Weekly Commentary 21A — June 2023

The Consequences of the NATO military failure in Bakhmut

On 21 May, the Russian Ministry of Defence announced that they have taken the town of
Bakhmut, where a bloody battle has been raging since August 2022. It has been two weeks
since then. The Ukrainians have not acknowledged the loss.

The Russians are lying? Well, think about this. The contingent of the Russian military
which captured Bakhmut announced that they were handing over the town to regular army
units and going on R&R. And they were documented to have done so. If they have not
accomplished their announced goals, would they go on R&R? Shouldn’t the Ukrainians
who claim they were still fighting, not go on the attack as these Russian troops are
dismantling defences and going on holiday?

It is simply denial, because the great leader Zelensky had said they would never let Bakhmut
fall. They did but refused to admit it.

The same denialism has been repeated over and over again since the special military
operation started. Minor gains by the Ukrainian Armed Forces have been trumpeted as if the
war has been won each time, and significant progress by the Russians are downplayed even
as the quality of the entire Russian military has been derided as a paper tiger, without teeth,
useless and ineffective.

Bakhmut has been positioned as Ukraine’s “Fortress”, psyched up to seem like Ukraine
would defend this to the last man, a sort of Alamo, and that its survival would turn the tide
against the Russian invaders. A counter-offensive would follow a successful defence of
Bakhmut and would drive the Russians out of Ukraine, including Crimea, after which Kyiv
would condescend to peace talks with Moscow.

The bombast and the propaganda have been nonstop. Even as recently as last week, we have
the American Secretary of State, Antony Blinken make a speech in Helsinki, Finland, where
he called the Russia’s war in Ukraine a “strategic failure”, describing the Russian military as
being the second strongest in Ukraine, not the second best in the world. When the man of
his position makes stupid comments like that in the face of a serious defeat of Kyiv’s army
that they did not even dare to admit, you know that they are struggling on the last battle front,
the global media war, when they have already failed, big time, in the economic war against



Moscow, and now on the battlefield. The strategy seems to be that if you repeat a big lie
often enough, there will be people who would believe it. Sad that it seems to include himself.
For those who know better, Blinken is sounding just like Dr Goebbels after the Battle of
Stalingrad in 1943.

Then there was the Lindsay Graham boast that went viral. Graham is a US Senator from S
Carolina, and he was in Kyiv last week, trying to persuade the Ukrainians to launch the
counter offensive before the whole effort loses credibility. On TV, the relevant section of
the discussion between him and Zelensky went something like this:

“Zelensky: Thanks to you, we are free. And alive...
Graham: Yes, and Russians are dying...best money we ever spent...”

Those callous words went viral worldwide.

The Kremlin was reported to condemn Graham for making the comment, and fearing that he
would be on some Russian “kill list”, he quickly denied he said those words, which of course
are unretractable since the video evidence cannot be disputed. Show some spine, Senator...

For those who doubt the Russian claims on the taking of Bakhmut, there are a couple of
things happening which offer a different story from what NATO is saying about the war
effort. The most important indication of this is that for all the rebuilding of the UAF with
western re-equipping and training of Kyiv’s soldiers to start a counter-offensive against the
Russian invader, there have been zero, zip, nada signs of such an offensive. That offensive
was supposed to happen during last winter, then spring, and now that summer has started, we
have to start asking, which year?

Instead of just listening to the hype, it is better to get a more accurate picture of how

Bakhmut fell to the Russians, as first announced on 21 May. Below is a well-researched
account by a military analyst, pen-named The Big Serge, based in San Francisco, who has
demonstrated in a blog | read often, strong analytical skills in military matters, as follows:

The Battle of Bakhmut: Postmortem

On May 20th, PMC Wagner forced Ukrainian troops out of their last remaining position within the city limits
of Bakhmut, consequentially bringing about the nominal end of the largest battle of the 21st century (so far).
Bakhmut has been the most substantial locus of military operations in Ukraine for most of the past nine
months. Combat there took on a frustrating tempo, with progress often measured in single city blocks. This
was a battle that was extremely violent and bloody, but at times agonizingly slow and seemingly indecisive.
After countless updates in which nothing of note seemed to have happened, many people were surely
beginning to roll their eyes at the very mention of Bakhmut. Consequentially, the abrupt capture of the city by



Wagner in May (rather predictably, the final 25% of the city fell very quickly relative to the rest) seemed a bit
surreal. To many it likely seemed that Bakhmut would never end - and then, suddenly, it did.

Bakhmut, like most high-intensity urban battles, exemplifies the apocalyptic potential of modern combat.
Intense bombardment reduced large portions of the city to rubble, lending the impression that Wagner and
the AFU were not so much fighting over the city as its carcass.

The slow pace and extreme destruction has made this battle a rather difficult one to parse out. It all seems
s0 senseless - even within the unique paradigm of war-making. In the absence of an obvious operational
logic, observers on both sides have been eager to construct theories of how the battle was actually a brilliant
example of four-dimensional chess. In particular, you can easily find arguments from both pro-Ukrainian
and pro-Russian commentators claiming that Bakhmut was used as a trap to draw in the other side’s
manpower and material for destruction, while buying time to accumulate fighting power.

Pro-Ukrainian sources are adamant that a huge amount of Russian combat power was destroyed in
Bakhmut, while the AFU received western armor and training to build out a mechanized package to go back
on the offensive. Pro-Russian writers similarly seem convinced that the AFU burned a huge amount of
manpower, while the Russian army preserved its strength by letting Wagner do most of the fighting.

Clearly, they cannot both be correct.

In this article, I would like to take a wholistic survey of the Battle of Bakhmut and adjudicate the evidence.
Which army was really destroyed in this “strategically insignificant” city? Which army was being
profligately wasteful of its manpower? And most importantly - why did this middling city become the site of
the largest battle of the century? Homicide was committed, but nobody can agree on who murdered whom.
So, let us conduct an autopsy.

The Road to the Death Pit

The Battle of Bakhmut lasted for so long that it can be easy to forget how the front ended up there, and how
Bakhmut fits into the operations in the summer of 2022. Russian operations in the summer were focused on
the reduction of the Ukrainian salient around Lysychansk and Severodonetsk, and came to a climactic head
when Russian forces broke open the heavy defended Ukrainian stronghold of Popasna, encircled a pocket of
Ukrainian forces around Zolote, and approached the Bakhmut-Lysychansk highway. The actual fall of the
Lysychansk-Severodonetsk urban agglomeration came relatively quickly, with Russian forces threatening to
encircle the entire bag and forcing a Ukrainian withdrawal.

Just for reference, here is what the frontline in the central Donbas looked like on May 1, 2022, courtesy of
MilitaryLand:



SIVERSKYI DONETS

In this context, Bakhmut already threatened to become a major battleground. It lay at a literal crossroad
directly in the center of the Ukrainian salient. As Ukrainian positions in Lysychansk, Popasna, and
Svitlodarsk were broken open, the axes of Russian advance converged on Bakhmut.

Ukrainian forces greatly needed to stabilize the front, and establish a stable blocking position, and there was
really nowhere else to do this except at Bakhmut. Between Lysychansk and Bakhmut there are no sufficiently
robust urban areas to anchor the defense, and there was absolutely no question of failing to adequately
defend Bakhmut, for a few reasons that we can enumerate:

1. Bakhmutis in the central position in this sector of front, and its loss would both threaten
Siversk with envelopment and allow Russian forces to bypass the well fortified and strongly
held defenses at Toretsk.

2. The Russian strategic objective at Slavyansk-Kramatorsk cannot be successfully defended if
the Russian army controls both the heights to the east (in the Bakhmut area) and Izyum.

Bakhmut itself, meanwhile, was a defensible urban area with dominating heights in its rear, multiple routes
of supply, good linkages to other sectors of front, and a peripheral belt of smaller urban areas protecting its
flanks.

This set up a rather obvious operational decision for Ukrainian forces. The choice was, all things considered,
to either commit reserves to stabilize the front at Bakhmut (a strong and operational vital defensive anchor)
or risk letting Russia bypass and sweep away an entire belt of defenses in places like Siversk and Toretsk.
Asked to choose between a reasonably good option and an extremely bad option, there was no great
controversy in the deciding.

Falling back from the loss of their eastern defensive belt, Ukraine needed to stabilize the front somewhere,
and the only suitable place was Bakhmut - so this is where Ukrainian reserves were sent in force, and the



AFU chose to fight. Operational logic, indifferent to those things that normally recommend cities to us as
“important”, decreed that the Styx should flow through Bakhmut.

Russia came to meet this challenge - bringing as their spearhead a mercenary group, staffed by convicts,
wielding shovels, run by a bald caterer. What could go wrong?

Operational Progression

Because the general impression of Bakhmut is characterized by urban combat, it can be easy to forget that
most of the battle took place outside the city itself, in the exurbs and fields around the urban center. The
approach to Bakhmut is cluttered with a ring of smaller villages (places like Klynove, Pokrovs ke, and
Zaitseve) from which the AFU was able to fight a tenacious defense with the support of artillery in the city
itself.

While Russian forces nominally reached the approach to Bakhmut late in June (even before Lysychansk was
captured) and the city came under the extremes of shelling range, they did not immediately begin a concerted
push to reach it. On August 1, the first assaults on the outer belt of villages began, and the Russian Ministry
of Defense stated in its briefings that “battles for Bakhmut’ had begun. This date is the most logical starting
date for historiographical purposes, so we may firmly say that the Battle of Bakhmut was fought from August
1, 2022 to May 20, 2023 - a total of 293 days.

The first two months of the battle saw the Russian capture of most of the settlements east of the T0513
highway south of the city and the T1302 highway to the north, stripping Bakhmut and Soledar of most of their
eastern buffer zones and pushing the line of contact right up to the edge of the urban areas proper.

Phase 1: The Outer Belt

At this point, the frontlines largely froze up for the remainder of the year, before Wagner set the stage for
further advances with the capture of the small village of Yakovlivka, to the north of Soledar. This success can
be construed as the first domino in a chain of events which led to Ukrainian defeat in Bakhmut.

Soledar itself serves a unique and critical role in the operational geography of Baknmut. Laid out in a
relatively long and thin strip, Soledar and its suburbs form a continuous urban shield stretching from the
T0513 highway (which runs north to Siversk) all the way to the T0504 road (running east to Popasna). This
makes Soledar a natural satellite stronghold which defends Bakhmut across nearly ninety degrees of
approach. Soledar is also liberally gifted with industrial build, including the salt mine for which it is named,
which makes it a relatively friendly place to wage a static defense, full of deep places and strong walls.

Wagner's capture of Yakovlivka on December 16, however, marked the first sign that the defense of Soledar
was in trouble. Yakovlikva sits on an elevated position to the northeast of Soledar, and its capture gave
Wagner a powerful position atop Soledar’s flank. The Ukrainians recognized this, and Soledar was
powerfully reinforced in response to the loss of Yakovlivka and the anticipated oncoming assault. The
capture of Bakhmutske on December 27 (a suburb of Soledar directly on its southern approach) set the stage
for a successful assault.

The attack on Soledar ended up being relatively fast and extremely violent, characterized by intense levels of
Russian artillery support. The assault began almost immediately after the loss of Bakhmutske on December
27th, and by January 10th Ukraine'’s cohesive defense had been shattered. Ukrainian leadership, of course,
denied losing the town and wove a story about glorious counterattacks, but even the Institute for the Study of
War (a propaganda arm of the US State Department) later admitted that Russia had captured Soledar by

January 11th.
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The loss of Soledar, in combination with the early January capture of Klischiivka to the south, put Wagner in
a position to begin a partial envelopment of Bakhmut.

Phase 2: Clearing the Flanks

It was at this point that the discussion shifted towards a potential Russian encirclement of Bakhmut. To be
sure, the Russian wings did expand rapidly around the city, placing it in a firebag, but there was never a
concerted effort to take the city into a proper encirclement. The Russian advance subsided on the approach to
Ivanivske in the south, and over the vital MO3 highway in the north.

A genuine encirclement was probably never in the cards, mainly because of the complication of Chasiv Yar -
astrongly held rear area stronghold. To fully encircle Bakhmut, Russian forces would have been forced to
choose between two difficult options: either blockade the road from Chasiv Yar to Bakhmut, or flare the
envelopment wide enough to take Chasiv Yar into the pocket as well. Either option would have greatly
complicated the operation, and so Bakhmut was never genuinely encircled.

What the Russians did succeed in doing, however, was establish dominant position on the flanks which
accrued three significant advantages. First, they were able to direct fire on Bakhmut’s remaining supply
lines. Secondly, they were able to pummel Bakhmut itself with intense artillery fire from a variety of axes.
Third - and perhaps most importantly - they were able to assault the Bakhmut urban center itself from three
different directions. This, in the end, greatly hastened the fall of the city. By April, it was clear that the focus
had shifted from expanding the envelopment on the flanks to assaulting Bakhmut itself, and it was reported
that Russian regular units had taken custody of the flanks so that Wagner could clear the city.

Phase 3: Flaring the Wings

Fighting throughout April and early May at last shifted to the struggle in the urban center. AFU units in the
city ultimately proved incapable of stopping Wagner'’s advance, largely due to tight Russian fires
coordination and the cramped confines of the Ukrainian defense - with Wagner advancing into the city from
three axes, the firing grids for Russian artillery became very narrow, and the AFU's static defense - while
bravely contested - was slowly ground down.

By early May, it was clear that the city would fall soon, with the AFU desperately holding on to the western
edge of the city. Attention soon shifted, however, to a Ukrainian counterattack on the flanks.

This became a rather classic instance of events on the ground being outrun by the narrative. There had been
rumors of an impending Ukrainian counterattack circulating for quite some time, advanced by both
Ukrainian and Russian sources. Ukrainian channels were predicated on the idea that General Oleksandr
Syrskyi (commander of AFU ground forces) had hatched a scheme to draw the Russians into Bakhmut before
launching a counterattack on the wings. This idea was seemingly corroborated frantic warnings from
Wagner head Yevgeny Prigozhin that the Ukrainians had massed enormous forces in the rear areas behind
Bakhmut which would be unleashed to counter-encircle the city.

In any case, the spring months came and went without any astonishing AFU counterattack, and all manner of
material shortages and weather delays were blamed. Then, on May 15, all hell seemed to be breaking loose.
The AFU finally attacked, and Prigozhin screeched that the situation on the flanks was approaching the
worst case scenario.

In fact, what happened was rather anticlimactic. The AFU did bring a hefty grouping of units to play,
including several of their best and most veteran formations. These included units from:

e The 56th Brigade
e The 57th Mechanized Brigade



The 67th Mechanized Brigade
The 92nd Mechanized Brigade
The 3rd Assault Brigade (Azov)
The 80th Air Assault Brigade

e The 5th Assault Brigade
This sizeable strike package attacked a handful of mediocre Russian Motor Rifle brigades, achieved a bit of
initial success, and culminated with heavy losses. Despite Prigozhin’s assertion that the Russian regulars
abandoned their posts and left the Russian wings undefended, we later learned that these forces - including
mobilized motor rifle units - doggedly defended their positions and only withdrew under orders from above.
These withdrawals (distances of a few hundred meters at most) brought the Russian defensive line to strongly
held positions.

Now, this is not to say that Russia did not suffer losses defending against a tenacious Ukrainian attack. The
4th Motor Rifle Brigade, which was largely responsible for the successful defense outside Klishchiivka, was
badly chewed up, its commander was killed, and it had to be promptly rotated out. However, the offensive
potential of the Ukrainian assault package was exhausted, and there have been no follow on attempts in the
past two weeks.

The Final Act: Ukraine’s Counterattack

In the end, the vaunted Syrskyi plan looked rather lame. The counterattack did successfully unblock a few key
roads out of Bakhmut, but it did nothing to prevent Wagner from finalizing the capture of the city, it burned
through the combat power of several premier brigades, and on May 20th the last Ukrainian positions in the
city were liquidated.

So. This was a strange battle. An agonizingly slow creep around the flanks of the city, a materializing threat
of encirclement, and a sudden concentration of Wagner's combat energy in the city itself - all taking place
under threats of an enormous counteroffensive by the AFU, which turned out to be ineffective and ephemeral.

1It’s not obvious, then, how this battle suited the operational logic of either army, nor that anyone would come
away fully satisfied. Ukraine obviously lost the battle in nominal terms, but the Russian advance seemed so
slow and Bakhmut so strategically random (at least superficially) that Wagner’s success can be portrayed as
apyrrhic victory. To fully adjudicate the Battle of Bakhmut, we need to contemplate relative losses and
expenditure of combat power.

The Butcher’s Bill

Estimating combat losses in Ukraine is a difficult task, largely because “official” casualty estimates are often
patently absurd. This leaves us with a need to fumble for reasonable figures using proxies and ancillary
information. One such important source of knowledge is deployments data - we can get a general sense of the
burn rate by the scale and frequency of unit allocation. In this particular case, however, we find that unit
deployments are somewhat difficult to work with. Let’s parse through this.

First and foremost, we need to grapple with the incontrovertible fact that a huge share of the Ukrainian
military was deployed at Bakhmut at one point or another. The Telegram Channel Grey Zone compiled a list
of all the Ukrainian units that were positively identified (usually by social media posts or AFU updates) as
being deployed in Bakhmut throughout the nine month battle (that is, they were not there all at once):

This is an absolutely enormous commitment (37 brigades, 2 regiments, and 18 separate battalions (plus
irregular formations like the Georgian Legion) which indicates obviously severe losses (for what it’s worth,
the pro-Ukrainian MilitarylL and Deployment Map admits a similarly titanic Ukrainian deployment in
Bakhmut). However, this does not really get us close to accurately assessing losses, largely because
Ukraine’s Order of Battle (ORBAT) is a bit confused. Ukraine frequently parcels out units below the brigade
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level (for example, their artillery brigades never deploy as such) and they have a bad habit of unit
cannibalization.

Doing some extremely rough back of the envelop math, minimal scratching off of just the 37 brigades could
easily have pushed Ukraine past 25,000 casualties, but there are all manner of shaky assumptions here. First,
this assumes that Ukraine withdraws its brigades when they reach combat ineffective loss levels (15% would
be a placeholder number here), which isn 't necessarily true - there is precedent for the AFU leaving troops in
place to die, especially from lower quality units like Territorial Defense. In fact, an Australian volunteer
(interview linked later on) claimed that the 24th mechanized brigade suffered 80% casualties in Bakhmut, so
it’s possible that a great many of these brigades were chewed up beyond task ineffectiveness levels (that is,
they were not correctly rotated out) but were instead destroyed entirely. A recent article in the New Yorker,
for example, interviewed survivors of a battalion that was almost entirely wiped out. In another instance, a
retired Marine Colonel said that units at the frontline routinely suffer 70% casualties.

We can say a few things for certain. First, that Ukraine had an extremely high burn rate which forced it to
commit nearly a third of its total ORBAT. Secondly, we know that at least some of these formations were left
at the front until they were destroyed. Finally, we can definitively say that pro-Ukrainian accounts are
incorrect (or maybe lying) when they say that the defense at Bakhmut was conducted to buy time for Ukraine
to build up strength in the rear. We know this first and foremost because Bakhmut insatiably sucked in
additional units, and secondly because this burn included a large number of Ukraine’s premier and veteran
forces, including fully a dozen assault, airborne, and armored brigades.

There’s another problem with the ORBAT approach to casualties, however, and this concerns Wagner. You
see, one of our objectives here is to try to get a sense of the comparative rates of loss, and ORBAT simply
isn’t a good way to do this in the particular case of Bakhmut. This is because the battle was mostly fought
from the Russian side by the Wagner Group, which is a huge formation with an opague internal structure.

Whereas on the Ukrainian side we can enumerate a long list of formations that fought at Bakhmut, on the
Russian side we just put the 50,000 strong Wagner Group. Wagner of course has internal sub-formations and
rotations, but these are not visible to those of us on the outside, and so we cannot get a sense of Wagner'’s
internal ORBAT or force commitment. We understand generally that Wagner has a structure of assault
detachments (probably a battalion equivalent), platoons, and squads, but we do not have a sense of where
these units are deployed in real time or how quickly they are rotated or burned through. Sadly, when
Prigozhin went in front of cameras he brought maps without unit dispositions on them, leaving ORBAT nerds
squinting in vain trying to extract useful information. So, lacking good insight into Wagner'’s deployments, we
are unable to make an adequate comparison to the bloated Ukrainian ORBAT in Bakhmut.

There are other ways that we can get at the casualties, however. The Russian dissident (that is, anti-Putin)
organization Mediazona tracks Russian losses by tabulating obituaries, death announcements on social
media, and official announcements. For the entire period of the Battle of Bakhmut (August 1 - May 20), they
counted 6,184 total deaths among PMC personnel, inmates, and airborne forces (these three categories
accounting for most of the Russian force in Bakhmut).

Meanwhile, Prigozhin claimed that Wagner had suffered 20,000 KIA in Bakhmut while inflicting 50,000 KI1A
on the Ukrainians. Concerning the first number - the context of this claim was an interview in which he was
lambasting the Russian Ministry of Defense (as is his habit), and ke has an incentive to overstate Wagner'’s
losses (since he is trying to play up Wagner s sacrifice for the Russian people).

So, here is where we are at with Wagner losses. We have a “floor”, or absolute minimum of a little over
6,000 KIA (these being positively identified by name) with a significant upward margin of error , and
something like a ceiling of 20,000. The number that | have been working with is approximately 17,000 total
Russian KIA in the Bakhmut operation (with a min-max range of 14,000 and 20,000, respectively).
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However, something we need to consider is the composition of these forces. Among the positively identified
KIA4, convicts outnumber professional PMC operators by about 2.6 to 1 (that is, Wagner’s dead would be
about 73% convicts). According to the Pentagon, however (taken with a large grain of salt), nearly 90% of
Wagner s losses are convicts. Taking a conservative 75/25 split and rounding the numbers to make them
pretty, my estimate is that Wagner lost about 13,000 convicts and 4,000 professional operators. Adding in
VDV losses and motorized rifle units fighting on the flanks, and total Russian KIA in Bakhmut are likely on
the order of 20-22,000.

So, what about Ukrainian losses? The major outstanding question remains: who is on the right end of the
loss ratios?

Ukrainian commentators consistently ask us to believe that Russian losses were far worse due to their use of
“human wave” attacks. There are several reasons why this can be dismissed.

First, we have to acknowledge that after nine months of combat we have not yet seen a single video showing
one of these purported human waves (that is, Wagner convicts attacking in a massed formation). Keeping in
mind that Ukraine loves to share footage of embarrassing Russian mistakes, that they have no qualms about
sharing gory war porn, and that this is a war being fought with thousands of eyes in the sky in the form of
reconnaissance drones, it must strike us as curious that not one of these alleged human wave attacks has yet
been caught on camera. When videos are shared purporting to show human waves, they invariably show
small groups of 6-8 infantry (we call this a squad, not a human wave).

However, the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. That being said, the “human wave ” narrative
has been contradicted on multiple occasions. Just for starters, General Syrskyi himself contradicted the
human wave narrative and said that Wagner’s methodology is to push small assault groups forward under
intense artillery cover. Witnesses from the front concur. An Australian Army Veteran volunteering in Ukraine
gave a very interesting interview in which he downplayed Wagner casualties and instead emphasized that
“Ukraine is taking way too many casualties " - he later adds that the 24th brigade suffered 80% casualties in
Bakhmut. He also notes that Wagner favors infiltration groups and small units - the veritable opposite of
massed human waves.

I found this article from the Wall Street Journal to be nicely emblematic of the human wave issue. It contains
the obligatory claim of human wave tactics - “The enemy pays no attention to huge losses of its personnel
and continues the active assault. The approaches to our positions are simply littered with the bodies of the
adversary’s dead soldiers.” This description, however, comes from the bureaucratic apparatus at the
Ministry of Defense. What about people on the ground? A Ukrainian officer at the front says: “So far, the
exchange rate of trading our lives for theirs favors the Russians. If this goes on like this, we could run out.”

Ultimately, it’s difficult to believe that the kill ratio favors Ukraine for the simple reason that the Russians
have enjoyed a tremendous advantage in firepower. Ukrainian soldiers speak freely about

Russia’s enormous superiority in artillery, and at one point it was suggested that the AFU was outgunned by
ten to one. The New Yorker's interview subjects claimed that their battalion’s mortar section had a ration of
a mere five shells per day!

The enormous Russian advantage in artillery and standoff weaponry suggests the a-priori assumption that
the AFU would be taking horrific casualties, and indeed that’s what we hear from myriad sources at the
front. Then, of course, there was the shocking February claim by a former US Marine in Bakhmut that

the life expectancy at the front line was a mere four hours.

All of this is really ancillary to the larger point. The enormous inventory of AFU units that were churned
through Bakhmut included something on the order of 160,000 total personnel. Taking loss rates of between
25 and 30% (roughly on par with Wagner's burn rate), it’s clear that Ukraine’s losses were extreme. [
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believe total irretrievable losses for Ukraine in Bakhmut were approximately 45,000, with some +/- 7,000
margin of error.

So, my current working estimates for losses in the Battle of Bakhmut are some 45,000 for Ukraine, 17,0000
for Wagner, and 5,000 for other Russian forces.

But perhaps even this misses the point.
Ukraine was losing its army, Russia was losing its prison population.

Adjudicating the Battle of Bakhmut is relatively easy when one looks at what units were brought to the table.
Bakhmut burned through an enormous portion of the AFU’s inventory, including many of its veteran assault
brigades, while virtually none of Russia’s conventional forces were damaged (with the notable exception of
the Motor Rifle brigades that defeated the Ukrainian counterattack). Even the Pentagon has admitted that the
vast majority of Russian casualties in Ukraine were convicts.

Now, this is all rather cynical - nobody can deny it. But from the unsentimental calculus of strategic logic,
Russia churned through its single most disposable military asset, leaving its regular ORBAT not only
completely intact, but actually larger than it was last year.

Meanwhile, Ukraine was left with virtually no indigenous offensive power - the only way it can conduct
offensive operations is with a mechanized package built from scratch by NATO. For all Ukraine’s bluster,
the force commitment at Bakhmut left it unable to undertake any proactive operations all through the winter
and spring, its multi-brigade counterattack at Bakhmut lamely fizzled out, and it left its supporters grasping
at straws about an immanent counteroffensive to encircle Wagner by a reserve army that doesn’t exist. It was
even reduced to sending small flying columns into Belgorod Oblast to launch terror raids, only to have them
blown up - discovering that the Russian border is in fact crawling with forces of the very much intact Russian
army.

I think that ultimately, neither army anticipated that Bakhmut would become the focal point of such high
intensity combat, but the arrival of Ukrainian reserves in force created a unique situation. Russia was
beginning a process of major force generation (with mobilization beginning in September), and the
gridlocked, slow moving, Verdun-like environs of Bakhmut offered a good place for Wagner to bear the
combat load while much of the regular Russian forces underwent expansion and refitting.

Ukraine, meanwhile, fell into the sunk cost fallacy and began to believe its own propaganda about “Fortress
Bakhmut”, and allowed brigade afier brigade to be sucked in, turning the city and its environs into a killing
Zone.

Now that Bakhmut is lost (or as Zelensky put it, exists “only in our hearts ), Ukraine faces an operational
impasse. Bakhmut was after all a very good place to fight a static defense. If the AFU could not hold it, or
even produce a favorable loss exchange, can a strategy of holding static fortified belts really be deemed
viable? Meanwhile, the failure of the Syrskyi plan and the defeat of a multi-brigade counterattack by Russian
motor rifle brigades casts serious doubt on Ukraine’s ability to advance on strongly held Russian positions.

Ultimately, both Ukraine and Russia traded for time in Bakhmut, but whereas Russia put up a PMC which
primarily lost convicts, Ukraine bought time by chewing up a significant amount of its combat power. They
bought time - but time to do what? Can Ukraine do anything that will be worth the lives it spent in Bakhmut,
or was it all just blood for the blood god?
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All the information that have been analysed by The Big Serge in the above article were out in
the alternative media for months. Months. The information on the Russian progress came
from dozens of alternative media news getting their information from Telegram as well as
other reputable news organisations from several non-western countries. Such information
could not be censored by western tech companies and mainstream media, and the accounts of
events they provided corroborated with one another. | believe they are true.

The Russian effort was slow but inexorable. For those of us with an interest in the military
news coming out of Ukraine, there was never a doubt that Kyiv would lose Bakhmut (and
eventually the war). There was never a turning point in the Bakhmut battle with any
significant counterattacks and the Russians were always moving forward, day after day, even
if this progress was measured by what seems like a few meters per day. Up to a couple of
weeks before its capture, the battle was going very slowly, and then it just speeded up until it
fell on May 21. The most accurate of the military analysts on alternative media were able to
forecast the fall of Bakhmut a week before it happened. Video evidence was available to
support their claims. The Big Serge article is just one excellent example of the entire
progress of the Battle of Bakhmut, for those of you who have not followed it closely.

The fact that there is so much denialism in the collective west is not a sign of strength. Itisa
sign of severe weakness. When they get around to admitting it, which will inevitably
happen, it will be like what happened after the Tet Offensive in 1968 Vietnam. The
propaganda that was using body-counts to demonstrate progressive success in the war against
the Vietcong and the NVA, was completely discredited and resulted ultimately in the peace
talks in Paris which then led to the withdrawal of American troops and the final fall of South
Vietnam.

The current war in Europe has all the same signs as the Vietnam War. The Americans never
really had an edge against the guerrillas, and to pull wool over the eyes of the public both at
home and internationally, they came up with the fiction that the war was going their way.
And just as they were crowing about it the loudest, at the end of 1967, Vietcong and NVA
uprisings sprang up everywhere in South Vietnam, which convinced the US that the war was
unwinnable.

The fall of Bakhmut is therefore far from insignificant. It is the moment when there is a
revelation of where things really stand. All the BS that has been sowed by Kyiv and its
supporters about its resilience on the battlefield against Russia is being challenged by the
facts. The Ukrainian war will follow the pattern in Vietnam, with a pre-Tet phase and a post-
Tet phase.



But unlike in 1968 when there was no internet, facts about the current war are actually being
made known real-time all the time. Itis just that because it is the western governments
which are doing the BS, ordinary folks in the west tend not to believe the alternative
narrative.

And that deluge of truthful information in alternative media creates an environment for most
people on planet Earth who wish to know the truth can find out for themselves very early
what it is, unlike the times when during the early years of the Vietnam War what the US
military said was all there was to it. Today, we already know that the economic war levied
on Russia has already been lost (the UK and Germany in recession with Russia still growing
faster than both...); there is not going to be a victorious spring, summer, or fall counter-
offensive that Ukraine can launch which will dislodge the Russians, since it cannot even hold
on to Bakhmut; and there may even be a complete breakdown in the Ukrainian armed forces
due to the massive, horrific losses they have taken in waging a war of attrition against Russia.
Kyiv is running out of experienced soldiers — they are all dead or wounded.

As a matter of fact, the Russians who were waiting for this much-trumpeted counter-
offensive, unperturbed sitting behind their artillery, have now given up waiting for it and
have continued their own offensive after Bakhmut. As I write this, | am reading about
Russian attacks in multiple places along the front (Adefka, Marinka etc), and if a place called
Kopiansk falls, the entire Ukrainian narrative that it had beaten back the Russians during the
fall of 2022 will unravel. If the UAF were so good, why can’t they even defend against
more losses, after the fall of Bakhmut.

If you ask me, the Russians have adopted a winning military strategy in the face of the odds
created by NATO. Moscow has superior artillery and effective control of the air, better
missile technology and time on its hands. Ukraine under the Zelensky regime is all bluster
and chest thumping. America has already lost its latest war. It didn’t win in Korea, it didn’t
win in Vietnam, it didn’t win in Afghanistan, or ultimately in Iraq, and it is not winning in
Ukraine using a proxy army even if that has been equipped with western arms. There will

be denial for a long time, but the fact that the Russia army held off a proxy force backed by
28 countries thrown at them will look scary to the collective west.

And | think the ones most afraid of this outcome of Kyiv’s defeat are shouting the largest
lies. Kyiv’s leaders, especially Zelensky, are not as brave as the western media made them
out to be; they are lying the most because they are afraid the NATO nations will back out of
further support. Ukraine is scared of the end of western cash and weapons to sustain a war
they have zero capability of conducting themselves. They should have thought of that
before signing on to become America’s proxy army to take on their fellow Slavs that they
knew took on Nazi Germany and were able to sustain 28 million casualties to win that war.



The Eastern European countries are terrified because they have small populations,
insignificant economies and non-existent military capabilities. Some stupidly gave away a
lot of their arsenals to Ukraine which squandered them on the battlefield. They all knew that
they cannot stand up to the Russians and therefore were merrily inducted into NATO on the
belief that America plus western Europe can hold Russia back. But now Bakhmut tells them
that was a bad bet. | mean, who would expect that the whole of NATO would run out of
ammo? And all those fancy weapons they gave Kyiv did nothing to destroy Russia. Instead
of neutrality, they joined NATO. Now, they should be scared...

The leaders of NATO, in western Europe, were roped into the fray by the Americans, who
didn’t want to fight Russia alone. In return, they were supposed to be protected by the
American nuclear umbrella, but the deal for them is a lousy one. It included a requirement,
insisted on by the US, to also counter China, which is their largest trade partner, and most
importantly to give up on cheap Russian energy. This means that essentially the price of
American protection is de-industrialization and recession. We will wait to see how the
voters in Europe think about this deal now that it is clear America cannot hold back Russia.

Finally, there is Uncle Sam. The neocons in the State Dept thought up a too-clever scheme to
Kill several birds with one stone. Start a war against Russia, both economically and
militarily (as well as in the media) which they were sure will break the country but
everything went wrong almost from Day 1. Firstly, 85% of the world did not buy the story
that Russia was at fault in all of this, even if invasion of another country was frown on, and
the rest of the world stepped in to buy the energy that Russia could not sell to Europe, and
hence totally upended the thousands upon thousands of sanctions levied on Russia. Then
within NATO, there are countries which also don’t support the American pursuit of the war.
Such as Hungary and Turkey. Worse of all, the usual friends and allies of America outside
the west not only did not buy into the American narrative of the war, but the actions they saw
as weaponization of the US Dollar have led to the commencement of a movement to de-
dollarize, ie stop using the dollar as a reserve currency or as the currency of transaction in
global energy. This is a disaster. This would not be worth it even if Russia is defeated.
And it has emerged that Russia has not been and unlikely to be defeated in Ukraine. This is
a therefore a mistake of calamitous proportions, which the war hawks in Washington are still
trying to deal with.  And because of the obvious plot in this Ukraine project, China and
Russia have come together in an alliance that is likely to stand up to an America trying to
maintain hegemony in the world. Nothing has turned out as the planners at State wanted it to
be — it is the reverse of what they want to see happen. Hence, they are shouting the
propaganda the loudest.

What do | think will happen after the Battle of Bakhmut? First of all, I think this is a
significant geopolitical event. Despite the denial, the loss is a massive blow to the collective
west’s efforts to contain, if not break up, Russia. The entire effort in Ukraine, sponsored
politically by an ideological minded clique in the US State Department, will not end with the
fall of Bakhmut. S Vietnam did not fall after the Tet Offensive. It took another seven years



for the entire American effort to “contain communism” in Vietnam to fizzle out. It will
likely be the same in Ukraine, but I suspect that it won’t take seven years.

Why not?

Well, the Americans have just created the Fiscal Responsibility Act which enables it, not to
balance the budget, or limit the growth of the national debt, but to kick the burden down the
road to another day of reckoning that would occur after the next presidential elections. This
indicates that there is no American politician who wants to deal with the economic issues that
emanates from another war without end. Therefore, if the Ukrainians cannot win this war,
then political support across the collective west will wane. The political leaders always talk
about providing support to Kyiv, “as long as it takes”. Yes, this is on condition it is
winning. Nobody has said support will come if the UAF are seen to be losers. If Ukraine is
losing, it would look like backing the wrong horse in Zelensky or that Ukraine has no
capacity to fight Russia, especially now as the shrunken economy exacts its toll on the
population and its relationships with European neighbours. There is no such thing as
unwavering support for a losing war. It would not be in the nature of human beings, let
alone liberal democracy in the 21% Century. And in an election year, it is highly unlikely
that any American politician will talk about giving free money or weapons to a country that
is both corrupt and unimportant to the lives of most voters.

So no, I don’t think the Ukraine war will last another seven years. If Kyiv produces a
successful counteroffensive, the war may be dragged out another couple of years. But that is
an impossible “if”, given what happened in Bakhmut. And if Kyiv is forced into an
unwilling offensive within 2023, and take another hit on the battleground, the war will end in
a conference room within weeks of that defeat. This year. | believe that in Zellensky’s
mind, he sees that happening, and it is in his interest to postpone the counter offensive as
long as possible, to keep the gravy train from the west coming and to enjoy his status as the
most listened-to clown on the planet. Therefore, the most likely thing that will happen is for
him to keep talking about a counter-offensive without actually launching it, and he will
postpone his day of reckoning for as long as he can. He’s playing with a one-year time line,
because no fool in the west will buy into a “spring offensive 2024, when “spring offensive
2023 came to nought.

When the Ukraine war ends, as it must, the geopolitical situation in the world will change.
The DPP government in Taiwan will think twice about relying on the Americans to arm them
to fight China. Everyone who sees through the Ukrainian propaganda knows that the US is
not the industrial power it was in WW?2 or even of the Korean War when it can supply
everything that is necessary to hold back its foes. It cannot even produce enough weapons,
particularly, ammunition that enables the Ukrainians to fight successfully against the
Russians. Taiwan should know better — weapons it has already paid for have not been
delivered to them when these were diverted to Ukraine. The PLA will face no such supply



issues. Taiwan will not be stupid enough to secede to start hostilities with China.
Therefore, to me, the fall of Bakhmut will be very persuasive to Taiwanese not to get
adventurous, or to even continue with the DPP government. The “Tet 1968 effect, in the
form of Bakhmut 2023, which distinguishes between reality and propaganda, is likely to
prevent a war in the Taiwan Straits.

The second thing that the truth about Bakhmut will do is to encourage the view in the Global
South that the unipolar world is definitely history. It will strengthen the thinking now
emerging in the countries everywhere that American power cannot bully them like they did
when the US was the massive global hegemon they were before 1990. This is what Uncle
Sam is afraid of, and they were trying to reverse that, pursuing a Tonya Harding strategy to
knee-cap China’s rise, and hence pursue the policy of containing Russia so that the two
cannot congeal into an anti-hegemon alliance. But that has blown up in the face of the
people in the State Dept, when the very actions to stop America’s decline has in the end,
hastened it. Who in the Global South will not seek the alternative that the west, and in
particular, the US, wanted to destroy — of being friends with energy/minerals rich Russia and
China, the largest trade partner of everybody, and the provider of infrastructure through the
BRI.

As reported in the alternative media today, there are 84 countries going to the St Peterburg’s
International Economic Conference on 14-17 June. This will give another boost to the
Russian economy, when the collective west had hoped that Russia would be suffering a
regime change by now, after all those sanctions. The sanctions war has crippled Germany
and the rest of Europe, not Russia, which is now growing its GDP faster than Germany and
the UK.

And with the demonstration of inadequacy in its military supply chain, who can ignore the
fact that the NATO military is not what it boasts to be. Even a Russia, with 1/10t the
economic size of China, can refute easily the year-long western claim that Moscow was
running out of missiles. Crap, that didn’t happen...did it?

All in all, the Americans said they were going to Build Back Better and in the end, almost
defaulted on its own crippling debt. They also said Russia would become rubble, and now
it’s going great guns, better than the UK and Germany, and building brave new trade
relationships with the non-western countries.

And China... The subject of western lies and falsehoods about HK, Xinjiang and Taiwan, as
well as hot air balloons. Intended to be crushed by chip sanctions, it was able to turn around
within months to cut the legs off American semiconductor companies which depended on the
Chinese market. And it has extended the runway in Central Asia for its BRI by diplomatic



successes in Iran/Saudi Arabia, the Gulf States and the entire Central Asia region stretching
from western China to the gates of Africa in Egypt, soon to be populated by Chinese fast
trains and EV cars. China is now a diplomatic superpower. All the above are just signs of
what coming down the pike in the geopolitics of the world. In that brave new world, it does
not look like the Global South will look to a collective west intent on maintaining its long
lost colonial supremacy through the “economic coercion” it accuses China of practising.

After the Tet 1968/Bakhmut 2023 military failures, which country in the world will still
support the western position on Ukraine and the overall contest against China and Russia?
The truth is out. And it’s not pretty for the collective west. The American campaign to stay
hegemonic in the world, to break up Russia, to contain China, to have the oil producers and
the Global South heed its every word, wish or whim has been abruptly ended in a humbling
failure of arms at an otherwise insignificant Ukrainian town called Bakhmut.
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