
Following his official state-
ment on hypersonic weapons,
Russian President Vladimir
Putin was seen as a braggart
and it is in line with the current
mainstream to portray the
Russian army as an inefficient
bunch equipped with old junk.
Reports on the effective use
of the latest Russian weapons
technology simply do not fit

into this concept. However, a change from the
common clichés is inevitable, not least in Europe’s
own security interests.

Five years ago, on 1 March 2018, Putin an-
nounced in his address to the nation the com-
missioning of hypersonic weapons by the Rus-
sian army.1 At the time, there was talk of a new
intercontinental ballistic missile, a hypersonic at-
mospheric glider, a sea target missile (anti-ship
missile) and an air-launched ballistic missile.
This announcement was dismissed in the West
as bragging and fantasy.2 Even after the first de-
ployment of such a weapon in the Ukraine war,
Western commentators took pains to downplay
its impact, as it did not fit at all into the common
cliché of the supposedly inefficient, cumber-
some and outdated Russian army.3

According to an article by the military editor of
the Russian tabloid Komsomolskaya Pravda,
Viktor Baranets,4 on 9 March this year a hyper-
sonic missile of the type "Kinzhal" hit the former
command bunker of the Transcarpathian Military

District of the Soviet Army near Lviv, which is – or
rather was – now used by the Ukrainian army.5

At the time of the missile attack, up to 200
officers of NATO and the Ukrainian army are said
to have been in the bunker, which is 100 or even
130 metres underground. According to Komso-
molskaya Pravda, none of the officers were able
to leave alive, and according to Voennoe
Obozrenie, only 40, while the bodies of 160 NATO
officers remained there.6

All made up?
In the Western press, the report received little at-
tention and was immediately dismissed as Rus-
sian propaganda. And it fitted the current pattern
to ignore it. For instance, the so-called fact check
at "Snopes" is rather weak and essentially relies
on the credibility of the media involved without
going into the content of the article. If there is
nothing to criticise about the content, then at
least it is possible to discredit the spokesperson,
they might have thought at "Snopes". Its "fact
check" is probably as much a product of the in-
formation war as Baranets’ article itself.7

Everything fictitious? Experience shows that in
the information war, pure untruth is rarely spread.
Rather, events are concealed, played down or ex-
aggerated as needed. Truths are combined with
half-truths and linked to well-known stereotypes.
When it comes to such a sensitive topic as an at-
tack on a leading institution of national import-
ance, official agencies will hold back in their re-
porting.

The assessment of the damage done by a stri-
ke, called Battle Damage Assessment in techni-
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cal language, is an integral part of the command-
and-control process. The victim of a successful
attack will only confirm the obvious information
because he does not in any way want to make it
easier for his opponent to decide whether or not
to attack the target a second time. Consequently,
it is worth asking whether such an event could
occur at all; whether the range, precision and ef-
fect of the weapon used are sufficient to cause
the reported casualties and damage.

Reliable hit after a 700 km flight
The Kh-47 Kinzhal (Russian for dagger) ballistic
missile is the newest weapon in the arsenal of
the Russian Air and Space Forces (VKS). It is
launched from a fighter aircraft and approaches
its target at an altitude of 20 km at up to ten
times the speed of sound, i.e. almost 12,000
km/h. The Kinzhal is carried by a carrier. The Kin-
zhal is carried by Tupolev-22M3M bombers, MiG-
31M and Sukhoi-34 fighters, and later perhaps
the Sukhoi-57 stealth fighter.8

The fact is that on 9 March the Russian VKS
fired six Kinzhal missiles, all of which reached
their targets.9 This indicates a change in tactics
by the Russians: Previously, they fired dozens of
older-type missiles to overwhelm Ukrainian air
defences. Now they are apparently relying on a
type of missile that cannot be shot down and
achieves much higher penetration rates than
Western "bunker busters" purely through its kin-
etic energy.

Various figures have circulated in the past
about the range of the Kinzhal. Official Russian
figures of 2,000 km were questioned; Western
analysts reduced them to between 500 and
1,000 km.10 Lviv is in the far west of Ukraine,

about 700 km from the nearest territory under
Russian control. Belarusian territory would be
considerably closer, but there is currently no in-
dication that the attack was carried out from Be-
larusian airspace. Consequently, one can safely
assume a range of at least 700 km.

If the Kinzhal is as accurate as the Kalibr mis-
siles and cruise missiles, with which it probably
has certain components in common, then dis-
persion circles (Circular error probable [CEP]) of
10 m are quite possible. In concrete terms, this
means that 50% of the missiles hit within a circle
of 20 m diameter around the target. Thus, a hit
with a Kinzhal missile on the surface of an un-
derground facility, which may well be 50 m by
50 m, can be considered almost certain.11 Ac-
cording to the article by Viktor Baranets, how-
ever, two Kinzhal missiles were used. Moscow
obviously wanted to play it safe.

Russian Bunker Cracker
Protection concepts for hardened structures of
high importance are usually a closely guarded
secret, all the more worthy of protection be-
cause the location of such structures can hardly
be kept secret. The construction sites can be de-
tected by reconnaissance satellites and the
local population usually knows of their exist-
ence, even if their function and degree of protec-
tion remain unknown. Today we know the com-
mand bunkers of the government of the former
GDR and the National People’s Army NVA very
well, such as object 17/5001, the alternative
command post of the National Defence Council
of the GDR in Prenden near Berlin.12

It can be assumed that the protective meas-
ures of such installations were standardized in

Object 17/5001 (Source: untergrund-brandenburg.de,13 Edited by the author)
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the Warsaw Treaty Organization. The staff of a
military district of the Soviet Army was an oper-
ational-strategic command authority. Con-
sequently, the degree of protection of their com-
mand facility may have been comparable to that
of the command bunker of the GDR and NVA
command. It can therefore be assumed that the
top protective layer of the bunker, the so-called
shattering layer of reinforced concrete, reached
a thickness of 4.5 to 5 meters. Today’s US
bunker buster weapons are said to penetrate 7
m of reinforced concrete.14

However, the Kinzhal reaches much higher
speeds on final approach than Western bunker
busters and is built from specially resistant
metal alloys. Thus, it can easily penetrate the re-
inforced concrete ceiling of a Soviet-type com-
mand bunker. Additional layers of gravel and
sand underneath the crusher layer primarily
serve to evenly distribute the shock wave of im-
pacts in the crusher layer and probably offer
little resistance to a Kinzhal.

Allegedly, the destroyed command bunker
was 100 to 130 m deep in the ground. We know
from the battles for the "Azovstal" steel complex
in Mariupol and the "Azom" non-ferrous metal
foundry in Bakhmut/Artemovsk, which was cap-
tured by the fighters of the "Wagner Group" in
March, that protective structures of five to six
storeys deep in the ground are by no means un-
usual.15 But if the command facility in Lviv was
built into a mountain, as is the case with many
Swiss facilities, then depths of 100 m and more
are quite possible. In this case, Komsomolskaya
Pravda would simply have concealed the fact
that the Kinzhal hit at a location that was less
deep below the ground.

NATO officers among the victims?
In principle, there are major differences between
the staff organization in the Soviet and Russian
armed forces and that of NATO. A brigade staff
according to NATO ordinance can easily consist
of 90 officers, and staffs at the operational level,
such as those of Joint Force Commands
Brunssum and Naples, of a few hundred.16

In contrast, Russian staffs are considerably
smaller: the staff of a Russian army comprises
about as many officers as a NATO brigade staff.
The command-and-control facility at Lviv may
have been built for a staff of 100 to 200 men,
namely for the staff itself and the necessary
support staff such as computer scientists, radio

operators, secretaries and others. Without ex-
tensive conversions, which are naturally difficult
to realize in massively built underground
bunkers, the command bunker could hardly have
accommodated 400 officers, as has been
claimed. Accordingly, the casualty figures must
be corrected downwards.

Lviv is the location of the Ukrainian army’s
peacekeeping training centre, which is likely to
have been converted into a general training
centre in view of the current situation. NATO’s
operational commands maintain so-called mo-
bile training teams, which also provide training
at the location of partner nations, especially in
the areas of staff work.17 The Mobile Training
Team of Joint Force Command Brunssum would
be responsible for training Ukrainian officers in
Ukraine itself.18

Lviv is also a suitable location for a liaison
staff between the Ukrainian army and NATO.
Such liaison staffs can quickly consist of a few
dozen officers, non-commissioned officers and
enlisted men, especially if a permanent pres-
ence is to be ensured in shift operations. But
such a liaison staff is certainly not 160 men
strong, nor is a mobile training team. The death
of such a large number of NATO officers as in
the present case would also hardly be kept
secret.

The Lviv location has the advantage that the
NATO personnel deployed there can be accom-
modated in neighbouring, secure Poland. This
approach was already practised in January
2022, when US embassy staff had to be moved
from Kiev to western Ukraine. The presence of
NATO officers in Lviv might have been noticed by
the local population. For this reason, the deploy-
ment of NATO officers to a barracks in the city of
Lviv would have been rather awkward, even for
intelligence reasons. The choice of an outside,
underground facility was certainly sensible.
Whether Russian satellites were really photo-
graphing the numerous cars parked in front of
the facility is not certain. It is possible, however,
that the presence of Western officers did not go
unnoticed by the Russians’ electronic reconnais-
sance. The handling of mobile phones is some-
times somewhat careless on the Western side
as well. Most plausible, however, is that the so-
called agency reconnaissance, i.e. spies on the
ground, informed the Russians about the opera-
tions in the command and control centre. No
matter how the Russians found out from the
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NATO officers in Lviv: The incident shows that
Ukraine is not in a position to guarantee the
safety of its NATO allies’ personnel.

Conclusion
The story by Viktor Baranets in "Komsomol-
skaya Pravda" may not be completely out of the
air. The most plausible assumption is that two
Russian Kinzhal missiles hit a command-and-
control facility of the Ukrainian army, killing a
large number of officers, including those from
NATO countries. This story serves the Kremlin’s
narrative that Russia is in a defensive struggle
against NATO as a whole. But Baranets did not
have to invent a story about a command bunker
with NATO officers to show this, because the
West confirms this narrative itself every day with
its arms deliveries to Ukraine.

Irrespective of the question of whether the at-
tack with the Kinzhal missiles was as effective
as claimed, the Russians sent NATO a number
of essential messages: Contrary to the proph-
ecies of doom that the Kinzhal is not operational
at all and that if it is, it is only available in very
small numbers, the Russians have demon-
strated with their six missiles that the Kinzhal ex-
ists, that it is effective and that it cannot be inter-
cepted by air defences.19 Apparently, Russia can
also afford to use six of them against targets
whose destruction does not necessarily require
the use of a Kinzhal.

If the Kinzhal could destroy a command
bunker near Lviv and earlier an ammunition de-
pot in the Ivano-Frankivsk area,20 it can do the
same with the ammunition depots at air force
bases in Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands,
Italy and Turkey, where B-61-12 nuclear bombs
are stored as part of nuclear sharing. The same
applies to other potential nuclear weapons stor-
age sites such as Ramstein, Spangdahlen, Avi-
ano and Camp Darby near Livorno,21 as well as
NATO command bunkers in Brunssum, Naples,
Linnich-Glimbach and others. The French nuc-
lear force bases at Istres and near Brest, as well
as the British submarine base at Faslane-on-
Clyde in Scotland, may also be within range. If
the Kinzhal can indeed be equipped with a ther-
mobaric warhead that detonates an aerosol of
fuel and air and creates a tremendous blast
wave, then even well-protected facilities are at
risk.22

Now Russia only has to show that the Kinzhal
can really fly 2,000 km as claimed. To do this, a

Russian bomber must fire a missile at a target
2,000 km away within the range of a NATO
radar.23 If Russia’s warnings continue not to be
taken seriously in the West, such a test firing will
probably happen soon.

Message to the West
The deployments of Kinzhal missiles in Ukraine
so far have been a signal from Russia to the USA
and NATO and are possibly already one of the
reasons why the West is not taking more force-
ful action against Russia. And they are intended
to persuade the West to hold talks with Russia
on strategic weapons, which the Ukraine war has
so far prevented.

The Kinzhal is probably one of the instruments
of non-nuclear strategic deterrence that was dis-
cussed years ago in the Russian general staff.24

Fundamentally, Washington, London, Brussels
and elsewhere will have to think about how to re-
act when strategically important facilities are
taken out by non-nuclear weapons. After all, ac-
cording to current doctrine, Western states re-
serve the right to use nuclear weapons even if no
nuclear weapons have been used against
them.25

The West would be well advised to assume
the unfavourable case of the Kinzhal hitting at a
distance of 2,000 km and being able to destroy
objects that until now could only be threatened
by nuclear weapons. Moreover, it will be an act
of prudence to assume that the sea target mis-
sile "Tsirkon", the atmospheric glider "Avangard"
and the intercontinental (ballistic) missile
"Sarmat" can also work or at least be made to
work. And in general, the West should abandon
the idea that it is technologically superior to all
others in the field of armament. It is time to turn

Map: Range of the Kinzhal missile and the Iskander cruise
missile from Belarus. (Source: Google, additions by author)
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away from the overconfidence and arrogance
that cost lives in Lviv.
Source: https://globalbridge.ch/wenn-ueberheblichkeit-
menschenleben-kostet, 22 April 2023

(Translation “Swiss Standpoint”)
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