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At Davos last May, former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger 
sparked a controversy when he argued that Kyiv must cede 
territory to Moscow to achieve peace. Kissinger may well be 
correct to assert that a stable balance between Russia and 
Ukraine will require some trade-offs based on the principles of 
Realpolitik. But we should not delude ourselves into thinking 
that Putin—a former KGB officer who considers the collapse 
of the Soviet Union to have been the greatest catastrophe of 
the twentieth century—launched this war simply to secure a 
border readjustment. Putin’s essay, published in April 2021, 
expresses his view with admirable clarity: Ukraine, in the eyes 
of the Kremlin, is Russia. In sum, he launched this invasion to 
subordinate Ukraine to Moscow—totally and permanently.

We should also not conclude that Russia’s battlefield setbacks 
have been so severe as to deflect Putin from his original goal. 
After he failed to subordinate Ukraine swiftly with a quick 
knockout blow directed at the capital, Kyiv, he moved to Plan 
B: a strategy of exhaustion. He is now determined to grind 
Ukraine down slowly and deliberately with the expectation that 
eventually it will have no choice but to bow to his iron fist.

For its part, the West should thwart Putin’s strategy by 
safeguarding Ukraine’s political and economic independence. 
Kissinger’s comments did not bring us closer to achieving 
that goal. If members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) follow his lead and attempt to cajole Kyiv into ceding 
territory now, while Russia still believes it has the upper hand 
on the battlefield, their efforts will only whet Putin’s appetite 
for expansion. Putin will begin to entertain compromises 
acceptable to the West only when he comes to believe that 
failure to do so will lead inevitably to catastrophic losses for 
Russia. The bad news is that the military balance on the 
ground right now will not lead him to such a conclusion. If 
NATO members act quickly, however, there is still time to shift 
the dynamic in Ukraine’s favor—but it will not be easy.

What Ukraine Needs to Avoid Defeat
To focus our mind on military priorities, let’s start with a simple 
question: what is the bare minimum, territorially, that the 
West needs to avoid strategic defeat? Kyiv, Ukraine’s political 
capital, and Odesa, the economic windpipe of the country—
along with all the territory between them on both sides of the 
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Dnipro—needs to remain fully independent of Moscow. While 
the danger that Kyiv will fall to Russian forces seems to have 
passed, the threat to Odesa will remain so long as the Russian 
military maintains a foothold in Kherson. The lion’s share of 
Ukrainian exports flows out of Odesa. If Russia occupies 
the city, Ukraine will quickly become a landlocked, bankrupt 
state. Under such conditions, even if Kyiv itself were to remain 
nominally independent, the country would sooner or later fall 
under the thumb of Putin.

The West should clearly and publicly define Ukraine’s 
unfettered access to the sea as a strategic necessity and work 
to protect it at all costs. This means not just that Odesa should 
remain unconquered and vibrant but that Kherson, which 
overlooks the land approaches to Odesa (but is currently 
occupied by Russia), should return to Ukrainian control. That 
is the bare minimum, territorially, that Ukraine should have to 
remain a viable entity.

But control of territory is not enough. The Russian aggression 
in the east, which has been continuous for almost a decade, 
also needs to come to an end. Such a result will require Putin 
to conclude that the West will never allow him to swallow 
Ukraine using salami tactics, and that continued effort to do 
so will lead, instead, to inevitable and irreversible losses for 
Russia. In short, the West should change the military balance, 
giving Ukraine what it needs to drag the Kremlin to the 
negotiating table in a state of pain and fear.

Neutralize Russian Strengths
In military terms, the key to persuading Putin to abandon his 
strategic objective is to understand the major sources of his 
firepower advantage as well as the vulnerabilities of the Russian 
war machine—to neutralize the former and exploit the latter. 
At this stage, the conflict has devolved into a war of attrition in 
which the battlefield geometry favors Russian heavy artillery, 
which just happens to be the strongest element of the Russian 
military and the element on which its current strategy depends.

In the earliest stages of the war, Russian combat formations 
became congested along two main supply routes, placing 
the advancing columns in the range of Ukrainian positions. 
The Russian artillery units were disorganized and trapped 
right behind the halted offensive line. At that time, Ukraine’s 
unmanned aerial systems (drones) targeted the Russian 
logistics with relative impunity. But the Russian generals 
regrouped their forces and adjusted to the realities on the 
battlefield. In the south and east, they are now fielding 
their forces efficiently in accordance with traditional Soviet 
doctrine, including a pronounced reliance on heavy firepower 
that brings low-tempo offensives based on heavy artillery. 
Chronic shortfalls of the Russian armor and infantry have left 
the Russian military leadership with no other options. The 
Russians are now slowly but steadily advancing farther into 
Ukrainian territory by relying on their artillery to blast Ukraine’s 
defensive front line while pulverizing population centers, paving 
the way for occupation by infantry forces that can shelter 
behind the big guns.

Simply put, the war has devolved into an artillery duel that 
plays directly to the strengths of the Russian military and the 
weaknesses of Ukraine. NATO members have not responded 
to the challenge adequately. Military assistance has focused on 
delivering this or that weapons system, often without paying 
appropriate attention to doctrinal foundations and concepts of 
operations (CONOPS). It’s as if NATO expects the Ukrainian 
military to model its way of warfighting on whatever weapons 
NATO members deliver this month, regardless of the conflict’s 
changing dynamic. The Ukrainian Armed Forces can still repel 
Putin’s war machine, but this objective is not possible with the 
current shape and volume of Western military assistance. As 
my Hudson colleagues Bryan Clark and Peter Rough rightly 
put it, the West needs to arm the Ukrainian Armed Forces so 
that they can “fight Russia as NATO would.”1

The Ukrainian Armed Forces cannot win an artillery duel 
because their artillery, by and large, does not have enough 
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range to strike the Russian rear area. By contrast, Russian 
missiles can hit almost anywhere in Ukraine. Not only can 
the Russians outmatch the Ukrainians gun for gun on the 
front lines, but they can also use their firepower advantage 
to compensate for some of their obvious weaknesses. For 
example, once the Russian generals understood that their 
forces were vulnerable to drone attacks and that they lacked 
the ability to easily detect drones with their available sensors, 
they began using their firepower advantage by targeting the 
ground control stations of Ukraine’s unmanned aerial systems. 
For these engagements, the Russians use 152-mm howitzers, 
heavy rockets, and even Tochka-U tactical ballistic missiles. 
In addition, Russian electronic warfare capabilities are also 
operating more effectively. The R-330ZH Zhitel and Pole-
21 systems loom especially large in Russian counter-drone 
activity.2

The source of the Russian war machine’s strength, however, is 
also the source of its greatest weakness. To keep the big guns 
blazing, ammunition must move first from railheads to rear 
areas, then to depots located behind artillery concentrations, 
and finally from the depots to the guns themselves. This 
tortuous logistics route is the soft underbelly of the Russian 
war effort. Bottlenecks develop frequently, and storage facilities 
are large and hard to relocate. If Ukraine hits these targets 
hard enough, it can neutralize Russia’s firepower advantage—
but it needs the proper tools.

How to Target Russian Vulnerabilities
An operational art focused on giving Ukraine the capabilities to 
disrupt Russia’s logistics capacity would focus on five lines of 
effort, starting with increasing the supply of advanced multiple-
launch rocket systems (MLRS). These systems have far better 
range than the artillery, enough to hit the Russian rear area 
effectively, and they are survivable thanks to their mobility 
and speed. The combat record of the American M-142 
HIMARS in Ukraine has demonstrated the great potential of 
the system. Ukraine will soon have received some 20 HIMARS 

and other advanced MLRSs in total, but this number is not 
nearly sufficient. Strikes into the Russian rear have to become 
sustainable simultaneously in all major arenas of conflict. To 
be sure, advanced MLRSs have been very recently added to 
the assistance packages, but NATO capitals offer their military 
assistance to Ukraine on a bilateral basis. The United States 
should take the lead and coordinate this critical effort more 
effectively within a coalition-of-the-willing framework.

This does not mean that the United States must shoulder 
all the burden. HIMARS is not the only system capable of 
reaching the logistics targets in the Russian rear area. The 
British and Norwegian governments are in the process of 
supplying the M-270 MLRS, which uses a similar ammunition 
configuration to HIMARS and can be loaded with twice as 
many rockets at a time. The Germans are also transferring 
to Ukraine a MARS-II MLRS, a licensed copy of the M-270. 
Here again, the delivery of these systems moves the Ukrainian 
war effort in the right direction, but the number of systems 
provided is inadequate to meet the strategic need.

If the current suppliers do not have more weapons ready to 
send to Ukraine, alternatives need to be found. When it comes 
to MLRSs, for example, Turkey can certainly lend a hand. Two 
Turkish weapons, the TRG-230 Kaplan (Tiger) and TRG-300 
Kasirga (Hurricane), have both the necessary range and the 
heavy warhead configurations for high destructiveness, which 
would meet the needs of the Ukrainian military perfectly. Turkey 
has previously exported these systems to Azerbaijan, so there 
are no export limitations to hinder a speedy transfer.

The second line of effort in a new concept of operations 
would seek to drastically increase Ukraine’s unmanned aerial 
capabilities. Drones are indispensable. They provide deep 
strike capability that augments the role of MLRS systems; they 
are crucial in spotter roles, identifying the vulnerable nodes in 
the Russian logistics routes; and they can threaten the Russian 
navy, which is dominating the Black Sea naval setting—to 



HUDSON INSTITUTE RUSSIA CAN STILL BE DEFEATED, BUT TIME IS SHORT 4

name just three crucial uses. The Ukrainians demonstrated 
the value of drones when they used the Turkish Bayraktar 
TB-2s to disrupt Russian logistical operations during the 
Battle of Kyiv in early 2022. The current condition of Ukrainian 
unmanned airpower, however, is insufficient for launching a 
counteroffensive capable of neutralizing Russia’s artillery.

By far the best way to improve Ukraine’s airpower would be for 
Washington to provide Ukraine with the MQ-1C Gray Eagle, 
which would mark a giant leap forward for Ukrainian drone 
warfare capacity thanks to its advanced sensors and potent 
weapon systems configuration (AGM-114 Hellfire missiles and 
GBU-44/B Viper Strike guided munitions). In addition to giving 
Ukraine the ability to target key Russian logistics hubs, Gray 
Eagles or similar capabilities, in close coordination with the 
coastal anti-ship missiles of Ukraine, could almost singlehandedly 
disrupt the Russian navy’s upper hand in the Black Sea.

If securing the necessary approvals in Washington to deliver 
Gray Eagles proves too difficult, then Turkey might also 
increase its support to the Ukrainian military by providing a 
more advanced system than the Bayraktar, namely the Akinci 
(the Raider). The Akinci uses Ukrainian engine technology, and 
Ukraine has signed the first coproduction deal for the drone. 
Akinci comes with a much larger combat payload, including 
500-lb guided bombs (joint direct-attack munitions and laser-
guided munitions based on Mk 82 bombs) heavier drone smart 
munitions (the MAM-T, weighing some 90 kg, which is almost 
four times heavier than the TB-2’s standard MAM-L), and 
even SOM cruise missiles with more than a 200-km effective 
range, which would equip Ukraine with an air-ground deep 
strike capability. Akinci drones have the added advantage of 
being easily networked with the TB-2s, with which Ukrainian 
operators are already familiar. Turkey has only a few Akincis 
ready, but even a small package can help.

The third line of effort is to arm Ukraine to destroy Russia’s 
drone and artillery complexes, in which the former act as 

spotters for its organic artillery. To neutralize the Russian 
artillery-drone capacity, Ukraine needs a steady supply of 
man-portable air defense systems (MANPADS), counter-
battery radars, artillery, and ammunition. In addition to their 
effectiveness against drones, MANPADS exploit a special 
vulnerability of the Russian Aerospace Force, namely its 
chronic lack of precision-guided munitions. Still armed with 
dumb bombs in the twenty-first century, Russian pilots must 
fly at low altitudes that allow them to see their targets—making 
them prey for low-altitude air defenses.

The fourth line of effort in a new concept of operations is to 
target, systematically, a structural vulnerability of Russia’s main 
battle tanks: their lack of defense against top-attack weapons. 
Briefly, Russian main battle tanks suffer from a critical design 
flaw. Unlike the Western main battle tanks, which are manned 
by four persons, Russian tanks have a three-person crew. 
In this design, the loader role is primarily undertaken by an 
automatic ammunition system with a carousel loader, which 
transports projectiles up from the tank’s hull to the breech 
of the main gun. Upon the gunner’s request, the system 
automatically collects a projectile for the next salvo. In the 
past, this design feature reduced the tank’s height and made it 
smaller and lighter, thus making it harder to target.

But the smaller size and reduced crew come at a cost. While 
most Russian tanks are very well protected in the front, they 
lack armor on the sides and especially around the turret. Some 
upgrades can improve the side armor, but the top-attack 
vulnerability is there to stay. When the tank’s roof is penetrated, 
the projectile directly hits the ammunition, causing an explosion 
that expels the turret like a projectile. For this reason, many 
Russian tanks have been found “decapitated” in Ukraine. Even 
worse for Russian crews, their tanks lack adequate separation 
between them and the ammunition. Thus, in almost every top-
attack penetration, the crew dies. When the three-crew design 
first appeared, the threat of an attack from above on the 
turret was not a high-priority risk. But modern weapons have 
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changed all that, and the Russians have been slow to adjust. 
Anti-tank guided missiles, such as the American Javelin, not 
to mention combat drones and loitering munitions, make the 
top-attack a commonplace occurrence.3

Overall, the supplies of top-attack anti-tank weaponry that 
NATO capitals have delivered to Ukraine have worked well up 
to now. No change is necessary, but the West should continue 
these transfers and possibly even increase their volume. Tanks 
are Russia’s principal assets for both offensive maneuvers and 
defensive endeavors as they conduct breakthroughs and hold 
territory. Once the Russian generals realized how vulnerable 
their armor was to top-attack, they had no choice but to 
fall back on the slow and methodic progress led by artillery 
formations. If Ukrainian attacks on logistics can neutralize 
Russian artillery, then the invading army will be stuck in place.

Defeat Putin in a Large-Scale Counteroffensive
To convince Putin that he will never bring Ukraine under 
Russian control, a fifth line of effort is also needed: Ukrainian 
forces should launch a large-scale counteroffensive. The goal 
of this counteroffensive would not be to defeat the Russians 
on every point along the line of contact. Ukrainian defenses 
are already overstretched. Realistically speaking, the Ukrainian 
military does not have the capability to drive every Russian 
soldier from Ukrainian soil. It can, however, direct a punch at a 
single location. If the blow is strong enough, and if the location 
is strategically important enough, then it would change Putin’s 
grand strategic calculus.

The appropriate target for such a blow is Kherson—for four 
reasons. First, the Russians have already demonstrated 
the weakness of their rear-area security in this region. 
Time and again, the Ukrainian military has successfully 
destroyed Russian deployments in the sector, including 
high-value targets such as close air-support contingents. 
Ukraine’s drone-artillery complexes have proven to be 
especially effective in these strikes. Second, the Russians 
have encountered extremely inhospitable “human terrain” 
in Kherson. The local population has refused to live under 
Russian domination. Even after the city fell, opposition to 
Russia on the ground continued. Therefore, in the event 
of a counteroffensive, the Russians would have additional 
problems in keeping high-value facilities (especially command 
posts and ammunition depots), as well as high-ranking 
personnel and local collaborators, safe. Third, unlike in the 
eastern sector, Russian logistics in Kherson are stretched thin 
and are therefore even more vulnerable. Finally, rolling back 
the Russians in Kherson would demonstrate to Putin the firm 
resolve of the Ukrainians to keep Odesa safe.

Defeat on the battlefield is the only way to persuade Putin to 
abandon his intention to subordinate Ukraine. It is vital for the 
West to bring Putin to the negotiating table as a supplicant 
seeking to end his pain. Diplomacy that is not backed up by 
military resolve will be read in Moscow as weakness. It will 
encourage Putin to keep the pressure on Odesa until Ukraine 
finally succumbs. We should not delude ourselves into thinking 
otherwise.
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