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The U.S. government normally keeps battlefield intelligence close to its chest, but by revealing
the secret details of Russian military plans, it hopes to prevent an invasion of Ukraine.

Since Russia moved tens of thousands of troops to Ukraine's border in recent months,
Washington's unconventional strategy has been to let Moscow and the world know what it
knows about the Russian invasion plans, rather than keep it secret.

"At long last, Washington is catching up to its rivals — including Russia and WikiLeaks — in
the use of information to shape events," former CIA official Douglas London wrote recently in
Foreign Affairs magazine.

With tensions rising, at the beginning of February U.S. officials said Moscow was planning to
create a graphic film of a fake Ukrainian attack on Russia, or on Russians inside Ukraine,
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using footage of damaged locations, "corpses" of people ostensibly killed in the attack, and
actors playing mourners. 

Pentagon Spokesman John Kirby is one of several officials who readily detailed the alleged
plan.

"We've seen these kinds of activity by the Russians in the past and we believe it's important
when we see it like this and we can call it out," he said.

Officials would not say how they knew, and so far the ruse has not happened. 

But for U.S. diplomats and military and intelligence officials, that could demonstrate that
their approach is working, making Russian President Vladimir Putin think twice about what
he allegedly planned to do.

Days later, U.S. officials provided reporters details of the more than 100,000 troops around
Ukraine's borders, describing the likely Russian approach to an invasion and the expected
casualties, and revealing a very specific map of the planned invasion routes.

And on Thursday Secretary of State Antony Blinken laid out the most recent picture of an
invasion that officials say could come "within days."

Related article: Fresh Shelling Breaks Out in Eastern Ukraine as U.S. Accuses Russia of
Invasion ‘Pretext’

"First, Russia plans to manufacture a pretext for its attack," Blinken told the UN Security
Council.

This could be a violent event that Russia will blame on Ukraine," he said. 

"It could be a fabricated so-called terrorist bombing inside Russia, the invented discovery of
the mass grave, a staged drone strike against civilians or a fake, or even a real attack using
chemical weapons. Russia may describe this event as ethnic cleansing or a genocide," he said,
referring to a claim made by Putin on Tuesday.

For the second step, he said, "the highest levels of the Russian government may theatrically
convene emergency meetings to address the so-called crisis. The government will issue
proclamations declaring that Russia must respond to defend Russian citizens or ethnic
Russians in Ukraine."

"Next, the attack is planned to begin," he said.

Making such intelligence public is not how Washington normally works. 

But officials say they hope it pulls the rug out from under Moscow's own deft, effective
disinformation efforts and possibly deter an attack. 

"The more Washington exposes Russian actions and intentions, the fewer face-saving off-
ramps Putin has," London said.
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He said revealing intelligence comes with big risks, like exposing valued sources and
channels, or losing credibility if the information is wrong.

The U.S. image suffered deeply in 2003 when secretary of state Colin Powell told the United
Nations that the United States had "proof" of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, a claim
that "justified" the U.S. invasion but later proved false.

On the other hand, intelligence was made public to good effect when U.S. officials leaked to
media intimate details that linked Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman to the 2018
murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, he said.

"In this case, the U.S. government decided the price was worth it."

U.S. officials say their claims on Russia and Ukraine might be proven wrong, and admit people
might criticize them.

But in fact, it is their hope: that baring Putin's plans will deter him from following through.

"That's the best outcome possible. We will have saved thousands of lives," a senior U.S.
official said of that scenario.
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