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Why Waiting Out the Russia-Ukraine War 

May Not Buy NATO Safety 
 
 

A protracted war does more than exhaust Russia. It reshapes the country’s 
economy, army, and politics in ways that will not easily reverse. That could 
make a clash with NATO more likely, not less – the opposite of what many 
Western officials assume. 

 
 

Questioning the “sink logic”  

Western policy has long rested on a quiet assumption: 

as long as Russian forces are tied down in the Donbas 

and Zaporizhzhia, they cannot also threaten Narva, Su-

wałki, or Daugavpils. Time, on this view, favours 

NATO.1 A closer look suggests the opposite. Waiting for 

the war to grind Russia down may be a bet the region 

can no longer afford. 

Officials increasingly agree that NATO’s window to re-

build deterrence is narrowing faster than expected. 

German officials cite intelligence warning Russia could 

be ready to fight NATO “by 2029 at the latest”.2 Po-

land’s prime minister cites NATO’s top commander 

suggesting Russia can be ready as early as 2027.3 And 

in August 2026, the Wall Street Journal reported that 

U.S. intelligence now expects Russia could test NATO, 

most likely in the Baltics or Poland, sometime between 

late 2026 and 2029, a shift from the earlier view that 

Moscow would stay tied up in Ukraine.4 

The logic for prolonging the war is simple: Russian 

forces committed to Ukraine cannot simultaneously 

threaten NATO’s eastern flank. It is intuitive, even 

though it cynically treats Ukrainian sacrifice as the 

 
1 https://kyivindependent.com/europe-has-narrow-window-to-
strengthen-nato-against-russia-swedish-defense-minister-says 

2 https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/berlin-
foreign-policy-forum-koerber-foundation-2746208 ; 
https://www.politico.eu/article/we-must-be-ready-to-fight-ger-
many-army-chief-christian-freuding-warns-of-rising-russia-threat 

price of NATO’s safety. And it assumes Russian capa-

bility is one pool the war drains at a steady rate. The 

arguments below suggest capability, budget, and man-

power may behave quite differently. 

Escalation risk of a longer war 

RAND, a leading voice for ending the war sooner, does 

not call a long war safe just because it absorbs Russian 

capacity. Already in 2023, RAND study named two of 

the most dangerous paths the war could take: escala-

tion to a Russia-NATO conflict, and Russian nuclear 

use. Both risks stay high as long as fighting continues. 

They drop only once it ends.5 Duration and escalation 

risk move together. Prolonging the war to buy NATO 

safety works against the very mechanism this school of 

thought calls the greatest danger. 

War economy resists being switched off 

Russian military spending has held at roughly 6-8% of 

GDP since 2023. Add internal-security spending, and 

the total reaches some 38-40% of the federal budget – 

3 https://kyivindependent.com/russia-could-be-ready-for-confron-
tation-with-europe-by-2027-polish-prime-minister-says 

4 https://www.wsj.com/world/europe/u-s-intel-finds-putin-could-
test-natos-resolve-with-limited-incursion-e3b02e2c 

5 https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2510-1.html 
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a ratio economists call a wartime mobilisation econ-

omy, not ordinary governance.6 In early 2026, spend-

ing ran well above the government’s own budget plan, 

driven by a 43% jump in classified spending.7  

And the further the Russian economy shifts towards a 

wartime footing, the less likely it will be able to return 

to peacetime once the war against Ukraine is over. It 

builds its own constituencies for continuing the war 

elsewhere: defence-industry managers, bonus-depend-

ent regions, and security services whose budgets grow 

only while the war does. This war-driven machine will 

demand new victims, and the longer the war goes on, 

the more irreversible this process becomes. 

Approaching the point of no return? 

The clearest sign of a point of no return concerns man-

power. Since the backlash that followed Russia’s partial 

mobilisation in 2022, the Kremlin has avoided a second 

call-up, relying instead on rising cash bonuses for con-

tract soldiers. That system is now under strain: daily 

contract signings fell to roughly 800-1,000 in early 

2026, about 20% below a year earlier and the lowest 

since early 2024.8 One Russian general anonymously 

told the Moscow Times that seizing the remaining 

Ukrainian-held Donbas would need 55,000-60,000 re-

placement troops a month, roughly double the prior re-

cruitment rate.9 Some units reportedly operate at only 

30-40% of authorised strength.10 

Sources close to the Kremlin reportedly discuss a new 

mobilisation wave as early as autumn 2026, once Sep-

tember’s elections are over.11 This is exactly the mecha-

nism the war’s length keeps straining. The Kremlin’s 

reluctance to mobilise has always been political calcu-

lation, not a fixed limit, and that calculation shifts as 

losses outpace recruitment. A leadership that has al-

ready paid the domestic cost of conscripting hundreds 

of thousands of men has reason to use that investment 

– especially if the war ends in an ambiguous stalemate 

rather than a sellable victory. 

 
6 https://www.sipri.org/publications/2026/sipri-insights-peace-
and-security/budget-fifth-year-war-military-spending-russias-
budget-2026 ; https://ukraineworld.org/en/articles/stories/rus-
sias-2026-budget-war-not-peace 

7 https://janiskluge.substack.com/p/russian-military-spending-
surges 

8 https://janiskluge.substack.com/p/federal-budget-data-shows-
71216-new 

9 https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/07/21/should-russia-
brace-for-a-new-mobilization-a93256 

10 https://www.kyivpost.com/post/78887 

11 https://verstka.media/how-russian-authorities-are-trying-to-
solve-the-shortage-of-contract-soldiers 

Is prolonging the war making NATO more 
prepared? 

Analysts offer several arguments for why the war weak-

ens Russia and buys NATO time. Each deserves to be 

taken seriously, but each has a significant catch. 

First, the attrition case: Russian bomber sortie rates 

have halved, Soviet-era stockpiles are depleting, and 

newly mobilised infantry often survive at the front for 

under four weeks.12 If the war is burning through Rus-

sian combat power, prolonging it should shrink what 

Russia brings to a NATO fight. But this describes age-

ing equipment, not the new hardware worrying Ger-

man officials most: hundreds of new Russian tanks are 

built every year, a growing capability unlike the Soviet 

stock used up in Ukraine.13 A CSIS assessment treats 

Russian rebuilding as ongoing alongside the war, not 

something starting only after it ends.14 Attrition and re-

constitution are happening at once. It is just as wrong 

to underestimate Russia’s ability to replenish its re-

sources for a new war as it is to overestimate it. There 

is also the question of pace: drawing attention to the 

insufficient speed of NATO’s progress, Ukraine’s am-

bassador to the UK, Valerii Zaluzhnyi, says NATO will 

need 12 years just to reach half of Russia’s military ca-

pability.15 A few years bought at Ukraine’s expense 

would not close that gap. 

Second, the economic case: Russia’s fiscal buffers are 

draining, and once they run out, so will its ability to 

keep rearming. The liquid part of Russia’s National 

Wealth Fund fell from about 6.5% of GDP at the war’s 

start to 1.8% by April 2026; the Kiel Institute calls Rus-

sia’s reserves largely exhausted and its growth stalled.16 

Andrei Klepach, chief economist at Russia’s state devel-

opment bank, warned in May 2026 that Russia cannot 

win a long war of attrition. Rising costs, sanctions, and 

high interest rates are deepening its technological lag 

and risking a social crisis.17 This is real, but not decisive. 

Russia keeps finding workarounds: rerouting oil ex-

ports to China, India, and Turkey, and deepening ties 

to Chinese trade and finance.18 Low reserves narrow 

Moscow’s options for a new war, but do not rule it out. 

12 https://ecfr.eu/article/putins-longest-war-calling-time-on-rus-
sias-endurance-myth 

13 https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c62v63gl8rvo 

14 https://www.csis.org/analysis/rebuilding-reconquer-can-russias-
defense-firms-deliver 

15 https://www.pravda.com.ua/eng/news/2026/08/03/8047090 

16 https://www.kielinstitut.de/publications/news/endgame-russias-
war-economy-hits-its-limits 

17 https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/08/17/veb-chief-econ-
omist-fired-after-warning-russia-cannot-win-war-of-attrition-the-
bell-a93513 

18 https://theconversation.com/russias-war-economy-is-not-col-
lapsing-but-neither-is-it-stable-271700 
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Third, some see Kremlin preparations for a new mobi-

lisation as a sign of military failure and a possible trig-

ger for unrest. But Denis Volkov of Russia’s Levada 

Center argues “expectations of a revolution in Russia 

are not based on any real facts”, since Russians mostly 

blame the West, not Putin.19 Political scientist Ivan 

Preobrazhensky makes a similar point: the most politi-

cally active Russians are in prison, abroad, or too in-

timidated to protest.20 Levada polling shows 80-85% of 

Russians want no part in politics at all.21 

Fourth, there are hopes that a new mobilisation might 

not meaningfully strengthen Russia’s army. Of the 

roughly 300,000 men mobilised in 2022, fewer than 

78,000 reportedly remain alive and fit for duty, so most 

of any new cohort would simply replace losses already 

suffered.22 But if the war ends without resolving the 

Kremlin’s grievances, the pressure behind mobilisation 

will not vanish with the fighting; it will find a new tar-

get. Furthermore, who said there would be just one 

wave of mobilisation in Russia, rather than an ongoing 

process? Yes, those mobilised will need training, equip-

ment and officers, but the experience of the Ukrainian 

mobilisation has shown that these issues can be re-

solved, especially with partner support. And the facts 

indicate that, despite the threat of Western sanctions, 

Russia has partners willing to help it.23 

Fifth, Denmark’s intelligence service starts its five-year 

estimate of Russian readiness from the end of the 

Ukraine war. That implies continued fighting delays 

the clock rather than shortening it. And the same as-

sessment warns that if the war ends or freezes, Russia 

could redirect freed-up forces against a neighbour 

within six months – a separate timeline unrelated to 

how long the war lasted.24 In short, there are two 

clocks. One is an opportunistic-risk clock that starts the 

moment the war ends. The other is a slower capability 

build-up that advances regardless. Prolonging the war 

improves neither. 

Sixth, some argue the gain is not only that Russia weak-

ens but also that Ukraine strengthens. Its battle-tested 

skills in drone and electronic warfare are increasingly 

studied by allied militaries. CEPA report argues 

Ukraine “has done more to enhance NATO’s security 

than any single ally’s budget increase could achieve”.25 

Within this logic, a protracted war both drains Russia 

 
19 https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/08/russia-
ukraine-drone-war-protest/688259 

20 https://glavred.info/interview/putin-dopustil-fatalnuyu-oshibku-
preobrazhenskiy-o-snyatii-yabloka-s-vyborov-v-gosdumu-rf-
10787498.html 

21 https://jamestown.org/russians-protesting-mounting-problems-
but-not-yet-against-putin 

22 https://www.escudodigital.com/en/defense/russia/russia-faces-
race-recruit-half-million-soldiers-end-2026.html 

23 E.g., see: https://edition.cnn.com/2026/08/21/europe/russia-

and builds a NATO-interoperable Ukrainian force that 

could help deter a future move against the alliance’s 

eastern flank. But the benefit depends on Western sup-

port holding steady, and it comes at a brutal cost: 

Ukraine is losing people daily, and its energy sector, in-

dustry, and critical infrastructure are being destroyed 

by Russian missiles and drones. This increases that risk 

that officials in NATO and EU countries will decide one 

day that the cost of integrating Ukraine – a country bat-

tle-hardened but exhausted and lacking sufficient re-

sources – is too high. 

What kind of Ukraine emerges from the 
war? 

This raises the question of what kind of Ukrainian state 

Ukrainians and their Western partners want to see af-

ter the war, and what the Kremlin leadership envisages 

instead. And which of these two visions is a prolonged 

war actually bringing closer to reality? 

Ukrainians are fighting not only for their physical sur-

vival and sovereignty, but no less for the chance to build 

a democratic, prosperous state as a full member of the 

European family, with the rule of law and human rights 

that membership implies. That is also the Ukraine its 

Western partners say they want to see. 

From the Kremlin’s perspective, full control over 

Ukraine and its strategic, human, agricultural and in-

dustrial resources would be the ideal outcome. But 

Moscow is aware how difficult that is to achieve, so as a 

fallback it would settle for a hybrid victory: preventing 

Ukraine from becoming a democratic, well-governed 

and prosperous state fully integrated into Western 

structures. Ideally, for the Kremlin, that would be a 

poor, corrupt, undemocratic country with no rule of 

law – one that neither the EU nor NATO would want in 

its ranks. 

Which of these two Ukraines is the protracted war ac-

tually bringing closer? Ukraine’s economy and society 

are increasingly exhausted by a war that has dragged 

on for years with no clear endpoint. The concentration 

of political power in wartime, initially accepted by the 

public, is becoming a more sensitive issue the longer 

the war continues – not least against the backdrop of 

north-korea-ukraine-drones-intl ; 
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-
eurasia/politika/2024/05/behind-the-scenes-chinas-increasing-
role-in-russias-defense-industry 

24 https://www.fe-ddis.dk/globalassets/fe/doku-
menter/2025/trusselsvurderinger/-20250209_opdateret_vurder-
ing_af_truslen_fra_rusland_mod--.pdf 

25 https://cepa.org/comprehensive-reports/unleashing-defense-in-
novation 
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corruption scandals and statements by former mem-

bers of the ruling team about the need for elections.26 

The real question is what kind of Ukraine emerges from 

the war: whether it retains enough human, economic 

and political capacity to make sovereign choices after-

wards, whether that Ukraine matches its own people’s 

expectations, and whether it is the country Europe will 

actually be willing to welcome as a family member. 

What this means for Europe 

The comforting idea that time spent fighting in Ukraine 

improves NATO’s odds in a future war with Russia is 

not obviously true. Putting off the reckoning may be po-

litically convenient, but that does not mean it serves 

Europe’s strategic interests. “Tomorrow” may arrive 

sooner than expected, and nothing guarantees it will 

find NATO stronger than it is today. 

Europe’s answer should be neither to hope the war ex-

hausts Russia on its own, nor to rush Ukraine into a 

settlement just to stop a clock that may already be run-

ning regardless of the outcome. NATO’s window for 

closing its readiness gap is measured in the same years 

as Russia’s. Europe needs faster defence build-up, 

more active support for Ukraine, and a harder push for 

a durable end to the war – as complementary tasks, not 

alternatives. 

It would have been far cheaper for the West to prevent 

this war by taking a firm stance in 2014, when Russia 

seized Crimea and part of the Donbas, or in 2021, as it 

prepared its full-scale invasion. It is still cheaper to 

help Ukraine end the war now than to rely on its sacri-

fices to postpone a war for NATO until tomorrow. De-

fence spending should follow defence needs, not politi-

cal convenience. Sanctions must be effective, rather 

than based on what is not too painful to sacrifice. 

Weapons sitting in depots will not help NATO tomor-

row if Ukraine does not hold out today. The push for a 

realistic, durable peace needs to intensify now – in a 

couple of years, it may already be too late. 
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26 https://kyivindependent.com/fedorov-calls-for-wartime- elections-says-putin-shouldnt-decide-when-ukrainians-vote 


