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Russia has put in place operatives trained in explosives to carry out a "false-flag" operation to
create a pretext to invade Ukraine, U.S. officials alleged Friday.

The United States released intelligence findings the day after National Security Advisor Jake
Sullivan said that Russia, which has amassed tens of thousands of troops on the Ukrainian
border, was "laying the groundwork to have the option of fabricating a pretext for an
invasion."

White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki said U.S. intelligence believed Russia could begin the
operations "several weeks" before a military invasion, which could start between mid-
January and mid-February.

"We have information that indicates Russia has already prepositioned a group of operatives to
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conduct a false-flag operation in eastern Ukraine," Psaki told reporters.

"The operatives are trained in urban warfare and in using explosives to carry out acts of
sabotage against Russia's own proxy forces."

Russia quickly denied the account, with Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov calling the U.S.
statements "unfounded."

But Pentagon spokesman John Kirby said the intelligence was "very credible" and that the
classification had been downgraded to allow its release to the public.

He said that Russian operatives could include intelligence agents, military elements and other
security services.

"They often hybridize their personnel to such a degree that the lines are not necessarily really
clear," Kirby told reporters.

Related article: A Week of Russia-West Diplomacy Ends in Deadlock

The allegations come as Ukraine was hit by a major cyberattack, which led NATO to vow to
step up cooperation with Kyiv for online security.

Psaki said the United States was "concerned" by the attack, but stopped short of blaming
Russia, saying there was not yet a finding on who was to blame.

Psaki said Russia, alongside its purported false-flag preparations, had ramped up a
disinformation campaign on social media, including posts that accuse Ukraine of rights
violations and the West of provoking tensions.

"Our information also indicates that Russian influence actors are already starting to fabricate
Ukrainian provocations in state and social media to justify a Russian intervention and sow
divisions in Ukraine," she said.

The United States has repeatedly accused Russia of spreading conspiracies and disinformation
on social media.

Psaki said Russian-language justifications for Moscow's narratives on Ukraine on social
media have jumped by 200% in December to nearly 3,500 posts per day.

Sullivan, in his briefing to reporters, said Russia had used similar tactics in 2014 when it
seized Crimea and backed an ongoing insurgency in eastern Ukraine.

"We saw this playbook in 2014. They are preparing this playbook again," Sullivan said.

The United States released the findings on the alleged false-flag plans after a week of talks
with Russia to defuse tensions.

Russian President Vladimir Putin has denied plans to invade Ukraine but has demanded
security guarantees from the West, including promises not to expand NATO eastward.
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Sullivan said Thursday that the United States preferred diplomacy but was prepared to
"defend" allies and to impose major economic costs on Russia if it invades.

Russia stepped up its pressure on Ukraine in 2014 after an uprising toppled a government that
had rejected pressure to move the country closer to the West.

More than 13,000 people have since died in the pro-Russian insurgency in eastern Ukraine.
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