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Ukraine-s Intermediate-Range Strike Campaign and New Mechanized Attacks Herald the Start of a
New Phase of the War

Ukraine is actively challenging the positional character of the war that has dominated the battlefield
since 2023. Russian battlefield gains are approaching net zero, while Ukrainian forces are setting
conditions potentially to break out of positional warfare by reintroducing limited elements of
mechanized maneuver at the tactical level. Ukraine has re-secured an overall drone advantage and
fielded systems capable of disrupting Russian forces throughout their operational depth in support of
planned Ukrainian offensive or defensive ground operations. Neither Russia nor Ukraine can conduct
operational maneuvers yet, however. Ukraine-s success in blunting Russian advances and reversing
Russian gains in some sectors of the line, in tandem with Ukraine-s limited reintroduction of elements of
tactical mechanized maneuver, may nevertheless mark the beginning of a new phase of the war.
Combat in Ukraine will likely become less positional and feature more tactical maneuver until Russia-s
innovation cycle renders Ukraine-s current operational concepts ineffective. Ukraine likely has a unique
and time-constrained opportunity to exploit its current initiative while Russian forces remain
vulnerable. Ukraine-s partners should expand their support to these Ukrainian efforts at a moment
when Russia is reeling from both battlefield setbacks and Ukraine-s deep strike campaign with the aim
of forcing Russian President Vladimir Putin to reevaluate his approach to this conflict.

The character of the war has been of a positional nature since late 2023, with neither side being
capable of conducting operational maneuver.

The partially transparent drone-dominated battlefield has forced belligerents to disperse their forces
within the kill zone - the expanding area (currently within 15-25 kilometers from the frontline) where the
saturation of tactical strike and reconnaissance drones poses an elevated risk to any personnel or
equipment operating within.[1] Neither Russia nor Ukraine has been able to mass infantry or heavy
equipment within 30 kilometers of the frontline necessary to achieve operational breakthroughs,
though Russian forces have attempted occasional abortive battalion-, company-, and platoon-sized
mechanized assaults over the years.[2] Russian forces- main form of offensive maneuver since 2025
has been infiltration, usually conducted by small groups of one to three infantrymen who attempt to
use cover, concealment, and subterranean infrastructure to infiltrate the kill zone and into the tactical
rear of Ukrainian positions.[3] These Russian infiltrators attempt to reach predetermined rally points in
Ukrainian positions- tactical rear and consolidate positions from which a Russian force (usually
squad-sized but sometimes larger) can then attempt a frontal assault against a Ukrainian strongpoint.
Thinly manned Ukrainian positions, usually anchored on strongpoints in prepared field fortifications
and windbreaks, are thus intermingled with Russian strongpoints as Russian forces bypass Ukrainian
positions via infiltration. The result is a pointillist frontline in which Russian and Ukrainian positions

are intermixed in the kill zone, where both sides- unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) hunt each other
relentlessly, and neither side holds a contiguous frontline. The persistent drone threat coupled with
legacy crewed weapons, artillery, and prepared defenses in depth - a system that ISW has dubbed the
‘tactical reconnaissance strike complex- (TRSC) - makes operational maneuver extremely difficult, but not
impossible.[4]

Russia-s major attempt to restore operational maneuver to the battlefield made slow progress in 2025
but has been largely ineffective.

The Russian command attempted to restore operational maneuver to the battlefield through a
concept of operations leveraging intermediate-range drones to interdict Ukrainian logistics at
operational depth.[5] ISW dubbed this phenomenon partial battlefield air interdiction (BAI) effects,

with BAI referring to the use of airpower to strike targets in the near rear of the frontline to impact
battlefield operations in the near term.[6] The concept sought to deny Ukraine the ability to sustain
frontline forces and conduct redeployments or rotations, enabling a gradual attrition of those

Ukrainian forces until they are surrounded or destroyed. Russia-s Rubikon Center for Advanced
Unmanned Systems pioneered techniques to dynamically strike Ukrainian logistics at operational
depth to hollow out Ukrainian tactical positions starting in early 2025 during Russia-s counteroffensive
in Kursk Oblast.[7] By mid-2025, the Russian military command and the Rubikon Center developed a



partially effective operational template that achieved a type of slow operational maneuver,
demonstrated through the way in which Russian forces managed to seize Pokrovsk through a
22-month campaign by systematically disrupting Ukraine:s main logistics routes sustaining Pokrovsk:s
frontline defenders.[8] This form of maneuver fundamentally relied on tactical dismounted infantry
attacks across long periods of time, however, and failed to achieve effective operational maneuver.[9]
It also generated only modest territorial gains at exorbitant human and material costs.[10] The fall of
Pokrovsk has not enabled further Russian maneuvers, and the frontline in the Pokrovsk direction has
changed only tactically since Winter 2025.

The effectiveness of Russia-s BAI approach as an operational concept to enable maneuver began to
decline in late 2025. Ukraine undertook an effective campaign to kill Rubikon drone operators starting
no later than August 2025, greatly degrading Rubikon-s effectiveness by early 2026.[11] Rubikon is
also likely losing its initial effectiveness as it struggles with the need to rapidly expand, which is likely
degrading the quality of its training and recruits.[12] Rubikon elements embedded within the various
Russian groups of forces likely also find their effectiveness constrained by the overall quality of the
commands and troops under and alongside whom they are operating. The Kremlin-s recent efforts to
ramp up the establishment of the Russian Unmanned Systems Forces (USF) and recruit university
students could further suggest that Russia needs to expand Rubikon-s capabilities across the theater
but lacks the skilled personnel to do so, since Rubikon was originally an elite unit staffed by
innovators and professionals.[13]

Open data on Russia-s battlefield performance indicates that the character of the war is shifting in favor
of Ukrainian forces, at least for now. Russian forces- rates of advances are stagnating while Ukrainian
forces are employing novel tactics and operational concepts in efforts to break out of positional
warfare. It remains too early to tell whether Ukrainian forces will successfully restore maneuver to the
battlefield, however.

Russia-s rate of advance is plummeting during the Russian Spring-Summer 2026 offensive.

Russian forces- daily rate of advance in 2025 was 13.2 square kilometers km per day.[14] Russian
advances across the theater have dropped to an average of 2.9 square kilometers per day in the first
four months of 2026, excluding the areas in which Russian forces are conducting infiltration missions,
whereas Russian forces advanced at a rate of 9.76 square kilometers per day in the first four months
of 2025.[15] Including infiltrated areas brings the Russian rate of advance to about 4.6 square
kilometers per day between January 1, 2026 and May 21, 2026 - still less than half the Russian daily
average in the same period of 2025.

Russia is losing more soldiers to make fewer gains, with monthly Russian casualty rates reportedly
outpacing monthly recruitment since December 2025.

Russia-s monthly casualty rates reportedly have exceeded its recruitment rates since December
2025.[16] Bloomberg reported on February 11, citing Western officials, that Russia sustained about
9,000 more battlefield casualties than it was able to replace in January 2026 after years of Russia-s
recruitment rate meeting or exceeding its loss rate.[17] Ukrainian USF Commander Major Robert
‘Magyar- Brovdi reported that Russia:s recruitment rate in March 2026 was below its loss rate on the
battlefield for the fourth month in a row (since December 2025).[18] Ukraine-s | Want to Live- initiative
reported on April 6 that the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) recruited fewer soldiers in the first
three months of 2026 than it would need to be on track to meet its 2026 recruiting target of 409,000
contract soldiers.[19] The initiative reported that the Russian MoD would need to recruit 1,100-1,150
soldiers a day to meet its annual recruiting target, but was only able to recruit an average of 940
contract soldiers a day in the first three months of 2026. Ukrainian Defense Minister Mykhailo
Fedorov stated on May 5 that Ukrainian forces reached their objective of inflicting casualties greater
than Russia-s recruitment rate in April 2026 and set a hew objective of inflicting around 50,000 Russian
casualties per month - a target that Ukraine is on track to meet for the month of May 2026.[20]
Ukraine is starting to regain more ground than it is losing for the first time since 2023.

Ukrainian forces liberated more territory than they lost in the last two weeks of February 2026 for the
first time since the Summer 2023 counteroffensive.[21] Russian forces suffered a net loss of 116
square kilometers of territory in April 2026.[22] Ukrainian Commander-in-Chief General Oleksandr
Syrskyi stated on May 15 that precise Ukrainian strikes, the destruction of Russian reserves, and
constant pressure on Russian assault units have allowed Ukrainian forces to increasingly seize the
tactical initiative and force Russian forces to react to a Ukrainian-defined operational tempo.[23]
Syrskyi did not provide absolute figures but noted that the number of Ukrainian offensive actions



exceeded those of Russian forces as of May 14, which may indicate that Ukraine is contesting the
initiative at the tactical level and engaging in more active counterattacks. Russian forces have still
gained more ground than Ukrainian forces in the first five months of 2026, but the fact that Ukrainian
forces outperformed Russian forces in some considerable time periods is a noteworthy inflection
upending the main pattern that has dominated the war since 2023.

Ukraine-s recent counterattacks feature unique characteristics and deviate from key trends that defined
the positional character of the war since 2023.

Ukraine is conducting a pattern of more frequent mechanized counterattacks at the tactical level for
the first time since 2023.

Ukrainian forces notably employed armored vehicles in frontline attacks in the Oleksandrivka direction
that managed to project mechanized equipment 19 kilometers behind previously observed Russian
positions in March 2026.[24] Ukrainian forces, as of May 24, are currently conducting tactical
mechanized counterattacks in the Borova direction that have placed Ukrainian mechanized
equipment at least two to five kilometers behind previously observed Russian positions.[25] The
Ukrainian counterattacks in the Borova direction are still ongoing as of May 24, 2026, and it is too
early to assess their effectiveness. All the same, the employment of mechanized equipment within the
kill zone is a significant feat given that deploying mechanized equipment this close to the Russian
drone Kill zone was categorically impossible in 2025. Ukraine-s ability to bring mechanized equipment
close to and into the Russian drone kill zone indicates that Ukrainian forces are experimenting with
ways to overcome Russia-s drone defenses and TRSC. ISW has argued since 2023 that restoring
maneuver requires disrupting and suppressing the enemy-s TRSC locally and temporarily to create a
moving envelope that lets friendly forces advance.[26]

Ukraine-s recent offensive and defensive operations since the start of 2026 have achieved strategic
and operational effects across the theater.

Ukraine-s counterattacks in the Oleksandrivka direction notably disrupted Russian campaign plans for
the Spring-Summer 2026 offensive. The counterattacks created cascading operational and strategic
effects against Russia-s ongoing Spring-Summer 2026 offensive against the Fortress Belt, which has
forced Russia to choose between defending against Ukrainian counterattacks or allocating manpower
and resources to priority sectors.[27] The Russian military command likely laterally redeployed elite
airborne (VDV) and naval infantry units from the Pokrovsk direction and the Dobropillya tactical area
in eastern Ukraine to the southern frontline, likely in part to respond to Ukrainian gains in the
Zaporizhia and Dnipropetrovsk directions, for example.[28]

There is no single reason why Ukraine has managed to achieve these successes, but rather a
combination of mutually supporting factors.

Ukraine-s operational art has matured. Ukrainian commanders are achieving positive results by
employing a more sophisticated campaign design that includes better shaping operations; intensifying
Ukraine-s intermediate-range strike campaign to degrade Russian forces at operational depth; and
achieving tactical drone supremacy in space and time to support tactical maneuvers. Ukrainian forces
further exploited SpaceX:-s blocking of Starlink for Russian users to catalyze battlefield successes built
on good foundations, but the Russian forces- loss of Starlink was not the monocausal reason why
Ukrainian forces now have an edge.

Ukraine-s Shaping Operations Have Matured

The Ukrainian command-s operational planning is maturing.

The Ukrainian military-s investment in operational-level staff, structures, and data infrastructure, while
far from complete, is making a difference. Ukraine began transitioning to a corps system in early
2025, enhancing command and control and operational planning capabilities for Ukrainian forces.[29]
The Ukrainian Ministry of Defense made the Delta battlefield management software - a system that
fuses drone feeds, battlefield sensors, and weapons systems into a common operating picture in
real-time - mandatory across all units in August 2025, enabling better awareness, planning capabilities,
and thinking about Russian operational weaknesses.[30] Delta-s wide-scale adoption, coupled with
Ukraine-s maturing corps structure, has enabled Ukrainian commanders to improve their operational
planning, and the Ukrainian planning staff are clearly thinking about how to attack critical
vulnerabilities in Russia-s operational machinery.

Ukraine-s early 2026 counterattacks in the south were successful likely due to better planning and
preparation of the battlefield.

Available data analyzed by ISW indicates that Ukrainian forces are thinking more holistically about



Russian operational vulnerabilities, and Ukrainian forces are taking time to shape the battlefield and
set conditions ahead of better-scoped maneuvers. Ukraine is conducting more cogent planning and
shaping operations to support combined arms maneuver at the tactical level. Ukrainian planning staff
appear to be thinking about how to leverage intermediate-range strikes into shaping operations to set
the stage to enable tactical mechanized maneuver - a topic examined in more depth below. Ukrainian
forces are massing effects and discovering novel ways to establish temporary tactical drone
dominance in time and space to achieve tactically decisive effects. Russian forces- abrupt loss of
Starlink also supported Ukrainian operations, but it is not the primary reason for the shift in battlefield
dynamics. Neither side has yet demonstrated the ability to conduct an operational maneuver, but the
Ukrainian military is working towards achieving several of the prerequisites necessary to break out of
positional warfare and has seized the initiative.

Suppression and Destruction of Enemy Air Defenses (SEAD / DEAD)

Ukraine has been conducting a coherent campaign to suppress and destroy Russian air defenses
since late 2025, in order to shape the battlefield as part of more sophisticated campaign planning.
Suppression and destruction of enemy air defenses (SEAD / DEAD) refer to tasks to destroy or
temporarily degrade surface-based enemy air defenses by destructive or disruptive means in order to
let friendly aircraft operate safely. In the Ukraine war context, this includes both manned and
unmanned aircraft used for reconnaissance and strikes. Ukrainian troops have always prioritized
attacking Russian air defense systems, but notably intensified their strikes, primarily with drones,
against Russian ground-based air defenses and radars in late 2025. Dutch open-source project Oryx
visually confirmed on January 1, 2026 that Ukrainian forces destroyed 77 Russian
surface-to-air-missile (SAM) systems and 23 radar stations in 2025, and the Ukrainian General Staff
reported that Ukrainian forces struck 55 Russian air defense systems during Winter 2025-2026.[31] The
Ukrainian Tochnyi OSINT group reported that Ukrainian forces conducted at least 492 strikes against
air defense infrastructure and 433 strikes against anti-access / area denial (A2AD) assets between
June 2025 and March 2026.[32] ISW has collected visual evidence to assess that Ukrainian forces
have conducted no fewer than 107 strikes against Russian ground-based air defense systems and
radars since November 2025, of which 89 are geolocated.

Ukraine-s degradation of the Russian air defense network through concentrated strikes against radars
and air defense systems allows subsequent Ukrainian strikes to target other valuable assets in the
Russian rear, enhancing the reach of Ukraine-s mid-range strike campaign, enabling Ukrainian forces
to launch a higher volume of drones and larger drones deeper into airspace over Russian-controlled
terrain. Airpower is a core aspect of combined arms warfare, and Ukraine is setting conditions to
allow Ukrainian unmanned and manned aircraft to control the skies for a limited time in designated
areas at least.

Intensified Intermediate-Range Strikes

Ukraine significantly intensified its intermediate-range strike campaign against dynamic targets in
Spring 2026 in order to degrade Russian logistics at operational depths ahead of a planned Ukrainian
maneuver.

Ukrainian forces notably began in May 2026 to interdict key Russian ground lines of communication
(GLOCSs) in occupied Donetsk, Zaporizhia, and Kherson oblasts, particularly along the T-0509
Mariupol-Donetsk City highway (also called the H-20 highway) and the M-14 highway (which Russian
occupation officials denote as the R-280 highway), which together with the M-18 highway, connects
Russia with occupied Crimea. The T-0509 supplies Russian forces operating along the frontline north
of Mariupol and further northeast, supporting the ongoing Russian offensive against Ukraine-s Fortress
Belt. The M-14 and M-18 highways connect Rostov-on-Don, Rostov Oblast with occupied Crimea via
occupied Mariupol, Berdyansk, and Melitopol and along the Sea of Azov.[33] Geolocated footage
published in early May 2026 showed Ukrainian forces dynamically targeting tanker trucks and other
military transport vehicles along the T-0509 and in and near Mariupol with UAVs at distances
exceeding 100 kilometers from the frontline.[34] Russian officials and milbloggers notably reported in
mid- to late May 2026 that Ukrainian drones were increasingly targeting Russian vehicles and
logistics along the M-14 highway at distances of over 160 kilometers from the frontline.[35]
Geolocated footage published in May 2026 similarly shows Ukrainian forces striking at least 35
Russian trucks and other vehicles near highways, including along the M-14 and M-18 highways in
occupied Crimea, and Zaporizhia and Kherson oblasts, and the highways near Donetsk City.[36]
Ukrainian forces also have been increasingly targeting GLOCs near Donetsk City and 40 to 50



kilometers from the frontline in Dnipropetrovsk Oblast in late 2025 and Spring 2026.[37]

Ukrainian forces started actively disrupting Russian railway logistics in occupied Ukraine and Russian
western regions in Spring 2026.

Geolocated footage published in March and April 2026 shows guided Ukrainian drones damaging or
striking at least 10 freight trains and rail fuel tankers, predominantly in occupied Luhansk Oblast.[38]
Ukrainian forces also targeted Russian trains in occupied Donetsk and Zaporizhia oblasts, and
Russian officials recently accused Ukraine of striking a freight train in Lgovsky Raion, Kursk Oblast
near the Ukraine-Russia international border.[39] Russia is heavily reliant on its railway network for
operational logistics, and a successful Ukrainian campaign against freight trains and fuel tankers can
further degrade Russia-s ability to bring heavy equipment, fuel, and other materiel closer to the
battlefield. Russia-s state-owned Russian Railways company has been facing a major crisis since 2025
due to critical shortages of personnel and locomotives, which could further impact the Russian
defense industrial base-s outputs and their deliveries to the frontlines.[40]

Ukrainian intermediate-range strikes are already achieving notable operational effects, including
degrading Russia-s ability to use the key Russian highway connecting Russia to occupied Crimea and
GLOCs around Donetsk City.

Kherson Oblast occupation governor Vladimir Saldo signed a decree on May 21 introducing
restrictions on civilian truck movements along the M18 highway (which Russian occupation officials
denote as R-280 highway).[41] One milblogger assessed that Ukrainian forces were threatening to
cut the Russian land bridge to occupied Crimea.[42] The Ukrainian 1st Azov National Guard Corps
similarly announced on April 16 that the corps interdicted all Russian GLOCs around Donetsk
City.[43] The Ukrainian 1st Azov National Guard Corps added that it is flying drones along highways
connecting Donetsk City with Zuhres, Andriivka, Starobesheve, Horlivka, Lysychansk, and the
Donetsk City ring road (all between 25 and 60 kilometers behind the frontline). A Russian milblogger
implied that Ukrainian forces successfully paralyzed Russian logistics and civilian traffic along the
occupied M-30 Horlivka-Panteleymonivka-Yasynuvata-Donetsk City highway, which at its closest is
35 kilometers away from the active frontline.[44] The milblogger noted that Russian forces could no
longer safely use the M-30 highway due to a persistent threat of Ukrainian UAVs with extended
ranges and noted that Ukrainian forces are trying to recreate such conditions along the T-0509.[45]
Ukrainian forces decisively seized the initiative in intermediate-range strikes by fielding new
technologies such as the US-made Hornet strike UAV, among other systems.

The Hornet is a low-cost, fixed-wing one-way attack drone with a 150-kilometer range that is part of
the drone partnership between Ukraine and US-based Swift Beat LLC.[46] Ukrainian sources
reported using Hornet strike UAVs to patrol roads and interdict GLOCs near the
Mariupol-Berdyansk-Melitopol highway in early to mid-May 2026, and Russian officials claimed they
first observed Ukrainian forces using Hornet UAVs in March 2026.[47] Russian sources also recorded
Hornet UAVs operating in the Belgorod, Kostyantynivka, Dobropillya, and Pokrovsk directions in
Spring 2026.[48] Geolocated footage published in early April 2026 also reportedly showed Ukrainian
forces using a Hornet UAV to strike a Russian counterbattery radar system near Kamyanka (about 35
kilometers behind the frontline).[49] Russian milbloggers overwhelmingly attributed recent Ukrainian
successes in interdicting Russian GLOCs to Hornet UAVSs, claiming that the Hornet:s artificial
intelligence (Al) capabilities and Starlink satellite connectivity allow the drone to operate in jammed
environments, at extended ranges, and amidst Russian internet blocks.[50] Russian milbloggers also
observed that Russian electronic warfare (EW) is ineffective against Hornet drones, and that Russia
will need to drastically scale up production of radars, develop a unified battlefield situational system,
deploy more drone interceptors, and form mobile task forces to counter Ukraine:s strikes against
Russian logistics.[51] One Russian milblogger assessed that Russia will be unlikely to adapt to the
Hornet threat within the next six to 12 months, implying that Ukraine may have the technological
advantage on the battlefield over the coming months.[52]

Tactical Drone Supremacy

Ukrainian forces are achieving temporary tactical drone overmatch in some frontline sectors, which is
slowing Russian offensive operations by degrading the effectiveness of Russian shaping operations.
Ukrainian Presidential Office Deputy Head Colonel Pavlo Palisa stated in April 2026 that Ukrainian
forces have broadly regained numerical drone superiority over Russian forces on the frontline and
now have 1.3 strike drones to every one Russian strike drone.[53] Palisa noted that Russian forces
do maintain the quantitative advantage in some areas where they are concentrating offensive



operations, however. A Russian milblogger claimed that Ukrainian forces achieved tactical drone
dominance by surging 300-400 drones in a small area simultaneously in a tactical exploitation sector
with a depth of 20 kilometers during Ukraine-s counterattacks in Dnipropetrovsk Oblast in February
2026.[54] Russian milbloggers similarly have been signaling since at least December 2025 that
significant quantities of Ukrainian drones have been impeding Russian operations in Kostyantynivka
and in the Dobropillya directions.[55] A Russian milblogger implied that elements of the Russian
tactical interdiction campaign, such as strikes against Ukrainian drone operator positions and
warehouses, are no longer generating the desired effects, judging by the abundance of Ukrainian
drones in the air.[56] The tactical drone overmatch is also likely enabling Ukrainian forces to pursue
more strikes against Russian targets. The Ukrainian USF battlefield strike data from September 1,
2025, through May 23, 2026, suggests that Ukrainian total unique hits on Russian targets have
steadily increased, even reaching over 2,000 strikes each day on May 13, 15, and 16 (see chart
below).[57]

Ukrainian forces likely managed to operate mechanized vehicles close to Russian positions because
Ukrainian forces degraded Russian tactical drone defenses in the exploitation sector ahead of the
maneuver phase.

ISW previously argued that establishing at least local and temporary drone dominance is a key
prerequisite for disabling the Russian tactical reconnaissance strike complex to restore maneuver to
the battlefield.

Ukrainian forces likely achieved tactical drone overmatch in certain frontline sectors after degrading
Russia-s drone capabilities in late 2025 to early 2026 - primarily by suppressing drone launch positions
and increasingly intercepting Russian tactical UAVs.

Ukrainian forces began to target Russian drone operators and UAV launch and control points in the
immediate and intermediate rear since at least late 2025. ISW observed dozens of geolocated videos
and Ukrainian reports showing Ukrainian forces targeting Russian drone launch positions and storage
facilities throughout 2026 and across the entire theater.[58] Geolocated footage published on May 14
by the Ukrainian 7th Rapid Reaction Corps, for example, reportedly showed Ukrainian forces striking
Molniya fixed-wing drone launch points in central Pokrovsk.[59] Ukrainian forces also targeted
Gerbera and Shahed-type drone crews and launchers near the occupied Donetsk City Airport
(between 45 and 65 kilometers behind the frontline) with UAVs and cruise missiles starting in late Fall
2025 and particularly in March-April 2026.[60] The Ukrainian USF battlefield strike data from
September 1, 2025 through May 23, 2026 also suggests that Ukrainian forces have been
progressively intensifying strikes against Russian drone launch positions since December 2025.[61]
Ukrainian forces targeted 117 drone launch positions during one 24 hour period in May 2026 (see
chart below).[62]

The increased Ukrainian targeting of Russian drone crews and launch positions is at least in part the
result of Ukrainian forces adjusting their tactics and target prioritization. The Ukrainian 7th Rapid
Reaction Corps recently jointly announced with USF elements on May 18 that they will prioritize
increasing the number of drone sorties exclusively tasked with targeting Russian artillery and drone
launch positions.[63] Drone operators and launch positions are essential for drone-based capabilities,
and degrading drone control points and killing drone pilots can render sectors of the frontline
unprotected.

Ukrainian forces are also intercepting more tactical drones, which is likely further undermining
Russian forces- ability to repel Ukrainian mechanized drives and contest the initiative at low altitudes.
USF data from September 1, 2025 through May 23, 2026 suggests that Ukrainian forces began
intercepting more UAVs along the battlefield starting in Spring 2026 (see chart below).[64] Interceptor
drones have important tactical battlefield implications as Russian forces rely on drones to disrupt
Ukrainian defenses, which, in turn, enables Russian advances and prevents Ukrainian advances.
Starlink

SpaceX:s surprise cutoff of Starlink to Russian forces operating in Ukraine on February 1 exacerbated
Russian command and control problems and further enabled Ukrainian counterattacks.

Russian forces- surprise loss of Starlink was not the main enabling factor for Ukraine-s successful
counterattacks in Winter-Spring 2026, however. Ukraine-s months of preparation of the battlefield and
good planning set the conditions for successful counterattacks. Russian forces- loss of Starlink was a
strong catalyst that supported Ukraine-s attacks, but Ukraine had already been planning the
counterattacks well before it was clear that Russian forces would lose Starlink and commenced the



operation no later than January 29, days before Russian forces- access to Starlink was cut.[65] Russia-s
command and control was already degraded by the Kremlin-s deliberate throttling of the Telegram
messenger app, even before Russian forces lost Starlink.[66] The surprise loss of Starlink has also
indirectly furthered the Ukrainian effort to disrupt Russian drone operations, as the loss of Starlink
forced Russian drone operators to use more conspicuous antennas that were more easily identifiable
and strikable, further reducing Russian drone crews- survivability and degrading Russia-s ability to
dominate the kill zone.[67]

Ukraine-s degradation of Russian forces at operational depth, combined with tactical-level drone
overmatch is likely creating vulnerabilities in the Russian lines.

Ukraine is exploiting the current characteristics of the drone-dominated pointillist battlefield: force
dispersion, positional warfare, the inability to mass logistics in the tactical rear, and critical reliance on
tactical drones for defense, offense, force protection, and sustainment. Russian forces have settled
into a concept of operation and battle rhythm optimized for the dispersed positional nature of the war.
The Russian concept of operations assumes that Russian forces can continue pushing infantry
infiltrators forward while maintaining consistent drone capabilities to support Russian infiltrations and
deny Ukrainian forces the ability to degrade Russian forces in depth. Ukraine-s tactical successes in
Dnipropetrovsk and Zaporizhia oblasts are likely the result of the planning and shaping efforts that
have eroded the core foundations on which Russia has built its current method of positional warfare.
By achieving tactical drone dominance, preventing force accumulation in tactical areas, attritting
Russian forces in the kill zone, and degrading Russian logistics and sustainment in depth, Ukraine
has been able to create conditions under which Russian forces- grip over frontline positions is
vulnerable to well-planned and well-executed attacks.

Forecast: Ukraine-s intermediate-range strike campaign is likely far from its zenith, assuming continued
support from Ukraine-s partners, and will likely intensify over 2026 as Ukraine fields new weapons
capable of striking Russia-s operational rear.

Ukraine is developing several new intermediate-range strike vehicles that will likely enter service in
the near future. Ukrainian drone operators began using a variant of the FP-2 fixed-wing drone that
can fire unguided S-8 aviation rockets while being remotely piloted at operational depths for the first
time in May 2026.[68] Ukrainian Defense Minister Mykhailo Fedorov announced on May 18 that a
Ukrainian defense company developed and tested Ukraine:-s first domestically produced guided glide
bomb with a payload of 250 kilograms and an unspecified range of -dozens of kilometers-, which is now
ready for combat use.[69] Ukraine-s SEAD / DEAD campaign may enable Ukrainian fixed wing aircraft
to fly closer to the frontline and at higher altitudes to enable the Ukrainian glide bomb to drop heavy
ordinance on critical hardened targets in Russia-s operational rear. Russian milbloggers have
expressed concern that Ukrainian forces may be able to fully automate Swift Beat-s Hornet drones
within the next six to 12 months (about December 2026 to March 2027).[70] Ukraine is testing
launching the Hornet drone from a weather balloon from an altitude of eight kilometers that drifts over
40 kilometers into Russian-controlled airspace to extend the max range of the Hornet to around 300
kilometers.[71]

Conclusion

The war in Ukraine is competitive and far from stalemated. Ukrainian forces are out-innovating
Russian forces in both military technologies and in applying these new technologies in effective
operational concepts that can help Ukrainian forces break out of positional warfare. Ukraine is
employing mechanized equipment in tactical maneuvers in ways that were impossible 12 months

ago. Russia-s ability to conduct infiltration missions will likely continue to degrade as Ukraine-s
intermediate-range strike campaign pushes Russia-s logistics and forward operating bases further
away from the frontlines, reducing resourcing to sustain infantry tasked with infiltration missions.
Ukraine may be able to scale these effects if resourced properly by international partners.

Ukraine-s advantage in intermediate-range strikes is notably not permanent, and Russia will very likely
eventually develop countermeasures to mitigate Ukraine-s advantages. Ukraine-s international partners
thus have a rare and temporary opportunity to help Ukraine exploit favorable battlefield dynamics
while Ukraine has the upper hand.

Ukraine may soon invalidate Russian President VIadimir Putin-s theory of victory, on the other hand.

It is not inconceivable that Russian forces- daily rate of advance may hit net zero in the coming years
(or even months), given that Russian forces are currently advancing and infiltrating only three to five
square kilometers per day - a significant decrease from Russia-s daily rate this time last year. ISW has



long argued that Putin-s theory of victory assumes that Russian forces will be able to win an attritional

war, provided that Russian forces continue gradual creeping advances indefinitely.[72] Ukraine s

complete halting of Russian advances would invalidate Putin-s theory of victory and impose difficult

decisions on the Kremlin. Ukraine-s partners, who all aim to bring this war rapidly to a conclusion on

acceptable terms, should lean into this moment of potential Ukrainian advantage to force Putin to

reevaluate his position and realize that he has no plausible expectation of achieving his aims by

continuing the war.
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