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Biden expected to announce more Ukraine aid, including sending Bradley Fighting
Vehicles
Courtney Kube and Carol E. Lee - NBC News

WASHINGTON — The Biden administration is expected to announce a new round of
military assistance for Ukraine on Friday that will include equipment the U.S. has not
previously provided, according to three U.S. officials.

President Joe Biden on Thursday announced that Bradley Fighting Vehicles will be
part of the new package. The announcement was made in conjunction with Germany,
which plans to send Marder Infantry Fighting Vehicles.

The president held a phone call with German Chancellor Olaf Scholz early Thursday
afternoon, the White House said in a statement.
The two leaders "reiterated their support for Ukraine’s sovereignty and independence.
They reaffirmed their unwavering solidarity with Ukraine and the Ukrainian people
in the face of Russia’s aggression," according to a White House statement.

A U.S. Bradley Fighting Vehicle (Delil Souleiman / AFP via Getty
Images)© Provided by NBC News

The total price tag of the package will be nearly $3 billion, according to two U.S.
officials.
The aid package will be the first from the $45 billion Congress in assistance
authorized for Ukraine at the end of December.

The president said Wednesday he was considering sending the powerful Bradley
Armored Vehicles to Ukraine, something Kyiv has been asking the U.S. to do.

Ukraine to get French combat vehicles in 'first' such move
Associated Press (AP)
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PARIS (AP) — The French Defense Ministry said Thursday it will soon hold talks
with its Ukrainian counterpart to arrange for the delivery of armored combat vehicles
in what France's presidency says will be the first time this type of Western-made
wheeled tank destroyer will be given to the Ukrainian military.

This undated photo provided Thursday Jan.5, 2023 by the French Army shows AMX-
10 RC tanks. France said Wednesday Jan.4, 2023 it will send French-made AMX-10
RC light tanks to Ukraine, the first tanks from a Western European country, following
an afternoon phone call between French President Emmanuel Macron and Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy. (Jeremy Bessat/Armee de Terre via AP)© Provided

by The Associated Press

Discussions will include the delivery timetable and the training of Ukrainian soldiers
on the equipment, the ministry said.
Designated as “light tanks” in French, the AMX-10 RC carries a 105-milimeter
cannon and two machine guns. It's primarily designed for reconnaissance missions
and has enough armor to protect against light infantry weapons, according to the
French defense ministry. They have wheels rather than tracks, allowing it to be more
mobile than heavy tanks.

Ukrainian Prime Minister Volodymyr Zelenskyy took to Twitter to thank France the
weapons and for "intensifying work with partners in the same direction.”
Ukraine has for months sought to be supplied with heavier tanks, including the U.S.
Abrams and the German Leopard 2 tanks.

France's decision was announced after an hour-long call between French President
Emmanuel Macron and Zelenskyy Wednesday afternoon. The Elysee declined to
provide details about the agreement.

The AMX-10 RC has been in service with the French military since 1981 and has
undergone recent upgrades. France's defense ministry said the combat vehicle is now
being gradually replaced by the new equivalent named Jaguar.
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The decision is another in France's military support to Ukraine, following the French
defense minister's visit to Kyiv last week.
Paris has supplied Ukraine with a substantial chunk of its arsenal of Caesar cannons,
as well as anti-tank missiles, Crotale air defense missile batteries and rocket
launchers. It is also training some 2,000 Ukrainian troops on French soil.

U. S. President Joe Biden said his administration is considering sending to
Ukraine Bradley Fighting Vehicles, a medium armored combat vehicle that can serve
as a troop carrier.
V.
Biden was asked during an exchange with reporters while traveling in Kentucky
whether providing the tracked armored fighting vehicle to Ukraine was on the table.
He responded “yes,” without offering further comment.

The German government has for months faced calls from Kyiv and some lawmakers
at home to deliver Leopard 2 heavy tanks to Ukraine, but has said that it wouldn’t go
alone with such a move and that no other country has supplied similar Western
equipment.

The co-leader of Chancellor Olaf Scholz’s party, Saskia Esken, told n-tv television
Thursday that Scholz and the government are in regular and close contact “with our
partners, with our friends, of course particularly with the Americans” on weapons
deliveries.

Britain says it has given Ukraine more than 200 armored vehicles for troop transport,
but no tanks as of yet.
____
AP Writers Geir Moulson in Berlin and Jill Lawless in London contributed to the
story.

Breaking ranks, Macron’s gift of tanks to Ukraine puts western alliance under
pressure to give Zelenskyy what he wants
Christian Hetzner - Fortune

Christmas may have come early for Volodymyr Zelenskyy this year.
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Breaking ranks, Macron’s gift of tanks to Ukraine puts western alliance under
pressure to give Zelenskyy what he wants© Joern Haufe—Getty Images.

On Wednesday, French President Emmanuel Macron granted his Ukrainian
counterpart's wish with the promise of modern AMX-10 RC wheeled tanks to drive
Russian invaders off his soil.

Macron, Europe’s de facto leader, broke ranks with his western allies and in doing so
has piled pressure on his closest strategic partner, Germany.
Chancellor Olaf Scholz has been busy swatting away repeated calls to deliver
German-built Leopard 2 battle tanks to Kyiv to help bring a swifter end to the war.

“This is the first time the Armed Forces of Ukraine have been provided with Western-
made tanks.” France’s Elysee Palace said on Wednesday.

What is the AMX-10 RC?
Built by France’s Giat and in service since 1981, the AMX-10 RC is equipped with a
105-mm bore main turret gun. Since it sits upon wheels rather than traditional tracks
like heavier tanks, its mobility makes it better suited for reconnaissance missions, but
it can provide effective fire support on the battlefield.

According to Reuters, French officials did not give any details about the volume or
timing of the planned shipments, but added talks would continue regarding the
potential delivery of other vehicle types.

Ukraine, which traditionally celebrates Christmas on January 7th along with the rest
of the Eastern Orthodox church, has been clamoring for months to get its hands on
the West’s latest battle tanks to counter the armored superiority of Russia’s T-72
columns.

With the war swiftly approaching its one-year anniversary on February 24th and no
end in site, France’s gift of AMX-10 RC combat tanks reopens the debate in Europe
over the Leopard.
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Related video: War in Ukraine: 'Unusual for Russian authorities to admit so quickly
such a high casualty figure' (France 24)

If this prompts Berlin to follow with its own, or even simply green light others' doing
so, it could be the most meaningful development in the war since Ukraine retook in
November the city of Kherson, the sole regional capital to fall into Russian hands.
Praise for Macron
"Strong leadership by Emmanuel Macron," praised Guy Verhofstadt, Belgium's
former veteran prime minister currently serving in the European Parliament, on
Wednesday. "Now there is nowhere for the German government to hide."

Russia’s Soviet-designed T-72s would be little match for the much more modern,
third-generation tanks built by Germany's Krauss-Maffei Wegmann. Export laws
grant Berlin a veto however any time a western ally such as Lithuania wants to
donate one from its own armory.
“The best type of weapons that can be supplied now are Western top battle tanks,
such as the German Leopard or the American Abrams,” said Lithuanian foreign
minister Gabrielius Landsbergis last month.

Last year, the CEO of manufacturer Rheinmetall even offered to refurbish from its
own reserves 80 Leopards, hailed by leading Swiss daily Neue Zürcher Zeitung on
Thursday as “the tank that can shorten the war.”

Germany’s dithering chancellor has dug himself in, claiming no other western ally is
willing to send modern western battle tanks.
Yet suffering from poor polling and an image of an indecisive leader afraid of his own
shadow, Scholz now has to bail out defense minister Christine Lambrecht over
an embarrassing New Year’s faux pas.

Between the political capital he now needs to spend to ward off demands for her
resignation and the unfortunate position Macron put him in through his brash and
seemingly uncoordinated expansion of military aid, Scholz may need to go on the
attack himself.
In that case, the German chancellor could have his own Christmas gift of tanks for
Ukraine’s forces.

More far-fetched things have been known to happen and it wouldn’t be the first time
he’s caved to pressure: in April he flip-flopped and approved the delivery of
50 Gepard armored anti-aircraft vehicles.

*** This story was originally featured on Fortune.com

Kremlin blames soldiers' cell phones, pundits blame Russia military leaders for
Ukraine strike that killed 89
John Bacon - USA TODAY
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The unauthorized use of cellphones exposed the location of Russian troops to the
Ukrainian military, prompting the weekend rocket attack that killed scores
of Russians, a Kremlin official said Wednesday.
Some Russians dismissed the explanation as an effort by the Kremlin to deflect blame
from leadership.

Lt. Gen. Sergey Sevryukov said the death toll had risen to 89 service-members – up
from 63 – in the Russian-controlled Ukrainian town of Makiivka in eastern Ukraine.
He said a commission was investigating the strike but that "it has already become
obvious at present that the main cause of the occurrence was activation and large-
scale use, contrary to the ban, of personal phones by personnel within the reach of
enemy’s destruction means."

Ukrainian servicemen bid farewell to their partners at Kramatorsk train station in
eastern Ukraine on January 3, 2023.© SAMEER AL-DOUMY, AFP via Getty Images.

Sevryukov said the Russian military is taking measures to ensure a similar incident
does not happen again, adding that officials responsible would be punished. The
attack was among the most deadly Russia has faced in a war that has dragged on for
more than 10 months with no indication it will soon end.

The British defense ministry, in an assessment Wednesday, noted that the extent of the
damage indicated a "realistic possibility" that ammunition stored near troop
accommodations exploded during the strike, creating secondary blasts.

"The Russian military has a record of unsafe ammunition storage from well before the
current war," the assessment says.
"This incident highlights how unprofessional practices contribute to Russia’s high
casualty rate."
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Other developments:
►Unconfirmed Ukrainian reports put the death toll from the the weekend rocket
strike much higher. The Strategic Communications Directorate of Ukraine’s armed
forces claimed Sunday that about 400 mobilized Russian soldiers were killed in a
vocational school building.

►The Russian regiment's deputy commander was among the dead, according to the
nation's defense ministry.

►In Samara, in southwestern Russia, locals on Tuesday gathered for a memorial.
Unconfirmed reports in Russian-language media said the victims were mobilized
reservists from the region.

Some Russians reject cellphone explanation
Andrei Medvedev, Russian TV host, dismissed the explanation in a message on
Telegram, calling it a reflection of the adage that cities are taken by soldiers while
wars are won by generals.

"Of course it is not the fault of the commander who gave the order to place the
personnel in the building. Not the one who did not take care of the means of disguise
in advance," he wrote sarcastically.

"It is not the fault of the one who did not begin to settle the fighters in the basements.
And a simple fighter with a phone, it turns out, is to blame."

The Russian military blogger Grey Zone wrote on Telegram that while the enemy
sometimes can use cellphones to track troops, "in this case, it is 99% a lie and an
attempt to shift the blame."

Ukraine planning March offensive, Ukraine official says
Ukraine plans a major offensive for spring, and fighting could be "hottest" in March,
Ukraine's military intelligence head said Wednesday.

"This is (when we will see) liberation of territories and dealing the final defeats to the
Russian Federation," Kyrylo Budanov told ABC News in an interview in Kyiv. "This
will happen throughout Ukraine, from Crimea to the Donbas."

Budanov said the U.S. Bradley Armored Fighting Vehicles will "significantly
improve" the Ukraine military's combat ability. The Ukrainian leadership has
repeatedly said it will sign no peace deal that involves land concessions. That
includes Crimea, which Russia has occupied since 2014.

Budanov thanked Americans for their support and promised that "it will not take too
long now, and every taxpayer in the U.S. will be able to see where every cent went.
We will change this world together."

Ukrainians could face more power outages
Ukraine’s state grid operator Ukrenergo said that it has established power
consumption limits across the nation and that emergency outages will be introduced if
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the limits are exceeded. Consumption has increased because of colder weather and
increased business operations after the winter holidays, the company said in a
statement. Energy facilities in the eastern part of the country had come under frequent
attack from Russia, causing significant damage, the statement said.

“The damage to generation facilities and power transmission grids is complex and
large-scale," the statement said.
"Their restoration still requires significant resources and time."

Iranian drone made up of mostly US parts, CNN reports
Parts made by more than a dozen U.S. and Western companies were found inside
an Iranian drone downed in Ukraine last fall, CNN reported, citing a Ukrainian
intelligence assessment the media outlet said it obtained.

Of the 52 components Ukrainians removed from the Iranian Shahed-136 drone, 40
appear to have been manufactured by 13 American companies, the others
by companies in Canada, Switzerland, Japan, Taiwan, and China, according to the
assessment.

The weapons research group Conflict Armament Research issued multiple reports
last year citing the use of Western parts in the drones, and the White House has
created a task force aimed at cutting off the supply of Western-made parts to Iran.

*** Contributing: The Associated Press

Russia Loses 10,000 Troops in Two Weeks: Ukraine
Story by Brendan Cole • 11h ago

Ukraine has claimed there has been a big spike in Russian casualties over the
Christmas and New Year period.

A destroyed Russian tank on January 3, 2023, in Oleksandrivka, Ukraine. © Getty
Images/Pierre Crom
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On January 5, 2023, Ukraine's armed forces claimed that the death toll of Russian
personnel since the start of the war had hit more than 109,000.

In an update on Thursday, the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Ukraine said that
109,720 Russian personnel had been killed since the start of the invasion on February
24, 2022. This figure included 810 Russian personnel reportedly killed in the 24 hours
preceding the update.

The unverified number that Newsweek has contacted the Russian defense ministry
about is a sobering statistic when compared with Kyiv's claims two weeks ago.

On December 21, the six-figure milestone was reached, according to Kyiv, after 660
Russian troops had been killed—taking the death toll from 99,740 to 100,400.
Ukraine's estimates put the death toll of Russian personnel at 9,980 over the last
fortnight.

At the end of December, Ukraine said that 10,000 Russian troops had been killed
each month since February 2022 when Vladimir Putin started the war.
The estimates come as a bloody battle for Bakhmut in the Donetsk Oblast continues to
rage and follow a devastating New Year's Eve strike on the Russian-held town
of Makiivka in the same region about 50 miles south.

Moscow announced that 89 personnel had been killed in the strike it blamed on
Ukraine, although Russian military bloggers have said that the death toll could run
into the hundreds and blamed the commanders for putting troops close to ammunition
stores.

Exact figures of Russian military deaths in the war are tricky to ascertain with
Moscow's official figures considerably lower than Kyiv's estimates.
Russia has only updated the figure twice, at the end of March and in September, when
defense minister, Sergei Shoigu, said that 5,937 Russian troops had been killed since
the war started.

That official number is notably smaller than estimates from Western military and
intelligence officials. Gen. Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, for
example, said in November that Moscow's casualties were "well over 100,000 Russian
soldiers killed and wounded."

Michael Clarke, visiting professor in the Department of War Studies at King's College
London, told Newsweek in October that the estimates by both Moscow and Kyiv are
likely to be inaccurate.

Meanwhile, a project by BBC Russian and the Russian media outlet Mediazona said
in December that it had counted the war dead as at least 10,000. It drew on open
source information including news reports, announcements from local officials, social
media posts, plaques in schools as well as cemeteries.
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These included over 400 newly mobilized recruits, 95 serving prisoners as well as
fighter pilots and special forces officers. The outlet's research found Krasnodar to be
the region with the highest losses, followed by Dagestan and Buryatia.

Putin orders 36-hour ceasefire in Ukraine for observance of Orthodox Christmas
Brad Dress - The Hill

Russian President Vladimir Putin ordered a 36-hour ceasefire in Ukraine to observe
Orthodox Christmas over the weekend.

Putin orders 36-hour ceasefire in Ukraine for observance of Orthodox
Christmas© Provided by The Hill

“Based on the fact that a large number of citizens professing Orthodoxy live in the
combat areas, we call on the Ukrainian side to declare a cease-fire and give them the
opportunity to attend services on Christmas Eve, as well as on the Day of the Nativity
of Christ,” Putin’s order, published on the Kremlin’s website, reads.

Putin called for the ceasefire “along the entire line of contact between the parties in
Ukraine” and requested it last from noon on Friday through Saturday.
The order comes after the head of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill,
called for a ceasefire during the holiday weekend. In the Kremlin statement, Putin
said he was taking into account Kirill’s request.

There was no immediate word from the office of Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky.
Mykhailo Podolyak, an adviser to Zelensky, criticized the ceasefire request from Kirill
early on Thursday, saying the Russian Orthodox Church acts as a “propagandist of
war.”
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“The Russian Orthodox Church has called for the genocide of Ukrainians,
encouraged mass murders, and insists on even greater militarization of the Russian
Federation,” Podolyak tweeted. “Therefore, the statement of the Russian Orthodox
Church about the ‘Christmas truce’ is a cynical trap and an element of propaganda.”

Putin also discussed a settlement in the war on Thursday with Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, according to a readout from the Kremlin.
The Turkish leader expressed a desire to mediate a political settlement of the conflict
and Putin “reaffirmed Russia’s openness to a serious dialogue,” adding that Ukraine
must “take into account new territorial realities.”

Ukraine called for a 10-point peace proposal last month, including the complete
withdrawal of troops from his country.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said at the time that “Kyiv is not ready for
dialogue” in response to the proposal.
“We will not talk to anyone under such conditions,” Lavrov said in an interview with
state media last month.

Putin’s new call for a ceasefire comes after a deadly New Year’s Eve strike on a
Russian temporary base in the eastern region of Donetsk, which Moscow this week
said killed 89 soldiers. It was the deadliest single attack on Russian forces in the war.

Mexican cartel leader dies in shootout after mass jail break
Reuters

MEXICO CITY (Reuters) - An escaped Mexican cartel kingpin known as "El Neto"
died after a shootout early on Thursday, four days after he fled prison in a violent
mass break-out, authorities said.

Mexican cartel leader dies in shootout after mass jail break© Thomson Reuters
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Mexican cartel leader dies in shootout after mass jail break© Thomson Reuters

“El Neto”, whose full name was Ernesto Alfredo Pinon de la Cruz, was tracked down
by intelligence forces in the city of Ciudad Juárez on the U.S. border, and then shot
after a pursuit, officials said.

"He was located, chased. He was injured, but on the way (to the state attorney
general's offices) he died," Chihuahua state governor Maru Campos said on Twitter.

"El Neto", a top gunman for the "Los Mexicles" cartel, escaped with 29 other inmates
after raiders in armored vehicles attacked the prison in the border town of Juarez
early on New Year's Day.

Mexican cartel leader dies in shootout after mass jail break© Thomson Reuters

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/biden-expected-to-announce-more-ukraine-aid-including-sending-bradley-fighting-vehicles/ar-AA1618Kt?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/ukraine-to-get-french-combat-vehicles-in-first-such-move/ar-AA160q7p?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/breaking-ranks-macron-s-gift-of-tanks-to-ukraine-puts-western-alliance-under-pressure-to-give-zelenskyy-what-he-wants/ar-AA160uM0?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/mexican-cartel-leader-dies-in-shootout-after-mass-jail-break/ar-AA160QUA?ocid=msedgntp&cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6&fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/mexican-cartel-leader-dies-in-shootout-after-mass-jail-break/ar-AA160QUA?ocid=msedgntp&cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6&fullscreen=true


At least 19 people, including guards and other prisoners, died in the assault, one of
Mexico's bloodiest prison raids in recent years, authorities said.

Police and security forces launched a manhunt. At least seven people, including
police, were killed in another confrontation during the search in the state on Monday,
authorities said.

Tribute to pay homage to prison guards killed during a riot at the Cereso 3 prison
and to police officers of the State Investigation Agency killed during the search for the

fugitives, in Ciudad Juarez© Thomson Reuters

Federal authorities who arrived to restore order said they found inmates had set up a
"VIP zone" in the state-run prison with stashes drugs and money.

Mexican cartel leader dies in shootout after mass jail break© Thomson Reuters
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State prosecutors in Chihuahua said the head of the Juarez prison had been dismissed
and was under investigation alongside others.

*** Reporting by Isabel Woodford; Editing by Jackie Botts and Andrew Heavens.

What happens if Republicans fail to elect Kevin McCarthy as speaker? Here’s what
the constitution says
Alisha Rahaman Sarkar - The Independent

The House of Representatives has failed to decide on a new speaker for the first time
in a century, after Republican Kevin McCarthy was unable to secure a majority at
the end of six consecutive votes this week.

McCarthy vies for Speaker of the House© EPA

Kevin McCarthy loses sixth vote in House speaker bid, as chamber adjourns
Mr McCarthy must get a simple majority of votes from members to be elected speaker
after Republicans took control of the lower chamber in the November midterms.

The House was adjourned on Wednesday evening amid din as his far-right Donald
Trump-supporting GOP opponents showed no sign of relenting in their effort to block
the former minority leader's election bid.

“I don’t think voting tonight is productive,” Mr McCarthy told reporters at the
Capitol, following six unsuccessful votes over the last two days. “Let people work a
little more.”

The House will resume its efforts later on Thursday, and is expected to continue to
hold votes for as many rounds as required until a candidate reaches the necessary
majority.
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So what does the US Constitution say if Mr McCarthy does not get to hold one of the
important positions in US politics government after president Joe Biden and vice
president Kamala Harris?

Unfortunately for those looking to the US’s founding document for a solution, the
answer is very little.
The constitution says almost nothing about the selection process for the speaker of the
House, according to Matthew Green, a professor of political science at the Catholic
University of America.

“All it says in Article One … is ‘The House shall choose their speaker.’ That’s it," he
told The Washington Post.

While the Constitution may not provide answers, there is historical precedent for the
current situation facing the House. In total there have been 14 instances of the House
requiring multiple ballots to elect a speaker going as far back as the third Congress
in 1793, according to the House of Representatives website.

Congress last failed to select a speaker at the first time of asking in 1923, when nine
rounds were eventually needed to elect Frederick H Gillett of Massachusetts.

In 1855, it took the House a record 133 rounds of voting to elect a speaker.
Though there is precious little detail, the speaker's role is one of the few that does at
least appear in the Constitution. The speaker is selected by a roll-call vote, and one
involving the participation of the entire House.

As well as its practical importance to the functioning of American democracy, the role
also has huge historical significance. “The earliest parties formed in part around
electing the speaker,” said Eric Schickler, a professor of political science at the
University of California at Berkeley.

“In the second and third Congresses, there were more Jeffersonians elected, but the
Federalists were [more] organized” and succeeded in electing their choice of speaker,
he told the Post.
“That started this practice of parties getting together and trying to settle on one
candidate at the start.”

President Biden has decried House Republicans’ failure to elect a speaker and begin
the assembly’s regular business, saying that the dysfunction reflects poorly on the
country.

Speaking just outside the White House residence before he departed aboard Marine
One for an event in Kentucky, Mr Biden said the spectacle in the lower chamber was
“embarrassing”.

“It’s a little embarrassing it’s taking so long, and the way they are dealing with one
another,” he said.

He said the House’s failure to choose a speaker on the first day of the 118th Congress
was “not a good look” and “not a good thing” for the US.
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Russia’s Wagner group ramping up operations outside of Ukraine, U.S. warns
Erin Banco - Politico

Top U.S. officials are increasingly tracking the movements and efforts of a Russian
private military group outside of Ukraine as Moscow continues to use the
organization to launch influence operations in Africa and Europe.
Last month the Biden administration downgraded classified intelligence saying
Russia is relying on the Wagner group in Ukraine to recruit prisoners and launch
offensives in the city of Bakhmut.

But US officials are also gathering intelligence related to the group’s activities in
countries such as the Central African Republic, Mali and Serbia, according to cables
obtained by POLITICO, where Russia is using Wagner to fight anti-Putin sentiment
and defend government mining interests with troops and weapons.

The Wagner group, owned by Russian oligarch Yevgeny Prigozhin, operates in
dozens of countries and works with governments on military and political projects.
The U.S. has long tracked the group’s activities across the world, particularly in
countries such as Syria, where U.S. troops are stationed.

But the recent statements from American officials underscore the degree to which the
administration is concerned about Russia’s reliance on the group and Wagner’s
ability to shape events in countries where the U.S. and its allies hold business and
diplomatic relationships.

The cables show how U.S. officials are tracking the movements and activities of
Wagner on the ground in the Central African Republic and Serbia, and the extent to
which the group poses threats to local forces and officials. While Wagner has for
years operated in both countries, the cables provide fresh context to how the Biden
administration is analyzing the paramilitary group’s increasing activity in politically
turbulent countries.

“There's been a growing focus on Russia's relationship in Africa and in building a
sphere of influence that really hasn't existed since the end of the Cold War,” said
Catrina Doxsee, the associate director and associate fellow for the Transnational
Threats Project at the Center for Strategic and International Studies.

“The use of private military companies, particularly as we've seen in countries with
weak governance, ongoing security challenges and enriched natural resources, sets
[Wagner] up to either carry out … security agreements or to facilitate future
diplomatic relationships with those countries.”

Prigozhin and Wagner have been under U.S. sanctions for years. But the U.S. has
recently taken additional steps to try to control Wagner’s access to weapons. At the
end of December, the Biden administration implemented additional export controls on
Wagner, making it more difficult to access any equipment with U.S. technology.
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NSC spokesperson John Kirby told reporters last month that because of sanctions and
export controls, Wagner has looked for partners across the world to supply tools to
support its operations — and North Korea has completed an initial arms delivery.
The administration is also considering designating Wagner as a terrorist
organization, Bloomberg reported last month.

“There are a handful of different concerns that we have when we're seeing them
operate in a place like Africa,” Doxsee said. “A big implication is Russia's ability to
spread its own power projection and intelligence capabilities — not only by
displacing Western military intelligence capabilities — but also [through] the pursuit
of new basing rights and other opportunities that would give them access to
strategically important locations.”

The Wagner group’s operations in Africa span various countries, including
Madagascar and Libya. In recent years, the group has also ramped up activity in the
Central African Republic.

The group set up offices in the country in 2018, establishing the “Russia house” — a
cultural center — in the capital of Bangui. It worked to train troops and protect
President Faustin-Archange Touadéra.

Human rights groups have said Wagner may be responsible for executing, torturing
and beating civilians in the country. The Kremlin denies any official link to Wagner.
"The U.S. government is concerned about the extent to which Wagner is interfering in
sovereign countries’ internal politics, violating human rights, and robbing them of
mineral wealth,” one senior administration official said.
“There is significant evidence that Wagner’s harsh counter terrorism tactics in places
like Mali are worsening the situation by creating more opportunities for extremist
exploitation."

aine
In December, U.S. officials began tracking the fallout of an alleged attack on one of
the Wagner group’s top leaders, Dmitry Sytii in the Central African Republic,
according to the cables. Prigozhin claimed Sytii received a package that exploded in
his hands, calling it a “terrorist attack.” He alleged the package came with a note
indicating that the French were responsible.
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But in the days following the incident, U.S. officials scrambled to determine if an
attack had occurred or whether Wagner was spreading disinformation for political
reasons — a tactic often used by the group, according to the cables. U.S. officials
could not immediately determine if Wagner was attempting to make it look as though
the French had attacked the group.
French officials have denied any involvement. French Foreign Minister Catherine
Colonna reportedly called Wagner’s allegations “Russian propaganda.”

U. S. officials received varying information about the event, including that the attack
may have taken place at a military base or the cultural center and conversely that
Sytii was seen partying in Bangui in the hours after the incident allegedly occurred.
Officials also heard that Sytii may have been hospitalized and lost three fingers in the
blast but also that he may have been evacuated.
V.
American officials raised questions about the timing of the news — it came shortly
after unidentified aircraft targeted a cotton factory where Wagner troops were
reportedly positioned. It also came one day after the departure of the French
military and two days after a fire broke out at the European Union delegation’s
headquarters in Bangui, one of the cables said.
“All worried that there had recently been a remarkable number of coincidences,” one
of the cables said.

The administration is also tracking Wagner’s movements in Serbia and Belarus — a
Russian ally that has staged Moscow’s troops to prop up the war effort in Ukraine.
Reports of Wagner group operatives in Belarus surfaced in 2020. The government in
Minsk announced that it had arrested 33 operatives working to sow chaos in the lead
up to the presidential elections.
Since then, the Belarusian government, under the leadership of President Alexander
Lukashenko, has grown closer to Russia.

Wagner has positioned people in Belgrade as well, and announced it had officially set
up operations in Serbia at the beginning of December. Since then, it has launched
influence operations to counter “activity against the Putin regime by elements of the
Russian diaspora,” one of the cables said.

The group’s presence in Serbia comes as tensions continue to rise on the border of
Kosovo. Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić — who does not recognize Kosovo’s
2008 declaration of independence — has ordered troops to move into combat-ready
positions and has threatened to cross into Kosovo to protect Serbian people living
there.

The situation in Kosovo has worsened since November when authorities announced
that ethnic Serbs would have to surrender their Serbian-issued license plates.
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Wagner Group head Yevgeny Prigozhin attends the funeral of Dmitry Menshikov, a
fighter of the Wagner group who died during a special operation in Ukraine, at the
Beloostrovskoye cemetery outside St. Petersburg, Russia, Dec. 24, 2022.© AP Photo.

Meanwhile, Russia, aided by Wagner, continues to lose people on the battlefield in
Ukraine, particularly in Bakhmut. The Institute for the Study of War, a think tank,
assessed last week that Wagner’s forces are serving in a “chiefly attritional role” in
the city and have “likely become degraded to a near-debilitating extent.”

“Russians have really poured a lot of effort into Bakhmut. It's largely been a struggle
fought by promotion in the Wagner group. [It] has largely been a battle fought with,
quite frankly, convicts,” a senior administration official told reporters Wednesday.
“In fact, we believe … that 90 percent of the casualties that he has suffered have been,
in fact, convicts.”

American officials are planning additional actions against Wagner to limit its role in
Ukraine. The U.S. has already sanctioned Prigozhin, Wagner and its network, but
additional financial measures are likely forthcoming.

Ukraine school spurns Russian claim of troops killed there
VASILISA STEPANENKO (Associated Press) - AP

KRAMATORSK, Ukraine (AP) — Officials at a vocational school in an eastern
Ukraine city dismissed claims by Russia that hundreds of Ukrainian troops were
killed in a missile strike there, saying Monday that a rocket merely blew out windows
and damaged classrooms.
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Municipal workers clear the rubble on the roof of College No. 47 which was damaged
by a Russian rocket attack in Kramatorsk, Ukraine, Monday, Jan. 9, 2023. (AP

Photo/Evgeniy Maloletka)© Provided by The Associated Press

Russia specifically named the vocational school in Kramatorsk as the target of an
attack in the almost 11-month war. The Russian Defense Ministry said its missiles hit
two temporary bases housing 1,300 Ukrainian troops in the city, killing 600 of them,
late Saturday.

Smoke rises after shelling in Soledar, the site of heavy battles with Russian forces in
the Donetsk region, Ukraine, Sunday, Jan. 8, 2023. (AP Photo/Roman

Chop)© Provided by The Associated Press

Associated Press reporters visiting the scene in sunny weather Monday saw a four-
story concrete building with most of its windows blown out. Inside, locals were
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cleaning up debris, sweeping up broken glass and hurling broken furniture out into a
missile crater below.

A Ukrainian officer examines the situation in a shelter in Soledar, the site of heavy
battles with Russian forces in the Donetsk region, Ukraine, Sunday, Jan. 8, 2023. (AP

Photo/Roman Chop)© Provided by The Associated Press

A separate, six-story school building was largely undamaged. There were neither
signs of a Ukrainian military presence nor any casualties.
Yana Pristupa, the school’s deputy director, scoffed at Moscow’s claims of hitting a
troop concentration.
“Nobody saw a single spot of blood anywhere,” she told the AP. “Everyone saw
yesterday that no one carried out any bodies. It’s just people cleaning up.”

She said that before the war began last February the school had more than 300
students, most of them studying mechanical engineering, with most lessons moving
online when Russia invaded.

The students “are now in shock,” she said, adding, “What a great facility it was.”
Ukrainian officials on Sunday quickly denied the Russian claims it had lost a large
number of soldiers in the attack.

Despite the absence of any evidence that hundreds of Ukrainian troops died in the
strike, Moscow wouldn’t budge. Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said reports from
the scene didn’t shake senior officials’ faith in defense authorities.

“The Defense Ministry is the main, legitimate and comprehensive source of
information about the course of the special military operation,” Peskov said Monday
in a conference call with reporters, using the Kremlin’s term for the war.

During the war, both sides have regularly claimed killing hundreds of each other’s
soldiers in attacks. The claims can seldom be independently verified because of the
fighting.
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A Ukrainian officer sits in a shelter in Soledar, the site of heavy battles with Russian
forces in the Donetsk region, Ukraine, Sunday, Jan. 8, 2023. (AP Photo/Roman

Chop)© Provided by The Associated Press

Moscow’s allegations may have backfired domestically, however, as some Russian
military bloggers criticized the Kremlin’s claims about the Kramatorsk strike.

The Institute for the Study of War think tank said the bloggers “responded negatively
to the Russian (Ministry of Defense’s) claim, pointing out that the Russian MoD
frequently presents fraudulent claims and criticizing Russian military leadership for
fabricating a story ... instead of holding Russian leadership responsible for the losses
accountable.”

Ukrainian servicemen administer first aid to a wounded soldier in a shelter in Soledar,
the site of heavy battles with Russian forces in the Donetsk region, Ukraine, Sunday,

Jan. 8, 2023. (AP Photo/Roman Chop)© Provided by The Associated Press
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A Russian Defense Ministry spokesman said the strikes on Kramatorsk were
retaliation for Ukraine’s attack in Makiivka on New Year’s Eve, in which at least 89
Russian soldiers gathered at a temporary barracks died, according to Moscow.

Ukrainian authorities said the death toll in that attack ran into the hundreds.
It was one of the deadliest attacks on the Kremlin’s forces since the war began more
than 10 months ago and an embarrassing loss.

Such revenge strikes have occurred before. When Ukraine in early October struck a
bridge linking the Russian-occupied Crimean Peninsula with Russia, damaging an
important supply artery for the Kremlin’s faltering war effort in southern Ukraine
and hitting a key symbol of Russian power in the region, the Kremlin sent a first
massive barrage against Ukraine’s energy facilities.

It was billed as retaliation for the bridge attack and heralded a period of relentless
bombardments against Ukraine’s energy infrastructure.

Ukrainian servicemen administer first aid to a wounded soldier in a shelter in Soledar,
the site of heavy battles with Russian forces in the Donetsk region, Ukraine, Sunday,

Jan. 8, 2023. (AP Photo/Roman Chop)© Provided by The Associated Press

Ukraine’s presidential office reported Monday that at least three civilians were killed
and 12 others wounded in the country over the previous 24 hours as nine Ukrainian
regions in the southeast of the country were shelled.
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Ukrainian servicemen administer first aid to a wounded soldier in a shelter in Soledar,
the site of heavy battles with Russian forces in the Donetsk region, Ukraine, Sunday,
Jan. 8, 2023. (AP Photo/Roman Chop)© Provided by The Associated Press

In one attack on Monday, two people were killed and five others, including a 13-year-
old girl, were wounded by a Russian rocket strike that hit a village market in the
northeastern Kharkiv region, Ukrainian officials said.

Commander of the Ukrainian army, Col. Gen. Oleksandr Syrskyi, gives instructions in
a shelter in Soledar, the site of heavy battles with the Russian forces, in the Donetsk
region, Ukraine, Sunday, Jan. 8, 2023. (AP Photo/Roman Chop)© Provided by The

Associated Press
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Kharkiv regional Gov. Oleh Syniehubov said the strike hit Shevchenkove village.
Photos posted by Syniehubov on his Telegram channel showed ruined pavilions, some
of them still on fire, and rubble all around them.

According to Ukrainian officials, more people could be trapped under the rubble. A
rescue operation to find them was underway.

Why are Russian mercenary forces being outfitted with Putin’s best tanks?
Zeleb.es - The Daily Digest

Photos in Gallery©Provided by The Daily Digest

Wagner forces are fighting with Russia's T-90M
Recently leaked information from a Russian journalist suggests that the Wagner
Group forces in Bakhmut are being outfitted with Putin’s best tanks, the T-90M.
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Fighting with the latest and greatest
Russian journalist Alexander Simonov posted several images to his Telegram account
showing Wagner Group forces using Russia’s latest and most modern generation of
main battle tanks.

Western analysts are puzzled
The images have surprised western analysts who are puzzled by the deployment of
Russia’s best equipment to non-regular military forces inside of Ukraine.
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T-90M's are hard to come by
“The T-90s are highly valuable and in short supply,” Forbes journalist David Axe
recently noted in a recent article he wrote exploring Wagner’s ties with Russian
military equipment.

Why doesn't the army have all the best tanks?
“So why would the Kremlin give, or sell, any of them to Wagner while Wagner
directly competes with the Russian army for influence in Moscow?” Axe questioned.
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PMC Wagner is owned by a hard-liner
The Wagner Group is a private military company owned and operated by Yevgeny
Prigozhin—Vladimir Putin’s former chef, and longtime ally— and can operate
outside Russian law as a private military entity.

Putin's mercenaries
Vladimir Putin employs his merry band of mercenaries to provide Moscow with a
professional force capable of performing sensitive military missions without all the
complications that come with using his regular Russian forces.
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Plausible deniability
“Wagner offers the Kremlin plausible deniability,” Axe noted, “both at broad and at
home,” which explains why Putin has used the mercenary force so extensively in
Ukraine.

Evidence of T-90M use by Wagner Forces. Photo by Twitter @AbraxasSpa

Wagner's been in Ukraine since 2014
Wagner has been involved in Ukraine in some form since eastern separatist activity
began in 2014 but the group has taken a far more prominent and active role since
Russia invaded the country in February 2022.
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Used as shock troops now
“Wagner fighters were often used as shock troops in frontal assaults on their
positions, while recently mobilized Russians are deployed in more defensive roles,”
according to Peter Beaumont and Pjotr Sauer of the Guardian.

Fighting in Bakhmut since May
Prigozhin’s mercenary forces have been fighting on the outskirts of the all-too-
important Ukrainian city of Bakhmut since May but have yet to take their target.
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Bakhmut is a symbol
“For Wagner, Bakhmut is a symbol,” wrote Axe, “in seizing the ruins of the lifeless
town, which lies 10 miles southwest of Russian-occupied Severodonetsk—one of
Donbas's bigger cities—Wagner apparently aims to establish itself as an alternative
to the regular Russian army.”

But why give Wagner the best equipment?
But if David Axe is right, why would the Russian Ministry of Defence outfit Wagner
with its most advanced tanks? The answer to that question still isn’t clear, especially
considering the growing tensions between Prigozin and various military factions in
Russia.
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Tensions between Russia's highest political players
Tensions have been simmering under the surface of Russian politics between some of
the country’s biggest names.

Sergei Shoigu is Prigozhin's prime target
"Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu is a common target for Prigozhin, whose resentment
toward the defense minister dates back to 2014,” read a recent report from the
Middle East Institute.
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Wagner forces have been publicly disloyal as of late
A December 26th video of Wagner forces blaming the Chief of the General Staff of the
Russian Armed Forces Valery Gerasimov for their lack of artillery munitions showed
just how tense things may have gotten.

Maybe the Russian army just can't win battles
But maybe the answer to why Wagner is receiving the best equipment in Ukraine is
because Putin sees Prigozhin’s private military company as the only military outfit
that can get the job done.
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What Are Russia's Su-57 Felon Jets? The Plane Russia Is Terrified of Losing
Ellie Cook - Newsweek

Sukhoi Su-57 multi-role fifth-generation jet fighters take part in a flight
demonstration at the MAKS International Aviation and Space Salon at Zhukovskiy
International Airport in August 2019 in Zhukovskiy, Russia.© Oleg Nikishin/Getty

Images.

The Kremlin is reluctant to deploy some of its most advanced aircraft over the border
into Ukraine, according to British military intelligence.

As Russia's war effort continues, Moscow is reluctant to deploy some of its most
advanced aircraft to the skies above Ukraine, according to a new assessment.
Although since the summer Russia has "almost certainly" opted to deploy its Su-57
Felon jets in the Ukraine conflict, the Kremlin has likely restricted these missions to
within Russian borders, the U.K. Defense Ministry said in an intelligence update on
Monday.

But Vladimir Putin's forces are believed to be using the aircraft to launch long range
missiles into Ukrainian territory, the government department continued.

The protection of the Su-57 jets is "symptomatic of Russia's continued risk-averse
approach to employing its air force in the war," the ministry said, as Moscow looks to
shield itself from the possibility of the Su-57 technology being compromised in
Ukraine.

It will also be looking to veer away from the prospect of its air force's reputation
taking a hit along with the advanced jets, the intelligence update suggested.

However, Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu claimed Russian forces had made
"brilliant" use of the stealth jets in Ukraine, telling state media in August 2022 the Su-
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57 has "a very high degree of protection against various air defense systems," as well
as missile strikes.

What Is the Su-57 Felon Jet?
The U.K. Defense Ministry calls the Felon "Russia's most advanced fifth-generation
supersonic combat jet." A stealth aircraft, it employs "highly advanced avionics," the
government department said.

The Russian military received its first Su-57 jet, which is capable of reaching
supersonic cruising speeds, back in 2020, according to Russian state media.
The twin-engine, single-seat jet has been in development since 2002, according to
non-profit policy think tank the RAND Corporation, in the hopes of rivaling the U.S.'s
F-35 aircraft.

A 2020 analysis by the Royal United Services Institute, a U.K.-based defense think
tank, described the Su-57 Felon jets as "not yet having matured into a credible
frontline weapons system," but they were nonetheless a stealth aircraft with
"potential."

While still in its developmental stage, the Su-57 was recorded flying over Syria in
2018.

The Su-57 jets feature heavily in press releases from Russian state media. One article
from August 2022 published by state news agency TASS said the Russian Aerospace
Force (VKS) was on track to receive 22 Su-57 jets by the end of 2024.
The state outlet reported that by 2028, this number would increase to 76.

But military analyst Harry J. Kazianis has said it would be "nearly beyond insane"
for Russia to send its Su-57 aircraft into Ukraine.
"If Ukraine took down a Su-57, it would be such a big PR victory for Kyiv that it
would call into question even more than it is now the capabilities of the Russian
military and Russian Air Force. Why would Putin take such a chance?

Simple, he won't," he told defense outlet 19FortyFive.

Shifting Strategy, Ukraine goes toe to toe with Russia in Bakhmut
Andrew E. Kramer and Nicole Tung - The New York Times

BAKHMUT, Ukraine — It was mid-morning last Friday when the camera of a
Ukrainian drone zoomed in on a Russian soldier moving furtively among trees on the
edge of town. Another enemy assault was underway in Bakhmut.
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Ukrainian military analysts on Friday near Bakhmut, in the country’s east, reviewing
videos obtained by drone operators.© Nicole Tung for The New York Times

A Ukrainian military car driving past a destroyed building on Friday in
Bakhmut.© Provided by The New York Times

The drone pilot marked coordinates as he watched, then sent them by satellite link to
artillery commanders.
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A woman lay dead with two dogs in a doorway of a building, a casualty of Russian
shelling in Bakhmut.© Provided by The New York Times

Within a few minutes, Ukrainian artillery units struck the houses where they had seen
the Russians taking cover. Smoke from the hits could be seen rising silently on the
drone operator’s screen.

Later that day, however, an armored vehicle rumbled out of an eastern neighborhood
carrying wounded Ukrainian soldiers toward a stabilization point in the city’s west.
Ukraine’s army was taking its hits, too.

It’s a grim stalemate that has taken on the rhythms of a heavyweight title bout, with
each side going toe to toe in one of the longest-running battles of the war. That stands
in contrast to Ukraine’s strategy elsewhere along the front line, where it succeeded by
avoiding direct confrontations, relying instead on nimble maneuvers, deception and
Western-provided long-range weapons to force Russian retreats.

Members of Black Tulip, a humanitarian mission that collects bodies of Ukrainian
and Russian soldiers, carrying the body of a Russian soldier near Koroviy Yar in

Ukraine’s east.© Provided by The New York Times
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In an earlier phase of the war, Ukraine’s leadership had been more equivocal about
pitched battles like Bakhmut. President Volodymyr Zelensky, in a rare moment of
public self-doubt, mulled then whether the deaths of about 100 Ukrainian soldiers per
day in Sievierodonetsk and Lysychansk were worth the fight for two already ruined
cities.

But this time, there has been no second-guessing. And new research suggests the
lethal urban combat last summer was not as senseless as it might have seemed at the
time.

An analysis by two leading military analysts published last month by the Foreign
Policy Research Institute vindicated the attritional fighting. The pitched battle
weakened the Russian Army enough for two Ukrainian counterattacks in the fall to
succeed, wrote the analysts, Rob Lee and Michael Kofman.

Those offensives, in the Kharkiv region in the north and Kherson in the south,
delivered two of the most embarrassing defeats of the war to President Vladimir V.
Putin of Russia.

A Ukrainian soldier bringing a drone back after a surveillance mission in
Bakhmut.© Provided by The New York Times

“The amount of ammunition Russia expended and the casualties they took set up the
Russian Army for failure,” Mr. Lee said in an interview.

Whether Bakhmut winds up playing a similar role ahead of expected spring offensives
by Ukraine depends on many variables, he said, including how many soldiers Russia
can field after a mobilization this past fall and the ratio of contractors to regular
army soldiers Russia is losing around Bakhmut.

Fierce fighting continued to rage on Monday along the front line that extends from
Bakhmut northeast toward the city of Soledar, with the Russians claiming to have
taken a nearby village and Ukraine saying that it had repelled Russian attempts to
storm Soledar itself.

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/biden-expected-to-announce-more-ukraine-aid-including-sending-bradley-fighting-vehicles/ar-AA1618Kt?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/ukraine-to-get-french-combat-vehicles-in-first-such-move/ar-AA160q7p?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/breaking-ranks-macron-s-gift-of-tanks-to-ukraine-puts-western-alliance-under-pressure-to-give-zelenskyy-what-he-wants/ar-AA160uM0?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=1d03c13292dd4d69a3c492d4da89b9d6%26fullscreen=true
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/09/world/europe/ukraine-weapons-sievierodonetsk-lysychansk.html
https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/12/how-the-battle-for-the-donbas-shaped-ukraines-success/
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/shifting-strategy-ukraine-goes-toe-to-toe-with-russia-in-bakhmut/ar-AA168cUT?ocid=msedgntp&cvid=6e119268dde04bf59ec9b7c06fedcaef&fullscreen=true&crc=true
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2023/01/09/world/russia-ukraine-news


Viewed from the sky, on the monitor of a drone pilot, Bakhmut slides silently by in
sepia hues of brown mud roads, gray rubble of homes and white smoke rising from
fires. The stalemate has transformed a swath of ruins and mangled, muddy fields on
the city’s eastern rim into scenes reminiscent of World War I: Shell craters are
ubiquitous, and the abandoned bodies of Russian soldiers lie about, with Ukrainian
troops often complaining of the stink.

Civilians charging their mobile devices at a humanitarian aid hub.© Provided by The
New York Times

“It’s a place like Verdun in the First World War, where each side is trying to bleed
out the other,” Lt. Gen. Frederick B. Hodges, the former American commanding
general in Europe, said of the battle of Bakhmut, now in its sixth month.

soldiers
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A drone overflight of the wasteland on Thursday recorded a typical scene: two
Russian bodies lying on the battlefield beside an artillery crater. “It looks like
apocalypse,” Pvt. Oleksiy Kondakov, a Ukrainian soldier who rotated out of Bakhmut
last month, said of the area.

Inside the city, few civilians remain, most on the less heavily damaged western bank
of the small river that divides Bakhmut, the Bakhmutovka. The eastern neighborhoods
are panoramas of collapsed and burned houses.

A resident searching for food on the eastern side of Bakhmut last week. About 7,000
people remain of the city’s prewar population of about 100,000.© Provided by The

New York Times

Soldiers settle into a familiar routine. Last Friday, a team of Ukrainians careened
down a muddy street in a sport utility vehicle, wheeled into a courtyard and piled out,
standing next to a wall with rifles ready, just as they do most days.

Inside the relative safety of a ruined building, one soldier set about unspooling cable
for a satellite link. Another unpacked a drone. They exchanged pleasantries with
another unit that happened to be using the same devastated building that day, sharing
tea with them and ignoring the booms and rattle of gunfire outside.
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Drone operators viewing live aerial footage of Bakhmut on Friday.© Provided by The
New York Times

In czarist times, the city was a trading hub in eastern Ukraine and a center of salt
mining. The Soviet authorities renamed it Artyomovsk, after a Bolshevik who helped
quash a short-lived Ukrainian independent republic in the early 1920s. Before
Russia’s invasion, it was home to red brick merchant houses and universities, nestled
between rolling, grassy hills in the eastern Donbas region.

A screen showing Ukrainian Army drone footage of Bakhmut.© Provided by The New
York Times

Today, about 7,000 people remain of the city’s prewar population of about 100,000,
according to Tetiana Scherbak, a director of a volunteer soup kitchen on the western
bank, where a few dozen civilians huddled around a wood stove on Friday, warming
their hands and charging phones from a generator.

Guarding the entrance to the drone unit’s headquarters.© Provided by The New York
Times
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In the central square, heedless of the explosions, on some days a drunken woman
spirals and dances, arms out like a child mimicking the flight of an airplane. She is a
character known to the locals who have remained.

“Everybody suffers” in her own way, said Svitlana Shpachenko, 54, a former
accountant warming up at the soup kitchen.

In Ukraine, the long battle and heavy losses have turned Bakhmut into a national
symbol of defiance. While this has provided a beleaguered citizenry a proud rallying
cry, some analysts say it risks clouding military judgment, delaying a retreat if one
becomes necessary. A Russian advance might also be stopped from the high ground to
the west of the city, they point out.

The battle in Bakhmut has been fought in two phases: for the first 100 days or so the
Russian regular army was involved, and from then on a private military contracting
company, the Wagner Group, which has recruited prisoners into its ranks.

The second phase has been the bloodier one, as the Russians have assaulted the city
using brigades made up of the convicts. The company’s owner, Yevgeny V. Prigozhin,
who is a close associate of President Vladimir V. Putin and is seen as wanting a
victory in Bakhmut to boost his political standing back in Russia, tested new tactics.

Many of these units were essentially throwaway soldiers put into what Mr. Lee, the
military analyst, called “not-well-supported infantry offensives.” Ukrainian soldiers
have called them human wave assaults.

“It’s a completely different nature” of war than elsewhere in Ukraine, Serhiy
Hrabsky, a former Ukrainian colonel and commentator for the Ukrainian news media,
said of the fighting around Bakhmut. Ukraine persists in the city’s defense, he said, in
part because “their losses are important for us.”

The attack on Friday was a case in point.
The Russians were moving forward from the forest into the town on foot, with no
armored vehicles to be seen by the drone flying overhead. On the screen, the readings
of altitude and range ticked up and down.
“Without eyes, we lose people,” said the drone pilot, who asked to be identified by his
nickname, Navara, in keeping with Ukrainian military policy. “And we cannot lose
people. We have fewer anyway.”

Navara asked not to reveal precise locations but said it could generally be said of the
Russians moving into town that “the bastards are about 800 meters that way,”
pointing a finger out the broken window of the building.

Not long afterward, Ukrainian artillery hit the Russians as they took cover in an area
of deserted and mostly destroyed one- and two-story homes. In the streets of the
neighborhood, a firefight was picking up, and the clatter of machine guns echoed
about.

After a few flights, the drone team drove out by another road, avoiding the street
fighting.
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Private Andriy Pancheko, a member of the drone team, had been working as an
electrician in Poland before the invasion but returned and volunteered in the army.
Broadly, he said, Ukrainians were defending their country because “if we don’t fight,
we won’t have freedom.”

The purpose of holding out specifically in the ruins of eastern Bakhmut was less clear,
he admitted. “I don’t know, I just take orders,” he said. “They commanded me to be
here. But why not? It’s our land.”

*** Evelina Riabenko contributed reporting from Kramatorsk, Ukraine.

Ukraine fights Russian assault on salt mining town along eastern front
Pavel Polityuk and Vladyslav Smilianets - Reuters

General view of damage, in Siversk© Thomson Reuters

KYIV/SIVERSK, Ukraine (Reuters) -Russia has stepped up a powerful assault on
Soledar in eastern Ukraine, officials in Kyiv said, forcing Ukrainian troops to repel
waves of attacks led by the Wagner contract militia around the salt mining town and
nearby fronts.
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Russian attack on local market in Shevchenkove village in Kharkiv region© Thomson
Reuters

Soledar, in the industrial Donbas region, lies a few miles from Bakhmut, where troops
from both sides have been taking heavy losses in some of the most intense trench
warfare since Russia invaded Ukraine nearly 11 months ago.

Ukrainian servicemen stand next to a 2S3 Akatsiya self propelled howitzer at their
position in a frontline in Donetsk region© Thomson Reuters

Ukrainian forces repelled an earlier attempt to take the town but a large number of
Wagner Group units quickly returned, deploying new tactics and more soldiers under
heavy artillery cover, Ukrainian Deputy Defence Minister Hanna Malyar said on
Monday on the Telegram messaging app.
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"The enemy literally step over the corpses of their own soldiers, using massed
artillery, MLRS systems and mortars," Malyar said.

Russia's defence ministry did not mention either Soledar or Bakhmut in a regular
media briefing on Monday, a day after facing criticism for an apparently false claim
of a missile strike on a temporary Ukrainian barracks.

Wagner was founded by Yevgeny Prigozhin, an ally of Russian President Vladimir
Putin. Drawing some recruits from Russia's prisons and known for uncompromising
violence, it is active in conflicts in Africa and has taken a prominent role in Russia's
war effort in Ukraine.

Russian attack on local market in Shevchenkove village in Kharkiv region© Thomson
Reuters

Prigozhin has been trying to capture Bakhmut and Soledar for months at the cost of
many lives on both sides. He said on Saturday its significance lay in a network of
cavernous mining tunnels below the ground, which can hold big groups of people as
well as tanks and other war machines.

NO BUILDINGS INTACT
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy said in nightly video remarks on Monday
that Bakhmut and Soledar were holding on despite widespread destruction. He cited
new and fiercer attacks in Soledar, where he said no walls have been left standing
and the land is covered with Russian corpses.
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Firefighter works at a site of a market hit by Russian missiles in the town of
Shevchenkove© Thomson Reuters

"Thanks to the resilience of our soldiers in Soledar, we have won for Ukraine
additional time and additional strength," Zelenskiy said.

Zelenskiy did not spell out what he meant by gaining time or strength.
But Ukrainian officials, led by the commander in chief General Valery Zaluzhniy,
have warned that Russia is preparing fresh troops for a new, major offensive on
Ukraine, possibly on the capital Kyiv.

General view of damage, in Siversk© Thomson Reuters
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Zelenskiy also appears to be banking on securing more, sophisticated weapons from
Ukraine's Western partners to beat off attacks and eventually expel Russian troops.

Resident of Soledar travels to an evacuation train, in Kramatorsk© Thomson Reuters

On Monday, he pressed on with diplomatic efforts, speaking to Peter Fiala, Prime
Minister of the Czech Republic, current chair of the 27-member European Union.
"I am certain that our soldiers at the front will get these weapons and equipment.
Very soon," he said.

France, Germany and the United States all pledged last week to send armoured
fighting vehicles, fulfilling a long-standing Ukrainian request. Britain is considering
supplying Ukraine with tanks for the first time, Sky News reported, citing a Western
source. Britain's Defence Ministry did not comment.

Military analysts say the strategic military benefit for Russia of capturing Bakhmut
and Soledar would be limited. A U.S. official has said Prigozhin is eyeing the salt and
gypsum from the mines, believed to extend over 100 miles underground and contain
auditorium-scale caverns.

Pro-Russian bloggers quoted Prigozhin as saying his forces were fighting for the
administration building in Soledar.
The Ukrainian military said reinforcements had been sent to the town, where the low
early Tuesday was minus 13 Celsius (8.6 F).

In an evacuee centre in nearby Kramatorsk, Olha, 60, said she had fled Soledar after
moving from apartment to apartment as each was destroyed in tank battles.
"There isn't one house left intact. Apartments were burning, breaking in half," said
Olha, who gave only her first name.

Two people were killed in a Russian rocket attack on Kramatorsk on Monday evening,
Kyrylo Tymoshenko, an aide to Zelenskiy, said on Telegram.
Some 25 miles (40 km) to the north in the town of Siversk, Ukrainian soldier Heorhil,
28, said Russian regular forces had replaced less well-trained fighters in the area.
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"Unfortunately, both sides are suffering big losses, which means also our units have
losses," he said, speaking near destroyed houses blanketed in snow.
Reuters was not able to independently verify the battlefield reports.

MARKETPLACE STRIKE
Farther north in the Kharkiv region, a Russian missile strike on a marketplace in the
village of Shevchenkove killed two women and wounded four others, including a 10-
year-old girl, regional prosecutors said.

Badly injured people lay on the ground and rescue workers sifted through piles of
rubble, overturned and burning stalls, and a large crater, video footage from police
and Ukraine's presidential office showed. A police officer carried a girl with blood on
her face from the scene.

Moscow has not commented on the reports from the village, which Ukraine
recaptured from Russian forces in September.

*** Reporting by Reuyters bureaux; Writing by Frank Jack Daniel and Doina Chiacu;
Editing by Grant McCool and Lincoln Feast.
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