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Russia’s economic and societal adaptation for a long war is leaving Ukraine outgunned and
outmanned, and its allies are left to scramble for ammunition around the world.! The bravery
and dedication of the Ukrainians fighting for their loved ones and their country will become a
part of future case studies on maintaining resilience, innovation, and morale against significant
odds. Nevertheless, the worrisome trends, including a disadvantage in manpower,
ammunition production and long-range weapons, leave a Ukrainian defeat a possibility,
especially without U.S. help.2 Perhaps just as worrisome are societal trends and what appears
to be somewhat diminished support for aid to Ukraine.3

The United States has significant interests in Europe that are worth defending. The United
States and the European Union (EU) plus the United Kingdom account for almost half of the
world economy.* North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) member states in Europe are
America’s largest export market.> Ukraine is a part of Europe. What would be the geopolitical
consequences of Ukraine’s defeat? In other words, why is it essential for the West, including
the United States, to continue to support Ukraine in its fight against Russia’s unjustified, illegal,
and brutal invasion?

Russia’s Threat to U.S. Interests in Europe Would Increase
Ukraine’s defeat would bring Russia geopolitically closer to Europe, including toward allies

that used to be a part of the Warsaw Pact but joined the Alliance after the end of the Cold War.¢
It would be a humanitarian disaster for millions of Ukrainians who would be subjected to
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forced russification and brutalized by Russia. Putin would like to erase Ukraine as an
independent state and Russia’s installed puppet regime would be organized to suppress
Ukrainian language and culture.” Russia’s imperialism would not end with the conquest of
Ukraine, and could be turned toward Moldova, Georgia, or even NATO countries that joined
the Alliance since the end of the Cold War.

Russia’s leaders have always been offended by Russia’s diminished political influence in
the former Warsaw Pact areas as a consequence of these states’” integration into Western
political and military structures. That is also why various Russia’s “peace” proposals include
what would effectively mean the restoration of Russia’s sphere of influence on former Warsaw
Pact territories, including some current NATO member states.’

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is already a challenge to alliance cohesion because the
perception of Russia as a threat to NATO differs within the Alliance, with countries closer to
Russia’s border being generally more concerned about Russia’s imperialist designs and
capabilities than countries farther away. Ukraine’s potential subjugation would be just the
beginning of Russia’s post-Cold War aggression.

If Russia were able to conquer Ukraine and establish a more robust and permanent political
and military presence there, its new geopolitical center of gravity would open further
opportunities for Moscow’s hostile activities against targets in Europe, which could be
conducted through proxies. Ukraine borders Hungary and Slovakia, both countries currently
under governments that are sympathetic to Russia’s interests. It is conceivable that Russia
could use geographical proximity to further infiltrate the European Union (EU) because
Slovakia and Hungary are a part of the Schengen area and their governments are currently
friendly with Moscow, unlike, for example, the Finnish government that can be trusted to
protect its borders.® Europe is already concerned about Russia’s sabotage, and enabling
additional opportunities for Russia to infiltrate it is likely to worsen the matter.1 Russia has
subjected NATO countries to cyber attacks, energy blackmail, and even killed citizens of NATO
member countries.!! These types of activities could lead to the destabilization of governments
in targeted countries, the undermining of NATO and the EU, and, accompanied by Russia’s
propaganda, an increase in anti-Americanism.12

Article V of the North Atlantic Treaty states that “an armed attack against one or more of
them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all.”?*> Should
Russia win in Ukraine, Moscow could call into question the integrity of NATO members’
commitment to Article V, even though Ukraine is not a NATO member state and its members
are not pledged to come to its defense. Expressing the sentiment, Marko Mihkelson, Chairman
of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Estonian Parliament, asked in an aftermath of a
particularly brutal attacks against Ukrainian civilians “If the great powers of the free world
allow Russia to destroy a democratic European power before our eyes with impunity, what
makes Russia believe that we will strike back if they attack a NATO country?”14 If Russia
defeats Ukraine, the United States would lose credibility as a guarantor of today’s global
security architecture; an architecture that has allowed billions of people to prosper beyond any
comparable time in humankind’s history. In fact, former Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen
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said with regard to deterring China from a cross-strait attack that “A Ukrainian victory will
serve as the most effective deterrent to future aggression.”1> Taiwan's Minister of Foreign
Affairs Joseph Wu argued that if the United States abandons Ukraine, China would “take it as
a hint” that the United States and its allies would “back off” in the case of China’s sustained
action against Taiwan.1¢ The consequence would be a less prosperous world order that is less
safe for the Americans, their allies, and the Free World’s interests.

Strain on U.S. Alliances Would Increase

NATO countries that are close to Russia’s borders like Estonia or Lithuania are already
concerned about Russia’s long-term military potential because of Moscow’s economic war
mobilization. These countries on average provide more assistance to Ukraine than the rest of
NATO as a percentage of their GDP,17 and have significantly increased their defense budgets.1#
In some cases, the effort to recapitalize and modernize their militaries started well before
Russia’s full-scale invasion.?

Russia’s victory could add Ukraine’s resources to strengthen Moscow’s military power —
and with an increase in military power would come an increase in Russia’s belligerence and
imperial ambitions. Russia would seek to utilize Ukraine’s resources, including rare earths,
steel, and technical expertise, to augment its own economy, currently focused on war
production. Prior to war, Ukraine was the seventh largest global wheat producer with a
majority of its exports going to Egypt and Indonesia.20 Russia’s invasion of Ukraine caused a
two to three percent spike in wheat prices.2! Russia is already plundering the territories it
occupies in Ukraine, including forcing conscription and mobilization of the population in
occupied southeastern Ukraine.2? Russia’s future imperial ambitions would likely be centered
around NATO countries, particularly those that were in the Soviet sphere of influence or a part
of the Warsaw Pact.?

European NATO countries already face a near- to medium-term requirement to
reinvigorate their militaries and defense sectors and increase defense spending. So far, the pace
of most NATO countries doing so has been disappointing given the magnitude of the threat.
In the future, NATO will either have to contend with a geopolitically closer, more aggressive,
and emboldened Russia that wants to build on its success in Ukraine, or it will have to step up
its support for Ukraine so that Ukraine can decisively defeat Russia,?* and then rearm to deter
any possible future Russian attack. Increasing European NATO members’ defense spending
would also have the benefit of demonstrating that NATO Europe is taking its own security
seriously and would help counter the “Europe is free loading” narrative that is becoming more
prevalent within the U.S. political discourse.

The fiscal cost of helping Ukraine defeat Russia is arguably less than the United States
would have to spend to reassure allies of America’s commitment to their security in the wake
of Ukraine’s defeat. The United States would also have to bolster its military to deter, and if
necessary, defeat Russia—and other states, e.g. China, that would be emboldened in the wake
of Ukraine’s defeat.
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Russia’s goals are not just regional, the subjugation of Ukraine, but are a symptom of
Moscow’s broader desire for a confrontation with the West and for replacing the U.S.-led global
security order with one led by authoritarian dictatorships, including Russia.?> China would be
the leader of this new China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea alliance, and the challenge they
would present to the U.S.-led alliance structure and prosperity is serious.

Emboldened China, North Korea, and Iran

China and North Korea decided to strategically align themselves with Russia. This means that
a path to disrupting this looming alliance and their revisionist designs in the Indo-Pacific
region runs through Russia’s defeat in Ukraine. The argument that the United States ought to
prioritize the Indo-Pacific theater over the European theater is problematic.22 With the
exception of the Patriot air defense systems and some air-to-air missiles, the types of weapons
the United States has provided Ukraine are different from those it would need to defeat a
Chinese invasion of Taiwan, and the overall stimulation of the U.S. defense sector prior to
contingencies with China starting is beneficial for the United States.

Most security assistance to Ukraine is appropriated separately from the Department of
Defense’s base budget, meaning it is not funding that the Department of Defense or the U.S.
defense industrial base otherwise would have. Over the past almost three years of conflict, the
United States has committed a little over $21 billion a year on average in security assistance to
Ukraine.?” In an almost $30 trillion economy, the amount that the United States has spent
supporting Ukraine is well worth exhausting Russia and states that support it, in addition to
supporting U.S. jobs in many congressional districts.

The West’s collective reticence to decidedly support Ukraine to enable it to win is
negatively impacting relations with other nations. Former NATO Secretary General Jens
Stoltenberg described aid to Ukraine as “significant, but, at the end of the day, insufficient
military support—enough to survive but not enough to bring the war to an end on favourable
terms.”28 At a conference in Estonia, Samir Saran, the head of the Observer Research
Foundation, an Indian think tank, “almost mocked” the West’s inability to organize Russia’s
battlefield defeat, despite Russia’s economy being twenty times smaller than the West’s.? In a
stark indictment of the West’s lack of strategic vision and support for a Ukrainian victory, Saran
went on to say:

There is one actor that has reorganised its strategic engagement to fight a war and the
other has not. One side is not participating in the battle. You have hosted conferences
supporting Ukraine and then do nothing more. But when it comes to action, Russia
2.0 is grinding forward. It tells countries like us that if something like this were to
happen in the Indo-Pacific, you have no chance against China. If you cannot defeat a
$2tn [trillion] nation, don’t think you are deterring China. China is taking hope from
your abysmal and dismal performance against a much smaller adversary.3
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Should Ukraine fail to decisively defeat Russia’s aggression, China and North Korea will
likely be emboldened to pursue their more belligerent designs against U.S. interests in the Indo-
Pacific and elsewhere, and other countries will be less likely to resist them; they will be less
certain of U.S. backing. In the words of Adm. Rob Bauer, the Dutch chairman of NATO'’s
Military Committee, North Korea went from “the most isolated country in the world” to “a
player.”3! He went on to ask “If you allow a nation like Russia to win, to come out of this as the
victor, then what does it mean for other autocratic states in the world where the U.S. has also
interests?”32

When the United States and its allies decided to align themselves with Ukraine, and China
and North Korea decided to align themselves with Russia, the conflict took on much greater
meaning than “just” Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. No degree of denial on Washington’s (and
the West’s) part can help it escape that reality. Therefore, in perceptions, Ukraine’s defeat
would inevitably become the West’s defeat (and America’s), exacerbating U.S. geopolitical
challenges globally.

Potentially Destabilizing Immigration Flows to Europe

Prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion in February 2022, Ukraine was a nation of about 41 million.
Its population has fallen by about 10 million since then given a combination of emigration,
forced displacements on territories conquered by Russia, and war deaths.?3 According to the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “an estimated 3.7 million people have been
driven from their homes and are internally displaced and nearly 6.5 million people have
crossed into neighboring countries in the region including Poland, Hungary, Moldova or other
countries globally.”3* Most of those who resettled abroad are planning on returning to Ukraine
eventually, with the liberation of territories from where they come from significantly increasing
their likelihood of return.®> Ukraine’s victory would lessen societal frictions and expenses
associated with the diaspora of Ukrainians displaced by war. Needless to say, the International
Monetary Fund estimates the net fiscal long-term effect as positive for host countries as
Ukrainians integrate into the labor market.3

In contrast, should the rest of Ukraine fall to Russia’s aggression, the displacement and
refugee challenge would become much worse for European countries, particularly for those
that host an already large number of Ukrainians, including Poland and Germany. The German
Federal Civil Protection Agency reportedly estimates that 10 million more Ukrainians would
flee if the country falls in the next six months with about 2 million coming to Germany.3” The
unofficial estimates are reportedly almost double these numbers.? Even though the publics in
European states remain generally supportive of giving sanctuary to displaced Ukrainians,* a
recent survey in Poland indicated a decline in positive sentiment toward Ukrainian refugees.%

While people in European countries are more welcoming toward displaced Ukrainians as
opposed to refugees of other ethnicities,*! the immigration issue has caused polarization within
many European countries. The governments’ inability to address the challenge successfully is
one of the drivers for the rise of political parties that until recently were on the fringe of the
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political spectrum, such as the Alternative fiir Deutschland in Germany.#2 The issue of
displaced Ukrainians and associated costs to the economy is already becoming a topic of
Russian disinformation operations designed to undermine a host country public’s support for
a government’s pro-Ukraine policies.#* Russian-sponsored propaganda seeks to exacerbate
pre-existing tensions within the host countries, presenting a challenge to U.S. and European
governments.** More Ukrainian displaced persons with limited prospects of return would
increase tensions and polarization within host countries.

Significant Increases in Defense Spending Would Be Required

NATO countries, particularly Poland and the Baltic states, would be more at risk of direct
Russian attack should Ukraine fall into Russia’s hands. Russia is planning to increase its
military spending by 25 percent between 2024 and 2025 and the military budget will consume
32 percent of total expenditures and about eight percent of Russia’s gross domestic product
(GDP).#> That is a sign that Russia is preparing for a long war —and has transitioned to a war
economy. Russia has been able to circumvent Western sanctions, keep its military relatively
well supplied, and even increase its military production capacity in the period between
February 2023 and February 2024.4 Russia reportedly produces three times as many artillery
shells than the United States and European countries combined.#” The United States is falling
short of its goal to produce 80,000 shells of 155-millimeter artillery ammunition a month (the
current production rate is about 55,000 shells a month).4 Russia builds about 250,000 artillery
munitions a month.#

Meanwhile, a number of European NATO members are still failing to meet the political
commitment made prior to Russia’s 2008 invasion of Georgia and codified at the Wales Summit
in 2014 to spend two percent of GDP on defense. While more NATO nations have stepped up
to the two percent plate recently, circumstances have changed so much since then that two
percent is likely insufficient to deter potential Russian aggression against NATO. NATO
Secretary General Mark Rutte has recently said that member states must spend “a lot more than
two percent.”50

Ukraine commands many resources that Russia would plunder to supplement its own
already significant defense spending. Historically, Ukraine has been a source of talent and
natural resources for the Soviet Union’s most advanced military programs, including
intercontinental-range ballistic missiles.>! By the virtue of necessity, Ukraine’s defense sector
has been at the forefront of defense innovation and its defense industrial base is now reportedly
capable of producing $20 billion worth of weapons and equipment annually.52 Ukraine’s
military is now one of the most experienced fighting forces in the world in the kind of warfare
that the United States could plausibly fight with its adversaries in the future. So far, the West
has benefited from battle-testing technologies, but so has Russia—and Moscow is likely sharing
its knowledge with U.S. adversaries like China, Iran, and North Korea in exchange for their
material support of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.>
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The United States alone has provided Ukraine with over $61 billion in military assistance
since February 2022.5* This assistance includes munitions, unmanned aerial systems, air
defense systems, tanks, Javelin anti-armor systems, and many other items. Other European
countries made their own military contributions. Ukraine is using these systems for its valiant
defense. Should Ukraine fall, some of these systems could end up in Russia’s hands —or in the
hands of other U.S. adversaries. There is some risk that U.S. adversaries have obtained some
Western-provided weapons already, although not in significant quantities.>

With Russia demonstrating its aggressive designs for a restructured post-Cold War security
architecture in Europe, it is essential that NATO countries remain strong enough to deter and,
if necessary, defeat Russian aggression. This likely requires spending above two percent of
GDP. For example, Poland and Estonia, now two NATO leaders in defense spending, were
respectively contributing an estimated 4.12 and 3.43 percent of GDP on defense in 2024.5¢ Even
these costs are minuscule relative to the resources that would be required should Russia invade
aNATO state. For example, about a half of Ukraine’s total budget is now dedicated to defense.5”

The Risk of Further Undermining U.S. Nonproliferation Policy

The effectiveness of U.S. deterrence strategies rests on U.S. credibility, and that credibility is
already on the line in Ukraine because Washington was one of the signatories to the 1994
Budapest Memorandum guaranteeing Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity in
exchange for Ukraine’s decision to denuclearize.®® According to some Ukrainian experts,
Russia’s invasion constitutes “formal grounds for withdrawal from the NPT [Nonproliferation
Treaty] and moral reasons for reconsideration of the non-nuclear choice made in early 1994.”%

During the Clinton Administration, the United States spearheaded Ukraine’s
denuclearization in its effort to prioritize relations with Moscow “over all else” and “ridiculed”
Ukrainian concerns over their security, even insinuating that U.S. officials knew Ukraine’s
interests better than the Ukrainians themselves.®® Clinton has since expressed regret over
pressuring the Ukrainians to give up nuclear weapons on its territory.t! Quite understandably,
Ukrainians feel similarly.®? Recently, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy stated that
“Either Ukraine will have nuclear weapons and that will be our protection or we should have
some sort of alliance. Apart from NATO, today we do not know any effective alliances.”¢* Yet,
the chance that Ukraine will be accepted into NATO while hostilities with Russia are ongoing
and while Russia is occupying almost fifth of Ukraine’s territory is near zero due to political
divisions within NATO itself.

Ukraine reportedly possesses the technological know-how and material to build a
rudimentary nuclear device within months.¢* But for now, it does not have near-term options
to build it in a way that would advance rather than hamper its security interests —in addition
to operational problems of delivering a rudimentary device to its intended target.>

Ukraine’s cautionary tale of getting invaded after it gave up nuclear weapons will hardly
be lost on U.S. allies —and adversaries. If the United States fails to decisively support Ukraine
against its righteous fight against the Russian invaders, it will lose the credibility on which U.S.
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assurance to allies depends. The implications could be far-reaching: from allies geopolitically
aligning with U.S. adversaries to developing their own independent nuclear weapon
capabilities.

Russia’s nuclear coercion and escalation threats have shaped its full-scale invasion from the
beginning. These threats have been aimed at undermining Western unity in supporting
Ukraine and have been successful to a degree. Until November 2024, the United States had not
authorized Ukraine to use U.S.-provided long-range weapons to strike targets on Russia’s
territory. The West's rhetoric aimed at preventing escalation of the conflict has likely had the
opposite effect by encouraging Vladimir Putin’s continuing aggression.

Russia’s coercive use of nuclear weapons has helped to create space in which states perceive
they can rewrite the rules of the post-Cold War security order. This will embolden U.S. nuclear-
armed adversaries and make it more difficult for the United States and its allies to preserve the
status quo—and the pressing problem of nuclear proliferation would become even worse
should Ukraine lose.

Conclusion

The geopolitical consequences of Ukraine’s defeat would reverberate across the global system
in disastrous ways for U.S. security. They include having to contend with a stronger and more
belligerent Russia and its allies China and North Korea, a weakening of the U.S. alliance
system, increasing demands on the already overstretched U.S. defense industrial base, and
greater global impetus for nuclear proliferation. The United States, as a status quo power and
leader of the free world, has an essential interest in seeing Russia decisively defeated in
Ukraine, and so do U.S. allies, including in the Indo-Pacific. While comprehensive
recommendations to prevent this worst outcome from coming to pass are beyond the scope of
this Information Series,®”” Americans and their political leaders ought to have a proper
understanding of the likely consequences of a Ukrainian defeat in order to make better
informed decisions regarding U.S. measures to prevent that outcome.
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