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A Belarusian veterans group claims the Belarusian Armed Forces (BAF) are preparing to deploy
two battalions of so-called “peacekeepers” to Syria in September 2021. BYPOL, an association of
former Belarusian security service personnel and military veterans who sympathize with the protest movement
against self-declared Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko, claimed on January 30 that the BAF ordered
Belarus’s two operational commands—roughly equivalent to Russian military districts—to construct units for
peacekeeping and patrolling operations in Syria.! BYPOL claims the first Belarusian deployment to Syria will
consist of two approximately battalion-sized (300 personnel) units totaling around 600 personnel.2 The Kremlin
likely instigated this order and will facilitate the deployment of Belarusian troops, which would support Russia’s
military forces in Syria.

Neither Belarusian nor Kremlin authorities have commented on this alleged deployment. Belarus’ Ministry of
Defense spokesperson made a general statement that Belarus “continually seeks new directions” for
peacekeeping activities on February 1.3 ISW offers this low-confidence warning assessment despite the absence
of confirmation of the report because of the importance such a deployment would entail for the Kremlin’s
campaigns in both Syria and Belarus.

The Kremlin has sought to leverage partner forces in Syria for several years. The Kremlin
unsuccessfully proposed that several Commonwealth of Independent State (CIS) and Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) member states, including Belarus, send troops to Syria for joint peacekeeping operations
in July 2017.4 Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan declined that request.> CSTO member Armenia deployed a sapper
company to Aleppo Province, Syria, in February 2019.°

The BAF will likely build a new capability for this deployment rather than deploy existing units.
The BAF does not currently field two peacekeeping battalions. The Belarusian Army reportedly fields one
peacekeeping company of approximately 100 contracted (rather than conscripted) personnel.”? BYPOL claims
Belarusian authorities are offering Belarusians approximately $2,000 per month to contract for this deployment,
indicating a new recruitment effort.8 Belarus’ military will likely increase its current quantity of peacekeeper
contractors over the next six months to support a deployment of 600 personnel rather than deploy existing non-
peacekeeper units.

The deployment of battalion-sized units is consistent both with current Russian operations in
Syria and with past Russian-Belarusian exercises. Russian military police battalions are the standard
operational formation for deployments to Syria.9 Previous Russian-Belarusian joint exercises have practiced
joint operations at the battalion and sub-battalion levels. Russian forces conducted joint exercises “as a single
combat formation” at the battalion level with Belarusian forces for the first time on September 20, 2020.1°

A Belarusian deployment could help Russian units secure ground lines of communication in
central Syria. Russia launched a renewed effort to protect valuable oil and gas infrastructure in central Syria
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in August 2020, including by expanding the footprint of Russia’s military police and Wagner private military
forces.”* Russian-backed forces in Syria, including the Syrian Arab Army 5th Corps, have been conducting
counter-ISIS clearing operations along the Deir ez Zour-Palmyra highway since January 19 in response to
escalating ISIS ambushes along that road.2 A Belarusian deployment could bolster regime security operations
in the Deir ez-Zour-Palmyra security zone.

A Belarusian deployment to Syria would advance three strategic Kremlin lines of effort in
addition to supporting Russia’s Syrian operations.

1. The Kremlin’s campaign to leverage partner forces in its war in Syria. The Kremlin likely
intends to leverage a Belarusian deployment to lend additional legitimacy to Russia’s intervention in Syria
by framing it as an international effort. The Kremlin seeks to cultivate partner forces and international
coalitions to amplify its own force deployments.'3 ISW forecasted the Kremlin would likely leverage non-
Russian forces in future expeditionary operations in January 2021.1

2. The Kremlin’s effort to integrate Russian and Belarusian military units. The Kremlin likely
seeks to integrate Belarusian military units under Russian command structures down to the battalion
level.’s Joint Russian-Belarusian operations in Syria would further this Kremlin effort by practicing
battalion-level coordination.®

3. The Kremlin’s efforts to increase Russian military influence in Belarus via the planned
Zapad 2021 exercises in September 2021. A Belarusian deployment in September 2021 would
coincide with Russia’s capstone military exercise for 2021 - Zapad 2021. The Kremlin will likely use the
Zapad 2021 exercise to further Russian-Belarusian military integration. Conventional Russian forces
likely will deploy to Belarus for Zapad 2021 on a significantly larger scale than they did for Zapad 2017.17
The Kremlin will likely tie the deployment of Belarusian forces to Syria to this major exercise.

The Kremlin may remove Belarusian officers opposed to the Kremlin’s effort to gain control over
the Belarusian military through a Belarusian deployment to Syria. Lukashenko resisted the Kremlin’s
efforts to further Russian-Belarusian military integration during the Zapad 2017 exercises.!® Belarusian officers
may attempt to resist intensified Russian pressure for integration in Zapad 2021 as they did in 2017. The alleged
deployment to Syria would likely take several of Belarus’ best officers out of Belarus, as the deployment would
be Belarus’ first expeditionary deployment. Such a relocation of officers could decrease Belarusian resistance to
Russian efforts to maximize Russian-Belarusian military integration during Zapad 2021.

The Kremlin may seek to set a precedent of Belarus acting as a Kremlin proxy. The Kremlin has
attempted to use Belarus as a proxy “peacekeeping” force in eastern Ukraine. The Kremlin is likely attempting
to do so again in Syria since it likely expanded its leverage over Belarusian forces in late 2020.

The Kremlin may brand Belarusian peacekeepers as a CSTO mission. Russian President Vladimir
Putin likely seeks to blur the lines between Russian and CSTO activities to obfuscate Russian actions. The
Kremlin may cite a Belarusian “peacekeeping operation” in Syria in its 2021 bid to legitimize the CSTO as a
United Nations (UN)-recognized peacekeeping force. The CSTO stated it plans to conduct negotiations with the
UN in 2021 to hold CSTO peacekeeping operations under the UN’s auspices.2° This stated effort aligns with the
Kremlin’s assessed campaign to leverage the UN to justify Russia’s international military deployments—an
important hybrid war capability the Kremlin is developing.2!
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