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Ukraine’s “Fortress Belt”: Cornerstone of Defensible Eastern Frontline
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Ukraine’s control of the Fortress Belt in western Donetsk Oblast remains essential to maintaining
a militarily viable defensive line against Russian advances in eastern Ukraine. This 50-kilometer
urban agglomeration of heavily fortified cities—Slovyansk, Kramatorsk, Druzhkivka, and
Kostyantynivka—along with satellite settlements leverages superior terrain, over a decade of engineering
investments, and urban density to impose disproportionate costs on Russian offensives. Losing it would
expose flatter, less defensible terrain to the west, enabling potential Russian breakthroughs toward
central Ukraine. As of May 2026, Russian forces have made only minimal progress in their Spring-Summer
offensive against the Belt despite intensified efforts, underscoring its enduring strategic value amid
ongoing ceasefire negotiations and battlefield attrition.

e The Fortress Belt comprises
four major cities and
surrounding settlements with a
pre-invasion population
exceeding 380,000, spanning
roughly the distance from
Washington, D.C. to Baltimore.
Ukraine has invested 11 years
in layered fortifications—
including trenches, anti-tank
ditches, dragon’s teeth,
minefields, and urban

strongpoints. It is synergistic with high ground, elevation slopes, and river barriers like the
Siverskyi Donets. This setup has repeatedly thwarted Russian attempts since 2014 and 2022.

¢ Russian forces are unlikely to capture the Belt in 2026, facing multi-year timelines and high
casualties similar to prior operations (e.g., nearly two years for smaller Pokrovsk). Ukrainian
counterattacks elsewhere and deep strikes on Russian logistics have diverted resources, while the



Belt’s defenses favor the defender in drone-heavy attrition warfare. Kremlin demands for
Ukrainian withdrawal from unoccupied Donetsk appear aimed at securing it without further
battlefield losses.

e Terrain west of the Belt is poorly suited for defense, lacking comparable elevation, urban cover, or
pre-existing infrastructure. Holding the Belt preserves logistics hubs (e.g., Slovyansk-Kramatorsk)
and denies Russia a springboard for deeper incursions, supporting any sustainable ceasefire or
peace framework.

Previous Russian Attempts to Seize the Fortress Belt

Kharkiv

/ Oblast | b T
I 'Y
49! Barvinkove - S
e a4} L ransly ) : :Slovyansk
Xy \ il S o s
o PR R &ap
\ P R @ ST el '
\ N Kramatorsk
a2, f o= _-"L\
L3 ‘51 \\ /
N
T - b D t k
T T e y onets
- )/L—’ S \ ///
2 i i 1V " Oblast Cakhiny
N / i v y e
72 2 K k
i Dnlpropetrovsk < ; s OStyantymV A
~~ Oblast 2 5
=7 oy v \ ‘
onudl! 25 \ 50 %

! | . .

\Map by Carolyn Weinstein,
© 2025 Institute for the Stiidy of Wm andlAEI SCritical 171reats‘
2()14 Data S()ur( e: 2014 Control of Terram yrom!NewpYork: mmmw

Ukramzan/Natlonal Securltu and DefenselCouncil

Furthest Extent of Pro-Russian Furthest Extent of Russian Furthest Extent of Russian k. : i
: ] [ | [ vortress Belt Fortress Belt Cities
Advances in 2014 Advances in 2022 Advances in 2025 LS il o

ISW map highlighting the Fortress Belt (blue outline) in context of Russian advances in Donetsk Oblast, showing fortified cities and
historical control lines. (Source: ISW/Critical Threats Project

Defensive Resilience and Operational Implications

The Belt’s integrated fortifications and geography continue to anchor Ukrainian resistance, raising the
threshold for Russian operational success while complicating diplomatic outcomes. Ukrainian engineers
have constructed extensive field works up to 200 meters deep in places, turning the area into a kill zone
supported by drones and artillery. Russian Spring 2026 assaults have yielded limited tactical gains near
Kostyantynivka but no breakthroughs, with Ukrainian forces achieving net territorial gains elsewhere in
April.



e Layered obstacles (razor wire, anti-tank ditches, dragon’s teeth) combined with elevated positions
and urban fighting positions amplify defensive advantages. Russian mechanized assaults suffer
high attrition, mirroring patterns from Bakhmut and other urban fights.

e Ongoing Russian pressure at the northern and southern flanks seeks to envelop the Belt, but
Ukrainian mid-range drone strikes on logistics (up to 100+ km deep) and southern counterattacks
have forced resource trade-offs. Zelenskyy has rejected ceding the area, viewing it as a future
springboard for Russian aggression.

¢ In negotiations, control of the Belt represents a key Ukrainian leverage point. Conceding it without
ironclad security guarantees could collapse the current frontline geometry and invite renewed
large-scale offensives.

Conclusion

Ukraine’s Fortress Belt exemplifies effective long-term defensive preparation, optimized terrain
utilization, and adaptation to modern warfare. Its retention is critical for battlefield stability, force
preservation, and credible deterrence in any post-ceasefire environment. Russian inability to seize it by
force in 2026 reinforces the need for U.S. and allied support to sustain Ukrainian positions while pursuing
durable peace terms that preserve defensible borders.

Tal Shiar was founded by Nadeem Igbal, a national security expert
who served over 16 years as an intelligence officer for the
Department of Defense from 2006-2022. His career began as a
counter-insurgency analyst on the Afghanistan-Pakistan Task Force
(2006-2013), followed by 9 years as a military analyst in the Syria

Branch (2013-2022). He deployed five times in support of combat
operations (3x Afghanistan, 2» Iraq), including two rotations with
Special Operations Forces focused on counter-terrorism missions in the CENTCOM
theater. Additional roles included rotations to CIA Headqguarters as the military analyst for
the DNI Middle East Task Force and served as the Syria Country Director for Office of
Secretary of Defense Policy (OSDP). He was recognized with Joint Civilian
Commendation/Achievement Medals, the NATO Medal(x3), the Secretary of Defense
GWOT Medal, DoD Expeditionary Award and the OSD Excellence Award.




