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For the first time since the U.S.-designed F-16 fighters arrived on the Ukrainian battlefield in
2024, an aircraft piloted by Kyiv has successfully shot down a Russian fighter in an air-to-air
encounter. The official confirmation came from General Dan Caine, Chairman of the United
States Joint Chiefs of Staff, during a hearing before the Senate Appropriations Committee.

“Recently, we recorded the first air-to-air shootdown where a Ukrainian F-16 shot down a

Russian fighter, demonstrating how the ability to develop a layered defense has made

enormous strides forward.”

— Gen. Dan Caine, Chairman of the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff
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The event represents a milestone not only for Ukraine but for the entire security architecture in
Europe. Until now, the fleet of F-16s had been predominantly used in defensive tasks —
intercepting kamikaze drones and Russian cruise missiles — rather than in offensive missions
hunting enemy aircraft. This success highlights the rapid evolution and maturation of Ukraine's
integrated air defense network, capable of operating in one of the most complex electronic
warfare and anti-aircraft environments in modern history.

CJCS Gen. Caine confirms that a Ukrainian Air Force F-16 shot down a Russian Su-35 in air to

air combat. pic.twitter.com/P02lthZsLa

— OSINTtechnical (@Osinttechnical) July 21, 2026

The Disadvantageous Technological Asymmetry Overcome

What makes the shootdown extraordinary is the technological gap between the platforms
deployed. Most of the F-16s delivered to Kyiv come from the Netherlands and Denmark and
consist of A and B cells dating back to the '70s and '80s, equipped with historical radars like the
AN/APG-66(V)2, similar to those used by the USAF in the early 2000s.

Field Technological Comparison:

Russian Su-35S: Equipped with the powerful Irbis-E radar (detection capability up to 400
km) and long-range R-77M missiles (estimated range of about 190 km).

Ukrainian F-16s: Equipped with '90s radars and AIM-120C-8 AMRAAM missiles (estimated
range between 120 and 160 km).

Key Factor: Despite the clear theoretical and range superiority of Russian sensors, tactics,
training, and integration of ground systems allowed the Ukrainians to successfully strike.

The Geopolitical Impact and the Evolution of the Defense Industry

The news of the aerial duel in favor of Kyiv quickly spread among allied commands, confirming
assessments of the state of the Ukrainian armed forces. U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio
recently described Kyiv's armed forces as “the strongest and most powerful in Europe”,
highlighting the country's growing autonomous capability.
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“The Ukrainian armed forces are the strongest and most powerful armed forces in all of

Europe.”

— Marco Rubio, U.S. Secretary of State

At the same time, the Ukrainian defense industry is experiencing exponential growth: the
domestic production sector of interceptor drones has reached volumes exceeding 100,000 units
per month. Western allies are responding with billion-dollar contracts, cementing Ukraine's
central role in the new European defense technology chain.

A Turning Point in Europe's Skies: A Ukrainian F-16 Shoots Down a Russian Jet for the First Time in an Air-to-Air
Duel

Although the Russian Ministry of Defense has not released official statements on the incident,
military monitoring channels on Telegram have confirmed the loss of a Su-35 (with the ejection
and safety of the pilot), while international analysts and institutions continue to monitor the
effects of this aerial victory on future dynamics of the European conflict.

News link: https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2026/07/23/incredible-work-ukrainian-f-16-downs-russian-
fighter-jet-for-first-time/
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