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In this month’s edition of Around the World with Academy Securities, our Geopolitical Intelligence Group (GIG) 
focuses on the following geopolitical tensions that we are monitoring: 

1. Russia | Ukraine Update 
2. China and the Risk of Unintended Consequences 
3. Iran’s Relationship with China 
4. Earthquake in Turkey  

We begin with an update on the war in Ukraine as it reaches its one-year anniversary today. While Russia stepped 
up its missile attacks (as expected), the U.S. and our NATO allies continue to support Ukraine at a level that far 
exceeds the initial expectations back in February of 2022. However, with the stalemate continuing and the recent 
meeting between President Putin and Wang Yi (China’s top diplomat) hinting at the possibility of the introduction 
of “lethal” Chinese support for Russian forces, the war seems to be heading towards an escalation. Next, we 
address China following the shootdown of its spy balloon earlier this month. What was most concerning about the 
incident was the lack of engagement by Chinese officials with their U.S. counterparts. Considering the plan for 
Japan to acquire (and start deploying) offensive weapons, continued and provocative North Korean weapons 
testing, and the tension in the South China Sea following the U.S. announcement of an expanded military presence 
in the Philippines, the table is set for an accidental engagement between Chinese and U.S. forces (or a regional ally) 
that could quickly become a major geopolitical problem. We also revisit Iran and address its relationship with China 
at a time when the shadow war with Israel is increasing and Iran is getting closer to building a nuclear weapon. 
Finally, we report on the terrible earthquake in Turkey and the political ramifications this tragedy could have for 
President Erdogan as he seeks reelection this spring. 

Please reach out to your Academy coverage officer with any questions and we would be happy to engage.  
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Front and Center: Russia | Ukraine Update 
In our previous ATWs and recent SITREPs we have continued 
to provide updates on the latest developments in the conflict 
in Ukraine. As the war hits its one-year anniversary today and 
Russia is moving forward with its anticipated spring offensive 
(with Wagner Group mercenaries taking a front and center 
role), there are concerns that the new weapons and 
equipment promised to Ukraine by the West will not arrive in 
time to stop any new Russian momentum. The weapons that 
Ukraine has received to date (as well as the expected delivery 
of new systems such as Leopards and Abrams tanks) are still 
only enough to allow Ukraine to “hold the line”. The concern 
is that unless the West agrees to send more advanced weapons such as fighters and longer-range rocket systems, 
a successful Ukrainian spring offensive will be difficult to achieve. President Biden visited with President Zelensky 
in a surprise trip to Ukraine last weekend and while more advanced weapons were discussed, the announcement 
following the meeting alluded only to the replenishment of artillery ammunition, Javelins, and Howitzers.  

However, there is concern that China may consider sending Russia “lethal” support in an effort to accelerate an 
end to the conflict (in Russia’s favor). While Chinese companies have sent non-lethal equipment to Russia (flak 
jackets and helmets), the concern that China may resort to lethal aid was near the top of the list of things discussed 
in last weekend’s meeting between Secretary of State Blinken and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi. This threat 
(and the risk of Belarus possibly entering the war as we head into the spring) is setting the stage for an escalation. 
In addition, Putin reminded his citizens in his address this week that he justified the invasion on fears of NATO 
expansion. He also said that Russia was suspending its participation in New START (the treaty that limits 
U.S./Russian strategic nuclear arsenals). With Zelensky once again saying that he would not be willing to give up 
any Ukrainian territory to Russia in a peace deal, it seems like we are still nowhere near an end to this conflict.  

“Russia is launching a new offensive in Ukraine and time/manpower aren’t on Ukraine’s side. Putin could soon regain 
the military advantage. This is a concern because it would give China the “green light” to pursue aggression because 
the takeaway from the war in Ukraine would be to “stay the course and you will win”. Obviously, it’s in the best 
interests of the U.S. to avoid that possibility. If we want to ensure that this does not happen, President Biden and 
Congress must empower Ukraine to eject the Russian aggressors from their country and provide them with the 
means to do so now. To date, the West’s military assistance to Ukraine has provided just enough material to 
maintain the status quo. Without more consequential and timely military assistance for Ukraine the military 
advantage will accrue to Putin.  

Western combat airpower could fundamentally alter the calculus in this fight. By providing Ukraine with capable 
Western aircraft, the West can increase Ukraine’s probability of success by reversing Russia’s progress. The nod to 
get modern tanks into their hands was a positive step. However, without airpower, tanks will simply just perpetuate 
a stalemate resembling a World War I quagmire. That’s not a fight Ukraine can win against Russia. What Ukraine 
needs is a game changer (airpower). Fighters that move at 600 miles per hour can affect operations across northern, 
eastern, and southern Ukraine in minutes with multiple effects (including precision and lethality) that tanks or any 
other kind of ground forces cannot accomplish alone. Fighter aircraft provide the means to complete the combined 
arms equation and allow ground forces to exploit the advantages.” – General David Deptula 

“Wagner Group is the most capable planning/executing force in the Russian capabilities package. Yet, they struggle 
to take Bakhmut against the Ukrainian forces. Wagner is employing Russian Airborne/Air Assault forces and 
Command and Control as well. This tells us that the most capable Russian forces are struggling. Wagner and Russian 
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armed forces are competing with each other in many ways including for resources and opportunities. Wagner is the 
main effort to watch as we sort out Russian intent. Clearly protecting the land bridge to Crimea and taking the 
Donbas completely remain the highest priorities. This is still a war of attrition, and it will be difficult for Ukraine to 
rapidly gain back their territories. I had expected a coordinated Russian effort (before the spring thaw would inhibit 
the ability to maneuver on the ground), but I am not sure that the Russians have the ability to do enough to make it 
worthwhile. I have heard that Ukraine will receive potentially 100 Western tanks and they still have more former 
Russian/Soviet tanks in their inventory.  

The key for Ukraine will be to train crews on maneuver/combined arms warfare (tanks, mechanized infantry, 
artillery, and rockets working in concert). Ukraine needs to cut Russian supply and communications lines as they 
build the capabilities of their maneuver forces. They then need to envelope and cut off Russian forces in sectors so 
they become trapped and surrender without having to engage in tough fighting. Cutting the land bridge to Crimea 
is also important because it keeps Russian forces committed to that effort rather than gaining more territory in the 
Donbas. Regaining all Ukrainian territory is a multi-year fight in my view. We need to see continued success and a 
plan to execute their stated goals to ensure continued support.” – General Frank Kearney 

“I concur with Frank, but would add that the key for Ukraine is time to train crews on the new equipment. I agree 
that Wagner Group is their most capable fighting element, but I would add that very few militaries in the world are 
good at urban warfare. Urban fighting plausibly gives Ukraine a time advantage in that it is easier to defend a city 
against a numerically superior foe. Ukraine likely needs three months to field trained tank crews (and that is 
optimistic). Urban fighting offers them their best opportunity to gain time/space.” – General Mastin Robeson 

“Putin’s announcement that Russia will no longer comply with the nuclear New START treaty is another 
misinformation and intimidation attempt. Russia has been non-compliant with the treaty for a while. The 
announcement follows Putin’s past attempts to escalate the situation in Ukraine by threatening to use nuclear 
weapons to get the U.S. and NATO to back down from supporting Ukraine. The U.S. has provided weapons to Ukraine 
through piecemeal actions over fears that Russia will retaliate with a nuclear attack. Putin is bluffing and will not 
use nuclear weapons because it would result in overwhelming NATO military support for Ukraine. He wants to 
contain the war to Ukraine and not bring in the U.S. and NATO. It’s absurd for Putin to think that he can intimidate 
the U.S. and NATO to not supply weapons to Ukraine by threating to use nuclear weapons.  

China is becoming more vocal in its support of Russia and now is the time for the Biden administration to drive a 
wedge between China and Russia on the world stage. Xi will supply arms to Putin if he thinks that he can get away 
with it. What is needed now is for China to pull back support for Russia and not increase it. President Biden has tried 
to relay Putin’s horrific acts in Ukraine to the world. The next step must be to tie China to Russia and highlight China’s 
lack of condemnation of the invasion, the genocide, and the war crimes committed by the Russian military. Xi doesn’t 
want to see a parallel drawn between Ukraine and Taiwan. Putin’s aim is to break NATO and Biden’s visit to Ukraine 
and Poland was badly needed. Xi continues to watch the U.S. actions with his eye on Taiwan and the rest of the Indo-
Pacific region.” – General Robert Walsh 

“Over the past year we have seen Russian cyber-attacks against Ukraine increase to an unprecedented level in the 
digital age. Most of these attacks have been fairly unsophisticated and have involved what is called “wiper” 
malware. This type of attack is intended to permanently destroy data. In the past year alone, it is estimated that 
Russian cyber-forces have increased the types of wiper malware they used from two to 16, quickly creating new 
versions in an attempt to stay ahead of Ukraine’s formidable cyber-defensive operations. While these attacks have 
not been as destructive as previous Russian cyber-attacks like the non-Petya worm Russia used against Ukraine in 
2017 (which subsequently spiraled out of control globally), they are indicative of how digital warfare will likely be 
fought in the future. Nation state adversaries with sophisticated cyber-offensive capabilities like China, Iran, and 
North Korea have taken notice. The most advanced cyber-tools and capabilities do not need to be employed if you 
can cause disruption, destruction, or uncertainty with blunt force cyber-tools.” – Admiral Danelle Barrett 
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China and the Risk of Unintended Consequences 
In our January ATW, we highlighted Japan’s plans to rapidly increase 
its defense spending and the fact that it is in the process of acquiring 
offensive weaponry (Tomahawks) for the first time since the end of 
WWII. Japan’s rationale is clear: Tokyo fully anticipates that it will be 
involved in any conflict in the region that includes China or North 
Korea and the chances for an incident to escalate are growing by the 
day. Just last weekend, North Korea test fired a ballistic missile into 
the Sea of Japan in response to U.S./South Korean military exercises 
(that included U.S. nuclear capable bombers). In addition, following 
the announcement that U.S. forces will be given access to additional 
facilities in the Philippines to increase its presence in the region, a Chinese Coast Guard vessel directed a military 
grade laser at a Philippine ship. Also, as discussed above in the section on Russia and Ukraine, China is apparently 
considering sending lethal aid to help Russia in its war in Ukraine. Finally, on February 23, there was news that the 
U.S. is preparing to send 100 to 200 troops to Taiwan for training. All of these developments come on the heels of 
the Chinese spy balloon being shot down off the coast of South Carolina earlier this month (see SITREP). The 
concern is that these tensions are driving the U.S./its allies and China even closer to an incident that results in 
unintended consequences. This was exemplified earlier this month following the balloon shootdown when Defense 
Secretary Austin reached out to his Chinese counterpart via a special hot line set up to de-escalate a potential crisis. 
China’s Defense Ministry refused to answer the call. Communication between the two nations is critical and 
without it, an incident could spiral out of control very quickly. 

“No one can deny that the U.S./People’s Republic of China (PRC) relationship is at a low. China’s blatant actions will 
only encourage the confrontational ambitions of countries like Russia, North Korea, Iran, and others. Here’s what 
we know: (1) China is advancing its nuclear modernization efforts faster than anticipated. Last week, the United 
States Strategic Command stated that China now has more ballistic missile launchers than the U.S. (2) War in Taiwan 
won’t be limited to Taiwan. If the PRC invades Taiwan, we should expect it to attack targets in the U.S. as well. Both 
CIA Director William Burns and Admiral Philip Davidson, the former chief of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, have 
stated that China will be capable of successfully attacking Taiwan by 2027. (3) China has a global fleet of high-
altitude spy balloons. After the Chinese spy balloon was shot down, the Pentagon press secretary told reporters, 
“These balloons are all part of a PRC fleet of balloons developed to conduct surveillance operations, which have also 
violated the sovereignty of other countries.” (4) NORAD has gaps in domain coverage. Recently, the commander of 
NORAD said that his organization was not aware of previous PRC balloon incursions. (5) Beijing may escalate by 
targeting lawfully operating U.S. reconnaissance aircraft. Weeks ago, a PRC fighter had a near-miss incident with 
an Air Force RC-135 operating over the South China Sea. How will we respond to a more dangerous escalation? The 
Biden administration should take steps to improve communication with Beijing to reduce the risk of miscalculation.” 
– General David Deptula 

“This balloon incident is a clear indicator that unexpected events on a small scale can trigger activities that create 
the opportunity for unintended consequences. The fact that the Chinese apparently won’t answer the crisis 
communications calls is a dangerous situation that can lead to potential escalation. However, I don’t see a timeline 
that leads us to some planned event (in Taiwan) in 2025. The main worry in my view is that aggressive actions by 
either side could lead to accidental engagement. I would expect an aggressive Chinese response to any intel 
collection efforts off their coast (like they have done in the past). I still believe that the chip issue with Taiwan 
prevents efforts to take Taiwan by force until China has internal capacity. Chip facility disruption or destruction takes 
us into an economic crisis that China is not yet ready for.” – General Frank Kearney 

https://academysecurities.com/wp-content/uploads/Around-the-World-with-Academy-Securities_1_26_23.pdf
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“I am not sure that I see the “balloon issue” as a formidable one. We will adjust our filters to account for slow moving, 
higher altitude balloons. However, China is in turmoil given how quickly the world pivoted and consolidated against 
Russia’s aggressive behavior. My guess is that this caused China to pause and re-assess their aggressive posturing. 
They seem to have lowered their rhetoric regarding Taiwan. This is further impacted by Taiwan’s “new” distributed 
defense of the island.” – General Mastin Robeson 

“The surveillance balloon should act as a catalyst to return to the same type of effective deterrence that the U.S. 
used with the Soviet Union. Previously, President Xi seemed to be softening his “Wolf Warrior” diplomacy with 
personnel moves within his foreign ministry, but now he seems to be taking a more aggressive diplomatic position. 
China’s Defense Minister refused to take Defense Secretary Austin’s call after the balloon incident. China’s military 
growth is unprecedented and includes a rapidly growing nuclear weapons capability. Taiwan and control of the 
South and East China Seas remain the highest potential military flashpoints. 

The U.S. military’s recent Philippine basing access announcements, its newly publicized military plans to operate 
inside the first island chain, and recent plans to operate with the Japanese military in the Ryukyu islands are all part 
of new military plans to deter China (and fight and win if necessary). Senior U.S. military leaders are becoming more 
vocal in their plans as part of an increasing information campaign to deter China and gain allies. Recent U.S. 
announcements to operate from up to nine sites in the Philippines (some as close as 100 miles from Taiwan) are 
demonstrating the progress of the U.S. in pulling more partners away from China’s influence. The U.S. is allocating 
infrastructure improvement funds to the sites. The U.S. Navy’s Nimitz Carrier Strike Group and the Makin Island 
Amphibious Ready Group are operating together in the South China Sea as an Expeditionary Strike Force. The U.S. 
Marines are reorganizing their forces in the Pacific to operate as Marine Littoral Regiments on islands with advanced 
capabilities (such as anti-ship missiles) in the event of a Taiwan conflict. Philippine President Marcos recently visited 
Japan and it is expected that the two countries will sign an agreement allowing their militaries to train together. The 
strategic deterrence advances made by the U.S. are the most significant since the end of the Cold War with the 
Soviet Union.” – General Robert Walsh 

“China has no desire to fight the U.S. (or any coalition) but that will not stop them from continuing to bait Taiwan 
with the new peacetime normal (military aircraft crossing the centerline, naval ships stationed continuously off the 
Taiwan coast, etc.). This sets conditions for a minor/accidental incident that would be exaggerated by China to 
garner international attention. China’s goal at this time is to split apart any coalition of support for Taiwan. China 
will attack Taiwan when they view Taiwan’s independence as imminent and peaceful reunification is not possible. 
War is not on the near-term horizon as China is focused on internal challenges as it continues to build its military 
capability.” – General K.K. Chinn 

“The U.S. response to the spy balloon certainly increased already elevated tensions with China and relations will 
likely deteriorate over the use of this type of technology for intelligence, surveillance, and weapons delivery 
(particularly without internationally accepted rules on their employment). This could result in an overreaction or 
miscalculation if a similar incident were to occur (particularly in the South China Sea/Taiwan Strait) involving U.S. 
and allied forces. This would further escalate tensions between the U.S. and China.” – Admiral Danelle Barrett 
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Iran’s Relationship with China 
In our January ATW, we addressed the growing partnership between Russia 
and Iran. As Iran’s economy continues to flounder and the protests following 
the death of Mahsa Amin in police custody last fall are ongoing, Iran is asking 
for more help from its partners. President Raisi met with President Xi last 
week and while Xi expressed more support for Tehran, Raisi made it clear 
that he hoped for more effort on the part of China saying that, 
“Unfortunately, we have seriously fallen behind in these relations.” With 
Russia selling more oil to China in the past year, the hope for an expanded 
economic partnership between China and Iran has not fully come to fruition. 
In 2021, Iran and China signed a 25-year agreement that anticipated Beijing investing over $400bn in Iran’s 
economy (including purchasing significant amounts of Iranian oil). Iran is feeling the pressure over the sanctions 
and the failed nuclear deal and is also seeing the shadow war with Israel pick up pace following the return of 
Netanyahu to power late last year. Last month, Israel was suspected of orchestrating an attack on an Iranian drone 
factory and last week, an Israeli-linked tanker was attacked in the Arabian Sea. As Iran gets closer to being able to 
build a nuclear weapon (U.N. nuclear watchdog found uranium enriched to 84% in Iran this month), the likelihood 
of military action increases and Iran will no doubt look to its partners (Russia and China) for assistance. 

“Iran’s support for Russia’s war against Ukraine continues to grow. The combination of this support (coupled with 
the growing domestic instability due to the fallout from the murders of innocent men and women in Iran) has killed 
the Iran Nuclear Deal. Revolutions often begin with a minor incident, and then things spin out of control as all of the 
pent-up hatred for a regime comes forth. This may be one of those times. The regime will kill tens of thousands if 
needed to keep control, but that would just inflame the protests even more, and then civil war might ensue.” – 
General David Deptula 

“Iran needs enemies in order to sustain their revolutionary government and Israel/the U.S. top the list. Direct 
confrontation with Israel could provoke U.S. military action (and more sanctions) which I don’t believe Iran wants. 
The new Netanyahu government is incendiary both internally and externally. Israel has the ability to degrade the 
strength of the Abraham Accords as well with their internal decisions. This area can also flare up due to actions that 
result in unintended consequences. The Iranian relationship with Russia and China benefits all three nations and 
takes resources away from Ukraine as well as the Pacific theater. Conflict between Israel and Iran would take naval 
and air forces away from Indo-PACOM at a time when the U.S. needs to maintain a robust deterrence position. 
Involving the U.S. in a multi-theater crisis would benefit all three belligerents. Lastly, we are the only nation with the 
capability to destroy Iranian nuclear infrastructure. Drawing the U.S. into a conflict is the surest way to do this.” – 
General Frank Kearney 

“I do not see an Iranian revolution that can be successful without part of their security architecture joining the effort. 
My hope remains that the recent/large (10m-15m people) pilgrimages (Samarra, Najaf, Karbala) into Iraq will 
continue to spur the Iranian “university level” citizens to question the integrity and validity of Iranian restrictive rule.” 
– General Mastin Robeson 
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Earthquake in Turkey  
On February 6, a massive earthquake struck close to the 
Turkish/Syrian border and has killed over 45,000 people. Aftershocks 
continue and have terrified the population. The economic damage 
from this disaster is estimated to be over $80bn. Before the 
earthquake, Erdogan’s popularity was wanning due to the economic 
crisis (58% inflation in January and higher than 80% in previous 
months) and his autocratic approach to leadership. Corruption 
became a huge problem after the 2017 constitutional amendments 
and Erdogan gave amnesty to many owners of poorly constructed 
buildings. Faulty construction led to the deaths of thousands of 
people in the earthquake. Erdogan’s response to the earthquake has 
become the key focus and could threaten his reelection later this 
spring. If these elections take place in June as scheduled (or even as early as May as Erdogan had previously 
announced), there is a good chance that Erdogan could lose. If this happens, the question becomes what happens 
to Turkey’s role in many of the geopolitical situations in which they are involved? Prior to the earthquake, Erdogan 
was positioning himself as a “mediator” in the Ukraine war and a “strong man” member of NATO demonstrating 
that he had the power to block Sweden’s/Finland’s NATO membership. Erdogan was also threatening Greece over 
disputed islands in the Eastern Aegean Sea. While some of these actions were likely just posturing and trying to fan 
the flame of nationalism in the country in the run-up to the election, what is clear is that Erdogan has positioned 
himself (and his country) right in the middle of several geopolitical situations. Who wins the election (either 
Erdogan or a member of the six opposition parties that have challenged Erdogan’s constitutional reforms) will have 
a dramatic impact on the future of Turkey, a key NATO member and influential power in the region.  

“Erdogan is in a bad position. Clearly the past is in his mind as his ascent was triggered by similar circumstances. His 
immediate efforts to go after construction companies instead of focusing on rescue and recovery indicates that he 
needs to hold someone accountable. I would expect to see him begin to consolidate his power base and eliminate 
rivals in order to preserve his position. When looking at leadership change, we never know who will emerge nor what 
their position on NATO’s addition of Sweden and Finland might be.” – General Frank Kearney 
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This document and its contents are confidential to the person(s) to whom it is delivered and should not be copied or distributed, in whole 
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disclosure by any party will result in irreparable damage for which monetary damages would be difficult or impossible to accurately 
determine. Recipients recognize, and hereby agree, that the proprietary information disclosed herein represents confidential and valuable 
proprietary information and, therefore, will not, without express prior written consent, disclose such information to any person, company, 
entity or other third party, unless so doing would contravene governing law or regulations.  

This document is an outline of matters for discussion only. This document does not constitute and should not be interpreted as advice, 
including legal, tax or accounting advice. This presentation includes statements that represent opinions, estimates and forecasts, which 
may not be realized. We believe the information provided herein is reliable, as of the date hereof, but do not warrant accuracy or 
completeness. In preparing these materials, we have relied upon and assumed, without independent verification, the accuracy and 
completeness of all information available from public sources.  
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