concern, a US Air Force 

officer suggested, as they could be armed with nuclear warheads and had “performed surprisingly well” 

in the war.217 Yet in media reports from April 19, other US officials appeared particularly keen to ques-

tion any escalation concerns, qualifying CIA Director Burns’ already cautious statements from a few days 

before. Burns’ assessment had not been based “on any new intelligence or other evidence that Russia 

was preparing to use nuclear weapons, but rather on a prudent analysis of Russia’s situation” and nu-

clear doctrine, which set a “lower,” though “still pretty high,” threshold for the use of nuclear weapons. 

“Nothing we’ve seen suggests they’re on the precipice,” the anonymous officials reportedly emphasized. 

On the contrary, Russian officials had emphasized that there was currently no “existential” threat to 

Russia – the prerequisite for nuclear use in Russian doctrine. Moreover, any first nuclear strike by Mos-

cow presumably would remain a limited “warning shot” to which NATO could respond in a variety of 

non-nuclear ways, US officials said. Given NATO’s conventional superiority vis-à-vis Russia, Putin was 

unlikely to risk further escalation, added one official.218 

 

45. De-escalatory 

On April 19, Pentagon spokesperson Kirby further qualified escalation concerns. Aside from Putin’s 

initial nuclear threats, there had been little comparable rhetoric since. Consequently, he explained, 

Washington was “actively monitoring [this] every single day,” but remained “comfortable” that it had 

“an appropriate strategic deterrent posture in place and there [was] no need to make any changes to 

it.”219 
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Possibly in light of this assessment, Western arms deliveries continued. Per media reports, Western gov-

ernments were now “focused on sending longer-range weapons like howitzers, antiaircraft systems, 

anti-ship missiles, armed drones, armored trucks, personnel carriers and even tanks.”220 Around April 

18 and 19, the United States ignored Russian warnings and conducted four transport flights with mili-

tary assistance for Kyiv.221 The United Kingdom also announced that it had provided additional military 

support, including “anti-tank and anti-ship missiles and long-range artillery” worth 588 million US dol-

lars. And contrary to earlier concerns, Russia refrained from attacking supply lines outside of Ukraine, 

US media reported.222   

 

Nonetheless, Western governments attempted to limit escalation risks. US officials reportedly remained 

reluctant to provide intelligence and weapons, such as “rocket artillery, ground attack aircraft, and me-

dium range drones,” that could enable Ukraine to expand the war onto Russian territory. Western gov-

ernments also apparently sought to keep certain arms deliveries under wraps. France, for example, 

merely stated that it had provided military support amounting to 100 million euros without providing 

further detail.223 Some observers also suggested Poland had decided against providing MiG jets to 

Ukraine to avoid provoking Russia, though a senior US official stressed the United States had “never op-

posed European nations sending MiGs to Ukraine.”224 

 

46. De-escalatory 

Continued Western military assistance to Ukraine did not have a direct impact on Russian rhetoric. 

On April 19, Lavrov merely repeated previously voiced complaints about the West and Ukraine. 

Asked whether Russia was considering to use tactical nuclear weapons, he pointed out that Moscow 

had initiated both the June 2021 Putin-Biden statement and the January 2022 P5 declaration that a 

nuclear war could not be won and must never be fought. However, he refused to comment on Zelen-

skyy’s warning about a potential Russian use of nuclear weapons.225 

 

On April 19, the Ukrainian General Staff announced the beginning of a Russian offensive in eastern 

Ukraine. Russian representatives confirmed this. Lavrov spoke of “an important moment in this entire 

special operation” with the aim to achieve the “complete liberation of the Donetsk and Luhansk repub-

lics.” Shoigu declared that Russia was “gradually” implementing its plan to “liberate the Donetsk and 

Luhansk People’s Republics.”226 
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Meanwhile, Germany remained cautious about escalation risks. After a video conference with the G7 

countries as well as representatives from the EU, NATO, Poland and Romania on April 19, Scholz reiter-

ated that there would be no direct NATO intervention in Ukraine, though he also promised further mili-

tary and financial support for Ukraine. 

 

[Germany and its allies] will continue to support Ukraine, financially and also militarily. ... At the 

same time, it is our duty to prevent the war from spreading to other countries. Therefore, NATO 

cannot and will not intervene directly in the war. ... Initially, we supplied Ukraine with weapons 

from our own stockpiles. … [But] the possibilities we have [in this respect] are reaching their limits. 

That is why we are setting up a special fund so that our army will finally be well equipped. ... We 

will always maintain our ability to defend Germany and the territory of our NATO Allies against a 

Russian attack. … That is why, in a second step, we have made it possible for Ukraine to buy mili-

tary equipment from industrial production in our countries. ... Our common goal is to continue to 

strengthen the Ukrainian military so that it can continue to resist the attack. We have asked the 

German defense industry to tell us what material it can supply in the near future ... and we will 

provide [Ukraine] with the money needed to buy it. … [This will include] anti-tank weapons and air 

defense equipment … [and] also other things such as ammunition and what can be used in an artil-

lery battle. In addition, we are ready to support our NATO partners who still have weapon systems 

that come from Russian production … and can be used immediately [by Ukraine].227 

 

The following day, the former leader of the German social democratic party (SPD) Sigmar Gabriel 

linked Scholz’s hesitancy regarding heavy weapons for Kyiv to agreements with allies and escalation 

concerns. The German government, like other NATO Allies, including the United States and the United 

Kingdom, feared that “with the delivery of these weapons [notably tanks] they themselves will enter this 

war and will have to reckon with the other side, with Putin, trying to fend off such tanks by using tactical 

nuclear weapons.” This is a risk NATO did not want to take, Gabriel declared.228 

 

47. Warning  

On April 20, Putin announced the successful test of a new nuclear-capable Sarmat intercontinental 

ballistic missile. This, he said, was “a great and landmark event in the development of advanced 

weapon systems in the Russian army.” There was “no” comparable system “in the world” and there 

would not be any “for a long time to come,” Putin claimed. “This truly unique weapon will bolster the 

combat capabilities of our Armed Forces, … reliably safeguard Russia’s security from external threats 

and … make those who in the frenzy of rabid and aggressive rhetoric are trying to threaten our coun-

try think twice,” he added.229 Per the Russian Defense Ministry, however, the missile was still in a 

“testing program” and would only become part of the Russian armed forces’ arsenal “after [its] com-

pletion.”230  
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48. De-escalatory 

In any case, the Pentagon appeared unimpressed by the test.231 Russia had “properly notified the 

United States under its New START treaty obligations that it planned to test this ICBM,” read a state-

ment by Press Secretary Kirby. Such tests were “routine” and “not a surprise.” Consequently, Wash-

ington did “not deem the test to be a threat to the United States or its allies.”232  

 

Media reports from the same day however suggested a higher level of US escalation concerns than Biden 

Administration officials tended to let on. According to Pentagon sources, Defense Secretary Austin re-

ceived regular briefings from Head of US Strategic Command Charles Richard on the status of Russia’s 

nuclear arsenal. In this context, there were more concerns about a potential Russian nuclear use “than at 

any time since the end of the Cold War,” officials revealed, though any nuclear scenario remained ex-

tremely unlikely.233 

 

Media reporting on the Russian leadership did not help to alleviate these concerns. In an April 20 re-

port, a US outlet cited ten anonymous “Kremlin insiders,” according to whom only a small part of the 

Russian elite viewed the invasion of Ukraine as a “catastrophic mistake.” Therefore, Putin’s position of 

power was secure, although the war was lasting longer than Russia’s foreign intelligence service, the 

FSB, had expected, these sources suggested. The Kremlin was now focused on achieving a limited victory 

in the east of Ukraine to avoid looking “hopelessly vulnerable and weak in the face of the threat seen 

from the US and its allies.” Some sources also believed “Putin could turn to a limited use of nuclear 

weapons if faced with failure in a campaign he views as his historic mission.”234 

 

German Chancellor Scholz once again explained his hesitancy regarding the delivery of heavy weapons 

on April 22. In line with previous statements, he warned of the danger of being drawn into the war re-

ferring to nuclear escalation risks, although he refused to state that a delivery of German tanks would 

lead to nuclear war. Echoing concerns raised by US representatives, he also underscored the pressure 

the Russian regime was under in light of Western sanctions. Perhaps in view of this situation, Scholz ex-

plained that although he had warned Putin against using chemical or biological weapon, no one had “a 

plan to attack Russia militarily or to bring about a change of government from the outside.” 

 

In this situation, we need a cool head and well-considered decisions, because our country bears re-

sponsibility for peace and security throughout Europe. I do not think it is justified for Germany and 

NATO to become parties to the war in Ukraine ... I said very early on that we must do everything to 

avoid a direct military confrontation between NATO and a highly armed superpower like Russia, a 

nuclear power. I am doing everything I can to prevent an escalation that would lead to a third 

world war. There must be no nuclear war. ... There is no textbook for this situation in which one 

could read about the point at which we are perceived as a party to this conflict. ... [Therefore,] it is 

all the more important that we carefully consider and closely coordinate every step we take. .... 

Russia is in dramatic trouble, the sanctions are causing enormous damage to Russia’s economy, 
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the string of military defeats can no longer be glossed over by any government propaganda. ... 

Putin is under tremendous pressure.235 

 

Meanwhile, government officials from the Baltic states and Ukraine expressed little concern about a 

potential use of nuclear weapons by Moscow. According to media reports, Ukrainian officials thought 

Putin was “bluffing” in order to “distract from Russia’s military failures and give NATO nations an ex-

cuse to limit their support for Kyiv.” Baltic officials, in turn, pointed out that Russian nuclear weapons 

had always been there. There had been more concern “about the Chernobyl nuclear plant when the Rus-

sians occupied it,” than about the Kremlin’s threats.236 

 

In a strong show of solidarity, US Defense Secretary Austin and Secretary of State Blinken visited 

Ukrainian President Zelenskyy and his foreign and defense ministers in Kyiv on April 24 and pledged 

more than 322 million US dollars additional military aid.237 The following day, Blinken declared that “in 

terms of Russia’s war aims, Russia has already failed and Ukraine has already succeeded” because Mos-

cow had failed to take Kyiv and to “take away [Ukraine’s] sovereignty and independence.”238  

 

49. Escalatory 

Austin went further, declaring that the United States now wanted “to see Russia weakened to the de-

gree that it can’t do the kinds of things that it has done in invading Ukraine,” a statement some ob-

servers interpreted as an expansion of NATO’s goals.239  

 

By contrast, on the same day Josep Borrell dampened expectations regarding an EU import ban on Rus-

sian oil and gas. “At the moment, we in the EU do not have a unified position on this question,” he ex-

plained.240 

 

50. Warning  

In a lengthy April 25 interview, Lavrov somewhat dialed back previous nuclear threats. Although 

there was a real danger of nuclear war, Russia continued to stand behind the principle of the January 

2022 P5 statement that nuclear war was inadmissible, he explained. 

 

All five [UN Security Council] leaders signed the declaration on the inadmissibility of nuclear 

war. This is our principled position. ... Now the risks are very significant. I don’t want to artifi-

cially inflate these risks. ... The danger is serious, real. It cannot be underestimated. During the 
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Cuban Missile Crisis, there were not many “written” rules. But the rules of conduct were clear 

enough. Moscow understood how Washington behaved. Washington understood how Moscow 

behaved. Now there are few rules. ... At the same time, the other instruments of arms control and 

non-proliferation have been practically destroyed. ... The United States rejected almost all con-

tacts because we were forced to defend the Russians in Ukraine. 241 

 

Moreover, Lavrov complained that arms deliveries to Kyiv were “pouring oil on the fire.” The coun-

tries involved wanted to “force the Ukrainians to fight with Russia to the last soldier.” Like this, they 

hoped, this conflict would drag on “longer, so that Russia … would suffer more and more,” Lavrov de-

clared, emphasizing that these Western supplied weapons would “be a legitimate target for Russian 

forces.” “Warehouses, including in the west of Ukraine, have become such a target more than once,” 

he stressed. “How else? NATO is essentially going to war with Russia through a proxy and arming that 

proxy,” added Lavrov.242 

 

Western countries appeared largely unimpressed by Lavrov’s remarks. “If Russia threatens the Third 

World War, then it is a clear sign that Ukraine is succeeding,” commented Latvian Foreign Minister Ed-

gars Rinkēvičs on the same day. “We should not give in to Russian blackmail but double down our sup-

port to Ukraine and sanctions against Russia,” he added.243 

 

51. De-escalatory  

Boris Johnson made similar comments, explaining that he did not see a risk of Moscow using nuclear 

weapons, even if the Russian military experienced further defeats. “Given the massive Russian back-

ing for what [Putin] is doing, given the apparent obliviousness of the Russian media about what is re-

ally happening in Ukraine, the paradox is that Putin has far more political space to back down, to 

withdraw,” explained Johnson.244 His Minister of the Armed Forces  James Heappey added, Lavrov’s 

nuclear allusions were the “sort of bravado” that had been his “trademark over the course of 15 years 

or so.” There was no “imminent risk of escalation,” Heappey stressed. “What the West is doing to sup-

port its allies in Ukraine is very well calibrated,” though “it suits the Kremlin's narrative to claim that 

they are somehow in a confrontation with NATO,” he added.245 The risk of nuclear war was “vanish-

ingly small.”246 Nor did Heappey see any particular risk of escalation should British weapons be used 

against targets in Russia. “There are lots of countries around the world that operate kit that they have 
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imported from other countries; when those bits of kit are used we tend not to blame the country that 

manufactured it, you blame the country that fired it,” he explained.247  

 

In comparison, the US reaction to Lavrov’s statements was somewhat more cautious. Thus, Mark A. Mil-

ley, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, condemned Russia’s nuclear saber rattling as “completely irre-

sponsible,” adding that “any time a senior leader of a nation-state starts rattling a nuclear saber, then 

everyone takes it seriously.”248 

 

Still, Western countries appeared increasingly determined to support Ukraine. On April 26, more than 

40 countries gathered for defense talks at the US air base in Ramstein, Germany, to coordinate the deliv-

ery of military assistance to Ukraine. In this context, German Defense Minister Lambrecht promised 

Berlin would “facilitate the delivery of Gepard self-propelled anti-aircraft guns to Ukraine,” – a noticea-

ble change in direction from Germany’s previous hesitancy regarding the delivery of heavy weapons.249 

US Defense Secretary Austin even expressed optimism that Ukrainian could win the war if it had “the 

right equipment.”250  According to subsequent media reports, US officials including Sullivan and Burns 

however qualified Austin’s statements about a Ukrainian victory and the need to weaken Russia in be-

hind the scenes discussions with allies. The White House merely wanted “to force Putin to understand 

that he could not win the war.”251 Anonymous official sources also confirmed that Biden had asked 

Blinken and Austin to tone down their rhetoric, worrying they were setting “unrealistic expectations” 

talking “about winning in Ukraine.”252   

 

52. Escalatory 

In an April 27 briefing, Pentagon spokesperson Kirby condemned Russian nuclear rhetoric, includ-

ing Lavrov’s recent remarks, as “irresponsible,” but refused to speculate on a potential Russian nu-

clear use. 

 

Raising the specter of nuclear confrontation is irresponsible. It's certainly not what you would 

expect from a modern nuclear power... Certainly, nobody wants to see, or nobody should want to 

see it escalate into the nuclear realm. And there's no reason that it should. Mr. Putin can do the 

right thing right now by ending the war, moving his forces out of Ukraine, sitting down in good 

faith with President Zelensky and coming up with a negotiated settlement.. ... I'm not going to 

again, speculate here about what Russia may or may not do with [tactical nuclear weapons] or 

any other system. ... we’re monitoring [the nuclear threats] every single day as best, we can. And 
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we continue to see nothing that gives us cause to change our strategic nuclear deterrent pos-

ture. And we're confident that in our ability to defend the homeland from that perspective, as 

well as our allies and partners. 

 

In addition, Kirby confirmed Austin’s earlier statement that Washington did “[not] want to see Russia 

in a position to be able to do [something like the invasion of Ukraine] again.” Instead it wanted “to see 

Ukraine win” and “able to defend itself.” Russia should not be allowed to remain “in a position going 

forward, where they haven't suffered consequences for this unprovoked invasion,” Kirby stressed.253 

 

53. Escalatory  

On the same day, Putin issued another veiled nuclear threat, warning third parties against interfering 

in the war in Ukraine. This would trigger an immediate reaction. 

 

If someone intends to intervene on what is happening from the outside and creates unaccepta-

ble strategic threats for us, then they should know that our response to oncoming strikes will be 

swift, lightning fast. We have all the tools for this, ones that no one can brag about, and we 

won’t brag–we will use them if needed–and I want everyone to know this. All the decisions have 

been made in this regard.254 

 

54. Warning 

The following day, on April 28, US Ambassador to Russia John Sullivan showed himself and Wash-

ington undeterred by this renewed Russian threat making, instead confirming the new broader US 

goals in the war as laid out by previous US statements. Accordingly, Washington would “do all” it 

could to ensure that the Russian decision to invade was “a strategic defeat for [Putin] and his govern-

ment, and not a victory for him in Ukraine.” While Russia’s nuclear rhetoric was not new, it had re-

cently escalated in “a dramatically irresponsible way,” noted Sullivan. Washington by contrast was 

not engaging in “irresponsible rhetoric with respect to nuclear weapons” and was “prepared to deter 

nuclear aggression against the United States.” Hence: “We won’t succumb to nuclear blackmail,” nor 

“tolerate nuclear saber rattling and nuclear brinksmanship,” Sullivan concluded.255 

 

55. Warning 

In parallel, also on April 28, Biden however appeared to implicitly acknowledge Russian concerns 

over external interference in Ukraine. Even before the war he had “made clear” that Washington 

would “[not] send US troops to fight Russian troops in Ukraine, but ... would provide robust military 

assistance” and “try to unify the Western world against Russia’s aggression,” he explained. “Despite 

the disturbing rhetoric coming out of the Kremlin, the facts are plain for everybody to see,” Biden de-

clared. “We’re not attacking Russia; we’re helping Ukraine defend itself against Russian aggression,” 

including with significant intelligence and military assistance. 
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Yet, Biden rejected Russian claims that the war in Ukraine was a “life-or-death struggle” and a Russia-

NATO “proxy war.” These statements were concerning, explained Biden, because they showed “the 

desperation that Russia is feeling about their abject failure in being able to do what they set out to do 

in the first instance.” 

 

Instead of saying that the … Ukrainians, equipped with some capability to resist Russian forces, 

are … [causing Moscow’s military failures in Ukraine], they’ve got to … tell their people the 

United States and all of NATO is engaged … in taking out Russian troops and tanks. … It’s an ex-

cuse for their failure.  But …no one should be making idle comments about the use of nuclear 

weapons. … It’s irresponsible. 

 

Asked whether he was concerned that Russia might start acting as if it was engaged in a proxy war 

with Washington, Biden said the United States was “prepared for whatever they do.” However, the 

United States would only send military assistance, not troops, to Ukraine.256 

 

On April 29, a senior US defense official once again put in perspective escalation concerns, explaining 

that though Washington continued to “monitor Russia’s nuclear capabilities every day,” it did “not as-

sess that there is a threat of the use of nuclear weapons … [or] to NATO territory.”257 

 

56. De-escalatory 

The same day, April 29, Lavrov qualified his earlier statements about the risks of nuclear war. His 

words had been taken out of context. In fact, he had stressed that Russia had been “champions of 

making pledges by all nuclear countries never to start a nuclear war” and had repeatedly insisted on 

such a declaration with other nuclear powers. Lavrov meant the declarations by Russia and the 

United States, as well as by the P5 states, that a nuclear war could not be won, which he claimed had 

grown out of Moscow’s initiative. Referring to a statement by Polish Prime Minister Mateusz 

Morawiecki that Warsaw would “welcome” a deployment of US nuclear weapons to Poland, Lavrov 

declared that it was Western states, like Poland and Ukraine, that were using dangerous nuclear rhet-

oric. 

We never were playing with such dangerous [nuclear rhetoric]. ... We should all insist on the 

statements made by the P5, never ever there could be a nuclear war. But to make sure that this 

is the case, the West must discipline speakers like our Ukrainian and Polish colleagues who see 

no danger in playing with such very, very risky words. 

 

In addition, Lavrov clarified that Russia did not see itself at war with NATO, but that Western arms 

deliveries were a legitimate military target for Russian forces once they reached Ukrainian territory. 

 

We do not see ourselves at war with NATO because this is exactly another step … to increase the 

risks of what we just discussed. Unfortunately, NATO it seems considers itself to be at war with 

Russia. NATO and the European Union leaders ... they bluntly, publicly and persistently say Putin 

must fail, Russia must be defeated. ... As soon as these [Western] weapons are reaching Ukrain-

ian territory, they are fair game for our special operation.258 
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Lavrov made similar remarks again on May 1, claiming that his nuclear statements had been misrep-

resented by Western media. 

 

The Western mass media and Western politicians misrepresent what Russian institutions say. 

When they talk about [nuclear] threats and ask me how real these threats are, I always answer 

like this: Russia has never stopped making agreements that will ensure that war will not 

emerge. We proposed to our American colleagues to repeat what Gorbachev and Reagan had 

said in 1987 and to accept a declaration confirming that a nuclear war would have no winners. 

We could not convince the Trump administration, but the Biden administration agreed. And in 

2021 in Geneva, Putin and Biden accepted that declaration on our initiative. There was also a 

proposal by Putin to convene a summit of the five permanent members of the UN Security Coun-

cil, but the United States and Britain put the brakes on it.259 

 

May 2022: Backpedalling to the official doctrine 

 

On May 2, a senior adviser to Zelenskyy, Andriy Yermak, stated that he personally did not believe Rus-

sia would use a nuclear weapon. 

 

The people who make these decisions want to live–and if they start to use nuclear weapons it will 

be the end, not just for some soldier ... It will be a new nuclear war and nobody knows who would 

be alive after this.260 

 

In the meantime, nuclear escalation remained a concern in Washington. On May 3, news outlets in the 

United States reported on an intelligence assessment for the White House on the risk of Russia using nu-

clear weapons. An anonymous intelligence official told journalists that while Putin’s threats were be-

coming less credible through their constant repetition, escalation had become “a true danger” as Mos-

cow was increasingly dissatisfied with its war effort and Western weapons deliveries were turning the 

tide of the war against Russia. Valery Gerasimov, Russia’s military chief, had recently visited Ukraine, 

potentially with the purpose of informing the generals on the ground of future war plans, US officials 

speculated. “At this point, no one thinks that nuclear escalation will occur on the battlefield or originate 

in Ukraine,” said one US policymaker. “But if nuclear escalation occurs, they [Russian generals in 

Ukraine] need to know what measures are expected from them during the shock period that the use of a 

WMD [weapon of mass destruction] would provoke. Do they attack? Do they hunker down and prepare 

for retaliation? Do they withdraw to Russia to defend the state?” According to media reports, US officials 

appeared particularly concerned about a nuclear demonstration strike. This is “definitely part of Rus-

sia’s repertoire,” explained a US Strategic Command official. As Putin would find himself in a situation 

where he was “back against the wall,” with “no prospects of salvaging the war,” and feeling “the bite of 
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economic sanctions,” it would be “shock” that “might be what he needs to survive.” It was “counterintui-

tive, but he could get to the place where stopping the fighting is his priority, through any means neces-

sary,” a US official concluded.261 

 

Events on the ground did little to dispel concerns in Washington. On May 4, Belarus launched “unan-

nounced combat drills,” likely in response to US and NATO exercises planned in Europe over the course 

of the month of May. UK intelligence suggested the exercise aimed to “deter Ukrainian forces,” although 

it did not pose a concrete threat to Kyiv.262  

 

57. Warning 

Also on May 4, the Russian defense ministry announced it had simulated nuclear strikes in Kalinin-

grad. Around 100 Russian servicemen practiced “electronic launches” of nuclear-capable Iskander 

mobile ballistic missile systems, also carrying out a maneuver to change their position in order to 

avoid “a possible retaliatory strike,” the ministry added.263 It remained unclear, whether this was just 

a routine exercise, or whether it involved any political signaling.  

 

Meanwhile, questions on the size and intent of US military aid to Ukraine resurfaced. A New York Times 

article claiming on May 4 that “US intelligence” was “helping Ukraine kill Russian generals” caused a 

stir. The article cited anonymous US officials saying that US intelligence had enabled Ukraine to kill Rus-

sian generals.264 Biden officials immediately pushed back. On the same evening, National Security Coun-

cil spokesperson Adrienne Watson called the story’s headline “misleading and the way it is framed … 

irresponsible.” She explained: “The United States provides battlefield intelligence to help the Ukrainians 

defend their country. We do not provide intelligence with the intent to kill Russian generals.”265  

 

These disclaimers notwithstanding, on May 5, anonymous US officials were quoted by NBC News saying 

that US intelligence had enabled Kyiv to sink Russia’s Moskva vessel by identifying the ship and its loca-

tion prior to the Ukrainian attack. However, the officials stressed that the US government “did not know 

in advance that Ukraine was going to target the Moskva … and was not involved in the decision to 

strike. Maritime intelligence is shared with Ukraine to help it defend against attack from Russian 

ships.”266 In a subsequent statement, Pentagon spokesperson Kirby stressed that the US  government 

did “not provide intelligence on the location of senior military leaders on the battlefield or participate in 

the targeting decisions of the Ukrainian military.” Rather: “Ukraine combines information that we and 

other partners provide with the intelligence that they themselves are gathering on the battlefield, and 
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then they make their own decisions and they take their own actions.”267 In response to the NBC story on 

the Moskva, Kirby also said that the US government was “not involved in the Ukrainians’ decision to 

strike the ship or in the operation they carried out.” Washington had had “no prior knowledge” of 

Ukraine’s intent to target the ship. “The Ukrainians have their own intelligence capabilities to track and 

target Russian naval vessels, as they did in this case,” Kirby concluded.268 

 

According to an anonymous official, President Biden also became involved on May 6, when he called 

CIA Director Burns, Director of National Intelligence Haines, and Defense Secretary Austin to express his 

concerns over the leaks, which “undermined the US goal of helping Ukraine.”269 

 

58. De-escalatory  

Russian officials nonetheless continued to march back Putin’s nuclear narratives. On May 5, Russian 

Ambassador to the US Anatoly Antonov explained that nuclear weapons could only “be used in re-

sponse to the use of WMD against Russia and its allies, or in the event of aggression against our coun-

try, when the very existence of the state is jeopardized.” The decision to raise the alert level of Rus-

sia’s deterrent forces had been “misinterpreted” by the West. As had been explained by Shoigu, the 

alert had been “only about the work shifts of strategic forces commands which began to perform com-

bat duties with reinforced personnel.” This meant that Russia had “increased its vigilance against the 

backdrop of extremely confrontational statements by Western countries, including NATO member 

states that possess nuclear weapons,” clarified Antonov. He concluded: Russia did not “threaten the 

United States and its European allies, but, on the contrary, is making every effort to prevent the esca-

lation of the Ukrainian crisis. … We are compelled to warn of the emerging risks associated with the 

intervention of NATO states into the Russian special military operation.”  

 

In contrast, the “current generation of NATO politicians clearly does not take the nuclear threat seri-

ously,” Antonov complained, pointing at what he saw as “a flurry of blatant misrepresentation of Rus-

sian officials’ statements on our country’s nuclear policy.” Moreover, he reiterated claims that 

Ukraine had intended to obtain nuclear weapons and had a biological weapons program, while criti-

cizing Poland’s openness to host US nuclear weapons.  

 

Nevertheless, Antonov also highlighted Russia’s interest in reaching “agreements that will guarantee 

that a catastrophic confrontation will not be unleashed,” pointing to Moscow’s efforts to restate that 

there could be no winners in a nuclear war with Biden and the other P5 states. Further, he stressed 

the importance of the New START agreement as a “universally recognized gold standard in the sphere 

of maintaining strategic stability and transparency between the major nuclear powers,” claiming that 

“Russia has repeatedly drawn the attention of the United States that it is important to continue the 

joint work on an agreement that could replace New START and accommodate new realities of inter-

national security and development of military technologies.”270 
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59. De-escalatory 

The same narrative was peddled in Moscow. On May 6, the Russian Foreign Ministry’s Deputy 

Spokesman Alexey Zaitsev reaffirmed the fact that Russia would not use nuclear weapons in 

Ukraine, but would do so only in accordance with the scenarios set out in its nuclear doctrine. “Sce-

narios for Russia’s possible use of nuclear weapons are clearly spelled out in Russian doctrine. They 

are not applicable to tasks set in the special military operation in Ukraine,” emphasized Zaitsev. “Rus-

sia adheres to the principle that there can be no winners in a nuclear war and it must not be un-

leashed.”271 

 

60. Warning 

In Washington, former officials emphasized the “game changing” nature of a Russian nuclear employ-

ment. On May 6, former nuclear policy Pentagon official Leonor Tomero told US outlets that Russian 

nuclear use would  “galvanize the whole world” against Moscow. “We should make clear that it would 

have devastating consequences,” she stressed. Civilian victims in particular would create a “strong 

push” for a direct US intervention.272 

 

61. Warning 

Against this background of nuclear signaling and counter-signaling, it was unclear whether France’s 

actions were intentional or not. On May 7, an inauguration ceremony took place for the recently re-

elected French president Emmanuel Macron. The celebrations symbolically focused on deterrence 

with a troops review including forces linked to nuclear deterrence.273 

 

62. Warning 

In Washington, the intelligence community remained cautious. On May 7, CIA Director Burns warned 

that Putin was “in a frame of mind in which he doesn’t believe he can afford to lose.” The intelligence 

community saw no “practical evidence at this point of Russian planning, deployment or even poten-

tial use of tactical nuclear weapons.” But: “Given the kind of sabre-rattling we’ve heard from the Rus-

sian leadership, we can’t take lightly … those possibilities.” The current second phase of the war was 

“at least as risky a phase as that first phase we saw over the first seven or eight weeks of the conflict, 

and maybe even riskier in some ways too,” he added. 274 

 

Other former officials also underlined the “dramatic nature” of a Russian nuclear use. On May 9, former 

US Secretary of State and National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger noted that a Russian nuclear use 

would be a game changer requiring a significant US response, and that the US government would better 

think now about what to do in such a scenario. Both sides had to “understand” the “inner red line” of the 

“opposite number.” It was unclear for how long the conventional escalation could continue. At some 

point, one side would decide that additional conventional escalation would strain “society to a point that 

will limit its fitness to conduct international policy as a great power in the future.” Kissinger did not 

know when that point would be reached, but subsequent escalation would involve “moving into a cate-

gory of weapons that in 70 years of their existence have never been used.” He concluded: “If that line is 
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crossed, that will be an extraordinarily significant event. Because we have not gone through globally 

what the next dividing lines would be. One thing we could not do in my opinion is just accept it.”275  

 

63. De-escalation 

Some evidence suggests that Moscow also sought to signal restraint. On May 9, Russia celebrated the 

77th anniversary of the end of World War II with a Victory Day Parade in Moscow. On May 7, media 

had reported that the Russian Defense Ministry had announced a fly-past maneuver with a Il-80 nu-

clear-command airplane.276 However, this component of the parade was cancelled “due to the 

weather,” according to Kremlin spokesperson Peskov – although the weather in Moscow was sunny 

and clear.277 In in speech at the military parade, Putin drew parallels between World War II and Rus-

sia’s war in Ukraine, and again blamed the West, notably NATO, and the government in Kyiv for the 

situation. The Alliance’s expansion had “forced” Russia to launch “a pre-emptive strike at the aggres-

sion.” Russian soldiers in Ukraine were “defending today what [their] fathers, grandfathers and great-

grandfathers fought for. The wellbeing and security of their Motherland was their top priority in life,” 

said Putin.278 And yet, the Russian leader neither mentioned nuclear weapons nor announced a gen-

eral mobilization, as some observers had expected him to do.279  

 

64. De-escalation 

The same line was toed in Moscow. The next day, May 10, officials again emphasized the official nu-

clear doctrine. Asked if Russia would rule out a pre-emptive tactical nuclear strike on Ukraine, Alex-

ander Grushko, Russia’s Deputy Foreign Minister said that a decision on the possible use of nuclear 

weapons was clearly set out in Russia’s military doctrine. “We have a military doctrine – everything is 

written there,” Grushko was quoted as saying.280  

 

65. Warning 

In Washington, US intelligence officials warned that the conflict would be prolonged and escalation 

remained possible. On May 10, Director of National Intelligence Haines provided another intelli-

gence assessment of the ongoing war in a Testimony on Global Threats and National Security for the 

Senate Armed Services Committee. Putin was “preparing for prolonged conflict” during which he still 

intended to “achieve goals beyond the Donbas” as he “most likely” also judged that had “a greater 

ability and willingness to endure challenges than his adversaries.” Putin was “probably counting on 

US and EU resolve to weaken,” Haines explained. In this context, she dampened hopes of a negotiated 

solution as long as both sides “believe they can continue to make progress militarily.” However, she 

warned, “Putin faces a mismatch between his ambitions and Russia’s current conventional military 

capabilities.” Therefore, “the next few months could see us moving along a more unpredictable and 
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potentially escalatory trajectory. At the very least, … the dichotomy will usher in a period of more ad 

hoc decision-making in Russia.” Current trends increase “the likelihood that President Putin will turn 

to more drastic means,” including “potentially escalatory military actions,” continued Haines.  
 

However, Haines interpreted Russia’s nuclear rhetoric as an attempt “to deter the White House Press 

Secretary Jen Psaki saw the Russian decision as part of a typical pattern of the Kremlin, artificially 

fabricating threats to justify further aggressive actions. Russia had not been threatened by NATO or 

Ukraine at any time, she said. The United States had the ability to defend itself, but it also had to speak 

out against what Putin was doing, Psaki continued, noting that Washington was “open” to providing 

additional assistance to Ukraine.281 and the West from increasing lethal aid to Ukraine and to respond 

to public comments of the US and NATO Allies that suggest expanded Western goals in the conflict. If 

Putin perceives the United States is ignoring his threats, he may try to signal to Washington the 

heightened danger of its support to Ukraine by authorizing another large nuclear exercise involving a 

major dispersal of mobile, intercontinental missiles, heavy bombers, strategic submarines,” she elabo-

rated. But: Putin “would only authorize the use of nuclear weapons if he perceived an existential 

threat to the Russian state or regime,” she noted. “That could be the case in the event that he per-

ceives that he is losing the war in Ukraine and that NATO, in effect, is either intervening or about to 

intervene.., which would obviously contribute to a perception that he is about to lose the war in 

Ukraine,” explained Haines. She also emphasized that “with tensions this high there’s always an en-

hanced potential for miscalculation, unintended escalation, which we hope our intelligence can help 

to mitigate.”282 

 

In line with this assessment, the White House appeared concerned about pushing Moscow into a corner. 

On May 10, Biden expressed the fear that Putin had miscalculated, expecting NATO to fall apart, and 

now remained without a “way out.” The Russian President was a “very, very, very calculating man.” He 

was now faced with European and transatlantic unity. ”And the problem I worry about now is that he 

doesn’t have a way out right now, and I’m trying to figure out what we do about that,” Biden said.283  

 

On the same day, however, Macron somewhat dampened this notion of European and transatlantic 

unity. There would be no quick path to EU membership for Ukraine, a process that would “take several 

years, and most likely several decades.” The Europeans were working to “preserve the territorial integ-

rity and sovereignty of Ukraine so that peace returns to our continent.” It was “up to Ukraine alone to 

define the conditions for negotiations with Russia” and the Europeans’ “duty” was “to stand with 

Ukraine to achieve the ceasefire, then build peace.” “We will then be there to rebuild Ukraine as Europe-

ans, always,” Macron stressed. Yet, he also added that Europe was “not at war with Russia” and warned 

of humiliating Putin “because in the end, when peace returns to European soil, we will need to build new 

security balances and we will need, together, to never give in to the temptation of humiliation, nor the 

spirit of revenge, because these have already in the past wreaked enough havoc on the roads to 

 
281 “'This Week' Transcript 2-27-22: White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki, Sen. Tom Cotton & Amb. Oksana Markarova,” ABC 
News, February 27, 2022 [https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/week-transcript-27-22-white-house-press-secre-
tary/story?id=83130361]. 
 
282 “Director of National Intelligence Avril Haines Testimony on Global Threats and National Security,” C-SPAN, May 10, 2022 
[https://www.c-span.org/video/?519983-1/us-believes-russia-preparing-prolonged-conflict-ukraine (from 12:00)]. 
 
283 “Remarks by President Biden at a Democratic National Committee Fundraiser,” Website of the White House, May 9, 2022 
[https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/05/10/remarks-by-president-biden-at-a-democratic-
national-committee-fundraiser-4/]. 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/Russia?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Putin?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Putin?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/UnitedStates?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Ukraine?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/nuclear?src=hashtag_click
https://www.c-span.org/video/?519983-1/us-believes-russia-preparing-prolonged-conflict-ukraine
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/05/10/remarks-by-president-biden-at-a-democratic-national-committee-fundraiser-4/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/05/10/remarks-by-president-biden-at-a-democratic-national-committee-fundraiser-4/


72 

peace.”284 Some observers interpreted this comment as a sign that France wanted to find a compromise 

solution by making concessions to Russia.285 

 

Meanwhile, similar statements came from Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi on May 11. “We must 

continue to support Ukraine and put pressure on Moscow, but also … begin to ask ourselves how to 

build peace. The negotiation process is very difficult, but the first point is how to build this negotiation 

process,” explained Draghi. Yet, “this peace must be the peace that Ukraine wants, not a peace imposed 

by a certain type of ally or by others,” he emphasized. 

 

Media reports from May 11 provided some additional detail on earlier coverage of US intelligence shar-

ing with Ukraine. US and Ukrainian officials had reportedly confirmed that Washington was providing 

“information about the location and movements of Russian forces … in real-time, … [including] satellite 

imagery and reporting gleaned from sensitive US sources.” As per its intelligence-sharing guidance, the 

US government however was not supplying intelligence that could be used to target “senior military of-

ficers or ministers” or “targets outside Ukraine’s borders.” Doing so, Washington sought to avoid becom-

ing involved in attacks on Russia, which was also the reasoning behind rejecting the Polish proposal to 

supply Ukraine with MiGs. Moreover, officials stressed, the US did not tell Ukraine to attack particular 

Russian targets but “would share information about the location of, say, command and control facilities 

— places where Russian senior officers often tend to be found.” The final decision to strike a particular 

target lay with Ukraine. If by contrast Washington provided “targeting information to a foreign party … 

[it would be] acting as a proxy” according to its own definition, explained former US official Scott R. An-

derson.286 

 

66. Warning 

From Moscow, Medvedev continued his “cautioning” stance on May 12. “NATO countries pumping 

weapons into Ukraine, training troops to use Western equipment, sending in mercenaries and the ex-

ercises of Alliance countries near our borders increase the likelihood of a direct and open conflict be-

tween NATO and Russia,” he noted. “Such a conflict always has the risk of turning into a full-fledged 

nuclear war,” Medvedev said. “This will be a disastrous scenario for everyone.”287  

 

The Ukrainian government nevertheless rejected the Franco-Italian narrative on a need to accommo-

date Russia. “We want the Russian army to leave our land — we aren’t on Russian soil,” Zelenskyy 
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stressed on May 12. “We won’t help Putin save face by paying with our territory. That would be un-

just.”288 France’s attempts to find a “way out for Russia” were “in vain,” he added.289 On the same day, 

Foreign Minister Kuleba similarly questioned hopes for negotiations to bear fruit quickly. The condi-

tions for negotiations were determined on the battlefield and “now that we feel more confident in the 

fight, our position in the negotiations is also getting tougher,” he explained. “The real problem is that 

Russia does not show the desire to participate in real and substantive negotiations.” Kuleba also called 

for further weapons deliveries, notably rocket launcher systems and aircraft.290 

The Russian government meanwhile continued to emphasize the need to avoid a direct clash with 

NATO. On May 12, Kremlin spokesperson Peskov noted that “all want to avoid” a direct Russia-NATO 

clash, Russian media reported. “Russia [wants to avoid it] and, statements to this effect have been re-

peatedly made by NATO and, most importantly, by Washington, including at the highest level: such 

statements have been made by President Biden,” he stated.291  

 

On May 13, NATO announced that “NATO Allies and partners were taking part in a series of long-

planned military exercises stretching from the High North to the Balkans to enhance the readiness and 

interoperability of NATO forces.” NATO Spokesperson Oana Lungescu explained that “these are regular 

exercises, planned well before Russia’s brutal and unjustified invasion of Ukraine, but they help to re-

move any room for miscalculation or misunderstanding about our resolve to protect and defend every 

inch of Allied territory.”292 

 

In parallel, officials on both sides of the Atlantic presented their views on the balance between conflict 

and negotiations. On May 13, US Assistant Secretary for European and Eurasian Affairs Karen Donfried 

responded to Draghi’s call for negotiations, explaining that the US focus remained “on strengthening 

Ukraine’s hand as much as possible on the battlefield, so that when the time does come Ukraine has as 

much leverage as possible at the negotiating table.”293 According to later comments from an anonymous 

US official, the Administration was at that point not worried about statements urging negotiations over 

Ukraine by European leaders. Such debates “were not new” but “allies also understand what’s at stake 

here” and European unity remained at unprecedented levels, the official told journalists.294 
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In fact on the same day, on May 13, a phone call took place between US Secretary of Defense Austin and 

Russian Defense Minister Shoigu. According to a Pentagon readout of the call, Austin “urged an immedi-

ate ceasefire in Ukraine and emphasized the importance of maintaining lines of communication.”295 The 

call was reportedly initiated by Austin and the first of its kind since the beginning of the war; previous 

attempts apparently had been declined by the Russian side.296 On the same day, another call took place 

between German Chancellor Scholz and Putin, reportedly initiated by the German side.297 “Of course 

sooner or later you have to come to the point where there have to be diplomatic initiatives again,” com-

mented German government spokesperson Hebestreit.298 

 

The German government’s position vis-à-vis Ukraine, however, remained somewhat unclear. In an ex-

traordinary meeting of the German defense committee on May 13, Scholz reportedly explained that 

there was an agreement with the United Kingdom, France and the United States not to deliver Western-

made tanks to Ukraine, which would include German Leopard tanks.299 According to statements by 

members of parliament who attended the meeting, which was closed to the public, weapons deliveries 

also would not go beyond the types of weapons that had already been announced. Further, Scholz an-

nounced the phone call with Putin, though not without emphasizing “that the goal [must be] reestablish-

ing the territorial integrity of Ukraine.” FDP spokesperson for defense policy Markus Faber caused a 

stir, reportedly leaving the meeting early together with a number of members of parliament from his 

party to express his frustration with Chancellor Scholz’s vague answers during the session. In light of 

strong criticism for this step, which was seen as openly undermining Scholz, Faber later resigned from 

his position as defense policy spokesperson.300 

 

Following his phone call with Putin, Scholz further declared on May 13 that “there must be a ceasefire 

in Ukraine as quickly as possible.”301 Yet, in a subsequent interview on May 15, he elaborated that Ger-

many wanted to “help Ukraine defend itself.”302 Berlin wanted to ensure together with its allies that 

“Russia lays down the weapons and withdraws its troop from Ukraine.” This was why Germany imposed 

wide-ranging sanctions, explained Scholz. The Russian invasion attempt “must fail,” stressed the Chan-

cellor. Only Ukraine could negotiate for itself. Asked about the risk of nuclear use, Scholz explained that 
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it made “no sense to speculate about this.” However, he warned against ignoring citizens’ fears and 

stressed that Berlin would not take “any decisions that could lead to a direct confrontation between 

NATO and Russia.” Echoing Macron’s earlier statements, Scholz also dampened hopes of a quick path to 

EU membership for Ukraine – “there are clear criteria for joining the EU,” he said. A very different tone 

was struck by Estonian Prime Minister Kallas, however, who explained that “peace can’t be the ultimate 

goal,” and that “a peace that allows aggression to pay off” remained unacceptable.303  

 

These national debates notwithstanding, on May 14, the G7 foreign ministers issued a Statement on 

Russia’s war against Ukraine pledging to “uphold [their] engagement in the support of the sovereignty 

and territorial integrity of Ukraine, including Crimea, and all states.”304  

Military developments also impacted the political environment. On May 14, Russia conducted drills with 

Su-27 fighter jets near Kaliningrad.305 Later on, on May 16, Ukrainian forces remaining in a besieged 

steel plant in Mariupol surrendered to Russian forces as part of a secretly negotiated deal between the 

belligerents. Wider peace talks were however stalling, despite Russian indications that Moscow might 

be willing to accept a neutral status for Ukraine following the “Austrian model” as a compromise, media 

reported.306 According to news reports, Kyiv was increasingly focusing on re-establishing control over 

Russian-held territories, including those seized in 2014. Against this backdrop, British officials report-

edly warned that “any attempt to take back areas such as Crimea” would come with “a much greater 

threat of the use of chemical or nuclear weapons.” There also seemed to be concerns that Russia could 

incorporate captured territories into the Russian state through staged referenda and deem “any Ukrain-

ian counterattack there … an attack on Russia itself” justifying potential nuclear use. According to US 

and Ukrainian officials, a Ukrainian request for multiple-launch rocket systems (MLRS) had raised esca-

lation concerns in this context.307 

 

Meanwhile, Moscow adopted a moderate tone vis-à-vis Sweden and Finland’s accession to NATO. On 

May 16, Putin explained that although Russia had “no problems” with Sweden and Finland, the expan-

sion of NATO military infrastructure to those countries would “certainly evoke a response” on the part 

of Russia, even if there was “no direct threat to Russia in connection with NATO’s expansion to these 

countries.”308 Undeterred by this statement, Finland and Sweden submitted official letters requesting to 

join NATO on May 18.309 
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In Washington, the bipartisan consensus on helping Ukraine militarily remained strong. On May 19, the 

US Senate passed an aid package worth 40 billion US dollars for Ukraine. This aid “goes far beyond char-

ity,” explained Republican Senator Mitch McConnell. “The future of America’s security and core strate-

gic interests will be shaped by the outcome of this fight,” which was why there should be a “bipartisan 

supermajority” for this package.310 In this context, media cited US officials suggesting that the White 

House was considering to send more advanced anti-ship missiles, notably the Harpoon and Naval Strike 

Missile, to Ukraine, possibly through a European ally. However, according to an anonymous US official, 

European countries did not want to send Harpoons to Ukraine first, fearing a Russian reaction should 

these missiles sink a Russian vessel.311 

Instead, there were more indications, some European states were keen to see a rapid end of the conflict. 

On May 19, media reported of a four-step peace plan the Italian government had submitted to UN Secre-

tary General Guterres, which would require Ukraine to become a neutral country with security guaran-

tees.312 

 

UK and US officials, however, took a stance against calls for quick ceasefire negotiations and conces-

sions. On May 19, UK Foreign Secretary Truss declared that she did “not agree with this idea of an exit 

ramp” voiced by Macron. “Putin must lose in Ukraine and we must see its sovereignty and territorial in-

tegrity restored, on this we are very clear,” she explained. The United Kingdom was “not looking for re-

gime change,” but it wanted to “make sure that Russia [was] no longer capable of committing these acts 

of aggression.” With regard to Russia’s nuclear rhetoric, Truss noted that Moscow’s “various threats … 

such as those against Sweden and Finland” could not be “taken into consideration.”  And: “What we have 

to do is support Sweden and Finland in joining NATO, and continue to supply arms to Ukraine to help 

them regain their territory,” she elaborated.313 In a similar vein the US Ambassador to NATO Julianne 

Smith stated on May 20 that the US government wanted to see “a strategic defeat for Russia.” She 

added: “We want Russia to leave Ukraine, we want Russia to stop the violence, stop these indiscriminate 

brutal attacks on civilians.”314 

 

In a guest op-ed on May 21 in the New York Times, Republican Senator Mitt Romney argued that “Rus-

sia’s use of a nuclear weapon would unarguably be a redefining, reorienting geopolitical event.” Romney 

suggested that Putin might escalate should he lose in Ukraine and thus fail to achieve “his life’s ambi-

tion” to restore Russia’s great power status and face “significant internal challenges to his leadership.” 

And: “In such a circumstance, he may be able to convince himself that the United States and the West are 

the reason he invaded Ukraine and that the propaganda he has deployed to justify this immoral invasion 
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was true from the beginning,” wrote Romney. Nevertheless, the West should not “avoid provoking Rus-

sia” but rather “continue to give Ukraine all the support it needs to defend itself and win.” For the sce-

nario of a potential nuclear use, the US and NATO Allies “should develop and evaluate a broad range of 

options,” Romney argued.315 

 

European governments, however, appeared split on what military equipment to deliver. On May 22, 

Parliamentary State Secretary in the German Ministry of Defence Siemtje Möller explained that Ger-

many was not delivering Marder tanks because of an agreement among Western countries not to deliver 

any Western style infantry fighting vehicles or battle tanks.316 The statement, which was thought by ana-

lysts to be a voluntary or involuntary leak of an internal agreement among NATO Allies on the kinds of 

weapons they would not deliver to avoid becoming embroiled in the conflict, was not confirmed by ei-

ther the German government or by NATO spokespeople. Yet, such an agreement would explain why the 

Germany Chancellery seemed to be blocking the delivery of such vehicles, despite the Foreign Minister 

Baerbock and Economics Minister Habeck reportedly advocating such a step, media speculated.317 Czech 

officials, however, denied the existence of such an understanding. Going on record on May 27, Czech 

Deputy Defense Minister Jan Havranek explained that there was “no such thing as an informal agree-

ment or ‘ban’ on delivery of particular weapon systems. The Czech government would not support or be 

part of any such thing.”318 In a joint press conference with Czech Minister of Foreign Affairs Jan 

Lipavský on the same day, British Foreign Secretary Liz Truss also denied rumors of a NATO agree-

ment to that effect.319 

 

Meanwhile, some encouraging signals came out of Berlin. On May 26, Scholz called Russia a “major nu-

clear power” engaged in “imperialism” and noted that it was “clear” that Putin would “only seriously ne-

gotiate a peace” when he would realize “that he cannot break Ukraine’s defenses.” Scholz reaffirmed 

Germany’s support for Ukraine, while at the same time emphasizing that he will not do anything “that 

could make NATO a party to the conflict.” The reason: “That would mean a direct confrontation between 

atomic powers.” In contrast, the aim was to “make it clear to Putin that there will be no victor’s peace. 

Ukraine will not accept that – and neither will we.”320 

 

However, the debate on what military aid to deliver continued in Washington. On May 27, Pentagon 

speaker Kirby commented Ukrainian calls for multiple-launch rocket systems (MLRS) stating that the 

US was “mindful and aware” of these public and private requests from Ukraine but that the decision had 

not been made.321 US outlets wrote that the White House was likely to send advanced systems, including 

possibly the MLRS and the High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) to Ukraine. However, it was 
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reportedly only considering short-range ammunition options with a range of up to 45 miles, which 

would reach further than previously delivered M777 howitzer shells with a range of 15 miles, but fall 

short of the MLRS’ maximum range of 190 miles. Yet, the US government reportedly had already pro-

vided funding to Ukraine for the purchase of a Soviet Smerch MLRS with a range of 50 miles from a US 

allied country.322  

 

67. Warning 

Meanwhile, despite – or maybe because – of the ongoing conflict, Russia went ahead with the testing 

of various systems. On May 28, it test-launched a nuclear-capable hypersonic Zircon cruise missile, 

which reached a range of about 1,000km.323 

 

68. De-escalatory 

Yet, Russian mid-level officials continued to downplay Moscow’s nuclear narratives. On May 29, Rus-

sia’s ambassador to the United Kingdom Andrey Kelin confirmed that Russia would not use nuclear 

weapons over Ukraine. According to Russian doctrine tactical nuclear weapons were “not used in 

conflicts like [the one in Ukraine] at all,” he explained.  As per its “very strict provisions,” tactical nu-

clear weapons would mainly be used “when the existence of the state is endangered.” This had “noth-

ing to do with the current operation,” which remained a “limited conventional operation” as indicated 

by Russia not increasing the number of its forces in Ukraine, he added.324 

 

In Washington, the debate on the range of missiles to be delivered to Kyiv continued. On May 30, Biden 

told reporters that the US government was “not going to send to Ukraine rocket systems that can strike 

into Russia.”325 The statement, which seemed to conflict with previous media reports according to which 

the White House was likely to send MLRS to Ukraine, was subsequently explained by an anonymous Ad-

ministration official. Accordingly, a decision on MLRS was still outstanding but “nothing is on the table 

with long-range strike capabilities,” said the official.326 “Ukraine will get new shipments of precision-

guided missiles with longer ranges than Ukrainians have now, but not rockets that can strike deep into 

Russia,” summed up Michael McFaul, the Obama Administration’s ambassador to Russia.327 Medvedev 

reportedly called Biden’s statement “reasonable” explaining that Russia would have attacked whoever 

took the “criminal” decision to strike Russian cities.328  
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69. Warning 

Finally, the White House attempted to settle the debate in a very public manner. On May 31, Presi-

dent Biden clarified what the US “will and will not do in Ukraine” in an Op-Ed, promising advanced 

rocket systems to Ukraine but emphasizing that the US would not intervene in the conflict directly. 

Regarding Russia’s nuclear threats, the US President emphasized the lack of concrete Russian steps 

towards using nuclear weapons. Yet, he also confirmed previous leaks suggesting that it was the US 

position that any use of nuclear weapons would have “severe consequences.”   

 

I’ve decided that we will provide the Ukrainians with more advanced rocket systems and muni-

tions that will enable them to more precisely strike key targets on the battlefield in Ukraine. … 

 

We do not seek a war between NATO and Russia. As much as I disagree with Mr. Putin, and find 

his actions an outrage, the United States will not try to bring about his ouster in Moscow. So 

long as the United States or our allies are not attacked, we will not be directly engaged in this 

conflict, either by sending American troops to fight in Ukraine or by attacking Russian forces. 

We are not encouraging or enabling Ukraine to strike beyond its borders. We do not want to 

prolong the war just to inflict pain on Russia. … 

 

If Russia does not pay a heavy price for its actions, it will send a message to other would-be ag-

gressors that they too can seize territory and subjugate other countries. It will put the survival 

of other peaceful democracies at risk. And it could mark the end of the rules-based international 

order and open the door to aggression elsewhere, with catastrophic consequences the world 

over. 

 

I know many people around the world are concerned about the use of nuclear weapons. We cur-

rently see no indication that Russia has intent to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine, though Rus-

sia’s occasional rhetoric to rattle the nuclear saber is itself dangerous and extremely irresponsi-

ble. Let me be clear: Any use of nuclear weapons in this conflict on any scale would be 

completely unacceptable to us as well as the rest of the world and would entail severe conse-

quences.329 

 

 

June 2022: Bringing Belarus into the nuclear fold? 

 

According to subsequent media reporting on June 1, the Biden Administration had been conducting 

tabletop exercises to assess potential US responses should Russia use tactical nuclear weapons in 

Ukraine or the Black Sea region. Reportedly, it also considered a potential Russian nuclear test. Accord-

ing to intelligence officials, the risk of nuclear use remained low but was “higher than what anyone was 

projecting before the invasion.” US officials further emphasized that any US response to the use of nu-

clear weapons would “almost certainly be nonnuclear,” the goal being to “signal immediate de-escala-

tion” but ensure international condemnation. This could mean some mix of economic, diplomatic and 

military measures.330 
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On the other side of the Atlantic, decisions on weapons deliveries intermingled with energy concerns. 

On May 31, media reported EU leaders had reached an agreement to ban the import of Russian oil to the 

European Union “in principle.”331 However, “Russia’s pipeline oil exports to the EU [would be allowed] 

to continue temporarily, while seaborne shipments are blocked by the end of the year.” There would 

also be further exceptions for Hungary and the Czech Republic.332 On the same day Slovak President Zu-

zana Čaputová announced that Bratislava would provide howitzers to Ukraine “within the next few 

days,” in addition to the S-300 air defense system and de-mining equipment it had already supplied to 

Kyiv.333 In parallel, German Chancellor Scholz declared the German government would backfill military 

vehicles for Greece to send Soviet-era tanks to Ukraine. “This will now be discussed in very concrete 

terms between the defense ministries and can then also be implemented quickly,” he explained.334 

 

Meanwhile, discussions on the NATO-Russia Founding Act resurfaced with US Ambassador to NATO 

Smith stating on June 1 that the Founding Act did not constrain “decisions that we’re taking as it relates 

to force posture and Central and Eastern Europe.”335  

 

Debates on weapons deliveries also continued. On the same June 1, media reported the US government 

might sell MQ-1C Gray Eagle drones to Ukraine, which could be used for “multiple deep strikes on the 

battlefield against Russia for the first time.”336 While this was not confirmed by the White House, Biden 

formally announced further military assistance for Ukraine worth 700 million US dollars on the same 

day, including the HIMARS, an advanced rocket system and munition with a 48 miles range – one of the 

shorter-range option.337 According to anonymous US officials, the decision was made only after Ukrain-

ian leaders promised not to strike targets within Russia with these systems.338 The following day, media 

reported that UK officials had asked the US government for permission to supply Ukraine with the 

MLRS, a similar US-made rocket system. According to anonymous sources privy to internal discussions, 

the United States had in fact decided to send the HIMARS partly to encourage allies to provide similar 
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systems.339 Meanwhile, in an address to the parliament of Luxemburg on June 2, Zelenskyy called for 

more weapons and sanctions against Moscow, declaring that Russia now controlled 20 percent of 

Ukrainian territory.340 

 

70. De-escalatory 

Returning to nuclear issues, on June 2, US President Joe Biden stressed the importance of discus-

sions on the future of arms control, writing: “Our progress must continue beyond the New START ex-

tension. Even as we rally the world to hold Russia accountable for its brutal and unprovoked war on 

Ukraine, we must continue to engage Russia on issues of strategic stability. Today—perhaps more 

than any other time since the Cold War—we must work to reduce the risk of an arms race or nuclear 

escalation.”341 

 

71. Warning 

On June 3, Medvedev responded to the US decision to provide advanced rocket systems to Ukraine 

in an interview, emphasizing that attacks on Russian territory could trigger retaliation against coun-

tries supplying these weapons. “If, God forbid, these weapons are used against Russian territory then 

our armed forces will have no other choice but to strike decision-making centers,” he stressed. “Of 

course, it needs to be understood that the final decision-making centers in this case, unfortunately, 

are not located on the territory of Kyiv.” Medvedev also alluded to the risk of nuclear apocalypse sug-

gesting that “the Horsemen of the Apocalypse are already on their way and all hope now is with Lord 

God the Almighty.”342 

  

Against this backdrop, transatlantic views on dealing with Russia remained split. On June 3, Macron re-

iterated his warning against humiliating Russia. Asked about escalation risks, he stated that the situa-

tion was “worrying,” which was why he “put so much time and energy into it … [losing] count of the con-

versations [he had] had with Vladimir Putin since December.” His bottom line: “We must not humiliate 

Russia so that the day the fighting stops, we can build a way out through diplomatic channels,” he added, 

stating that “it is the role of France, to be a mediating power.”343 This was followed by a swift reaction 

from Ukraine’s Kuleba, who declared such “calls to avoid humiliation of Russia can only humiliate 

France and every other country that would call for it. Because it is Russia that humiliates itself.” Thus: 

“We all better focus on how to put Russia in its place,” he added. “This will bring peace and save lives.”344 

 

On the same day a call for MiGs for Ukraine resurfaced in the United States. California National Guard 

adjutant David Baldwin described the Soviet-era jets as “the best immediate solution to support the 
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Ukrainians,” although “US or western fighters are options that should be explored as soon as possible” 

as well.345 

 

Few days later, Western states started moving towards delivering long-range options to Ukraine. On 

June 6, UK Defense Secretary Ben Wallace confirmed the United Kingdom would send the M270 MLRS 

with a range of 80 km. “As Russia’s tactics change, so must our support to Ukraine. These highly capable 

multiple-launch rocket systems will enable our Ukrainian friends to better protect themselves against 

the brutal use of long-range artillery,” he stated, emphasizing that “Ukraine can win” with international 

support.346 On June 8, US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark A. Milley announced that the US 

and UK military would train Ukrainian soldiers to use the multiple-launch rocket systems delivered to 

them by these two states. “We’ve got to start this thing with a program that is rational and deliberate 

and gets them trained to a standard where they become effective,” explained Milley, emphasizing that “it 

will do no good to just throw this weapon system into the battle,” Given that “you’ve got to be trained on 

it to get the maximum effective use out of the weapon as a precision system.”347 Finally, on June 9, US 

Ambassador to NATO Smith emphasized once again that there was “no pressure” on weapons deliveries 

within NATO, although “we’ve seen many, many NATO allies individually come forward and provide se-

curity assistance.”348 

 

Meanwhile, with the war in Ukraine seemingly reaching a deadlock, the Kremlin’s rhetoric became in-

creasingly prodigal. On June 9, Putin likened himself to Peter the Great, noting that the tsar “did not 

take anything” in the great northern war against Sweden, but only “returned” to Russia. Hence: “It seems 

that it has also fallen to us to return and strengthen [the sovereignty of the country and its ancestral ter-

ritories], and if we proceed from the fact that these basic values form the basis of our existence, we will 

certainly succeed in meeting the challenges that are before us,” he added.349 

Statements related to nuclear arms control ran parallel to such bluster. On June 11, Russian ambassador 

to the United States Anatoly Antonov called on Washington and Moscow to start discussing a replace-

ment for the New START treaty, which would expire in 2026. It was “in the national interest of the 

United States” to have military and diplomatic contacts on strategic stability, said Antonov. “Time is run-

ning out,” he emphasized, yet “if the Americans do not need the relationship that we offer, we will not 

run after them.” Whereas currently the US government did not appear ready to resume talks, Moscow 

could wait for the US side to “mature,” Antonov explained.350 

 

Certain nuclear narratives retained their own dynamic however. On June 12, Polish member of the Eu-

ropean Parliament and former Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski reportedly stated that “Russia has 
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violated [the Budapest] memorandum and therefore the West can give Ukraine the opportunity to de-

fend its independence,” including with nuclear warheads.351 These remarks were condemned by Chair-

man of Russia’s State Duma Vyacheslav Volodin on June 13, who declared that “Sikorski provokes a 

nuclear conflict in the center of Europe. He does not think about the future of either Ukraine or Poland. 

If his proposals are implemented, these countries will disappear, as well as Europe,” Volodin added. 

“With such deputies, the Europeans will have much more serious problems than those they have already 

faced today (refugees, record inflation, energy crisis),” he also stated.352 

 

In Washington, some worried that the bipartisan consensus on Ukraine was slowly collapsing. For in-

stance, former NATO Supreme Allied Commander Philip Breedlove warned on June 13 of “a growing 

group of appeasers in Washington,” as “we are now, I believe, entering into a phase where we’re con-

templating playing this game with Ukraine’s chips and thinking about Ukraine making large concessions 

in order to move forward,” he explained.353 

 

US allies continued to work together on supplying Ukraine, despite some diverging views on a potential 

end-game. On June 15, representatives from 50 states met up to agree on further military support for 

Ukraine.354 The US Department of Defense subsequently announced additional security assistance for 

Kyiv worth 1 billion US dollars, including in the field of more advanced systems, notably “additional am-

munition for High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems; … [and] two Harpoon coastal defense systems.”355 

On the same day, Macron suggested that the West must “have the lucidity to note that [it is] not waging 

war on Russia. The only desirable outcome of the conflict is either a military victory for Ukraine or at 

some point a discussion because the fire will have ceased, which allows for an agreement between 

Ukraine and Russia.” Although he no longer warned of a humiliation of Russia, he still emphasized that 

“at some point we’ll have to talk.”356 

 

Despite this Western stance, Chinese President Xi Jinping offered the most unambiguous declaration of 

support to Russia since the invasion of Ukraine, vowing to support Moscow’s “sovereignty and security.” 

China was willing to “push for the steady and long-term development of bilateral pragmatic coopera-

tion,” Xi said, and “mutually support Russia on core interests and matters of paramount concern, such as 

sovereignty and security,” as well as achieve “closer strategic cooperation.” Xi also told Putin that the 

“Ukraine crisis” should be “reasonably resolved.”357 
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72. Warning 

Nuclear narratives on Russian television once again developed their own dynamic. On Rossiya-1, Dep-

uty Foreign Minister Sergey Ryabkov said on June 15 that he was certain that the US government 

and “its military planners” were “characterized by the ideology of a limited nuclear war.” “The use of 

nuclear weapons by the United States due to the crisis in Ukraine will become an irreversible event, 

Russia rejects the concept of a limited nuclear strike. I hope that … the remnants of common sense 

will allow these politicians, these applicants for the role of world conductors, to refrain from making 

such decisions.” According to Ryabkov, Western countries “are trying to accuse us of allegedly playing 

some kind of rhetorical game.” “This is completely untrue. These are useless arguments, but we are 

used to the fact that the West has nothing left but distortion and fakes,” he stressed.358 

 

By now, arms control had become a frequent talking point. On June 16, Kremlin spokesperson Peskov 

emphasized the need for discussions with the United States on an extension of the New START treaty. 

This was “a topic that cannot be avoided.” One could “of course, like an ostrich, try to bury your head in 

the sand, referring to a special military operation, but it is Russia and the United States that should dis-

cuss this topic.” Hence: “It should have been discussed yesterday. And this discussion is important not 

only for the peoples of our two countries, but also for the whole world, for global security.359 

 

Mixed signals rendered it almost impossible for outside observers to gauge the level of political support 

for Ukraine. On the one hand, for instance, US media reported on June 16 that anonymous US and Eu-

ropean officials had suggested Zelenskyy might have to “dial it back a bit” regarding his red line on not 

making any territorial concessions. Nevertheless, a US official also reiterated Washington’s position 

that no one could pressure Ukraine “to make concessions, as some Europeans are. We would never ask 

them to cede territory.”360 On the other hand, on the same June 16, Italian Prime Minister Mario 

Draghi, Macron and Scholz for the first time since the beginning of the war visited Kyiv. In a joint press 

conference with Romanian President Klaus Iohannis they all expressed their support for Ukrainian 

(and Moldovan) EU membership;361 and on the following day, the European Commission formally rec-

ommended to the European Council to confirm “Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia’s perspective to become 

members of the EU.”362 

 

73. De-escalatory 

In turn, Moscow’s nuclear rhetoric softened. On June 17, when asked about Russia’s nuclear allu-

sions, Putin claimed Moscow was only responding to Western threats. “Of course, we can hear such 

[nuclear] rhetoric. Where does it come from? It comes from their own [the West’s] statements. One 
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irresponsible politician blurts out something, and another one follows suit at a very high level. For 

example, top foreign ministry officials talk profusely on this subject. Are we going to keep silent? We 

reply accordingly. Following our reply, they start finding fault with us and saying that Russia is mak-

ing threats. We are not threatening anyone. However, everyone should know what resources we 

have, and what we will use, if need be, to defend our sovereignty. This is an obvious thing.”363 

 

74. Warning 

US officials also appeared less concerned with the dangers of nuclear escalation. Hence, on June 17, 

US Strategic Command announced that the US military had successfully launched “scheduled missile 

test flights of four unarmed Trident II (D5LE) missiles … from an Ohio-class ballistic missile subma-

rine off the coast of southern California.”364 

 

The German government once again stressed its commitment to Ukraine on June 18. In an interview, 

Chancellor Scholz pledged that the G7 states would “support Ukraine for as long as necessary,” noting 

that “Putin obviously hopes that everything will fall into place once he has conquered enough land and 

the international community will return to business as usual.” But: “That is an illusion,” he stressed.365 

 

With the review conference of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) to be held in August, Russian 

diplomats sought to signal that they wanted the war in Ukraine kept as far as possible from the proceed-

ings. On June 18, the Russian embassy in the United States wrote on Telegram that “Washington plans 

to raise topics at [the review conference] that do not relate to the essence of the NPT problem.” This was 

“a serious mistake that will aggravate an already difficult situation in the context of the tasks facing the 

international community to strengthen the non-proliferation regime.” The Russians “urged” their “col-

leagues” not to “forget” the NPT’s “key role” in “ensuring global security and stability.” It was “im-

portant” to “work on creating the conditions for a non-confrontational and depoliticized dialogue.” 

Money line: “We hope that Washington and its allies will have enough political will and common sense 

to put the interests of preserving the NPT above opportunistic goals.” Moscow was “determined to coop-

erate with all interested countries” to strengthen the treaty.366 

 

The NATO leadership reiterated its position on the balance between assistance and escalation. In an in-

terview with German media on June 19, Stoltenberg promised that “NATO will continue supporting 

Ukraine in its self-defense,” but emphasized that NATO “is not a part of the conflict.” NATO would “help 

the country, but it would not send NATO soldiers to Ukraine.” Asked about the risk of nuclear war, Stol-

tenberg explained that NATO “does not see a higher alert level of the Russian nuclear forces.” However, 

“Russia’s nuclear saber-rattling is dangerous and irresponsible,” he stressed. “Putin must know: A nu-

clear war cannot be won and must never be fought,” added the Secretary General. NATO was sending a 
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“clear signal to Russia” that it protects all its member states, he concluded. He evaded a question about 

how realistic NATO membership for Ukraine was.367 

In an article published on the same day, Boris Johnson laid out four priorities for the further war ef-

forts. Accordingly, the West must 1) “ensure that Ukraine receives weapons, equipment, ammunition 

and training more rapidly than the invader, and build up its capacity to use our help;” 2) “help preserve 

the viability of the Ukrainian state” through “funding and technical help;” 3) “develop the alternative 

overland routes that already exist” to bypass Russia’s naval blockade and keep Ukraine’s economy 

afloat; and 4) get food out of Ukraine. Johnson added that all of this served the overall purpose of 

strengthening “the hand of our Ukrainian friends to finish this war on the terms that President Zelensky 

has laid out. That should be the definition of success. The Ukrainian people have been clear they will not 

be forced into accepting less than that.”368 

 

Meanwhile, an increasing number of reports suggested that Ukraine now had insufficient weaponry to 

withstand the Russian offensive.369 Conversely, throughout the month of June, Russian forces had made 

slow but steady advances in the Eastern Luhansk and Donetsk regions.370 

 

Escalation between NATO and Russia seemed to emerge from a different domain. Over the weekend of 

June 18 and 19, the Lithuanian government partially blocked Russian railway transports across its ter-

ritories to the Russian Kaliningrad enclave under EU sanctions. Russian Security Council Secretary Ni-

kolai Patrushev condemned this decision on 21 June, warning of “serious consequences” and stating 

that “appropriate measures … will be taken in the near future” and that the “consequences will have a 

serious negative impact on the population of Lithuania.”371  

 

Statements from Moscow suggested an ongoing Russian debate on the need for arms control negotia-

tions with the United States. On June 20, Medvedev pushed back on Peskov’s call for New START nego-

tiations with the US government, suggesting that first “Washington should truly appreciate the need for 

a strategic arms dialogue and ask Moscow for it.” He noted: We don’t have any relations with the USA 

now. They are at zero degrees. And you don’t need to defrost them today. And there is no need to negoti-

ate with them yet. This is bad for Russia. Let them run or crawl themselves and ask for it. And they ap-

preciate it as a special favor.”372 
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A number of concurrent developments are worth noting. On June 21, the German government made its 

weapons deliveries to Ukraine to date public. Accordingly, deliveries already included 500 stinger rock-

ets and the government was inter alia still planning to supply 30 Gepard tanks.373 On the same day, 

Putin announced that the Russian military would deploy the new nuclear-capable intercontinental bal-

listic missile Sarmat by the end of the year.374 At the same time, media reports suggested that Ukrainian 

officials were concerned that US bipartisan support for military assistance to Ukraine might be waning 

amid rising energy prices and other domestic concerns in the United States.375 

 

However, support for Ukraine remained strong. On June 23, the European Parliament adopted a reso-

lution calling on EU Heads of State and Government to grant EU candidate status to Ukraine.376 On the 

same day, the European Council granted EU candidate status to Ukraine. EU leaders also promised con-

tinued “military, financial, humanitarian and political support” for Ukraine.377 Also on June 23, the Pen-

tagon announced military assistance for Ukraine worth 450 million US dollars, including four additional 

HIMARS.378 

 

Military developments in Ukraine remained impossible to predict. On June 24, Ukrainian forces were 

reported to have started withdrawing from Severodonetsk, one of “the last remaining strongholds in the 

Luhansk region.” An anonymous US defense official however pointed out that Russian forces were “just 

eking out inch by inch of territory here” paying significant costs for “very small, very incremental 

gain.”379 

 

On the same June 24, Russian rhetoric again intensified. Foreign minister Lavrov reportedly declared 

that the West was preparing for war with Russia. “Hitler rallied a significant part, if not most, of the Eu-

ropean nations under his banner for a war against the Soviet Union,” and “now, the EU together with 

NATO are forming another—modern—coalition for a standoff and, ultimately, war with the Russian 

Federation,” said Lavrov.380 
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75. Escalatory 

In the same vein, on June 25 at a meeting with Belarusian President Lukashenko in St. Petersburg, 

Putin announced the transfer of nuclear-capable Iskander-M missiles to Belarus, as well as the re-

equipment of Belarusian SU-35 planes to carry nuclear weapons. The move was depicted as a reac-

tion to Lithuania’s alleged plan “to stop transit from Russia to Kaliningrad” and to US and NATO exer-

cises with nuclear capable aircraft. Lukashenko noted that Lithuania’s “plan to stop transit from Rus-

sia through Belarus to Kaliningrad” was “akin to declaring some kind of war.” When asking for 

adapting Belarusian aircraft for nuclear use, he was not “talking about what we will transport tomor-

row or whether they will transport nuclear weapons,” but he remembered “1941, when we were 

lulled to sleep,” Lukashenko said. Putin answered that Russia was “obliged” to take care of the secu-

rity of Belarus, and proposed that “the Belarusian army is armed with a fairly large group of Su-25 

aircraft, they could be re-equipped accordingly.” Hence, “within the next few months we will transfer 

to Belarus the Iskander-M tactical missile systems, which, as you know, can use both ballistic and 

cruise missiles, both in conventional and nuclear versions.”381 

 

76. Warning 

The G7 states immediately responded to Moscow’s decision. On June 26-28, G7 leaders and repre-

sentatives of the European Union met for a Summit in Germany.382 During a virtual address at the 

Summit, Zelenskyy asked for more military assistance and suggested the war should end “before 

winter sets in.”383 In a joint statement of support for Ukraine on June 27, the G7 leaders promised to 

“continue to provide financial, humanitarian, military and diplomatic support and stand with Ukraine 

for as long as it takes” and condemned Russian nuclear rhetoric. The G7 reiterated their “condemna-

tion of Russia’s unjustified use of nuclear rhetoric and signaling.” Russia had to “abide by its interna-

tional commitments, including those which ban the use of chemical, biological or nuclear weapons.” 

The G7 urged “Russia to behave responsibly and exercise restraint, and reiterate that any use of such 

weapons would be unacceptable and met with severe consequences. In this regard we express seri-

ous concern after the announcement by Russia that it could transfer missiles with nuclear capabilities 

to Belarus.”384 

 

77. De-escalatory 

The Russian government denied it was planning to also deploy nuclear weapons to Belarus. Respond-

ing to the G7’s expression of “serious concern” over the transfer of nuclear-capable missiles to Bela-

rus, on June 28, Kremlin spokesperson Peskov denied the Kremlin was planning to station nuclear 

weapons in Belarus. “The president didn’t talk about it. He talked about complexes that are techni-

cally capable of carrying different types of weapons,” he stressed.385 

 

 
381 “Встреча с Президентом Белоруссии Александром Лукашенко (Meeting with President of Belarus Alexander Lukashenko),” 
Website of the President of Russia, June 25, 2022 [http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/68702]. 
 
382 “G7 Leaders‘ Communiqué,” Website of the German Federal Government, June 28, 2022 [https://www.bundesregierung.de/re-
source/blob/974430/2057828/77d5804dd1ab3047bf0f5f74c1139066/2022-06-28-abschlusserklaerung-eng-web-
data.pdf?download=1]. 
 
383 “Ukraine war: G7 pledges to stay with Ukraine until the end,” BBC News, June 27, 2022 [https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-61954445]. 
 
384 “G7 Statement on Support for Ukraine,” Website of Germany’s G7 Presidency, June 27, 2022 
[https://www.g7germany.de/resource/blob/974430/2057196/4628490eda0863e429c30136ec180feb/2022-06-27-g7-erklaer-
ung-ukraine-en-data.pdf?download=1]. 
 
385 “Путин не говорил Лукашенко о передаче Минску ядерных ракет, заявил Песков (Putin did not tell Lukashenko about the 
transfer of nuclear missiles to Minsk, Peskov said),” RIA Novosti, June 28, 2022 [https://ria.ru/20220628/rakety-
1798609427.html].   
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In Washington, preparations went ahead for additional support for Ukraine. On June 27, US National 

Security Advisor Jake Sullivan confirmed  that the US government was “in the process of finalizing a 

package that includes advanced air defense capabilities” for Ukraine. Asked about Zelenskyy’s remark 

that the war should end by the winter at the G7 Summit, Sullivan stated that the Ukrainian President 

“was very much focused on trying to ensure that Ukraine is in as advantageous a position on the battle-

field as possible in the next months as opposed to the next years because he believes that a grinding 

conflict is not in the interest of the Ukrainian people.” Sullivan also confirmed the Russian forces were 

facing “limitations.” He noted: “Russia faces limitations in terms of its ability to resupply and to fill out 

its battalion tactical groups.  Those limitations are real.  They have an impact on Russia’s capacity to 

achieve its ultimate strategic aims in this conflict, which we do not believe are limited to the Donbas, 

certainly are not limited to Luhansk.”386 

 

In Brussels, information started to emerge on how NATO planned to strengthen its Eastern Flank, while 

European Allies continued to be split on how to best support Kyiv. At a pre-Summit press briefing on 

June 27, NATO Secretary General Stoltenberg announced that the Alliance would significantly increase 

its troop presence on the Eastern flank, increasing “the number of [NATO] high readiness forces … to 

well over 300,000.”387 On the same day media reported of an Eastern European defense official arguing 

that “when it comes to weapons aid, there is room to do 10 times more” and “when it comes to sanc-

tions, then there is room to do much more,” suggesting Eastern European Allies preferred stronger sup-

port for Ukraine still.388 

 

78. Warning 

Meanwhile, the US military seemed bent to return to its normal testing pattern for new missiles. On 

June 28, it conducted an unsuccessful hypersonic missile flight test. Nevertheless, “the information 

gathered from this event will provide vital insights,” stressed Pentagon spokesperson Tim Gor-

man.389 “Experiments and tests, both successful and unsuccessful, are the backbone of developing 

highly complex, critical technologies at tremendous speed,” he stressed in a statement, suggesting 

also that “delivering hypersonic weapons remains a top priority and the Department remains confi-

dent that it is on track to field offensive and defensive hypersonic capabilities on target dates begin-

ning in the early 2020s.” Russian analyst Alexei Ramm reportedly blamed the failure on the com-

plexity of the tested system.390 

 

On June 29-30, a NATO Leaders Summit took place in Madrid. At the summit, the Alliance formally in-

vited Finland and Sweden to join the Alliance. Allies also “committed to deploy additional robust in-

place combat-ready forces on [the NATO’s] eastern flank, to be scaled up from the existing battlegroups 

to brigade-size units where and when required” and announced a New Force Model under which over 

 
386 “On-the-Record Press Gaggle by National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan,” Website of the White House, June 27, 2022 
[https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2022/06/27/on-the-record-press-gaggle-by-national-security-
advisor-jake-sullivan/]. 
 
387 “Pre-Summit press conference by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg,” Website of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
June 27, 2022 [https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_197080.htm]. 
 
388 Lara Seligman, Alexander Ward and Quint Forgey, “2 years after George Floyd protest, D.C. Guard limits flying,” Politico, June 27, 
2022 [https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/06/27/2-years-after-george-floyd-protest-d-c-
guard-limits-flying-00042549]. 
 
389 Jon Herskovitz and Anthony Capaccio, “US Hypersonic Missile Fails in Test in Fresh Setback for Program,” Bloomberg, June 30, 
2022 [https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-06-30/us-hypersonic-missile-fails-in-test-in-fresh-setback-for-pro-
gram]. 
 
390 Brendan Cole, “Russia Reacts to U.S. Hypersonic Missile Failure,” Newsweek, July 1, 2022, [https://www.newsweek.com/russia-
reacts-us-hypersonic-missile-failure-pentagon-chgb-test-1721004]. 
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300,000 troops would be available at high readiness. This was a significant increase from the Alliance’s 

existing high-readiness NATO Response Force (NRF) with 40,000 troops.391 On June 29, Biden moreo-

ver announced significant additional US deployments to Europe including “more destroyers, air defense 

systems and … troops.”392 According to a White House Fact Sheet from June 29 this would include the 

following:  

 

• Establishment of a permanent V Corps Headquarters Forward Command Post in Poland … 

• Commitment to maintaining an additional rotational Brigade Combat Team in Europe, which 

the United States will position in Romania, with the ability to deploy subordinate elements for 

training and exercises across the eastern flank. 

• Enhanced rotational deployments in the Baltic region including armored, aviation, air de-

fense, and special operations forces … 

• An agreement to work with Spain to increase the number of U.S. destroyers stationed in Rota 

from four to six. 

• Two squadrons of F-35 aircraft to the United Kingdom. 

• Stationing of additional air defense and other enablers in Germany and Italy.393  

 

In addition, various Allies declared what their contributions to the New Force Model would be. On June 

29, the German Ministry of Defense announced it would “assign 15,000 troops, including an armored 

division with two brigades, 65 combat and transport aircraft, 20 warships and special forces units,” 

while the British Ministry of Defense promised “one brigade, an unspecified number of multi-role air-

craft and warships, including an aircraft carrier.”394 Various Allies also made public statements on how 

they would implement the promised strengthening of the NATO Battlegroups.  

 

Berlin announced an increase in the Bundeswehr presence in Lithuania to around 1,500 troops, the 

pre-assignment of an additional 3,500 troops permanently stationed in Germany to reinforce Lith-

uania in case of need, and the prepositioning of ammunition there. London, in addition to reinforc-

ing the British troops deployed in Estonia up to 1,700 soldiers, will pre-assign a 1,000-strong con-

tingent permanently stationed in the UK. Canada has also pledged to increase its commitments to 

the battlegroup in Latvia with the pre-assignment of forces up to the size of a brigade. … President 

 
391 “2022 NATO Summit,” Website of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, July 1, 2022 
[https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_196144.htm]. 
 
392 Alexander Ward and Quint Forgey, “Congress has F-16 problems and Biden is one,” Politico, June 29, 2022 [https://www.polit-
ico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/06/29/congress-has-f-16-problems-and-biden-is-one-00043097], and Jim 
Garamone, “Biden Announces Changes in U.S. Force Posture in Europe,” Website of the US Department of Defense, June 29, 2022 
[https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3078087/biden-announces-changes-in-us-force-posture-in-eu-
rope/]. 
 
393 “FACT SHEET: The 2022 NATO Summit in Madrid,” Website of the White House, June 29, 2022 
[https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/06/29/fact-sheet-the-2022-nato-summit-in-madrid/]. 
For a more detailed overview on how these deployments compared to previous US deployments on the Eastern flank, see: Justyna 
Gotkowska and Jacek Tarociński, “NATO after Madrid: how much deterrence and defence on the eastern flank?,” Center for Eastern 
Studies, July 5, 2022 [https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2022-07-05/nato-after-madrid-how-much-
deterrence-and-defence-eastern#_ftn5]. 
 
394 See, for instance, Germany here: Florian Manthey, “New Force Model: NATO verstärkt schnelle Eingreifkräfte (New Force 
Model: NATO Reinforces Rapid Response Forces),” Website of the German Ministry of Defense, June 29, 2022 
[https://www.bmvg.de/de/aktuelles/new-force-model-nato-verstaerkt-schnelle-eingreifkraefte-5456976], and UK here: “UK to 
make more forces available to NATO to counter future threats,” Website of the UK Government, June 29, 2022 
[https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-to-make-more-forces-available-to-nato-to-counter-future-threats]. 
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Emmanuel Macron announced a similar pre-assignment of French forces to the battlegroup in Ro-

mania.395 

 

More information emerged on NATO’s efforts in Eastern Europe. On June 30, SHAPE announced that 

France had deployed the MAMBA surface-to-air missile defense system as well as “an air defense 

command post to Romania … since May 16.” As such, it was the latest country to strengthen the Alli-

ance’s air and missile defense posture at the Eastern flank since the beginning of the war. According 

to Deputy Chief of Staff Operations at Allied Air Command Christoph Pliet, “besides the French de-

ployment to Romania, Germany and the Netherlands have deployed PATRIOT batteries to Slovakia 

and the United States sent two PATRIOT batteries to Poland in April 2022. These deployments are 

critical augmentations enhancing the Alliance’s IAMD posture in a changed geopolitical environ-

ment.”396 

 

At the Madrid Summit, Allies also adopted a new Strategic Concept, which strongly condemned Russia’s 

war of aggression against Ukraine and described the Russian Federation as “the most significant and di-

rect threat to Allies’ security and to peace and stability in the Euro-Atlantic area.” On Moscow’s nuclear 

threats, the document noted that Russia was “modernizing its nuclear forces and expanding its novel 

and disruptive dual-capable delivery systems, while employing coercive nuclear signaling.” Also: “The 

Russian Federation’s violations and selective implementation of its arms control obligations and com-

mitments have contributed to the deterioration of the broader security landscape,” it added. On NATO’s 

own nuclear capability, the Concept stated that “NATO’s deterrence and defense posture is based on an 

appropriate mix of nuclear, conventional and missile defense capabilities, complemented by space and 

cyber capabilities.” Overall: “The fundamental purpose of NATO’s nuclear capability is to preserve peace, 

prevent coercion and deter aggression. Nuclear weapons are unique. The circumstances in which NATO 

might have to use nuclear weapons are extremely remote. Any employment of nuclear weapons against 

NATO would fundamentally alter the nature of a conflict. The Alliance has the capabilities and resolve to 

impose costs on an adversary that would be unacceptable and far outweigh the benefits that any adver-

sary could hope to achieve.”397 

 

In the Madrid Summit declaration, Allies also pledged to “continue to counter Russia’s lies and reject its 

irresponsible rhetoric,” apparently alluding to Moscow’s nuclear threats.398 

 

The Kremlin responded reiterating its position on Finland and Sweden joining NATO. On June 29, Putin 

explained that Russia did “not have territorial issues and disputes [with those two countries].” Hence: 

“We have nothing that could bother us in terms of Finland’s membership and Sweden to NATO,” de-

clared Putin. “If they want [to join NATO] – please. Only they should clearly understand that there were 

no threats to them before, but now, if military contingents and infrastructure are deployed there, we will 

 
395 Justyna Gotkowska and Jacek Tarociński, “NATO after Madrid: how much deterrence and defence on the eastern flank?,” Center 
for Eastern Studies, July 5, 2022 [https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2022-07-05/nato-after-madrid-
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have to respond in a mirror manner and create such threats to the territories from which threats are 

created to us,” he added.399   

 

Overall, Moscow’s rhetoric appeared to become less belligerent. On June 30, Putin declared that a “mul-

tipolar system of international relations” was “being actively formed,” and announced that Russia was 

“open to dialogue on ensuring strategic stability, preserving non-proliferation regimes for weapons of 

mass destruction and improving the situation in the field of arms control.” However, there were cur-

rently “unfortunately … no tangible plans” for strategic stability talks, the Russian leader noted.400 

 

Western support for Ukraine in turn remained strong, but many asked themselves how long this would 

last. On June 30, Biden announced another assistance package for Ukraine worth 800 million US dol-

lars, “including a new advanced Western air defense system for Ukraine, more artillery and ammunition, 

counter-battery radars, additional ammunition for the HIMARS multiple launch rocket system we’ve al-

ready given Ukraine and more HIMARS coming from other countries as well.” When asked how long the 

US government would continue supporting Ukraine, Biden explained that the United States and NATO 

would “stick with Ukraine as long as it takes to, in fact, make sure that they are not defeated … by Rus-

sia.“401 Still, at the NATO Summit, Estonian Prime Minister Kaja Kallas reportedly expressed concern 

over growing war fatigue. “We can’t be tired, because we have to help Ukraine defend their country,” she 

was quoted as saying.402 

 

July 2022: Nuclear narratives loose steam 

 

On July 5, NATO allies signed the Accession Protocols for Finland and Sweden, which then had to be rat-

ified by every Ally.403 

 

In Ukraine, the outcome of hostilities remained unclear. On July 5, media reported that although Russian 

forces had now occupied most of the Luhansk province, they had done so at a high price. The question 

was whether the Russian troops would be able to quickly regather their strength in order to capture the 

rest of the Donbas, which could then “free up its forces to grab even more land and dictate the terms of 

any peace agreement;” or whether Ukrainian forces could “pin the Russians down for a protracted pe-

riod [and] build up the resources for a counteroffensive.”404 According to a Ukrainian officer the high 

number of casualties and territorial losses were starting to negatively impact the morale of Ukrainian 
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troops.405 Meanwhile, Senate Armed Services Committee Chair Jack Reed suggested US supplied multi-

ple-rocket launcher systems “could be decisive in terms of stopping the Russian assault and maybe even 

regaining momentum.”406 

 

79. Warning 

Against this background, Medvedev once again alluded to Russia’s nuclear capability. Referring to 

calls “to create tribunals or courts for a so-called investigation of Russia’s actions,” he suggested on 

July 6 that “the idea of punishing a country that has one of the largest nuclear potential is absurd. And 

potentially poses a threat to the existence of humanity.”407 

 

80. De-escalatory 

However, another Russian official again played down Moscow’s nuclear narratives. On July 7, Valen-

tina Matvienko, speaker of the Russian Federation Council, stated that it was “unacceptable to even 

talk about the possibility of a nuclear war at all.” “Any sane person, especially a politician and states-

man, understands that a nuclear war, if God forbid it happened, generally means the end of human 

civilization,” she added. “Russia views nuclear weapons only as a deterrent,” Matvienko explained. 

“We have clearly and strictly prescribed those exceptional cases when it can be used only in response 

to (God forbid that this never happens) a nuclear attack.” Also: “We behave like a civilized country, 

and we do it openly, we declare this publicly and strictly follow our obligations, and we are doing eve-

rything to ensure that nothing like this happen,” she stressed. She also referred to alleged Ukrainian 

attempts to obtain a nuclear weapon, stating that this would be “like giving a grenade to a mad-

man.”408 

 

At times, it remained unclear whether information releases on Russia’s military acquisitions were inten-

tional political signals or just ordinary developments. For instance, on July 8, the Belgorod submarine 

capable of carrying a Poseidon strategic nuclear drone was delivered to the Russian Navy. An official 

press statement however called the Belgorod a “research submarine” and made no mention of the Posei-

don drone.409  

 

In Washington, support for Ukraine remained strong. On July 8, a senior Pentagon official declared that 

“the President has decided to provide another round of presidential drawdown authority [including] 

 
405 Alecander Ward, Nahal Toolsi and Quint Forgey, “U.S. ambassadors to Blinken: Send the weapons,” Politico, July 5, 2022 
[https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/07/05/u-s-ambassadors-to-blinken-send-the-weapons-
00043971]. 
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war-news?smid=url-share - senate-armed-services-committee-chair-says-multiple-rocket-launcher-system-is-crucial-to-ukraines-
campaign]. 
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four high-mobility artillery rocket systems.” Ukraine had been “successfully striking Russian locations in 

Ukraine, deeper behind the front lines, and disrupting Russia’s ability to conduct that artillery opera-

tion,” the official declared. Asked about Russia’s war goals, the official explained that “the objective re-

mains the same, which is to prevent the existence of a sovereign, independent Ukraine.” Only “the spe-

cific military objectives have shifted,” the official stated. “On Russia’s broader intentions, … we take very 

seriously the threats that Russia poses to NATO allies and the NATO alliance, and that is why, at the Ma-

drid Summit last week, the United States announced this set of significant additions to our posture and 

capability in Europe,” the official added.410 

 

In Moscow, the leadership was employing harsh words, but keeping away from nuclear narratives. In a 

speech on July 7, Putin once again blamed the “collective West” for the war in Ukraine and declared that 

Russia had “not started anything in earnest yet” in Ukraine. He concluded: “We are not rejecting peace 

talks, but those who are rejecting them should know that the longer it goes on, the harder it will be for 

them to negotiate with us.” 411 

 

In Ukraine, political leaders were less than keen to negotiate on Moscow’s terms. On July 9, Ukrainian 

Minister of Defense Oleksii Reznikov tweeted that “HIMARS have already made a HUUUGE difference 

on the battlefield.”412 Over the following weekend, however, the Russian forces continued attacks on 

three fronts, in the Northeast, East and South of Ukraine, media reported on July 11.413   

 

81. Warning 

The following day, July 12, Russian Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zakharova once again alluded to 

the risk of nuclear escalation. “After provoking an escalation of the Ukrainian crisis and unleashing a 

violent hybrid confrontation with Russia, Washington and its allies are dangerously teetering on the 

brink of an open military confrontation with our country, which means a direct armed conflict be-

tween nuclear powers. Clearly, such a confrontation would be fraught with nuclear escalation,” Zakh-

arova noted. At the same time, she denied Russia was threatening the use of nuclear weapons, criti-

cizing a statement by Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida as “anti-Russian.” She said: “It is 

unacceptable to try to distort the logic of deterrence, which is what Russia’s official statements on nu-

clear issues are based on, for propaganda reasons, as well as to depict us as a country threatening to 

use nuclear weapons.”414 

 

The Biden Administration displayed strong support for the government in Kyiv. On July 12, Jake Sulli-

van pointed out that Russia had “already substantially failed to achieve its strategic objectives in 

Ukraine … to take Kyiv, the capital; to end Ukraine as a country; to eliminate Ukrainian identity from the 

map; and to subsume Ukraine to within Russia.” Although Russia had also “been able to grind out, kilo-

meter by kilometer, inch by inch, some territory in the east,”  he stressed that “the Ukrainians [had] 

made Russia pay a dear price for that [and] the sanctions have made Russia pay a dear price for that.” 

 
410 “Senior Defense Official Holds a Background Briefing,” Website of the US Department of Defense, July 8, 2022 [https://www.de-
fense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3088129/senior-defense-official-holds-a-background-briefing/]. 
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lin.ru/events/president/transcripts/68836]. 
 
412 Tweet by @oleksiireznikov, Twitter, July 9, 2022 [https://twitter.com/oleksiireznikov/sta-
tus/1545847314044129287?s=20&t=0WReKYV0bEnjaoZaw5_J0Q]. 
 
413 Matthew Mpoke Bigg, “Russia’s military presses its plan on three fronts,” The New York Times, July 11, 2022 [https://www.ny-
times.com/live/2022/07/11/world/russia-ukraine-war-news?smid=url-share#putin-plans-to-press-on-in-ukraine-on-three-
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414 “US, allies teetering on brink of military confrontation with Moscow, says diplomat,” TASS, July 12, 2022 [https://tass.com/poli-
tics/1478711]. 
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Further Sullivan affirmed that the US government would “continue to work with the Ukrainian military 

and Ukrainian government on a strategy that ultimately achieves their objectives, both on the battlefield 

and at the negotiating table … for as long as it takes.” Asked about the extent to which the Biden Admin-

istration would support Ukraine in reclaiming territory occupied by Russia, Sullivan only reiterated that 

“the fundamental purpose of [the US] strategy is to put the Ukrainians in as strong a position as possible 

on the battlefield so that they are in as strong a position as possible at the negotiating table when diplo-

macy comes.” Also: “As President Zelenskyy himself has said: Ultimately, this conflict will have to be pur-

sued through diplomacy.  And that’s where the United States’ thrust and purpose — that’s where the na-

ture of our policy stands and will go,” added Sullivan. US support for Ukraine was not limited in terms of 

time, but by “a benefit-risk analysis” regarding  in terms of “exactly the types of systems [that the US 

government is] prepared to provide.” Sullivan further pointed out “the severe costs that Russia has had 

to endure on the battlefield as it tries to grind out territory in the east,” which “is coming at a cost to the 

sustainment of its own weapons.” To illustrate these costs, he pointed to the fact that “the Iranian gov-

ernment is preparing to provide Russia with up to several hundred UAVs,” which he thought was “pretty 

newsworthy and noteworthy.”415 

 

82. Warning 

Both Russia and the United States made public advances in missile technology. On July 12, the head 

of Roscosmos Dmitry Rogozin declared that Russia’s Sarmat, “the world’s most powerful nuclear 

missile with a global range is preparing for new tests and serial production.”416 

 

83. Warning 

On the same day, July 12, the US military conducted two successful hypersonic missile test.417 

 

US weapons systems appeared to be making an impact on Ukraine’s battlefield. On July 13, media re-

ported of a series of Ukrainian strikes “against high-value targets such as ammunition depots and com-

mand posts since multiple-launch rocket systems known as Himars began arriving from the US” in June. 

“The occupiers have already felt very well what modern artillery is,” Zelenskyy commented on the at-

tacks. “They will not have a safe rear anywhere on our land,” he added.418 However, on July 14, media 

reported that Russia had “stepped up long-range missile attacks far from the frontlines in eastern 

Ukraine over the past few weeks.”419 

 

The first signs of a nearing crisis at the Zaporizhzhia power plant emerged. On July 15, the president of 

the Ukrainian nuclear agency Energoatom Pedro Kotin suggested Russian forces were storing weapons 

 
415 “Press Briefing by Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre and National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan,” Website of The White House, 
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at the Zaporizhzhia power plant. “The occupiers bring their machinery there, including missile systems, 

from which they already shell the other side of the river Dnipro and the territory of Nikopol,” he said.420 

 

Russia seemed to be reacting to Ukraine’s enhanced military capabilities. On July 16, Shoigu reportedly 

“gave the necessary instructions to further increase the actions of groups in all operational areas in or-

der to exclude the possibility of the Kyiv regime launching massive rocket and artillery strikes on civil-

ian infrastructure and residents of settlements in Donbas and other regions.”421 Two days later, on July 

18, he directed Russian forces in Ukraine “to prioritize the use of high-precision armament for eliminat-

ing the missile and artillery means” of the Ukrainian forces.422 

 

Nuclear narratives returned to the foreground, but in a much more muted fashion. On July 18, Lavrov 

picked up a statement by German Air Force chief Ingo Gerhartz. At the end of June, Gerhartz had had 

warned Putin of competing with the West and suggested that “credible deterrence” required “both the 

means and the political will to implement nuclear deterrence if necessary.”423 The fact that “no one in 

NATO and the EU reprimanded … Gerhartz” for these remarks, indicates that Europe “is complacently 

forgetting Germany’s role in its history,” claimed Lavrov. He also noted that “NATO instructors and gun-

ners of the MLRS are already, apparently, directing the actions of the Armed Forces of Ukraine and the 

national battalions directly ‘on the ground.’” He concluded: “I hope that among the Europeans there are 

responsible politicians who are aware of the consequences this is fraught with,” added Lavrov.424 

 

Support for Ukraine remained high. On July 18, EU foreign ministers pledged military assistance for 

Ukraine worth another 500 million euros. “Ukraine needs more arms; we will provide them,” explained 

Josep Borrell.425  

 

Russia seemed bent to enhance its control over the territory it had occupied. On July 19, Kirby warned 

Russia was beginning to lay the “the groundwork to annex Ukrainian territory that it controls, in direct 

violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty … installing illegitimate proxy officials in areas of Ukraine that are un-

der its control.” If Russia proceeded with its apparent “annexation plans,” the United States would “re-

spond swiftly and severely and in lockstep with [its] allies and partners,” he stressed. “Russia will face 

additional sanctions and become even more of a global pariah than it is now,” Kirby noted. The United 

States would “remind” Putin that Russia “may prove unable to hold this territory.”426  
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Indeed, on July 20, media reported of an interview with Lavrov, in which he declared Western deliver-

ies of long-range weaponry to Ukraine were contributing to expand the geographical scope of Russia’s 

military operation. “Now the geography has changed [compared to March when Russia scaled back its 

war goals],” he explained. “It’s not just Donetsk and Luhansk, it’s Kherson, Zaporizhzhia, and several 

other territories. And this process continues, consistently and persistently.” Moscow “cannot allow the 

part of Ukraine that Zelensky will control or whoever replaces him to have weapons that will pose a di-

rect threat to [Russian] territory and the territory of those republics that have declared their independ-

ence, those who want their own future,” he added.427  

 

Meanwhile Austin showed himself unimpressed by Lavrov’s statements, declaring he was sure the 

“Ukrainian leadership will be pleased to hear Lavrov’s confirmation of the effectiveness of not only that 

system [the HIMARs], but how they’re using that system.” Washington and its allies had known Putin 

had “greater ambitions,” he added and also confirmed that Ukraine would receive “four additional HIM-

ARS advanced rocket systems for a total of 16 … [and] additional GLMRS … rockets that … are used on a 

HIMARS” as part of the next military assistance package.428  

 

84. De-escalatory 

Against this background, US military officials noted fighter jets could be supplied, but clarified the re-

stricted nature of nuclear deterrence. On the same July 20, US Air Force Chief of Staff Charles Q. 

Brown declared the United States might be willing provide fighter jets to Kyiv. “There’s U.S. [fighter 

jets], there’s Gripen out of Sweden, there’s the Eurofighter or the Rafale. So there’s a number of differ-

ent platforms that could go to Ukraine,” explained Brown.  

 

Asked what the United States would do if Putin decided to use a tactical nuclear weapon inside 

Ukraine, he declared that this was a policy question “for the President to decide.” The US military’s 

responsibility was “to provide the President options.” Whatever these options might be, “it’s all about 

deterrence. The goal is not to get into a conflict broader than the conflict that’s already going on today 

and definitely not into a nuclear conflict,” Brown stressed. “Because of our strategic deterrence we 

provide umbrella security with many of our allies and partners and we’ve got to be responsible about 

how we do that … there’s a range of options that you could do but by the same token there’s a lot of 

risk,” he explained. The US government would need to make sure that these options would not lead it 

down a “slippery slope that we can’t recover from.”429 

 

The upcoming NPT review conference spurred additional statements. On July 21, Adam Scheinman, 

the US Special Representative for Nuclear Nonproliferation, wrote that Washington will “spare no effort 

to not only preserve but also strengthen” the NPT. He noted the January 2022 P5 statement affirming 

that “a nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought.”430 Yet he added that “Russia’s unjustified 

 
427 “Лавров: поставки дальнобойного оружия Киеву расширят географию спецоперации (Lavrov: deliveries of long-range 
weapons to Kyiv will expand the geography of the special operation),” RIA Novosti, July 20, 2022 
[https://ria.ru/20220720/spetsoperatsiya-1803701411.html].  
 
428 “Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Army General Mark A. Milley Hold a Press Con-
ference,” Website of the US Department of Defense, July 20, 2022 [https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Arti-
cle/3100301/secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-and-chairman-of-the-joint-chiefs-of-sta/]. 
 
429 “Fireside Chat with General Charles Q. Brown,” YouTube account of The Aspen Institute, July 20, 2022 
[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SSBUoRP8eDw]. 
 
430 “Joint Statement of the Leaders of the Five Nuclear-Weapon States on Preventing Nuclear War and Avoiding Arms Races,” Web-
site of the White House, January 3, 2022 [https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/p5-
statement-on-preventing-nuclear-war-and-avoiding-arms-races/]. 
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war against Ukraine, dangerous actions, and escalatory nuclear rhetoric seriously call into question its 

commitment to that January joint statement.”431 

 

In Washington, some worried about declining support for Ukraine. Also on July 21, Democratic law-

maker Brendan Boyle suggested that bipartisan and public support in the United States to invest exten-

sive resources in defending Ukraine might be waning as “the shock [of the war] has worn off” and do-

mestic issues, including soaring price and supply chain issues, have been growing.  “I would very much 

caution anyone who assumes that this [Congressional] unity will last forever and that the support of the 

American people will last forever,” he stressed, suggesting US support for Kyiv was already being chal-

lenged by roughly “a third” of Republican Congress members. This “movement will grow” as long as the 

West faces an “inflation crisis,” he explained.432 

 

However, on July 22, Jake Sullivan rejected such concerns about the staying power of the United States, 

pointing to the 40 billion US dollars military assistance package for Ukraine already passed by Congress, 

which would allow US support to continue for a “considerable amount of time.” Even if public attention 

for the war might diminish eventually, sufficient executive/elite support to continue this policy of sup-

porting Ukraine would likely remain beyond that package as well, he added. Sullivan also believed this 

to be true for European countries, despite the growing energy crisis across the continent. Asked about 

his overall assessment of the current state of the conflict, Sullivan explained that Putin had “not [been] 

able to achieve [his] basic strategic objectives … which were to seize the capital city of Kyiv and to end 

Ukraine as a going concern.” Russia was now “facing significant difficulties constituting the kind of force 

necessary for them to achieve the objectives which have not fundamentally changed,” partially due to 

“the fact that [the United State has] … provided an enormous amount of sophisticated weaponry and 

training [to Ukraine].” As for the US objectives with respect to Ukraine, Sullivan elaborated that the 

White House wants “to see a sovereign independent viable Ukraine that … can repel any future Russian 

aggression;” put the Ukrainians in “the strongest possible position on the battlefield so that they are in 

the strongest possible position at the negotiating table;” “ensure that Putin is stymied in his goal to 

weaken and divide the West;” and finally, “ensure that Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is …. a strategic fail-

ure for Putin,” meaning that he should both “be denied his objectives in Ukraine and … pay a longer term 

price in terms of the elements of [Russia’s] national power.” Nevertheless, Sullivan also admitted that 

“there are certain capabilities [Biden] has said he is not prepared to provide,” including long-range mis-

siles with a range of 300 kilometers, because the Administration wanted to “ensure that we do not end 

up in a circumstance where we’re heading down the road towards a third world war.”433 

 

Other announcements in Washington buttressed Sullivan’s claims. On the same July 22, the Pentagon 

“announced $270 million in additional security assistance for Ukraine,” including the previously an-

nounced additional four HIMARS.434 White House spokesperson Kirby reportedly also confirmed the US 

government was considering whether it could supply fighter jets to Ukraine, although this would “not” 

 
431 “Countries Prepare for Critical Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty Review Conference,” Website of the US Department of State, 
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432 Alexander Ward, Nahal Toolsi and Quint Forgey, “‘Skeptical’ Iran wants renewed nuclear deal, MI6 chief says,” Politico, July 21, 
2022 [https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/07/21/skeptical-iran-wants-renewed-nuclear-deal-
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434 “$270 Million in Additional Security Assistance for Ukraine,” Website of the US Department of Defense, July 22, 2022 
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be “something that would be executed in the near-term.”435 Conversely, the Administration reportedly 

had refrained from approving a Ukrainian request for long-range drones. According to anonymous offi-

cials, this was due to “a number of concerns, ranging from the potential loss of advanced technology 

from the battlefield to the need to train Ukrainians to operate the drones.”436 

 

On July 24, Lavrov suggested Russia was aiming for regime change in Ukraine, stating, “we are deter-

mined to help the people of eastern Ukraine to liberate themselves from the burden of this absolutely 

unacceptable regime” and “will certainly help the Ukrainian people to get rid of the regime, which is ab-

solutely anti-people and anti-historical.”437 

 

Pressure mounted for the US government to supply Ukraine with longer-range weapons. Returning to 

Washington from a trip to Kyiv, Democrat House Armed Services Committee chair Adam Smith said 

President Zelenskyy had urgently asked for more assistance to help Ukraine recapture Russian occupied 

territories before the cold winter months, media reported on July 25. “The next three to six weeks are 

crucial,” Smith explained. Given this time constraint and in light of Russia’s brutal tactics, “there’s pres-

sure mounting from a lot of people to try to get [the Biden Administration] to change their mind on 

[their refusal to provide longer-range missiles and drones to Kyiv],” Smith noted. “The administration is 

not prepared to do that at this point,” he explained, “but there are good arguments being made.”438 On 

July 26, media reported on a number of calls on the Administration by Republican lawmakers, including 

from Michael Waltz and Joni Ernst, for increased US and NATO allied support to Zelenskyy, who they 

believed would not be able to win the war without such further support.439 

 

On July 25, the MiG debate resurfaced once again with Slovakian Defense Minister Jaroslav Naď sug-

gesting Slovakia could provide eleven of the Soviet era jets to Ukraine at the end of August. However, 

this would only be possible if allies provided financial compensation or replacement aircraft to Slo-

vakia.440  

 

The situation in Ukraine seemed to escalate. On July 28, an explosion in Eastern Ukraine reportedly 

killed Ukrainian prisoners of war in a Russian detention facility. The Ukrainian and Russian side accused 

each other of attacking the site. Russian Defense Ministry spokesperson Igor Konashenkov claimed, 

Kyiv had targeted the location with HIMARS.441 On July 31, media reports suggested the war in Ukraine 

was “moving to the south, where a potentially decisive phase of the conflict will play out … as Ukraine 

 
435 “U.S. discussing America-made fighter jets for Ukraine,” Reuters, July 23, 2022 [https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-
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436 Nancy A. Youssef, Gordon Lubold and Vivian Salama, “Biden Administration Holds Off on Sending Long-Range Armed Drones to 
Ukraine,” The Wall Street Journal, July 22, 2022 [https://www.wsj.com/articles/biden-administration-holds-off-on-sending-long-
range-armed-drones-to-ukraine-11658491058]. 
 
437 Susie Blann, “Russia says it wants to end Ukraine’s `unacceptable regime’,” AP News, July 25, 2022 [https://apnews.com/arti-
cle/russia-ukraine-zelenskyy-kyiv-black-sea-arab-league-b5c583e8d057897cfdef6b407e113339]. 
 
438 Alexander Ward and Quint Forgey, “HASC Chair Smith: Ukraine needs urgent help next 3-6 weeks,” Politico, July 25, 2022 
[https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/07/25/hasc-chair-smith-ukraine-needs-urgent-help-next-
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439 Alexander Ward and Quint Forgey, “‘We’re approaching a crisis’ over Taiwan,” Politico, July 26 [https://www.polit-
ico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/07/26/were-approaching-a-crisis-over-taiwan-00047921]. 
 
440 Tweet by @haynesdeborah, Twitter, July 25, 2022 [https://twitter.com/haynesdeborah/status/1551542980913373186].
  
 
441 Brett Forrest and Evan Gershkovich, “Explosion Kills Ukrainian POWs Held by Russian-Backed Forces,” The Wall Street Journal, 
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says it is mounting a counteroffensive to take back the Southern port city of Kherson.”442 The next day, 

anonymous US officials denied Russian claims that the Ukrainian prisoners of war had been targeted 

with HIMARS. Accordingly, the site did not have “the indications it would have if it was hit with HIM-

ARS.”443  

 

The US Administration enhanced its support of Ukraine. On July 29, Blinken announced military assis-

tance for Ukraine worth 550 million US dollars, including additional HIMARS ammunition.444  

 

August 2022: Everything was misunderstood?  

 

On August 1, the acting deputy head of Kyiv’s military intelligence Vadym Skibitsky commended the 

intelligence support provided by the United States and Britain to Ukraine, including to target Russian 

agents. “As far as military intelligence is concerned [Britain and the United States have provided] almost 

everything from information to equipment,” he explained. While Washington was “not providing direct 

targeting information, which would potentially undermine their case for not being direct participants in 

the war, … there was a level of consultation between intelligence officials of both countries prior to 

launching missiles that would allow Washington to stop any potential attacks if they were unhappy with 

the intended target,” he reportedly stated.445 

 

Also on August 1, a senior US official was cited by the New York Times as claiming that Biden “person-

ally told President Xi Jinping that if China entered the war in Ukraine on Russia’s side, Beijing would be 

risking access to its two most important export markets — the United States and the European Union.” 

And: China “responded by not providing military aid to Putin — at a time when the US and NATO have 

been giving Ukraine intelligence support and a significant number of advanced weapons that have done 

serious damage to the military of Russia, China’s ostensible ally,” anonymous official sources reportedly 

added. Finally, senior US officials still believed that Putin was “quite prepared to consider using a small 

nuclear weapon against Ukraine if he sees his army facing certain defeat,” the article noted.446 

 

The US bipartisan consensus on Ukraine faced a lonely challenger. Junior Republican Senator Josh Haw-

ley wrote on August 1: “Until our European allies make the necessary commitments to their own na-

tional defense, we must not put more American lives at risk in Europe while allowing China’s power to 

grow unchecked,” he stressed. “US resources are not unlimited,” he explained, and the United States’ 

main adversary was China, not Russia.447 
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Discussions on potential arms control negotiations returned. On August 1, the NPT Review Conference 

started at the UN in New York. The White House released a statement just ahead of the conference, stat-

ing that it was “ready to expeditiously negotiate a new arms control framework to replace New START 

when it expires in 2026. But negotiation requires a willing partner operating in good faith. And Russia’s 

brutal and unprovoked aggression in Ukraine has shattered peace in Europe and constitutes an attack 

on fundamental tenets of international order. In this context, Russia should demonstrate that it is ready 

to resume work on nuclear arms control with the United States.”448 

 

In the context of the conference, numerous actors condemned Russia’s nuclear rhetoric. Britain, the 

United States, and France released a ministerial statement condemning “those who would use or 

threaten to use nuclear weapons for military coercion, intimidation, and blackmail. Such actions are pro-

foundly dangerous and contrary to the purposes of the NPT and the UN Charter.”449 At the conference, 

Antony Blinken called out Moscow’s “reckless, dangerous nuclear saber-rattling.” Russia’s aggression 

was “a brazen violation of international law,” and “contrary to the rules-based international order that 

we all seek to uphold.” It was also “contrary to the assurances that it provided to Ukraine in 1994 in the 

so-called Budapest Memorandum,” assurances that were “vital to giving Ukraine the confidence” to give 

up nuclear weapons. There was no place in the world for “nuclear deterrence based on coercion, intimi-

dation, or blackmail,” he stressed.450 Similar statements came on August 1-2 from, for instance, Ukrain-

ian Deputy Foreign Minister Mykola Tochytskyi;451 German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock;452 

Swedish Foreign Minister Ann Christin Linde;453 Belgian Foreign Minister Hadja Lahbib;454 Japanese 
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Prime Minister Fumio Kishida;455 the EU;456 Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Po-

land Marcin Przydac;457 and Dutch Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs Thijs van der Plas.458 

 

85. De-escalatory 

Meanwhile, Russian representatives rejected these accusations. Moscow “consistently follows” the 

NPT’s “letter and spirit,” starting “from the premise that there can be no winners in a nuclear war and 

it must never be unleashed,” Putin declared on August 1.459 

 

In its prepared statement from August 2, Russia argued that the fact that “the international security 

and strategic stability situation has been deteriorating rapidly” was not its fault. Moscow had been 

and remained committed to “freeing the world from the threat posed by WMDs.” Russia had been 

committed to security and stability, but these “positive achievements” had been “devalued” by the “US 

policy of ignoring Russia’s red lines in the field of security.” Nuclear powers had to “behave with re-

straint and responsibility” and Moscow was “strongly convinced that a nuclear war cannot be won 

and must never be fought.” Hence, it would not deploy INF systems where the United States refrained 

from doing so. Also, it had “significantly reduced the role of nuclear weapons in its defense policy, 

which is purely defensive in nature and is aimed at protecting the sovereignty and territorial integrity 

of the country.” Regarding Ukraine, Russia wanted to “strongly reject all allegations.” The Ukrainian 

“regime” had come to power “as a result of a coup” and persecuted the Russian-speaking population. 

For eight years, “Ukrainian nationalists were killing civilians on this territory with near impunity and 

preparing a large-scale military invasion of the republics that, in fact, broke away from Ukraine.”460  

 

Subsequently, the Russian delegation also took the floor in a right of reply to talk about the nuclear 

dimension of the Ukraine crisis. First, Moscow stated that it was fulfilling its obligations with the Bu-

dapest Memorandum, including “a commitment not to use or threaten to use nuclear weapons.” This 

was “fully implemented with respect to Ukraine, including in recent months.” Second, the Russian del-

egation underlined the defensive nature of Russia’s nuclear doctrine. A nuclear reaction would occur 

“solely as a response to aggression involving weapons of mass destruction” or when a conventional 

attack threatened “the very existence of the state.” But: “None of these two hypothetical scenarios is 

relevant to the situation in Ukraine.” Third, the Russians noted that their warning was related to a 
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conflict with NATO potentially leading to nuclear exchanges. “Any military confrontation between nu-

clear rivals must be prevented, since it is fraught with the risk of escalation to the nuclear level,” the 

argument went. A NATO intervention in Ukraine “would be able to trigger one of the two emergency 

scenarios described in our doctrine. We obviously stand for preventing this, but if Western countries 

try to test our resolve, Russia will not back down. And this is not the language of threats at all, but a 

statement of what is possible – such is the logic of deterrence.”461  

 

Media reports from August 2 noted that Russian diplomat Alexander Trofimov rejected “utterly un-

founded, detached from reality and unacceptable speculations that Russia allegedly threatens to use 

nuclear weapons, particularly in Ukraine.” However, Moscow could decide to use its nuclear arsenal 

in response to “direct aggression” by NATO countries. Yet, Russia would only use nuclear weapons in 

response to weapons of mass destruction or a conventional weapons attack that threatened the exist-

ence of the Russian state. “None of these two hypothetical scenarios is relevant to the situation in 

Ukraine,” the Russian delegate said. However, he accused NATO countries of a “fierce hybrid confron-

tation” against Russia that now “dangerously balances on the edge of open military clash.” Such a 

clash would “be able to trigger one of the two emergency scenarios described in our doctrine,” Tro-

fimov said. “We obviously stand for preventing this, but if Western countries try to test our resolve, 

Russia will not back down.”462  

 

Also on August 2, the Russian Defense Ministry responded to Skibitsky’s statements on military intel-

ligence sharing between the United States and Ukraine. “All this undeniably proves that Washington, 

contrary to White House and Pentagon claims, is directly involved in the conflict in Ukraine,” a state-

ment reportedly read. “It is the Biden administration that is directly responsible for all Kiev-approved 

rocket attacks on residential areas and civilian infrastructure in populated areas of Donbas and other 

regions, which have resulted in mass deaths of civilians.”463  

 

Pressure from the Baltic states on supporting Ukraine continued. On August 2 and 3, Estonian foreign 

minister Urmas Reinsalu reportedly called for significant additional military assistance for Kyiv, both 

in a phone call with his US counterpart Blinken and talking to the media. “The price tag of aggression 

now is not high enough,” he reportedly told journalists. “The war will not end by itself. The war will only 

end if Putin ends the war;” and this will only happen once “the price tag is … threatening [Putin’s] power 

mechanisms,” Reinsalu added. “Now we have to show the aggressor our determination and the fact that 

our willpower is stronger than Putin’s.”464 

 

 
461 “Statement by the Representative of the Delegation of the Russian 
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On August 3, media reported of Ukrainian strikes with US HIMARS on “several Russian bases and arms 

warehouses” near Kherson. The Ukrainian counteroffensive in the South of the country seemed to be 

taking shape.465 

 

On August 4, US officials reportedly warned, Russia might “try to frame” Ukraine for the killing of 

Ukrainian prisoners of war at the end of July. “We have reason to believe that Russia would go so far as 

to make it appear that Ukrainian HIMARS were to blame before journalists arrive,” an anonymous offi-

cial was quoted as saying.466 On the same day, media reported Western officials believed severe short-

ages likely would slow down the Russian military, thereby opening up a window of opportunity for 

Ukraine. “The Russians are exhausted, and you don’t want to give them time to regroup and rest,” sug-

gested Democrat US lawmaker Elissa Slotkin.467  

 

86. De-escalatory 

On August 5, Russia reiterated the defensive nature of its nuclear arsenal at the NPT Review Confer-

ence. Moscow was “consistently reducing the place and role of nuclear weapons in its Military Doc-

trine.” Russia’s policy was “aimed exclusively at protecting the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 

the country.”468 

 

87. Warning  

US officials in turn suggested that the Administration’s declaratory nuclear policy was, to some de-

gree, linked to Russia’s nuclear narratives. On the same August 5, Undersecretary of Defense for Pol-

icy Colin Kahl gave a briefing at the United Nations on US nuclear policy. While “a sole purpose de-

claratory policy has long been supported by President Biden … the NPR concluded that now is not the 

time for making that change” in light of, for example, Russia’s nuclear rhetoric, Kahl said.469  

   

In the following days there were growing concerns, intensified fighting near the Russian-controlled Za-

porizhzhia nuclear power plant could lead to a nuclear accident.470 On August 8, White House spokes-

person Karine Jean-Pierre called “on Russia to cease all military operations at or near Ukrainian nu-

clear facilities and return full control to Ukraine.”471 
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Arms control prospects continued to appear unencouraging. On August 8, Russia announced that it was 

temporarily withholding permission for New START inspections, blaming the United States for creating 

difficulties in air transportation for Russian inspectors, but also the pandemic situation in the United 

States. However, the inspections had already been suspended since 2020, and the US government had 

nonetheless been able to assess that Russia was in compliance with its treaty obligations.472  

 

The tone at the NPT Review Conference also remained harsh. On the same August 8, Russia stated US 

nuclear deployments in Europe had a “significant negative factor for international and European secu-

rity, but also increase the risk of nuclear conflict and generally hampered nuclear disarmament efforts.” 

Moscow said the weapons should be withdrawn, the infrastructure eliminated, and the NATO “joint nu-

clear missions” had to be stopped.473 In another statement it accused Ukraine of having committed “sev-

eral criminal acts in the form of artillery and rocket attacks” on the Zaporizhzhia power plant. Russia 

had “evidence confirming that the Kiev regime is the organizer and executor of these crimes” and was 

“ready to share them with the international community.”474 

 

In Washington, the US government boosted its support for Ukraine. On August 8, the Pentagon an-

nounced security assistance for Ukraine worth another 1 billion US dollars.475 Commenting on this addi-

tional aid, Colin Kahl said it was meant “to help the Ukrainians repel the Russian offensive in the east, 

and also to address evolving developments in the south and elsewhere.” So far, the Russians had 

“achieved none of Vladimir Putin’s objectives at the beginning of the war …. to overrun the entire coun-

try, to engage in regime change in Kyiv, to snuff out Ukraine as an independent, sovereign and demo-

cratic nation,” he added. In this context, Kahl confirmed “the HIMARS effectiveness,” which had “made it 

more difficult for the Russians to move forces around the battlefield.” This slowed down the Russian 

forces, “made it harder for them to resupply their forces.” Asked why the new assistance package did not 

include more HIMARS, he stated that the United States had already sent 16 systems, “which is actually 

quite a lot.” Hence: “These are not systems that we assess you need in the hundreds to have the type of 

affects they are. These are precision guided systems for very particular types of targets and the Ukraini-

ans are using them as such,” he explained. Further, he confirmed that it was “not inconceivable that 

down the road, Western aircraft could be part of the mix on that, but the final analysis has not been 

done” and this was a question for the long term.476 

 

On August 9, the Ukrainian delegation responded to the Russian accusations regarding the Za-

porizhzhia power plant at the NPT Review Conference. Russia had “attacked Ukraine’s civilian infra-

structure, including its critical facilities, thus creating unprecedented nuclear safety and security threats 

to Ukraine and the international community.” There was “no doubt” that “all Russian actions [were] of 

deliberate, coordinated, and well-planned nature.” Thus, “Russia’s nuclear terrorism has no limits,” the 

 
472 “Заявление МИД России о ситуации с Договором о мерах по дальнейшему сокращению и ограничению стратегических 
наступательных вооружений (ДСНВ) (Statement by the Russian Foreign Ministry on the situation of the Treaty on Measures for 
the Further Reduction and Limitation of Strategic Offensive Arms (START)),” Website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Rus-
sian Federation, August 8, 2022 [https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/news/1825525/].  
 
473 “Statement by the Deputy Head of the Delegation of the Russian Federation,” Website of Reaching Critical Will, August 8, 2022 
[https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/npt/revcon2022/statements/8Aug_MCII_Russia.pdf]. 
 
474 “Statement by Mikhail Kondratenkov, Member of the Delegation of the Russian Federation,” Website of Reaching Critical Will, 
August 8, 2022 [https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/npt/revcon2022/state-
ments/8Aug_MCIII_Russia.pdf]. 
 
475 “$1 Billion in Additional Security Assistance for Ukraine,” Website of the US Department of Defense, August 8, 2022 
[https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3120059/1-billion-in-additional-security-assistance-for-ukraine/]. 
 
476 “USD (Policy) Dr. Kahl Press Conference,” Website of the US Department of Defense, August 8, 2022 [https://www.de-
fense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3120707/usd-policy-dr-kahl-press-conference/]. 

https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/news/1825525/
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/npt/revcon2022/statements/8Aug_MCII_Russia.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/npt/revcon2022/statements/8Aug_MCIII_Russia.pdf
https://reachingcriticalwill.org/images/documents/Disarmament-fora/npt/revcon2022/statements/8Aug_MCIII_Russia.pdf
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3120059/1-billion-in-additional-security-assistance-for-ukraine/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3120707/usd-policy-dr-kahl-press-conference/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3120707/usd-policy-dr-kahl-press-conference/


106 

delegation concluded and called “on the international community to close the sky over the nuclear 

power plants of Ukraine and to provide air defense systems.”477  

 

Also on August 9, US President Biden signed the instruments of ratification for Sweden and Finland’s 

accession to NATO.478 

 

On the same day, media reported, the Biden Administration was considering but hesitating to send ad-

vanced MQ-1C Gray Eagle drones to Ukraine, for fear the technology could fall into Moscow’s hands.479 

 

In parallel, information emerged suggesting Ukraine had started a counteroffensive that would involve 

Crimea. On August 9, media reported of several explosions in Russian-annexed Crimea at a Russian air 

base.480 While one anonymous Ukrainian official reportedly denied responsibility for the explosion, an-

other claimed the opposite.481 The Ukrainian Defense Ministry wrote that it could “not establish the 

cause of the fire, but once again reminds of the rules of fire safety and the prohibition of smoking in un-

specified places,” while Zelenskyy advisor Mykhailo Podolyak tweeted that the “demilitarization of the 

Russian Federation [was] an integral part of global security … the future of the Crimea is to be a pearl of 

the Black Sea, a national park with unique nature and a world resort. Not a military base for terrorists. It 

is just the beginning.”482 The following day, an anonymous Ukrainian official reportedly confirmed that 

the explosion had been an attack carried out by Kyiv’s special forces.483 According to Ukrainian sources 

and satellite imagery, nine Russian aircraft were destroyed in the blast, although this was denied by the 

Russian side.484 

 

Meanwhile, concern over the safety of the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant remained. On August 10, 

meeting in Berlin, the foreign ministers of the G7 called on Russia to “immediately withdraw its troops 
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from within Ukraine’s internationally recognized borders and respect Ukraine’s territory and sover-

eignty” and “immediately hand back full control to its rightful sovereign owner, Ukraine, of the Za-

porizhzhia nuclear power plant as well as of all nuclear facilities within Ukraine’s internationally recog-

nized borders to ensure their safe and secure operations.”485 On the same day, Ukraine accused Russia of 

firing rockets from the Zaporizhzhia power plant, killing and wounding two dozen people in Marhanets. 

Russia had previously claimed that Ukraine was using the town to shell Russian forces at the plant.486  

 

Kyiv also appeared concerned over recent statements regarding Crimea. On August 11, the Ukrainian 

government reprimanded Ukrainian officials who had told US media that Kyiv was behind attacks on the 

Russian-controlled peninsula. “It’s frankly irresponsible,” Zelenskyy stated, adding that “war is defi-

nitely not the time for vanity and loud statements. The fewer details you divulge about our defense 

plans, the better it will be for the implementation of those defense plans.” According to Ukrainian Dep-

uty Defense Minister Hanna Malyar the concerned officials were being investigated. “A leak like this 

disrupts the plans of the Ukrainian armed forces since the enemy adjusts its actions and uses this infor-

mation against us,” explained Malyar.487 

 

88. Warning  

The US military apparently returned to its normal pattern of testing nuclear-capable missiles. On Au-

gust 16, the US Air Force successfully conducted a scheduled test launch of the Minuteman III inter-

continental ballistic missile.488 

 

On August 16, Putin offered more comments on the rationales behind the war in Ukraine, but refrained 

from inserting a nuclear dimension. He claimed that “the outlines of a multipolar world order” were 

“taking shape” but “Western globalist elites” opposing this development were provoking “chaos, fanning 

long-standing and new conflicts and pursuing the so-called containment policy, which in fact amounts 

to the subversion of any alternative, sovereign development options.” Hence: “The United States and its 

vassals grossly interfere in the internal affairs of sovereign states by staging provocations, organizing 

coups, or inciting civil wars. By threats, blackmail, and pressure, they are trying to force independent 

states to submit to their will and follow rules that are alien to them. This is being done with just one aim 

in view, which is to preserve their domination,” he added. Putin also accused the West of “deliberately 

undermining the European security system and knocking together ever new military alliances” as NATO 

was “crawling east and building up its military infrastructure.” “They need conflicts to retain their he-

gemony,” he explained and “it is for this reason that they have destined the Ukrainian people to being 

used as cannon fodder … and continued to pour weapons, including heavy weapons, for use by the Kiev 

regime.” It was in this context, he suggested, that Russia had “taken the decision to conduct a special mil-

itary operation in Ukraine, a decision which is in full conformity with the Charter of the United Nations.” 

Thus: “It has been clearly spelled out that the aims of this operation are to ensure the security of Russia 

 
485 “G7 foreign ministers urge Russia to hand Zaporizhzhia nuclear plant back to Ukraine,” Reuters, August 10, 2022 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/g7-foreign-ministers-urge-russia-hand-zaporizhzhia-nuclear-plant-back-ukraine-
2022-08-10/]. 
 
486 “Ukraine accuses Russia of shelling near nuclear plant, killing 13 civilians,” The Guardian, August 10, 2022 
[https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/10/thirteen-civilians-killed-in-russian-shelling-near-ukrainian-nuclear-plant]. 
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[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/zelenskiy-tells-officials-stop-talking-about-ukraines-tactics-2022-08-11/]. 
 
488 “Minuteman III test launch showcases readiness of U.S. nuclear force's safe, effective deterrent,” Website of the US Air Force 
Global Strike Command, August 16, 2022 [https://www.afgsc.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/3128925/minuteman-iii-test-
launch-showcases-readiness-of-us-nuclear-forces-safe-effecti/]. 
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and its citizens and protect the residents of Donbass from genocide,” he added, but “the situation 

in Ukraine shows that the United States is attempting to draw out this conflict.”489 

 

89. De-escalatory  

On the same August 16, Shoigu again downplayed the nuclear dimension of the conflict. He declared 

that “in Ukraine, Russian military personnel are confronted by the combined forces of the West, who 

control the leadership of this country in a hybrid war against Russia,” pointing at Western financial 

assistance, weapons, training and intelligence provided to Kyiv. Somewhat cryptically, he also 

claimed that the “special military operation has dispelled the myth of the 'superweapon' that the 

West is supplying to Ukraine and which is capable of radically changing the situation at the front.” 

These weapons “have not had a significant impact on the situation.” Further, he pointed out the “huge 

loss of personnel of the armed forces and formations of the territorial defense of Ukraine.”  

 

Shoigu also dismissed Western concerns over a potential use of nuclear or chemical weapons as “in-

formation provocations” to divert attention from an alleged US biological weapons program in 

Ukraine. “From a military point of view, there is no need to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine to achieve 

the set goals. The main purpose of Russian nuclear weapons is to deter a nuclear attack,” he stressed. 

“Allegations about the possible use of chemical weapons in Ukraine are also absurd,” added Shoigu.  

On arms control, he expressed concern over the “difficult situation” regarding a possible follow-on 

agreement for the New Start treaty. The West’s policy did not “imply the fulfillment of treaty obliga-

tions in the traditional sense,” he claimed, and “US statements that Russia must earn the right to con-

tinue dialogue with the United States do not hold water. Arms control is a two-way street.”490 

 

Also on August 16, there were reports of new explosions at an ammunition depot on the Russian-occu-

pied peninsula of Crimea. Both Russian and Ukrainian officials blamed the strike on Ukrainian sabo-

teurs.491 Zelenskyy did not assume responsibility for the attack but warned “all our people in Crimea, in 

other regions in the south of the country, in the occupied areas of Donbas, in the Kharkiv region to be 

very careful. Please do not approach the military objects of the Russian army and all those places where 

they store ammunition and equipment, where they keep their headquarters.”492 

 

Yet, Ukraine indeed seemed to be behind the attacks in Crimea. On 17 August, an anonymous Ukrainian 

official leaked a government report confirming Ukrainian responsibility for previous strikes on Russian 

military targets on Crimea.493 On the same day Ukrainian Defense Minister Oleksii Reznikov told Voice 

of America that Kyiv had “no … restrictions” targeting “temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine 

where the enemy is,” including with Western supplied weapons. According to an official source from the 

 
489 “Address to participants and guests of the 10th Moscow Conference on International Security,” Website of the President of Rus-
sia, August 16, 2022 [http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69166]. 
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11660635257]. 
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493 Vasco Cotovio and Tara John, “Ukraine admits it was behind three explosions in Crimea. Here's what we know,” CNN, August 17, 
2022 [https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/17/europe/crimea-explosions-russia-ukraine-intl/index.html]. 
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Biden Administration, the White House had greenlit Ukrainian attacks on Crimea. “We don’t select tar-

gets, of course, and everything we’ve provided is for self-defense purposes,” said the official. But: “Any 

target they choose to pursue on sovereign Ukrainian soil is by definition self-defense” and “Crimea is 

Ukraine.”494 The following day, Reznikov explained Kyiv was hitting targets far behind the front lines in 

an attempt to weaken Russian forces, while it was waiting for the required arms and ammunition to lib-

erate occupied territories.  As there were mixed messages as to whether Western weapons had been 

used in attacks on Crimea, Reznikov “neither confirm[ed] nor den[ied] Ukrainian involvement in the 

Crimea attacks,” though “striking such targets does form a part of Ukraine’s current military strategy, 

and Ukraine lacks weapons systems with the range to reach targets in Crimea from Ukrainian-controlled 

territory.” At the same time, he suggested that "for our American partners it’s an absolutely convenient 

situation, because we didn’t use American weapons.” Meanwhile Ukrainian presidential advisor 

Mykhailo Podolyak explained that “Ukraine’s Western backers have been involved in training the spe-

cial forces that are responsible for the attacks” and spoke of a new strategy of “de-occupation” in which 

US HIMARS “are being used to strike similar targets but are confined by their maximum 50-mile 

reach.”495 

 

On 18 August, the Russian Defense Ministry announced it had deployed “3 MiG-31i [fighter jets] with 

Kinzhal hypersonic missiles … to Chkalovsk airfield in Kaliningrad Region as part of additional strategic 

deterrence measures.”496 

 

On August 19, the Pentagon nonetheless announced additional military assistance for Ukraine worth 

775 million US dollars, including for the first time 15 Scan Eagle drones and additional HIMARS ammu-

nition,497 which led media to speculate, whether the long-awaited Ukrainian counteroffensive in the 

South was finally coming.498 On the same day, the head of the National Security Council of Ukraine 

Oleksiy Danilov acknowledged Kyiv was indeed trying to retake the Russian-occupied peninsula of Cri-

mea.499 

 

In Germany, the debate on weapons deliveries and associated escalation risks continued. On August 21, 

three German MPs of all government coalition parties, Kristian Klinck, Alexander Müller and Sara 

Nanni, published an opinion piece suggesting that giving in to Russia’s blackmail attempts would make 

future nuclear threats “more likely” and calling for additional military assistance for Kyiv.500 The article 
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497 “$775 Million in Additional Security Assistance for Ukraine,” Website of the US Department of Defense, August 19, 2022 
[https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3134457/775-million-in-additional-security-assistance-for-
ukraine/]. 
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caused a controversy in Berlin. The following day, Chancellor Scholz’s office “took note” but warned of 

escalating the war. The Defense Ministry declared that the German Armed Forces had reached a limit in 

terms of what they could deliver and “must not be further weakened.”501 Such escalation concerns at 

least to some degree still appeared to exist across the Atlantic too. Indeed, on August 22, media outlets 

suggested that the Biden Administration might have supplied additional weapons types to Kyiv, notably 

High-Speed Anti-Radiation Missiles, but refrained from making those deliveries public.502  

 

 

90. De-escalatory  

De-escalation also appeared to be on Russian minds. In an interview on August 22, Russian Deputy 

Foreign Minister Sergey Ryabkov confirmed a restrictive approach to any potential use of nuclear 

weapons.  Referring back to Lavrov’ statement from April 25 that the nuclear risks were real but 

should not be “inflated,” he noted that “one of the most important tasks … is to maintain adherence by 

all the nuclear five states to the postulate of the inadmissibility of any war between countries pos-

sessing nuclear weapons.” In this context he condemned the NATO countries’ “destructive course” to 

“ignore” Russian “red lines” and “get involved in a confrontation with Russia in Ukraine, balancing on 

the brink of  direct armed conflict.” This was “extremely risky” and “fraught with further escalation, 

up to a military clash of nuclear powers with dire consequences,” he explained. “This must be pre-

vented.” He then also referred to Russian doctrine, which clearly laid down that “Russia hypotheti-

cally allows a nuclear response only in response to aggression using WMD against us or our allies, or 

aggression using conventional weapons, when the very existence of the state is threatened.” Hence: 

“The key word in both scenarios is aggression,” meaning that “the use of nuclear weapons by Russia is 

possible only in response to an attack - for self-defense in emergency circumstances,” he ex-

plained. “There is no place for conjectures or fantasies here.”503  

 

Finally, Ryabkov added, Moscow remained “open in principle to serious, pragmatic and result-ori-

ented interaction aimed at reducing tensions and risks, preventing a dangerous escalation and arms 

race, and strengthening strategic stability, including through arms control.”  The START Treaty “ide-

ally should be replaced by a new agreement or agreements.” However, he blamed the United States 

on the lack of progress in this regard. The resumption of bilateral strategic talks between Moscow 

and Washington was unlikely due to the latter’s “deliberately destructive course.”504 

 

On August 23, escalation concerns notwithstanding, the German government agreed to supply Slovakia 

with 14 Leopard tanks to enable Bratislava to provide 30 of its infantry fighting vehicles to Kyiv, con-

firmed Slovak Defense Minister Jaroslav Naď.505 
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Six months after the launch of Russia’s large-scale invasion, on August 24, Ukraine celebrated its Inde-

pendence Day. On the occasion, the Pentagon announced “approximately $3 billion in additional secu-

rity assistance,” including “additional National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile Systems (NASAMS)” and 

Puma drones.506 Unlike previous assistance announcements, these weapons however would “[not] come 

from existing US military stockpiles but rather … be made by industry” and serve long-term needs, the 

US government declared.507 More support came from US allies on the same day. The United Kingdom 

announced an additional military assistance package worth 54 million pounds sterling, while Prime 

Minister Boris Johnson reaffirmed his country’s support during a visit to Kyiv. “What happens in 

Ukraine matters to us all, which is why I am here today to deliver the message that the United Kingdom 

is with you and will be with you for the days and months ahead, and you can and will win,” Johnson 

said.508 

 

On August 25, Biden confirmed continued US support for Ukraine in a phone call with Zelenskyy. Both 

leaders also called on the Kremlin to return full control of the Zaporizhzhya nuclear power plant to 

Ukraine and for International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) access to the plant.509 On the same day, con-

cerns over the safety of the plant resurged as two reactors were disconnected from the electricity grid 

due to fires and Russian shelling, according to the Ukrainian nuclear energy agency Energoatom.510  

Zaphorizhzhya was reconnected to the Ukrainian power grid the following day.511 However, shelling 

around the plant continued, with Russia and Ukraine blaming each other.512  

 

In Geneva on August 25, there were nonetheless some cooperative signals from Russia’s Deputy Perma-

nent Representative Andrey Belousov, who called on the nuclear powers to “intensify” their interac-

tions. The P5 was “currently the only format in which the nuclear-weapon states discuss a range of is-

sues directly related to the NPT,” and “under certain favorable circumstances, this format could become 

a prototype for a multilateral arms control and disarmament negotiation process,” said Belousov.513 
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Still, the NPT Review Conference came to an end without a final document on August 26, as Russia 

blocked consensus over passages expressing “grave concern for the military activities” near the Za-

porizhzhya power plant and stressed “the paramount importance of ensuring control by Ukraine’s com-

petent authorities.”514 Belousov blamed other nations for attempting to “settle scores with Russia” by 

raising issues that were “not directly related to the treaty.”515 Western officials meanwhile sharply crit-

icised Russia for blocking the compromise.516 

There were further cooperative signals from Moscow on August 31, as Russian Deputy Foreign Minister 

Ryabkov signalled that Russia was prepared to hold a meeting of the New START bilateral consultative 

commission.517 The following day, however, a White House spokesperson told the media that the first 

step would need to be to “resume inspections under the existing New START Treaty.”518 

 

September 2022: Placing annexed provinces under a nuclear umbrella? 

 

On September 1, Rafael Grossi announced the establishment of a permanent IAEA presence in Za-

porizhzhya, adding that it was “obvious that the plant and physical integrity of the plant have been vio-

lated several times.”519 

 

On the same day, Russia launched the weeklong Vostok 2022 military exercise with China as well as 

other allies.520 

 

91. De-escalatory 

Meanwhile, also on September 1, Macron promised continued support for Ukraine, stressing that 

Russia could not “win this war militarily” and that “we need to prepare for a long war.” The French 

President explained: “We want to establish conditions that will enable Ukraine, at a time of its choos-

ing, to either achieve a military victory or a negotiated peace, in terms that would not simply be those 
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it would be forced to accept if we abandoned it to its fate.” However, Ukraine’s supporters had to “act 

in a way that avoids escalation and prepares peace.” In detail: “Avoiding escalation is, in my view, 

France’s role: avoiding any nuclear escalation, or any geographical escalation. So we must do every-

thing possible for countries not to get engaged in the conflict carelessly, leading to geographical ex-

tension. And we must do everything we can through our diplomacy to stop civil nuclear power, or nu-

clear threats, leading to a vertical escalation,” Macron said.521 

 

Amid renewed reports of Zaporizhzhya being cut off from the power grid, UN Secretary General Gu-

terres called for a demilitarized zone around the nuclear plant on September 6.522 According to reports 

from the following day, shelling near the plant continued.523 

 

92. Warning 

On the following day, September 7, the US air force conducted another test launch of the Minuteman 

III missile.524 According to Pentagon spokesperson Pat Ryder, the US government had “transmitted a 

prelaunch notification pursuant to the Hague Code of Conduct, and notified the Russian government 

in advance pursuant to treaty obligations.”525  

 

On the same September 7 in Moscow, Putin once again condemned Western sanctions as “economic, 

financial and technological aggression of the West,” all the while stressing that these measures were 

having no significant effect on Russia. “I am talking about a real aggression; there is no other word 

for it,” he emphasized.526 

 

In Kyiv, in turn, Ukrainian defense chiefs Valeriy Zaluzhnyi and Mykhailo Zabrodskyi warned of nu-

clear escalation risks, stressing that there was “a direct threat of the use, under certain circumstances, of 

tactical nuclear weapons by the Russian Armed forces.” It was “impossible to completely rule out the 

possibility of the direct involvement of the world's leading countries in a limited nuclear conflict, in 

which the prospect of World War Three is already directly visible,” they added. Despite these apparent 

escalation concerns, in the same text Zaluzhnyi and Zabrodskyi confirmed earlier Ukrainian attacks on 
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Crimea. Accordingly, Kyiv’s forces had conducted missile strikes on the Russian Saki airbase on the pen-

insula on August 9.527 In the immediate aftermath of the attack, which reportedly killed one person and 

destroyed several Russian aircraft, Ukraine had not formally confirmed its role.528  

In a similar vein, still on September 7, Washington confirmed that its military assistance had contrib-

uted to the sinking of Russian ships. According to media reports, Undersecretary of defense for acquisi-

tion and sustainment, William LaPlante, had stated that the United States had “worked with an undis-

closed country to train Ukrainian forces on firing anti-ship Harpoon missiles over Memorial Day 

weekend,” that is during the last days of May 2022. Few days later, the Ukrainians had sunk a Russian 

naval supply ship using these missiles and another unspecified ship later on, LaPlante confirmed.529 

 

Meanwhile, Western support for Kyiv continued. On September 8, the Ukraine Defense Contact 

Group, consisting of the United States and allies, met in Ramstein to discuss further military assistance 

to Ukraine. In this context, Biden and Austin approved additional military aid for Ukraine worth 675 

million US dollars, including “105-millimeter howitzers, artillery ammunition, vehicles, anti-armor 

weapons and guided rockets.”530 In this context, Austin stressed Washington’s resolve to support Kyiv 

on the long run. “We will work together to upgrade our defense industrial basis to meet Ukraine’s re-

quirements for the long haul,” he explained.531 In parallel, Blinken visited Ukraine and pledged a sepa-

rate package of more than 2 billion US dollars of additional military assistance for Ukraine and 18 “other 

regional security partners potentially at risk of future Russian aggression,” reiterating that Washington 

would support Kyiv “as long as it takes.”532 While Administration officials reportedly still believed 

there was Congressional backing for these far-reaching measures, they also expressed some concern 

that more critical, notably Republican voices “could grow louder if the conflict stretches into next year 

and gas prices spike again.”533 
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Following these announcements and amid reports of further Ukrainian advances, on September 8, Rus-

sia called an emergency meeting at the UN Security Council “to discuss threats to peace caused by for-

eign governments supplying arms and military goods to Ukraine.”534 At the meeting, Moscow’s ambassa-

dor to the UN Vasily Nebenzya claimed that Western weaponry was “not playing a decisive role on the 

battlefield regardless of what the Ukrainians and their vassals are saying,” but warned of potential di-

version of Western-supplied weapons to smugglers.”535 He had convened the meeting to highlight the 

cynicism and mendacity of Western countries, he explained. Several other member states however ques-

tioned the need for the meeting, with US representative Richard M. Mills, Jr., characterizing it as a Rus-

sian attempt to distract from a UN meeting on forced displacements amid Russian abuses in Ukraine the 

day before. “We will not stop our support to Ukraine just because Russia is frustrated that its attempt at 

regime change has not gone to plan,” stressed Mills.536 

 

On the same September 8, CIA Director Burns told a public conference audience in Washington that 

Putin’s war was not going according to plan and would do “long-term damage” to Russia’s economy and 

“generations of Russians.” Right now, “Putin’s bet” was that he was going to be “tougher than the Ukrain-

ians, the Europeans, the Americans,” Burns explained and stressed that the Russian President was 

“wrong about that.”537 Indeed, on September 10, Ukrainian forces liberated the key town of Izium in 

another sign that Ukraine’s counteroffensive was fast advancing. Yet the Russian Defence Ministry 

characterized the development as a planned withdrawal.538   

 

The situation around Zaporizhzhya continued to cause concern. On September 11, it was the subject of 

a phone call between Putin and Macron, during which Putin reportedly reiterated accusations that 

Ukraine was shelling the plant, while Macron called on Russia to “withdraw their heavy and light weap-

ons and that the IAEA’s recommendations be followed to ensure safety at the site.”539 On the same day, 

Kyiv began shutting down the last reactor in operation at the plant.540 
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Meanwhile, Ukraine shared another list of weapons requirements with US lawmakers, media reported 

on September 12. The list included “the Army Tactical Missile System, or ATACMS,” which the Biden 

administration had previously refused to deliver, arguing that  the the system with a 190-miles range 

could  be used to strike targets on Russian territory and thus potentially spark an escalation of the con-

flict.541 

 

Indeed, amid the fast Ukrainian advances on the ground, escalation concerns were once again on the 

rise. On the same September 12, former US National Security Advisor John Bolton told the media that 

the world was now “a lot closer” to nuclear weapons use. Yet, “the potential risk of the use of a nuclear 

weapon [by Russia was] not so much to change the battlefield but to strengthen Putin’s position at 

home.” And: Putin was in “more trouble now than he’s been since the invasion,” Bolton explained.542 The 

following day, former US and NATO official, Rose Gottemoeller, expressed a similar view, noting that, 

in light of the Ukrainian advances, Russia would “strike back now in really unpredictable ways,” which 

could include “a nuclear strike of some kind.” She was particular concerned over a potential nuclear 

demonstration strike aimed at terrifying Ukraine and its allies. While “the Ukrainians [might] seem well 

prepared to stay the course … we will all have to be ready to stay the course, come what may," she 

stressed. Yet, a Western response to Russian nuclear use could be carried out with cyber or conven-

tional, rather than nuclear, means, she explained.543 Current US officials also confirmed that “the Rus-

sians are in trouble” and that “the question will be how the Russians will react.”544 Yet, despite these ap-

parent escalation concerns, US officials confirmed to media that US and UK officials, including Jake 

Sullivan and Mark Milley, had advised Ukraine as it planned its counteroffensive.545  

 

Also on September 13, in another phone call with Putin, Scholz “urged the Russian President to find a 

diplomatic solution as soon as possible, based on a ceasefire, a complete withdrawal of Russian troops 

and respect for the territorial integrity and sovereignty of Ukraine.” Further he “stressed that any fur-

ther Russian annexation moves would not go unanswered and would not be recognized under any cir-

cumstances.”546 

 

Meanwhile, Western support for Kyiv continued unabated. On September 14, Ursula von der Leyen 

reaffirmed EU support to Ukraine in her 2022 State of the Union Address. “I want to make it very clear 

— the sanctions are here to stay. This is the time for us to show resolve, not appeasement,” she declared, 

announcing that the EU would provide 100 million euros of aid to rehabilitate Ukrainian schools, “bring 
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Ukraine into our European free roaming area,” and “work with Ukraine to ensure seamless access to the 

Single Market.” “Putin will fail and Europe will prevail,” she concluded.547 The following day, the German 

Defence Minister Lambrecht announced Berlin would “send two multiple rocket launching systems, 

200 rockets and 50 armored personnel carriers” to Kyiv.548 In parallel, the Pentagon announced an-

other 600 million US dollars of security assistance for Ukraine, including additional HIMARS ammuni-

tion.549 “We will support the people of Ukraine for as long as it takes,” reaffirmed Blinken in a state-

ment. “The capabilities we are delivering are carefully calibrated to make the most difference on the 

battlefield and strengthen Ukraine’s hand at the negotiating table when the time is right,” he added.550 

However, media noted that the announcement did not include the long-range systems like ATACMS that 

Ukraine had requested.551  

 

93. Warning 

On the same September 14, Russian Foreign Ministry spokesperson Maria Zakharova explicitly 

warned Washington against sending longer-range missiles to Ukraine. This would “be crossing a red 

line” and would make the United States “a direct party to the conflict,” she said.552 

 

Also on September 14, Former Deputy Supreme Allied Commander Europe of NATO, Richard Shirreff, 

reportedly warned that NATO was not ready to fight a war with Russia in a potential “worst case” sce-

nario.553 

 

In Washington, officials highlighted US contributions to Ukraine’s air and missile defense. On Septem-

ber 16, Pentagon spokesperson Patrick Ryder announced that the United States would supply two Na-

tional Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile Systems (NASAMS) to Kyiv, “within the next two months or so,” 

which would “further contribute to protecting Ukrainians from enemy air threats, to include aircraft, 

unmanned aerial vehicles and missiles.”554 On the same day, the Commander of the US Air Forces in Eu-

rope, James B. Hecker, confirmed in an interview that the US air force was “sharing information about 
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Russian air-launched missiles and other airborne threats with their Ukrainian counterparts in real 

time.”555 

 

Meanwhile, there were further concerns over potential war crimes committed by Russian forces in their 

ongoing war. On September 15, a Ukrainian official stated that a mass grave had been discovered in 

the recently liberated town of Izium.556 

 

Still on the same September 15, Putin and China’s Xi Jinping met in Uzbekistan at the Shanghai Cooper-

ation Organization (SCO) summit. At this first meeting between the two leaders since the beginning of 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Putin acknowledged Beijing had “questions” and “concerns” re-

garding the “Ukrainian crisis,” which he pledged to clarify. Observers interpreted the statement as an 

indication that Chinese support for the Russian regime was not unconditional.557 

 

94. Warning 

Conversely, at a news conference the following day, September 16, Putin took a less cautious stance. 

Referring to the Ukrainian counteroffensive, he suggested to wait and see “how it unfolds” and im-

plied that the Russia could intensify recent attacks on Ukrainian infrastructure. “Recently, Russian 

Armed Forces delivered a couple of sensitive blows to that area. Let’s call them warning shots,” he 

said. “If the situation continues like that, our response will be more impactful.” Moscow’s main goal 

was “to liberate the entire territory of Donbass,” he added.558 On the same day, Russia conducted nu-

clear drills dubbed Umka-2022 in the Arctic Ocean opposite from Alaska, firing cruise missiles from 

submarines. Per the Russian Defence Ministry, the goal of the drill was to test the “ability and readi-

ness to defend the Russian arctic by military means.”559  

 

95. Warning 

Against this backdrop, Biden warned Putin against nuclear use on the same September 16. When 

asked what he would say to Putin if he were “considering using chemical or tactical nuclear weap-

ons,” Biden responded: “Don’t. Don’t. Don’t. You will change the face of war unlike anything since 

World War II.” Asked what the United States would do if Russia did use nuclear weapons, the Presi-

dent stressed the response would be “consequential,” but refused to elaborate what it would entail 

exactly. Russia would “become more of a pariah in the world than they ever have been,” he stressed, 

adding that the response would be determined “depending on the extent of what they do.”560 
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Nuclear concerns of a different kind arose on September 19, when “a powerful Russian missile ex-

ploded less than 900 feet from the reactors at the South Ukraine Nuclear Power Plant … narrowly avoid-

ing a possible nuclear calamity,” according to Ukrainian officials. The head of the Ukrainian energy 

company Energoatom, Petro Kotin, characterised the incident as “nuclear terrorism.”561  

 

Meanwhile in Washington, congressional support for Ukraine aid remained intact. On September 19, 

Chuck Schumer, the Senate Majority Leader called for military assistance worth an additional 12 billion 

US dollars. “Mass graves, attacks that target civilians, and other unspeakable acts reinforce how critical 

aid like this is, and how it actually helps change what is happening on the ground in a way that can save 

innocent lives,” he explained.562 

 

From September 19 to 23, world leaders came together under the shadow of the war in Ukraine at the 

United Nations General Assembly. While UN Secretary General Guterres condemned the war as having 

“unleashed widespread destruction with massive violations of human rights and international humani-

tarian law,” both Erdogan and Macron “cast themselves as would-be peacemakers,” and Putin did not 

attend.563 

 

Instead, the Kremlin launched what media called “a tightly choreographed display” to annex four par-

tially occupied regions of Ukraine. On September 19-20, representatives of the occupying authorities in 

the Ukrainian regions of Luhansk, Donetsk, Kherson and Zaporizka announced referenda to “join” the 

Russian Federation.564  

 

96. Escalatory 

Commenting on the developments via Telegram on September 20, Medvedev assessed that the step 

was “of great importance” and issued a new veiled nuclear warning. Accordingly, Russia could defend 

itself with “all the forces of self-defense” in case of an encroachment of its territory and “not a single 

future leader of Russia, not a single official [would] be able to reverse these decisions [to annex the 

Ukrainian territories].”565 

Conversely, Western officials strongly condemned the Russian decision. On September 20, Jake Sulli-

van stressed that the United States would never recognize Russia’s claims to any purportedly annexed 

parts of Ukraine” and rejectecd “Russia's actions unequivocally.”566 On the same day, the Defence Minis-

ter of Norway, Bjorn Arild Gram promised long-term support for Ukraine. “We have to help Ukraine as 

long as it takes,” he explained. There would now be “a confrontational Russia for a long time.” He also 
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expressed nuclear escalation concerns in the context of Russian losses in Ukraine. “A weakened Russia 

doesn’t necessarily mean a less dangerous Russia, because they are more dependent on their nuclear 

capabilities now, so we have we have to continue to monitor this in the High North,” said Gram.567 

 

On the following day, September 21, Putin took another escalatory step, announcing a “partial mobili-

sation” of 300,000 additional troops for the war in Ukraine.568 In the same speech, he once again accused 

the West of attempting “to weaken, divide and ultimately destroy” Russia and particularly condemned 

“plans to organize the delivery of long-range offensive weapons to Ukraine, which could be used to de-

liver strikes at Crimea and other Russian regions. … Washington, London and Brussels are openly en-

couraging Kiev to move the hostilities to our territory,” he lamented. “They openly say that Russia must 

be defeated on the battlefield by any means.”569 

 

97. Escalatory 

When mentioning nuclear weapons in his September 21 speech, Putin accused the West of nuclear 

blackmail and vowed to “make use of all weapon systems available to us” in case of “a threat to the 

territorial integrity” of Russia and “to defend Russia.” 

 

They [the West] have even resorted to the nuclear blackmail. I am referring not only 

to the Western-encouraged shelling of the Zaporozhye Nuclear Power Plant, which poses 

a threat of a nuclear disaster, but also to the statements made by some high-ranking represent-

atives of the leading NATO countries on the possibility and admissibility of using weapons 

of mass destruction – nuclear weapons – against Russia. 

 

I would like to remind those who make such statements regarding Russia that our country has 

different types of weapons as well, and some of them are more modern than the weapons NATO 

countries have. In the event of a threat to the territorial integrity of our country and to defend 

Russia and our people, we will certainly make use of all weapon systems available to us. This is 

not a bluff.570 

 

Ukrainian officials immediately declared these threats ineffective. “Threatening with nuclear weapons... 

to Ukrainians? Putin has not yet understood who he is dealing with,” tweeted Zelenskyy adviser 

Mykhailo Podolyak on September 21.571 
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98. Warning 

Western representatives showed themselves similarly unimpressed by Putin’s renewed nuclear rhet-

oric. The speech demonstrated that the war was “not going according to President Putin’s plans,” ex-

plained Stoltenberg on the same day, adding that “the only way to end this war is to prove that Presi-

dent Putin will not win on the battlefield.” Stoltenberg acknowledged that the mobilization of 

additional Russia troops escalated the conflict, but also stressed that NATO would support Ukraine 

for the “long haul.” Regarding Putin’s nuclear rhetoric, Stoltenberg emphasized that the allies would 

“not engage in that same kind of reckless and dangerous nuclear rhetoric” and that the Alliance would 

“make sure that there is no misunderstanding in Moscow about the seriousness of using nuclear 

weapons.” That was the reason why the Alliance had been “so clear” in its “communications with Rus-

sia about the unprecedented consequences, about the fact that the nuclear war cannot be won by Rus-

sia,” added Stoltenberg.572 

 

Biden strongly condemned Russian behavior in a speech at the UN General Assembly on the same Sep-

tember 21, which observers interpreted as an attempt to rally both international and domestic support 

for continued assistance to Ukraine, but sought to downplay the nuclear aspects.573 Concretely, Biden 

accused Russia of “shamelessly violat[ing] the core tenets of the United Nations Charter;” of “organizing 

a sham referenda to try to annex parts of Ukraine;” of making “overt nuclear threats against Europe” and 

showing “a reckless disregard for the responsibilities of the non-proliferation regime.”574  

 

99. De-escalatory 

On nuclear issues, Biden also called on all countries to strengthen the nuclear non-proliferation re-

gime, stressed that the United States was “ready to pursue critical arms control measures,” and reiter-

ated that “a nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought.” The five permanent members of 

the Security Council had just reaffirmed that commitment in January, Biden said. “But today, we’re 

seeing disturbing trends. Russia shunned the Non-Proliferation ideals embraced by every other na-

tion at the 10th NPT Review Conference. And again, today, as I said, they’re making irresponsible nu-

clear threats to use nuclear weapons,” the US President said. However, he refrained from any warn-

ings or counter-threats.575 

 

On the same day, there were calls in Washington for further support for Ukraine. According to media 

reports, a bipartisan group of 17 lawmakers, including Andy Harris, Brian Fitzpatrick, Marcy Kaptur, 

and Mike Quigley, sent a letter to Austin demanding that the Pentagon “speed up its monthslong review 

of whether to supply Ukraine with Gray Eagle drones.”576 
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100. De-escalatory 

On September 22, Blinken echoed Biden’s statement from the day before, strongly condemning Rus-

sia’s nuclear rhetoric and recalling the P5 statement that nuclear war cannot be won and must never 

be fought. Putin had said that “Russia would not hesitate to use, and I quote, all weapons systems 

available, end quote, in response to a threat to its territorial integrity, a threat that is all the more 

menacing given Russia’s intention to annex large swaths of Ukraine in the days ahead. When that’s 

complete, we can expect President Putin will claim any Ukrainian effort to liberate this land as an at-

tack on so-called Russian territory,” Blinken said. “This from a country that in January of this year, in 

this place, joined other permanent members of the Security Council in signing a statement affirming 

that, and I quote, nuclear war can never be won and must never be fought.” Thus, Blinken concluded, 

“every council member should send a clear message that these reckless nuclear threats must stop im-

mediately.577 

 

Amid these renewed tensions, hopes for arms control progress were damped. US Undersecretary for 

arms control Bonnie Jenkins told media that resuming nuclear arms control talks with Russia would be 

challenging. Moscow had not yet shown that it was “ready to resume work on nuclear arms control with 

the United States” as Biden had called for in August. “Nothing has happened since then,” Jenkins ex-

plained and added that she was concerned by current allusions to nuclear weapons. “We want to im-

press upon them [Russia] the gravity of the situation, and not getting to that point,” she stressed.578 

 

Russian threat making however continued. On September 22, Lavrov once again claimed the West was 

already involved in the war against Ukraine through its military assistance for Kyiv.  

 

The position of the states that are pumping Ukraine with weapons and combat equipment and train-

ing its armed forces is particularly cynical … The goal is obvious … – to drag out the hostilities as 

much as possible … in order to exhaust and weaken Russia. This implies the direct involvement of 

Western countries in the Ukrainian conflict, which is turning them into its party. … 

 

We have no illusions that today the armed forces of Russia … are opposed not only by the neo-Nazi 

units of the Kiev regime but also by the war machine of the “collective West.” NATO is supplying the 

Ukrainian armed forces with real-time intelligence information using modern systems, aircraft, 

ships, satellites and strategic drones. Ukraine is incited to defeat Russia on the battlefield (as EU 

officials openly say) and Russia must be deprived of any sovereignty by way of punishment.579  

 

101. Escalatory 

In parallel, Medvedev issued another nuclear threat on the same September 22, explaining that “any 

Russian weapons, including strategic nuclear weapons and weapons based on new principles, could 

be used” to protect “all the territories that have joined [Russia].” The West, he said, needed “to under-

stand that Russia has chosen its own path.” There was “no way back.”580 
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Western intelligence officials provided some context to the Russian rhetoric. Anonymous sources told 

reporters that Russia’s military  was “divided over how best to counter Ukraine’s unexpected battlefield 

advances” with “Putin … himself giving directions directly to generals in the field, … Russian officers ar-

guing among themselves and complaining to friends and relatives back home about decision-making 

from Moscow,” and “significant disagreements on strategy with military leaders struggling to agree on 

where to focus their efforts to shore up defensive lines.”581 

 

In Ukraine, the Russian threats appeared to spark concern. On the same September 22, the deputy mili-

tary intelligence head of Ukraine, Vadym Skibitskyi, warned Russia might consider nuclear use in order 

to “stop our offensive activity and to destroy our state.”582 At the same time, media reported Ukraine 

was “asking urgently for modern tanks,” notably the “more modern American-made M-1 Abrams and 

German-made Leopard tanks” to consolidate its gains in the face of Russia’s partial mobilization. Yet, 

both Washington and Berlin “hesitated to provide the tanks, in part due to the training and logistics 

challenges involved.”583  

 

102. De-escalatory 

Russia’s rhetoric also caused concern in Western capitals. On September 23, media reported that for 

several months, Washington had “been sending private communications to Moscow warning Russia's 

leadership of the grave consequences that would follow the use of a nuclear weapon.” Yet, US offi-

cials reportedly also emphasized that Putin’s recent threats were only the latest in a long series of 

similar statements since the beginning of the invasion and that there was still “no indication Russia 

[was] moving its nuclear weapons in preparation for an imminent strike.”584 Still, some US officials 

“noted a change in the tone, scope and seriousness of Mr. Putin’s latest threats” and expressed con-

cern over a potential tactical nuclear weapons use by Putin “perhaps in a demonstration blast over 

the Black Sea or Arctic Ocean, or in Ukrainian territory,” media reported on September 24. However, 

these sources also stressed that there was “no evidence yet” that Putin was “moving those weapons 

or preparing such a strike.”585 

 

103. Escalatory 

Another implicit Russian nuclear statement followed on the same September 24. At a press confer-

ence after the UN General Assembly, Lavrov declared that “the entire territory of the Russian Federa-

tion, which is confirmed and can be further confirmed in the Russian Constitution, [was] certainly un-

der the state’s full protection,” and that “all laws, doctrines, concepts, strategies of the Russian 

Federation apply to its entire territory.” On potential nuclear use scenarios, Lavrov pointed at the 

Russian doctrine: “As for the Russian Federation, the president and other Kremlin representatives 
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have stated this on numerous occasions, we have our nuclear security doctrine, it is a document avail-

able to the public, everything is written down in it. I invite you to look once again at absolutely clearly 

specified cases when our use of nuclear weapons is allowed.”586 

 

Ukrainian representatives reacted with outrage. On September 25, Kuleba declared that Moscow’s “ir-

responsible statements on the possible use of nuclear weapons” were “absolutely unacceptable.” 

“Ukraine won’t give in,” he added. “We call on all nuclear powers to speak out now and make it clear to 

Russia that such rhetorics put the world at risk and will not be tolerated.”587 In a similar vein, Zelenskyy 

noted that Putin was trying to “scare the whole world” with his nuclear threats but that the world was 

“deterring … and containing this threat. We need to keep putting pressure on him and not allow him to 

continue.”588  

 

104. Escalatory 

Meanwhile Washington issued further warnings to Moscow. On September 25, Jake Sullivan 

stressed that “the possible use of nuclear weapons for the first time since the Second World War” was 

“a matter that we have to take deadly seriously” and which would trigger “catastrophic conse-

quences.” The US government had “communicated directly, privately and at very high levels to the 

Kremlin that any use of nuclear weapons will be met with catastrophic consequences for Russia, that 

the US and our allies will respond decisively, and we have been clear and specific about what that will 

entail,” Sullivan said.589 Sullivan also stressed that Moscow could not dissuade Western military assis-

tance for Ukraine with its threats. “Nothing that Russia has done with this mobilization of troops, with 

the sham referenda in the occupied regions” would “deter” the United States from “providing Ukraine 

with the necessary means and technologies they need to defend themselves.” 590 Indeed, on the same 

day, Zelenskyy announced that the United States had supplied the previously announced advanced air 

defence system NASAMS to Ukraine. 591 

 

On the following day, Peskov refused to comment on Sullivan’s warning. “There are channels for dia-

logue, but they are quite sporadic, though they at least allow for some urgent reports on each other’s po-

sitions,” he only explained. These contacts were at the “proper level,” he said.592 

 

105. Warning 

A stronger reaction came from Ryabkov on September 26. On Russian TV, he warned the United 

States against continuing its allegedly “irresponsible, extremely aggressive, extremely pushy course,” 
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which was “bringing everyone closer to a dangerous line.” Yet, he also emphasized that Russian nu-

clear doctrine had not changed. “Everything remains in the same and within the same framework as 

set forth in our military doctrine and the foundations of the state policy in the area of nuclear deter-

rence.”593 

 

In the context of these high tensions, UN Secretary General Guterres strongly warned against the use of 

nuclear weapons and expressed concern over recent nuclear rhetoric on September 26. Decades after 

the Cold War’s end, the world could once again hear the “rattling of nuclear sabres.” The “era of nuclear 

blackmail” had to end. “The idea that any country could fight and win a nuclear war is deranged. Any use 

of a nuclear weapon would incite a humanitarian Armageddon,” Guterres said. He urged “all States to 

use every avenue of dialogue, diplomacy and negotiation to ease tensions, reduce risk and eliminate the 

nuclear threat.”594 

 

On September 26, media reported of three leaks on two Nord Stream gas pipelines from Russia to Ger-

many in the Baltic Sea. On the same day, Denmark’s Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen, Sweden’s Prime 

Minister Magdalena Andersson and Poland’s Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki stated that the 

leaks were likely the result of sabotage.595 

 

106. Escalatory 

Meanwhile, Russian nuclear rhetoric continued. On September 27, Medvedev issued another 

strongly worded threat and questioned whether the West would respond to Russian nuclear use, but 

also recalled that the preconditions for nuclear use were laid down in Russia’s nuclear doctrine. Rus-

sia had “the right to use nuclear weapons if necessary,” he said. “In predetermined cases. In strict ac-

cordance with the Fundamentals of State Policy in the Field of Nuclear Deterrence. If we or our allies 

are attacked using this type of weapon. Or if aggression with the use of conventional weapons threat-

ens the very existence of our state.” He also noted that Russia would “do everything to prevent the 

appearance of nuclear weapons in our hostile neighbors. For example, in Nazi Ukraine, which is di-

rectly controlled today by NATO countries. It is pointless to count on the reason and political will of 

the Kyiv regime. But there is still a fragile hope for common sense and a sense of self-preservation of 

the enemy countries condoning them. They understand that if the threat to Russia exceeds the estab-

lished danger limit, we will have to respond. Without asking anyone's permission, without long con-

sultations. And it's definitely not a bluff.” If Russia was “forced to use the most formidable weapon 

against the Ukrainian regime,” he believed that “NATO will not directly intervene in the conflict even 

in this situation” as “overseas and European demagogues are not going to perish in a nuclear apoca-

lypse.”596 

 

107. De-escalatory 

In Western capitals, concern over nuclear use was rife, but officials were still pointing out that they 

saw no Russian preparations. On September 27, media reported that according to US officials, West-
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ern intelligence services were “stepping up efforts to detect any Russian military moves or communi-

cations that might signal that Vladimir Putin has ordered the use of nuclear weapons in Ukraine,” 

though such warnings might come “too late.” Reportedly, “over the past week, flight-tracking radar 

websites [had also] shown multiple U.S. Air Force RC-135 Rivet Joint electronic surveillance planes 

circling [Kaliningrad], ostensibly collecting data.” Yet, so far there was no evidence of Russia prepar-

ing for nuclear use, explained US Strategic Command spokesperson Joshua Kelsey. “We take these 

threats very seriously, but we have not seen any reason to adjust our own nuclear posture at this 

time,” he said. According to another US official, Russia would “never use a strategic nuclear weapon” 

but rather “short-range weapons” with lower yields. Preparations for the use of such smaller nuclear 

weapons could be difficult to detect for Western intelligence services, despite overall good penetra-

tion of the Russian system, officials reportedly told media.597 

 

On the same day, Poland’s Foreign Minister Zbigniew Rau called for a “devastating” NATO response in 

case Russia used nuclear weapons. “NATO should respond decisively and firmly,” he explained, but 

added that “the response should be conventional.” He said: “To the best of our knowledge, Putin is 

threatening to use tactical nuclear weapons on Ukrainian soil, not to attack NATO, which means that 

NATO should respond in a conventional way. But the response should be devastating.”598 

 

Another warning from the UN came on September 27. At the UN Security Council, UN Undersecretary-

General for Political and Peacebuilding Affairs Rosemary DiCarlo reiterated Guterres’ “appeal for all 

nuclear-armed states, including the Russian Federation, to recommit to the non-use and progressive 

elimination of nuclear weapons.”599 

 

Meanwhile, Kyiv sought to show resolve. Also on September 27, Podolyak stressed that Ukraine would 

not give in to Russia’s nuclear threats. “The world’s nuclear powers should warn Russia that any use of 

strategic or tactical nuclear weapons in Ukraine would be met with concrete action, and that Kyiv lacked 

the technology to respond symmetrically itself,” he told media, stressing that Kyiv would “continue [its] 

work to de-occupy [its] territory regardless."600 On the same day, French Foreign Minister Catherine 

Colonna visited Kyiv.601 

 

108. Warning 

Moscow, in turn, blamed the West for nuclear tensions, but seemed bent to walk back some of the 

earlier escalation. On September 28, Zakharova claimed that the West talked “with ease” about nu-

clear weapons and used “manipulative methods in order to pull us into this agenda.” Western coun-

 
 
597 Bryan Bender, “U.S. steps up intel, surveillance after Putin’s nuke threats,” Politico, September 27, 2022 [https://www.polit-
ico.com/news/2022/09/27/putin-nuke-russia-ukraine-intel-surveillance-00059020].  
 
598 “‘Response should be devastating’ if Russia uses nuclear weapons, Polish foreign minister says,” NBC News, September 27, 2022 
[https://www.nbcnews.com/video/-response-should-be-devastating-if-russia-uses-nuclear-weapons-polish-foreign-minister-
says-149381189714].  
 
599 “USG DiCarlo: ‘so-called referenda’ held by Russian Federation on occupied Ukrainian territory ‘cannot be called a genuine ex-
pression of the popular will’,” Website of the United Nations, September 27, 2022 [https://dppa.un.org/en/usg-dicarlo-so-called-
referenda-held-russian-federation-occupied-ukrainian-territory-cannot-be-0].  
 
600  Tom Balmforth and Margaryta Chornokondratenko, “Ukraine says it won't be swayed by Russian nuclear threats, annexation 
votes,” Reuters, September 28, 2022 [https://www.reuters.com/world/ukraine-will-not-be-swayed-by-russian-nuclear-threats-
annexation-votes-kyiv-2022-09-27/].  
 
601 Paul McLeary, Alexander Ward and Lawrence Ukenye, “‘Big wars take a lot of bullets’,” Politico, September 28, 2022 
[https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/09/28/big-wars-take-a-lot-of-bullets-00059210].  
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tries were “engaged in total destruction,” she added. Allegedly, there had been "many attempts to dia-

logue with the United States. But what Washington has brought it all to is a world on the brink of ca-

tastrophe,” she claimed.602 

 

In Ukraine, according to media reports from September 28, US officials were seeing first “small num-

bers” of Russian troops mobilized under Putin’s partial mobilization order arriving, but expected that it 

would be “difficult” for the Kremlin to generate the 300,000 forces it had aimed for.603 

 

Western military assistance for Ukraine continued. On September 28, the national armaments directors 

of the Ukraine Defense Contact Group came together to discuss how to supply aid for Ukraine on the 

long-term. According to media reports, “officials in Europe’s east” were continuing “to push France and 

Germany to arm Kyiv, giving Ukraine the firepower it needs and smaller countries enough time to re-

grow their arsenals.”604 In Washington, the Pentagon announced another 1.1 billion US dollars of addi-

tional military aid for Ukraine, including funds for 18 HIMARS and HIMARS ammunition.605 The aid re-

portedly was geared towards fulfilling Ukraine’s long-term needs, with the HIMARS likely to arrive in “a 

few years.”606  

 

109. Warning 

Further US statements appeared to be geared to confirm unwavering US support for Ukraine and 

push back on Medvedev’s claims of lacking Western resolve. On the same September 28, State De-

partment spokesperson Ned Price explained that the results of the “sham referenda” held by Russia 

in four Ukrainian regions were “completely fabricated” and announced “additional measures” as well 

as continued support for Kyiv. 

 

The United States will never recognize Russia’s attempts to annex parts of Ukraine. … We will 

continue to work with allies and partners to bring even more pressure on Russia and the indi-

viduals and entities that are helping support its attempted land grab. … At the same time, we 

will not be deterred from supporting Ukraine, and … we will continue to provide security assis-

tance to Ukraine so it can defend itself and its sovereign territory for as long as it takes.607 

 

Price also reiterated that the response to a potential Russian nuclear use would be “real” and “ex-

traordinary.” 

 

When it comes to the contingency planning that we’ve engaged in for the potential use of a nu-

clear weapon by Russia in Ukraine, we have spoken very clearly of the implications for Russia 

 
602 “US uses all kinds of manipulations to drag Russia into nuclear agenda — diplomat,” TASS, September 28, 2022 
[https://tass.com/politics/1514473].  
 
603 Lolita C. Baldor and Matthew Lee, “US announces $1.1 billion more in military aid for Ukraine,” AP News, September 28, 2022 
[https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-government-and-politics-746ae5a7113e9bb78562ee3a943c9260].  
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[https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/09/28/big-wars-take-a-lot-of-bullets-00059210].  
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were that to happen. We’ve used a number of adjectives. We have said there would be cata-

strophic, severe, strong, profound implications for Russia. All of those are accurate. We are – we 

stand by all of those descriptors. The point that we have made both publicly and privately to the 

Russians is that the consequences would be real, and they would be extraordinary.608 

 

In a similar vein, White House spokesperson Karine Jean-Pierre emphasized that Washington would 

“continue to stand with the Ukrainian people and provide them with the security assistance they need 

to defend themselves for as long as it takes.” Asked about Medvedev’s claim that NATO would not re-

spond to a Russian use of nuclear weapons, Jean-Pierre at first evaded the question, emphasizing 

that this was “Putin’s war.” After repeated questions, she declared: “We take Russia’s threat to use nu-

clear weapons seriously. … But we have not seen any reason to adjust our own nuclear posture.  And 

to be clear, we will not be deterred from supporting Ukraine.” In addition, she recalled statements by 

other administration officials warning that Russian nuclear use would trigger “catastrophic, severe, 

and decisive” consequences. These consequences would “be real” and “extraordinary.” Jake Sullivan 

had also “communicated [this] privately to the Russians, and they understand what the consequences 

will be,” she added. “We are not going to lay them out here in public.”609 

 

Also on September 28, there were reports of calls inside the Biden administration to rally the world, 

notably China and India, against Russia in case it used nuclear weapons. Washington “could let Mr. Putin 

know what a disastrously bad idea any use of nuclear weapons would be,” one official told reporters.610 

Meanwhile, additional statements confirmed sabotage had caused the damage on the gas pipelines in 

the Baltic Sea few days earlier. On September 28, Josep Borrell said that the leaks at the Nord Stream 

1 and 2 pipelines were likely “the result of a deliberate act” and warned that “any deliberate disruption 

of European energy infrastructure is utterly unacceptable and will be met with a robust and united re-

sponse.”611 On the same day, Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Støre announced that Norway’s 

military would “be more visible at Norwegian oil and gas installations."612 The following day, NATO is-

sued a statement declaring that “all currently available information” suggested that these leaks were 

“the result of deliberate, reckless, and irresponsible acts of sabotage.” The statement added: “We, as Al-

lies, have committed to prepare for, deter and defend against the coercive use of energy and other hy-

brid tactics by state and non-state actors. Any deliberate attack against Allies’ critical infrastructure 

would be met with a united and determined response.”613 
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Amid tensions, Russia sent some cooperative signals on arms control talks. On September 29, Zakha-

rova declared Moscow was open to consider resuming New START inspections and that “the possibili-

ties for holding a face-to-face session of the bilateral advisory commission are being studied.” 614 

 

On September 29, a Russian fighter jet nearly shot down a British surveillance plane off the coast of 

Crimea, media reported in April 2023, relying on a leaked US military document. UK defense secretary 

Wallace disclosed the incident to parliament in October 2022, saying that a Russian fighter jet had “re-

leased a missile” in the vicinity of an unarmed British spy plane patrolling in international airspace over 

the Black Sea. Wallace said at the time that the UK did not consider the case as a deliberate escalation, 

but that it had been down to a technical malfunction. He also accused Moscow of acting recklessly. How-

ever, the leaked Pentagon document reported on in April 2023 referred to the incident as a “near-shoot 

down of UK RJ,” a reference to the Rivet Joint moniker common for RC-135 reconnaissance planes. It 

also detailed several other encounters between Russian jets and US, British and French aircraft on sur-

veillance flights between October and February 2022.615 

 

110. Escalatory 

At a ceremony on September 30, Putin finally announced the formal annexation of four Ukrainian 

regions: Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson and Zaporizhzhya. In the speech, Putin once again claimed that 

the West wanted to destroy Russia and was “waging a hybrid war” against Moscow, blamed the pipe-

line leaks in the Baltic Sea on “Anglo-Saxons,” and contended that the United States had created a 

“precedent” by using nuclear weapons in the Second World War.616 

 

The West … continues looking for another chance to strike a blow at us, to weaken and break up 

Russia, which they have always dreamed about, to divide our state and set our peoples against 

each other, and to condemn them to poverty and extinction. … 

 

The United States is the only country in the world that has used nuclear weapons twice, destroy-

ing the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan. And they created a precedent. Recall that 

during WWII the United States and Britain reduced Dresden, Hamburg, Cologne and many 

other German cities to rubble, without the least military necessity. …They had only one goal, 

as with the nuclear bombing of Japanese cities: to intimidate our country and the rest 

of the world.617 
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615 Dan Lamothe, “On foreign policy, Biden’s gut is his guide,” Washington Post, April 9, 2023 [https://www.washing-
tonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/09/leaked-documents-surveillance-plane-rivet-joint/]; Thomas Gibbons-Neff and Eric 
Schmitt, “Miscommunication Nearly Led to Russian Jet Shooting Down British Spy Plane, U.S. Officials Say,” New York Times, April 
12, 2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/12/world/europe/russian-jet-british-spy-plane.html]. 
 
616 “Signing of treaties on accession of Donetsk and Lugansk people's republics and Zaporozhye and Kherson regions to Russia,” 
Website of the President of Russia, September 30, 2022 [http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69465].  
 
617 “Signing of treaties on accession of Donetsk and Lugansk people's republics and Zaporozhye and Kherson regions to Russia,” 
Website of the President of Russia, September 30, 2022 [http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69465].  
 

https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-open-in-person-talks-with-us-nuclear-arms-treaty-2022-09-29/
https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-open-in-person-talks-with-us-nuclear-arms-treaty-2022-09-29/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/09/leaked-documents-surveillance-plane-rivet-joint/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/09/leaked-documents-surveillance-plane-rivet-joint/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/12/world/europe/russian-jet-british-spy-plane.html
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69465
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69465


130 

Reactions to the annexation were swift. Zelenskyy declared that Ukraine was applying for fast-track 

NATO membership on the same day.618 The United States and the United Kingdom announced additional 

sanctions against Russian officials also on September 30.619 

 

October 2022: Threats and warnings everyday 

 

111. Warning 

For an article published at the end of February 2023, former Russian and US officials revealed that 

Washington, London, and Paris had delivered a joint message to Moscow after Putin’s nuclear threats 

made when annexing the Ukrainian provinces, vowing to retaliate with conventional weapons if Putin 

decided to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine – it was unclear when exactly this message had been de-

livered.620 

 

Journalists revealed on October 3 that in an effort to overcome Biden Administration resistance to 

providing Ukraine with a set of long-range rocket systems, the government in Kyiv was offering full and 

ongoing access to its list of intended Russian targets. At issue were the Army Tactical Missile Systems, or 

ATACMS, surface-to-surface missiles that can fly around 300 kilometers, about four times the distance of 

the HIMARS rockets. The US government so far had not approved these weapons, but announced fund-

ing for 18 more HIMARS. “We essentially described exactly what specific targets we need to hit on our 

territory which are not reachable with what we have now,” said a senior Ukrainian official. Ukraine had 

given assurances that it would not use HIMARS against Russian territory, and had held its word, the 

Ukrainian official continued. However, the Administration argued the ATACMS were “low reward and 

high risk,” a US official told journalists. “We believe that we’re providing the Ukrainians with the range 

of capabilities that are commensurate with the fight that they’re executing based on the requirements 

that they’ve identified for us,” the Pentagon’s Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Sasha Baker 

explained.621 

 

The same day, British media had reported that NATO had warned members, Russia was set to demon-

strate its willingness to use nuclear weapons by carrying out a test on Ukraine’s border. The UK newspa-

pers’ allegations notwithstanding, a NATO official told reporters that the alliance had not observed 

changes in Russia’s nuclear posture, while a Western diplomat said that NATO had not issued such 

warnings.622 

 

 
618 “We are taking our decisive step by signing Ukraine's application for accelerated accession to NATO - address by President Vo-
lodymyr Zelenskyy,” Website of the President of Ukraine, September 30, 2022 [https://president.gov.ua/en/news/mi-robimo-svij-
viznachalnij-krok-pidpisuyuchi-zayavku-ukrayi-78173].  
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On October 4, on a trip to Warsaw, Baerbock said that Putin’s nuclear threats were “irresponsible” and 

had to be taken “seriously,” but were also an attempt to “blackmail” the West, as “we know from the 

more than past 200 days of this brutal war of aggression.”623  

 

112. De-escalatory 

In Moscow, Peskov dismissed the allegation that Russia was preparing to use a nuclear weapon on 

the same October 4. “The Western media, Western politicians and heads of state are engaging in a lot 

of exercises in nuclear rhetoric right now,” he claimed. “We do not want to take part in this.”624  

 

113. De-escalatory 

Other Russian officials also downplayed the nuclear rhetoric. On October 6, Russian ambassador to 

the United States Anatoly Antonov said on Russian television that the United States and NATO had 

an “ill sense of fear in the context of [Russia’s] possession of nuclear weapons.”625 At the Foreign Min-

istry, spokeswoman Maria Zakharova told journalists that “Washington and other Western capitals” 

could be interested in “dangerous escalation” that could be “blamed” on Russia. “This is being done 

within the framework of Washington’s policy, harmful to international security and strategic stability, 

of securing global dominance at any cost regardless of the risks of provoking a direct armed clash be-

tween the largest nuclear powers, which would be fraught, as we all understand, with catastrophic 

consequences,” Zakharova said. However, she repeated that there could be no winners in a nuclear 

war and “it should never be unleashed.” Western media was following “hints” by politicians or the in-

telligence services and was trying to create a public narrative. Every Russian statement was “turned 

inside out.”626 

 

114. Warning 

On the other side of the Atlantic, US policymakers seemed worried about nuclear escalation. In New 

York, Biden said at a Democratic fundraiser on October 6 that the United States had not “faced the 

prospect of Armageddon” since Kennedy had been mired in the Cuban missile crisis. Putin was “not 

joking” when he talked about “potential use of tactical nuclear weapons or biological or chemical 

weapons, because his military is, you might say, significantly underperforming,” Biden said. “I’m try-

ing to figure out what is Putin’s off ramp?” he added. “Where does he find a way out? Where does he 

find himself in a position that he does not only lose face but lose significant power within Russia?” 

Biden concluded: “We have the threat of a nuclear weapon if, in fact, things continue down the path 

they are going.”627 Months later, in March 2023, media reported that a senior White House official 

had said Biden’s comment reflected in part his frustration with experts who dismissed the nuclear 

danger.628 
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115. De-escalatory 

However, the Pentagon saw no signs of Russia planning to use a nuclear weapon any time soon. For 

now, the United States had no reason to change its strategic posture, US officials told reporters on 

Friday, October 7, after Biden’s comment.629 White House spokeswoman Jean-Pierre agreed that 

there were no signs of an imminent nuclear threat, adding that Biden was addressing Russia’s “reck-

less and irresponsible” rhetoric.630 Also, multiple US officials told journalists that Biden’s statement 

was not based on any new intelligence about Putin’s intentions. It was still “not probable” that Russia 

would use nuclear weapons, US policymakers assessed.631 On October 9, Pentagon spokesperson 

Kirby confirmed on US television that Biden’s comments had not been based on “fresh intelligence or 

new indications that Mr Putin has made a decision to use nuclear weapons,” Kirby said.632 

 

116. De-escalatory 

Commenting on his earlier statements, Biden said on Tuesday, October 11, that he did not think 

Putin would use nuclear weapons. “I don’t think he will. But I think that it’s irresponsible for him to 

talk about it.”633 

 

Earlier on, in Kyiv, Zelenskyy told British journalists on October 7, that Russian officials were starting 

to “prepare their society” for nuclear use, which was “very dangerous.” However, while Moscow was be-

ginning to “communicate,” Russia was “not ready” to use nuclear weapons. “They don’t know whether 

they’ll use or not use it” but it was “dangerous to even speak about it.”634 However, Zelenskyy believed 

that Putin understood that the “world will never forgive” a Russian nuclear strike. “He understands that 

after the use of nuclear weapons he would be unable any more to preserve, so to speak, his life, and I’m 

confident of that,” Zelenskyy said.635 

 

The weekend of October 8-9 came with significant conventional escalation in Ukraine. Shortly before 

dawn on October 8, a huge explosion took place on the Kerch bridge linking Crimea to the Russian 

mainland. In response, Russia launched a series of missile attacks across Ukraine. By midday the same 
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day, some 80 missiles had been fired at infrastructure in a dozen cities, according to Ukrainian authori-

ties.636 On October 10, Russia launched its heaviest missile barrage in months. Ukraine’s extensive net-

work of local air defenses, largely older Soviet S-300 systems, intercepted 41 of the 75 Russian missiles, 

Kyiv’s armed forces said.637 In Moscow, Putin said that Kyiv had “put itself on a par with the most odi-

ous terrorist groups,” which had prompted the subsequent “massive strike with precision-guided weap-

ons on Ukrainian infrastructure – energy infrastructure, military command and communications.”638 

 

On October 11, Zelenskyy asked for additional air-defense systems, and said he had reiterated his re-

quest when talking over the phone to Biden on October 10. At the White House, Kirby said that the 

Biden Administration was working to deliver the first two of eight National Advanced Surface-to-Air 

Missile Systems that Washington had promised Kyiv in September. Kirby noted that the two systems 

would arrive “in the very near future.”639  

 

117. Warning 

A virtual meeting of the G7 with Zelenskyy took place on the same day, October 11. Where the 

Ukrainian leaders asked for more weapons, the G7 pledged in a joint statement continued “financial, 

humanitarian, military, diplomatic and legal support … for as long as it takes.” They reaffirmed that 

“any use of chemical, biological or nuclear weapons by Russia would be met with severe conse-

quences.” More important, the G7 agreed that they “welcomed” Zelensky’s “readiness” for a “just 

peace,” that included Ukraine’s territorial integrity and ensured its “recovery and reconstruction.”640 

 

In Moscow, Lavrov said Russia was open to dialogue with Western nations on Ukraine but had yet to 

receive any proposals for a meeting. The Kremlin would not turn down a meeting between Putin and 

Biden, Lavrov affirmed. In Washington, however, State Department spokesperson Ned Price explained 

the Administration had “very little confidence” the Russian offer was legitimate, given that Lavrov’s 

comments came within hours of Russia’s missile strikes. “We see this as posturing. We do not see this as 

a constructive, legitimate offer to engage in the dialogue and diplomacy that is absolutely necessary to 

see an end to this brutal war of aggression,” Price said.641 In Brussels, US ambassador to NATO Julianne 

Smith confirmed to reporters that, as a consequence of Russia’s barrage of missiles, sending airs de-

fense systems to Ukraine was at the top of everyone’s agenda.642 At the same time in Moscow, 
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Medvedev was writing that the fastest way to bring the conflict in Ukraine to a “point of no return” was 

to “arms the psychos in Kiev” with long range weapons. He warned the “elderly leaders in Washington” 

and “NATO upstarts” to “use their softened brains at least sometimes.”643 

 

118. Warning 

Meanwhile, NATO said it would go ahead with its annual nuclear preparedness exercise dubbed 

“Steadfast Noon” the following week, in which NATO air forces practiced the use of US nuclear bombs 

based in Europe with training flights, but without live weapons. Cancelling the drills because of the 

war in Ukraine would send a “very wrong signal,” Stoltenberg stressed on October 11. “It’s an exer-

cise to ensure that our nuclear deterrent remains safe, secure and effective,” he explained, adding 

NATO's military strength was the best way to prevent any escalation of tensions.644 

 

On October 12-13, the NATO Defense Ministerial took place in Brussels. Western officials told journal-

ists that NATO was developing a 10-year plan to rebuild the Ukrainian defense industry. “We will be 

looking at defense planning requirements to get Ukraine fully interoperable with NATO,” said a NATO 

official. “It’s about shifting away from Soviet equipment … to NATO-compatible Western equipment.” US 

officials continued to show strong support for Ukraine: “We will do as much as we can for as long as we 

can and we will do as much as it takes for as long as it takes,” to help Ukraine push Russian troops out of 

their country, US Joint Chiefs of Staff Chair Mark Milley told reporters.645 

 

119. Warning 

In Moscow on the same October 12, the Kremlin scolded Western policymakers for engaging in “pro-

vocative” rhetoric. “We express our daily regret that Western heads of state, in the United States and 

Europe, engage in nuclear rhetoric every day,” Peskov said of Biden’s “Armageddon” comments. “We 

consider this a very harmful and provocative practice.”646 

 

120. De-escalatory 

US Defense Secretary Austin, speaking to reporters at NATO headquarters on October 12 confirmed 

once again that the United States was monitoring any indications of a worrying change in Russia’s nu-

clear posture that would suggest Putin might move ahead with a nuclear strike. “We’ve not seen any 

indicators at this point that would lead us to believe that,” Austin said.647 

 

Also in Brussels on October 13, following the NATO Defense Ministerial, fifteen allies announced a Eu-

ropean air-defense network led by Germany. Called the Joint Air Defense Initiative, and known more 

commonly as European Sky Shield Innitiative, it had been accelerated by Russia’s missile attacks against 
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Ukraine. It was intended to standardize an air-defense network of short, medium and long-range mis-

siles and radars for use in defending against a potential attack by Russia.648 

 

In addition, NATO coordination of missile defense systems for Ukraine bore fruit. Germany announced 

the first delivery of a new air defense system, and France and Spain pledged new donations to knock 

Russian missiles and Iranian drones.649 

 

121. Warning 

NATO’s nuclear planning group was scheduled to meet on October 13. On the eve of the meeting, an 

anonymous senior NATO official told journalists that a Russian nuclear strike would change the 

course of the conflict and “almost certainly be drawing a physical response from many allies, and po-

tentially from NATO itself.” Any use of nuclear weapons by Moscow would have “unprecedented con-

sequences” for Russia, the official said. Moscow appeared to be using its nuclear threats mainly to de-

ter NATO and other countries from directly entering its war on Ukraine, he added.650  

 

122. Warning 

Stoltenberg underlined this message one day later, October 13, after the NPG meeting. Asked what 

NATO would do if Russia launched a nuclear attack, Stoltenberg said: “We will not go into exactly how 

we will respond, but of course this will fundamentally change the nature of the conflict. It will mean 

that a very important line has been crossed.” He added that “even any use of a smaller nuclear 

weapon will be a very serious thing, fundamentally changing the nature of the war in Ukraine, and of 

course that would have consequences.”651  

 

123. Warning 

On the same October 13, EU foreign policy chief Josep Borrell also warned Putin not to cross that 

threshold. “Any nuclear attack against Ukraine will create an answer, not a nuclear answer but such a 

powerful answer from the military side that the Russian Army will be annihilated,” he said in a speech 

in Bruges, Belgium.652  

 

124. Warning 

Medvedev reacted to this statement the following day, October 14. Neither Americans nor Europe-

ans wanted to die for Ukraine in “a nuclear apocalypse.” Hence, they would respond to a Russian nu-

clear use in a “careful and balanced” manner, Medvedev argued.653 
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In Moscow, Peskov said that Russia was ready to “negotiate” to achieve its goals, but its aims had not 

changed. “The direction has not changed, the special military operation continues, it continues in order 

for us to achieve our goals,” Peskov was quoted as saying. “However, we have repeatedly reiterated that 

we remain open to negotiations to achieve our objectives.” Yet, Peskov added that he did not see any 

prospects for talks with the West in the near future because of its “hostile” attitude towards Russia.654 

 

125. Warning 

Also in Moscow, Alexander Venediktov, the deputy secretary of Russia's Security Council, noted that 

Kyiv was well aware that Ukraine joining NATO “would mean a guaranteed escalation to World War 

Three.” Such an attempt would be “suicidal” for existing NATO member states, he said.655 

 

126. De-escalatory 

Meanwhile in France, Macron seemed to confirm doubts about Western resolve, stating in a televised 

interview that Paris would “evidently” not use nuclear weapons in response to a Russian nuclear at-

tack on Ukraine. “France has a nuclear doctrine, that is based on the vital interests of the country and 

which are clearly defined. These would not be at stake if there was a nuclear ballistic attack in 

Ukraine or in the region,” the French president said. Both political opponents and French analysts 

criticized the statement, noting that ambiguity was the better approach.656 

 

On October 14, in Washington, National Security Council spokesperson Kirby said that Russia’s “rou-

tine” Grom drills would involve large scale maneuvers of its strategic nuclear forces. He thought Moscow 

“probably” believed that the exercises would “help it project power,” but stressed that it was widely 

known that Russian units trained “extensively at this time of year.” The United States would “monitor 

that accordingly,” he added. A US defense official nevertheless noted that Russia’s nuclear rhetoric and 

its decision to proceed with its Grom exercise “while at war with Ukraine” was “irresponsible.” NATO’s 

annual nuclear exercise had been planned before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Western officials re-

peatedly emphasized, having been held regularly around the same time of the year for over a decade. 

Fourteen NATO nations were involved in the drill, which include fighter jets capable of carrying nuclear 

warheads but no nuclear weapons. US defense officials also underlined in advance that there would be 

no “special messaging” around the exercise, arguing that Russia was playing a “reckless and irresponsi-

ble” saber rattling game, but that Washington would not do the same.657 

 

In Astana on October 14, Putin seemed to be striking a softer tone, saying he saw no need for continued 

massive air strikes against Ukraine and that the troop mobilization would soon end. There was “no need 

for massive strikes” now because most of the designated targets had been hit and “we have not set our-

selves the task of destroying Ukraine.”658 
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127. Warning 

On October 16, Sullivan told US media that the seriousness of nuclear weapons use did not depend 

on the size of the weapon. “The use of a nuclear weapon on the battlefield in Ukraine is the use of a 

nuclear weapon on the battlefield in Ukraine and we are not going to slice the salami,” he ex-

plained.659 

 

128. Warning 

On October 17, NATO’s Steadfast Noon nuclear exercises commenced. The drills were a “routine, re-

curring training activity” that had been planned before Russia invaded Ukraine. Hence, the exercise 

was “not linked to any current world events,” a NATO statement read. The exercise ran until 30 Octo-

ber 2022, taking place mostly in Belgium, the UK, and the North Sea. It involved US B-52 bombers as 

part of 60 total aircraft participating in training flights. Also among the aircraft involved in the drills 

were fourth and fifth generation fighter jets, as well as surveillance and tanker aircraft, the alliance 

said in a press release.660 

 

Meanwhile in Luxembourg, EU foreign ministers agreed on a mission to train 15,000 Ukrainian troops 

in Poland and Germany from November 2022.661 

 

129. Warning 

The next day, October 18, Kremlin spokesman Peskov made another nuclear allusion. Asked by re-

porters whether the four annexed Ukrainian regions were under Moscow’s nuclear umbrella, he ex-

plained: “All these territories are inalienable parts of the Russian Federation and they are all pro-

tected. Their security is provided for at the same level as [it is for] the rest of Russia’s territory.”662  

 

130. Warning 

On the same day, October 18, Stoltenberg said that Medvedev was wrong when he claimed (on 27 

September 2022) that NATO would not risk nuclear war and would not join the war even if Moscow 

struck Ukraine with nuclear weapons. “He is not right,” Stoltenberg noted. “We have stated clearly 

that there will be severe consequences.” NATO had “many ways to respond.” All NATO allies agreed 

on the seriousness of the use of any nuclear weapons, he stressed, adding that this had been clearly 

conveyed to Russia.663 

 

One day later, on October 19, Putin declared martial law in the four occupied regions of Ukraine, 

moved to put the economy on a wartime footing, and imposed restrictions in more than two dozen areas 

 
 
659 “Sullivan: 'Dangerous' to distinguish between possible Russian nuclear attacks,” CNN, October 16, 2022 [https://edi-
tion.cnn.com/videos/politics/2022/10/16/sotu-jake-sullivan.cnn]. 
 
660 “NATO starts nuclear drills amid Russia tensions,” Deutsche Welle, October 17, 2022 [https://www.dw.com/en/nato-starts-
nuclear-drills-amid-russia-tensions/a-63461390].  
 
661 Sabine Siebold, “EU set to train 15,000 Ukrainian troops, provide more arms funding for Kyiv,” Reuters, October 17, 2022  
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/eu-set-train-15000-ukrainian-troops-provide-more-arms-funding-kyiv-2022-10-17/]. 
662 Mark Trevelyan, “Russia says seized Ukrainian lands are under its nuclear protection,” Reuters, October 18, 2022 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/kremlin-annexed-ukrainian-lands-protected-by-russian-nuclear-weapons-2022-10-
18/]. 
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war if Russia uses nuclear weapons in Ukraine,” Washington Examiner, October 18, 2022 [https://www.washingtonex-
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across Russia. Moscow also ordered the evacuation of Kherson. Analysts concluded that the Kremlin was 

struggling to mobilize necessary resources and was enhancing its control over Russia.664 

 

On October 20, Zelenskyy thanked Scholz for the delivery of the Iris-T air defense system. The first sys-

tem had arrived a week earlier. Three additional systems were scheduled for delivery.665 

 

131. Warning 

In Washington, Blinken told US media that the Administration was watching Russia’s nuclear threats 

“very, very carefully,” but had found no reason to change its nuclear posture toward Moscow yet. 

Washington had been “very clear” with Putin “directly and privately” about the “severe consequences 

that would follow from any use of a nuclear weapon,” Blinken stressed. He also noted that Washing-

ton wanted to have “the strongest possible hand at a negotiating table if one emerges,” since Zelen-

skyy had said he believed diplomacy would play a part in ending the war eventually.666 

 

On October 21, at the initiation of the US side, Austin and Shoigu spoke over the phone for the first 

time since May 2022. “Austin emphasized the importance of maintaining lines of communication amid 

the ongoing war against Ukraine.”667 

 

During the October 22-23 weekend, Russian armed forces withdrew from Kherson under Ukrainian 

pressure, but Russia used long-range options to target power plants and heating stations across 

Ukraine. “The geography of this new massive strike is very wide,” Zelenskyy said on 22 October.668 

 

132. Escalatory 

In the early morning of October 23, Russian Defense Minister Shoigu wrote on Telegram that 

Ukraine could escalate the conflict with a dirty bomb. “The purpose of the provocation is to accuse 

Russia of using weapons of mass destruction in the Ukrainian theatre of operations and thereby 

launch a powerful anti-Russian campaign in the world aimed at undermining confidence in Moscow.” 

More: “The calculation of the organizers of the provocation is that if it is successfully implemented, 

most countries will react extremely harshly to the ‘nuclear incident’ in Ukraine,” the post said. “As a 

result, Moscow will lose the support of many of its key partners.”669 

 

On the afternoon of Sunday, October 23, the Russian Ministry of Defense requested phone calls with 

the US, British, French, and Turkish counterparts. Shoigu told his counterparts that Ukraine could be 

planning to use a “dirty bomb,” but provided no evidence to back his claims. During the call with 

French Defense Minister Sébastien Lecornu, Shoigu pointed to a “rapidly deteriorating” situation in 
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of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-phone-call-with-russian-min/]. 
 
668 Zach Schonfeld, “Zelensky: Russia targeted Ukraine energy grid in ‘new massive strike’,” The Hill, October 23, 2022 
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Ukraine, according to the Russian readout of the call. He conveyed “his concerns about possible prov-

ocations by Ukraine with the use of a dirty bomb,” the Russian ministry said without giving any fur-

ther detail.670 In the phone call between Shoigu and the UK Defense Minister, Ben Wallace, the Rus-

sian official “alleged that Ukraine was planning actions facilitated by Western countries, including the 

UK, to escalate the conflict in Ukraine,” the British read-out stated. 671   

 

133. Warning 

According to the same read-out, Wallace “refuted” Shoigu’s  claims and “cautioned that such allega-

tions should not be used as a pretext for greater escalation.”672 Subsequent to his phone conversation, 

Austin also noted publicly that he had “rejected any pretext for Russian escalation and reaffirmed the 

value of continued communication amid Russia’s unlawful and unjustified war against Ukraine.”673 

 

During the night to October 24, the US, UK, and French foreign ministers issued a common state-

ment, “rejecting Russia’s transparently false allegations about Ukraine.” The three governments re-

mained “committed to continue supporting Ukraine’s efforts to defend its territory for as long as it 

takes.” The common statement further read: “Our countries made clear that we all reject Russia’s 

transparently false allegations that Ukraine is preparing to use a dirty bomb on its own territory. The 

world would see through any attempt to use this allegation as a pretext for escalation. We further re-

ject any pretext for escalation by Russia.”674 

 

As the phone calls became public, Kuleba wrote on Twitter that “Russian lies about Ukraine allegedly 

planning to use a dirty bomb [were] as absurd as they [were] dangerous.” Ukraine was “a committed 

NPT member,” and it neither had any dirty bombs not planned to acquire any. “Russians often accuse 

others of what they plan themselves,” Kuleba concluded.675 

 

In Washington, NSC spokesperson Adrienne Watson rejected Shoigu’s allegations, calling the accusa-

tions of Ukraine preparing to use dirty bombs “transparently false.” Watson added that the world would 

“see through any attempt” by Russia to use the allegation to escalate the invasion of Ukraine.676 

 

In Kyiv, Zelenskyy noted in his nighty address that if Russia called and said that Ukraine was “allegedly 

preparing something,” this meant “one thing:” That Russia “has already prepared all this,” Zelenskyy 

said. “I believe that now the world should react in the toughest possible way,” he said.677 

 
670 “Russian Defence Minister holds telephone talks with his French counterpart,” Website of the Ministry of Defense of the Russian 
Federation, October 23, 2022 [https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12442779@egNews]. 
 
671 “Statement on Defence Secretary's call with Russian Defence Minister,” Website of the UK Govenrment, October 23, 2022 
[https://www.gov.uk/government/news/statement-on-defence-secretarys-call-with-russian-defence-minister]. 
 
672 “Statement on Defence Secretary's call with Russian Defence Minister,” Website of the UK Govenrment, October 23, 2022 
[https://www.gov.uk/government/news/statement-on-defence-secretarys-call-with-russian-defence-minister]. 
 
673 “Readout of Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III's Phone Call With Russian Minister of Defense Sergey Shoygu,” Website of 
the US Department of Defense, October 23, 2022 [https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3196822/readout-
of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-phone-call-with-russian-min/]. 
  
674 “Russian war in Ukraine: P3 statement,” Website of the UK Government, October 24, 2022 [https://www.gov.uk/govern-
ment/news/russian-war-in-ukraine-p3-statement]. 
 
675 Tweet by @DmytroKuleba, Twitter, October 23, 2022 [https://twitter.com/DmytroKuleba/sta-
tus/1584201364259115008?s=20&t=aty-8OJlt10TqFaBc9-QPA]. 
 
676 Carlie Porterfield, “Russian Defense Chief Claims—Without Evidence—Ukraine Could Use ‘Dirty Bomb’,” Forbes, October 23, 
2022 [https://www.forbes.com/sites/carlieporterfield/2022/10/23/russian-defense-chief-claims-without-evidence-ukraine-
could-use-dirty-bomb/?sh=5c04d9e05a1b]. 
 

https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12442779@egNews
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/statement-on-defence-secretarys-call-with-russian-defence-minister
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/statement-on-defence-secretarys-call-with-russian-defence-minister
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3196822/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-phone-call-with-russian-min/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3196822/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-phone-call-with-russian-min/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/russian-war-in-ukraine-p3-statement
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/russian-war-in-ukraine-p3-statement
https://twitter.com/DmytroKuleba/status/1584201364259115008?s=20&t=aty-8OJlt10TqFaBc9-QPA
https://twitter.com/DmytroKuleba/status/1584201364259115008?s=20&t=aty-8OJlt10TqFaBc9-QPA
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carlieporterfield/2022/10/23/russian-defense-chief-claims-without-evidence-ukraine-could-use-dirty-bomb/?sh=5c04d9e05a1b
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carlieporterfield/2022/10/23/russian-defense-chief-claims-without-evidence-ukraine-could-use-dirty-bomb/?sh=5c04d9e05a1b


140 

 

A few hours later, Kuleba noted that he had phoned Blinken. “We both agreed Russia’s dirty bomb dis-

information campaign might be aimed at creating a pretext for a false flag operation,” the Ukrainian offi-

cial noted. “We also discussed further practical steps to boost Ukraine’s air defense. Secretary affirmed 

the US spares no effort to this end.”678 

 

In Washington, an anonymous US official told journalists that Russia turning to Iranian drones and 

Putin’s “increasingly escalatory references to nuclear weapons” indicated that “a desperate Russia was 

looking for other tools … to use.”679 

 

On the same day, Stoltenberg also confirmed this position, telling journalists that Russia’s claims were 

“absurd.” Yet, NATO was concerned that such statements were “part of a pattern we have seen before 

from Russia — in Syria, but also at the start of the war, or just before the war started in February. And 

that is that Russia is accusing others [of] doing what they intend to do themselves,” Stoltenberg contin-

ued.680 

 

Meanwhile in Washington, a group of 30 Democratic lawmakers urged Biden to alter the US strategy 

towards Ukraine and pursue negotiations with Moscow.681 

 

Also on October 24, the commander of Ukraine’s ground forces General Oleksandr Syrskiy confirmed 

the apparent concerns, telling journalists that the world should be worried about Russian President Vla-

dimir Putin’s threat to use nuclear weapons. Ukraine was however winning the conventional war 

against Russia, he stressed.682 Indeed, the Ukrainian military assessed Russia was pulling out the occu-

pation administration from Kherson and preparing its forces to defend the province.683  

 

On the same day, Kuleba talked to IAEA Secretary General Grossi over the phone and invited the Agency 

to send experts to Ukrainian facilities to check whether there was any illegal activity.684 
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134. Escalatory 

Russia nevertheless doubled down on its allegations. Still on October 24, Moscow put forces on alert 

to respond to a potential chemical, biological or nuclear weapons attack, according to the Russian 

Ministry of Defense.685   

 

In addition, Igor Kirillov, the head of the Radiation, Chemical and Biological Defense Forces of the 

Russian Armed Forces, posted a presentation on Telegram. In the video, Kirillov briefed that Kyiv was 

planning a false-flag operation that would involve launching a dirty bomb or low-power nuclear war-

head on its own soil. “The detonation of a radiological explosive device will inevitably lead to radioac-

tive contamination of the area over an area of up to several thousand square meters,” Kirillov said.686 

 

In the evening of October 24, Russia doubled down once again, sending a letter on its assertion 

about Kyiv to the United Nations, and diplomats said Moscow planned to raise the issue with the Se-

curity Council at a closed meeting on the following day. “We will regard the use of the dirty bomb by 

the Kyiv regime as an act of nuclear terrorism,” Russia’s UN Ambassador Vassily Nebenzia wrote to 

Guterres and the Security Council.687 

 

135. De-escalatory 

At the very same time, Russian officials also played down the nuclear threat. Also in Moscow, the di-

rector of Russia’s foreign intelligence service SVR, Sergey Naryshkin, told the media that Russia 

found extremely worrisome the Western rhetoric regarding the possibility of using nuclear weapons. 

It was very clear that Zelenskyy wished to possess nuclear weapons and “the world should not let this 

happen.” However, asked whether Russian rhetoric “left room” for the possibility of using nuclear 

weapons, he said “no, absolutely not.”688 

 

136. Warning 

Meanwhile in Washington, US officials argued Moscow’s allegations were another Russian attempt to 

prepare the ground for their own actions. “We have seen a pattern in this conflict, in this war, in the 

lead-up to this war, where the Russians have engaged in mirror imaging,” Ned Price, the State De-

partment spokesman, said. “The Russians have accused the Ukrainians, the Russians have accused 

other countries of what it itself was planning. That is our concern.” But he also cautioned: “We’ve 

been very clear with the Russians [...] about the severe consequences that would result from nuclear 

use,” Price said. “There would be consequences for Russia whether it uses a dirty bomb or a nuclear 

bomb.”689 
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137. De-escalatory 

Yet at the same time, Western officials relativised concerns. A Pentagon official told journalists that 

the US government had no indication that Russia was preparing to deploy nuclear, chemical, or bio-

logical weapons.690 “We continue to see nothing in the way of preparations by the Russian side for the 

use of nuclear weapons,” White House national security spokesman John Kirby also confirmed to re-

porters on the same day.691 Also on the same October 24, two Western officials told journalists that 

they believed the threats were a means to maintain fears in the west of a potential nuclear event in 

Ukraine, given the orchestrated nature of the warning, and to test how western capitals would re-

spond.692 

 

In parallel some communication channels reportedly remained open. On the same October 24, Mark 

Milley, the US chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, spoke with his Russian counterpart, Valery Gerasi-

mov, the chief of the Russian General Staff; and Gerasimov called Antony Radakin, the head of the UK 

military, according to the Russian ministry of defense.693  

 

Two US officials also told reporters in February 2023 that the October 24, 2022 phone conversation 

between Milley and Gerasimov had relieved tensions. Russia’s chief of the general staff had outlined a 

use of nuclear weapons consistent with Washington’s understanding of Russia’s nuclear doctrine.694 

 

Finally, US officials reaffirmed continued Western support for Ukraine. Austin talked over the phone 

with Ukrainian Minister of Defense Oleksii Reznikov to “reaffirm the unwavering US commitment to 

support Ukraine's ability to counter Russian aggression.” Austin rejected the “false allegations by Russia 

about Ukraine and any attempt to use them as a pretext for further Russian escalation of its unlawful 

and unjustified war against Ukraine.”695 Kuleba also wrote on Twitter that he had a discussion with 

Blinken on “ways to end Russia’s nuclear blackmail.”696 

 

138. Warning 

The Russian warnings were met by US rebukes. On October 25, Biden warned Russia against using 

nuclear weapons. “Let me just say: Russia would be making an incredibly serious mistake for it to use 

a tactical nuclear weapon,” Biden said in response to a reporter’s question about whether Russia was 
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preparing a dirty bomb. “I’m not guaranteeing you that it’s a false flag operation yet, don’t know, but 

it would be a serious, serious mistake.”697  

 

On the same day, Austin speaking to Stoltenberg also condemned“Russia’s false claim that Ukraine is 

preparing to use a dirty bomb on its own soil.” Washington rejected “any attempt to create pretexts 

for Russian escalation.”698 

 

According to press reports, US intelligence officials were divided about Russia’s intentions. Some be-

lieved that the repeated threats were a bluff. Others thought they were preparations to use a small nu-

clear device in order to warn adversaries to stay away.699  

 

Meanwhile in Vienna, the IAEA announced it was preparing an inspection in Ukraine to follow up on 

Russian allegations.700 

 

Against the backdrop of this level of apprehension, the previously mentioned group of 30 progressive 

Democratic lawmakers in Washington retracted their letter from the day before, calling on Biden to 

engage in direct talks with Mocow on a ceasefire in Ukraine.701 

   

Also on October 25, the Pentagon made public that Russia had notified the United States that its annual 

nuclear exercise would run October 26-29 and that it would include launches of nuclear capable mis-

siles. Russia was conducting a “routine annual exercise” and “complying with its arms control obliga-

tions and its transparency commitments,” the Pentagon noted. Also, the Pentagon’s spokesperson noted 

that the US government had no “indication that Russia has made a decision to employ those types of [nu-

clear] capabilities, nor have we seen any need to change our own strategic forces posture.”702 

 

On the same day, German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier arrived in Ukraine, where he would 

meet Zelenskyy on his first visit since Russia invaded in February. “My message to the Ukrainians is that 

we are not only standing by your side. We will continue to support Ukraine, economically, politically and 

also militarily,” Steinmeier said after his arrival.703 
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In New York, the UN Security Council met. “We’ve seen and heard no new evidence,” Britain's Deputy 

UN Ambassador James Kariuki told reporters after the meeting, referring to Russia's “transparently 

false allegations.” He added: “This is pure Russian misinformation of the kind of we’ve seen many times 

before and it should stop.” Russian representatives saw the meeting in a different light. “We’re quite sat-

isfied because we raised the awareness,” Russia's Deputy UN Ambassador Dmitry Polyanskiy told re-

porters. “I don’t mind people saying that Russia is crying wolf if this doesn’t happen because this is a ter-

rible, terrible disaster that threatens potentially the whole of the Earth.”704 

 

The nuclear rhetoric was taking place against the background of Russian forces having been driven back 

in earlier weeks from the southern region of Kherson. Russia’s military was preparing to defend the 

largest city under its control in Ukraine. The Russian authorities had been encouraging residents to flee 

to the eastern bank of the Dnipro river, as Russian forces appeared to be strengthening their regrouping. 

“The heaviest of battles is going to take place for Kherson,” Ukrainian officials told Western journal-

ists.705 

 

139. Warning 

On October 26, Putin monitored a series of nuclear drills described by Shoigu as simulation of a 

“massive nuclear strike” in retaliation for a nuclear attack on Russia. A Yars land-based intercontinen-

tal ballistic missile was test-fired from the northern Plesetsk launch site. A Russian nuclear subma-

rine in the Barents Sea also launched a Sineva ICBM at the Kura firing range on the far-eastern Kam-

chatka Peninsula, and Tu-95 strategic fired cruise missiles at practice targets. The exercise, which 

involved multiple practice launches of ballistic and cruise missiles, was a success, Moscow said.706 

Putin also repeated the dirty bomb claim. “We know about the plans to use the so-called dirty bomb 

for provocations,” he said.707 

 

In a Pentagon briefing on the following day, Austin however stressed that the US government had not 

seen anything to indicate Russia was using the exercise as a cover to launch a nuclear strike. He added 

that the Administration was concerned about the conflict in Ukraine escalating but said there were still 

no indications Russia was planning to use a nuclear weapon.708 

 

After Shoigu called his Chinese and Indian counterparts to discuss the allegation, which Ukraine and its 

Western allies had strongly rejected, India’s defense minister Rajnath Singh tweeted that he pointed 

out to Shoigu that “the nuclear option should not be resorted to by any side as the prospect of the usage 

of nuclear or radiological weapons goes against the basic tenets of humanity.”709 
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140. Warning 

There appeared to be continued concern in Washington. On October 26, Blinken repeated that the 

Administration had “communicated directly and very clearly to the Russians, President Putin about 

the consequences” of using nuclear weapons. The State Department’s spokesperson suggested the 

message had not been conveyed to Putin directly, but to other Russian officials. The “dirty bomb” alle-

gations were “another fabrication and something that is also the height of irresponsibility coming 

from a nuclear power,” Blinken said. Also: “The reason this particular allegation gives us some con-

cern is because Russia has a track record of projecting, which is to say, accusing others of doing some-

thing that they themselves have done or are thinking about doing,” Blinken said.710 

 

Concern was also rife in Poland, where Deputy Defense Minister Marcin Ociepa claimed that faced with 

military setbacks, the Kremlin “may reach for nuclear or chemical weapons.”711 

 

141. De-escalatory 

On October 27, Putin denied the Kremlin had any intentions to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine. “We 

have no need to do so,” Putin told international foreign policy experts at the Valdai club. “There is no 

sense in [using nuclear weapons] for us, neither political, nor military.” Moscow had “never said any-

thing proactively about Russia potentially using nuclear weapons,” Putin claimed. Condemning once 

again Liz Truss’ statement from February 27, he claimed that “all” Russia had done “was hint in re-

sponse to statements made by Western leaders. He also repeated unsubstantiated allegations that 

Ukraine was preparing a false flag attack involving a radioactive bomb that it would try to pin on Rus-

sia.712 

 

142. Warning 

On the same day, in Syracuse, New York, Biden commented on Putin’s statements. If the Russian 

leader had “no intention” to use nuclear weapons, “why does he keep talking about it,” Biden asked. 

“Why does he talk about the ability to use a tactical nuclear weapon?”713 Observers noted that Putin 

had in fact never talked about using tactical nuclear weapons. Putin had been “very dangerous” in 

how he “approached” the nuclear question, Biden said.714 

 

On October 28, in Moscow, Shoigu announced that the draft was over and that no more enlistment no-

tices would be sent to men to fight in Ukraine. Speaking at a meeting with Putin, the Russian Defense 

Minister said 82.000 troops had already been deployed to Ukraine, and the rest were undergoing train-

ing. Putin told Shoigu that there was a need “to make corrections” in the design of the Russian army and 

asked the defense minister to quickly prepare the “necessary decisions.”715 

 
 
710 Jennifer Hansler and Kylie Atwood, “Blinken says the consequences for using a nuclear weapon have been conveyed to Putin,” 
CNN, October 27, 2022 [https://edition.cnn.com/2022/10/26/politics/blinken-putin-nuclear-consequences/index.html]. 
 
711 “Putin monitors practice launches by Russia’s nuclear forces,” AP News, October 26, 2022 [https://apnews.com/article/russia-
ukraine-putin-europe-moscow-sergei-shoigu-752933fd7c59c22226ef377363955de8].  
 
712 “Valdai International Discussion Club meeting,” Website of the Kremlin, October 27, 2022 [http://en.kremlin.ru/events/presi-
dent/transcripts/69695], and “Russia’s Putin says he won’t use nuclear weapons in Ukraine,” AP News, October 27, 2022 
[https://apnews.com/article/putin-europe-government-and-politics-c541449bf88999c117b033d2de08d26d]. 
 
713 Hyder Abbasi, “Biden questions Putin's claim Russia won't use nuclear weapons in Ukraine, criticizes ‘dangerous’ rhetoric,” CBS 
News, October 28, 2022 [https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/biden-questions-putin-russia-use-nuclear-weapons-ukraine-
dangerous-rcna54476].  
 
714 Eric Beech “Biden: Putin's talk of possible use of nuclear weapons in Ukraine is 'dangerous',” Reuters, October 28, 2022 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/biden-putins-talk-possible-use-nuclear-weapons-ukraine-is-dangerous-2022-10-27/]. 
 

https://edition.cnn.com/2022/10/26/politics/blinken-putin-nuclear-consequences/index.html
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-europe-moscow-sergei-shoigu-752933fd7c59c22226ef377363955de8
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-europe-moscow-sergei-shoigu-752933fd7c59c22226ef377363955de8
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/biden-questions-putin-russia-use-nuclear-weapons-ukraine-dangerous-rcna54476
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/biden-questions-putin-russia-use-nuclear-weapons-ukraine-dangerous-rcna54476
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/biden-putins-talk-possible-use-nuclear-weapons-ukraine-is-dangerous-2022-10-27/


146 

 

On the same day, Stoltenberg noted in Brussels that a “victorious Russia” would “be bad for all of us in 

Europe and North America, in the whole of NATO, because that will send a message to authoritarian 

leaders — not only Putin but also China — that by the use of brutal military force they can achieve their 

goals.”716 

 

On October 29, Russia’s Black Sea flagship vessel, the Admiral Makarov, was damaged and possibly 

disabled during a Ukrainian drone attack on the Crimean port of Sevastopol, media reported. Three Rus-

sian ships were apparently hit. In the wake of the attack, Russia announced that it was pulling out of the 

UN brokered deal that allowed Ukrainian grain and fertilizer to be shipped through the Black Sea.717 In 

addition, on October 31, Russian missile strikes took out critical infrastructure in several Ukrainian cit-

ies, leaving 80 percent of Kyiv without water supplies.718 Putin told journalists that the attack was 

“partly” a response to Ukraine’s actions in Sevastopol, and warned that the strikes were “not all we 

could do.”719 

 

The UN sought to continue the flow of grain without Russian support. Turkey also remained committed 

to the deal. In Moscow, Peskov said on October 31, that it would be risky for Ukraine to continue ex-

porting. Russia could not “guarantee” the “safety of shipping in these areas,” the spokesperson said.720 

 

143. Warning 

In an interview for a Russian state television documentary on the Cuban missile crisis on the follow-

ing day of October 30, Lavrov said the current crisis bore similarities with 1962. Today Western 

weapons in Ukraine threatened Russia, he claimed. “I hope that in today’s situation, President Joe 

Biden will have more opportunities to understand who gives orders and how,” but “this situation is 

very disturbing,” he added. “The difference is that in the distant 1962, Khrushchev and Kennedy 

found the strength to show responsibility and wisdom, and now we do not see such readiness on the 

part of Washington and its satellites,” he said. Yet Lavrov also noted that Russia and Putin’s “readi-

ness” for negotiations remained “unchanged.”721 

 

144. Warning 

The following day, UK Foreign Secretary James Cleverly told UK lawmakers that Russia would face 

severe consequences if it used nuclear weapons. Putin “should be clear that for the UK and our allies, 

any use, at all, of nuclear weapons would change the nature of the conflict. There would be severe 

consequences for Russia,” Cleverly said. Claims that Ukraine was preparing a dirty bomb attack were 
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“absurd” and Putin’s nuclear rhetoric was “irresponsible talk.” He concluded: “No other country is 

talking about nuclear use. No country is threatening Russia or President Putin.”722 

 

November 2022: The sudden demise of nuclear rhetoric 

 

In early November, further details on the background of recent Western concern were revealed. On No-

vember 1, British defense officials made public that Russia had deployed air-launched hypersonic 

missiles to a base in Belarus by mid-October. UK analysts had spotted on satellite imagery MiG-31K jets, 

as well as a possible canister containing Kinzhal hypersonic missiles at Machulishchy Airfield, just out-

side of Minsk. Given that stationing the jets in Belarus did not increase the number of targets that could 

be reached in Ukraine, UK officials believed that Moscow had carried out the deployment “mainly” as a 

“message to the West.”723 

 

145. De-escalatory 

In addition, on November 2, US journalists reported that senior Russian military leaders had re-

cently held conversations to discuss when and how Moscow might use a tactical nuclear weapon in 

Ukraine. Putin had not been part of the conversations. The intelligence about these Russian discus-

sions was circulated as a National Intelligence Council product inside the US government in mid-Octo-

ber. American officials were “profoundly concerned” about these “intense discussions” in Russia – 

“especially if Russia’s army in the south of Ukraine were to collapse.” The risk of further escalation 

remained “troublingly high,” Biden Administration officials and US allies told journalists, but they also 

said that the phone calls between Western and Russian counterparts in late October had helped ease 

some of the nuclear tensions.724 White House spokesperson Kirby said that the Administration had 

no indications that Putin had decided to use a nuclear weapon, but that “we have grown increasingly 

concerned about the potential as these months have gone on.” The United States, he said, continued to 

monitor Russia’s nuclear signaling “as best we can.”725  

 

Anonymous US officials also told journalists that Russia was unlikely to be cowed into a complete 

retreat anytime soon, even as Ukraine’s battlefield victories put Moscow’s forces on the back foot. 

And as Russia exhausted its troops and its conventional arsenal, the danger was rising of Moscow 

turning to more-insidious tactics and weapons to beat back Ukraine’s counteroffensives, officials said. 

“The practical effect of their depletion of their conventional forces is unfortunately an even greater 

reliance on their nuclear forces,” a senior defense official had already told reporters at the end of Oc-

tober, media reports revealed.726 
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2022 [https://www.telegraph.co.uk/world-news/2022/11/01/russia-deploys-hypersonic-missiles-belarus-message-west/]. 
 
724 Helene Cooper, Julian E. Barnes and Eric Schmitt, “Russian Military Leaders Discussed Use of Nuclear Weapons, U.S. Officials 
Say,” The New York Times, November 2, 2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/02/us/politics/russia-ukraine-nuclear-weap-
ons.html]. 
 
725 Karoun Demirjian and Shane Harris, “Russian military leaders’ talk of nuclear attack rattles U.S. calculus,” The Washington Post, 
November 2, 2022 [https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/11/02/us-russia-ukraine-nuclear-weapons/].  
 
726 Karoun Demirjian and Shane Harris, “Russian military leaders’ talk of nuclear attack rattles U.S. calculus,” The Washington Post, 
November 2, 2022 [https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/11/02/us-russia-ukraine-nuclear-weapons/].  
 

https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/uk-warns-russia-severe-consquences-if-nuclear-weapons-used-ukraine-2022-10-31/
https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/uk-warns-russia-severe-consquences-if-nuclear-weapons-used-ukraine-2022-10-31/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/world-news/2022/11/01/russia-deploys-hypersonic-missiles-belarus-message-west/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/02/us/politics/russia-ukraine-nuclear-weapons.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/02/us/politics/russia-ukraine-nuclear-weapons.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/11/02/us-russia-ukraine-nuclear-weapons/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/11/02/us-russia-ukraine-nuclear-weapons/


148 

 

146. De-escalatory 

Meanwhile, Russia continued to walk back its nuclear rhetoric. On November 2, the Russian Foreign 

Ministry published a statement refuting any nuclear use. Nuclear war could not we won and had to 

be avoided. Russia’s doctrine mandated only “defensive goals” and did not permit an “expansive in-

terpretation.” The world’s “top priority” was to avoid a clash of nuclear powers that could lead to 

“catastrophic consequences.” The other “nuclear five” were urged to “give up the dangerous attempts 

to infringe on vital interests” of others.727 

 

Also on the same day in Moscow, Russia rejoined the agreement allowing the shipment of Ukrainian 

grain through the Black Sea – participation it had suspended the weekend before after blaming Ukraine 

for an attack on Russian warships in Sevastopol. It was unclear why the Kremlin reversed course so 

quickly, but President Vladimir V. Putin said in televised remarks that the agreement was tied to 

Ukraine’s ensuring the safety of Russian vessels. “Russia retains the right to leave these agreements if 

these guarantees from Ukraine are violated,” he said. Russian officials noted that they had received 

“written guarantees” over the safety of Russian vessels. Ukrainian officials suggested that Russia had 

reconsidered after seeing that other parties, including Turkey and the UN, were committed to continu-

ing with or without Moscow’s involvement.728  

 

In contrast, also in Moscow, Secretary of the Russian Security Council Nikolai Patrushev said the West 

was using a possible provocation with a nuclear weapon to recruit additional counties to its coalition 

against Russia.729 

 

In New York, the UN Security Council rejected the establishment of a formal inquiry into Russia’s accu-

sation that the United States and Ukraine had biological weapons programs in Ukraine. Only China voted 

with Russia in favor of a UNSC resolution. The United States, Britain and France voted against it, while 

the remaining 10 council members abstained.730 The following day in Vienna, the IAEA said that its in-

spection had not found evidence of illegal nuclear activity at three sites that figured in Russia’s allega-

tions against Ukraine either.731  

 

Nonetheless, on the same November 3, a Western official told journalists that support for the war re-

mained “fairly consistent in the Russian leadership group and debate is over the means.” Hence, West-

ern officials did not see “at this stage that debates within the top of the Russian system over the conduct 

of the war reflect any serious threats to Putin’s position.”732 Another Western official told reporters 

that there had been “spectacular changes in the territorial control” of Ukraine as Russian troops strug-
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gled to fight with a dwindling supply of low-quality weapons. Moscow’s retreat from Kherson had al-

most been completed. “The most glaring failure in Russia’s inventory is its increasingly critical shortage 

of artillery ammunition,” the official said. “In the Russian way of war, artillery enables everything 

else.”733  

 

147. De-escalatory 

Still, Moscow’s officials continued to walk back nuclear rhetoric. In London, Russian ambassador 

Kelin repeated his claim that Russia would not use nuclear weapons in Ukraine. “We will not use nu-

clear weapons because they are designed for other purposes,” he told journalists. “A nuclear war can-

not be won and it should never be fought. And we stick strongly to this statement.” The “world” had 

“every assurance” that Russia was not going to use tactical nuclear weapons in Ukraine, he added.  

 

In Moscow, Peskov had noted before that Western leaders’ engaged in nuclear rhetoric daily and un-

derscored that Russia had no desire to partake in this exercise, Russian media reported. He also reit-

erated that Moscow could use nuclear weapons only in accordance with its nuclear doctrine.734 

 

On November 4, with German Chancellor Scholz visiting Beijing, Chinese leader Xi Jiping expressed 

criticism towards Russia’s nuclear rhetoric. The international community should “jointly oppose the use 

of, or threats to use, nuclear weapons,” a statement read. The world should also “advocate that nuclear 

weapons cannot be used, a nuclear war cannot be waged, in order to prevent a nuclear crisis” in Europe 

or Asia, Xi added. However, Xi also “asked” Germany and Europe to “play an important part in calling for 

peace and facilitating negotiations.” China’s outgoing Premier Li Keqiang told the press: “We cannot af-

ford any further escalation.” Referring to Scholz who was standing next to him, Li said: “Both of us hope 

the crisis ends soon.” Scholz referred to our meeting with Xi: “We have agreed that threatening nuclear 

attacks is irresponsible and dangerous,” Scholz told reporters. “I have told President Xi the importance 

for China to exert its influence on Russia.”735 

 

148. Warning 

Meanwhile Western support for Ukraine and a clear line vis-à-vis Russia’s nuclear rhetoric continued. 

Concluding a two-day meeting in Northern Germany, the G7 foreign ministers expressed “unwaver-

ing commitment” to Ukraine’s defense. Russia’s “irresponsible nuclear rhetoric” was “unacceptable,” 

the statement read. “Any use of chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons by Russia would be met with 

severe consequences.” The G7 pledged to continue to aid Ukraine, to impose costs on Russia, and to 

establish a coordination mechanism to rebuild Ukraine. “We’re aligned, we’re united and we’re work-

ing together as never before,” Blinken told journalists.736 
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In Washington, the Pentagon announced that it was setting up a new command to oversee how the 

United States and its allies trained and equipped the Ukrainian military. The Defense Department also 

unveiled a new package of $400 million in security assistance, bringing the total since Russia invaded to 

$18.9 billion. The command would ensure that Washington was “postured to continue supporting 

Ukraine over the long term,” the Pentagon’s spokesperson said, suggesting that the US government was 

not expecting that the conflict would end soon. The additional assistance included funding for refurbish-

ing 45 tanks from the Czech Republic, which would arrive in Ukraine by the end of December 2022.737 

 

In Moscow, Putin used a National Unity Day appearance to announce that 318,000 soldiers had been 

recruited to join the Russian Army before recruiting had stopped, with 49,000 of those already in com-

bat.738  

 

149. Warning 

There was also renewed nuclear rhetoric coming from Russia. Medvedev claimed that Russia was 

fighting “crazy Nazi drug addicts” in Ukraine backed by Westerners who he said had “saliva running 

down their chins from degeneracy.” He went on to stress that Moscow had various weapons and 

could “send all enemies” to hell, though this was “not” its task. Russia had to “stop the supreme ruler 

of Hell, whatever name he uses - Satan, Lucifer or Iblis.”739 

 

Back in Berlin, Scholz said on November 5, that his and Xi’s joint statement opposing the use of nuclear 

weapons in Ukraine had been reason enough for the visit. “Because the Chinese government, the presi-

dent and I were able to declare that no nuclear weapons should be used in this war, that alone made the 

whole trip worthwhile,” Scholz said during an SPD event.740 

 

In Washington, US media reported that the Biden Administration had been privately encouraging 

Ukraine’s leaders to signal an openness to negotiate with Russia and drop their public refusal to engage 

in peace talks unless President Vladimir Putin was removed from power. The request was not aimed at 

pushing Ukraine to the negotiating table, but rather a calculated attempt to ensure the government in 

Kyiv maintains the support of other nations facing constituencies wary of fueling a war for many years 

to come. “Ukraine fatigue is a real thing for some of our partners,” said one US official.741 

 

On November 6, US media reported that US National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan had been engaged 

in confidential conversations with Russian counterparts over the preceding months. He had talked to 

Yuri Ushakov, a foreign-policy adviser to Putin, and to his direct counterpart in the Russian govern-
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ment, Nikolai Patrushev. The aim had been to guard against the risk of escalation and keep communi-

cations channels open, and not to discuss a settlement of the war in Ukraine, US officials told journal-

ists.742 

 

In Kyiv, Zelenskyy put forward in his nightly address on November 7, a set of conditions for negotia-

tions – the same the G7 had listed on 11 October 2022: the restoration of his country’s territorial integ-

rity, compensation for the damage caused by Russia’s war and prosecutions for war crimes. However, he 

did not repeat his prior refusal to negotiate with a Russian government let by Putin.743 

 

On November 8, Ukraine held exercises to prepare for a potential Russian nuclear attack. According to 

Ukrainian officials, drills included running through ways to ensure effective communication of all emer-

gency services, and action plans for evacuations, should officials be in danger.744  

On the same day, India’s foreign minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar met with Lavrov in Moscow. 

India “strongly advocates a return to dialogue and diplomacy,” the Indian diplomat said, as the global 

economy was “simply too interdependent” for a conflict not to have “major consequences” in other parts 

of the world. However, India would expand economic ties with Russia and continue to buy oil from Mos-

cow, he noted, as India’s “fundamental obligation” was to ensure that Indian consumers had the “best 

possible access on the most advantageous terms to international markets.”745 

 

On November 9, Shoigu and Sergei Surovikin, the commander of Russian forces in Ukraine, an-

nounced a withdrawal from Kherson.746 In Moscow, Zakharova said that the Kremlin was “open to ne-

gotiations” and had never “refused to have them.” But negotiations had to “take into account the reali-

ties” that were “emerging at the moment.”747 Also in Moscow, individuals close to the Kremlin 

speculated to Western reporters that the withdrawal was aimed at enabling a “stabilization” of the front 

line that could set the stage for a ceasefire agreement.748 

 

In Washington, rumors about potential negotiations were ripe. Media reported that some US and West-

ern officials were “eyeing the expected winter slowdown in fighting as an opportunity for diplomacy to 

begin between Russia and Ukraine.”749 Indeed, US Joint Chiefs of Staff chair Milley told an audience in 
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New York that Russia’s retreat in preparation for reestablishing defensive lines south of the Dnieper and 

a spring offensive provided “a window of opportunity for negotiation.” However, both parties would 

have to reach a “mutual recognition” that military victory was not “achievable.”750 However, by the even-

ing of November 9, other European and US officials were telling reporters that serious peace talks be-

tween Ukraine and Russia were “unlikely in the near future” as both sides thought continued fighting 

would strengthen their eventual negotiating positions – for the moment, terms of a settlement that both 

Ukraine and Russia would accept were hard to envision. In addition, Ukraine’s population was not dis-

posed to accept a compromise, even if leaders were prepared to make concessions.751 In turn, Biden 

told reporters that it remained to be seen “whether or not there’ll be a judgement made as to whether or 

not Ukraine is prepared to compromise with Russia.”752 

 

On November 10, US journalists revealed a disagreement at the highest levels within the US govern-

ment over whether negotiations in Ukraine were due. Milley had made the case in internal meetings 

that the Ukrainians had achieved about as much as they could reasonably expect on the battlefield be-

fore winter set in, and should try to cement their gains at the bargaining table. Other senior Biden offi-

cials, while believing a negotiated peace would come in due time, argued that neither side was ready to 

negotiate, that a pause would give Russia a chance to regroup when Ukraine was having momentum, 

and that Washington should not be seen as pressuring Kyiv.753  

 

In this context, Milley elaborated on his November 9 New York speech in an interview on the following 

day: There was great uncertainty about the future, and he saw “some possibilities here for some diplo-

matic solutions.”754 There were also members of the Administration beyond those at the Pentagon 

who believed neither side could win militarily and that the winter provided an opportunity to reach a 

political settlement to end the war, a US official told journalists.755 At the White House, however, Sulli-

van said it was ultimately up to the Ukrainians on when the timing was right. But the US goal was to put 

Ukraine in the strongest possible position for talks;756 and Biden said he did not think the conflict could 

be resolved “until Putin gets out of Ukraine.”757  
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In the meantime Western support for Ukraine continued. Also on November 10, the Pentagon an-

nounced that it would send another $400 million to Ukraine, but not advanced drones. The shipment 

would include an air defense system (AADS) and ammunition for HIMARS.758 However, despite pleas 

from Ukraine and members of Congress, the Administration did not budge on sending Gray Eagle MQ-1C 

drones, due to concerns that these weapons could escalate the conflict, US officials told journalists. The 

Administration did not want the Kremlin to believe that the United States was providing weapons that 

could strike targets in Russia.759 

 

At the same time on Capitol Hill, House Republicans were discussing how to alter a Ukraine aid pack-

age in a way that was acceptable to the party’s populist wing after midterm elections had granted a ma-

jority to the GOP. Journalists reported that many Republicans were looking to cut much of the economic 

assistance, while keeping or even increasing the military component.760 The government in Kyiv held a 

similar assessment vis-à-vis the future of US aid for Ukraine.761 

 

In Kyiv, Ukraine’s defense minister Oleksii Reznikov told reporters that he did not think Russia would 

use nuclear weapons. “I don’t think they will use it. But again, when you have a monkey with a grenade 

for a neighbor you have to estimate all kinds of risks. But I think this is not a pragmatic and practical 

step for them,” Reznikov said.762 

 

On November 11, Ukrainian troops entered Kherson after Russia had withdrawn its soldiers. Moscow 

thereby lost the only regional capital it had managed to capture in nine months of war. Having crossed 

the Dnipro River, the Russian forces blew up the Antonivsky Bridge.763 US officials told reporters that 

pushing the Russians further would be “very costly and difficult.” Ukraine was going to have to fight 

across the river, which was an extremely difficult military maneuver, the official said.764 In turn, Sulli-

van told reporters on Air Force One that the Administration would not “pressure” Ukraine. “Nothing 

about Ukraine without Ukraine,” he said. The Administration believed in a “just peace.” In turn, Russia 

was doubling down on its rhetoric, which was not a “sign of seriousness about negotiating.” Finally, the 

US government was still doing “everything” it could to “put Ukraine in the best possible position on the 

battlefield so that when they make their determination to proceed, they’re in the best possible position 

at the negotiating table.”765 
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On November 14, CIA director William Burns met with Sergei Naryshkin, the head of Russia’s foreign 

intelligence service, in Ankara. The meeting had been requested by Washington, Peskov said. US offi-

cials stated that they had briefed the leadership in Kyiv beforehand, and that the purpose of the meeting 

was not to discuss the negotiations option, but to convey a “message on the consequences of the use of 

nuclear weapons by Russia, and the risk of escalation to strategic stability.” It remained unclear whether 

this was the main or even real reason of the meeting.766 On November 17, Turkish President Erdogan 

told reporters that Ankara’s intelligence agencies believed there was agreement at the Burns-Naryshkin 

meeting that “as of now, neither party will have any attempts at nuclear weapons.” He believed nuclear 

weapons use might “lead to a new world war.” Erdogan concluded: “Let’s not allow for it.”767  

 

150. Warning 

Burns noted in a speech on February 2, 2023 that the purpose of his meeting with Naryshkin on No-

vember 14, 2022 in Ankara had been to “make very clear the serious consequences of any use of tac-

tical nuclear weapons.” Also in February 2023, US officials told reporters that the meeting had 

opened up a new line of communication with Russia’s leadership.768 On February 26, 2023 Burns 

repeated the same claim. Biden had asked Burns to make clear to Naryshkin and through him to Putin 

that there would be “serious consequences” if Russia “ever” chose to use nuclear weapons of “any 

kind.” Burns added: “I think it’s also been very valuable that the Chinese leadership, that Prime Minis-

ter Modi in India have also made clear their opposition to any use of nuclear weapons.” With regard 

to Russian resolve, Burns noted that “Putin’s view of Americans, of us, has been that we have atten-

tion deficit disorder, and we’ll move on to some other issue eventually,” an assessment that made 

Naryshkin and Putin have a “defiant attitude,” a “sense of cockiness and hubris.”769 

 

In Washington, reacting to Milley’s comments about possible opportunities for negotiations, US officials 

told reporters that they had conveyed to their Ukrainian counterparts that they did not expect talks to 

happen immediately, and that the Administration would continue to support Kyiv as it launched the 

next phase of advances on the battlefield. Reports revealed that the split within the Administration was 

real. There was a broad sense within the Defense Department that the winter could offer an opportunity 

to discuss a political settlement. Conversely, political appointees, especially within the NSC, seemed 

wary of giving the impression that Washington was pushing Kyiv into concessions.770 

   

In Indonesia, Biden met Chinese leader Xi Jiping. Subsequently, the White House said that the two lead-

ers jointly condemned Russia’s threats of using nuclear weapons in Ukraine, arguing that “nuclear war 

should never be fought and can never be won.” A Chinese spokesperson said Xi was “highly concerned” 

about the conflict in Ukraine. The Chinese leader had told Biden that “nuclear weapons should not be 
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used and nuclear wars should not be fought,” Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, who was at the meet-

ing, told reporters.771  

 

On November 15, Russian missiles struck targets in four Ukrainian cities. Russia fired at least 85 mis-

siles, Ukrainian sources reported, most of them aimed at power facilities in Kharkiv, Kyiv, Lviv and Zhy-

tomyr. While around 70 X-101 and X-555 missiles were shot down, a total of 15 energy targets were 

damaged, and many cities were blacked out. The power grid had already been battered by earlier at-

tacks that had destroyed forty percent of the country’s energy infrastructure.772 

  

On the same day, a Russian-made missile fell in the eastern part of Poland, killing two – the exact cir-

cumstances remained unclear for hours if not days, including who had fired the missile and from where. 

Warsaw said it was investigating and raising the level of its military preparedness. G7 and NATO lead-

ers in Bali met to discuss the situation. Biden called Duda to express his condolences. Russia denied 

any involvement. Polish Foreign Minister Zbigniew Rau summoned the Russian ambassador to War-

saw.773 One day later, on November 16, it became increasingly clear that the missiles were Russian-

made SA-10 systems operated by Ukraine. Within two days, Western and, ultimately, even Ukrainian 

leaders seemed to accept this assessment.774 

 

Still on November 15, in Bali, the G20 continued to negotiate a final declaration, attempting to bridge 

the gap between the Russian unwillingness to be called out and Western desire to denounce Moscow’s 

actions. Lavrov claimed that “all problems” were “on the Ukrainian side,” who “categorically” refused 

“to hold any talks and comes up with conditions obviously unrealistic and inadequate to this situation.” 

Zelenskyy addressed the meeting, reiterating conditions for ending the conflict, among them a com-

plete withdrawal of Russian troops from Ukrainian territory. After Macron met with Xi, the French gov-

ernment said they had agreed to call for the “respect of the territorial integrity and sovereignty of 

Ukraine” and to express “deep concern over Russia’s choice to continue the war in Ukraine.”775 However, 

Western sources reported that China had joined Russia to oppose using “war” to describe Ukraine’s in-

vasion in the G20 communique. China’s readout of Xi’s meeting with Macron merely stated that China 

advocated “cease-fire, cessation of fighting and peace talks.”776 
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On the next day, November 16, Milley upheld his view on the endgame in Ukraine. Ukraine’s military 

was unlikely to force out Russia “unless the Russian army completely collapses,” he told reporters. “The 

probability of a Ukrainian military victory, defined as kicking the Russians out of all of Ukraine, to in-

clude [...] Crimea, the probability of that happening anytime soon is not high, militarily,” he said. “There 

may be a political solution,” he concluded. US and allied support had not diminished and Kyiv’s success 

in countering Russia’s invasion put it in a better position to begin talks. “The Russian military is suffer-

ing tremendously. So, you want to negotiate at a time when you’re at your strength and your opponent is 

at weakness.”777 

 

In Bali, the G20 declaration noted that Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which it called “war,” was hurting 

the global economy, pressuring Moscow to end the war – the notable fact being that China signed on to 

it, a subtle shift in Beijing’s messaging on Ukraine.778 The meeting between Lavrov and Chinese foreign 

minister Wang Yion on Tuesday, November 15, had also suggested that China was becoming more 

guarded about the war. “China has noted that Russia recently reaffirmed its established position that 

nuclear war must not and cannot be fought, and this is a rational and responsible stance by Russia,” 

Wang said according to the Chinese summary.779 

 

On November 17, Russian missiles and shells continued to hit Ukrainian positions – and especially en-

ergy infrastructure – in several regions, including Kyiv, Dnipro, and Odesa. On the positive side, the UN-

brokered grain-export deal was extended for another four months, although Russia said its demands 

were yet to be fully addressed.780 

 

151. De-escalatory 

In Moscow, Peskov explained that “on Russia’s behalf, no one has ever speculated on the issue” of us-

ing nuclear weapons, as “such matters” were “unacceptable per se.” In contrast, speculations were 

“made in European capitals and other places, stirring up tension in a potentially dangerous realm, 

where it is unacceptable,” he claimed and added: “If you have noticed, no one from the Russian side is 

discussing this topic and has not discussed it.”781 

 

The Russian-occupied regions of Crimea and the Donbas had to be returned to Ukraine before any Kyiv-

Moscow peace deal, Zelenskyy told a Singapore gathering virtually from Kyiv on the same November 
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17. “Unless we liberate our whole territory, we will not bring peace,” he said.782 On the following day, he 

told a Canadian conference in a recorded statement that Russia was seeking a “short truce” with 

Ukraine, but he opposed the proposal because it would allow Moscow to regroup and attack again. An 

“honest peace” could only be achieved by the “complete demolition of Russian aggression.”783  

 

In Washington, Kirby insisted the Administration was not trying to force Kyiv to cede territory. Nobody 

from the US was “prodding or nudging [Zelensky] to the table,” Kirby said. However, Kirby also refused 

to refute Milley’s analysis vis-à-vis Ukraine’s chances to successfully push back against Russian occupa-

tion.784 

 

Ukraine’s Zaporizhia power plant was hit by shelling on November 19 and 20, the IAEA said, warning 

that such attacks risked causing a nuclear disaster. Russia and Ukraine blamed each other for the attack 

on the facility, which is in Russian-controlled territory. Rafael Grossi, the IAEA head, warned “whoever 

is behind this” that “you’re playing with fire.”785 

On November 23, Russia again pounded Ukraine’s energy facilities, with missiles rocking Kyiv, Dnipro, 

Lviv, Odesa and other cities, plunging large areas of the nation into darkness and shutting down water 

systems. Ukraine’s air defenses reportedly shot down 51 of 70 Russian cruise missiles and five 

drones.786 

 

In Washington, US officials told journalists that the Administration assessed that Russia could use 

chemical weapons in Ukraine first before resorting to nuclear strikes. The US government was working 

to ensure that allies were prepared for such an event and on acquiring detection systems to address 

possible chemical attacks. However, the officials also pointed out that there was no intelligence suggest-

ing that such an attack in Ukraine was imminent. The working assumption was that in case of continued 

battlefield losses or a complete collapse of the Russian army, Moscow might resort to employing chemi-

cal weapons – and would attempt to do so in a concealed manner to avoid identification.787 

 

Meanwhile, NATO allies became embroiled in a debate about possible Patriot deliveries to Poland. After 

a stray Ukrainian missile had crashed in Poland, Berlin had offered Warsaw a Patriot system and Eu-

rofighters to help secure its airspace, defense minister Christine Lambrecht said on November 21 in 

Berlin.788 Later on, a German official argued Berlin thought this would be “an offer that was too good to 

be refused,” and would help convince Poles that Germany is a reliable ally. After the Polish defense min-
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ister Mariusz Blaszczak and president Andrzej Duda immediately accepted the German offer, Jaro-

slaw Kaczynski, the leader of Poland’s governing Law and Justice party, rejected it two days later.789 

Consequently, Blaszczak asked Germany on November 23 to send the units to Ukraine instead. Yet, 

Lambrecht said on November 24 that sharing Germany’s Patriot units outside NATO would require 

prior discussion within the Alliance. From Brussels, Stoltenberg replied that such deployments should 

be the decisions of individual nations, taking into account rules around final users. On November 25, 

the Polish president Andrzej Duda said it was Germany’s decision where its Patriot units were de-

ployed, adding that it would be better for Poland’s security if they were stationed on Ukrainian territory 

near the border, manned by Ukrainian troops. In Berlin, a spokesperson told reporters the German 

government was “talking” to “allies” about how to “handle” Poland’s “suggestion.”790 Subsequent media 

reports suggested that the kerfuffle had more to do with Polish domestic politics or with Warsaw’s un-

willingness to become dependent on Berlin than with the war in Ukraine.791 Analysts later on speculated 

that since Poland was in an electoral campaign and PIS support had been slipping, Kaczynski had used 

criticism of Germany in order to reinforce his base.792 

 

On November 26, British journalist Owen Matthews published a series of allegations with respect to 

China’s role within the Ukrainian crisis. The claims were built upon leaks from a source “with longstand-

ing close ties to the top levels of China’s political and military leadership.” According to this source, the 

Russians had presented the invasion as a “limited operation to recover a lost Russian province.” The 

source claimed that the public Sino-Russian agreement from February 4 on “friendship without limits” 

was accompanied by a secret annex which included mutual security assurances – but excluded territo-

ries recently annexed in wartime. Surprised by the scale of the invasion and Putin’s nuclear rhetoric, 

Beijing sought to “avoid nuclear escalation.” Hence, Chinese officials grew worried by the possibility – 

albeit mostly of symbolical value – of Poland supplying fighter jets. Beijing struck a deal with Washing-

ton: If the United States stopped the MiG deal, Chinese military officials would work to persuade their 

Russian counterparts to nullify a potential decision by Putin to use nuclear weapons by refusing to im-

plement it on an operational level if it did not follow a direct attack against Russian soil. Later on, Chi-

nese foreign minister Wang Yi conducted shuttle diplomacy to align Beijing with Washington for the 

mid-November Bali declaration, and Weng had already pledged to NATO leaders since early September 

that China would use its leverage to “dissuade Putin from using nukes.” Given the singular source of the 

report, its veracity remained questionable.793 

 

Meanwhile, there were no cooperative signs coming out of Moscow. After two days of continued Russian 

missile attacks against Ukrainian infrastructure and various cities, on November 28 Peskov said that 

the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant would remain under Russian control – Russian forces were not 

preparing to leave, despite reporting to the contrary.794 On the same day, Russia unilaterally postponed 
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the New START consultations. The Bilateral Consultative Commission had been due to meet on the next 

day in Cairo.795 On November 29, Ryabkov explained that the decision had been taken at the political 

level, as the US side had shown no interest to “take note” of Russia’s “signals” and “acknowledge” its 

“priorities,” suggesting that Moscow had desired broader consultations on arms control, while Washing-

ton had insisted on a restricted discussion of technicalities surrounding New START.796 Also in Moscow, 

Medvedev warned NATO against providing Ukraine with Patriot missiles. If NATO were to “supply the 

Ukrainian fanatics with Patriot systems along with NATO personnel, they would immediately become a 

legitimate target of our armed forces,” Medvedev wrote on Telegram.797 

 

On November 30, Kuleba weighed in on the Patriot debate, saying that Ukraine needed Patriot missiles 

to protect its civilian infrastructure. He would be working with the German government on this issue, he 

added.798 Zelenskyy told a US gathering per digital link that the war would end when Ukraine achieved 

victory or when Moscow decided it felt “weak, they are isolated and they don’t have any partners on 

that. Let us have faith that this will end in the next few months.”799 In Berlin, Scholz said that Russia 

could no longer win the war in Ukraine on the battlefield. He also noted that Germany had taken Rus-

sia’s nuclear rhetoric seriously, but had not been cowed by it.800 

 

152. Warning 

Meanwhile, Moscow appeared intent on demonstrating resolve. Shoigu said on television that Russia 

would pay special attention to building infrastructure for its nuclear forces in 2023, and it would 

work to improve the combat capabilities of its missile forces and that facilities were being built to ac-

commodate new missile systems.801 At the Russian Foreign Ministry, Lavrov stressed that it was 

“necessary to avoid any military clash between nuclear powers, even with the use of conventional 

weapons. The escalation may become uncontrollable.”802 
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Also in Moscow, Naryshkin confirmed that the discussion with Burns on November 14 had not been 

about negotiating over Ukraine but about nuclear weapons policy – as Elizabeth Rood, the charge d’af-

faires at the US embassy in Moscow, had earlier stated.803 

 

December 2022: Nuclear diversion from conventional destruction 

 

On December 1, in Washington, Biden and Macron sought to present a united front by meeting each 

other halfway on their Ukraine priorities during the French President’s state visit to the United States. 

Biden said he would talk to Putin, but only in consultation with NATO allies and only if the Russian 

leader indicated he was “looking for a way to end the war.” Macron said France would increase its mili-

tary support for Ukraine and “will never urge Ukrainians to make a compromise that will not be ac-

ceptable for them.” The two leaders agreed that Ukrainian battlefield gains would constitute important 

leverage in any talks with Moscow.804  

 

153. De-escalatory 

At the State Department, Blinken gave an interview to French media. He said there had been contact 

with Russia during the autumn because “there was a fear that they might use a nuclear weapon.” This 

was still a “fear,” especially in “an emergency for them.” He stressed that Washington did not want to 

expand the conflict, that it did not want a “war with Russia” or a “third world war.”805 

 

On the same day, Moscow sought to explain the recent cancellation of the New START BCC. Lavrov said 

that Russia was willing to play a responsible part in nuclear arms control but it was impossible to dis-

cuss nuclear stability while ignoring the Western goal in Ukraine to “defeat Russia on the battlefield, or 

even destroy Russia.”806 One day later, at the White House, Kirby called the cancellation of the BCC 

meeting “deeply regrettable,” saying it had “nothing to do with the war in Ukraine.”807 

 

On December 2, Scholz called Putin for an hour, vowing to continue military support for Ukraine and 

urging the Russian leader to find a solution that would involve the withdrawal of Russian troops from 

Ukraine. Putin blamed Western nations for what he called a destructive policy of arming and training 

the Ukrainian military, and argued that Russia’s missile strikes against Ukrainian infrastructure were a 

consequence of Kyiv’s attacks against Russian facilities, particularly in Crimea.808 
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154. Warning 

On December 3, in Kyiv, US Deputy Secretary of State Victoria Nuland told reporters that it was US 

warnings that had convinced Putin not to cross the nuclear threshold in Ukraine. Russia had “already 

made itself an outcast,” Nuland said, but “we have explained that the use of nuclear weapons will have 

a response and consequences of an incomparable level. Our response was united, and after that, Rus-

sia switched to a fundamentally different weapon, launching attacks on the energy infrastructure.” 

She rephrased: “After all this talk about nuclear weapons, which were very dangerous, threatening 

and unacceptable, and when we explained what the price would be for Russia, Putin decided to do 

something different.”809 

 

155. De-escalatory 

Moscow meanwhile challenged this Western messaging. Zakharova wrote on her Telegram channel 

that “nuclear Armageddon” had not happened not because of “tough warnings,” but because “no one 

on this side of the border was planning it.”810 

 

On the same day, Macron said in a televised interview from the United States that security “guarantees 

to Russia” were an “essential point” in any peace talks. “We need to prepare what we are ready to do, 

how we protect our allies and member states, and how to give guarantees to Russia the day it returns to 

the negotiating table,” Macron said. One point that needed to be addressed was Moscow’s “fear that 

NATO comes right up to its doors, and the deployment of weapons that could threaten Russia.”811 

Ukrainian, Eastern European and even German politicians and officials countered that Russia’s aggres-

sion had not been caused by the absence of security guarantees.812 

 

On December 5, the G7 price cap on Russian seaborne oil came into force, as the West was trying to 

limit Moscow’s ability to finance its war in Ukraine.813 In reaction, Moscow announced it would forbid 

domestic companies from selling Russian oil under any price cap.814 

 

On the same day, Ukraine executed an attack into Russian territory, targeting two military bases hun-

dreds of miles inside the country with unmanned drones. One drone hit the Engels-2 air base, near the 

 
 
809 “Pressure on Putin over nuclear weapons forced him to change tactics of war,” Ukrainska Pravda, 3 December 2022 
[https://news.yahoo.com/pressure-putin-over-nuclear-weapons-175743703.html].  
 
810 “Diplomat slams Nuland’s words about Western influence on decisions during special op,” TASS, December 4, 2022 
[https://tass.com/world/1545339?utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=smm_social_share].  
 
811 Roger Cohen, “Security guarantees for Russia are an ‘essential’ part of any peace talks, Macron says,” The New York Times, De-
cember 4, 2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/04/world/europe/macron-security-guarantees-russia.html].  
 
812 “Ukraine, Baltics rebuke Macron for suggesting 'security guarantees' for Russia,” Reuters, December 4, 2022 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/ukraine-baltics-rebuke-macron-suggesting-security-guarantees-russia-2022-12-05/], and Hans Monath 
and Anja Wehler-Schöck, “Kritik an Idee aus Paris (Criticism of the idea from Paris),” Tagesspiegel, December 5, 2022 
[https://www.tagesspiegel.de/kritik-an-paris-macron-ubernimmt-narrative-des-kremls-8976643.html].  
 
813 Nick Starkov, “G7 begins to press Russia on Ukraine with oil price cap,” Reuters, December 5, 2022 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/zelenskiy-urges-residents-be-strong-ukraine-races-restore-power-2022-12-05/].  
 
814 America Hernandez, “Russia to ban oil sales under price cap, Kremlin says,” Politico, December 5, 2022 [https://www.polit-
ico.eu/article/russia-to-ban-oil-sales-under-price-cap-kremlin-says/], and “Global oil market currently in better state than two 
months ago — Russian deputy PM,” TASS, December 4, 2022 [https://tass.com/economy/1545483]. 
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southwestern city of Saratov, and hosting Russian strategic bombers. A separate explosion at the Dyag-

ilevo military base in the city of Ryazan damaged two planes, killed three people and wounded six oth-

ers, Russian media reported.815  

 

Washington sought to distance itself from the attack. At the State Department, Price said that the US 

government was “not enabling Ukraine to strike beyond its borders.”816 A few hours later, Blinken said 

that the Administration had “neither “encouraged nor enabled the Ukrainians to strike inside of Russia.” 

But the Administration was determined to equip the Ukrainians to “defend themselves and to defend 

their territory.”817 US media outlets also reported that the US military had secretly altered both the 

software and hardware of HIMARS rocket launchers sent to Ukraine to prevent the country from firing 

long-range into Russian territory in order to reduce the risk of a wider war with Moscow.818 In turn, 

German media outlets revealed that Jake Sullivan had told Jens Plötner, the foreign policy advisor of 

Scholz, already in October 2022 over the phone that the White House would welcome German deliveries 

of the Leopard 2 tank, but that Washington was not pushing Germany towards this decision. The Ger-

man government did not refute these claims.819 

 

Meanwhile on the same December 5, Moscow targeted multiple Ukrainian cities with missiles, includ-

ing Kyiv. Explosions were reported in several parts of the country, including the cities of Odesa, Cher-

kasy and Kryvyi Rih. More than 60 of the around 70 missiles were shot down, the Ukrainian government 

stated.820  

 

In New York, at the UN Security Council, Russia and the United States accused each other of not want-

ing to seriously negotiate over the conflict in Ukraine. “We confirm our willingness to conduct negotia-

tions,” Russia’s UN Ambassador Vassily Nebenzia said, but added that the aim of the negotiations 

should be to “eradicate the root causes that forced us to start our special military operation.” The West-

ern weapons deliveries were creating “an ongoing war of the West against Russia” that left Moscow no 

options but to “continue the aims” of its “operation.” In contrast, the US deputy envoy Lisa Carty said 

that Russia’s targeting of Ukraine’s infrastructure was evidence that Putin had no interest in “negotia-

tion or meaningful diplomacy.”821 

 

 
815 Andrew E. Kramer, Michael Schwirtz and Marc Santora, “Ukraine attacks military bases hundreds of miles inside Russia,” The 
New York Times, December 5, 2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/12/06/world/russia-ukraine-war-news/explosions-
rock-two-military-bases-in-russia-according-to-some-russian-media?smid=url-share].  
 
816 Michael Cowley, “The U.S. stopped short of condemning attacks inside Russia, but said it did not encourage them,” The New York 
Times, December 6, 2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/12/07/world/russia-ukraine-war-news/the-state-department-
said-it-is-not-encouraging-ukraine-to-attack-targets-inside-of-russia?smid=url-share].  
 
817 Andrew E. Kramer, “Ukraine Strikes More Boldly, Seeing Little Room for Russia to Escalate,” The New York Times, December 6, 
2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/06/world/europe/ukraine-drone-strikes-russian-bases.html].  
 
818 Michael R. Gordon and Gordon Lubold, “U.S. Altered Himars Rocket Launchers to Keep Ukraine From Firing Missiles Into Rus-
sia,” The Wall Street Journal, December 5, 2022 [https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-altered-himars-rocket-launchers-to-keep-
ukraine-from-firing-missiles-into-russia-11670214338].  
 
819 Konrad Schuller, “USA für Lieferung deutscher Kampfpanzer an Ukraine (USA for delivery of German battle tanks to Ukraine),” 
Frakfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, December 6, 2022 [https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/usa-setzte-sich-fuer-lieferung-
von-leopard-2-panzer-an-ukraine-ein-18514370.html].  
 
820 Pavel Polityuk, “Russia unleashes missiles across Ukraine, drones hit bases deep inside Russian territory,” Reuters, December 5, 
2022 [https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/zelenskiy-urges-residents-be-strong-ukraine-races-restore-power-2022-12-
05/].  
 
821 Michelle Nichols, “At U.N., U.S., Russia accuse each other of no interest in Ukraine talks,” Reuters, December 6, 2022 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/un-us-russia-accuse-each-other-no-interest-ukraine-talks-2022-12-06/].  
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156. Warning 

Another nuclear warning from Moscow came on December 7. Putin acknowledged in Moscow that 

Russia’s invasion “might be a long process” and warned of the “growing” threat of nuclear war. “Such 

a threat is growing, it would be wrong to hide it,” Putin warned. The Russian leader said Moscow 

would “protect its allies” by “all available means at our disposal, if necessary,” added that there was a 

“significant result” from territorial gains, but stressed that there would be no need to mobilize more 

troops. Putin also stated that Russia had not transferred its nuclear weapons to other territories and 

was not planning to do so. With respect to nuclear use, Putin’s comments were rather convoluted, 

suggesting the Russian leadership thought launch-on-warning was necessary because of US abilities 

to eliminate a majority of Russia’s nuclear arsenal in a first-strike: “As for the idea that Russia 

wouldn’t use such weapons first under any circumstances, then it means we wouldn’t be able to be 

the second to use them either – because the possibility to do so in case of an attack on our territory 

would be very limited,” he said. “Nevertheless, we have a strategy… namely, as a defense, we consider 

weapons of mass destruction, nuclear weapons – it is all based around the so-called retaliatory 

strike,” he said. “That is, when we are struck, we strike in response.” And yet, he also noted: “We have 

not gone crazy. We are aware of what nuclear weapons are,” he said. “But we are not going to bran-

dish these weapons like a razor, running around the world.”822 

 

157. De-escalatory 

In Washington, State Department spokesman Price sought to avoid escalation. He said that the Ad-

ministration believed that “any loose talk of nuclear weapons” was “absolutely irresponsible.” All nu-

clear powers had agreed that “a nuclear war is something that must never be fought and can never be 

won.” Hence, “any rhetoric” was irresponsible – whether it was “nuclear saber-rattling or even raising 

the specter of the use of tactical nuclear weapons.”823 

 

158. Warning 

In Brussels, Stoltenberg repeated the NATO stance. Russia’s nuclear rhetoric was “reckless” and 

“dangerous.” Also, “Russia must know that any use of nuclear weapons would totally change the char-

acter, the nature, of the conflict.” However, he admitted that Moscow’s nuclear rhetoric during the au-

tumn had “increased concerns among NATO Allies and others about the potential use of these weap-

ons.”824 

 

In Berlin, Scholz added that “one thing” had changed: Moscow had “stopped threatening to use nuclear 

weapons” because the international community, including China, had “drawn a red line” at Russia.825 

Germany was committed to aiding Ukraine, but did “everything to avoid a direct war between Russia 

and NATO.” Such a conflict had “only losers – on the entire planet.”826 

 
822 Jessie Yeung and Katharina Krebs, “Ukraine war is going to ‘take a while,’ Putin says as he warns nuclear risk is increasing,” 
CNN, December 8, 2022 [https://edition.cnn.com/2022/12/07/europe/putin-ukraine-russia-nuclear-intl-hnk/index.html].  
 
823 “Department Press Briefing – December 7, 2022,” Website of the US Department of State, December 7, 2022 
[https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-december-7-2022/].  
 
824 “Interview with NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg in the sixth edition of the Financial Times’s Global Boardroom event,” 
Website of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, December 7, 2022 [https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opin-
ions_209984.htm?campaign_id=249&emc=edit_ruwb_20221207&instance_id=79584&nl=russia-ukraine-war-brief-
ing&regi_id=84159083&segment_id=115315&te=1&user_id=2cb4c889570585074eb0c24422ca8d33].  
 
825 “Ukraine war. Germany's Scholz says nuclear weapons risk has diminished,” Euronews, December 8, 2022 [https://www.eu-
ronews.com/2022/12/08/ukraine-war-germanys-scholz-says-nuclear-weapons-risk-has-diminished].  
 
826 “Scholz hält Gefahr von Atomschlag für gesunken, Putin spricht von »Mittel der Verteidigung«,” Spiegel, December 8, 2022 
[https://www.spiegel.de/ausland/news-zum-russland-ukraine-krieg-das-geschah-in-der-nacht-zu-donnerstag-8-dezember-a-
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159. De-escalatory 

However, Russian’s nuclear rhetoric continued unabated – with statements in all directions. On De-

cember 8, US outlets asked the Russian envoy to Washington to comment on Putin’s latest nuclear 

statements. Antonov argued that “Russia takes seriously its special responsibility as a leading nu-

clear power to maintain global security and stability and prevent armed conflicts, especially nuclear 

ones.” The US government was not “listening to the substance of our arguments,” Antonov noted. Rus-

sia’s statements about the danger of escalation was not saber-rattling but “classic deterrence in ex-

treme geopolitical circumstances.” He concluded: “It works. It is in the world’s best interest that it 

continues to work, preventing a potential nuclear catastrophe.”827 

 

160. Warning 

Russia’s leader was less forthcoming. On December 9, on the sidelines of the Eurasian Economic Un-

ion summit in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, Putin said it was potentially “worth thinking” about “adopting the 

ideas developed by our US counterparts, their ideas of ensuring their security” with respect to “a dis-

arming first strike.” Russia was “just thinking about it” as US officials “weren’t shy to openly talk 

about it during the past years.” Washington had a “theory of a preventive strike” and was “developing 

a system for a disarming strike” on the basis of its air- and sea-based cruise missiles. Putin claimed 

that Russia had already commissioned hypersonic weapons capable of carrying out such a strike, 

while the United States had not yet deployed such systems. “If the potential adversary believes that it 

can use the theory of a preemptive strike and we don’t, it makes us think about the threats posed by 

such ideas in other countries’ defensive posture,” he said. Putin also elaborated on his December 7 

comment on nuclear retaliation. “When the early warning system receives a signal about a missile at-

tack, we launch hundreds of missiles that are impossible to stop,” he said, smiling. “Enemy missile 

warheads would inevitably reach the territory of the Russian Federation. But nothing would be left of 

the enemy too, because it’s impossible to intercept hundreds of missiles. And this, of course, is a fac-

tor of deterrence.” Later on, he also raised the possibility of a settlement in Ukraine. The special mili-

tary operation was still going according to plan, but the “settlement process,” while “difficult” and 

long, would have to be according to “the realities that are taking shape on the ground.”828 

 

161. De-escalatory 

From US Strategic Command, Austin said Putin’s repeated threats were irresponsible. Nuclear pow-

ers had a “profound responsibility to avoid provocative behavior and to lower the risk of proliferation 

and to prevent escalation and nuclear war.”829 On the same day in Washington, an Administration 

official viewed Putin’s comments as “saber-rattling” and another veiled warning that he could use 

nuclear weapons in Ukraine.830 

 

British media reported that the Pentagon had indicated to Kyiv that it was not bent of preventing 

Ukraine from attacking Russian soil. A Pentagon official was quoted saying that the Administration was 

not telling Ukraine what to do or not do. The Pentagon had “changed its perspective following the recent 

 
827 “Russia, as nuclear power, takes maintaining stability seriously — envoy to US,” TASS, December 9, 2022 [https://tass.com/pol-
itics/1548187], and Tom O’Connor, “Russia Ambassador Says Putin Nuclear Deterrence 'Works'—Biden Would Do Same,” 
Newsweek, December 8, 2022 [https://www.newsweek.com/russia-ambassador-says-putin-nuclear-deterrence-worksbiden-
would-do-same-1765806]. 
 
828 “News conference following the visit to Kyrgyzstan,” TASS, December 9, 2022 [http://en.kremlin.ru/events/presi-
dent/news/70061].  
 
829 “Putin says Russia could adopt US preemptive strike concept,” AP News, December 9, 2022 [https://apnews.com/article/putin-
moscow-strikes-united-states-government-russia-95f1436d23b94fcbc05f1c2242472d5c].  
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intensification of Russian missile strikes on Ukrainian civilian infrastructure” and had “become less con-

cerned regarding the risk of escalation.” It remained unclear, how reliable these leaks were.831 

 

162. Warning 

Other Russian officials were even more aggressive. On December 10, Konstantin Gavrilov, the head 

of the Russian delegation in Vienna on arms control, commented to British tabloids that Washington 

green lighting Ukrainian attacks on Russian territory was “playing with fire, risking a full-scale war 

which could easily go nuclear.” Another Russian official speculated that Moscow could respond by 

striking “Ukrainian decision-making centers.”832 

 

On December 12, the G7 repeated its commitment to support Ukraine in its fight against Russia “for as 

long as it takes” and set up a donor platform to funnel money to Kyiv. Besides the aid required during 

the war, financial institutions needed to be established to aid reconstruction, the G7 agreed. “The recon-

struction of Ukraine will be a human task that is perhaps comparable to the Marshall Plan,” Scholz said 

in Berlin.833 In Brussels, the EU agreed to put another $2.1 billion in 2023 into a fund used to pay for mil-

itary support for Ukraine.834 

 

“The reconstruction of Ukraine will be a human task that is perhaps comparable to the Marshall Plan,” 

Scholz said in Berlin. However, the German chancellor also noted that if Russia ended the war, its citi-

zens needed another future to aspire to, and economic cooperation should return. But this was a pro-

spect for the future, while currently sanctions were being tightened.835  

 

In London, British defense minister Ben Wallace told parliament that he was “open minded” about sup-

plying Ukraine with longer-range weapons if Russia carried on targeting civilian areas. Britain also had 

“potential weapons systems that are longer and should the Russians continue to target civilian areas and 

try and break those Geneva Conventions, then I will be open minded to see what we do next.”836 

 

 
831 Michael Evans and Marc Bennetts, “Pentagon gives Ukraine green light for drone strikes inside Russia,” The Times, December 9, 
2022 [https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/ukraine-drone-warfare-russia-732jsshpx].  
 
832 Will Stewart and Abul Taher, “Vladimir Putin sends nuclear threat after Ukraine reportedly gets the green light from the US to 
launch drone strikes in Russia following attacks on Ukrainian cities,” Mail on Sunday, December 11, 2022 [https://www.dai-
lymail.co.uk/news/article-11525195/Vladimir-Putin-sends-nuclear-threat-Ukraine-gets-green-light-drone-strikes-Russia.html].  
 
833 Erika Solomon “The G7 nations agree to set up a donor platform to funnel money to Ukraine,” The New York Times, December 
12, 2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/12/12/world/russia-ukraine-news].  
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New York Times, December 12, 2022 [https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/12/12/world/russia-ukraine-news/the-g7-nations-
agreed-to-set-up-a-donor-platform-to-funnel-money-to-ukraine?campaign_id=249&emc=edit_ruwb_20221212&in-
stance_id=80016&nl=russia-ukraine-war-briefing&regi_id=84159083&segment].  
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On December 13, Western media reported that Ukrainian forces were stepping up efforts to isolate and 

degrade the Russian military in and around Melitopol, ahead of what was widely expected to be the 

next major phase of the war, a Ukrainian offensive to drive Russian forces from southern Ukraine.837  

 

In Paris, an international donor conference racked up around $1.1 billion promises of financial and 

in-kind support for Ukraine.838  

In Washington, US officials said the Pentagon was poised to approve sending a Patriot surface-to-air 

missiles batterie to Ukraine. It remained unclear who would organize the around 70-90 troops with 

months of training that would operate the system.839  

 

From Moscow, Peskov immediately said that US-delivered Patriot batteries would “definitely” be a tar-

get for Russian forces. The Russian embassy in Washington wrote that the United States was “responsi-

ble for the prolongation and escalation of the Ukrainian conflict.”840 

 

163. Warning 

US officials also upkept their nuclear signaling. On the same December 13 and also in Washington, 

Julianne Smith, the US ambassador to NATO, was asked about Moscow’s potential use of tactical nu-

clear weapons in Ukraine. She said the Administration would “continue to signal to Russia” that if this 

happens “there will be unprecedented consequences.” She characterized Moscow’s nuclear rhetoric 

as “loose talk” and “dangerous.”841 

 

On December 15, Zakharova commented in Moscow on the possible US delivery of Patriot systems. 

“Any weapons systems supplied to Ukraine, including the Patriot, along with the personnel servicing 

them, have been and will remain legitimate priority targets for the Russian armed forces,” she declared. 

Washington had “effectively become a party” to the war by providing Ukraine with weapons and train-

ing its troops. Patriot deliveries would be “another provocative move by the US” and broaden its in-

volvement in the hostilities, “entailing possible consequences.”842  

 

In response, Pentagon spokesman Pat Ryder said that Washington was not “going to allow comments 

from Russia to dictate the security assistance that we provide to Ukraine.”843 Also in Washington, an-

other Pentagon spokesperson said that the United States was to sharply increase in the number of 
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Ukrainian troops it instructed at the Grafenwoehr base in Germany.844 US media also revealed that the 

Administration was weighing sending to Ukraine other weapons such as Joint Direct Attack Munition 

kits, which convert unguided aerial munitions into smart bombs, and Ground-Launched Small Diameter 

Bombs, which would significantly extend Ukraine’s strike range.845 

Ukrainian officials engaged in what appeared to be a broad, coordinated effort to warn against compla-

cency among Western allies and highlight the continuing threat Russia poses to Ukraine. Defense minis-

ter Oleksii Reznikov told British media that the Kremlin was preparing a broad new offensive in Janu-

ary or February. This message was underlined by comments from Zelenskiy, from Valerii Zaluzhnyi, 

the head of the armed forces, and from Oleksandr Syrskii, the chief of ground forces. For instance, Rus-

sia was “trying to start the next wave of the offensive probably in February, like last year. That’s their 

plan,” Reznikov said. A major new Russian attack, including “another go at Kyiv,” could come “in Febru-

ary, at best in March and at worst at the end of January,” Zaluzhny said.846  

 

These Ukrainian comments notwithstanding, Kirby told reporters at the White House on December 16 

that the US government did not see signs that Russia would renew its attempt to seize Kyiv soon.847  

 

On the same day, Russia launched more than 70 missiles on Ukraine in its second mass strike in a mat-

ter of days, damaging energy infrastructure in Kyiv, the capital, and elsewhere. Ukrainian forces shot 

down 60 of 76 missiles, officials said, as more than half of the missiles targeted the capital.848 

 

Also, US media reported that an Administration official had told members of Congress in late Novem-

ber that Ukraine had the military capability to retake Crimea, but some officials were concerned that 

threatening Russia’s hold on the peninsula could push Putin to use nuclear weapons. Another US official 

told journalists that Ukraine had no “near-term objective” to retake Crimea and that a military offensive 

was “not imminent.” Crimea was a “red line,” a former US official told reporters.849 

 

From Delhi, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi phoned Putin and reiterated his call for dialogue and 

diplomacy as being the only way forward in the context of ongoing conflict in Ukraine.850 

 

164. Warning 

Biden Administration officials kept reiterating the message to Russia on the costs of nuclear use. On 

December 18, Burns emphasized India’s and China’s role in reducing nuclear dangers stemming 
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from Russia. He told reporters that it had been “been very useful that Xi Jinping and Prime Minister 

Modi in India [had] also raised their concerns about the use of nuclear weapons as well.” Burns 

thought that was “also having an impact on the Russians.” He also noted that he thought the saber-

rattling was “meant to intimidate.” The US government did not see “any clear evidence today of plans 

to use tactical nuclear weapons.” The Administration had “made very clear, the president has made 

very clear to the Russians what the serious risks of that would be.”851 

 

165. Warning 

Yet Russian leaders also kept stressing their nuclear options. On December 19, Putin emphasized 

the potentially nuclear dimension of Russia’s relationship with Belarus. He visited Belarus and dis-

cussed with Lukashenko the need to withstand Western economic pressure and maintain close mili-

tary ties. Putin said they had discussed a “unified defense space,” without describing what that would 

entail, and that they would continue joint military exercises.852 Putin added that there was room for 

further cooperation on Su-24 warplanes that had been modified to carry tactical nuclear weapons. It 

was now possible “to continue the implementation” of Lukashenko’s earlier proposals on these 

planes, which would mean “the training of the crews of warplanes of the Belarusian army, which have 

already been modified for the possible use of air-based ammunition with a special warhead,” he 

noted. Putin also stressed that this had not been the Russian approach to military cooperation, as it 

was the US government who conducted such activities together with its NATO partners. However, 

given the precarious security situation, such coordination was particularly important. Lukashenko 

noted that Belarus had deployed the Russian-made Iskander mobile ballistic missile system with a 

range of up to 500 kilometers and that Belarus and Russia were training Su-24 crews to operate nu-

clear munitions. This was no threat to anybody, but security concerns emerged from the West and he 

had to protect Belarus.853 

 

On December 21, Zelenskyy visited Washington. US money was not “charity” but an “investment in the 

global security and democracy that we handle in the most responsible way,” Zelenskyy told Congress.854 

In Moscow, Peskov’s reaction was that the expansion of Western weapon supplies to Ukraine had led to 

“an aggravation of the conflict and, in fact, does not bode well for Ukraine.” In Beijing, Medvedev met Xi 

and discussed, among other topics, also “the conflict in Ukraine.”855 

 

Beijing had “always stood on the side of peace and on the side of the UN Charter” when it came to “the 

Ukraine issue,” Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi told Blinken in a call on December 23, according to 

Beijing’s readout of the discussion. China worked towards “persuading peace and promoting talks.”856 
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166. Warning 

Nuclear signaling continued. Medvedev wrote on December 25 in an article for Rossiiskaya Gazeta 

that “the only thing” that stopped the West from directly engaging in the war against Russia was nu-

clear deterrence. “And in the event that a real threat arises, it will act on them,” he noted.857 

 

Russian officials kept emphasizing “negotiations,” but their remarks revealed that they were, at least 

publicly, not willing to accept anything but surrender. On December 25, Putin said that he was ready to 

“negotiate with everyone involved in this process about acceptable solutions,” but Moscow did not ap-

pear ready to move away from maximalist goals. The next day, December 26, Lavrov said an agree-

ment required the “elimination of threats to Russian security” from the four annexed territories.858 

 

On December 26, Ukraine again launched a drone attack on the Engels air base in Russia. Three troops 

were killed, the Kremlin stated. Analysts concluded that these strikes reflected an assessment by 

Ukraine’s political and military leaders that there was little risk of Moscow escalating its war in retalia-

tion. The Russian military was already fighting at the limits of its conventional capabilities, Ukrainians 

told reporters, and the Kremlin’s hints of using nuclear weapons rang hollow in Kyiv.859 US officials clar-

ified that Washington and Kyiv had agreed that Ukraine would not strike targets in Russia with US pro-

vided weapons, but that the Administration would not object to Ukraine targeting Russia with its own 

weapons. 860 

 

167. De-escalating 

The up-and-down on the nuclear ladder continued. On December 27, Lavrov slammed the West for 

falsely accusing Russia of planning to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine. “We have repeated again and 

again that there can be no winners in a nuclear war, and it should never be unleashed,” he asserted. 

He said Russia had taken note of changes in the US nuclear doctrine, including the possibility of a “dis-

arming strike,” and urged the West to “exercise maximum restraint” and be “extremely sensible” 

when it comes to nuclear weapons.861 

 

Russia’s military was working on new plans to cut off foreign supplies of weapons and ammunition to 

Ukraine, Lavrov told reporters in Moscow on December 28. Moscow was going to achieve its goals in 

Ukraine thanks to “patience” and “perseverance,” and its “absolute priority” were the four annexed re-

gions.862 
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As the year was coming to an end, cities across Ukraine were targeted by a wave of Russian missile 

strikes on December 29, in one of the largest bombardments since the war began. Ukraine's military 

said 69 missiles were launched, with air defences intercepting 54 of them.863 The next day, December 

30, Russia launched another aerial barrage at Ukraine, but the Ukrainian military said it had intercepted 

all of the attacks.864 Russia again rained missiles and exploding drones on Kyiv and other cities on De-

cember 31. Air defenses shot down 12 of at least 20 cruise missiles. In his New Year’s address, Putin 

said Russia was fighting to secure “peace and security guarantees,” while the West was using Ukraine “to 

weaken and split up Russia,” but he did not utter other warnings or threats.865 He also repeated his nar-

rative that the West was trying to destroy Russia. “The West lied about peace while preparing for ag-

gression,” he said. “They are cynically using Ukraine and its people to weaken and divide Russia.”866 

 

January 2023: Leopards freed; Moscow’s nuclear rhetoric silent  

 

On January 1, at least around 90 Russian soldiers, were killed in a Ukrainian attack in Makiivka, a Rus-

sian-occupied town in the Donbas region. It was one of the worst losses for Russia since the start of its 

invasion and Ukraine had used the US HIMARS system to conduct the attack. Separately, the latest bar-

rage of Russian strikes on Kyiv, Ukraine’s capital, caused electricity and heating shortages. Ukraine’s de-

fense ministry said the air force had shot down nearly 40 Iranian-made drones overnight.867 

 

Meanwhile, further Western military assistance was forthcoming. Macron promised Zelenskyy in a 

January 4 phone call to provide Ukraine with AMX-10 RC armored fighting vehicles to prepare for “a 

possible Russian offensive” in the spring. These fighting vehicles have a shorter range and are lighter 

and less protected than the Leclerc, the system Ukraine had asked for in December.868 One day later, the 

White House announced that it planned to send Ukraine 50 Bradley Fighting Vehicles, “a tracked ar-

mored combat vehicle that carries an auto cannon and a machine gun.” German chancellor Scholz, in 

turn, declared that Berlin would provide 40 Marder Infantry Fighting Vehicles and a Patriot air defense 

system.869 The decision was the result of weeks of coordination between the three capitals and a deci-

sion had been made after New Year’s, reporters learned.870  
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The Russian reaction was swift. A statement of the Russian embassy in Berlin decried the new vehicles 

as “another step toward an escalation of the Ukrainian conflict.”871 

 

Mediation attempts came from Ankara. In a phone call also on January 5, Turkish President Erdogan 

urged Putin to declare a unilateral cease-fire in Ukraine, the first time Turkey called for such a step with-

out asking Kyiv to make a similar commitment.872 Indeed, on the same day, Putin announced “a cease-

fire along the entire line of contact in Ukraine from 12.00 on January 6, 2023 to 24.00 on January 7, 

2023,” to allow local residents “to attend church services” on Orthodox Christmas and urged Kyiv to re-

ciprocate.873 The move followed a statement calling for this step on the same day by Patriarch Kirill I, 

who heads the Russian Orthodox Church and is close to the Kremlin.874 Yet, Ukrainian officials and ana-

lysts described the announcement as a Russian propaganda stunt, and Kyiv refused to accept the cease-

fire as fighting continued unabated with both sides blaming each other.875 

 

On January 6, media reported that Russian hackers going by the name “Cold River” had attacked three 

US nuclear research laboratories at a time of intense Russian nuclear threats in August and September 

2022. It remained unclear, however, what they had sought to achieve and whether they had been suc-

cessful.876 

 

Meanwhile, NATO Allies focused on further military support for Kyiv. Also on January 6, the Pentagon 

unveiled additional military assistance for Kyiv worth 3 billion US dollars. Part of the package were the 

Bradley infantry fighting vehicles announced the day before. In addition, the package for the first time 

included 18 155mm self-propelled Howitzers.877 “We absolutely agree that Ukraine does need tanks,” 

Laura Cooper, the assistant secretary of defense for Russia, noted. “This is the right time for Ukraine to 

take advantage of its capabilities, to change the dynamic on the battlefield.” The aid was aimed at ena-

bling Ukrainians to “not only defend their territory but hopefully take back territory,” said Pentagon 

spokesperson Patrick Ryder.878  
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There were some indications that Western states might be willing to go further. On January 9, an anon-

ymous Western source told reporters that the United Kingdom had for several weeks been considering 

to send 10 Challenger 2 main battle tanks to Ukraine, which would “mark a significant step-up in West-

ern support to Ukraine” and up the pressure on other Allies to make similar decisions.879 US officials, in 

turn, said Washington was considering to provide Stryker armored combat vehicles for the first time in 

its next assistance package.880 On the following day, Pentagon spokesperson Patrick Ryder announced 

that Ukrainian troops would begin a several months-long training to operate Patriot systems at Fort Sill 

in Oklahoma “as soon as next week.”881  

 

At the same time, however, Republican Senator J.D. Vance raised questions on the level of US resources 

spent on Kyiv. “The four Ukraine supplemental spending bills passed since the escalation of the 

Ukraine/Russia conflict in February of 2022 amount to arguably the 4th largest discretionary appropri-

ations bill,” he wrote in a letter dated January 9 to the Office of Management and Budget, for which he 

requested signatures. In the letter, Vance called for further information on the security assistance for 

Ukraine to be made public “to allow Representatives and Senators to make a determination on the wis-

dom of additional expenditure in this area.”882 

 

Berlin, in turn, remained sceptical of further stepping up military aid, despite media reports of mounting 

pressure from Polish and French officials to provide Leopard tanks to Ukraine.883 On January 9, Scholz 

pointed to already significant existing German military assistance for Kyiv and once again stressed that 

Berlin would only make such a decision together with its Allies, notably its transatlantic partner Wash-

ington. Anything else would be “irresponsible in such a dangerous situation,” he explained.884 The fol-

lowing day, Baerbock visited Kharkiv and met with her Ukrainian counterpart Kuleba, who once again 

called for Leopard battle tanks but received no such commitment from the German Foreign Minister.885 

 

Discussions on Western battle tank deliveries did not abate however. In a press conference on January 

11, Scholz spokesperson Steffen Hebestreit explained that such UK considerations had not changed the 

German position. He also denied that any partner countries had officially requested a joint delivery of 

Leopard tanks to Kyiv.886 Yet Finnish parliamentarians were reportedly “discussing whether to send 
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Kyiv Leopards of their own;”887 and Polish President Andrzej Duda claimed, “a company” of Leopard 

tanks for Ukraine would be transferred “as part of international coalition building.” Such a decision had 

already been taken in Poland, he stated. Media however pointed out that any such decision to export the 

German-made tanks would need to be greenlit by Berlin.888  

 

In Germany, meanwhile, there were some signs of diverging views in the governing coalition. On Janu-

ary 12, Green Economy Minister and Vice Chancellor, Robert Habeck, said Berlin should not “stand in 

the way” if other countries decided to support Ukraine, regardless of Germany‘s own decision, thereby 

confirming his support for other governments sending Leopard tanks to Kyiv.889 

 

Pressure to support Ukraine more quickly and with more advanced weaponry continued to mount.On 

the same January 12, US media reported that military officials were concerned delays on a plan to 

send small precision-guided bombs to Kyiv could render the weapons useless as fighting among Russia 

and Ukraine continued at a fast pace. The Ground-Launched Small Diameter Bomb (GLSDB) manufac-

tured by Boeing would give Ukraine weapons with twice the range of the already supplied HIMARS mu-

nitions and somewhat heavier load than the also already provided Guided Multiple Launch Rocket Sys-

tem (GMLRS) munitions. Washington still refused sending the ATACMS, twice heavier precision rounds 

with the ability to destroy Russian targets nearly 200 miles from the front lines. But there seemed to be 

few escalation concerns about the GLSDB, just bureaucratic hiccups preventing a fast delivery.890 In Lon-

don, in turn, a tank decision was made. On January 15, Britain announced that it would send 14 Chal-

lenger-2 tanks to Ukraine. The United Kingdom had about 227 Challengers total, which were reported to 

have maintenance issues, and analysts argued that it would be hard-pressed to replenish stocks.891 

Meanwhile, the Netherlands was considering sending a Patriot missile system to Ukraine, Dutch Prime 

Minister Mark Rutte announced during a visit in Washington on January 17.  

 

In Germany, political pressure was being felt. On January 16, Christine Lambrecht, the German de-

fense minister, resigned after months of criticism over her Ukraine policy .892 On the following day, 

Biden and Scholz talked over the phone, discussing their “steadfast support” for Kyiv. Reportedly, the 

German Chancellor told the US President that he would agree to supply Leopards only if Washington 

provided Abrams tanks.893 The next day, January 18, NATO defense ministers began a two-day meet-

ing in Brussels to assess aid needs for Ukraine. To put pressure on Germany, officials from Poland and 
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Finland told journalists that their countries would donate Leopards from their own stockpiles if Berlin 

issued licenses for the re-export – though official requests remained outstanding.894 On October 18, 

Charles Michel, the President of the European Council, said “the time [was] now” to send tanks to 

Ukraine. “They urgently need more equipment,” he stressed. Also, the European Parliament passed a 

resolution calling on Germany to form a European alliance to deliver Leopard 2 tanks to Ukraine “with-

out further delay.”895 

 

In Washington, after months of discussions with Ukrainian officials, the Biden Administration was start-

ing to concede that Kyiv may need weapons that can strike Crimea, even if such a move could escalate 

the conflict, anonymous US officials told reporters on January 18. The Pentagon had assessed that 

Ukraine’s position in any future negotiations would be stronger if its military could show Russia that its 

control of Crimea could be threatened. Administration officials also noted that fears that Russia would 

retaliate using tactical nuclear weapons had eased, though they cautioned that the risk remained. 

Ukrainian officials were worried that their country could not survive years of conflict while Russia con-

tinued to strike its cities and infrastructure, so it had become essential for Kyiv to put Russia’s control of 

Crimea at risk.896 

 

Meanwhile, the tank thriller continued. On the same January 18, attending the World Economic Forum 

in Davos, Scholz told a number of US lawmakers that Berlin would only deliver Leopard tanks if Wash-

ington agreed to send the M1 Abrams. Conversely, US officials continued to insist that the M1 Abrams 

tanks, with their needs for specific fuel, frequent maintenance and spare parts, transport and training, 

were ill-suited to the battlegrounds in Ukraine. The officials also noted that the Administration worried 

that American tanks would be seen as a sign of escalation.897 

 

On January 19, Austin visited Germany, where he publicly praised the government as a “staunch de-

fender of our allies and values.” Standing next to Austin, Germany’s new defense minister, Boris Pisto-

rius, gave no hint of whether Germany would ultimately allow the tanks to move ahead.898 Reportedly, 

no agreement could be found at a heated meeting between Austin and Wolfgang Schmidt, the head of 

the German Chancellery, on the same day. Subsequently, Sullivan phoned his German counterpart Jens 

Plötner to express US discontent with Berlin’s stance.899 On the following day, at a meeting of the 
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Ukraine Defense Contact Group at Ramstein, still no decision could be reached on sending Leopard 2 

main battle tanks to Ukraine, despite pleas from President Volodymyr Zelenskyy to do so. Yet, German 

and US officials sought to downplay the disagreements and several countries promised to send more 

military aid. For instance, the US government pledged to send a package worth around 2.5 billion US 

Dollars, including 90 Stryker combat vehicles.900  

 

Pressure continued to build up on the German Chancellory. Republican Senator Lindsey Graham, who 

was in Kyiv on January 20, urged Germany to deliver the tanks.901 Polish Foreign Minister Zbigniew 

Rau tweeted that arming Ukraine was not “some kind of decision-making exercise” and that Ukraine 

paid a price in blood because of the hesitation over Leopard deliveries.902 On January 21, the foreign 

ministers of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania called on Germany to deliver Leopards to Ukraine.903 

Baerbock said on January 22 that she would not “stand in the way” of Poland sending Leopard tanks to 

Ukraine. In Washington, the new Republican chairman of the US House Foreign Affairs Committee, Mi-

chael McCaul, argued publicly that the Administration should send at least one M1 Abrams to Ukraine 

to persuade Germany to greenlight the Leopards. In Warsaw, Morawiecki told reporters on January 23 

that Poland would ask Germany for permission to send Leopards to Ukraine but suggested that his gov-

ernment would deliver them with or without Germany’s approval – thereby restating a claim he had al-

ready made on January 18. On the same January 23, Sullivan and Plötner spoke three times over the 

phone, and Sullivan, Austin and Milley met Biden at the White House to get final negotiating guid-

ance.904 Pistorius meanwhile told journalists in Berlin that a decision would come “soon.”905 On Janu-

ary 24, Poland formally asked Germany for permission to transfer its Leopard 2 tanks to Ukraine – Ber-

lin retorted that a decision would indeed come “soon.”906 

 

Throughout the entire tank episode, Russian officials sought to dissuade the West, and especially Ger-

many, from delivering the tanks to Ukraine. On January 19, Peskov said in Moscow that it would be “ex-

tremely dangerous” for Germany to supply tanks. “It will mean bringing the conflict to a whole new level 

which, of course, will not bode well from the point of view of global and pan-European security,” he told 

reporters.907  
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168. Warning 

On the same January 19, nuclear rhetoric returned to Moscow. Medvedev warned NATO that Rus-

sia’s defeat in Ukraine could trigger a nuclear war. “The defeat of a nuclear power in a conventional 

war may trigger a nuclear war,” Medvedev wrote on Telegram. “Nuclear powers have never lost ma-

jor conflicts on which their fate depends,” he concluded. Asked if Medvedev’s remarks signified that 

Russia was escalating the crisis, Peskov said: “No, it absolutely does not mean that.” Peskov said 

Medvedev’s remarks were in full accordance with Russia’s nuclear doctrine, as it allowed  for a nu-

clear strike after “aggression against the Russian Federation with conventional weapons when the 

very existence of the state is threatened.”908 

 

On January 22, Vyacheslav Volodin, the chairman of Russia’s lower house, the State Duma, threatened 

Europe and the United States with “global catastrophe” over their continued military support for 

Ukraine. Additional arms deliveries would lead to retaliation with “more powerful weapons,” he stated. 

Nuclear powers had not used WMD in local conflicts in the past because their citizens and territorial in-

tegrity had not been threatened. Foreign politicians had to understand that “this could end in a global 

tragedy that will destroy their countries.”909 The pressure Germany was facing showed “nervousness” 

among Ukraine’s allies, Peskov said on January 23. But the Ukrainian people would ultimately have to 

“pay” for this “pseudo-support.”910 The next day, Peskov added that Leopard deliveries would “not bode 

well” for and leave “an indelible mark” on Russian-German relations, which were already “at a low 

point.”911 In Washington, Antonov told reporters on January 25 that the Biden Administration was “de-

liberately trying to inflict strategic defeat” on Russia. “If the United States decides to supply tanks, it will 

be impossible to justify such step using arguments about defensive weapons. This would be another bla-

tant provocation against the Russian Federation. No one should have illusions about who is the real ag-

gressor in the current conflict.”912 

 

On January 25, the tank debate came to a first conclusion. Germany agreed to send Ukraine 14 Leopard 

2 tanks from the Bundeswehr, mere hours before the United States pledged to send 31 M1 Abrams 

tanks.913 Earlier in the day, Biden and Scholz had spoken over the phone to coordinate the announce-

ment. The US President also called Sunak, Macron, and Meloni. This was “not an offensive threat to 

Russia,” Biden emphasized during the announcement at the White House. “If Russian troops return to 

Russia, where they belong, this war would be over today.”914  
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The Russian reaction was swift. The Russian ambassador in Berlin, Sergei Nechayev said that Ger-

many’s “extremely dangerous decision” would take the conflict “to a new level of confrontation” and 

lead to “permanent escalation.” Also, it destroyed “the remnants of mutual trust, [caused] irreparable 

damage to the already deplorable state of Russian-German relations, and [casted] doubt on the possibil-

ity of their normalisation in the foreseeable future.”915 In Moscow, Peskov noted that the tanks deliver-

ies were a “losing scheme” that would burden Europe without strengthening the Ukrainian military.916 

As Western states made public when battle tanks might arrive in Ukraine, Moscow showed its discon-

tent both on the battlefield and through harsher statements. The US Administration stated that it 

would not send Abrams from the Pentagon’ stock, but would acquire them first – which would take 

months if not years.917 On January 26, UK defense minister Alex Chalk said Britain would start train-

ing Ukrainian tank crews the following week, aiming to have the 14 Challenger 2 delivered by the end of 

March. In Berlin, Pistorius noted that Germany also planned to deliver a first company of Leopards by 

the end of March. In response to these developments, Peskov said that Moscow “categorically disa-

greed” that Western deliveries did “not mean involvement of these countries or the alliance in the hostil-

ities ongoing in Ukraine.” In contrast: “Moscow views everything that has been done by the alliance and 

the capitals I have mentioned as direct involvement in the conflict,” he added. On the same day, Russia 

also launched 55 missiles at targets across Ukraine, 47 of which were shot down. 918  

 

Analysts within the US government still believed Ukraine had few chances to recapture Crimea. On Jan-

uary 26, senior Department of Defense officials told House Armed Services Committee lawmakers in 

a classified briefing that the Pentagon did not believe Ukraine had the ability to force Russian troops out 

of Crimea. Among the briefers were Laura Cooper, the deputy assistant secretary of defense for Russia 

and Douglas Sims, director of operations on the Joint Staff. This assessment mirrored a statement by 

the Joint Chiefs chair Milley during the January 20 meeting at Ramstein that, in 2023, it remained “very, 

very difficult to militarily eject Russian forces” from occupied Ukraine. “That doesn’t mean it can’t hap-

pen. Doesn’t mean it won’t happen, but it’d be very, very difficult.”919 

 

Meanwhile further background on the Western debates surrounding military assistance for Ukraine 

trickled into media reports. A senior European diplomat provided context on the theory of escalation 

underlying these internal discussions: After Russia’s invasion, the Western allies had agreed on an “un-

written policy,” not to supply Ukraine with a fully comprehensive package of weapons out of fear that 

“we would trigger a big response from Russia,” a “strong Russian reaction, including nuclear.” The West 

should provide its support gradually, assessing the Russian response at every step. “You may call this a 
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process of getting [Putin] accustomed,” the diplomat said. The delivery of aircraft was therefore “only a 

matter of when,” the diplomat predicted.920  

 

Sources within the German Chancellery, in turn, told journalists  that Scholz’s reluctance to deliver 

weapons without US backing was grounded in a belief that this could spur escalation. Behind closed 

doors, the German leader was venting against those who were arguing for tank deliveries. After Amy 

Gutman, the US ambassador to Germany, had said in mid-September that Washington had “big expecta-

tions” from Berlin regarding weapons deliveries, Scholz had relied on scenario-analyses circulating 

within the Chancellery involving Russian sabotage against gas pipelines, cyber-attacks, or even nuclear 

use. Hence, Scholz now wanted to spread the risks by engaging the United States directly. He wanted the 

West to “cook the frog” (Putin) slowly and carefully in order to “avoid a global war.” In addition, elec-

toral considerations also played a role, officials told journalists, with the German public divided and 

fearful. In various European capitals, Scholz’ approach was seen as both German unwillingness to as-

sume responsibility and reluctance to accept a more independent European foreign policy.921 

 

One deliveries-debate concluded, the next one commenced. On January 26, Western officials told re-

porters that Washington had told Kyiv that supplying aircraft is a “no-go, for the moment.” An internal 

debate about supplying Ukraine with jet fighters had already been underway for a while, however, 

pushed by Ukrainian officials with support from Baltic states. Against this backdrop, Dutch foreign min-

ister Wopke Hoekstra told the Dutch parliament on January 20 that his Cabinet would look at supply-

ing F-16 fighter jets, if Kyiv requested them. “We are open-minded, there are no taboos,” he had ex-

plained.922 Yet, alongside announcing that Germany would send the Leopoard-2 on January 25, Scholz  

ruled out providing fighter jets, citing the need to prevent further military escalation. “There will be no 

fighter jet deliveries to Ukraine,” he said. Deputy US national security advisor Jon Finer, in turn, said on 

January 26 that the Administration would be discussing fighter jets “very carefully” with Kyiv and its 

allies.923 “We have not ruled in or out any specific systems,” he added. However, an official at the De-

fense Department told journalists the next day he did not think “we are opposed,” as a campaign inside 

the Pentagon to send fighter jets to Ukraine was gaining momentum.924 Mykhailo Podolyak, an adviser 

to Zelensky, said on January 28 that Kyiv and its Western allies were engaged in “fast-track” talks on 

possible deliveries of military aircraft and long-range missiles.925 Yet, Scholz doubled down on his skep-

tical position talking to reporters on the same day. “The question of combat aircraft does not arise at all,” 
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he stressed. “I can only advise against entering into a constant competition to outbid each other when it 

comes to weapons systems.”926  

 

The fighter jet discussion did not abate, however. Andriy Yermak, a top aide to Zelenskyy, said on Janu-

ary 30 that Poland would be willing to provide its F-16s to Ukraine in coordination with NATO.927 Asked 

by a reporter on the same day if Washington would transfer warplanes to Kyiv, Biden responded: “No.” 

When asked about Biden’s remark, a US official explained that there had been “no serious, high-level 

discussion about F-16s.”928 Yet, “by definition, nothing is excluded,” Macron told a press conference on 

the same day. Indeed, French officials noted that the possibility was on the table, but that a decision was 

unlikely in the immediate future.929 On January 31, British prime minister Sunak said he believed it 

was “not practical” to provide Ukraine with British fighter jets, but pledged to accelerate support to ena-

ble “decisive gains” against Russia.930 On the same day, Biden answered that he was “going to talk” to 

Zelenskyy when asked again about his administration potentially sending fighter jets to Ukraine.931 

 

Russia responded by cautioning against escalation risks. On January 30, Peskov warned that the West 

was “encouraging” Ukraine’s demands and professed its “readiness to provide such weapons.” It was a 

“dead-end situation” that would lead to “significant escalation,” and to “NATO countries more and more 

becoming directly involved in the conflict,” though it did not “have the potential to change the course of 

events and will not do so,” Peskov said.932 

 

Against this tense backdrop, US-Russian exchanges on the future of arms control continued. Asked if 

Moscow could envisage there being no nuclear arms control treaty after 2026, Russia’s deputy foreign 

minister Sergei Ryabkov told reporters on January 30: “This is quite a possible scenario.”933 One day 

later, the US State Department sent a report to Congress stating that Russia had violated New START 

by refusing to allow on-site inspections and rebuffing Washington’s requests to meet to discuss its com-

pliance concerns.934 In reaction, Antonov told journalists that it was Washington who was violating the 

treaty by “illegitimately” withdrawing more than 100 strategic weapons from treaty accounting. Given 

the “hybrid war” the West was waging against Russia, it was “unjustified, untimely and inappropriate” to 
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927 “President's Office: Poland ready to supply Ukraine with F-16 fighters in coordination with NATO,” Kyiv Independent, January 
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invite the US inspectors to Russian strategic facilities. However, Moscow intended to continue to “abide” 

by New START’s “central limits, continue to share notifications and related data.”935 

 

February 2023: Of Western figherjets and Ukrainian incursions  

 

169. Warning 

In response to Germany’s decision to send tanks to Ukraine, Putin warned on February 2 that Russia 

was not sending its tanks to the borders, but had “the means to respond, and it won’t end with the use 

of armor. Everyone must understand this.” It remained unclear whether the Russian leader was actu-

ally implying the potential use of nuclear weapons.936 

 

In reaction to Putin’s statement, Burns noted in a speech on February 2 that Washington had to take 

seriously Moscow’s “saber rattling,” but its purpose was to intimidate the United States, its European 

allies, and the Ukrainian government. Thus, he argued, the Administration had “to stay on an even keel 

in weighing those threats carefully but also not being intimidated by them.” Seeking to frame Burns’ 

comments, US officials told journalists that, while concerns remained valid over Russia using a nuclear 

weapon, the tensions that had existed in autumn 2022 had since abated. A more stable battlefield, 

China’s warnings, and improved communication between Moscow and Washington had contributed to a 

measure of stability. Putin had potentially concluded that nuclear threats were backfiring, a senior US 

official told reporters. Yet US officials also pointed out that Russia’s nuclear escalation threats were not 

over, and that the Kremlin could remind the West of its arsenal’s power by letting the West observe nu-

clear weapons movements. The US government had no evidence that Russia was moving nuclear weap-

ons towards the battlefield, but admitted that with respect to some of Russia’s tactical arms, US recon-

naissance might not pick up such movement.937 

  

US support for Ukraine remained strong. On February 2, the Biden Administration announced a $2.2 

billion package of military aid to enable Ukraine to obtain long-range bombs. The Ground-Launched 

Small Diameter Bombs were able to strike targets within a range of over 90 miles, to be fired from HIM-

ARS and M270 launchers.938 However, the new rockets were not to be drawn from American stockpiles, 

and would therefore take several months, if not over a year, to be delivered, US officials told the me-

dia.939 

 

170. Warning 

Russian nuclear warnings returned to the forefront. On February 4, asked whether Washington 

providing Ukraine with advanced weaponry and allowing Kyiv to strike Russian targets on Crimea 
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York Times, February 3, 2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/03/us/politics/russia-nuclear-weapons.html?searchResult-
Position=1]. 
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would force Russia to negotiate with Ukraine, Medvedev said that “the result will be just the oppo-

site. There will be no negotiations in this case, there will only be retaliation strikes. The whole of 

Ukraine, which remained under the rule of Kyiv, will burn.” In reaction to the question of how Russia 

would respond if Kyiv, with US permission, began to strike Crimea or strike deep into Russia, 

Medvedev replied that Russia’s response could be “anything” and that Putin “spoke about this quite 

clearly.” He added: “We do not set ourselves any restrictions and, depending on the nature of the 

threats, we are ready to use all types of weapons. In accordance with our doctrinal documents, in-

cluding the Fundamentals of Nuclear Deterrence. I can assure you that the answer will be quick, 

tough and convincing.”940 

  

Debates on supplying fighter jets continued. Biden had dismissed Kyiv’s plea for dozens of F-16s to pro-

vide air support for troops and for protection against Russian attack planes on January 30 (see above). 

However, in private conversations senior US officials indicated in the first week of February that this 

“no” was probably temporary and that it did not preclude the Administration from deciding later to pro-

vide F-16s, or to work out an agreement to allow another country to send its own F-16s to Ukraine. Ac-

cording to American and European officials, such transfers could come from Denmark or the Nether-

lands. Two officials noted that the US approval of sales or transfers of F-16s from partner nations to 

third-party countries could help reassure NATO countries that were concerned about being singled out 

by Russia for sending the advanced fighter planes.941  

 

Also in early February, US officials and some congressional aides admitted to be working on possible 

jet deliveries behind the scenes. However, US and European officials stressed that they were focused on 

sending the weapons Kyiv needed for the immediate fight. Accordingly, a senior US DoD official stated 

that he did not think the US government was “opposed on the fourth-generation aircraft issue, I just 

think we have to make sure that we continue to prioritize.” Similarly, an Eastern European senior diplo-

mat voiced on February 1 that delivering fighter aircraft was “an issue of longer-term perspective”, fur-

ther stressing the need to deliver what was committed in January “as soon as possible.” Western diplo-

mats also cautioned that it was impossible to send Kyiv jets and train pilots in time for a looming 

Russian offensive.942 

 

Still, US officials stressed that bigger and better weapons that were publicly promised but not delivered 

right away sent a message to Russia, since a Ukrainian military with more fighter jets and tanks in per-

haps a year would be able to mount counteroffensives to take back territory seized by Moscow. In what 

seemed to be a reaction to Macron’s stance of sending fighter jets to Ukraine only if such equipment 

would not be used “to touch Russian soil,” a US official said that after a year of warning the Ukrainians 

not to fire Western weaponry into Russia, the Ukrainian military had earned their trust.943 In response 

to the overall Western reluctance of sending fighter jets, Ukrainian Deputy Foreign Minister Andriy 

Melnyk stressed on February 1 that the war was “far from over,” stating that “Putin appears to have 
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even more appetite than ever,” but that “without air support you can’t fight a modern war.” The same 

day, a military adviser to the Ukrainian government assessed that the discussion on jets was simply in 

its “early days,” expressing optimism that the Western position would change in the coming weeks.944 

 

Some additional details emerged on Berlin’s position vis-à-vis Ukraine. In an interview on February 5, 

Scholz underlined that Putin had not threatened Germany nor himself personally in a telephone call of 

the two leaders. But their very different positions on the war in Ukraine had become clear. Scholz had 

made it very clear to Putin that Russia carried the sole responsibility for the war; adding that “we cannot 

simply accept this, because it fundamentally violates European peace.” Asked whether the delivery of 

Leopard-2 tanks would lead to an increased threat for Germany, Scholz answered that Putin’s words 

were “part of a series of abstruse historical comparisons that he uses to justify his attack on Ukraine,” 

further stating that Germany had “carefully weighed each arms shipment and closely coordinated it with 

our allies, first and foremost America. This joint approach prevents an escalation of the war.”945 

 

Meanwhile, a week after Scholz had committed to sending Leopard-2 tanks to Ukraine for two tank bat-

talions in coordination with other European nations, doubts were mounting in the chancellery and in 

the defense resort whether these plans were feasible, due to missing commitments by European part-

ners. Government circles confirmed that the compilation of battalions proved to be a painstaking effort. 

At a video conference held by German defense minister Boris Pistorius in late January, no EU country 

wanted to make concrete commitments on participation in sending a package of modern Leopard-2 A6 

models. Scholz, Pistorius and Tjorven Bellmann, political director at the German foreign office, had 

started to ask for support in individual phone calls to send both battalions to Ukraine by the end of 

March. However, officials in the chancellery voiced doubts that sending two battalions of 40 tanks each 

was realistic, and thus adapted their aims to 31 tanks per battalion.946 

 

The intense lobbying from Berlin bore some fruits on February 7, when the Netherlands and Denmark 

committed to help finance the purchase of around 100 decommissioned Leopard 1 tanks. Both countries 

agreed to jointly finance the refurbishment of the tanks and provide training for Ukrainian crews along-

side Germany. However, officials stated that neither the Netherlands nor Denmark would send any of 

their own tanks to Ukraine.947 Portuguese PM Antonio Costa told parliament on February 9 that Portu-

gal was carrying out maintenance on Leopard 2 tanks, and would deliver three of them in March.948 

 

Of the countries that had signaled they might send tanks to Ukraine if Germany allowed it, Finland, Swe-

den, Belgium and Spain, commitments were still missing as of February 9. However, officials from some 

of these states stated they would work together with allies on training and financing. While a Belgian 
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government spokesman stated that the state had no tanks to give, a senior Finnish official confirmed 

that Finland would be part of the Leopard 2 cooperation in some way, further noting that Finland had a 

policy of not revealing the aid it sent to Ukraine. A senior NATO official specified that Finland had sig-

naled it might not directly engage in tank deliveries before having officially joined the alliance; and even 

after joining it would only be able to spare a few tanks. 949 

 

Bilateral arms control issues between Washington and Moscow became heated. In its February 8 state-

ment on the further reduction and limitation of strategic offensive arms, the Russian foreign ministry 

rejected “the US representatives’ allegations about Russia’s non-compliance” and further read that the 

US “hostile actions … put in question the applicability of several crucial provisions of New START.” It fur-

ther stated that the US had “actually launched a total hybrid war against Russia, which includes the risk 

of a direct military confrontation between two nuclear powers.” Still, the statement concluded by reaf-

firming Russia’s “unwavering commitment to New START.”950 

 

Where in public NATO allies emphasized unity, positions on the future of the conflict in Ukraine seemed 

to diverge. When Macron and Scholz met Zelensky for dinner in Paris on February 8, they told him 

that he needed to start considering peace talks with Moscow, media reported weeks later, arguing that 

significant gains were unlikely and the price of a prolonged conflict was steep for all.951 

Media reports surfaced on February 10 that US officials were providing or confirming coordinates for 

the vast majority of strikes with advanced US-provided rocket systems. This information was confirmed 

by three senior Ukrainian and one senior US official. The coordinates were delivered by US military per-

sonnel from a European base outside of Ukraine. Ukrainian officials said that this process was intended 

to give Washington confidence about providing Kyiv with longer-range weapons. A senior US official 

stated that the key US role in providing targeting assistance served to ensure accuracy and conserve lim-

ited stores of ammunition for maximum effectiveness, adding that the US provided targeting infor-

mation solely in an advisory role. In an official statement, senior Pentagon officials highlighted the limi-

tations of US involvement, underlining that the Ukrainians were “responsible for finding targets, 

prioritizing them and then ultimately deciding which ones to engage. The US does not approve targets, 

nor are we involved in the selection or engagement of targets.”952 

 

On the same February 10, it was reported that current and former US officials had indicated that the 

Pentagon was urging Congress to resume funding for 2024 of a pair of top-secret programs which 

would allow American Special Operations troops to employ Ukrainian operatives to monitor Russian 

military movements and counter disinformation. Critics, including on Capitol Hill, stated such activities 

may draw the US into a more direct role in the Ukraine war, while defense officials highlighted the use-

ful gain in intelligence and replied that the secretive surrogate programs would not contribute directly 

to Ukraine’s combat capabilities as they would be restricted to performing nonviolent tasks.953 
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Also on February 10, Russia targeted Ukraine’s infrastructure with drones, rockets and cruise missiles 

across the country. The attack involved 71 cruise missiles and seven Iranian-made drones, of which 

Ukraine shut down 61 and five, respectively, according to an official statement. Despite heavy fighting, 

there was no evidence of a major breakthrough. According to Ukrainian officials, two Russian missiles 

crossed into Romanian airspace, whereas Bucharest rejected the claim. Missiles hit inter alia several 

high-voltage infrastructure sites and damaged power transmission lines.954  

 

US weapons deliveries were by no means without problems. On February 13, media reported that US 

officials uttered concerns about the stockpile as a further argument why the transfer of ATACMS (range 

of approximately 300 km) to Ukraine would not be happening anytime soon.955  

 

The Alliance continued to argue a common line. In his speech on February 13, Stoltenberg stated that 

Putin was “not preparing for peace,” but “launching new offensives,“ underlining that NATO “must con-

tinue to provide Ukraine with what it needs to win. And to achieve a just and sustainable peace.” Stolten-

berg further called for increased munitions production and improved intelligence and surveillance, and 

underlined that the Russian spring offensive had already begun, with Russia sending “thousands and 

thousands of more troops, accepting a very high rate of casualties.” As a “second main focus” he noted 

that when the war ended, NATO “should ensure that Ukraine is able to deter and defend itself,” by work-

ing with Ukraine on long-term reforms, interoperability and long-term transition to NATO standards.956 

 

In meetings with allies on February 14, Austin highlighted the threat of Russia’s significant remaining 

air force. “He was very clear that we have a short window of time to help the Ukrainians to prepare for 

an offensive and that they had some pretty specific needs,” a senior US Administration official said. Later 

that day, Austin said that the US did not see imminent signs of a “massive aerial attack” in Ukraine, but 

that Washington and its allies were rushing as much air defense capability to Ukraine as they could. He 

added that “Russia has substantial aircraft … and a lot of capability left.” According to a senior NATO 

diplomat, “more than 80 per cent” of Russia’s air force was probably “safe and available.” Germany’s 

defense minister Boris Pistorius on February 14 confirmed that Rheinmetall would restart production 

of ammunition for Gepard anti-aircraft guns to support Kyiv. In this context, a US official voiced that 

fighter jets were not as capable against the Russian air force as an integrated air defense system.957 

In the second week of February, US officials furthermore urged Ukrainian officials to prioritize the tim-

ing and execution of the spring counteroffensive, and deprioritize defending Bakhmut. A senior US offi-

cial claimed that if Russia took Bakhmut this would “not result in any significant strategic shift in the 

battlefield.”958 
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The Biden Administration also seemed concerned with deepening Russian-Chinese ties. On the eve of 

the Munich security conference on February 16, spokesman for the Chinese foreign ministry Wang 

Webin said Beijing stood “ready to work with Russia to further advance our comprehensive strategic 

partnership of coordination for a new era.”959 On February 18, Blinken said Washington had indica-

tions that Beijing was “considering providing lethal support to Russia in its aggression against Ukraine.” 

He stated to have made clear that “that would have serious consequences in our own relationship.”960 

The same day, Harris also warned China against supporting Russia in a speech to the Munich security 

conference, and US officials said they had shared intelligence with allies.961  

 

Nonetheless, Chinese officials did not seem deterred. On February 19, China’s UN ambassador Zhang 

Jun called on the US and Russia to “continue to negotiate with each other in finding a good solution.”962 

On February 20, Wenbin pointed out that it was the US not China that had been “incessantly supplying 

weapons to the battlefield.” He asked Washington to “stop shirking responsibility and disseminating 

fake news” and stressed that China would “continue firmly standing on the side of dialogue and the side 

of peace.”963 In reaction, Borrell warned February 20 against China sending arms to Russia, saying it 

would be a “red line.”964 On the same day, Swedish foreign minister Billström stated that if such a deci-

sion was taken by China it would “definitely have consequences,” with Sweden standing “side by side 

with the United States on this message.” Lithuania’s Landsbergis also underlined that the EU would be 

on the same page as the US should China send arms to Russia. He also said that drawing from the lesson 

that the West reacted united to the Russian attack against Ukraine, “there would be enough arguments 

for China not to assist Russia in its genocidal war in Ukraine.”965 US officials and some European offi-

cials said that Chinese officials were trying to make it appear as if China was a neutral broker seeking a 

peace agreement when in reality it would be edging toward giving material aid to the Russian war effort. 

Zelensky reportedly said that China giving weapons to Russia would result in a “world war,” and that he 

hoped Chinese leaders would refrain from doing so after making a “practical assessment.”966 On Febru-

ary 21, Chinese foreign minister Qin Gang said that China was “deeply worried that the Ukraine conflict 

will continue to escalate or even spiral out of control,” and called on “certain countries to immediately 

stop fueling the fire,” adding that they must “stop hyping up today Ukraine, tomorrow Taiwan.” The 

same day, China released a paper on the Global Security Initiative (GSI), Xi’s flagship security proposal 
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which aims to uphold the principle of “indivisible security.”967 Also on the same March 21, at a press 

conference with Kuleba in Brussels, Borrell told journalists that Wang Yi had told him in a private dis-

cussion at the MSC that China was “not providing arms to Russia” and “will not provide arms to Rus-

sia.”968 

 

On February 19, Russia’s defense ministry stated that radioactive substances had allegedly been 

transported to Ukraine from a European country and that Kyiv was preparing a large-scale “provoca-

tion.” The statement further read that the aim of the provocation was “to accuse Russia's army of alleg-

edly carrying out indiscriminate strikes on hazardous radioactive facilities in Ukraine, leading to the 

leakage of radioactive substances and contamination of the area.” Ukraine and its allies dismissed these 

accusations as cynical attempts to spread disinformation and accused Moscow to be planning incidents 

itself, seeking to blame Ukraine.969 

 

Probably around February 20, Russia unsuccessfully tested a SARMAT missile. Moscow had notified 

Washington in advance of the launch in accordance to its arms control obligations, and US officials noted 

such testing was “routine,” posed no risk to the United States, and was not seen by the Administration as 

an escalation. US officials believed that, had the test been successful, Putin would have highlighted the 

capability in his subsequent speech.970    

 

171. Warning 

Nuclear rhetoric returned even at the Presidential level. In his state-of-the-nation address on Febru-

ary 21, Putin repeated his narrative that the Ukraine war had been forced on Russia, particularly by 

NATO’s eastward expansion since the Cold War: “It’s they who have started the war. And we are using 

force to end it.” The “Kyiv regime” and “Western overlords” had “effectively occupied this country.” 

He alleged that the US government intended “to transform a local conflict into a phase of global con-

frontation,” and stressed that Russia would “react accordingly, because in this case we are talking 

about the existence of our country.”971 

 

During the same speech, Putin also announced the suspension of Russia’s participation in the New 

START treaty.  According to Putin, some people in Washington were considering breaking a moratorium 

on nuclear testing. He stressed that “if the US conducts tests, then we will. No one should have danger-

ous illusions that global strategic parity can be destroyed,” further stating that “a week ago, I signed a 

decree on putting new ground-based strategic systems on combat duty.” Putin further said Ukraine had 

sought to strike a facility far inside Russia where it stationed nuclear bombers.972 In reaction to Putin’s 
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speech, Russia’s foreign ministry said later on February 21 that Moscow intended to continue abiding 

by the restrictions outlined in New START on the number of warheads it could deploy. 973 It also said 

Russia would continue to exchange information about test launches of ballistic missiles per earlier 

agreements with the United States.974 

 

Russian rhetoric notwithstanding, the Biden Administration demonstrated strong support for Ukraine. 

On February 20-21, Biden made a surprise visit to Ukraine – an audacious move meant to demonstrate 

American resolve to help Ukraine defeat the Russian forces. Biden was the first President in generations 

to travel to an area that was not under the control of US forces. American military planes hovered in 

eastern Poland, but officials told journalists that they never entered Ukrainian airspace out of concern 

that it would be interpreted as the sort of direct US intervention the Administration had sought to 

avoid.975  

The US President gave a speech on February 21 in Poland to mark the one-year anniversary of Rus-

sia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Biden said that “democracies of the world will stand guard over free-

dom today, tomorrow and forever” and that “Ukraine will never be a victory for Russia.” However, he 

stressed that neither the United States nor European nations were seeking “to control or destroy Rus-

sia.” The West was not “plotting to attack Russia, as Putin said today.” Biden also noted that “millions of 

Russian citizens who only want to live in peace with their neighbors are not the enemy. This war was 

never a necessity; it’s a tragedy. President Putin chose this war. Every day the war continues is his 

choice.  He could end the war with a word.” Biden moreover pledged continued support for Ukraine dur-

ing the “hard and bitter days ahead, victories and tragedies,” adding “let there be no doubt, the commit-

ment of the United States and our NATO Alliance and Article 5 is rock solid.”976 

 

The Biden Administration condemned Putin’s decision to suspend New START on the same day, casti-

gating Putin but also stressing that the US would not abandon efforts to cooperate on nuclear precau-

tions. Blinken called the suspension “deeply unfortunate and irresponsible,” adding that Washington 

would “be watching carefully to see what Russia actually does.” Blinken told reporters that “we’ll of 

course make sure that, in any event, we are postured appropriately for the security of our country and 

our allies.”977 
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172. Warning 

Moscow responded with more nuclear rhetoric. Also on February 22, Medvedev stated that Wash-

ington had been supplying high “gigantic volumes of arms” to Ukraine “to defeat, contain and destroy 

Russia.” He added that “if the US wants to defeat Russia, then we are on the verge of a global conflict. 

If the US wants to defeat Russia, then we have the right to defend ourselves with any weapon, includ-

ing nuclear weapons.” He also stated that Russia had suspended its participation in the New START 

treaty so the West could not defeat it on the battlefield, urging US elites “to think what they’ve done.” 

Medvedev furthermore alleged that “if Russia stops its special operation, without achieving victory, 

there will be no Russia, it will be torn apart. If the US stops supplying weapons to the Kyiv regime, the 

war will end.”978 

 

In Washington, the Biden Administration offered some clarifications on China’s potential intentions. On 

February 24, Blinken told an interviewer that Washington had “picked up information” over the previ-

ous months that China was considering sending lethal aid and systematically avoiding sanctions on Rus-

sia. This had been the reason Blinked had met with Wang Yi in Munich, to tell him that such policy 

choices in Beijing would be a “serious problem in the relationship.”979 On February 26, Burns clarified 

that US officials believed that China was considering sending weapons to Russia, though they “don’t see 

that a final decision has been made yet, and we don’t see evidence of actual shipments of lethal equip-

ment.”980 

 

Beijing seemed bent to both appease Washington and retain its freedom of movement. The Chinese 

Foreign Ministry released a position paper on Ukraine on February 24, after Wang had visited Mos-

cow and met Putin on February 22, after having attended the Munich Security Conference the previous 

weekend. The Chinese “peace plan” reiterated Beijing’s opposition to the use of nuclear weapons, but 

also called for the resumption of peace talks and an end to unilateral sanctions. It also criticized NATO 

expansion and “Cold War mentality.”981  

 

Some details emerged in Moscow with respect to the Kremlin’s stance towards New START. Putin said 

in an interview recorded on February 22 and broadcasted on February 26 that, when “all leading 

NATO countries had declared their main goal to inflict a strategic defeat” on Russia, Moscow had to “take 

into account their nuclear capabilities” – thus suggesting that arms control negotiations would have to 

involve Britain and France. Putin also appealed to nationalist sentiments in Russia by claiming that the 

West was bent on breaking the Russian Federation apart.982 

 

Some internal Russian dynamics emerged from Western reporters’ inquiries. For an article published on 

February 23, Putin confidants argued that the Russian leader had become even more isolated since 
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the start of the war. “People who don’t trust anyone start trusting a very small number of people who lie 

to them,” one said. Given Putin’s prizing of loyalty and secrecy over competence, his underlings were 

telling him what he wanted to hear, a number of confidants assessed. “He’s of sound mind. He’s reasona-

ble. He’s not crazy. But nobody can be an expert on everything. They need to be honest with him and 

they are not,” a longtime Putin confidant told reporters. Some of the more liberal officials had attempted 

to convince Putin to end the war by pointing to the economic damage of sanctions. But the Russian 

leader had insisted that he had “already factored in the discounts.” He admitted that he had underesti-

mated how difficult it would be to achieve his aims. But he still refused to end the conflict. Many within 

the Russian elite assumed the fight had become existential for Putin. However, the Russian leader had 

gamed out the possibility of using a nuclear weapon in Ukraine and had come to the conclusion that it 

would not benefit him, two people close to the Kremlin told reporters. Overall, their assessment was 

that Putin hoped Russia could still outlast Western commitment to Ukraine. A former Kremlin official 

noted that the alternative was too difficult for Putin to contemplate – facing a disastrous defeat for Rus-

sia, he would have to abandon power, maybe even lose his life.983 

 

US officials tried to reassure with respect to Russia’s nuclear intentions. On the same February 23, Sul-

livan told an expert audience that there was no concern that Putin would use strategic nuclear weapons 

on Ukraine or against NATO. But there were internal concerns within the Administration that Moscow 

might use tactical nuclear weapons on the Ukrainian battlefield, though there was no acute sign that it 

was going to happen soon. The US national security advisor also said that Washington would have to of-

fer Kyiv “commitments” strong enough to deter Russia from invading again – but he noted that the end 

of fighting or real negotiations were not in sight.984 

 

Once again, differences in views within the Alliance resurfaced. France, Britain, and Germany sought 

to establish stronger ties between NATO and Ukraine in order to encourage Kyiv to start negotiations 

with Moscow, journalists reported on February 24. A week prior, London had laid out a blueprint to 

give Ukraine much broader access to advanced military equipment, weapons and ammunition to defend 

itself once the war ended. Reportedly, all three capitals supported the initiative as a way to boost 

Ukrainian confidence and give Kyiv an incentive to start talks with Russia, but also to show Russia how 

committed the West was. However, the proposal would not include neither security guarantees, nor any 

stationing of NATO forces in Ukraine, and NATO membership would not be part of the package.985 

 

Mere days before Scholz was scheduled to meet Biden in Washington, US-German relations appeared 

strained with respect to weapons deliveries to Ukraine. Sullivan told a TV journalist on February 26 

that the White House had not wanted to send Abrams, as these would not be “useful on the battlefield in 

this fight,” but Biden had relented to obtain German deliveries on Leopard tanks. Spokespersons of the 

German government denied a direct linkage and insisted the bilateral talks had been “constructive.”986  

The Biden Administration also kept restating its support for Ukraine, but also its desire to keep the con-

flict limited and the need to dissuade Russian use of nuclear weapons. Blinken told an interviewer on 

February 26 that US support for Ukraine was “fundamental” and “for as long as it takes,” but underlined 

 
983 Max Seddon et al, “How Putin blundered into Ukraine — then doubled down,” Financial Times, February 23, 2023 
[https://www.ft.com/content/80002564-33e8-48fb-b734-44810afb7a49]. 
 
984 Alexander Ward et al, “What Jake Sullivan privately said about the war,” Politico, February 24, 2023 [https://www.polit-
ico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2023/02/24/what-jake-sullivan-privately-said-about-the-war-00084290]. 

 
985 Bojan Pancevski and Laurence Norman, “NATO’s Biggest European Members Float Defense Pact With Ukraine,” Wallstreet Jour-
nal, February 24, 2023 [https://www.wsj.com/articles/natos-biggest-european-members-float-defense-pact-with-ukraine-
38966950]. 

 
986 Alexander Ward, “Tanks for nothing,” Politico, February 27, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-
daily/2023/02/27/tanks-for-nothing-00084521]. 

https://www.ft.com/content/80002564-33e8-48fb-b734-44810afb7a49
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2023/02/24/what-jake-sullivan-privately-said-about-the-war-00084290
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2023/02/24/what-jake-sullivan-privately-said-about-the-war-00084290
https://www.wsj.com/articles/natos-biggest-european-members-float-defense-pact-with-ukraine-38966950
https://www.wsj.com/articles/natos-biggest-european-members-float-defense-pact-with-ukraine-38966950
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2023/02/27/tanks-for-nothing-00084521
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2023/02/27/tanks-for-nothing-00084521


190 

that that Administration did not want to “broaden this war” and “do anything to create a wider confla-

gration.” Blinken also noted that, beyond US warnings, China and India engaging Putin directly about 

“their absolute opposition to any use of nuclear weapons” had “some effect.”987 On the next day, Febru-

ary 27, US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen made a surprise visit to Kyiv and stated during a meeting 

with Zelensky that she brought with her “a clear message from President Biden and the American peo-

ple: We will stand with Ukraine for as long as it takes.”988 

 

On February 28, a Ukrainian drone crashed around 100 km southeast of Moscow in an apparent at-

tempt to reach the capital, Russian authorities claimed.989 

 

173. Warning 

On the same day, a US official underlined the high costs of Russian nuclear use. Colin Kahl told Con-

gress on February 28 that the good news was that he did not think Russia was likely to use nuclear 

weapons.“ Any use of nuclear weapons in Ukraine, on any scale would be considered a world chang-

ing event that would bring about severe consequences far in excess of anything the Russians have ex-

perienced to date,” he said. “A lot of the restraints we've been operating under would no longer [con-

tinue] in a world where Russia crossed that threshold.”990 

 

 

March 2023: Russian nuclear rhetoric returns in full force  

 

At the beginning of March, in Washington, the Biden Administration seemed bent to sanction China if 

it chose to deliver weapons to Russia. A report emerging on March 1 noted that the US government was 

sounding out allies about the possibility if imposing such sanctions – but details had not yet been final-

ized.991 

 

In an attempt to urge Beijing to use its influence over Moscow, ahead of the G20 meeting, Scholz stated 

on March 2 that it was “disappointing” that Beijing “was no longer willing to reaffirm what was still the 

consensus” during the meetings of G20 finance ministers in India the week before – “a clear condemna-

tion of the Russian attack.” Still, he praised China’s “unequivocal” opposition to Russian nuclear threats, 

which according to Scholz “has helped de-escalate the situation,” also acknowledging that the recent 12-

point peace plan of Beijing reaffirmed this “clear message” against the use of nuclear, biological or chem-

ical weapons of mass destruction. He added that his message to Beijing was clear, “use your influence in 
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Moscow to press for the withdrawal of Russian troops.” He also reiterated towards Beijing: “Do not sup-

ply weapons to Russia.”992 

 

Meanwhile, also on March 2, Blinken and Lavrov had a short 10-minute conversation during a G20 

meeting in New Delhi. According to a US official, Blinken said that the United States would continue to 

support Ukraine in its defense against Russia for as long as it takes to end the war and that Russia 

should rejoin the New START treaty.993 

 

Tensions in Ukraine continued unabated. On the same March 2, Putin accused Ukrainian saboteurs of 

crossing the border in the southern Bryansk region and staging “terrorist attacks” – officials in Kyiv 

stated these were false “provocations” that could be used by Moscow to escalate the conflict.994 How-

ever, on March 6, Ukrainian special forces said that they had indeed destroyed an unmanned observa-

tion tower in the Bryansk region.995 

 

174. Warning 

One day later, Russian officials again warned that the conflict in Ukraine could escalate. Ryabkov told 

the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva on March 3 that US and NATO were following a “policy of 

fueling the conflict in Ukraine” and warned that “increasing involvement in the military confrontation 

is fraught with a direct military clash of nuclear powers with catastrophic consequences.”996 

 

On the same March 3, Scholz made a low-key visit to Washington to meet Biden. Russia’s war in 

Ukraine was thought to be one of the topics for discussion, but few details emerged.997 

 

Over the following days, after months of struggle, the battle over Bakhmut seemed to be reaching a cli-

max. While the city held little strategic value, both sides seemed convinced that this was a contest to see 

which side could break the other.998 

 

In Germany, the chancellor again discussed China’s involvement in Ukraine. Close to Berlin, at a two-day 

retreat of the German government, Scholz said on March 5 that China had declared it would not send 

Russia weapons for its war against Ukraine, suggesting Germany had received bilateral assurances to 

this end. If China were to aid Russia, this "would have consequences," Scholz said, but he was “relatively 
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optimistic” that China would refrain from such steps. Von der Leyen, who also attended the retreat, 

said the EU had “no evidence” regarding lethal supplies from Beijing to Moscow.999 

 

Questions pertaining to China seemed particularly important as much suggested the war was going to 

be long-lasting. The US intelligence community assessed that the war in Ukraine was not going to end 

soon. On March 8, Haines told Congress that Russia’s military was unlikely to make “major territorial 

gains” in 2023, which could present an opportunity for additional nuclear threats. Putin assessed that 

time worked in his favor and that “prolonging the war” might be “his best remaining pathway to eventu-

ally securing Russian strategic interests in Ukraine, even if it takes years.”1000 

 

During the night of March 8-9, Russia launched a massive rocket attack across Ukraine  striking critical 

infrastructure and residential buildings in ten regions. Moscow said the strikes were in retaliation for 

the alleged Ukrainian incursion into the Bryansk region. Russia used around 80 missiles and 8 drones in 

its largest attack in weeks, out of which Ukraine intercepted 34 missiles and 4 drones, Ukrainian forces 

stated. Among the missiles were 6 Kinzhal cruise missiles. Almost half of Kyiv’s residents were left with-

out heat, and the Russian-occupied Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant lost power.1001 On March 9, a 

Ukrainian military spokesperson noted that Ukraine had no weapons capable of shooting Kinzhals 

down. Their use significantly increased the proportion of Russia’s missiles reaching targets. Russia had 

also fired more ballistic missiles and fewer cruise missiles, which might have also increased the success 

rate of strikes.1002 

 

Meanwhile, the debate on sending fighter jets to Ukraine continued. On March 9, Slovak Defense Minis-

ter Jaroslav Nad said his Polish counterpart had told him that Warsaw would agree to a joint process to 

hand over MiG-29 jets to Ukraine, adding that the time had come also for Slovakia to take a decision on 

the matter. The same day, Pawel Szrot, head of the Polish president’s office, stated that Poland would 

deliver the fighter jets “in a broader international coalition.”1003 

 

Reactions to the Russian announcement to suspend its New START participation also continued. On 

March 10, the US State Department confirmed that the US was still sending New START notifications to 

Russia even though Moscow had stopped sending theirs to Washington on February 28. Accordingly, 

State Department spokesperson Ned Price said “Russia has not provided any New START notifications 

since it notified the United States that its purported suspension has taken effect. As the United States ex-

plores next steps, we remain in full compliance with the treaty.”1004 
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In mid-March, a collision between Russian fighter jets and a US drone caught international attention. On 

March 14, a Russian fighter jet collided with a US MQ-9 Reaper drone, marking the first time one of 

these aerial intercepts “resulted in a splashing of one of our drones,” according to NSC spokesperson 

Kirby. The drone was making a routine flight in international airspace, and Washington had not consid-

ered it necessary to advise Russia in advance of such flights, as they had been going on for more than a 

year, Kirby noted. Prior to the collision, two Su-27 warplanes had dumped jet fuel on the drone and flew 

in front of it in a “reckless, environmentally unsound and unprofessional manner,” US European Com-

mand stated, adding that these “aggressive actions by Russian aircrew are dangerous and could lead to 

miscalculation and unintended escalation.” One of the Russian aircrafts then struck the drone’s propel-

ler, which led the Reaper to crash into the Black Sea, stated Air Force General James Hecker, com-

mander of US Air Forces Europe, further stressing that “US and Allied aircraft will continue to operate in 

international airspace and we call on the Russians to conduct themselves professionally and safely.” 

Hecker added that the collision followed “a pattern of dangerous actions” involving US and allied aircraft 

and Russian planes. Price said the US ambassador in Moscow had voiced concerns to the Russian For-

eign Ministry.  The US State Department summoned Anatoly Antonov, the Russian ambassador in Wash-

ington. A State Department spokesperson stated that Antonov met with Assistant Secretary for Euro-

pean and Eurasian Affairs Karen Donfried “to discuss Russia’s unsafe and unprofessional operations 

over the Black Sea, which resulted in the downing today of an unmanned US aircraft.”1005  

 

In turn, Antonov said the drone had been conducting “unacceptable” activity in Russia’s vicinity, claim-

ing that the drone had been collecting data and passing it to Ukraine to enable it to conduct strikes on 

Russian territory.1006 Following the meeting with Donfried on March 14, Antonov further described the 

US drone flight as a “provocation” and argued that there was no reason for US military aircraft and war-

ships to be near Russia’s border. He insisted that the Russian warplanes did not hit the US drone or fire 

their weapons, adding that Moscow wanted “pragmatic” ties with Washington and stating “we don’t 

want any confrontation between the US and Russia.”1007 

 

Accordingly, the Russian Defense Ministry stated the US drone was flying over the Black Sea near Cri-

mea and intruded in an area that was declared off limits by Russia as part of what it called its “special 

military operation” in Ukraine, causing the military to scramble fighters to intercept it. “As a result of a 

sharp maneuver, the MQ-9 drone went into unguided flight with a loss of altitude and crashed into the 

water,” the statement read. “The Russian fighters didn’t use their weapons, didn’t come into contact 

with the unmanned aerial vehicle, and they safely returned to their base.”1008 

 

Russian posturing continued at the highest levels. On the same March 14, Putin visited an aviation pro-

duction plant and stated that Western states were seeking to “improve their geopolitical standing” in 

Ukraine, but Moscow was fighting for the “existence of Russian statehood.” He said: “For us, it’s not a ge-

opolitical task,” but “it’s the task of survival of Russian statehood and the creation of conditions for the 

future development of our country” – he did, however, not mention any means by which he thought to 
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wage such struggle.1009 During the same visit, Putin announced that the Russian Ministry of Industry 

and Trade had prepared a list of unspecified workers who could defer military service. Such steps could 

potentially signal his priority of high-quality weapons production over having skilled soldiers fight in 

Russia’s military, some analysts noted.1010 

 

Also on March 14, Peskov stated, after welcoming a Chinese peace proposal, that Kyiv’s refusal to talk 

left Moscow with only military options. “We must achieve our goals,” he stated, “given the current stance 

of the Kyiv regime, now it’s only possible by military means.”1011 On the next day, March 15, Peskov 

noted that US-Russia relations were “at their lowest point, in a very lamentable state,” with the collision 

being the latest manifestation of loosening ties. He added, however, that “at the same time, Russia has 

never refused constructive dialogue, and is not refusing it now.”1012 

 

Also on March 15, Patrushev said on Russian state TV Rossiya 1 that Russia would try to recover the 

wreckage of the American MQ-9 in the Black Sea to study it.1013 

 

The Biden Administration showed itself unimpressed by Russian posturing. On the same day, March 15, 

Austin reiterated that the US would “continue to fly and to operate wherever international law allows 

it,” adding that it was “incumbent upon Russia to operate its military aircraft in a safe and professional 

manner.” He further called the incident “a pattern of aggressive and risky, and unsafe actions by Russian 

pilots in international airspace.”1014 The same day, Austin also had a rare phone call with his Russian 

counterpart Shoigu. At a Pentagon briefing, Austin stated that as he had “said repeatedly,” it was “im-

portant that great powers be models of transparency and communication, and the United States will 

continue to fly and to operate wherever international law allows.” According to the Russian Ministry of 

Defense, Shoigu countered that the incident was caused by the US noncompliance with a flight re-

striction zone declared by Russia, with the ministry statement further calling US drone flights off the 

coast of Crimea “provocative in nature.” Also on March 15, Milley spoke with Gerasimov, discussing 

“several security-related issues of concern,” according to a Pentagon spokesperson. The two men had 

last spoken in October 2022.1015 

 

Meanwhile, the discussion about providing Ukraine with fighter jets continued. On March 14, Polish PM 

Mateusz Morawiecki stated that Poland could give Ukraine MiG-29 fighter jets in the coming for to six 
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weeks.1016 On March 15, Polish government spokesman Mueller noted that some other countries also 

had pledged MiGs to Kyiv.1017 

 

The US Administration sought to avoid the jets discussion, but promised on March 15 to “fully and 

quickly” provide Ukraine with the weapons it needed for a spring counteroffensive against Russia. Aus-

tin stated that the allies “must provide Ukraine with the full capabilities for the fight ahead,” adding that 

he was “confident that we will continue to step up to meet Ukraine’s needs into the spring and well be-

yond.” Pentagon leaders said on the same day that the equipment and training being provided would 

enable Ukraine to win the war – where and when it chose to do so. “The increased Ukrainian capability 

will allow the Ukrainian leadership to develop and execute a variety of options in the future, to achieve 

their objectives and bring this war to a successful conclusion,” Milley said, further noting that: “We’re 

generating combat power, to a degree that we believe that it will provide them opportunities to change 

the dynamics on the battlefield, at some point going forward, whatever point that is.”1018  

 

Also on March 15, Lithuanian vice FM Meilunas said that Ukraine had to be supplied with more weap-

ons, stressing that “the best solution would be to find possibilities to increase production in NATO mem-

ber states.”1019 

 

The following day, on March 16, Polish President Duda said that Poland planned to give Ukraine about 

a dozen MiG-29 fighter jets, adding that Warsaw would hand over four of the Soviet-made warplanes 

“within the next few days.” However, it remained unclear how this would unfold. On the same day, 

Polish defense minister Mariusz Blaszczak said Poland wanted “to hand over MIGs in a broader coali-

tion” with neighboring Slovakia and perhaps other countries. The German government appeared caught 

off guard, with Pistorius stating on the same day that so far everyone had “agreed that it’s not the time 

to send fighter jets,” adding that he had not yet received any confirmation from Poland that this had 

changed. The White House called Poland’s move a sovereign decision and lauded the Poles for continu-

ing to “punch above their weight” in assisting Kyiv. However, US officials also stressed that Poland’s ac-

tions would not have any bearing on Biden. “There’s no change in our view with respect to fighter air-

craft at this time,” Kirby said.1020 One day later, on March 17, the Slovak government said it would 

send 13 MIG-29 warplanes to Ukraine – however, most of the jets had to be used for spare parts, as they 

were not in working order. “Promises must be kept,” acting PM Eduard Heger noted, but did not specify 

the timing of any deliveries. In response, the Russian embassy in Bratislava contended that such trans-

 
1016 “Poland may give Ukraine MiG-29 jets in next 4-6 weeks, says PM,” Reuters, March 14, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/busi-
ness/aerospace-defense/poland-may-give-ukraine-mig-29-jets-next-4-6-weeks-says-pm-2023-03-14/]. 

 
1017 “Poland to be 1st NATO member to give Ukraine fighter jets,” AP, March 16, 2023 [https://apnews.com/article/ukraine-po-
land-russia-war-jets-migs-6d843ccbd50fef5f96091a5bff8f3e01]. 
 
1018 Laura Seligman, “‘Ukraine doesn’t have any time to waste’: U.S. races to prepare Kyiv for spring offensive,” Politico, March 15, 
2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/15/dod-ukraine-war-supplies-00087291]; Marc Santora, Eric Schmitt, Valerie 
Hopkins and Ivan Nechepurenko, “Ukraine’s Allies Promise Weapons for Spring Counteroffensive,” New York Times, March 15, 
2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/15/world/europe/ukraine-allies-weapons-russia.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&re-
ferringSource=articleShare]. 

 
1019 Thomas Gibbons-Neff, Lara Jakes and Eric Schmitt, “Ukraine Burns Through Ammunition in Bakhmut, Putting Future Fights at 
Risk,” New York Times, March 16, 2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/16/world/europe/ukraine-ammunition-bakh-
mut.html]. 
 
1020 “Poland to be 1st NATO member to give Ukraine fighter jets,” AP, March 16, 2023 [https://apnews.com/article/ukraine-po-
land-russia-war-jets-migs-6d843ccbd50fef5f96091a5bff8f3e01]; Andrew Higgins and Lara Jakes, “Poland Says It Will Arm 
Ukraine With Warplanes, Raising Stakes,” New York Times, March 16, 2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/16/world/eu-
rope/ukraine-poland-planes.html]. 
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fers would be illegal, “explicitly” prohibited by Russian-Slovak agreements. In Moscow, Peskov com-

mented that these deliveries would be “subject to destruction” and that Poland or Slovakia wanted “to 

dispose of their old unnecessary equipment this way.”1021 

 

Meanwhile, concerning Russian arms supplies, media revealed on March 16, that between June and De-

cember 2022, Beijing-connected Chinese companies had sent Russian entities 1000 assault rifles and 

other equipment that could be used for military purposes, including drone parts and body armor. State-

owned China North Industries Group Corporation Limited sent the CQ-A rifles to the Russian company 

Tekhkrim in June 2022. In late 2022, Russian entities received 12 shipments of drone parts by Chinese 

companies and over 12 tons of Chinese body armor, routed via Turkey, media reported. China was thus 

supplying Russia with previously unreported “dual-use” equipment. In reaction to these revelations, a 

spokesperson of the Chinese embassy in Washington stated that Beijing was “committed to promot-

ing talks for peace” in Ukraine, adding that “China did not create the crisis. It is not party to the crisis, 

and has not provided weapons to either side of the conflict.” Also in reaction to the revelations, Poland’s 

Ambassador to the EU Sadoś said that “due to the potential very serious consequences, such infor-

mation should be verified immediately.”1022 

 

In Washington, US military assessments mirrored earlier pronouncements. Speaking for a podcast re-

cording in mid-March, Milley repeated his earlier assessment on Ukraine, saying that it would be “ex-

tremely difficult” for Kyiv to force out all Russian troops in 2023. It was “not impossible,” but “extremely 

difficult.” Hence, “in the world of probabilities,” he did not think it was “likely.” Neither side could 

“achieve their political objectives through military means, and that state of nature will exist for some 

period of time,” he said.1023 

 

During the second half of March, the focus was on Xi’s visit to Russia, the UK sending depleted uranium 

shells to Ukraine, and Putin’s announcement to station tactical nuclear weapons in Belarus.  

On March 17, the International Criminal Court issued an arrest warrant for Putin  for his alleged role 

in illegally transferring Ukrainian civilians into Russian territories. In response, Moscow dismissed the 

warrant as meaningless, as Russia was not a party to the ICC. Medvedev alluded the ICC warrant could 

only be used as toilet paper. Biden noted that Putin had “clearly committed war crimes” and the ICC 

warrant made a “very strong point.”1024  
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Putin visited Sevastopol in Crimea on March 18.1025 On March 19, he visited Mariupol, in what ap-

peared to be a gesture of defiance.1026  

 

Xi met Putin at the Kremlin on March 20, the highest-profile leader to visit Russia since the invasion. 

The Russian leader pledged to study China’s peace proposal for Ukraine “with respect,” while Xi did not 

mention Ukraine at all in his public remarks. Putin said that China took a “fair and balanced position on 

the majority of international problems.” Xi hailed the two nations as “good neighbors and reliable part-

ners.”1027 In Washington, Blinken noted that Xi’s visit suggested China felt “no responsibility to hold the 

Kremlin accountable for the atrocities committed in Ukraine” and “would rather provide diplomatic 

cover for Russia to continue to commit those very crimes.” Blinken was skeptical of China’s mediation 

efforts, noting that a cease-fire that did not remove Russia’s forces from Ukraine “would effectively be 

supporting the ratification of Russian conquest.” The fundamental element of any plan to end the 

fighting had to be “upholding the sovereignty and territory of Ukraine.”1028 

 

Diverting some attention away from Xi’s visit and offering a strong signal of Japanese solidarity with 

Ukraine, on March 21, Japanese PM Kishida visited Kyiv after having met with Modi in New Delhi.1029 

On March 21, media reported that China has shipped more than $12 million in drones and drone parts 

to Russia since it invaded Ukraine, according to official Russian customs data from a third-party data 

provider. The shipments often came through small-time middlemen and exporters. The result was a 

steady supply of new drones to Russia that it can use in its war against Ukraine.1030 

 

175. De-escalatory 

On the second day of Xi’s visit to Moscow, March 21, Russia and China released a joint statement. 

With respect to nuclear policy, the statement could potentially be seen as de-escalatory, as Russia and 

China reaffirmed that “a nuclear war cannot be won and should not be fought.” Observers believed 

the statement had been included at China’s request. However, Moscow and Beijing called on all P5 nu-

clear-armed states to “reduce the risk of nuclear war and avoid any armed conflict between nuclear-

weapon states.” Also, the statement came short of restating Chinese opposition to the use of nuclear 

threats.1031 

 

With respect to Ukraine, the statement brought Beijing close to Moscow’s position. It started from the 

premise that both sides opposed “any countries or national blocs jeopardizing the reasonable security 

interests of other nations in the quest for military, political or other forms of superiorities.” Thus, it 

noted that a resolution of the Ukraine “crisis” should “respect all countries’ reasonable security concerns 

 
1025 Shashank Bengali and Victoria Kim “Putin Visits Occupied Crimea, a Day After War-Crimes Warrant,” New York Times, March 
18, 2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/18/world/europe/ukraine-grain-deal-un-russia.html]. 

 
1026 Matthew Mpoke Bigg, Ivan Nechepurenko and Andrés R. Martínez, “Defiant Putin Visits Mariupol, a City Razed by Russian 
Forces,” New York Times, March 19, 2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/19/world/europe/putin-mariupol-crimea-
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2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/21/world/europe/japan-kishida-ukraine.html]. 

 
1030 Paul Mozur, Aaron Krolik and Keith Bradsher, “As War in Ukraine Grinds On, China Helps Refill Russian Drone Supplies,” New 
York Times, March 21, 2023 [https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/21/business/russia-china-drones-ukraine-war.html]. 

 
1031 The statement is available in Chinese here [https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/zyxw/202303/t20230322_11046188.shtml]. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/18/world/europe/ukraine-grain-deal-un-russia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/19/world/europe/putin-mariupol-crimea-ukraine.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/19/world/europe/putin-mariupol-crimea-ukraine.html
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2023/03/20/world/russia-ukraine-xi-putin-news?smid=url-share#xi-refrains-from-mentioning-ukraine-in-moscow-instead-focusing-on-generalities
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2023/03/20/world/russia-ukraine-xi-putin-news?smid=url-share#xi-refrains-from-mentioning-ukraine-in-moscow-instead-focusing-on-generalities
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/20/world/europe/blinken-xi-russia-war-crimes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/21/world/europe/japan-kishida-ukraine.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/21/business/russia-china-drones-ukraine-war.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/zyxw/202303/t20230322_11046188.shtml


198 

and prevent the formation of bloc confrontation.” They urged NATO to abide by its commitments as a 

regional and defensive organization, and called on NATO to respect the sovereignty, security, interests 

as well as diversity of civilizations, history and culture of other countries, and treat their peaceful devel-

opment in an objective and fair manner. Against this background, Russia reiterated “efforts to resume 

peace talks as soon as possible, which [were] praised by the Chinese side,” said the statement. “Russia 

welcomes China’s willingness to play a constructive role in resolving the Ukraine crisis through political 

and diplomatic means.” However, the statement did not mention Chinese military support for Russia or 

any Russian intention to support a ceasefire or withdraw Russian troops.1032  

 

Overall, the meeting served to strengthen the bilateral relations between China and Russia, and both 

parties appeared to think it had been a success. After the state dinner on March 21, as the leaders bid 

farewell, Xi told Putin that “right now there are changes, the like of which we haven’t seen for 100 years. 

And we are the ones driving these changes together.”1033 

 

Months later, Western and Chinese officials leaked to the press that Xi had personally warned Putin 

against using nuclear weapons in Ukraine. During spring and summer 2023, Chinese officials privately 

took credit for convincing the leadership in Moscow to give up on veiled nuclear threats. Senior US offi-

cials agreed that Chinese officials were taking credit for “sending the message at every level” in Russia. 

According to a senior adviser the Chinese government, deterring Putin from using nuclear weapons in 

Ukraine had been central to Beijing’s attempt to repair relations to European governments in the after-

math of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Russian nuclear use would risk turning Europe against China, the 

adviser said, while sustained pressure from Beijing to prevent such an act might help improve relations 

with the continent. 1034 

 

176. Warning 

In Moscow, responding to media reports that Britain would supply Ukraine with shells made with de-

pleted uranium for the Challenger 2 battle tank, Shoigu noted on March 21 that “another step has 

been taken” and there were “fewer and fewer steps” before a potential “nuclear collision” between 

Russia and the West. In Beijing, Putin said that Russia would be forced to “respond accordingly,” 

given that the West “collectively” was “already beginning to use weapons with a nuclear component.” 

In London, a spokesperson of the UK defense ministry responded that Russia was “deliberately 

trying to disinform,” as depleted uranium had “nothing to do with nuclear weapons.”1035 

 

Chinese support for Russian policy seemed forthcoming in the aftermath of the bilateral meeting. Chi-

nese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Wang reiterated on March 22 the key tenets of Beijing’s position. 

Xi’s visit to Russia was a “journey of friendship, cooperation and peace,” and accused the US of lacking 

impartiality and of “fanning the flames” of the conflict by providing weapons to Ukraine to Washington’s 

own benefit. Wang reiterated China’s claim that it remained neutral in the conflict, stated that it had “no 
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selfish motives on the Ukraine issue,” and stressed that what China had done was promoting peace talks. 

He underlined that China would “continue to play a constructive role in promoting a political settlement 

of the Ukraine issue.” In other comments on Ukraine, Wang said Russia and China had agreed that the 

UN Charter had to be observed and international law respected, and that they opposed unilateral sanc-

tions imposed by the US and others to economically punish Putin and his supporters. He further under-

lined that “the two sides pointed out that the solution to the Ukraine crisis must respect the legitimate 

security concerns of all countries and prevent the formation of bloc confrontation and fanning flames,” 

with “responsible dialogue” being “the best way to solve the issue steadily.”1036 

 

Just hours after Xi concluded the state visit, Russia launched a new wave of missile and drone attacks 

across Ukraine, shelling residential buildings in the south and killing seven people in a school dormitory 

in the Kyiv region.1037  

 

Also on March 22, Slovak defense minister Jaro Nad noted that Washington offered to sell Slovakia a 

dozen new Bell AH-1Z Viper helicopters at a discount after the country sent its retired MiG fighter jets to 

Ukraine. Slovakia had not yet approved the deal. The deal would be “hugely advantageous” to Slovakia, 

Nad said, as it included parts, training and some 500 AGM-114 Hellfire II missiles.1038 

 

177. Warning 

Concomitantly, nuclear warnings re-surfaced in Moscow. On the same March 22, Ryabkov said that 

the risk of a nuclear conflict was “higher than anything we have had for the past few decades,” noted 

that Russia was committed to keeping the world “safe and free” from the threat of nuclear war, but 

warned that Moscow was in a “de-facto” open conflict with Washington over Ukraine. Speaking at an 

event entitled “A World Without START: What’s Next,” Ryabkov said there was “no question” of Mos-

cow restoring the treaty for now, criticizing Washington's “hostile course” in “practically all domains” 

towards Russia. Various Russian experts at the event agreed with Ryabkov that arms control was a 

“phenomenon associated with peace,” and that a return to New START involved not just negotiations 

over Ukraine, but “a change of the hostile approach of the United States towards Russia.”1039  

 

Responding to Russia’s accusations on the same day, Cleverley said depleted uranium shells were not 

nuclear munitions. Putin was uttering “threats” every time London or NATO were seeking to support 

Ukraine in its defense. “There is no nuclear escalation. The only country in the world that is talking 

about nuclear issues is Russia, the British foreign secretary said.”1040 On the same day, the Russian MFA 

said in a statement that Moscow would not leave “unanswered” Britain’s decision to supply Ukraine 
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with such tank shells, and Lavrov noted that London’s actions were taking the situation to a “new dan-

gerous level.”1041 

 

Against this contentious background, Kyiv again signaled that it needed more military support. On 

March 23, Zelensky, speaking virtually to a EU heads of state gathering, pleaded for more support. He 

said Ukraine needed long-range missiles and modern fighter jets. In their joint statement, EU leaders 

urged “all countries not to provide material or other support for Russia’s war of aggression,” a message 

clearly directed at China. They also approved supplying Kyiv with one million rounds of ammunition for 

artillery over the next year.1042 

 

The first 4 of the 13 MIG-29s Slovakia had pledged to send to Ukraine had been delivered, and the re-

maining would arrive in the coming weeks, the Slovak defense ministry said on the same March 

23.1043 

 

178. Escalatory 

Also on March 23, in Moscow, Medvedev brought nuclear saber-rattling back to the forefront. The 

threat of a nuclear conflict “hasn’t decreased, it has grown,” he said. “Every day when they provide 

Ukraine with foreign weapons brings the nuclear apocalypse closer,” Medvedev added. Russia’s rela-

tions with the West were “already worse than they [had] ever been in history,” he claimed. In addi-

tion, he moved from warning to escalation by blasting German justice minister Marco Bushmann, 

who had said that Putin would be arrested on the ICC’s warrant if he visited Germany. “Let’s imagine 

[…] the leader of a nuclear power visits the territory of Germany and is arrested,” Medvedev said, 

adding that it would amount to a declaration of war against Russia. “In this case, our assets will fly to 

hit the Bundestag, the chancellor’s office and so on.” Also, he claimed that Russia’s nuclear forces had 

provided a strong deterrent amid the fighting in Ukraine. “We would have been torn to pieces without 

them.” Hence, it was “useless to have talks” with the West. Last but not least, he questioned Ukraine’s 

very existence. “Honestly speaking, Ukraine is part of Russia. But due to geopolitical reasons and the 

course of history we had tolerated that we were living in separate quarters and had been forced to 

acknowledge those invented borders for a long time,” he said.1044 
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Spain’s prime minister Pedro Sánchez said also on March 23 he would discuss a peace plan for Ukraine 

with Xi during an official visit to China the subsequent week – a “stable and lasting peace” that guaran-

teed Ukraine’s “territorial integrity” that was being “violated by Russia.” Two days later, on March 25, 

he added that he would push for a “fair and lasting” peace.1045  

 

Concerning European diplomatic and economic ties with China, on March 24 in Brussels, Borrell said 

the “friendship” between China and Russia had limits, and that Europe should welcome any attempts by 

Beijing to distance itself from Moscow’s war in Ukraine. He said China had “not crossed any red lines for 

us” – it had forged close economic and diplomatic ties, but not a military alliance with Russia.1046 

 

179. Warning 

On March 24, Medvedev repeated his nuclear warnings. He said Moscow was readying for a Ukrain-

ian counteroffensive that “everyone knows” Kyiv was preparing for, adding that the Russian General 

Staff “calculates this and prepares its decisions.” If Ukraine attempted to retake Crimea, Moscow was 

ready to use “absolutely any weapons,” including those mentioned in Russia’s nuclear doctrine when 

the very existence of the state was threatened. An attempt to split away territory meant “an encroach-

ment on the existence of the state,” Medvedev said. He hoped Russia’s “friends across the ocean” un-

derstood this. However, he also noted that he thought statements about the return of Crimea to 

Ukraine were mere propaganda.1047 

 

On March 26, Putin stated that Russia was “not creating any military alliance with China.” He confirmed 

that “yes, we have cooperation in the sphere of military-technical interaction,” stressing Russia was “not 

hiding this. Everything is transparent, there is nothing secret.” He added that “for decades many have 

desired turning China against the Soviet Union and Russia, and vice versa,” also accusing the US and 

NATO of seeking to build a new global “axis” that he said bore some resemblance to the World War Two 

alliance between Nazi Germany, fascist Italy and imperial Japan. Putin named Australia, New Zealand 

and South Korea as being in line to join a “global NATO” and referenced a defense agreement signed by 

Britain and Japan earlier in 2023.1048 

 

As Russia agreed to extend the Black Sea grain deal, Erdoğan called Putin on March 26 to thank him 

for his “positive attitude.” The two leaders discussed developments regarding the war in Ukraine, and 

Erdoğan expressed the importance of ending the conflict through negotiations as soon as possible.1049 
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180. Warning 

In what was the most mediatized Russian nuclear pronouncement of the month, on March 26, Putin 

suggested to a journalist that Russia would deploy nuclear weapons to Belarus by the summer. In re-

sponse to a question focused on Britain’s decision to send weapons containing depleted uranium to 

Ukraine, Putin condemned the British move and then said he was moving ahead with a plan, first re-

vealed last year, to give Russia the ability to base nuclear weapons in Belarus. Ten Belarusian jets had 

already been retrofitted to carry Russian nuclear weapons. A storage facility for the warheads would 

be ready by July 1. The Russian leader insisted this decision was “nothing unusual” as Washington 

had been “doing this for decades.” Putin also stated that Belarusian President Lukashenko had agreed 

to the deployment, and insisted that such a move would not violate nuclear nonproliferation agree-

ments. Russia was replicating the US practice of nuclear sharing and would remain in control of 

weapons placed in Belarus.1050 

 

Western officials condemned Putin’s remarks. On March 26, NATO spokesperson Oana Lungescu 

called Putin’s rhetoric “dangerous and irresponsible,” but noted that the Alliance had not registered any 

changes that would have prompted it to adjust its posture. Lungescu further called Russia’s reference to 

NATO’s nuclear sharing “totally misleading,” since NATO allies would “act with full respect of their inter-

national commitments,” while Russia had “consistently broken its arms control commitments.”1051 

 

The foreign ministry of Ukraine condemned the remarks, claimed that basing nuclear weapons would 

violated the NPT, and called for an emergency meeting of the UN Security Council. It further called 

Putin’s rhetoric “another provocative step” that undermined “the international security system as a 

whole,” with the statement also calling for members of the international community to convey to the 

Russian regime “the categorical unacceptability of its next nuclear provocations and to take decisive 

measures to effectively deter and prevent any possibility of the aggressor state’s use of nuclear weap-

ons.”1052 The secretary of Ukraine’s National Security and Defense Council, Oleksiy Danilov, stated Rus-

sia was holding Minsk as a “nuclear hostage,” adding that the move was “a step towards the internal de-

stabilization of the country.” 1053 Ukrainian presidential aid Podolyak accused Putin of violating the 

nuclear-proliferation treaty and resorting to “scare” tactics.1054 
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The same day, the US defense department stated that it had “not seen any reason” to adjust [US] stra-

tegic nuclear posture nor any indications Russia [was] preparing to use a nuclear weapon,” adding that 

Washington remained “committed to the collective defense of the NATO alliance.” Similarly, US NSC 

spokesman Kirby said the US government had “not seen any indication that [Putin had] made good on 

this pledge or moved any nuclear weapons around,” further clarifying that Washington had “seen no in-

dication he has any intention to use nuclear weapons, period, inside Ukraine.” Washington was monitor-

ing the situation daily, but there was nothing that suggested the US to change its strategic deterrent pos-

ture.1055 The Chairman of the US House of Representatives Michael McCaul said he regarded Russia’s 

plan as disturbing and designed to intimidate the West: “I think this is saber-rattling on the part of Putin 

basically to try to frighten.”1056 Borrell voiced that “Belarus hosting Russian nuclear weapons would 

mean an irresponsible escalation” and a “threat to European security,” adding that “Belarus can stop it” 

and that the EU stood “ready to respond with further sanctions.”1057 

 

On March 27, Belarus opposition leader Tsikhanouskaya said the move “grossly” contradicted “the 

will of the Belarusian people” and reflected the “further subjugation of Belarus under Russian con-

trol.”1058 The same day, German foreign ministry spokesperson Sasse stated that Berlin saw Moscow’s 

announcement as “another attempt at nuclear intimidation and we consider this rhetoric to be irrespon-

sible and expressly reject it.”1059 

 

Also on March 27, Zakharova released a statement meant to respond to the critiques of Putin’s Belarus 

interview, but the statement did not underpin the most extreme interpretation of the Russian leader’s 

claims. She called the Western reaction to the development of Russia’s cooperation with Belarus in the 

military nuclear sphere “inadequate,” and noted that it could not “but cause bewilderment.” She further 

pointed out that NATO allies had introduced the concept of “joint nuclear missions” themselves, and 

stated that Washington had “lowered the threshold for the use of nuclear weapons in recent years, shift-

ing the focus to limited scenarios for their use.” Zakharova concluded by underlining that Russia had re-

served “the right to take the necessary additional steps to ensure the security of Russia and its allies,” 

but stopped short of giving any indication that Russia indeed intended to deploy nuclear weapons to 

Belarus.1060 

 

Meanwhile, Western tank deliveries made their way to Ukraine. On March 27, media reported that the 

18 Leopard 2 battle tanks promised by Germany had been handed over at the Ukrainian border, with 
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about 40 Marder infantry fighting vehicles also having reached Ukraine.1061 On March 28, Ukrainian de-

fense minister Reznikov said the first British Challenger 2 main battle tanks had arrived in Ukraine and 

would soon being combat missions.1062 

 

The nuclear debate surrounding a possible nuclear deployment to Belarus continued. Also on March 28, 

Belarus’s foreign ministry stated that it had been forced to house Russian nuclear weapons on its ter-

ritory by the aggressive actions of NATO countries that were threatening Belarus’ own security. Minsk 

also said the plans to station Russian tactical nuclear weapons in Belarus would not contravene interna-

tional non-proliferation agreements as Belarus would not have control over the weapons. The ministry 

said it was forced to respond because “unilateral coercive measures in politics and the economy are ac-

companied by the buildup of military potential in the territory of neighboring countries – NATO mem-

bers in close proximity to our borders. Considering these circumstances and the legitimate concerns and 

risks in the field of national security arising from them, Belarus is taking forced response actions to 

strengthen its own security and defense capability.” It also noted that Belarus regarded the actions of 

the West as “direct and gross interference in the internal affairs of an independent state, aimed at chang-

ing the geopolitical course and changing the internal political system of Belarus.”1063 

 

Russia continued to explain its position on New START. Lavrov told an interviewer on March 28 that 

there were no contacts with Washington regarding strategic arms control. For Moscow to resume con-

tacts with Washington, the US government had to “amend” its ways and return to “civilized principles of 

maintaining relations between states.”1064 

 

181. Warning 

The nuclear rhetoric continued in Moscow. In remarks published on March 28, Patrushev, the secre-

tary of Russia’s Security Council, warned the US and its allies against harboring hopes for Russia’s de-

feat in Ukraine. He alleged that some American politicians believed the US could launch a preventa-

tive missile strike on Russia to which Moscow would be unable to respond, a purported belief that he 

described as “short-sighted stupidity, which is very dangerous.” Patrushev then alluded to Russia’s 

nuclear potential: “Russia is patient and isn’t trying to scare anyone with its military superiority, but 

it has unique modern weapons capable of destroying any adversary, including the United States, in 

case of a threat to its existence,” he said.1065 

 

New START data provision discussions continued. Reacting to Russia’s announced suspension of New 

START, the White House on March 28 stated that it would cease exchanging the biannual data update 

on its nuclear forces following Moscow’s refusal to do so. This was a “proportionate and reversible” 

 
1061 Matthias Gebauer, “Deutsche Leopard-Panzer in der Ukraine angekommen,” Spiegel, March 27, 2023 [https://www.spie-
gel.de/politik/deutschland/deutsche-leopard-panzer-in-der-ukraine-angekommen-a-a275a157-d33a-4df0-a43e-bd57a0a7b6f9]. 
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28/]; “Ukraine war live: Belarus foreign ministry: country forced to host nuclear missiles due to Nato actions”, Guardian, March 28, 
2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/mar/28/russia-ukraine-war-live-news-updates-multiple-russian-drones-
shot-down-over-kyiv-blasts-attack?page=with:block-642297b58f0893440cca2bd5#block-642297b58f0893440cca2bd5]. 

 
1064 “Sergey Lavrov’s interview,” Website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, March 28, 2023 
[https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1860091/].  
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countermeasure in order to induce Russia to return to compliance, NSC’s Kirby said.1066 The decision 

had been conveyed to Russia on March 27 by the Pentagon’s Assistant Secretary of Defense for Space 

Policy John Plumb. “Russia responded that they will not be providing that information,” he told the 

House Armed Services’ Strategic Forces subcommittee. “And so as a diplomatic countermeasure, the 

United States will not be providing that information back.” The Pentagon would also look into other pos-

sible countermeasures, he added, “and what we’re trying to do is balance both responding to Russia’s 

irresponsible behavior but continuing to demonstrate what we believe [what] a responsible nuclear 

power’s action should be.”1067 The following day, on March 29, Russia’s deputy foreign minister Ryab-

kov stated that Russia had stopped informing the United States about its nuclear activities, including 

missile test launches. “There will be no notifications at all. All notifications, all kinds of notifications, all 

activities under the treaty will be suspended and will not be conducted regardless of what position the 

US may take,” he said. US State Department deputy spokesman Patel said the Biden administration was 

aware of Ryabkov’s comments but it had not “received any notice indicating a change,” adding that 

Washington had “across-the-board concerns about Russia’s reckless behavior as it relates to the New 

START treaty.”1068  

 

The next day, on March 30, Ryabkov reversed his statement, saying that while Moscow had suspended 

“every kind of information exchange, as well as other elements of verification activity deriving from the 

New START Treaty within the treaty’s framework,” notifications of ballistic missile launches would con-

tinue, in line with a 1988 US-Soviet agreement. “The Russian Federation will still voluntarily honor the 

principal qualitative limits on strategic weapons set by the treaty, and will continue to fulfill the Ballistic 

Missile Launch Notification Agreement of 1988,” Ryabkov said.1069 

 

Against this background of New START discussions, on March 29, Russia’s MOD stated that it began 

exercises with its Yars intercontinental ballistic missile system and several thousand troops in Siberia. 

“In total, more than 3,000 military personnel and about 300 pieces of equipment are involved in the ex-

ercises,” the ministry noted, adding that the movements would involve measures to conceal the deploy-

ment from foreign satellites and other intelligence assets. Putin has aimed to make the Yars missile sys-

tem, which replaced the Topol system, part of Russia’s “invincible weapons” and the mainstay of the 

ground-based component of its nuclear arsenal. The Yars missile systems reportedly have an opera-

tional range of 11 to 12,000 km, are able to carry multiple independently targetable nuclear warheads 

and can be mounted on a truck carriers or deployed in silos.1070 
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182. Warning 

Nuclear innuendos continued in Moscow. With reference to Putin announcing to station tactical nu-

clear missiles in Belarus, Ryabkov also stated on March 29 that Putin’s move followed the failure by 

Kyiv’s allies to heed previous “serious signals” from Moscow. He hoped NATO leaders could assess 

“how serious” the situation was. He lamented that the “serious signals” Russia had sent had only been 

“scratching the surface” and not “left any external imprint” on NATO’s positions. Russia had to 

“reckon with the changing reality." Putin’s statement reflected “an entire range of measures that have 

been and will be taken.” By ignoring Moscow’s signals, Western elites were “demonstrating their fun-

damentally, deeply irresponsible attitude toward their own countries, their own peoples, and toward 

international security,” Ryabkov emphasized.1071 

 

Western support for Ukraine remained steady. On the same March 29, the German Bundestag’s 

budget committee agreed to send an additional €12bn worth of military support to Ukraine, €8bn of 

which to be spent directly on purchasing weapons and equipment for Ukraine, and €4bn to replenish 

German military stocks. Pistorius called the aid package “a very, very important step to show how seri-

ous we are about our long-term commitment to Ukraine in their fight against Putin.”1072 That same 

March 29, the Spanish defense minister Robles announced that Spain would send six leopard 2A4 tanks 

to Ukraine.1073 

 

On the question of providing Ukraine with F-16 fighter jets, Pentagon policy chief Kahl reiterated to sen-

ators on March 29 that Western combat aircraft was “currently Ukraine’s seventh priority capability 

area.” He moreover cautioned that Western fighters would require considerable money to maintain, and 

could total over $1 billion over three years depending on how many aircraft are provided and in what 

condition.1074 

 

Meanwhile, IAEA’s Grossi said on March 29 when visiting the Zaporizhzhia NPP that with increased 

Russian and Ukrainian military forces in southern Ukraine, fighting may soon escalate. He stated it was 

“obvious that military activity is increasing in the whole region, so every possible measure and precau-

tion should be taken so that the plant is not attacked and can be protected.”1075 
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On March 30, Kirby stated that Russia was seeking to acquire more munitions from North Korea to bol-

ster its war on Ukraine. “We remain concerned that North Korea will provide further support and Rus-

sia’s military operations against Ukraine and we have new information that Russia is actively seeking to 

acquire additional munitions from North Korea,” he said.1076 

 

On March 31, Lavrov stated that Russia faced “existential threats” to its security and development from 

“unfriendly states” as he presented an updated foreign policy doctrine. The 42-page document set out 

changes to Russia’s view of the world – in particular its increasingly confrontational relationship with 

the West – that had already been repeatedly articulated by Putin. Lavrov said the start of its “special mil-

itary operation” in Ukraine had ushered in “revolutionary changes” in world affairs that needed to be 

reflected in how Russia could take “symmetric and asymmetric measures in response to unfriendly ac-

tions.” The document named the United States as the main threat to international stability and the 

driver of an “anti-Russian line.” But it also said Moscow sought “peaceful coexistence” and a “balance of 

interests” with Washington. It underlined Russia’s desire to maintain “strategic stability.”1077 

 

In Beijing on March 31, the Xi-Sanchez meeting revealed the gap between China and the West. The 

Spanish PM encouraged Xi to talk to the Ukrainian leadership and learn first-hand about Kyiv’s peace 

formula. According to the Chinese readout Xi called for an end to a “Cold War mentality” and to the pres-

sure of “extreme” sanctions. China’s stance might potentially have been influenced by von der Leyen’s 

long-awaited EU positioning on China from a day earlier, March 30, where she had said that China was 

becoming “more repressive at home and more assertive abroad,” and noted that how China continued to 

interact with Putin’s war would be a “determining factor” for EU-China relations going forward.1078 

 

183. Warning 

Nuclear rhetoric was also ramped up in Minsk. “Putin and I will decide and introduce here, if neces-

sary, strategic weapons, and they must understand this, the scoundrels abroad, who today are trying 

to blow us up from inside and outside,” Lukashenko said on March 31. “We will protect our sover-

eignty and independence by any means necessary, including through the nuclear arsenal.” While 

Putin had emphasized that Russia would retain control over any tactical nuclear weapons stationed 

in Belarus, the Belarusian leader noted: “Don’t say we will just be looking after them, and these are 

not our weapons,” he said. “These are our weapons and they will contribute to ensuring sovereignty 

and independence,” Lukashenko noted, as the West was “preparing to invade Belarus, to destroy our 

country.”1079 

 

Despite the bluster in Minsk, diplomats from Belarus took a more constrained approach in New York. A 

UN Security Council meeting was convened on March 31 at the initiative of the United States and 
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Ukraine. Belarus had been forced by “national security risks” to train pilots and modernize aircraft to 

deliver nuclear weapons, Belarusian diplomats stated. The same risks had spurred the “possible – I em-

phasize the possible – deployment of tactical nuclear warheads on the territory of Belarus.” Russia’s en-

voy noted that his country would not transfer control over the weapons to Belarus. Almost all UNSC 

members were critical of Russia’s announcement – even China. “We call for the abolition of the nuclear-

sharing arrangements and advocate no deployment of nuclear weapons abroad by all nuclear weapons 

states, and the withdrawal of nuclear weapons deployed abroad,” said China’s envoy.1080 

 

April 2023: A quiet spring on the nuclear rhetoric front 

 

Western criticism arose as Russia assumed the leadership of the UN Security Council at the beginning of 

April. Russian permanent representative to the UN Nebenzya stated on March 31 that he planned to 

oversee several debates, including one on arms control, adding that he would discuss a “new world or-

der” that was coming to “replace the unipolar one.” In reaction to the opinion that Russia should not be 

given the right to chair the SC because of events in Ukraine, he stressed that “without Russia, not only 

would the work of the Security Council lose its meaning, but also the work of the UN as a whole.” The 

same March 31, the Kremlin stated that it planned to exercise all its rights on the council. Also on 

March 31, Russia’s deputy permanent representative Polyanskiy denied that his mission was becom-

ing a pariah at the UN. “Absolutely not. We feel that the west is embattled in the UN right now because 

more countries understand our position,” Polyanskiy said, adding that he thought “it’s rather the west is 

isolated, but not us in the General Assembly.” As for Putin’s ICC arrest warrant, Polyanskiy dismissed it 

as “totally irrelevant to any of our activities.”1081 In response, on April 1, Zelensky called Russia’s UNSC 

role an “absurd and destructive” development and said that it proved “the complete bankruptcy of inter-

national institutions.”1082 The same day, Kuleba called it “a slap in the face to the international commu-

nity.” He urged other members of the UNSC to prevent Moscow from abusing its presidency.1083 The fol-

lowing day, April 2, Borrell stated that the EU would stand against any abuse during Russia’s 

leadership, stressing that Russia violated “the very essence of the UN legal framework.”1084  

 

Around the same time, Finland’s accession to NATO generated a number of warnings and counter-warn-

ings. On April 3, reacting to Stoltenberg’s announcement that Finland would become the 31st member 

of NATO, Grushko warned that Russia would strengthen its “military potential in the west and in the 

north-west,” stressing that if the “forces and resources of other NATO members” were deployed in Fin-

land, Moscow would “take additional steps to reliably ensure Russia’s military security.”1085 Following 
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Finland’s official NATO accession on April 4, Stoltenberg stated that the Alliance was “removing the 

room for miscalculation in Moscow about NATO’s readiness to protect Finland,” which made Finland 

“safter and stronger, and all of us safer.”1086  
 

In reaction, Peskov said that NATO’s expansion to Finland was an “encroachment on our security and 

on Russia’s national interests,” adding that Moscow would watch closely for any NATO military deploy-

ments there. He also said Finland’s NATO accession would “force” Russia to “take countermeasures to 

ensure our security.” Also in Moscow, the Russian foreign ministry underlined that Russia would be 

“forced to take military-technical and other retaliatory measures to counter the threats to our national 

security arising from Finland’s accession to NATO,” adding that the development marked “a fundamen-

tal change in the situation in northern Europe, which had previously been one of the most stable regions 

in the world.” Shoigu noted the accession of Finland created “the risks of a significant expansion of con-

flict.” But he said it would not affect the outcome of what Russia calls its “special military operation” in 

Ukraine.1087 

Meanwhile, arms deliveries to Ukraine remained front and center. Poland delivered the first batch of So-

viet-era MiG-29 fighter jets to Ukraine, the Polish government stated on April 3.1088  

 

On April 5, Duda said at a joint news appearance with Zelenskiy during the latter’s state visit to Warsaw 

that Poland would send 14 MiG-29 fighter jets in total to Ukraine.1089 As the Alliance was highly unlikely 

to admit Ukraine anytime soon, Warsaw would push NATO leaders to provide “additional security guar-

antees” for Ukraine when they met for their annual summit in summer 2023, Duda also noted. He did 

not specify what these would be, saying only that they would serve as a “prelude” to full membership. 

Also, Poland and Ukraine signed an agreement for joint production of 125-millimeter tank shells and 

other arms, and separate deals for the sale of Polish self-propelled mortars, combat vehicles and anti-

aircraft systems.1090 Spanish defense minister Robles stated that same April 5 that Madrid would send 

six Leopard 2A4 tanks to Ukraine in the second half of April, thereby pushing back the initial shipment 

date.1091 
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Ahead of Macron’s state visit to China, speculations were ripe as to what Paris could achieve. Three 

Biden Administration officials told reporters on April 2 they had little expectation that Macron would 

achieve a breakthrough, as Xi was unlikely to act on Macron’s requests or curtail any of China’s assertive 

moves in the Pacific.1092 The Elysee Palace stated on April 5 that Macron and Biden had agreed in a tel-

ephone call to engage China to hasten the end of the war in Ukraine.1093 China’s ambassador to the EU Fu 

Cong noted that China was not on Russia’s side in the war and that some people “deliberately misinter-

pret this because there’s the so-called ‘no limit’ friendship or relationship.” He added that “no limit” was 

“nothing but rhetoric.” Fu said that China had not provided military assistance to Russia, nor recognized 

its efforts to annex Ukrainian territories, including Crimea and the Donbas. Beijing had not condemned 

the invasion, he said, because it understood Russia’s claims about a defensive war against NATO en-

croachment, and because China believed the “root causes” were “more complicated” than Western lead-

ers said. China would not provide arms for Russia to use in Ukraine in the future, the ambassador 

said.1094 

 

Having arrived in Beijing, Macron warned on April 5 that anyone helping the “aggressor” Russia in the 

Ukraine conflict would become an “accomplice in breach of international law.” It was not in China’s in-

terest to provide weapons to Russia in its war against Ukraine, he added. He did not agree with every-

thing in China’s 12-point peace plan for the war in Ukraine, but he did say Beijing could play a more con-

structive role in the “path to peace.” His aim in Beijing was to “relaunch a strategic and global 

partnership with China” and so engage the country in a “shared responsibility for peace and interna-

tional stability,” Macron said.1095 In Kyiv, Kuleba underlined that any peace plan proposed by China that 

allowed for Russian rule over any Ukrainian territory, including Crimea, was a non-starter.1096 

 

In Brussels, taking stock of Russian-Chinese relations, Stoltenberg stated on April 5 that Putin’s an-

nouncement that Russia would station tactical nuclear weapons in Belarus demonstrated that the Rus-

sia-China joint statement amounted to just “empty promises,” further noting that Russia was becoming 

more and more dependent on China, partly due to international sanctions imposed on Moscow over its 

war in Ukraine.1097 Responding to Stoltenberg’s statement, Peskov stated on April 6 that it was NATO 

that was “expanding towards Russia, not Russia taking its military infrastructure towards the borders of 

NATO,” adding that Russia would keep an eye on any NATO military deployments to Finland and re-

spond accordingly. “This movement adds to our concerns and worries for our safety ... and we are taking 
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measures to ensure our security. And so it will be every time NATO approaches our borders, in order to 

rebalance the security architecture on the continent,” he said.1098 

 

Continuing this rhetoric of pointing fingers to the West, on April 5, Putin told US ambassador Lynne 

Tracy that the United States was responsible for the dramatic deterioration of relations between Wash-

ington and Moscow. “Relations between Russia and the United States, which global security and stability 

directly depend on, are going through a deep crisis, unfortunately,” Putin told the new envoy during her 

credentials presentation, adding “supporting the color revolutions, supporting the coup d'état in Kyiv in 

2014, in the end led to today’s Ukrainian crisis.” No response of Tracy was reported.1099 

 

At the same time, in what appeared to be the clearest statement of Ukraine’s interest in negotiations 

since peace talks had been halted in April 2022, on April 5, Andrii Sybiha, deputy head of the presi-

dent’s office of Ukraine, stated that if the Ukrainian counteroffensive would succeed, Ukraine would be 

“ready to open [a] diplomatic page to discuss” and have peace talks over Crimea.1100 

 

On April 6, media continued to report on Macron’s and Von der Leyen’s state visit to Beijing. After meet-

ings in Beijing, Macron stated that he had urged Xi to bring Russia “back to reason and everyone back to 

the negotiating table” on the war in Ukraine, while Xi said he wanted to avoid escalation and supported 

Europe’s strategic autonomy. Macron also said he and Xi had agreed that nuclear weapons should be ex-

cluded from the conflict in Ukraine. A few hours later, Peskov said in Moscow he saw no prospect for 

China to mediate in the Ukraine conflict and that Russia had “no other way” than to continue with its of-

fensive, adding that “so far” there were “no prospects for a political settlement.”1101 A few days later, on 

April 10, Peskov stated it was hard to imagine France playing a role in brokering peace in Ukraine, as 

Paris was “both indirectly and directly involved in this conflict on the side of Ukraine.”1102 

 

Also meeting Xi on April 6 in Beijing, Von der Leyen warned Beijing that any arms shipments to Russia 

would “significantly harm” relations with the EU. She called on Beijing to use its “influence in a friend-

ship that is built [over] decades” to “really exert” responsibility and be “very clear in the messaging” 

with Moscow. After the same meeting, Xi stated that China and the EU should establish correct mutual 

understanding and avoid misunderstanding and misjudgment. 1103 

 

Meanwhile, discussions on weapons deliveries to Ukraine continued as the Pentagon stated on April 4 

that the US would send Ukraine about $500 million in ammunition and equipment and spend more than 
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$2 billion to buy an array of munitions, radar and new weapons to help Kyiv counter drones in the com-

ing months. The aid was to be taken from military stockpiles, so it would arrive quickly, and included 

ammunition for HIMARS, air defense interceptors, and artillery rounds, Blinken stated.1104 On April 6, 

as Ukraine’s defense minister Reznikov arrived in Greece, the Greek defense minister Nikolaos Panag-

iotopoulos said Athens would “provide every support to Ukraine at this very important, crucial stage of 

the war,” promising more artillery, small arms ammunition shipments, access to Greek hospitals for mil-

itary personnel and additional Soviet-era BMP infantry fighting vehicles. 1105 

 

At the same time, debates continued on whether and when to grant Ukraine NATO membership. On 

April 6, four officials involved in the NATO foreign ministers meeting stated that the United States, Ger-

many and Hungary were rebuffing the efforts by some European countries to provide Ukraine a path to 

NATO membership. Poland and the Baltic states had sought to grant Kyiv a “road map” to join the alli-

ance. “We’ve got several weeks of hard negotiations ahead to try and close those gaps and craft some 

kind of political outcome,” a Western official stated. “But yes, there are some significant differences on 

that at the moment.” Still, two individuals who had attended these meetings said a growing number sup-

ported offering Ukraine “a political path” to membership in Vilnius that would “thicken” the bonds be-

tween NATO and Kyiv. Washington, however, was pushing back against that proposal, they said. Practi-

cal support such as ammunition deliveries should be the main priority for Vilnius, US officials stated, 

with discussions over a potential postwar political relationship only distracting from that goal.1106 

The next day, on April 7, Lavrov stated that Moscow wanted any Ukraine peace talks to focus on creat-

ing a “new world order,” adding that Russia rejected a “unipolar world order led by one hegemon.”1107 

 

A leak of classified US intelligence reports offered insights into Ukraine-related questions in the second 

week of April. Comprising around a 100 pages of intelligence and operational briefs from Pentagon’s 

Joint Chiefs, the documents suggested US understanding of Russian planning remained extensive, but 

also that Washington had leveraged human and signals intelligence to penetrate Ukrainian and Allied 

decision-making circles. They left no doubt about how deeply enmeshed the United States was in the 

day-to-day conduct of the war, providing the precise intelligence and logistics that helped explain 

Ukraine’s success against Russia. In terms of predictions, the documents revealed that the US analysts 

assessed that Ukraine’s forces were in more dire straits than Kyiv had publicly acknowledged – without 

an influx of munitions, Ukraine’s air defense system may soon collapse, the US IC had concluded. Last 

but not least, initial reporting on the documents also offered another explanation for why Washington 

was reluctant to provide Kyiv with long-range options. One document revealed that Zelensky had ar-

gued for “striking Russian deployment locations in Russia’s Rostov Oblast” using unmanned aerial vehi-

cles. Another report assessed that China could use Ukrainian strikes on targets deep inside Russia “as an 

opportunity to cast NATO as the aggressor, and may increase its aid to Russia if it deems the attacks 

were significant.”1108  
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Meanwhile on April 11, in a criticized move that further underlined unconstrained Russian-Hungarian 

relations, Hungary’s foreign minister Péter Szijjártó arrived in Moscow to sign a new energy deal, mak-

ing him one of the only officials from an EU county to have met with Russian officials in Moscow since 

the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Szijjártó stated that the Russian state energy giant Gazprom would 

maintain an option to supply additional gas to Hungary in 2023 on top of the shipments agreed under a 

long-term deal. He insisted that access to Russian energy supplies was crucial for Hungary’s security, 

regardless of the political considerations brought on by the war.1109 Yet mere days earlier, among the 

leaked Pentagon documents, a “top secret” CIA update from March 2 revealed that Orbán had branded 

the United States as “one of his party’s top three adversaries” during a political strategy session on Feb-

ruary 22. However, the leaked documents also indicated Hungary may had been secretly letting allies 

use its airspace to move arms toward the battlefield, despite pledges to bar such transfers.1110 

 

Weapons deliveries to Ukraine continued to be a topic of debate. On April 10, Denmark’s acting defense 

minister Troels Lund Poulsen confirmed Denmark’s intention to provide refurbished 100 Leopard 1 

battle tanks to Ukraine. The following day, April 11, Poulsen said that a Danish decision on whether to 

supply western fighter jets to Ukraine was likely to take place “before the summer.”1111 Also on April 10 

in Canada, Trudeau pledged fresh military support for Ukraine after meeting with his Ukrainian coun-

terpart Denys Shmyhal. Canada would send 21,000 assault rifles, 38 machine guns and 2.4m rounds of 

ammunition to Ukraine and impose sanctions on 14 Russian individuals and 34 entities, including secu-

rity targets linked to the private mercenary Wagner group, Trudeau said. 1112 In addition, a leaked US 

document revealed that Serbia had declined to provide training to Ukrainian forces, but had committed 

to sending lethal aid or had supplied it already. The document also said Serbia had the political will and 

military ability to provide weapons to Ukraine in the future, media reported on April 11.1113 However, 

on April 13, Serbian president Aleksandar Vučić insisted that Serbia had never sold weapons or am-

munition to Ukraine or Russia, adding he was “quite certain” that Serbian ammunition would appear “on 

one side or the other in the battlefield” in Ukraine, after having been exported to Turkey, Spain or the 

Czech Republic.1114 
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At the same time, leaked US documents spurred debate about Chinese support for Russia’s war efforts. 

On April 13, journalists reported that, according to a leaked US document, an intercept of Russian intel-

ligence had revealed that China’s Central Military Commission had approved the “provision of lethal 

aid” to Russia in its war in Ukraine earlier in 2023 and had planned to disguise military equipment as 

civilian items. In response to these revelations, a senior US administration official stated that the Admin-

istration had no evidence that China had indeed “transferred weapons or provided lethal assistance to 

Russia,” but Washington was monitoring the situation “closely.” This US stance notwithstanding, an-

other leak shared some light on potential rationales in Washington. A separate US intelligence assess-

ment from the same period also included in the Pentagon leaks had assessed that Beijing would view a 

“significant” Ukrainian attack within Russia using US or NATO weapons as “indicative that Washington 

was directly responsible for escalating the conflict and possibly as further justification for China to pro-

vide Russia with lethal aid.”1115 In response, China’s foreign minister Qin Gang on April 14 said that 

China would adopt “a prudent and responsible attitude” regarding the export of weapons, adding that 

China would “not provide weapons to relevant parties of the conflict, and manage and control the ex-

ports of dual-use items in accordance with laws and regulations.” He reiterated China’s willingness to 

help facilitate negotiations to find a peaceful resolution to the conflict and said all parties should remain 

“objective and calm.” In turn, the same day, White House National Security Council spokeswoman Wat-

son cautioned the White House would “continue to monitor closely.”1116 

 

With media continuing to focus on the leaked US documents, a US Defense Intelligence Agency assess-

ment was revealed on March 14 according to which the war between Ukraine and Russia was expected 

to continue into 2024. The analysis concluded that, even if Ukraine recaptured “significant” amounts of 

territory and inflicted “unsustainable losses on Russian forces” – an outcome US intelligence analysts 

found unlikely, Ukraine’s gains would not lead to peace talks. “Negotiations to end the conflict are un-

likely during 2023 in all considered scenarios,” the document said. It further anticipated that the year 

would end with the two sides achieving only “marginal” territorial gains as a result of “insufficient 

troops and supplies for effective operations.” In the event that Russia dealt a significant blow against 

Ukraine and captured more territory, Moscow was likely to “posture forces to achieve further objectives, 

such as regime change” in Ukraine, the assessment read. In the scenario in which Ukraine gained a deci-

sive advantage, however, US intelligence believed that Kyiv was likely to “conduct riskier offensive oper-

ations for additional gains.” In response to such a Ukrainian approach, Russia could be expected to “in-

crease nonconventional attacks on Ukraine,” though, importantly, “nuclear use” remained “unlikely,” the 

document noted.1117 

 

Also on March 14, media reported that Russia had put its Pacific naval fleet on high alert as part of a 

surprise inspection aimed at building its defensive capabilities. Shoigu said: “The main objective of this 

inspection is to increase the ability of the armed forces to repel the aggression of a probable enemy from 

the direction of ocean and sea.”1118 

 

 
1115 Karen DeYoung and Missy Ryan, “Russia says China agreed to secretly provide it with ‘lethal aid,’ files reveal,” Washington Post, 
April 14, 2023 [https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/13/russia-china-weapons-leaked-documents-
discord/]. 
 
1116 “China vows not to sell arms to any party in Ukraine war,” AP, April 14, 2023 [https://apnews.com/article/china-taiwan-
weapons-germany-ukraine-2a51d2c64c12fca75683d20fbafba475]. 
 
1117 John Hudson, “No Russia-Ukraine peace talks expected this year, U.S. leak shows,” Washington Post, April 14, 2023 
[https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/12/leaked-documents-ukraine-war/]. 
 
1118 “Russia conducts surprise inspection of Pacific Fleet,” Reuters, April 14, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/rus-
sia-puts-pacific-fleet-high-alert-surprise-inspection-2023-04-14/]. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/13/russia-china-weapons-leaked-documents-discord/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/13/russia-china-weapons-leaked-documents-discord/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/04/12/leaked-documents-ukraine-war/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-puts-pacific-fleet-high-alert-surprise-inspection-2023-04-14/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-puts-pacific-fleet-high-alert-surprise-inspection-2023-04-14/


 215 

Ukraine’s westward grain and food exports became a sore point in relations with a number of Eastern 

European countries in mid-April. Governments in Poland, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and Slovakia had 

already called on the EU in March to take steps to curb the influx of Ukrainian produce that had been 

pushing down prices and said Europe should consider reinstating the tariffs that had been lifted after 

Russia’s invasion. On April 15, after having reached an agreement with Kyiv to halt Ukrainian grain de-

liveries to Poland, Warsaw imposed a unilateral ban of dozens of other types of food, to the dismay of 

the EU and other European governments. In reaction, the government in Budapest said that absent 

“meaningful EU measures,” it would follow suit at the end of June.1119 In reaction, a European Commis-

sion spokesperson stated on April 16 that unilateral action on trade by European Union member 

states was “not acceptable.”1120 Still, Bratislava and Sofia followed suit in introducing a temporary ban 

on Ukraine grain imports on April 17 and 19, respectively.1121 On April 17, the Kremlin stated that 

prospects for a renewal of the Black Sea grain initiative were “not so bright.”1122 The following April 18, 

Polish Agriculture Minister Robert Telus said Poland had reached an agreement on restarting transit of 

Ukrainian grains through its territory as of April 21.1123 On April 19, the European Commission said it 

was preparing €100m in compensation for EU farmers affected by the recent influx of Ukrainian grain as 

well as restrictions on selling wheat and maize in affected countries.1124 

 

Also on April 15, Ukrainian finance minister Serhiy Marchenko stated that a new international eco-

nomic support package of $115 billion would give Ukraine more confidence that it could prevail in bat-

tling Russia's invasion, amid growing recognition that the war could continue for longer than expected. 

He detailed that G7 ministers had assured him during International Monetary Fund and World Bank 

meetings in Washington that they would support Ukraine for as long as needed.1125 

 

In other international reactions to the war in Ukraine, on April 14, Brazilian president Lula da Silva 

met in Beijing with China’s leader Xi Jingping, after which the two leaders declared that negotiation was 

“the only viable way out of the crisis in Ukraine,” – in a statement which avoided the words “invasion” or 

“war.”1126 Following the visit, on April 16, da Silva called for establishing a group of countries that were 

not involved in the Russia-Ukraine war in order to broker peace, citing China’s Xi and the president of 

the United Arab Emirates, bin Zayed al-Nahyan, both of whom he had met during the second week of 
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1125 “Ukraine minister: G7 support crucial for longer war with Russia,” Reuters, April 15, 2023 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/ukraines-marchenko-says-g7-support-crucial-longer-war-with-russia-2023-04-15/]. 
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April. But Kyiv remained critical of Brasilia’s efforts. On April 18, Lula condemned the violation of 

Ukraine’s territorial integrity by Russia, but again called for mediation to end the war.1127 

 

In what seemed like a follow-up to Xi’s visit to Moscow in March, on April 16, China’s defense minister 

Li Shangfu concluded his three-day visit to Moscow, where he was welcomed by Putin and Shoigu. Fol-

lowing the meeting, Putin stated that military cooperation played “an important role in the Russia-China 

relations.” The two countries were “working actively through the military departments, regularly ex-

changing information that is useful to us, cooperating in the field of military-technical cooperation, con-

ducting joint exercises, moreover, in different theaters: in the Far East region, and in Europe, and at sea, 

and on land and in the air,” Putin said. Li stated that the countries’ relations “outperform the military-

political unions of the Cold War era. They rest on the principles of nonalignment, and are very stable,” 

while also underlining that he had chosen Russia for his first state visit to “show the world the high 

standard and uniqueness of China-Russia relations.”1128 

On April 17, Russian opposition activist Kara-Murza was sentenced to jail for 25 years for his opposi-

tion to the Russia’s war in Ukraine. Numerous Western countries protested. Russia replied these calls 

were attempts to interfere in its internal affairs.1129 

 

Concerning further weapons supplies to Ukraine, the Slovak defense ministry stated on April 17 that 

Slovakia had handed over all 13 MiG-29 fighter jets it had pledged.1130 In addition, Ukraine received two 

types of air defense systems ahead of the Rammstein military group meeting on April 20. The Patriot air 

defense system delivery, one from the United States, the other jointly gifted by Germany and the Nether-

lands, was confirmed by Ukrainian defense minister Reznikov on April 19. The second of four promised 

German Iris-T system were also delivered, according to German government officials. The same April 

19, the White House announced a new US military aid package for Ukraine of about $325m in additional 

military aid, which would include more ammunition and artillery rounds.1131 On April 20, the Danish 

and Dutch defense ministers announced in a joint statement that they planned to provide Ukraine 

with at least another 14 refurbished Leopard 2 battle tanks by early 2024.1132  

 

 
1127 Anthony Boadle, “Brazil's Lula condemns invasion of Ukraine, touts peace initiative,” Reuters, April 19, 2023 
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ico.com/news/2023/04/19/patriot-missiles-arrive-in-ukraine-00092768]; “National Security Daily”, Politico, April 19, 2023 
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“Ukraine war live: Summary,” Guardian, April 19, 2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/apr/19/russia-ukraine-
war-live-drone-strikes-hit-infrastructure-facility-in-odesa-region-causing-fire]. 
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184. De-escalatory 

In an interview, US undersecretary of defense for policy Colin Kahl pushed back against criticisms 

that the Biden administration had slow-rolled aid to Ukraine. “We are all in,” he said on April 17, add-

ing that “Russia has already lost, by every measure.” Regarding weapons deliveries to Ukraine, the 

Administration had expressed its “concern about US-provided equipment and material being used to 

strike targets inside of Russia,” but “by and large” it had “not held things back because of a concern 

for escalation.” Kahl also stated that in exchanges with the US administration, Russian officials had 

“constantly made the point that Russia’s nuclear doctrine has not changed, that they would only use 

nuclear weapons in an event of an existential threat to the Russian state,” and the Administration did 

not think the war in Ukraine posed such a threat. But, Kahl stressed that “while we will do anything 

we can to support Ukraine, the United States does not have any interest in directly entering the con-

flict, and seeing the conflict escalate to World War Three either.”1133 

 

185. Warning 

On April 18, G7 foreign ministers discussed moving closer to an outright ban on most exports to 

Russia in an attempt to increase economic pressure on Putin. “We remain committed to intensifying 

sanctions against Russia, coordinating and fully enforcing them,” the communiqué stated, and would 

support Ukraine “for as long as it takes.” It condemned “in the strongest possible terms Russia’s war 

of aggression against Ukraine,” calling on Russia to “withdraw all forces and equipment from Ukraine 

immediately and unconditionally.” In the nuclear realm, it once again noted that “Russia’s irresponsi-

ble nuclear rhetoric and its threat to deploy nuclear weapons in Belarus” were “unacceptable,” adding 

that any use of chemical, biological or nuclear weapons in Ukraine “would be met with severe conse-

quences.”1134 

 

With more details about Russia-China relations arising from leaked US documents, on April 20, media 

reported that a leaked US intelligence report showed that China had refused a request from the Wagner 

mercenary group for weapons. Wagner’s request in early 2023 suggested “it had some confidence Bei-

jing would be open to arming Moscow, going beyond other non-lethal forms of support for the military 

campaign provided by Chinese companies.”1135 

 

Meanwhile, Stoltenberg paid a surprise visit to Kyiv on April 20 and reaffirmed on this occasion that 

Ukraine’s place was in NATO. On the following April 21, speaking ahead of the meeting of the Ukraine 

defense contact group at Ramstein airbase, he declared that “Ukraine’s rightful place is in NATO, as Al-

lies have agreed.” This statement was later criticized by some allies, who noted that there was no such 

broad agreement on Ukraine joining NATO, including Hungary’s Orbán. Stoltenberg further pledged 

more military support for Ukraine, and said he and Zelenskyy had discussed a NATO support program 

for Ukraine, which would help Ukraine “transition from Soviet-era equipment and doctrines to NATO 

 
1133 “Colin Kahl on America’s Defense Strategy,” FP, April 17, 2023, min 10:50 - 12:40 and 15:35 - 17:25 [https://foreignpol-
icy.com/live/colin-kahl-on-americas-defense-strategy/?live_refresh; https://vimeo.com/818359939?embed-
ded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=24338262]. 
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plomacy, April 18, 2023 [https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/global-challenges/news/article/g7-japan-
2023-foreign-ministers-communique-april-18-2023#sommaire_3]; and Alberto Nardelli, Alex Wickham and Bryce Baschuk, “US, 
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standards and ensure full interoperability with the alliance.” He added that once the war in Ukraine 

ended, Ukraine had to have “the deterrence to prevent new attacks.”1136 

 

In response, on April 21, Peskov repeated that preventing Ukraine from joining NATO remained one of 

the goals of Russia’s invasion, arguing that NATO continued its policy of “absorbing and drawing 

Ukraine into the alliance” and Kyiv’s membership would pose “a serious, significant threat to our coun-

try, to our country’s security,” as Russia was dealing with “an aggressive bloc” that viewed it as an “op-

ponent.”1137 

 

Also at the meeting at Ramstein airbase, on April 21, Austin said the support of the Ukraine defense 

contact group “for the forces of freedom in Ukraine holds strong and true,” and that the 11th meeting of 

the group would focus on three key areas: “air defense, ammunition and enablers.”1138 Austin further-

more announced that thirty-one Abrams tanks that Ukrainians will use for training would arrive in Ger-

many by mid-to-late May. Yet Washington continued to refuse to supply Ukraine with F-16 fighter jets. 

After the Ramstein meeting, Milley said that Ukraine’s air-defense system had worked effectively for 

more than a year and kept Russian warplanes “cautious” for fear of being shot down. Sustaining 

Ukraine’s air defenses, he said, was “the most critical thing right now.” Milley said the US would continue 

to work with its allies to that end, adding that “we need to do everything we can to ensure that Ukraine 

has adequate air defense — ground-based air-defense capability.”1139  

 

In the context of the Ukraine defense contact group, more pledges for further military assistance were 

made. On April 21, Pistorius stated that Germany, Poland and Ukraine had signed an agreement for a 

hub to repair Leopard tanks used in Ukraine to fight Russian forces, a hub that could begin operations at 

the end of May 2023.1140 The same April 21, the Canadian defense minister Anita Anand announced 

C$39m in new military assistance for Ukraine, including sniper rifles, radio sets and a donation to a 

NATO fund to help Kyiv in its war against Russia.1141  On April 24, Borrell expressed confidence that 

the bloc would complete a plan within days to buy ammunition for Ukraine after Kyiv had expressed 

frustration at wrangling among EU member states. “I am sure everybody will understand that we are in 
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news.com/article/russia-ukraine-war-stoltenberg-dd2432f52abc743a5f3592cec210a69e]. 
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a situation of extreme urgency,” Borrell stated as he arrived for a meeting of EU foreign ministers in Lux-

embourg.1142 

 

In an attempt to push forward talks on Ukraine’s EU and NATO accession, on April 24, Estonian prime 

minister Kaja Kallas visited president Zelenskiy in Kyiv and said that Ukraine should be admitted to the 

EU and NATO. She stated that she supported Ukraine getting more ammunition, arms and training, 

which was why she proposed the EU to provide 1m shells to Ukraine.1143 The following day, on April 25, 

Kallas voiced hope that EU membership talks with Kyiv could begin in 2023, adding that it would be a 

“hard process” and that the requirements would “need to be fulfilled 100%.”1144 

 

Also on April 24, in less optimistic news, media reported that Biden administration officials were qui-

etly preparing for the possibility that if Ukraine’s spring counteroffensive fell short of expectations, crit-

ics at home and allies abroad would argue that the United States had come up short, too. If Kyiv’s forces 

did not retake a large part of territory seized by Russia, hawks might say the US should have provided 

more weapons while doves might claim the time for peace talks was yesterday, officials feared. Still, in-

side the Administration, officials stressed that they would be doing everything possible to make the 

spring offensive succeed.1145 

 

186. Warning 

On April 24, Lavrov told the UN Security Council that the world may have reached a more dangerous 

situation than ever during the Cold War. “As was the case in the Cold War, we have reached the dan-

gerous, possibly even more dangerous, threshold.”1146 

 

187. Warning 

The next day, April 25, Medvedev said that the world was “sick and quite probably on the verge of a 

new world war,” adding that such a new world war was not inevitable but the risks of a nuclear con-

frontation were growing and more serious than concerns about climate change.1147 

 

188. Warning 

Also on April 25, the Russian foreign ministry’s head of nuclear non-proliferation Vladimir Yerma-

kov stated that if the US continued “to follow its current course towards a standoff with Russia, while 

constantly raising the stakes on the verge of a direct military conflict, then the fate of the New START 

Treaty may become sealed.” He added that “in the worst-case scenario,” if Washington drove the situ-

ation “to a military clash between the strongest nuclear powers,” then it was “not the fate of the New 
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START but the fate of the entire world” that would be a “concern.” These observations would “again 

confirm” that “the most pressing threat today” was “connected not with the dynamic of stimuli for the 

first massive strike, which is supposed to be curbed by agreements like the New START, but with a 

danger of nuclear escalation as a result of a direct military confrontation between nuclear powers,” 

adding that “to our deepest regrets, these risks keep growing.” He added that Washington was esca-

lating the risks through its conduct with Moscow, demanding that to reverse the negative trend “the 

US must immediately take concrete steps on de-escalation and to abolish the hostile course towards 

undermining Russia’s security in practice.”1148 

 

On April 26, in a telephone conversation with president Zelenskiy, Xi reportedly stated that there was 

“no winner in a nuclear war” and negotiation was the only viable way out of the conflict. All parties 

should “remain calm and restrained in dealing with the nuclear issue and truly look at the future and 

destiny of themselves and all mankind and work together to manage the crisis,” Xi added, emphasizing 

that “we should seize the opportunity to accumulate favorable conditions for a political settlement of the 

crisis,” that he hoped all parties would “jointly seek long-term peace and stability in Europe through dia-

logue,” and that he would send the special representative of the Chinese government for Eurasian affairs 

to visit Kyiv and other countries for “in-depth communication” on the political settlement of “the 

Ukraine crisis.”1149 

 

189. De-escalatory 

Following the warnings by senior Russian officials that Western military support for Ukraine was in-

creasing the risks of a nuclear conflict and the phone-call between Zelenskiy and Xi, on April 27 Mos-

cow seemed bent to half-heartedly walk back Russian claims. Zakharova said that Russia would “do 

everything to prevent the development of events according to the worst scenario, but not at the cost 

of infringing on our vital interests,” adding that she would “not recommend that anybody doubt our 

determination and put it to the test in practice.” She also underlined that the United States would 

“continue to deliberately infringe on our fundamental interests, deliberately generate risks and raise 

the stakes in the confrontation with Russia.”1150 On the same day, Peskov stated that the Kremlin was 

“ready to welcome anything that could hasten the end of the conflict in Ukraine and Russia achieving 

all the goals it has set itself,” which seemed to all but Russian ears a contradiction in and of itself.  1151 

 

Zakharova and Peskov’s statements notwithstanding, Russia fired more than twenty cruise missiles at 

Kyiv and other parts of Ukraine, including Dnipro and Uman, in the early hours of April 28. A few hours 

later, Shoigu told the press that NATO’s real aim in Ukraine was to “strategically defeat” Russia, as “al-

most all” members of the alliance had send military aid to Ukraine. The government in Kyiv noted its 
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forces had downed 21 of 23 Russian missiles and two attack drones overnight. Zelenskiy condemned 

the attack and vowed a response to “Russian terror.”1152 

 

Also on April 28, Peskov played down the idea that Russia was planning to test nuclear weapons. Tracy 

had told Russian media that Russia was the only country talking about potentially resuming nuclear 

testing. The US ambassador to Moscow was responding to Putin’s February 2023 statement that “if the 

United States conducts tests, then we will. No one should have dangerous illusions that global strategic 

parity can be destroyed,” Putin said. 1153 

 

That same April 28, media reported that the US National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) 

was setting up an advanced network of radiation sensors in Ukraine to detect nuclear blasts and verify 

an attacker’s identity.1154 

 

Against this background, support for Ukraine remained steady at the end of April. During a visit to the 

United States, South Korea’s president Yoon Suk-yeol said on April 29 that it was necessary to ensure 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine was unsuccessful and that Seoul was considering options to provide lethal 

aid to Kyiv.1155 

 

May 2023: Western debates on arming Ukraine – but few nuclear statements 

 

Support for Ukraine remained strong, and Russia continued to resent it. On May 1, Republican US House 

Speaker Kevin McCarthy stressed his support for military aid to Ukraine, blistering Russia’s “killing of 

the children,” and distancing himself from others within the GOP who opposed major additional US aid 

to Ukraine.1156 On May 2, in a meeting with Russia’s top military officials, Shoigu said Russian forces 

were engaged in combat operations “along the entire line of contact” in Ukraine and were fighting not 

only Ukraine but also “unprecedented military assistance from the West.” On the same day, Peskov 

stated German-supplied weapons were already being used in the Donbas region. Scholz had said on 

May 1 that Berlin had stressed towards Ukraine, like other NATO members, that the weapons it was 

supplying should not be used against Russian territory.1157 

 

After a pair of explosions above the Kremlin early on May 3, Russia accused Ukraine of trying to assas-

sinate Putin in a terrorist attack with a drone attack that had been disabled by Russian defenses. Kyiv 

denied any involvement and asserted that Russia had manufactured the incident to distract attention 
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from Ukraine’s expected imminent counteroffensive and possibly to justify an escalation of its own at-

tacks. Moscow stressed that “the Russian side reserves to take retaliatory measures where and when it 

sees fit.”1158 In reaction, on May 4, Zelenskiy denied responsibility for the attack, stating “we don’t at-

tack Putin, or Moscow, we fight on our territory and defend our towns and cities.” The same day, Podol-

yak also denied Ukraine’s involvement in the attack, saying it was the result of “local resistance forces.” 

In reactions from Russia, Medvedev said that Zelenskiy should be “eliminated” in retaliation. In a simi-

lar vein, the chair of the State Duma Vyacheslav Volodin stated the “Kyiv regime” should be labelled as 

terrorists and destroyed, adding “we will demand the use of weapons that can stop and destroy the Kyiv 

terrorist regime,” though it remained unclear whether he meant nuclear weapons or merely sufficient 

conventional deliveries.1159 

 

However, some Russian officials were more explicit. On the same May 4, Rogozin said “an imminent 

deadly air fight” was anticipated but that Russia could avoid a significant number of casualties by using 

tactical nuclear weapons against Kyiv preemptively. “According to our [nuclear] doctrine we have the 

right to use tactical nuclear weapons because that’s what they exist for,” he said, calling them a “great 

equalizer for the moments when there is a clear discrepancy in the enemy’s favor.”1160 In contrast, 

Prigozhin cautioned that “as a radically-minded person” he could say that “the use of nuclear weapons 

in response to a drone is, of course, out of question.” He added that instead Russia should improve its 

military capabilities to allow it to retaliate, while making disproportionate threats to the West made 

them “look like clowns.”1161 

 

In reaction to the drone incident, also on 4 May, Blinken stated that the US could not confirm Russian 

reports that Ukraine had targeted Putin with a drone strike. White House press secretary Karine Jean-

Pierre stated the US was “certainly not encouraging or enabling Ukraine to strike beyond its borders.” 

Senior administration officials were working to confirm whether the suspected strike was ordered by 

Kyiv, conducted by a rogue pro-Ukraine group, or a false flag operation by Russia, two US officials 

stated.1162  

 

Later on 4 May, Peskov claimed the US was behind the drone incident, stating Russia knew “decisions 

about such actions, on such terrorist attacks, are not made in Kyiv, but in Washington” and that Kyiv was 

“doing what it is told to do.” He added that it was “very important” that “in Washington they understand 

that we know this, and understand how dangerous such direct participation in the conflict” was, adding 

that retaliatory steps would be “carefully considered and balanced” by the Russian leadership. In an ap-

parent attempt to project an image of normality, Peskov also said the same day that Putin would not 
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give a special presidential address in connection with the attack and that a normal working situation 

was in place. In response, Kirby said “the US did not have any involvement with this incident,” and 

Peskov was “just lying there, pure and simple.” Kirby further reiterated that Washington did not support 

or condone attacks by Ukraine outside its borders, stating “we’ve been clear with them publicly and 

we’ve been clear with them privately that we do not encourage nor do we enable them to strike outside 

Ukraine.” Similarly, US Defense Department spokesperson Garron Garn said the allegations were “com-

pletely false” as “the US was in no way involved.”1163 

 

Concerning possible nuclear weapons use, also on May 4, Director of US National Intelligence Avril 

Haines stated that Russia was “very unlikely, in our current assessment” to use its nuclear arsenal. She 

did not elaborate further on the US intelligence community assessment.1164 

 

Meanwhile, on May 3, during Zelenskiy’s visit to Finland, a group of Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark 

and Iceland issued a joint statement in which they backed Ukraine to become a member of NATO and 

the EU. The statement added that the Nordic countries would “continue their political, financial, humani-

tarian and military support for as long as it takes.”1165 

 

Concerning military support for Ukraine, the same May 3, a senior US DoD official told media that a 

Patriot air defense system from the US Army, along with a group of 65 Ukrainian air defenders trained 

by the US military had arrived in Ukraine the previous week.1166 In Brussels, the European Commission 

signed off on an act in support of ammunition production, Breton stated. The act allocated more than 

$550 million from the EU budget to boost weapons manufacturing, matched with another $550 million 

in co-financing from member countries, with the aim to produce 1 million rounds of ammunition within 

one year.1167 

 

Meanwhile, discussions on supplying Ukraine with F-16 jets continued. Helsinki Commission Chair Joe 

Wilson and ranking member Steve Cohen visited Kyiv in the first week of May and stated that they plan 

to urge the Biden administration to facilitate the donation of materiel Kyiv has sought for months: F-16 

jets and long-range munitions, such as the U.S.-made Army Tactical Missile System.1168  
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US senator Tammy Duckworth stated on May 5 that if F-16s were what Ukraine needed and were ap-

propriate, she would support that, but “frankly, what they need more of than anything right now” was 

artillery and ammunition, which was “something that we’re working hard on producing.”1169 

 

Instead, on May 9, media reported that London was set to send missiles with a range of 300km to 

Ukraine.1170 On May 11, Wallace confirmed reports that the UK had donated multiple long-range Storm 

Shadow cruise missiles to Ukraine, stating that these weapons systems would give Ukraine “the best 

chance to defend themselves against Russia’s continued brutality, especially the deliberate targeting of 

Ukrainian infrastructure, which is against international law.” According to Western officials, Britain had 

received assurances from the Ukrainian government that these missiles would be used only within 

Ukrainian sovereign territory and not against  Russian territory.1171 

 

In reaction to London’s step, the Biden Administration stated on May 9 that it had no plans to follow 

Britain’s lead in sending long-range missiles to Ukraine, with one US official stating that the US “policy 

on ATACMS had not changed.”1172 However, on May 9, the US Department of Defense still confirmed a 

“new security assistance package,” which included more artillery, ammunition, air defense missiles and 

drones to bolster Ukraine’s air defenses and artillery ammunition needs. Washington sought to spend 

money to help network the new US Patriot air defense systems with existing Ukrainian Soviet-era air 

defenses, as well as the French, German and Italian systems at work in Ukraine, the DOD announced. 

This package totaled up to $1.2bn and is being provided under the Ukraine Security Assistance Initiative 

(USAI).1173 Moreover, the same day, MEPs voted in Brussels to speed up consideration of a law to boost 

ammunition production in Europe to €500m to supply Ukraine. The decision should see the new legisla-

tion, termed the Act in Support of Ammunition Production (Asap), in place by the end of the year, MEPs 

and European Commission officials said.1174  

 

Concerning attacks on Russian territory, on May 6, Russian nationalist writer Zakhar Prilepin was 

wounded in a car bombing, an attack which the Russian foreign ministry blamed on Ukraine and the 

West, stating that “responsibility for this and other terrorist acts lies not only with Ukrainian authori-

ties, but also their western patrons, the United States in the first instance.” Zakharova stated on Tele-

gram that the attack was the “direct responsibility of the US and Britain,” and alleged that Washington 

and NATO had “fed another international terrorist cell – the Kyiv regime.”1175 
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Regarding air and missile defense efforts in Ukraine, the Ukrainian air force stated on May 6 that a US-

made Patriot air-defense missile successfully intercepted a Russian hypersonic Kinzhal missile for the 

first time over Kyiv on May 4. This was confirmed by three senior US officials.1176 Ahead of Russian ‘Vic-

tory Day’ celebrations, Russia attacked Kyiv with nearly three dozen drones overnight, Ukraine’s mili-

tary stated on May 8, which amounted to one of the largest direct attacks of the Ukrainian capital as part 

of a broader aerial assault that also targeted Kharkiv, Kherson, Mykolaiv and Odesa with 16 missiles. 

Ukraine’s military said that it shot down all 35 drones, including 30 over Kyiv.1177 

 

On May 9, Putin said in a speech during celebrations marking Russia’s World War II victory on the Red 

Square that Western nations were waging a “real war” on Moscow and treated Ukraine as a “bargaining 

chip.” He added that Western elites would “talk about their exceptionalism, dividing people and provok-

ing bloody conflicts, sowing hatred, Russophobia and aggressive nationalism, destroying traditional 

family values.” The celebrations were scaled back, featuring a single Soviet-era tank, no aircraft and 

lasted less than an hour.1178 The same May 9, in reaction to Russia’s Victory Day parades, Scholz stated 

that the EU had to avoid being intimidated by Moscow’s showcasing of military power but continue to 

support Ukraine for as long as it took.1179 

 

Meanwhile, on May 9, concerning the Black Sea Grain initiative, Blinken and UK foreign secretary 

James Cleverly urged Russia not to use global hunger as a tool of war in the conflict in Ukraine. Blinken 

called on Russia to extend and expand the grain initiative, calling Russia blocking ships from sailing to 

Ukrainian ports to pick up grain a “cynical action,” adding that “the world shouldn’t need to remind Mos-

cow every few weeks to stop using people’s hunger as a weapon in their war against Ukraine.” Similarly, 

Cleverly stated it was “completely wrong” that Russia used “the hunger of some of the poorest people in 

the world to pursue leverage in this conflict.”1180 

 

In discussions on the possibility of ending the war, also on May 9, Guterres said there was currently no 

prospect of peace between Russia and Ukraine because “both sides are convinced that they can win,” 

adding he was pessimistic about the EU and the UN’s ability to broker an end to the conflict sparked by 

Russia’s 2022 invasion.1181 The same May 9, speaking alongside her Chinese counterpart, Qin Gang, at a 

press conference in Berlin, Baerbock stated China could play a decisive role in ending the war in 

Ukraine, adding that as a permanent member of the UN security council, China had the power to be in-

fluential in the conflict and bring it to an end.1182 
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Further dimming the prospects of arms control, according to a decree signed by Putin on May 10, Rus-

sia may formally “denounce” the treaty on conventional armed forces in Europe that it pulled out of in 

2015. The decree formally appointed Ryabkov to represent Putin during parliamentary proceedings on 

denouncing the treaty.1183 

 

Also speaking on May 10 at a meeting of NATO’s military committee, Stoltenberg said the alliance 

needed to “redouble our efforts” in order to provide security to the 1 billion people in NATO countries, 

citing what he claimed was a range of rising threats.1184 

 

Elsewhere, media reported that Trump had known of Putin’s intent to invade Ukraine. On May 10, 

Trump said that he and Putin “used to talk about” Moscow’s intention to launch another invasion in 

Ukraine, adding that Putin “would’ve never gone in if I was president. We used to talk about it, too.” Al-

exander Vidman, an NSC director for Ukraine in the Trump Administration, confirmed on May 11 that 

conversations about Russia’s aggression had been “on the agenda consistently” during bilateral meet-

ings, adding that “it was in every set of talking points” he drafted for Trump, “all the background docu-

ments” he prepared. Vidman added that warning Russia against escalating the war “was a regular topic.” 

The same day, a former Trump Administration official said Trump in at least one call told Putin that 

Russia couldn’t wade deeper into Ukraine because he had approved the transfer of anti-tank missiles to 

Kyiv. “It was in the context of you can’t do what you did with Obama,” the official said, referring to the 

annexation of Crimea and the “little green men” in the Donbas.1185 

 

Regarding discussions on peace talks between Russia and Ukraine, on May 12, Putin told South African 

President Cyril Ramaphosa over the phone that Moscow had never refused the “diplomatic track” to 

resolving the conflict in Ukraine, adding that he supported the proposal to involve African leaders in 

talks regarding a peace process for Ukraine.1186 On May 16, Ramaphosa reiterated that six African lead-

ers would plan to travel to Russia and Ukraine “as soon as is possible” to help find a resolution to the 

war, adding that Putin and Zelenskiy had “agreed to receive the mission and the African heads of state, 

in both Moscow and Kyiv.”1187 In reaction, on May 18, Peskov said Moscow would be ready to listen to 

“any proposals” that would help resolve the conflict.1188 

 

Concerning Chinese efforts to help resolve the Ukraine war, also on May 12, media reported that Bor-

rell had sent a paper to EU foreign ministers stating that a Russian defeat in Ukraine would not derail 

China’s rise, while relations between Beijing and the EU would be “critically affected” if Xi did not push 
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Putin to withdraw his forces from Ukraine.1189 Meanwhile, on the same May 12, China’s foreign minis-

try announced that its special representative for Eurasian affairs, Li Hui, would visit Ukraine, Poland, 

France, Germany and Russia in what it called “an effort to promote peace talks.”1190 

 

Meanwhile, discussions flared up again about attacks on Russian territory. On May 13, media reported 

that leaked US intercepts would show that Zelensky had plotted attacks inside Russia. Namely, 

Ukraine’s leader proposed occupying Russian villages to gain leverage over Moscow, bombing a pipeline 

that transfers Russian oil to Hungary, and privately pining for long-range missiles to hit targets inside 

Russia’s borders, according to classified US intelligence documents detailing his internal communica-

tions with top aides and military leaders.1191 

 

Elsewhere, Western states pledged more military support to Ukraine. On May 13, media reported that 

the German government would provide further military equipment worth €2.7bn to Ukraine in what 

would be the biggest Berlin had provided since Russia’s invasion. The package would include 20 Marder 

infantry fighting vehicles, 30 Leopard 1 tanks, 15 Gepard anti-aircraft tanks, 200 reconnaissance drones, 

four additional Iris-T anti-aircraft systems including ammunition, additional artillery ammunition and 

more than 200 armored combat and logistics vehicles.1192 

 

On May 14, on his first state visit to Berlin since the beginning of the war, Zelenskiy thanked Germany 

for its support and what he called the largest military aid package since the beginning of the full-scale 

Russian invasion as he met with Steinmeier and Scholz in Berlin. Scholz pledged to support Ukraine as 

long as needed to repel Russia’s invasion, and outlined weapons deliveries including new IRIS-T air de-

fense systems and Leopard 2 tanks.1193 

 

The same May 14, Macron stated that Russia had “already lost geopolitically” its war in Ukraine and 

was transforming into a vassal state of China, adding that Russia had “de facto started a form of vasalli-

zation with China” and had “lost its access to the Baltic, which was critical, because it prompted the deci-

sion by Sweden and Finland to join NATO.”1194 Macron also promised Zelenskiy, who was vising Paris, to 

“train and equip” several Ukrainian battalions and provide them with “tens of armored vehicles and 

light tanks.”1195 
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After meeting Zelenskiy in Britain, Sunak said on May 15 that Britain would provide Ukraine with hun-

dreds of air defense missiles and further unmanned aerial systems, including new long-range attack 

drones with a range of more than 200km, over the coming months. He added that Ukraine needed “the 

sustained support of the international community to defend against the barrage of unrelenting and in-

discriminate attacks that have been their daily reality for over a year.”1196 

 

Concerning Russian weapons supplies, also on May 15, Kirby stated that the US was seeing more indi-

cations that Russia and Iran were expanding an unprecedented defense partnership that would help 

Moscow prolong its war in Ukraine as well as pose a threat to Iran’s neighbors. Iran reportedly provided 

Russia with one-way attack drones, including more than 400 since august, Kirby said.1197 

 

On May 16, Ukraine’s military said it has neutralized the Kremlin’s most potent hypersonic weapon, 

shooting down six out of six Kinzhal missiles launched at Kyiv during a sweeping and “exceptionally in-

tense” night-time attack. Ukraine’s commander-in-chief, Valerii Zaluzhnyi, moreover claimed Kyiv’s 

defenders shot down 18 out of 18 Russian rockets and drones. In response, Russia’s defense ministry 

stated that it had destroyed a US-built Patriot surface-to-air missile defense system overnight with a hy-

personic Kinzhal missile attack on Ukraine.1198 Two US officials said later on May 16 that a Patriot sys-

tem had probably suffered damage but that it did not appear to have been destroyed.1199 The following 

day, Ukrainian air force spokesperson Yuriy Ihnat ruled out the possibility of a Russian Kinzhal missile 

having destroyed a Patriot system.1200 

 

Meanwhile, discussions on conditions for peace talks and the possibility of the Ukraine war turning into 

a frozen conflict took off. On May 17, Kuleba reiterated towards China’s special representative for Eura-

sian affairs Li Hui at talks in Kyiv that his government would not accept any proposals to end the war 

with Russia that involved it losing territory or freezing the conflict.1201 After China’s special envoy had 

met with Zelenskyy, his chief of staff Andriy Yermak, and with Kuleba, Wang stated on May 18 that 

there was “no remedy to resolve the crisis,” adding that “all parties should create favorable conditions 

and accumulate mutual trust for the political settlement.” Over two days, Hui and Kuleba had discussed 

“ways to stop Russian aggression,” the Ukrainian Foreign Ministry stated.”1202 In contrast, on May 17, 

Lavrov alleged the war in Ukraine may end due to the US abandoning its allies, as Washington had done 

 
1196 “UK pledges attack drones, more missiles as Ukraine’s Zelenskyy meets prime minister on European tour,” AP, May 15, 2023 
[https://apnews.com/article/ukraine-zelenskyy-uk-sunak-military-aid-fc6809548de37304fb311fc66ee7d0d0]. 
 
1197 “US sees more indication of Russia, Iran defense cooperation,” Reuters, May 16, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/world/us-
sees-more-indications-russia-iran-defense-cooperation-white-house-2023-05-15/]. 
 
1198 “Russia’s most potent hypersonic weapon neutralised, says Ukraine,” Guardian, May 16, 2023 [https://www.theguard-
ian.com/world/2023/may/16/ukraine-russia-targets-kyiv-with-massive-overnight-airstrike]; “Ukraine war live: A summary of 
today’s developments,” Guardian, May 16, 2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/may/16/russia-ukraine-war-
live-updates-kyiv-russian-air-strikes-latest-news]. 
 
1199 “Patriot missile defense system in Ukraine kileky damaged, US officials say,” Reuters, May 17, 2023 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/patriot-missile-defense-system-ukraine-likely-damaged-us-sources-2023-05-16/]. 

 
1200 “Ukraine denies Russia destroyed Patriot missile defence system,” Reuters, May 17, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/busi-
ness/aerospace-defense/ukraine-denies-russia-destroyed-patriot-missile-defence-system-2023-05-17/]. 
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before in Afghanistan.1203 Instead, on May 18, according to US officials, various US agencies and the 

White House were discussing the possibility that the Russia-Ukraine war might turn into a frozen con-

flict that could last many years. Three current and a former Biden administration official confirmed that 

an extended freeze in fighting was one possibility for which the US government was preparing.1204  

 

Regarding the Ukrainian bid for F-16s jets, Sunak and Rutte agreed on May 16 to build an “interna-

tional coalition” to help Ukraine procure such weapons. A UK spokesperson said the two governments 

“would work to build an international coalition to provide Ukraine with combat air capabilities, support-

ing with everything from training to procuring F-16 jets.”1205 Senior US officials stated on May 18 that 

the Biden administration was still reluctant to send Ukraine its own F-16s, in part because the plane’s 

multimillion-dollar price tag would absorb too much of an already-dwindling war funding.1206 And Nor-

way’s defense minister Bjørn Arild Gram said his government donating F-16 fighter jets to Ukraine was 

not on the agenda at the moment.1207 

 

However, Biden told G7 leaders on May 19 that Washington would back a joint international effort to 

train Ukrainian pilots to fly F-16 and other modern fighter jets. According to a senior administration of-

ficial, the plan would include training “on fourth-generation fighter aircraft, including F-16s.” The official 

added that the training would take place “over the coming months” and that the participating countries 

would decide “when to actually provide jets, how many … and who” would provide them. 1208 In reaction, 

Denmark’s ministry of defense stated the same May 19 that it would train Ukrainian F-16 pilots.1209 

In response, Russia’s Deputy FM Alexander Grushko stated the following May 20 that Western coun-

tries would be running “enormous risks” if they supplied Ukraine with F-16 fighter jets.1210 
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Closing Summary,” Guardian, May 19, 2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/may/19/russia-ukraine-war-live-
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At the same time, on May 18, Wallace stated that the long-range Storm Shadow missiles Britain had 

provided had already been used in Ukraine.1211 And on May 19, the United States and Australia im-

posed a new set of sanctions on Russia. Washington halted the exports of a number of consumer goods 

out of concern that they might be repurposed to support Russia’s war in Ukraine. Meanwhile, Australian 

PM Anthony Albanese and foreign minister Penny Wong announced sanctions that would target nu-

merous entities.1212 In a similar vein, on May 20, Sunak announced a UK ban on imports of Russian dia-

monds and Russian-origin copper, nickel and aluminum.1213  

 

190. Warning 

Meeting in Hiroshima, the G7 nations condemned Russia’s “brutal” war on its neighbor Ukraine “in 

the strongest possible terms,” calling it a “serious violation of international law,” in its final commu-

nique of their summit, released on May 20. As part of the statement, the G7 called for “just and lasting 

peace” and recommitted to providing Ukraine with military, financial and humanitarian support.1214 

Their May 19 communique on nuclear policy had made clear that “Russia’s irresponsible nuclear 

rhetoric” and “stated intent to deploy nuclear weapons in Belarus” were “dangerous and unaccepta-

ble.” The G7 reiterated that “threats by Russia of nuclear weapon use, let alone any use of nuclear 

weapons by Russia, in the context of its aggression against Ukraine [were] inadmissible.”1215 In reac-

tion, on May 21, Russia’s foreign ministry dismissed the G7 summit as a “politicized” event which it 

said had pumped out anti-Russian and anti-Chinese statements.1216 

 

Meanwhile, as a response to the ICC issuing an arrest warrant for Putin, on May 20, the Russian gov-

ernment placed the ICC prosecutor, Karim Khan, and ICC judge Rosario Albatore Aitala on a wanted 

list.1217 The Russian national investigative committee stated that both were charged with “preparing to 

attack a representative of a foreign country enjoying international protection in order to complicate in-

ternational relations.”1218  
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Regarding military aid to Ukraine, on May 21, the White House announced a new package of up to 

$375m, including ammunition, artillery, armored vehicles and training. In addition, on May 22, defense 

ministers from twelve northern European countries met in Poland to discuss stepping up the deter-

rence and security on NATO’s eastern flank and strengthening Ukraine’s defenses. The talks were de-

scribed as “very good” by the Polish defense minister and focused on coordinating ways of providing se-

curity to countries in the group.1219  

 

In Washington, Biden defended his reluctance about sending F-16 fighter jets to Ukraine despite con-

stant calls from Kyiv, but he added that his Administration’s recent authorization of training on the jets 

was intended to deter further Russian aggression down the line.1220 

 

191. Warning 

In what appeared to be a warning in reaction to Biden’s announcement to support training of Ukrain-

ian pilots on F-16 fighter jets, as well as the US’ “unconditional approval of strikes on the Crimea us-

ing American and other Western weapons,” Antonov stated on May 22 that “such steps” would “once 

again clearly demonstrate” that the US had “never been interested in peace,” but only in “a strategic 

defeat for Russia.” He added that he “would like to warn representatives of the administration against 

thoughtless judgments on Crimea, especially in terms of blessing the Kyiv regime for air attacks on the 

peninsula. Let me remind you that strikes on this territory are considered by us as an attack on any 

other region of the Russian Federation. It is important that the United States is fully aware of the Rus-

sian response.”1221 

 

Despite these strong statements of disapproval from Moscow, as of May 22, Belgium, the Netherlands 

and Denmark had signaled their willingness to train Ukrainian pilots to fly F-16 jets, although they did 

not comment on sending jets. A Norwegian military spokesperson stated that Oslo was still evaluating 

its options concerning training and supplying Ukraine with F-16s.1222 The training mission had “started 

in several countries,” Borrell said on May 23. The same day, Denmark’s acting Defense Minister Troels 

Lund Poulsen said that Ukrainian pilots could start training on F-16 jets in July, adding that it would 

then “probably … take up to six months before we have the facilities in place so that we can fly F-16 

fighter jets from Ukraine.”1223 Also on May 23, Pistorius stated that Germany was also looking into op-

tions to support a coalition of countries that planned to train Ukrainian pilots in flying F-16s, adding that 

any potential German contribution could be minor only, as Germany did not own any of the US-built 

jets.1224 The following May 24, Dutch defense minister Kajsa Ollongren stated in a letter to parliament 
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that the Netherlands wanted to offer Ukrainian pilots F-16 training as soon as possible. The training 

would be coordinated with Belgium, Denmark and the UK, and other countries could join, Ollongren 

added.1225 On May 26, Swedish Defense Minister Pal Jonson said that Stockholm was open to training 

Ukrainians on Gripen fighter jets, although “at this stage” Sweden would not deliver such jets to 

Ukraine.1226 

 

Meanwhile, also on May 23, Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin arrived in China to meet with Xi 

Jinping and discuss a series of deals on infrastructure and trade.1227 The following day, Mishustin said 

that relations between Russia and China were at an “unprecedented high level.”1228 

At the same time, the possible use of Western equipment against Russian territory sparked discussions. 

On May 22/23, a two-day incursion into Russia’s Belgorod region took place. Already on May 22, Podol-

yak stated Ukraine had “no direct relationship” with the events, instead he casted the attack as a home-

grown, internal Russian strife carried out by underground partisans comprising Russian citizens.1229 

The same day, Ukrainian military intelligence spokesperson Andriy Yusov stated that the Russian Vol-

unteer Corps (RVC) and the Freedom of Russia Legion had launched the operation. Both groups claimed 

responsibility the same day.1230  In reaction, on May 23, Russia’s military said it had routed militants 

who attacked its western Belgorod region with armored vehicles, killing more than 70 “Ukrainian na-

tionalists” and pushing the remainder back into Ukraine.1231 RVC and Freedom of Russia Legion, how-

ever, stated that only two of their soldiers died while 12 were wounded.1232  

 

192. Warning 

In reaction to these attacks inside Russia, the Kremlin accused “pro-Ukrainian fighters” on May 24 to 

have conducted the raid and stated that the use of US-made military hardware was testament to the 

West’s growing involvement in the Ukraine conflict. Shoigu promised the same day that Moscow 

would respond to any more cross-border raids by Ukrainian militants swiftly and “extremely 

harshly.” Peskov stated that it was “no secret” that “the direct and indirect involvement of Western 

countries in this conflict” was “growing by the day,” adding that Russia was “drawing the appropriate 
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conclusions.”1233 In response, Kirby stated the same May 24 that Washington was looking into these 

reports, adding that the United States had been clear with Kyiv that it would not support any such use 

of US-made equipment.1234 The same May 24, the head of Russia’s foreign intelligence service Sergei 

Naryshkin accused Washington and London of thwarting efforts to reach a settlement over the con-

flict in Ukraine and of turning a blind eye to what he said was increasing “terrorism and violence” vis-

ited on Russia’s civilians by Ukraine. Naryshkin expressed satisfaction that most countries in Asia, Af-

rica and Latin America had not imposed sanctions on Russia over its actions in Ukraine, despite what 

he called colossal pressure to do so from Washington.1235 

 

Regarding discussions on granting NATO membership to Ukraine, also on May 24, Stoltenberg stated 

that Ukraine would not be able to join NATO as long as the war was ongoing, adding that the issue was 

“what happens when the war ends.”1236 

 

193. Escalatory 

Meanwhile, the Russian plan to deploy nuclear weapons to Belarus progressed. On May 25, Shoigu 

and Lukashenko signed a corresponding agreement to store Moscow’s nuclear weapons in Belarus, 

with Lukashenko stating that the relocation of some tactical nuclear weapons from Russia to Belarus 

had begun. Control of the weapons was planned to remain with the Kremlin, and it was unclear how 

many nuclear weapons would be stored in Belarus. Russian and Belarusian officials said that the 

move was a direct result of Russia’s perception of increased Western aggression. “In the context of an 

extremely sharp escalation of threats on the western borders of Russia and Belarus, a decision was 

made to take countermeasures in the military-nuclear sphere,” Shoigu said. Belarusian Defense Min-

ister Viktor Khrenin called the deal “an effective response to the aggressive policy of countries un-

friendly to us,” and also announced plans to “build up the combat potential of the regional grouping of 

Russia and Belarusian troops,” including the transfer to Minsk of the Iskander-M missile system, ca-

pable of carrying a nuclear charge, and the S-400 anti-aircraft missile system.1237 

 

 

194. Warning 

In reaction to Russia’s stated intention to deploy nuclear weapons to Belarus, also on May 25, Miller 

said the US government strongly condemned this arrangement, which he called “the latest example of 

irresponsible behavior,” repeating Washington’s warning that a use of chemical, biological or nuclear 
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weapons in the conflict would be met with “severe consequences,” without specifying those conse-

quences. He added that the US government had, however, not seen any reason to adjust its nuclear 

posture or any indications that Russia was preparing to use a nuclear weapon.1238 

 

The same May 25, Russia’s foreign ministry stated that it had summoned the ambassadors of Germany, 

Sweden, and Denmark to protest the “complete lack of results” in an investigation to identify who had 

blown up the Nord Stream gas pipelines the previous year. The Russian government accused all three 

countries of trying to conceal who was behind the blasts, adding that it was unhappy about what it 

called the opaque nature of the investigation and its refusal to engage with Russia.1239 

 

195. Warning 

Nuclear warnings once again returned to the forefront. Signaling skepticism of an approaching end to 

the Ukraine war, on May 26, Medvedev said the conflict in Ukraine would last “for a very long time,” 

and “probably” for “decades.” Negotiations with Ukraine were inevitable but impossible as long as 

Zelenskiy was in power. He said Russia could not trust any truce with the current rulers of Kyiv as the 

conflict would simply erupt again and so the very nature of the current government of Ukraine would 

have to be destroyed. Medvedev also warned that the West was seriously underestimating the risk of 

a nuclear war over Ukraine, cautioning that Russia would launch a pre-emptive strike if Ukraine got 

nuclear weapons. Allowing Ukraine nuclear weapons would mean “a missile with a nuclear charge 

coming to them.” He added that “the Anglo-Saxons” would “not fully realize this and believe that it 

will not come to this. It will under certain conditions.”1240 

 

The same May 26, echoing Russia’s reluctance to commit to peace talks, Lavrov told Hui that there were 

“serious obstacles” to resuming peace talks, blaming Ukraine and western countries.1241 Nonetheless, 

Putin, in a phone call with Lula da Silva, stated that Russia was open to dialogue over Ukraine.1242 

 

Against this background, western support for Ukraine continued. On May 26, Canadian trade minister 

Mary Ng said Canada would welcome Ukraine’s application to join the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).1243 Moreover, the previous day, Canada’s minister of 
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defense Anita Anand said Canada would donate 43 AIM-9 missiles to Ukraine to help the country “se-

cure its skies in the face of ongoing Russian attacks.”1244 

 

Elsewhere, the same May 26, Japan’s chief cabinet secretary Hirokazu Matsuno stated that Japan 

would place additional sanctions on Russia after the Group of Seven (G7) summit the country hosted the 

previous week had agreed to step up measures to punish Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine.1245 In response, 

the following May 27, Russia accused Japan of “cynical, unscrupulous speculation” over Tokyo’s com-

ments around the nuclear threat Moscow poses and promised to respond to Japan’s latest round of sanc-

tions.1246 

 

Also on May 27, Russia’s embassy in the US dismissed US criticism vis-à-vis nuclear deployment to Bela-

rus, saying Washington had for decades deployed just such nuclear weapons in Europe.1247  

 

On May 28, the EU’s spokesperson for foreign affairs and security policy, Nabila Massrali, said Russia 

would be “held accountable” for attacks on civilian areas. 1248  

Meanwhile, on May 29, Lukashenko said that if any other country wanted to join a Russia-Belarus un-

ion there could be “nuclear weapons for everyone,” adding “we need to strategically understand that we 

have a unique chance to unite.” Kazahk President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev dismissed Lukashenko’s invi-

tation to join the union as a “joke,” adding that Kazakhstan was already a member of the Russian-led 

Eurasian Economic Union, so no further integration was necessary. He also stated that Kazakhstan 

would not need nuclear weapons as it had joined the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and Comprehen-

sive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty.1249 

 

196. Warning 

Meanwhile, Russian warnings against Western weapons supplies to Ukraine were renewed. The same 

May 27, the Russian ambassador to the UK, Andrei Kelin stated that Russia had warned that West-

ern supplies to Ukraine risked escalating the war to levels not seen so far, saying that it was “a big 

idealistic mistake” to think that Ukraine would prevail since Russia had “enormous resources” and it 

was yet to “act very seriously.” He added that this depended on the escalation of the war that was tak-

ing place and "sooner or later, of course, this escalation may get a new dimension which we do not 

 
1244 “Defence Minister Anita Anand announces military aid for Ukraine at the twelfth meeting of the Ukraine Defense Contact 
Group,” Government of Canada, May 25, 2023 [https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/05/de-
fence-minister-anita-anand-announces-military-aid-for-ukraine-at-the-twelfth-meeting-of-the-ukraine-defense-contact-
group.html]. 
 
1245 “Japan ramps up Russia sanctions with G7,” Reuters, May 26, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/world/japan-slap-additional-
sanctions-russia-after-g7-summit-bulletin-2023-05-26/]. 
 
1246 “Russia accuses Japan of ‘cynical speculation’ after Tokyo’s nuclear rebuke,” Reuters, May 27, 2023 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/russia-accuses-japan-cynical-speculation-after-tokyos-nuclear-rebuke-2023-05-27/]. 
 
1247 “Don't lecture us on nuclear deployments, Russia tells US,” Reuters, May 27, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/world/eu-
rope/russia-tells-united-states-dont-lecture-moscow-nuclear-deployments-2023-05-27/]. 

 
1248 Nabila Massrali, “Russia’s barbaric attacks continue, killing & terrorising civilians,” Twitter, May 28, 2023 [https://twit-
ter.com/NabilaEUspox/status/1662808007544131585]. 
 
1249 “‘Nuclear weapons for everyone’ who joins Belarus and Russia, Putin ally promises,” NBC News, May 29, 2023 
[https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/nuclear-weapons-ukraine-belarus-lukashenko-russia-putin-rcna86640]; “Belarus's 
Lukashenko says there can be 'nuclear weapons for everyone',” Reuters, May 29, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/world/eu-
rope/belaruss-lukashenko-says-there-can-be-nuclear-weapons-everyone-2023-05-29/]. 
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need and we do not want. We can make peace tomorrow if the Ukrainian side will be prepared to ne-

gotiate” but there were no preconditions for that.1250 

 

On May 29, Podolyak detailed a possible peace plan, suggesting that any peace settlement acceptable to 

Ukraine would have to include not only a restoration of the country’s sovereign borders, but a demilita-

rized zone extending between 100km and 120km into Russia. Podolyak tweeted: “The key topic of the 

postwar settlement should be the establishment of safeguards to prevent a recurrence of aggression in 

the future. To ensure real security for residents of Kharkiv, Chernihiv, Sumy, Zaporizhzhia, Luhansk and 

Donetsk regions and protect them from shelling, it will be necessary to introduce a demilitarization zone 

of 100km-120km on the territory of Belgorod, Bryansk, Kursk, and Rostov republics. Probably with a 

mandatory international control contingent at the first stage.”1251 Also contributing to the debate of how 

to end the war in Ukraine, in a speech in Moldova on May 31, Macron stated the West may at some 

stage have to negotiate with the existing Russian leadership even as it pursued international justice 

against the same individuals. He also reiterated that Ukraine needed security assurances.1252 

 

At the end of May, the US and Denmark announced additional weapons supplies for Ukraine. On May 29, 

Danish prime minister Mette Frederiksen said that her government planned to increase spending on 

military aid to Ukraine by $2.6bn in 2023 and 2024.1253 On May 31, the US administration announced a 

$300 million package for Ukraine featuring munitions for the Patriot missile defense system, artillery 

rounds and more than 30 million rounds of small arms ammo.1254 

 

At the same time, on May 30, Moscow was targeted with a large-scale drone attack for the first time in 

its 15-month-old war in Ukraine. In reaction, Putin said that Ukraine had chosen the path of attempting 

“to intimidate Russia, Russian citizens [with] attacks on residential buildings” and added that the drone 

attacks were “clearly a sign of terrorist activity.”1255 Figures from Russia, including the head of Chech-

nya, Ramzan Kadyrov, said Putin should declare martial law nationwide to “sweep away that terrorist 

gang.” Podolyak, stated that Ukraine was “pleased to watch and predict an increase in the number of 

attacks,” but had “nothing directly to do with this.”1256 In a sarcastic tweet, he added that “even artificial 
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[https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-65720980]; “Ukraine war live: Russia hasn’t started to act ‘seriously’ yet in Urkaine, 
Russian ambassador says,” Guardian, May 28, 2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/may/28/russia-ukraine-
war-live-russia-unleashes-major-drone-attack-as-kyiv-prepares-to-celebrate-birthday]. 
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tus/1663178566555557893]; “Ukraine war live: Closing summary,” Guardian, May 29, 2023 [https://www.theguard-
ian.com/world/live/2023/may/29/russia-ukraine-war-live-zelenskiy-thanks-air-defence-forces-as-explosions-rock-kyiv-for-
second-night-in-a-row]. 
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[https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/may/31/macron-to-call-for-european-strategic-awakening-after-ukraine-invasion]. 
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ters.com/world/europe/drones-hit-several-buildings-moscow-mayor-2023-05-30/]. 
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intelligence is already smarter and more far-sighted than the Russian military and political leader-

ship.”1257 Also on May 30, the White House said that it was still gathering information about what hap-

pened in Moscow, repeating its earlier statements that it did “not support attacks inside Russia.”1258  The 

following May 31, Peskov stated that Russia would not plan to declare martial law after the large-scale 

drone strike.1259  

 

In a similarly de-escalating statement, Kirby said on the same May 31 that Washington was planning to 

continue to give Ukraine what it needed to defend itself and its territory, “but we don’t support attacks 

on Russia”. He added that “we don't want to encourage or enable attacks inside Russia, because we don't 

want to see the war escalate beyond the violence has already visited upon the Ukrainian people.”1260 

 

 

June 2023: Some Russian nuclear rhetoric returns with Ukraine’s offensive 

In June, discussions on Ukraine’s NATO membership and security guarantees for the country continued. 

On May 31, Macron had reiterated that NATO needed to provide “strong and tangible” security guaran-

tees or “an architecture of security” for Ukraine ahead of the alliance’s Vilnius summit in July if it wanted 

a sustainable peace and wanted to be credible toward Ukraine, adding that Kyiv needed a clear “path” to 

become a NATO member. The following June 1 at a NATO foreign ministers meeting, French foreign 

minister Catherine Colonna said that NATO needed to think about what kind of security guarantees it 

could offer Ukraine.1261 The same day, Lithuania’s foreign minister Gabrielius Landsbergis also noted 

that the time had come for NATO members to find a concrete answer to the question of how Ukraine 

could become a member, while Stoltenberg stated that the focus of NATO foreign ministers had been to 

“bring Ukraine closer to NATO, where it belongs” and that the alliance had to “have in place frameworks 

to provide guarantees for Ukrainian security after the end of the war.”1262 In contrast, on the same June 

1, Scholz only said that “there must also be guarantees for a peace order after the war” and that Ger-

many would “make a contribution to this.” Meanwhile, Kallas stated that the “only security guarantee” 

that “works” was NATO membership.1263 On June 2, Wallace said that the path was open to Ukraine, alt-

hough political realities may slow the process as it was not possible to add members in the middle of a 
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war. In reaction to these discussions, also on June 2, Zelenskiy said he understood Ukraine would not 

join NATO while the war with Russia was ongoing.1264  

Reacting to these statements, Peskov stated on the same June 2 that Ukraine’s membership in NATO 

was “one of the main irritants and would be a potential problem for many, many years,” an issue he said 

many EU countries were “well aware of” though the US ultimately called the tunes at the military alli-

ance. He added that Kyiv’s NATO ambitions indicated “the unpreparedness, the unwillingness and the 

incapacity of the Kyiv regime to resolve existing problems at the negotiating table.” Peskov underlined 

that Russia would “ensure its interests and its security,” which excluded the “expansion of NATO and its 

direct approach to our borders.”1265 

Concerning the question of whether the US government had been holding back military equipment out 

of fear of Russia’s potential reaction, a senior US administration official stated on June 1 that this fear 

had “always been overstated compared to others, like what would actually help [Ukraine] in the fight.” A 

US Department of Defense official added that Kyiv’s troops proved repeatedly that they would not use 

US-provided equipment to strike deep into Russian territory, making it less risky to deliver Ukraine ad-

vanced weapons and technology.1266 

Meanwhile, discussions on arms control questions continued. On June 1, the US State Department 

stated that Washington would stop providing Moscow some notifications required under New START, 

including updates on its missiles and launcher locations, to retaliate for Moscow’s “ongoing violations” 

of the accord.1267  

In a much-awaited speech, Sullivan stated on June 2 that the Biden administration was willing to con-

duct “unconditional” talks with Russia and China. Sullivan further noted that the Administration was not 

planning to deploy additional nuclear weapons to match Russia and China’s growing arsenals, but that it 

would rely on conventional options to retain military dominance and on enhanced relations with allies 

and partners around the world.1268 

In reaction, on June 3, Ryabkov warned Washington that it should stop brandishing ultimatums over 

the collapse of arms control agreements, saying that Moscow would only return to a nuclear arms reduc-

tion treaty if Washington abandoned its hostile stance. Ryabkov stated that the pillars of arms control 

were collapsing and were in “semi-lethal” condition due to what he cast as the hostile policies of the US. 

“Talking to the Russian Federation in the language of ultimatums just does not work,” he stated. Moscow 

would come back to full compliance with the New Start treaty if Washington abandoned its “hostile 
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stance” towards Moscow, he added.1269 On June 5, Peskov stated that it was “an important and positive 

statement,” but that he expected it to be supported with steps through diplomatic channels. He added 

that Russia remained “open to dialogue, and we believe it was of paramount importance,” but needed to 

“understand how this offer is formulated.”1270 

Meanwhile, debates continued on how and under which conditions peace in Ukraine could be reached. 

The same June 2, Blinken said Washington was working with Kyiv and other allies to build consensus 

around the core elements of a “just and lasting peace” to end the war with Russia. Washington would 

also encourage initiatives by other countries to bring about an end to the conflict, as long as they upheld 

the UN charter and Ukraine’s sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence.1271 Blinken underlined 

that a “cease-fire that simply freezes current lines in place” would enable Putin “to consolidate control 

over the territory he has seized, and rest, rearm, and re-attack.” This was “not a just and lasting peace” 

but would instead “reward the aggressor.” He added that the US would support negotiations if and when 

Russia was “ready to work for true peace,” but rejected any calls for a “land for peace” deal, whereby 

Kyiv agreed to give up some of its sovereign territory to end the war.1272  

China continued to boost its role in the conflict. Li stated the same June 2 that Beijing was considering 

“sending another delegation to relevant countries to engage in dialogue on resolving the Ukraine crisis.” 

He rejected a media report saying China promoted a ceasefire that would leave its ally Russia occupying 

parts of Ukraine and said Beijing would “do anything” to ease tensions. However, he acknowledged a 

“big gap between both sides’ positions” and “getting all sides to negotiate now would still face a lot of 

difficulties.” He stated that the “the risk of escalation of the Russia-Ukraine” was “still high,” adding that 

all sides must take concrete measures to “cool down the situation” and ensure safety of nuclear facili-

ties.1273 He also underlined that the Chinese leadership believed “that weapon supply to the battlefield 

should cease if the war is to stop, lives are to be saved and peace is to be realized, otherwise the risk of 

spiraling tensions will only increase.”1274  

In reaction to China’s efforts, the same June 2 a French official said that during his delegation’s visit in 

May, Li had not presented any peace plan but the meeting was rather “doing a roundtable of each of our 

positions,” adding that Paris did not expect China to be a mediator, but that it could “use its influence on 

Russia” and could “help make it understand.”1275  

Other nations also attempted to mediate in the conflict. On June 3, Indonesia’s defense minister 

Prabowo Subianto called for a ceasefire and the establishment of a demilitarized zone by withdrawing 

15 kilometers from each party’s forward position – to be monitored by a UN peacekeeping force. How-

ever, the proposed plan was dismissed the same day by Ukrainian foreign ministry spokesperson Oleg 
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Nikolenko, who reiterated Kyiv’s position that Russia should withdraw its troops from Ukraine and that 

“no disputed territories” but only occupied territories existed.1276 

The US government’s efforts to strengthen Ukrainian defenses also continued. The Pentagon said on 

June 2 that training for Ukrainian forces on advanced US Abrams tanks had started, but that those 

weapons would not be ready in time for Kyiv’s counteroffensive.1277 On the same day, allies attending a 

summit in Moldova on 1 June signaled that F-16 fighter jets could be made available to Ukraine within 

six months. Several countries, including the UK, Denmark, Poland, the Netherlands and Belgium, said 

they wanted to help procure F-16s for Ukraine. Zelenskiy said he had received “powerful support.”1278 

On 4 June, the Peskov stated that any supply of missiles to Kyiv by France and Germany with a range of 

500 km or more would lead to “another round of spiraling tension” in the Ukraine conflict. Peskov also 

reiterated that Russia would continue its operations in Ukraine until the “job is done,” stating that there 

was “no alternative.”1279 

Concerning the attribution of several drone attacks on Russian territory in May, US officials told media 

on June 5 that they assessed that Ukraine had developed sabotage cells inside Russia made up of a mix 

of pro-Ukrainian sympathizers and operatives well-trained in this kind of warfare. Ukraine was believed 

to have provided these operatives with Ukrainian-made drones, and, according to two US officials, there 

was no evidence that any of the drone strikes had been conducted using US-provided weapons.1280 

Meanwhile, on June 5, the US delegation to the US-Ukraine Cyber Dialogue reaffirmed its unwavering 

commitment to support Ukraine’s cyber defense in the face of Russia’s invasion. As part of this support, 

Washington was working to deliver an additional $37 million in cyber assistance to Ukraine, the State 

Department stated.1281 

Media then focused on developments in the Russia-occupied south of Ukraine, where the Nova 

Kakhovaka dam was destroyed on 6 June, with 80 villages located in the immediate flooding zone. The 

dam supplied water to the Crimean peninsula and Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant. While western re-

actions signaled that it remained unclear who was responsible, they condemned the destruction of the 

dam and suspected it was Russia. Accordingly, media reported on the same June 6 that the US govern-

ment had intelligence leaning towards the Kremlin being responsible, according to two US officials and 

one Western official, while Russian officials stated Ukraine was responsible. 1282 Kirby stated the same 

June 6, that the US could “not say conclusively” who was responsible but was doing its best to assess, 
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adding that “destruction of civilian infrastructure is not allowed by the laws of war.”1283 Also on June 6, 

Stoltenberg stated that this was “an outrageous act,” which demonstrated “once again the brutality of 

Russia’s war against Ukraine.”1284 Sunak said that if the bursting of the Kakhovka dam was proven to be 

intentional, it would represent a “new low” in Russian aggression, adding that the UK’s military and in-

telligence agencies were looking into the blast and it was too soon to pre-empt the cause and make a de-

finitive judgment.1285  

The incident sparked escalatory rhetoric. The same day, Zelenskiy condemned the attack on the dam as 

“an environmental bomb of mass destruction,” calling it a “terrorist” act. “Such deliberate destruction by 

the Russian occupiers and other structures of the hydroelectric power station is an environmental bomb 

of mass destruction,” he said. 1286 Ukraine’s foreign ministry called for an urgent meeting of UN security 

council to discuss what it called a Russian “terrorist act against Ukrainian critical infrastructure.”1287 

Danilov claimed that Russia’s 205th Motorized Rifle Brigade was directly responsible.1288 Also on June 

6, Yermak said he did not understand how there could be any doubts that Russian forces blew up the 

hydroelectric station and its dam at 2.50am, since both constructions were “located in the temporary 

Russian-occupied territories.” He added that “neither shelling nor any other external influence” would 

have been capable of destroying the structures as “the explosion came from within.”1289 

Peskov, in contrast, stated on June 6 that Moscow could “state unequivocally” that the explosion was 

due to “deliberate sabotage by the Ukrainian side,” demanding that Kyiv to “bear full responsibility for 

all the consequences.” He strongly rejected the Ukrainian allegations that Russia had destroyed the dam, 

adding that “here we are definitely talking about deliberate sabotage from the Ukrainian side,” which 

could potentially have very serious consequences for several tens of thousands of residents of the re-

gion.”1290 On June 7, Putin accused Kyiv of destroying the Kakhovka dam at the suggestion of the West, 

in what he called a “barbaric” war crime that escalated the conflict with Moscow.1291 The same June 7, 
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the Russian permanent mission to the UN stated the responsibility for the “unfolding tragedy” in Kher-

son due to the destruction of the Kakhovka dam rested with “the Kiev regime and its Western masters 

who pump up Ukraine with weapons.”1292 

Against the destruction of the dam, media reported on June 6, 2023 on new evidence related to the de-

struction of the Nord Stream pipeline on September 26, 2022. Apparently, the CIA had received intelli-

gence from a close US ally from Europe in June 2022 – three months before the Nord Stream pipelines 

were destroyed – that the Ukrainian military was planning a covert attack on the undersea network 

using a small team of divers who reported directly to the commander in chief of the Ukrainian armed 

forces, Valery Zaluzhny – who had been put in charge so that Zelensky would not know about the opera-

tion, the intelligence report said. The intelligence summary reported on by the media stated that the 

Ukrainian military operation had been “put on hold” for reasons that remained unclear. The Ukrainians 

had planned to attack the pipeline on the heels of the major allied naval exercise BALTOPS that ran June 

5-17, 2022, according to the report. The source’s information could not immediately be corroborated, 

but the CIA had shared the report with Germany and other European countries in June, with highly spe-

cific details including numbers of operatives and methods of attack, according to multiple officials famil-

iar with the matter.1293 On June 13, 2023 media reported that the CIA had even warned Ukraine not to 

destroy the Nord Stream pipeline months before the attack.1294 In reaction, Zelenskyy denied again on 

June 7 that Ukraine had any involvement in destroying the pipelines. He insisted that he did “not know 

anything, 100 percent,” adding that if the Ukrainian military was “supposed to have done this, show us 

proof.”1295 On June 13, media reported that the CIA had even warned Ukraine not to destroy Nord 

Stream months before the attack.1296 

Paris planned to send aid to Ukraine “to meet immediate needs” after the destruction of the Kakhovka 

dam, Macron said on June 7, calling the destruction an “atrocious act which is endangering popula-

tions.”1297 On June 9, Kishida also told Zelenskyi that Japan would offer emergency humanitarian aid 

worth a few million dollars.1298 The same June 9, the Norwegian Seismic Array Norsar published seis-

mic data suggesting that the Kakhovka dam had been blown up with a blast at the site. Signals from a 

regional station in Romania pointed to an explosion at 2.54am on June 6. Norsar did not draw conclu-

sions on who was responsible.1299 The same day, Ukraine’s domestic security agency said it had inter-

cepted a telephone call proving Russian forces blew up the Kakhovka station and dam in Kherson re-

gion. It posted a 90-second audio clip of the alleged conversation on its Telegram channel in which one 
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person said “Our saboteur group is there. They wanted to cause fear with this dam. It did not go accord-

ing to the plan. More than they planned.”1300 Further engaging in discussions on who had caused the 

Kakhovka dam explosion, Ukraine’s deputy defense minister Hanna Maliar stated on June 11 that Rus-

sian forces had blown up the Khakhovka dam to prevent Ukrainian troops from launching an offensive 

and advancing in the southern Kherson region. She said the action had been intended to help Russia de-

ploy reserves to the Zaporizhzhia and Bakhmut areas.1301 On June 12, Zelenskiy stated that an investi-

gation by the international criminal court had started over the breach of the Kakhovka dam.1302 

197. Warning 

Meanwhile, the discussion of sending fighter jets to Ukraine received a nuclear dimension. On June 6, 

Lavrov noted in a speech at a military base in Dushanbe in Tajikistan that the US-made F-16s could 

“accommodate” nuclear weapons and warned that supplying Ukraine with F-16s would escalate the 

conflict further.  “If they do not understand this, then they are worthless as military strategists and 

planners,” the Russian foreign minister said about Western decision-makers.1303 

 

 

198. De-escalatory 

In reaction, Kirby declined to discuss the nuclear capabilities of the F-16 jets, but noted that Presi-

dent Biden had been consistent that he did not want to see the war escalate, certainly not into the nu-

clear realm. Instead, the purpose of providing advanced fighter aircraft was “to help Ukraine defend 

itself, defend its airspace and its territorial integrity,” Kirby said.1304 

On June 7, media reported that in closed-door sessions at the Shangri-La Dialogue the Ukrainian dele-

gation had brought up the idea of obtaining F-18s alongside the F-16 fighter. Dozens of old but servicea-

ble F-18s might be available for export by the end of the decade, as Australia, Canada, Switzerland and 

Finland transition to F-35s, the argument went.1305 

Concerning security guarantees to Ukraine, former NATO secretary general Anders Rasmussen said on 

June 7 that a group of NATO countries may be willing to put troops on the ground in Ukraine if member 

 
1300 “Ukraine security service says it intercepted call proving Russia destroyed Kakhovka dam,” Reuters June 9, 2023 
[https://www.reuters.com/article/ukraine-crisis-dam-intercept-idAFL8N38119O]. 
 
1301 “Ukraine says Russia blew up dam to prevent offensive in south,” Reuters, June 11, 2023 [https://www.reuters.com/world/eu-
rope/ukraine-says-russia-blew-up-kakhovka-dam-prevent-offensive-south-2023-06-11/]. 
 
1302 “Ukraine's Zelenskiy: Work has started on international investigation of dam breach,” Reuters, June 11, 2023 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/ukraines-zelenskiy-work-has-started-international-investigation-dam-breach-2023-
06-11/]. 

 
1303 “Russia says U.S.-built F-16s could 'accommodate' nuclear weapons if sent to Ukraine,” Reuters, June 6, 2023 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-says-us-built-f-16s-could-accommodate-nuclear-weapons-if-sent-ukraine-2023-06-
06/]. 
 
1304 “Russia says U.S.-built F-16s could 'accommodate' nuclear weapons if sent to Ukraine,” Reuters, June 6, 2023 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-says-us-built-f-16s-could-accommodate-nuclear-weapons-if-sent-ukraine-2023-06-
06/]. 
 
1305 “National Security Daily: F-18 talk heats up,” Politico, June 7, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-
daily/2023/06/07/dam-collapse-not-expected-to-hinder-counteroffensive-00100717]. 
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states did not manage to provide tangible security guarantees to Kyiv at the alliance’s summit in Vil-

nius.1306 

On June 8, of nine US congresspeople renewed pressure on the White House to send Ukraine long-

range munitions, urging Biden to greenlight the Army Tactical Missile System. The letter also called on 

the president to approve other advanced weaponry, including F-16 fighter jets and additional air de-

fense capabilities such as another Patriot missile defense system.1307 The following June 9, a bipartisan 

sextet introduced a House bill that called on the Biden administration to send Army Tactical Missile Sys-

tems to Ukraine.1308 

Meanwhile, the discussion of providing security guarantees to Ukraine picked up again. According to 

five European diplomats, the Western alliance was still divided. One proposal was the so-called Kyiv 

Security Compact, a concept Zelenskyy’s office had developed with Rasmussen. That plan would see a 

core group of allies make binding commitments to fortify Ukraine’s defenses for years to come with both 

military and non-military aid. Separately, a group of former senior Western defense officials and aca-

demics have put forward an idea focused on long-term cooperation and helping Ukraine rapidly expand 

its own defense industry. In reaction to these discussions, on June 7, Stoltenberg stated that NATO se-

curity guarantees were Article 5, and thus full membership, but that he was aware about ongoing “dis-

cussions and consultations between Ukraine and some allies on bilateral arrangements.” On June 8, 

Ukraine’s deputy prime minister Olha Stefanishyna urged that Ukraine needed “clear security guaran-

tees following the example of Finland and Sweden,” that applied “for the transition period before 

Ukraine’s actual accession to NATO.”1309 On June 9, US Ambassador to NATO Julianne Smith stated that 

Ukraine was unlikely to get a formal offer to join NATO while being “engaged in full-scale war,” but that 

NATO allies wanted to signal to Zelensky in at the alliance’s Vilnius summit that “we care deeply about 

having a longer-term relationship with Ukraine and looking for ways to acknowledge, you know, all 

they’ve accomplished and that our support isn’t going to fade away or that we’re not going to get dis-

tracted.”1310 

199. Warning 

Concerning the stationing of tactical nuclear weapons in Belarus, Putin told Lukashenko on June 9 

that Russia would start deploying them after the facilities were ready on 7-8 July, adding that every-

thing was “going according to plan.”1311 

Also on June 9, the North Atlantic Council stated that Russia’s decision to withdraw from the Treaty on 

Conventional armed forces in Europe (CFE) was “the latest in a series of actions that systematically un-

 
1306 “Ukraine war live: Closing summary,” Guardian, June 7, 2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/jun/07/rus-
sia-ukraine-war-live-updates-nova-kakhovka-dam-collapse-kherson-oblast-floods-evacuations-flood-flooding-latest-news]. 

 
1307 Lara Seligman and Joe Gould, “Pressure builds on Biden to send long-range weapons to Ukraine,” Politico, June 8, 2023 
[https://www.politico.com/news/2023/06/08/congress-biden-administration-long-range-weapons-ukraine-00100938]. 
 
1308 “National Security Daily: Send ATAMCS,” Politico, June 9, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-
daily/2023/06/09/bidens-saudi-fist-bump-gambit-not-a-roaring-success-00101218]. 
 
1309 Lili Bayer, “The West isn’t ready to give Ukraine the security pledges it wants,” Politico, June 8, 2023 [https://www.polit-
ico.eu/article/the-west-isnt-ready-to-give-ukraine-the-security-pledges-it-wants-russia-war/]. 
1310 “National Security Daily: Didn’t get the invite,” Politico, June 9, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-secu-
rity-daily/2023/06/09/bidens-saudi-fist-bump-gambit-not-a-roaring-success-00101218]. 
 
1311 “Putin says tactical nuclear weapons to be deployed in Belarus in July,” Reuters, June 9, 2023 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/russia-deploy-tactical-nuclear-weapons-belarus-july-putin-says-2023-06-09/]; Anton Gerashchenko, 
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dermines Euro-Atlantic security,” adding that Russia’s decision further demonstrated “Moscow’s contin-

ued disregard for arms control.” The NAC also urged Russia to “implement its commitments and obliga-

tions, and to use the remaining time before its withdrawal to reconsider its decision.”1312 

The same June 9, Hungarian Deputy Prime Minister Zsolt Semjen stated that Hungary had received a 

group of Ukrainian prisoners of war from Russia, a release that the Ukrainian foreign ministry wel-

comed while emphasizing “the need to coordinate cooperation on such sensitive issues.” The Russian 

Orthodox Church’s Moscow Patriarchate confirmed the same day that “at the request of the Hungarian 

side, a group of Ukrainian prisoners of war of Transcarpathian origin who participated in the hostilities 

was transferred to Hungary.”1313 

Regarding further support for Ukraine, the US administration announced a new $2.1 billion assistance 

package for Kyiv on June 9. The aid included more munitions for the Patriot air-defense system, HAWK 

air-defense systems and missiles and Puma unmanned aerial systems.1314 The following June 10, Tru-

deau stated Canada would be part of a multinational effort to train Ukrainian fighter pilots, announcing 

additional military and humanitarian aid for Kyiv. Trudeau added that Russia was responsible and 

would be held accountable for the destruction of the Kakhovka dam.1315 In a similar vein, also on June 

10, the UK foreign secretary James Cleverly announced that the UK would provide an extra £16m of 

humanitarian aid to Ukraine after the destruction of the Kakhovka dam.1316 In addition, on June 14, me-

dia reported that the Biden administration was expected to send depleted-uranium rounds to Ukraine 

after internal debates about how to arm the Abrams tanks that will be delivered.1317 The news came the 

same day Blinken unveiled a $325 million package for Ukraine, one that included more munitions for 

High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems, anti-tank weapons, armored vehicles, artillery rounds and other 

equipment. 1318 

Underlining slim prospects for peace talks, Peskov stated on June 11 that there was “practically no pre-

condition for an agreement at the moment,” and that there was “no foundation, even flimsy, for any kind 

of dialogue.” He claimed Kiev was lacking openness to negotiations due to its alleged unwillingness and 

unpreparedness, but also not being allowed by its Western sponsors.1319 

 
1312 “North Atlantic Council Statement on Russia’s withdrawal from the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe,”North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization, June 9, 2023 [https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_215586.htm]. 
 
1313 “Hungary receives Ukrainian POWs from Russia, Ukraine says not informed,” Reuters, June 9, 2023 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/hungary-receives-ukrainian-pows-russia-ukraine-says-not-informed-2023-06-09/]. 
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[https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-06-08/more-patriot-hawk-missiles-to-be-put-on-contract-for-ukraine-s-long-
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1315 Murray Brewster, “Trudeau commits $500M more in military aid during surprise visit to Kyiv,” CBC, June 10, 2023 
[https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-ukraine-visit-counteroffensive-russia-1.6871411]. 
 
1316 “Ukraine war live,” Guardian, June 10, 2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/jun/10/russia-ukraine-war-
livehumanitarian-crisis-hugely-worse-after-kakhovka-dam-collapse-says-un-aid-chief?page]. 
 
1317 Michael R. Gordon and Gordon Lubold, “U.S. Set to Approve Depleted-Uranium Tank Rounds for Ukraine,” The Wall Street Jour-
nal, June 13, 2023 [https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-set-to-approve-depleted-uranium-tank-rounds-for-ukraine-
f6d98dcf?mod=world_lead_pos1]. 
 
1318 Eli Stokols and Ari Hawkins, “Biden reaffirms support of NATO alliance, announces more military aid to Ukraine,” Politico, June 
13, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/2023/06/13/blinken-previews-robust-package-for-ukraine-with-nato-secretary-
general-00101734]. 
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On June 12, a very large NATO military exercise took place over Germany, the Netherlands and the 

Czech Republic. About 10,000 soldiers from 25 countries were involved, making use of 250 military jets 

to prepare for an attack on one of NATO’s members. Although the exercise was planned long before Rus-

sia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, it was nevertheless seen as a signal towards the Kremlin.1320 

Meanwhile, announcements of military support to Ukraine continued. On June 12, Netherland’s defense 

minister Kajsa Ollongren specified that the Netherlands would aim to begin training Ukrainian pilots 

on F-16 jets in summer 2023, adding that the aim was to have the training program fully operational 

within six months, with Denmark being a possible location to host the program. She further stated that a 

final decision had not yet been taken on a request from Kyiv to supply dozens of F-16s. The US-backed 

training program would include Belgium and Luxembourg, while France and Britain had also offered 

assistance, she stated. Two sources said the training would begin with two groups of 12 Ukrainian pi-

lots, already experienced flying Soviet-era MiGs.1321 On June 16, Stoltenberg in a statement “strongly” 

welcomed the Danish and Dutch leadership in the initiative, “for demonstrating their will to really step 

up support for Ukraine,” adding that the fact that Allies were now “starting training” meant that NATO 

would then “have the possibility, on short notice, also to make decisions of delivering planes,” which 

would, however, depend on the time it took to train the pilots and the assessment of the needs.1322 Also 

on June 16, Ollongren stated that the Netherlands had a number of decommissioned F-16 fighter jets 

that could be made available for training Ukrainian pilots. However, the partners were still deciding 

whether those jets would be needed, she said.1323 

On June 13, Colonna stated that France had prevented an attack on its foreign ministry website that 

was likely carried out by Russian or Russian-speaking individuals, adding that authorities had pre-

vented an identity-hack attempt on that site, and that Paris believed there was a broader campaign of 

spreading disinformation in France from Russian parties. France's foreign ministry said it could not di-

rectly attribute the attacks to Russian authorities, but Colonna said Russian embassies and Russian cul-

tural institutes were involved in the campaign by spreading disinformation.1324 

Continuing the debate on Western security guarantees for Ukraine, according to multiple American and 

European officials speaking on June 14, the United States, Britain, France and Germany were working 

together to provide those assurances to Kyiv. They would formalize their military and economic support 

for Ukraine for an indefinite period of time, and thus continue it even after the fighting has stopped. The 

US was “in talks” with Ukraine and its allies and partners “on how we can reassure Ukraine about their 
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long-term security to deter any future aggression for after this war ends,” a National Security Council 

spokesperson confirmed.1325  

In a message that could be read as re-assuring towards the Russian population in reaction to Ukraine’s 

counter-offensive, Putin stated on June 13 that while Russia needed to fight enemy agents and improve 

its defenses against attacks deep inside its own territory, it would not make any sense to follow 

Ukraine’s example and “introduce some kind of special regime or martial law in the country,” he said, 

adding there was “no such need today.”1326  

200. Warning 

Lukashenko said on June 13 that Belarus had started receiving missiles and nuclear warheads from 

Russia, adding that these nuclear weapons were “three times more powerful than those [dropped on] 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki.” He warned that “there would be no hesitation” to use the Russia-provided 

nuclear weapons “in the event of an aggression against us,” adding that a response would be “immedi-

ate.” He further said that Belarus needed the weapons “to make sure not a single foreign soldier sets 

their foot on the Belarusian land again.”1327 

 

201. Warning 

On June 16, Putin confirmed at the St Petersburg International Economic Forum that the first nu-

clear warheads had been delivered to Belarus, “but just the first ones, this is the first batch.” He said 

that the use of nuclear weapons was “undoubtedly theoretically possible for Russia,” and that it was 

“possible” if there was “a threat to our territorial integrity, independence and sovereignty, to the ex-

istence of the Russian state.” He added that Russia had “more of these weapons than NATO countries 

do, they know that” and that there was a “serious danger” that the NATO military alliance could be 

pulled further into the Ukraine war. He further underlined that stationing these weapons in Belarus 

was “an element of deterrence, a signal to those who think about inflicting a strategic defeat on Rus-

sia.” Still, he stressed that while nuclear weapons had been “made to ensure our security in the broad-

est sense of the word and the existence of the Russian state,” Moscow currently had “no such need” to 

use them.1328 

In contrast, Peskov signaled that Russia was not opposed to further arms control talks but that pro-

spects remained meagre. He stated on June 18 that overall, the situation in arms control and strategic 

security was “rather bad than good;” it required “immediate” bilateral Russian-American negotiations, 

as well as negotiations “in a wider format.” However, he added that “so far” relations with Washington 
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had been “so bad” and “at such a low point that any substantial dialogue [was] out of the question for 

now.”1329 

In addition, an official announcement of the United States, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and 

Denmark partnering to send “high priority defense equipment to Ukraine” including “hundreds of short 

and medium range air defense missiles and associated systems” came in a joint statement released by 

the British government on June 15. The statement further read that the delivery of equipment had al-

ready begun and should be completed “within several weeks.”1330 

Meanwhile, diplomatic tensions between the West and Russia remained high. On June 15, the Austral-

ian government stated it would cancel Russia’s lease to build a new embassy in Canberra due to secu-

rity concerns. In reaction, the Kremlin called the Australian decision a hostile move which reflected 

what it said was the authorities’ anti-Russian sentiment.1331 The same June 15, the Russian foreign min-

istry summoned the Australian ambassador in Moscow Graeme Meehan. Peskov stated this was “Rus-

sophobic hysteria.”1332 On June 21, the Russian foreign ministry stated that Russia had barred an addi-

tional 48 Australians from entering the country in what it said was retaliation for Australia’s long-

running sanctions regime against it. On June 23, the Russian embassy in Australia stated that it had “ap-

pealed to the Supreme Court because of Canberra’s termination of the contract for the lease of a new 

piece of land.”1333 

Keen to foster support for peace talks, a delegation of African leaders began a peace mission in Kyiv 

on June 16. After meeting the delegation, Zelenskiy reiterated his position that peace talks with Russia 

would be possible only after Moscow withdrew its troops from the “entire” territory of Ukraine.1334 In 

Moscow on June 17, Putin welcomed the African leaders’ “balanced approach” and stated that he was 

“open to a constructive dialogue” with those who would consider the “legitimate interests of the par-

ties,” but was also reported to have dismissed most proposal as unrealistic.1335 Peskov told journalists 

on June 20 that Putin’s discussions with the African delegations had been “very productive,” but that 

Kyiv’s position meant that one could “hardly talk about stable grounds” for peace negotiations.1336 
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[https://tass.com/politics/1634531]. 
 
1330 “Joint statement by Denmark, the Netherlands, the UK, and the USA,” UK Ministry of Defence, June 15, 2023 
[https://www.gov.uk/government/news/joint-statement-by-denmark-the-netherlands-the-uk-and-the-usa]. 
 
1331 Renju Jose, “Australia cancels lease for new Russian embassy citing national security,” Reuters, June 15, 2023 
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Also on June 16, regarding Ukraine’s NATO membership prospects, Biden talked to Stoltenberg about a 

proposal the latter had circulated among NATO members suggesting to waive the requirement for 

Ukraine to meet certain standards under a Membership Action Plan. According to a senior US official, 

Biden was “open” to this plan, if allies supported it. Biden further stated that he saw “no point” in hold-

ing the Vilnius summit without offering a clear “signal” that Ukraine would eventually become a NATO 

member.1337 Officials within European NATO governments told reporters the next day, June 17, that 

Stoltenberg’s plan was likely to succeed. Germany’s Pistorius agreed. “I would be open for this,” he 

said.1338 Nonetheless, the US position was less clear than it seemed on first sight. Also on June 17, Biden 

noted that Kyiv had to “meet the same standards” for joining NATO. The alliance system needed to be 

secure. Ukraine had to be “non-corrupt” and “meet all the standards.” He was not “going to make it 

easy.” Could Ukraine fulfill these conditions? “I think it will. I think it can. But it is not automatic.” In the 

same interview, Biden also reiterated that it was “totally irresponsible” for Russia to deploy nuclear 

weapons to Belarus.1339 

A number of other developments captured media attention. In Moscow, Peskov said on June 17 that the 

grain deal had “no chance” to be extended – but it was “hardly possible to predict any final decision.”1340 

However, Russia wanted to keep in force its agreement with the UN to facilitate its exports of grain and 

fertilizer, deputy foreign minister Alexander Grushko told journalists on June 19.1341 

In Paris, Thierry Breton, the EU commissioner for the internal market, told journalists on June 18 that 

the EU was “going to step up” its “efforts to deliver arms and ammunition – this is a war of high intensity 

in which they play a crucial role,” Breton said. “We are preparing for the war to last several more 

months, or even longer,” he added.1342  

Meanwhile, hostilities continued. In London, British officials briefing the press on June 18 noted that 

both sides were taking high casualties as Ukraine was fighting to dislodge Russian forces from occupied 

areas.1343 On June 19, Ukrainian forces appeared to attack Russia’s Belgorod region, particularly the 

Valuisk municipal district, according to Russian sources.1344 On the same June 19, Ukrainian defense 

officials claimed their forces had shot down four Kalibr cruise missiles and a number of Shahed 

drones.1345 During the night of June 20, Russia launched attacks across Ukraine – Kyiv’s spokespeople 
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Politico, June 16, 2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/2023/06/15/biden-ukraine-nato-membership-00102331]. 
 
1338 Alexander Ward and Lili Bayer, “European officials support plan that could ease Ukraine’s move into NATO,” Politico, June 16, 
2023 [https://www.politico.com/news/2023/06/16/europe-ukraine-joining-nato-00102416]. 
 
1339 Alex Gangitano “Biden: ‘I’m not going to make it easier’ for Ukraine to join NATO,” The Hill, June 17, 2023 
[https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/4055273-biden-wont-make-it-easier-for-ukraine-to-join-nato/]. 
 
1340 “Kremlin: there appears to be 'no chance' of extending Black Sea grain deal,” Reuters, June 17, 2023 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/article/ukraine-crisis-grain-kremlin-idAFR4N37R01T]. 
 
1341 “If grain deal ends, UN pledge on Russian exports will go on, Russian official says,” Reuters, June 19, 2023 [https://www.reu-
ters.com/world/europe/if-grain-deal-ends-un-pledge-russian-exports-will-go-russian-official-2023-06-19/]. 
1342 Elizabeth Pineau and Mimosa Spencer “EU to accelerate arms shipments to Ukraine,” Reuters, June 18, 2023 
[https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/europe-accelerate-arms-shipments-ukraine-eu-industry-chief-2023-06-18/]. 
 
1343 “Both sides suffer heavy casualties as Ukraine strikes back against Russia, UK assessment says,” AP, June 19, 2023 [https://ap-
news.com/article/ukraine-russia-war-counteroffensive-casualties-5ea704de519ba8fb08740f7252d800c9]. 
 
1344 “Several injured from strikes on Russia border regions, say local governors,” Deutsche Welle, June 19, 2023 
[https://www.dw.com/en/ukraine-updates-russia-blocking-kherson-flood-aid-un-says/a-65955487]. 
 
1345 “Russia-Ukraine war,” Guardian, June 19, 2023 [https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/jun/19/russia-ukraine-war-
live-updates-latest-news-moscow-blocking-aid-to-flood-hit-areas-after-kakhovka-dam-destroyed?CMP=share_btn_tw&page]. 

https://eu.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2023/06/14/nato-stoltenberg-ukraine-membership-vilnius-summit/70317400007/
https://eu.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2023/06/14/nato-stoltenberg-ukraine-membership-vilnius-summit/70317400007/
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/06/15/biden-ukraine-nato-membership-00102331
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/06/16/europe-ukraine-joining-nato-00102416
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/4055273-biden-wont-make-it-easier-for-ukraine-to-join-nato/
https://www.reuters.com/article/ukraine-crisis-grain-kremlin-idAFR4N37R01T
https://www.reuters.com/article/ukraine-crisis-grain-kremlin-idAFR4N37R01T
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/if-grain-deal-ends-un-pledge-russian-exports-will-go-russian-official-2023-06-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/if-grain-deal-ends-un-pledge-russian-exports-will-go-russian-official-2023-06-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/europe-accelerate-arms-shipments-ukraine-eu-industry-chief-2023-06-18/
https://apnews.com/article/ukraine-russia-war-counteroffensive-casualties-5ea704de519ba8fb08740f7252d800c9
https://apnews.com/article/ukraine-russia-war-counteroffensive-casualties-5ea704de519ba8fb08740f7252d800c9
https://www.dw.com/en/ukraine-updates-russia-blocking-kherson-flood-aid-un-says/a-65955487
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/jun/19/russia-ukraine-war-live-updates-latest-news-moscow-blocking-aid-to-flood-hit-areas-after-kakhovka-dam-destroyed?CMP=share_btn_tw&page
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/jun/19/russia-ukraine-war-live-updates-latest-news-moscow-blocking-aid-to-flood-hit-areas-after-kakhovka-dam-destroyed?CMP=share_btn_tw&page


250 

said about two-dozen Iranian drones had been destroyed.1346 Overall, it seemed difficult for the Ukrain-

ians to pierce Russia’s well-prepared lines of defense, analysts concluded.1347 

Debates on whether Ukraine would be invited to join NATO at Vilnius also continued. Stoltenberg told 

the press in Berlin on June 19 that no formal invitation for Ukraine to join NATO would be extended at 

Vilnius. Instead, leaders would talk about how to move Ukraine closer to NATO. Yet he also warned 

against accepting a frozen conflict. “We all want this war to end, but a just peace cannot mean freezing 

the conflict and accepting a deal dictated by Russia,” he said. At the same press conference, Scholtz said 

that Germany was prepared for the possibility that the war in Ukraine could last longer.1348  

Some other statements attracted media attention. In Beijing, Blinken said on June 19 that China had 

renewed its promises not to send arms to Russia.1349 In California, Biden reiterated on the same June 

19 in a side comment that the threat of Putin using nuclear weapons was “real.”1350 One day later, on 

June 20, after meeting Chinese Premier Li Qiang in Berlin, Scholz said he “appealed again” to China to 

“exert its influence even more strongly on Russia in this war.” It was important that China continued 

“not to deliver weapons to the aggressor, Russia,” the German chancellor said.1351 

202. Warning 

Russian threats returned on June 20. In Moscow, Shoigu told military officials that Ukraine was plan-

ning to strike Crimea with Western weapons. An attack on the “territory of the Russian Federation, 

including Crimea” with Himars and Storm Shadow missiles would constitute an attack “outside the 

zone of the special military operation” and would mean “the full involvement of the United States and 

Great Britain in the conflict.” Russia would respond with “immediate strikes on decision-making cen-

tres on the territory of Ukraine,” he said.1352 

Concerning Ukraine’s NATO membership bids, on June 20, Ukraine’s ambassador to NATO, Natalia 

Galibarenko, said her government wanted at the Vilnius summit “some kind of invitation – or at least 

commitment […] to look at the timeframe and modalities of our [NATO] membership.” But she under-

stood that for many within the Alliance this was a “red line” because they believed “that it creates a bur-

den for them.” Hence, if Ukraine did not get an invitation, this would be a “bad message,” but not the 
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“end of the world.”1353 The following June 21, Cleverly stated that the UK would be “very supportive” of 

a fast-tracked accession to NATO for Ukraine, adding that he thought “all NATO allies” would “recognize” 

that the offer to both Sweden and Finland did not require a MAP, and Ukrainians had demonstrated 

their commitment to reform the military for the requirements of NATO membership.1354 Also, Wallace 

said on June 29 that NATO should “absolutely look at skipping” the MAP, but allies had to “all move to-

gether” and there were 31 members in NATO.1355 

Regarding further financial support for Ukraine, also on June 20, von der Leyen unveiled an aid pack-

age for 2023-27worth €50bn, stating that the aim was to “provide predictable finance to Ukraine on its 

EU path, together with global partners and the private sector.” Of the aid pledge, 17 billion were meant 

as grants and the rest as low-interest loans.1356 

With view to sanctions, on June 21, EU governments agreed to an 11th package of sanctions against 

Russia, aimed at stopping other countries and companies from circumventing existing measures. It for-

bade transit via Russia of an expanded list of goods and technologies which might aid Russia’s military 

or security sector. The biggest novelty, diplomats said, was enabling restrictions on the sale of sensitive 

dual-use goods and technology to third countries that might sell it on to Russia.1357 

The same June 21, adding to nuclear warnings, Putin announced that new Sarmat nuclear-capable in-

tercontinental ballistic missiles would soon enter service. He stressed that “the most important task” 

was “the development of the nuclear triad,” which was “a key guarantee of Russia’s military security and 

global stability,” also stating that already about half of the units and formations of the Strategic Missile 

Forces were equipped with the latest Yars systems, and the troops were being re-equipped with modern 

missile systems with the Avangard hypersonic warhead.1358 

Regarding the training of Ukrainian pilots on F-16s, the same June 21, a US Defense Department offi-

cial stated that a coalition of Western countries thought Romania could be a good place to train Ukrain-

ian pilots to fly F-16 fighter jets. The group was working to negotiate a contract to conduct the aircraft 

training at a site in Romania, Pentagon officials said.1359 
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Also on June 23, European enlargement commissioner Olivér Várhelyi stated that Ukraine had made 

good progress on its EU accession journey, but would still need to “deliver” on undertakings before offi-

cial accession talks could begin. While Kyiv had made good progress on reforms in judicial governance 

and media anti-corruption, it now needed to “build a credible track record of prosecutions and convic-

tions and to ensure a steady fight against corruption,” he said.1360 In the same vein, Rasmussen stated 

on June 28 that the EU should not “lower the bar” on membership in terms of corruption and democ-

racy, saying to do so would risk “importing instability.” He added that Denmark supported EU member-

ship for Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia and the western Balkans, but that “geopolitical circumstances” did 

not justify skating over governance reforms.1361 

Adding to Russian critique of Western arms and ammunition being used to strike Crimea and targets 

inside Russia, on June 22, the Russia-appointed Kherson governor Vladimir Saldo accused Kyiv of us-

ing British-supplied long-range missiles to strike a bridge connecting Kherson province with the Cri-

mean peninsula. Ukrainian authorities did not confirm the use of Shadow missiles in the attack on the 

bridge.1362 

At the same time, concerning military developments on the ground, the Ukrainian air force said on 

June 23 that its air defenses had shot down 13 Russian cruise missiles heading towards a military air-

field in the western Khmelnitskyi region.1363 

Meanwhile, suggesting intra-elite tensions in Russia were rising, Prigozhin questioned the official justi-

fications for invading Ukraine on June 23, criticizing the country’s military top brass for “deceiving” 

Russian society.1364 One day later, on June 24, Prigozhin attempted an insurrection. The Wagner group 

took over the city of Rostov, including the headquarters of the southern military district, and started a 

march on Moscow. In an emergency broadcast, Putin issued a nationwide call for unity in the face of a 

mutinous strike that he compared to the revolution of 1917. “Any internal mutiny is a deadly threat to 

our state, to us as a nation,” he said.1365 The same day, Prigozhin ordered his fighters to withdraw from 

Rostov and halt their march on Moscow. Under a deal brokered by Lukashenko, Prigozhin agreed to 

leave Russia in exchange for safe passage to exile in Belarus. On June 26, Putin demanded that Wagner 

Group forces either join Russia’s conventional military, return to their families, or go to Belarus along-

side Prigozhin.1366 Russian authorities closed the mutiny probe into the Wagner Group.1367 On June 27, 
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Lukashenko stated that Prigozhin had arrived in Belarus, adding that agreed with his minister of de-

fense that he could use a Wagner unit “as part of the army.”1368 The same day, Putin told members of 

Russia’s security services that they “in fact stopped a civil war” by acting “clearly and coherently” during 

Prigozhin’s armed mutiny. “The people and the army were not on the side of the mutineers,” he 

added.1369 

203. De-escalatory 

In reaction to these developments, Western officials worried about the faith of Russia’s nuclear arse-

nal. American officials sent diplomatic messages to Russia making clear that they were not involved 

in the events and considered them an internal Russian matter. They urged Moscow not to use nuclear 

weapons or escalate. US and European officials agreed behind closed doors that they should remain 

“silent” and “neutral” about the mutiny. “Any time you have a major country like Russia that has signs 

of instability, that’s something of concern,” Blinken said on June 25. “When it comes to their nuclear 

weapons, we have seen no change in their posture, and we have made no change in our own posture. 

But it’s something, of course, we’re looking at very, very carefully.”1370 On June 26, Biden stated that 

the US was “not involved” and “had nothing to do with it,” adding that he had agreed with key allies 

that they “had to make sure” to give Putin “no excuse to blame this on the West and blame this on 

NATO.”1371 Burns called Naryshkin to assure the Kremlin that Washington had no role in it.1372 How-

ever, the same day, Lavrov said Moscow would still look into the potential involvement of Western 

spies in the rebellion.1373 

Reports emerged that, given the instability caused by the insurrection, some Western nations, includ-

ing G7 members, had discussed the need for Ukraine not to take advantage of the current situation by, 

for instance, launching attacks against Russian territory. At the meeting of EU foreign ministers on 

June 26, some stated that it was not in Europe’s interest to destabilize Russia. These discussions re-

vealed a lack of consensus with respect to potential outcomes of the Ukraine crisis – it was not clear who 

was willing to accept how much instability in Russia and the associated risks for Ukraine to regain 

which territories. At the same meeting, Kuleba said now was the time to pump more artillery systems 
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and missiles into Kyiv’s arsenal, place more sanctions on Russia, and speed up the training of Ukrainian 

pilots on advanced fighter jets.1374 

Some western heads of state and government, as well as defense and foreign ministers still further com-

mented on the mutiny. Macron stated on June 25 that the revolt lead by Wagner against the country’s 

leadership would show the “divisions” that existed “within the Russian camp, and the fragility of both its 

military and its auxiliary forces.”1375 The same day, Nauseda cautioned that NATO would need to 

strengthen its eastern flank if Belarus became the new host of Wagner. 1376 Reznikov stated he had had 

a phone call with Austin and both had agreed that the Russian authorities were weak and that with-

drawing Russian troops from Ukraine was “the best choice for the Kremlin” as “Russia would be better 

served to address its own issues.”1377 On June 26, Borrell said that Russia had thus far posed a threat 

because it had been strong and had had force, while now it was also “becoming a risk because it may 

have entered an era of political instability and internal fragility.”1378 Kirby stated the same day that the 

US government was “not taking sides in this internal matter,” 1379 while Cleverly said that Prigozhin’s 

rebellion was “an unprecedented challenge to president Putin’s authority” and that “cracks” were 

emerging “in Russian support for the war.”1380 On June 27, Duda stated that the relocation Wagner to 

Belarus were “all very negative signals for us which we want to raise strongly with our allies.”1381 At a 

meeting of NATO allies on June 28, Duda reiterated that the Wagner group’s presence in Belarus could 

“be a potential danger” for his country and for Lithuania, which share borders with Belarus.1382 

204. De-escalatory 

Meanwhile, on June 25, Lavrov, referring to Biden’s statement that the threat of Russia using tactical 

nuclear weapons was “real,” commented that he would not attach too much importance “to verbal es-

capades that have no foundation.”1383 
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In other news, acting Danish defense minister Troels Lund Poulsen on June 26 announced the start of 

training for Ukrainian pilots on F-16 jets. He added that Denmark would also consider whether it 

“should make a concrete donation to Ukraine of the Danish F-16 fighters, and how many there should 

be.”1384 

Also on June 26, Bulgaria’s Economy Minister Bogdan Bogdanov suggested Russia may have been re-

sponsible for an explosion in the early hours of June 25 at an arms factory in the town of Karnobat in 

eastern Bulgaria.1385 

Concerning further military support for Ukraine, on June 27, the Pentagon announced that the United 

States would provide Kyiv with a new military package worth up to $500m, including ground vehicles 

like Bradley fighting vehicles and Stryker armored personnel carriers, and munitions for high mobility 

artillery rocket systems.1386 On June 28, Nauséda confirmed that his country was to supply Ukraine 

with two Namsam launchers.1387 The same day, Pistorius stated that Germany “should supply more 

arms deliveries” abroad, and had to “change the corresponding restrictions,” adding that establishing 

lasting weapons supplies to Ukraine was “crucial.”1388 The same June 28, Blinken stated that NATO al-

lies would unveil “a very robust package for Ukraine, political and practical” during the Vilnius sum-

mit.1389 

At the same time, the Russian government appeared to take retribution steps against Wagner support-

ers. Russian army general Sergei Surovikin was detained as part of a crack-down, apparently accused 

that he had known about Prigozhin’s plans, media reported on June 29.1390 In Washington, the Biden 

Administration was “considering” sending Army Tactical Missile Systems to Ukraine, journalists noted 

on the same day. The White House, long reluctant on this question, seemed to have softened its position, 

US and European officials told journalists.1391 

Also on June 29, Ukraine conducted nuclear disaster response drills in the vicinity of the Russian-occu-

pied powerplant at Zaporizhzhia, claiming that Russia was potentially planning to destroy the power-

plant. In New York, Nebenzia wrote to Guterres to say that Russia had “no intention” to “blow up” the 
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facility.1392 However, Ukraine’s military intelligence claimed on June 29 that Russia was gradually re-

ducing the number of personnel at Zaporizhzhia, and among the first to leave were employees of 

Rosatom.1393 

In Brussels, on the same June 29, after EU leaders concluded to “stand ready” to help Ukraine defend 

itself in the long term, Borrell noted that military support for Ukraine had to be “for the long haul,” as 

Ukraine needed EU “commitment to continue ensuring their security during the war and after the 

war.”1394 However, Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán said on June 30 that he rejected the EU 

plans to grant more money to Ukraine.1395 

Also on June 29, US ambassador to NATO Julianne Smith said that most officials were confident the Al-

liance could agree at Vilnius on something “above and beyond restating Bucharest.” Allowing Ukraine to 

skip a MAP was “one option” that they were “looking at.”1396 

Ukraine’s counteroffensive received the spotlight on the last day of June. In Kyiv, Valery Zaluzhny, the 

commander of Ukraine’s armed forces, said to reporters that “without being fully supplied, these plans” 

of the counteroffensive were “not feasible at all,” adding that they were still “being carried out” and, 

hence, the advance was slow. He complained about the lack of fighter jets, saying that Russia was tech-

nologically more advanced. When asked whether he feared a Russia nuclear escalation or an explosion 

at Zaporizhzhia, he said: “It doesn’t stop me at all. We are doing our job. All these signals come from out-

side for some reason: ‘Be afraid of a nuclear strike.’ Well, should we give up?” 1397 In Washington, Milley 

told journalists that the counteroffensive was “advancing steadily,” but it was going to be “very difficult,” 

“very bloody,” and “very long.”1398 
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