RUSSIA IN REVIEW

Russian Deployments Near Ukraine Likely Intended to Pressure Zelensky, not
Biden

April 1, 2021
By Mason Clark

Ongoing reports of increased Russian troop movements on Ukraine’s borders and violations of the July 2020 ceasefire
have drawn widespread attention and alarm but do not likely presage imminent Russian military action against
Ukraine.

What we know so far:

® The New York Times reported on March 31 that the US military’s European Command (EUCOM) raised its watch level
to the highest level in the last week of March 2021." A Pentagon spokesperson stated EUCOM is “monitoring the

situation.”?

® Russia’s proxies in eastern Ukraine escalated attacks on Ukrainian positions throughout March 2021. Neither
Russia nor Ukraine has formally revoked the standing July 2020 ceasefire in Donbas, and ceasefire monitors
remain in place, but Russia declined a Ukrainian offer to issue a joint reaffirmation of the ceasefire on March 31.3

e  US and Ukrainian statements about the scale of Russian force deployments vary considerably. A US official told the
New York Times that Russia recently deployed 4,000 additional troops to the Ukrainian border.* Ukrainian
Commander in Chief Ruslan Komchak claimed on March 30 that Russia is deploying 25 additional Battalion
Tactical Groups (BTGS), which would consist of considerably more than 4,000 troops, to Ukraine’s borders
beyond the 28 currently deployed BT Gs, but did not specify a timeframe for these projected deployments.®

¢ Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley called his Ukrainian and Russian counterparts on March 31
to discuss the Russian deployments.6

® Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin spoke with his Ukrainian counterpart on April 1.7

® Ukraine invited NATO to organize joint military exercises and air patrols to “stabilize the situation” on April 1.

NATO has not yet responded.8

Several independent sources reported video of Russian units deploying toward Ukraine from March 30 to April 1,
including:
® The 56™ Air Assault Brigade deployed to Crimea on March 30 following an announcement by Russian Defense
Minister Shoigu on March 25 that the brigade would permanently redeploy to Crimea by the end of 2021.9
® An unidentified Russian engineering unit was observed 25 kilometers east of Luhansk, Ukraine, on March 30.%

® An unidentified artillery unit, which could be part of the 56" Air Assault Brigade, deployed to Crimea by rail on
March g1."

® A Russian logistical convoy moved from Rostov to eastern Ukraine on March 31."
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® Russian trucks were seen driving through occupied Luhansk, Ukraine, on April 1.3

The Kremlin claims all ongoing military deployments are part of a preplanned readiness check. Russia’s Southern
Military District (SMD) is conducting an annual readiness check from March 29 to the end of April, including over 50
component exercises across southern Russia and occupied Crimea.' The Russian Ministry of Defense is not individually
announcing the component exercises, which are predominantly at the company and battalion level.” The SMD borders
eastern Ukraine and is responsible for the command and control of Russia’s proxy forces in Donbas. Putin’s spokesperson,
Dmitri Peskov, and SMD spokesperson Vadim Astafiev claimed all current Russian movements are components of the
ongoing readiness check on April 1. The SMD holds annual readiness checks every April. However, it is unclear from
available information what Russian deployments are and are not part of prescheduled exercises. The deployment of the 56™
Air Assault Brigade is not likely part of a normal readiness check given the MoD’s announcement that it is permanently

moving to Crimea.

The purpose of these attention-grabbing Russian deployments is unclear. Most Western reporting and analysis of the
Russian deployments do not identify a likely Russian course of action they would support. Many frame the Russian activities
as a test of the Biden administration.”” The Kremlin’s movements may be intended to support one of several possible
courses of action.

The most likely objective of these activities is to coerce Ukrainian President Zelensky to make concessions in the
ongoing peace process. The Kremlin routinely escalates its aggression in eastern Ukraine to pressure Ukraine during
negotiations.18 Russian deployments may be intended to complement Putin’s discussion with French President Macron and
German Chancellor Merkel on March 30, which the Kremlin exploited to suggest Russia may continue the Ukrainian peace
process without Ukrainian participation.' President Zelensky’s government continues to focus on negotiations despite
ongoing Russian aggression. Zelensky issued a statement on April I decrying Russian threats, calling for further negotiations
on a ceasefire, and reaffirming his commitment to “negotiate a truce as the fastest tactical step."20 The Kremlin likely seeks
to intimidate Zelensky into unfavorable negotiations that exploit his stated desire to reach a settlement and extract
concessions such as direct recognition of Russian proxies or the resumption of water supplies to occupied Crimea.

The Kremlin may intend to create a pretext to deploy “peacekeepers” in Donbas by creating the impression of a
Ukrainian provocation. The Kremlin falsely frames itself as a neutral party in the Donbas conflict and has previously
proposed creating a supposedly neutral peacekeeping force, potentially including Belarusian forces.?' [SW previously
assessed that the Kremlin has conducted a disinformation campaign claiming Ukraine will launch an offensive against
Russia’s proxies in eastern Ukraine since early March.?* Russian deployments may be intended to provoke Ukrainian forces
into an attack on Russian proxies in violation of ceasefire agreements or to set conditions in which a false-flag attack by
proxies on themselves could be more readily blamed on Kyiv. The Kremlin could then exploit Ukrainian “aggression” to
call for the deployment of a peacekeeping force involving Russian or Belarusian troops. A Kremlin-backed peacekeeping
force in Donbas would legitimize the Kremlin’s desired framing of Russia as a neutral arbiter in a Ukrainian civil conflict

and grant Russia a permanent lever of influence against Ukraine.

Russian force movements may be intended to distract from another Kremlin line of effort, such as ongoing military
pressure in Belarus. The Kremlin’s force deployments in Crimea and on Ukraine’s eastern borders—and Western reactions
to them—have drawn widespread attention in the US government, mainstream media, and analytical community. Russian
exercises around Ukraine may be intended to draw US attention, or political capital for a response, away from other
Kremlin lines of effort. The Kremlin is rapidly advancing its ongoing campaign to integrate the Belarusian military into
Kremlin-dominated structures, including establishing new joint training center and deploying additional Russian forces to
the Kaliningrad exclave to threaten NATO’s eastern flank.?® The Kremlin could additionally seek to distract from escalating
repressive measures inside Russia or another international effort. Analysts should keep a watchful eye on other aspects of the

Kremlin’s malign global campaigns during these attention-grabbing actions near Ukraine.

Russia is unlikely to be preparing for either a major or localized offensive against Ukraine at this time. Large scale
Russian force deployments, a logistical buildup, and a likely NATO response would be indicators of looming large-scale
offensive operations against Ukraine. Russia’s frontline conventional units have not deployed at the brigade level or above
during ongoing readiness checks in the SMD. Russia’s Western Military District (WMD) has likewise not mobilized key
regiments and divisions that would likely be necessary to support an offensive against Ukraine. ISW has not observed or

captured reports of the buildup oflogistical supplies—including fuel, ammunition, and medical supplies—which would be
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necessary to support a major offensive. The United States, Ukraine, and NATO would almost certainly observe the
preparations for a major offensive and issue far more strident statements than they have so far made.

Russian deployments do not indicate preparations for an imminent, more-localized conventional escalation either. If Putin
intended to conduct a sudden operation—such as a surprise air assault to secure the Crimean canal, or a mechanized
offensive using forces permanently stationed on the Ukrainian border—the Russian military would not have openly
telegraphed ongoing deployments. The Kremlin has additionally not set conditions in the information space for major
operations. Russia’s campaign to regain dominant influence over Ukraine is concentrated on the information space, and the
Kremlin has not taken rhetorical steps to justify a major offensive. The Kremlin’s ongoing disinformation campaign
claiming Ukraine will attack occupied Donbas would not likely support an overt Russian conventional attack into Ukraine on
any scale without further conditions-setting. The Kremlin is therefore unlikely to be preparing for offensive action at this
time.

The Kremlin is unlikely to be redeploying forces and making provocative statements solely to test the Biden
administration. Many current reports argue the Kremlin is deploying troops near Ukraine to test the Biden

administration. It is unclear what Putin could intend such a “test” to demonstrate.

The United States could respond to Russian posturing with statements, sanctions, additional aid to Ukraine, or troop
deployments of its own to either Ukraine or Ukraine’s NATO neighbors. Putin has shown little interest historically in US
rhetoric and is unlikely to have ordered this movement of military assets simply to prompt a response from the White
House. The United States is unlikely to impose further sanctions in response to Russian military deployments occurring
exclusively within Russia’s borders and illegally occupied Crimea. The United States could conceivably increase its military
aid to Ukraine. Finally, the United States is highly unlikely to deploy conventional forces to Ukraine in response to Russian
deployments of this variety.

Both an increase in military aid to Ukraine and the deployment of American or NATO troops further east would be major
setbacks for Putin’s campaign to regain dominance over Ukraine. He is therefore highly unlikely to have taken actions that
he thought might provoke such responses. Furthermore, the US response to these recent Russian military movements is
unlikely to provide Putin with any useful indication of how the United States might respond to a more dramatic Russian
escalation in the future. The Kremlin thus is far more likely to be posturing in support of a Ukraine-focused outcome than

orienting on Washington’s response to its actions.

Russian deployments around Ukraine must be assessed in the context of Putin’s broader objectives against Ukraine.
The Kremlin’s primary objective against Ukraine is to regain dominant influence over the government in Kyiv and prevent
Ukraine from joining NATO or the EU. Putin’s campaign against Ukraine is centered on an information campaign to
normalize truncated Ukrainian sovereignty. Russia’s proxy forces in eastern Ukraine are a means to the end of securing
leverage over Ukraine, not an end themselves. Putin has successfully ensured Ukraine is unlikely to join NATO or the EU by
occupying Ukrainian territory. The Kremlin continues to prioritize shaping peace talks with Zelensky to achieve a Kremlin-
favorable outcome. Putin is highly unlikely to resort to major offensive operations—which would almost certainly result in
further painful sanctions if not a US or NATO military response—unless he assesses direct conquest is the only way to regain
dominance over Ukraine. Ukraine, the United States, and its allies must therefore assess Russian actions in the context of
Russian objectives and potential courses of action; these actions currently point to an escalation of the ongoing Russian

pressure campaign against Ukrainian President Zelensky, not an imminent offensive.
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