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Write a 1000 word summary on the likely outcome of Russia's war in Ukraine.
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The Likely Outcome of Russia's War in Ukraine

More than four years after Russia's full-scale invasion of February 2022, the war has settled into a
grinding pattern that strongly shapes what an ending is likely to look like. Battlefield momentum has
slowed, diplomacy has accelerated under pressure from Washington, and both sides face mounting
structural strain. The most credible forecasts now converge on a narrow band of outcomes: not a
clean victory for either side, but a contested, fragile freezing of the conflict somewhere close to the
current front line, accompanied by years of unresolved political and security questions.

The Battlefield Has Reached a Plateau

The military picture in mid-2026 is one of diminishing returns for Moscow. The Institute for the Study
of War assessed in early June that Ukrainian forces had largely halted Russia's Spring—Summer
2026 offensive, with Russian gains in May amounting to only a fraction of those recorded in May
2025. understandingwar.org The slowdown does not appear to be a seasonal artefact; it reflects
deeper shifts — Ukrainian drone dominance in the tactical depth, improved fortifications, and the

cumulative cost of Russia's manpower-heavy assault tactics. understandingwar.org

Russia still controls roughly a fifth of Ukrainian territory, including Crimea and most of Luhansk, and
continues to chip forward in Donetsk, but it has failed to take the symbolic prizes — Pokrovsk and
Kupyansk remain contested despite repeated Kremlin claims of capture. atlanticcouncil.org Ukraine,
for its part, lacks the manpower and Western-supplied firepower to mount a strategic counter-
offensive that could reverse 2022's annexations. The result is a war of attrition in which neither army

can deliver a knockout blow.



Crucially, the economic base sustaining Russia's effort is fraying. ISW notes that Putin is resisting
pressure from his own economic officials, who warn that current defense spending is unsustainable.
understandingwar.org The Austrian Institute for International Affairs describes a growing "lranization”
of the Russian economy — increasingly militarised, sanctions-isolated, and dependent on a narrow
circle of partners — which it identifies as one of the structural pressures pushing Moscow toward
eventual settlement. oiip.ac.at

Diplomacy Is Active but Stuck on Fundamentals

The diplomatic track has moved further in 2026 than at any prior point in the war. The Trump
administration has driven a sustained mediation effort, and by early 2026 Washington and Kyiv
reportedly aligned on 90-95% of a peace proposal. atlanticcouncil.org A US-brokered ceasefire was
agreed in early May 2026, though the Geneva trilateral round in February ended without
breakthrough on the core questions. themoscowtimes.com bbc.com

The sticking points are not technical but existential. Russia continues to demand full Ukrainian
withdrawal from the four oblasts it claims to have annexed in 2022, along with strict limits on
Ukraine's future military — terms Kyiv treats as tantamount to capitulation. oiip.ac.at Conversely,
Moscow flatly rejects the European-led security guarantees and "reassurance force" that
Washington has signalled it could endorse. atlanticcouncil.org Control of the Zaporizhzhia nuclear
plant remains a separate, unresolved knot. oiip.ac.at

Ukrainian public opinion is shifting but has not capitulated. A Kyiv International Institute of Sociology
survey cited by Austrian analysts found 54% still categorically reject ceding all of Donbas in
exchange for Western security guarantees, even as the share open to territorial compromise has
grown. oiip.ac.at Prediction markets remain sceptical that the gap can be closed quickly: Polymarket
traders price the probability of a durable ceasefire holding by end-2026 at roughly 25%.
polymarket.com

The Most Likely Outcome: A Frozen, Contested Armistice

Synthesising the military and diplomatic trajectories, the consensus expert view points to one
dominant scenario. GLOBSEC's scenario-building exercise — whose prior editions correctly
anticipated prolonged attrition — has identified a continued war of attrition with lowered intensity as
its leading projection for two cycles running. globsec.org That trajectory now appears to be bending
toward a negotiated freeze rather than indefinite high-intensity fighting, but on terms that resolve
very little.

The likeliest endpoint, on current evidence, has these features:



A ceasefire roughly along the existing line of contact, leaving Russia in de facto control of
Crimea and most of the territory it currently holds in Luhansk, Donetsk, Zaporizhzhia, and
Kherson, but without Ukrainian legal recognition of annexation — a Korean-style frozen conflict
rather than a peace treaty.

Western security guarantees for unoccupied Ukraine, likely a combination of bilateral
commitments, a European-led reassurance force, accelerated EU accession, and continued arms
supplies — formal NATO membership remaining off the table for the foreseeable future as a
concession to Moscow.

Continued low-grade hostilities: drone exchanges, sabotage, cyber operations, and periodic
ceasefire violations, with the risk of full-scale renewal whenever either side judges the balance
has shifted.

A heavily militarised, EU-integrating Ukraine rebuilding under Western patronage, and a
Russia locked into a permanent-war economy and deeper dependence on China, Iran and North
Korea.

The Alternative Scenarios — and Why They Are Less Likely

Two tail outcomes deserve mention. The first is escalation beyond Ukraine's borders: Austrian
analysts flag the November 2024 Oreshnik missile strike near EU/NATO territory as a reminder that
direct Russia—NATO confrontation, including the nuclear threshold, remains a live risk if the war's
terms become unacceptable to Moscow. oiip.ac.at The second is Ukrainian collapse driven by
simultaneous manpower exhaustion and a withdrawal of US support — plausible if Washington
loses patience and Europe proves unable to fill the gap, but currently constrained by the resilience

Ukrainian forces have shown in halting the 2026 offensive. understandingwar.org

Bottom Line

The war will probably not end in 2026 with a signed peace, and it will almost certainly not end with
either side achieving its maximalist goals. What is taking shape instead is a frozen, partially-
recognised partition: Ukraine surviving as a sovereign, Western-aligned, EU-bound state on most of
its territory; Russia retaining what it has seized but failing to break Ukrainian statehood or halt
NATO's eastern consolidation. Both governments will claim a form of victory, but the underlying
dispute — over Ukraine's right to exist as a fully independent European nation — will remain
unresolved, kept in suspension by deterrence rather than agreement.
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How would the assessment change if Ukraine can force Russia to leave Crimea?
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If Ukraine Forced Russia Out of Crimea

This is a major counterfactual — Crimea has been the single most politically charged piece of
territory in the war since 2014, and its loss would invalidate the entire premise of Putin's "special
military operation.” The assessment above would shift in almost every dimension. Here's how.

Why Crimea Is the Hinge

Crimea is not just another oblast. It is the only territory Russia annexed before 2022, the seat of the
Black Sea Fleet at Sevastopol, the symbolic justification for Putin's broader revanchism, and —
through the Kerch Bridge and Sea of Azov land corridor — the logistical spine that connects
mainland Russia to its forces in southern Ukraine. Forcing a Russian withdrawal from Crimea would
mean Ukraine had achieved something close to its maximalist war aim, something neither Western

governments nor most analysts currently treat as militarily plausible within this decade.

That military implausibility matters: any serious analysis of "what if Ukraine retakes Crimea" has to
start by acknowledging that the scenario requires either a battlefield collapse of Russian forces, an
internal political crisis in Moscow that pulls the army home, or a negotiated handover under extreme
economic duress. The downstream consequences differ depending on which path got you there, but

the broad shape of the new equilibrium is similar.

How the Outcome Picture Changes

The "frozen partition” scenario collapses. The central forecast — a Korean-style ceasefire
roughly along the current line of contact, with Russia keeping most of what it holds — assumes
Russia exits the war with something it can call a victory. Losing Crimea makes that impossible. The
war ends not in stalemate but in a recognisable Ukrainian strategic win, even if Russia retains
slivers of Donbas.

Russian domestic politics becomes the dominant variable. Putin staked his personal legitimacy
on Crimea in 2014, surrendering it would be regime-threatening in a way that losing Kherson or
even Donetsk would not. The realistic scenarios branch sharply:



Putin falls or is sidelined by elite factions seeking to cut losses and preserve the system. A
successor government negotiates broader withdrawal terms and the war ends quickly thereafter.

Putin survives by escalating — the loss of Crimea is exactly the scenario in which the nuclear
threshold, currently treated as a tail risk, moves into the centre of the probability distribution.
Russian doctrine explicitly contemplates nuclear use in response to existential threats to the
state, and the Kremlin has spent a decade framing Crimea in those terms.

Russia accepts the loss and pivots to a long-term revisionist posture — rearming, waiting, and
treating the settlement as a Versailles-style humiliation to be reversed in a future generation.

The Black Sea security map is redrawn. Russia loses Sevastopol and with it the operational base
of the Black Sea Fleet. NATO's southern flank — Romania, Bulgaria, Turkey — gains decisive
maritime advantage. Grain corridors, undersea cables, and energy infrastructure across the basin
become substantially safer. This is arguably a larger strategic shift than the territorial change itself.

Ukraine's negotiating position transforms. In the base scenario, Kyiv is trading territory for
security guarantees and accepting NATO membership as off-the-table. After a Crimean reversal,
Ukraine has the leverage to demand reparations, war crimes accountability, and a much harder
security architecture — potentially including NATO membership, which Western capitals would find
far easier to extend to a Ukraine that has just demonstrated it can defeat Russia conventionally.

Sanctions and reconstruction politics shift. A clear Ukrainian victory makes the case for using
frozen Russian sovereign assets (roughly €200+ billion held in Europe) for Ukrainian reconstruction
politically straightforward in a way it currently isn't. Sanctions relief becomes a tool for managing
Russia's post-defeat behaviour rather than a card Moscow can play in negotiations.

China recalculates. Beijing has watched the war partly as a referendum on the viability of
revisionist territorial wars against Western-backed states. A Russian defeat on Crimea would be
read in Zhongnanhai as a serious cautionary data point for any Taiwan calculus, and would likely
accelerate Chinese efforts to insulate itself from Western financial leverage rather than encourage
adventurism.

What Doesn't Change

Some features of the post-war landscape survive even this scenario. Ukraine remains a heavily
militarised state with deep wartime trauma and a difficult reconstruction ahead. Russia, even
diminished, remains a nuclear power and a permanent security problem for Europe. The Russia-
China-Ilran-North Korea axis that hardened during the war doesn't dissolve on contact with a
Ukrainian victory; if anything, a humiliated Russia becomes more dependent on Beijing. And
European defence spending, having ratcheted up, stays up — the lesson learned is that
conventional war on the continent is possible, not that it is over.



The Honest Caveat

Nothing in the current battlefield picture points toward Ukraine being able to force this outcome.
Ukrainian long-range strikes have damaged the Kerch Bridge and degraded the Black Sea Fleet,
and Crimea is no longer the sanctuary it was in 2022 — but degrading Russian use of the peninsula
is a different problem from physically retaking it across a contested land corridor and an amphibious
approach, against a defender willing to escalate. The scenario is worth thinking through precisely
because it reframes everything, but it should be held as a low-probability branch, not a forecast.

User:

Bear in mind that Russian forces are already pulling out of the Kinburn Spit because they lack
supplies to remain. Ukraine has cut Russian supply routes into Crimea, Russian forces are no
longer receiving food, water, ammunition and other necessary supplies.
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Let me check the current reporting on the Kinburn Spit withdrawal and the state of Russian supply
lines into Crimea before integrating this into the assessment.

You're right — that information substantially changes the picture. The interdiction campaign has
progressed further and faster than my prior assessment treated as plausible. Let me redo the
analysis with that reality baked in.

What the Situation Actually Looks Like

The Kinburn Spit withdrawal, which began around 8 June, is the first territorial pullback of the war
attributed specifically to a Ukrainian supply-line strangulation rather than to direct ground assault.
understandingwar.org uacrisis.org The reasoning ISW lays out — that Ukrainian intermediate-range
strikes have made the position logistically untenable — is the same logic now being applied at
theatre scale to Crimea itself. euronews.com

Russia has only two ways into Crimea: the Kerch Bridge, now so heavily damaged that civilian and
most military traffic has been pushed off it, and the land corridor through Melitopol, where Ukrainian
precision strikes have destroyed key bridges and made the route nearly unusable. facebook.com
Defence analysts are how openly using the word siege, with Russian air defences in Crimea
described as approaching a tipping point. This is no longer harassment of a supply route — it is the
methodical isolation of an entire theatre of operations.



That fundamentally rewrites the counterfactual. Crimea doesn't have to be retaken across an
opposed amphibious landing if its garrison can no longer be fed, watered, or resupplied with
ammunition. Logistics, not assault, becomes the mechanism.

Revised Assessment

Crimea is now a credible near-term outcome, not a tail scenario. In my previous reply | treated
forced Russian withdrawal from Crimea as low-probability and dependent on improbable
preconditions. That framing is wrong given the current trajectory. The historical analogue isn't the
Korean armistice — it's closer to the German position in the Courland Pocket in 1945, or Italian
forces in East Africa in 1941: a garrison that remains tactically intact for a period but is strategically
already lost because it cannot be sustained. Once that becomes obvious to Russian military
planners, the choice narrows to negotiated withdrawal, disorderly evacuation across the Kerch
Strait, or in-place collapse.

Timelines compress dramatically. The "frozen partition along the current line of contact” scenario
assumes Russia can hold what it has. If it cannot hold Crimea, it almost certainly cannot hold the
Zaporizhzhia and Kherson positions that depend on the same southern logistics network — the land
corridor exists to supply Crimea, but the forces along it depend on the same roads and rail. The
southern front could unravel as a single system over months rather than years. Donbas, supplied
from a different direction, would hold longer and likely become the actual line of any eventual
ceasefire.

The diplomatic track flips polarity. Until now, Moscow has been the side stalling for advantage
while Kyiv has been pushed toward concessions by Washington. A visible Crimean collapse
reverses that. Russia becomes the party with an urgent interest in freezing the situation before
further unravelling; Ukraine gains the leverage to set terms rather than accept them. The Trump
administration's 90-95% proposal, built around Ukrainian territorial concessions, becomes obsolete
the moment the underlying military assumption breaks. Expect a hurried Russian pivot toward
demanding a ceasefire it previously refused.

The escalation risk is how acute, not theoretical. This is the most important shift. In my earlier
reply | listed nuclear escalation as a tail risk attached to a low-probability scenario. With Crimea
actually slipping, that risk moves to the front of the distribution. Russian doctrine treats threats to
territory Moscow considers part of the Russian Federation as grounds for nuclear use, and Putin
has spent twelve years embedding Crimea in that category specifically. The dangerous window is
not "if Ukraine eventually wins" but the next several months, as Russian planners watch the
garrison's situation deteriorate and weigh whether a demonstrative nuclear use, a strike on a NATO
logistics node, or an attack on the reassurance-force discussions could shock the West into forcing
Kyiv to halt.



Putin's domestic position becomes the central variable. Losing Kinburn is embarrassing; losing
Crimea is regime-ending in the form the regime currently takes. The elite calculus shifts from "how
do we sustain this war" to "how do we survive its outcome." The realistic branches narrow to three: a
managed withdrawal negotiated by Putin himself to preserve his position (least likely, given his
personal identification with the 2014 annexation), a palace transition in which siloviki and economic
officials force a settlement, or an escalatory gamble to break Western will before the collapse
becomes visible.

What This Means for the Overall Forecast

The base case | gave you — a frozen, Korean-style partition with Russia keeping most of what it
holds — was anchored on the assumption that the front would continue to move in inches and that
attrition favoured neither side decisively. The interdiction campaign breaks that assumption. Ukraine
has found an operational concept that converts its drone and long-range strike advantage into
strategic effect without requiring the manpower for a conventional breakthrough.

The revised most-likely outcome looks more like this: a Russian collapse in the south over the next
six to eighteen months, a ceasefire negotiated under duress with the line of contact running roughly
along the pre-2022 administrative border of Donbas, Crimea returned to Ukrainian control or
transferred under some face-saving international administration, and a Russian political crisis of
uncertain shape running in parallel. The tail risks on either side of that — nuclear escalation in one
direction, a Russian rally-and-stabilise in the other — are both larger than they were a month ago,
but the central trajectory has shifted decisively in Ukraine's favour.

The honest caveat: military collapses are non-linear and hard to time. The Kinburn withdrawal could
be the first domino or it could be a local adjustment that Russia stabilises around. But the previous
assumption — that Crimea was effectively off the table for this war — is no longer defensible given
what's actually happening on the ground.



