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How Removing a Handful of Screws Allowed
the Pentagon to Deliver Stingers to Ukraine
Taking out classified gear enabled the military to send the antiaircraft missiles after the Russian
invasion

Ukrainian servicemen moved U.S.-made Stinger missiles that were delivered
from Lithuania to Kyiv on Feb. 13.
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In the late fall of 2021, as Russian forces massed at the border of
Ukraine, U.S. lawmakers pressed the Pentagon on why the Biden
administration wasn’t sending Stinger antiaircraft missiles to help
Kyiv. The option wasn’t available, they were told, because the weapons
in the U.S. inventory contained classified equipment.
Months later, the Pentagon came up with a solution to the problem. By
removing several screws, the military was able to withdraw a sensitive
item from the missile’s hand-held launcher, opening the way to sending
the weapons from U.S. stocks.

As the Pentagon worked on the problem of whether it could deliver its
Stingers, the Biden administration came up with a backstop: An export
version of the American-made weapons that was already in the hands
of Baltic nations began to be transferred to Ukraine in early February.
The Stinger systems from the U.S. military’s stocks didn’t arrive in
Ukraine until late February shortly after the Russian invasion was
under way.
“The armed services committee was briefed in November that the
reason the U.S. was not providing Stingers was that there was a
classified, non-export variant,” said Rep. Mike Waltz, a Florida
Republican who serves on the House Armed Services Committee. “They
did not get there until after the invasion.”

A Ukrainian soldier unpacked Javelin antitank missiles in Kyiv that were
delivered last month as part of the U.S. military support package for Ukraine.
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The episode points to a problem that has bedeviled multiple U.S.
administrations, current and former oﬃcials say. While the U.S. has
spent billions of dollars helping Ukraine’s forces, the need for some
military capabilities weren’t addressed until a massive Russian military
buildup turned a foreign policy dispute into an increasingly urgent
crisis.
“It is a lot easier to cut through bureaucratic and budgetary obstacles
in wartime when there is a real urgency. And during peacetime it is not
easy to predict where the next conflict is going to happen,” said William
Taylor, who served as the U.S. ambassador to Ukraine from 2006 to
2009 and later returned as acting ambassador in Kyiv under President
Trump. “But we should have provided these weapons to Ukraine years
ago.”
Military aid to Ukraine has a long and complex history. After Russia
seized Crimea in 2014 and intervened in the Donbas region in
southeastern Ukraine, the Obama administration provided only limited
defensive assistance, fearing oﬀensive weapons could be seen as

provocative in Moscow. For example, when the U.S. sent counter
battery radars to help the Ukrainians pinpoint the source of enemy
mortar fire, the systems were modified so they couldn’t identify targets
on Russian territory.
The Trump administration expanded military assistance to Ukraine to
include lethal systems, providing Javelin antitank missiles to build up
the Ukrainians’ ability to deter and, if need be, respond to a Russian
attack.
Kurt Volker, who served as a special envoy during the Trump
administration for Ukraine negotiations, said that he pointed out that
Ukraine also had a need for more air defense and antiship systems.
Funds for military assistance were tight, however, and the fighting
between Ukrainian forces and Russian-backed separatists in Donbas in
southeastern Ukraine was at a low ebb.
“There was no wider war with Russia, so it didn’t carry the urgency,” he
said. “I was arguing that’s precisely the reason why you do it—because
it’s easier. But we didn’t get it done.”
Politics also intruded into the U.S. relations with Ukraine. Mr. Trump
put a hold on $391 million in security assistance to Ukraine before a
July 2019 phone call in which he urged Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky to investigate Joe Biden, who was then a potential
presidential candidate. The aid was eventually released.
After Russia began amassing forces last year in Russia-occupied
Crimea and near Ukraine, President Biden warned Russian President
Vladimir Putin that the U.S. would expand the military support it was
providing to Kyiv if Russia attacked the country.
A bipartisan group of U.S. lawmakers who visited Ukraine in midDecember urged the administration to move faster by sending Stingers
—shoulder-fired weapons that home in on the heat of enemy planes—
among other arms. The U.S. had provided Stingers to Afghan rebels
who were fighting against the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The
weapons could be used to shoot down helicopters and low-flying
planes.

Ukrainians Seek Safety as Russia Presses Its Attack
The mass flight from the fighting in Ukraine continued as Russian forces
launched strikes on cities and military targets

A Ukrainian serviceman taking a photograph of a damaged church after Russian shelling in
Mariupol, Ukraine. EVGENIY MALOLETKA/ASSOCIATED PRESS
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When national security adviser Jake Sullivan was asked at a Dec. 17
appearance at the Council on Foreign Relations whether the delay in
sending Stingers and helicopters reflected concerns about provoking
Moscow, he responded that the U.S. was constantly assessing Ukraine’s
needs.
“This is not an issue of saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to one piece of equipment or
one package,” Mr. Sullivan said. “We are moving a pipeline. As we do so,
we look at more things we can move.”
As the Biden administration considered sending Stingers, however, it
thought at first that doing so would be diﬃcult.
The version in the U.S. military’s inventory had been upgraded and
contained a classified component. Removing it, military oﬃcials
initially thought, would be a diﬃcult and lengthy process.
In an eﬀort to get the antiaircraft missiles to the Ukrainians, the Biden
administration in January approved the transfer of U.S.-made Stingers
from the Lithuanian and Latvian inventories, which started to arrive
early the next month.
The Pentagon meanwhile continued to focus on the problem of
converting the American Stingers to a version that could be exported.
The Pentagon eventually determined the classified item could be

removed in a matter of minutes by taking out a small number of screws
in the missile’s hand-held launcher.
The first delivery from the Pentagon’s inventory arrived on Feb. 27, an
administration oﬃcial said, days after the Russian invasion was under
way.
Defending their record, Biden administration oﬃcials say that the U.S.
has committed to delivering more than $1 billion in security assistance
over the past year, including $350 million that Secretary of State
Antony Blinken announced on Feb. 26.
In addition to the Stingers, the assistance includes Javelin antitank
missiles, radars to track mortar fire, machine guns, communications
gear and five Mi-17 transport helicopters that had been intended for
Afghanistan’s military and which were being repaired in Ukraine.
“This has been a massive uptick in volume over the past year,” a senior
Defense Department oﬃcial told reporters last week.
Even Germany has reversed its longstanding policy on not sending
weapons to conflict zones by transferring Stingers and antitank
weapons to Ukraine.

Pallets of ammunition, weapons and other equipment bound for Ukraine were
prepared in late February at Dover Air Force Base in Delaware.
PHOTO: U.S. AIR FORCE

Stingers, former U.S. oﬃcials say, isn’t the only case in which the
current and previous administrations might have moved more quickly.
The U.S. has never provided Ukraine with an antiship missile that could
have enabled the Ukrainians to blunt Russia’s amphibious attack from
the Black Sea.
“When we look in hindsight, we had extraordinary intelligence in terms
of what were Russian capabilities and intentions,” said Andy Kim, a
New Jersey Democrat who serves on the Armed Services Committee,
said of the Stinger delivery. “But were we responding with the urgency
that was needed?”

“While we seek to stop violence and de-escalate tensions, we need to be
ready and supply the Ukrainians so they are prepared for the worst,” he
added.
Ukraine is now pressing for aircraft and additional air defense systems,
but it has praised the Stinger shipments.
“We eﬀectively use them,” Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba
said Saturday in Poland with Mr. Blinken standing by his side. “And just
today we shot down three Russian attack aircrafts, which were
bombing our cities, with the use of Stingers.”
Write to Michael R. Gordon at michael.gordon@wsj.com
Appeared in the March 9, 2022, print edition as 'Classified Item Held Up Stinger
Deliveries.'
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