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Russia in Review: August 18 — August 31, 2021

Russia Deploys Likely Permanent
Advanced Air Defense Systems to
Belarus ahead of Zapad-2021
Exercises

By George Barros

The Kremlin deployed S-300 air defense
systems to Belarus in late August 2021,
advancing a longstanding Kremlin campaign
to establish a permanent Russian military
presence in Belarus postured against
NATO’s eastern flank. This deployment
increases Russian military capabilities to contest
strategic airspace between the Baltic states and
mainland Europe. The Kremlin seeks to degrade
NATO's ability to defend the Baltics. Russian
military personnel, as opposed to Belarusian
personnel, will likely operate these S-300 systems.!
Elements of Russia’s 210t Air Defense Regiment
arrived in Grodno, on the Belarusian border with
Lithuania, on August 28.2 The Belarusian Ministry
of Defense (MoD) stated this deployment supports
the permanent joint Russian-Belarusian air defense
and air combat training center in Grodno that
Moscow and Minsk agreed to create in March 2021.3
The Belarusian MoD did not connect this
deployment to preparations for Russia’s annual
strategic exercise Zapad-2021, which will occur in
Belarus and western Russia from September 10 to
16. ISW first warned about the threat of Russian air
defense deployments to Belarus in August 2020.4

The Kremlin will deploy Russian Aerospace
Forces (VKS) units to Baranovichi, Belarus,
on September 3. The Belarusian MoD stated that
the VKS will deploy an unspecified number of Su-30
fighters to the 61st Fighter Air Base in Baranovichi
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in western Belarus on September 3.5 The Belarusian
MoD also framed this deployment as part of the joint
Grodno training center and did not connect it to
preparations for Zapad-2021.  Self-declared
Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko
previously proposed hosting Russian military
aircraft in Belarusian airbases for joint use by
Russian and Belarusian airmen—as opposed to
opening a new Russian airbase in Belarus, which
Lukashenko has previously rejected—on March 2.6
ISW forecasted the threat of Russian airmen
operating out of Belarusian airfields in April 2021.7

These S-300 and VKS deployments are likely
Russia’s first permanent deployment of full
combat units to Belarus, a key milestone in
the Kremlin’s campaign to expand its
military footprint in Belarus. Lukashenko has
denied Moscow’s requests to permanently deploy
Russian forces to Belarus up until this point.® The
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likely permanent deployment of Russian S-300 and
VKS forces is thus a major achievement in the
Kremlin’s campaign to integrate Belarus into
Russian-dominated structures. The Kremlin will
likely leverage Zapad-2021 to increase Russia’s
military influence in Belarus further and deploy
ground forces to Belarus. Russia may additionally
deploy S-400 systems to Belarus. Lukashenko stated
on September 1 that he signed an agreement with
Russia on August 30 to supply Belarus with “dozens
of aircraft and helicopters and possibly S-400
[systems] in the near future.”°

These deployments will increase Russia’s
ability to contest strategic airspace in
Poland, the Baltic States, and Ukraine.
Deployments in Belarus will support existing
Russian systems in Kaliningrad and mainland
western Russia. The Kremlin likely seeks to degrade
NATO’s ability to defend the Baltics. Russian pilots’
permanent access to Belarusian airfields, if
2

achieved, would further enhance Russian force
projection capabilities against NATO’s eastern flank
and constitutes a significant threat to the West.

The Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD)
announced the parameters for Zapad-2021
on August 20. The Russian MoD stated that
200,000 Russian and international personnel will
participate in the exercises.’* Armenia, Belarus,
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, India, Kyrgyzstan,
Mongolia, Serbia, and Sri Lanka will send currently
unspecified forces to participate in Zapad-2021.
China, Vietnam, Myanmar, Pakistan, and
Uzbekistan will send observers. Zapad-2021’s initial
operational planning stage will simulate the joint
Russian-Belarusian Regional Grouping of Forces
responding to a simulated attack against Belarus
from Poland. Zapad-2021’s second stage will feature
joint combat operations to liberate occupied
Belarusian territory. The exercises will occur at four
training grounds in Belarus and nine in Russia as
well as in the Baltic Sea and the Gulf of Finland. The
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MoD did not officially announce all the locations
where Zapad-2021 will occur, such as at the Sary
Shagan Training Ground in Kazakhstan and other
likely training grounds in Belarus.

Russia and Belarus continued international
military deployments and preparatory
exercises for Zapad-2021 in late August.
Elements of Russia’s 15th Army Aviation Brigade
deployed to the Machulishchi airfield near Minsk
and the 61st Fighter Air Base in Baranovichi on
August 24.2 Over 200 servicemen of the Belarusian
465t Missile Brigade and 336t Reactive Artillery
Brigade began deploying from Osipovichy, Belarus,
to the Sary-Shagan Training Ground in Kazakhstan
on August 28.13 Russian—but not Belarusian—units
previously deployed to Sary-Shagan for Zapad-
2017.14 This exercise likely seeks to increase
Belarusian deployment capabilities and increase
Belarusian air defense units’ integration with
Russian forces. Elements of the Belarusian s5th
Spetsnaz Brigade deployed to Ivanovo, Russia, for
joint exercises with elements of the Russian 98t
Airborne Division on August 30.5 Russia and
Belarus additionally conducted a suite of large-scale
joint logistics and signal exercises to establish
command and control (C2) networks for Zapad-
2021 on August 23-27.16 These C2 networks include
the Western Military District, the Southern Military
District, Kazakhstan, and Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) headquarters—a C2 network
much larger than what was used in Zapad-2017.17
Russian and Belarusian units conducted several
other logistics exercises in late August.’® ISW has
warned that such exercises can set conditions for
Russia to establish the supply lines necessary to
maintain a permanent military deployment in
Belarus.»

ISW will continue closely monitoring the Zapad-
2021 exercise and providing updates.

Russia Around the Globe

1. The Kremlin will likely increase
Russian-led CSTO operations near
Afghanistan’s northern border in the
next six months. The Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO) held an
extraordinary Collective Security Council
videoconference session on Afghanistan on
August 23.20 CSTO Secretary General
Stanislav Zas stated Tajikistan is successfully
controlling the border but requires further

military-technical assistance. Zas stated the
CSTO will formulate a joint response to
Afghanistan by the planned CSTO session in
Dushanbe, Tajikistan, on September 16. The
CSTO also announced it will conduct four
currently unspecified joint exercises in fall
2021: Search-2021, Echelon-2021,
Interaction-2021, and Cobalt-2021, all of
which will be held "according to a single
plan." The Kremlin additionally continued to
increase its military activity in Central Asia
throughout late August. Russia’s 201
Military Base in Tajikistan conducted several
exercises and received new equipment in late
August.2t A battalion-sized element of the
Russian 55th Motor Mountain Rifle Brigade
began deploying to the Edelweiss Training
Ground in Kyrgyzstan on August 24 for
participation in the CSTO “Rubezh-2021"
exercises from September 7 to 9.22 The
Kremlin will likely increasingly leverage the
CSTO and expanded military exercises to
advance longstanding Russian efforts to
integrate the militaries of the former Soviet
Union in Central Asia into Russian-
controlled structures.

. The Kremlin secured two economic

agreements with Hungary, advancing
the Kremlin’s effort to divide the EU
and NATO. Russian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov met with Hungarian Foreign
Minister Péter Szijjart6 in Budapest,
Hungary, on August 24.23 During their
meeting, Szijjarté announced that Hungary
will begin producing the Russian Sputnik V
COVID-19 vaccine domestically at the end of
2022.24 Szijjarto also agreed to sign a 15-year
gas supply agreement with the Russian state-
owned gas monopoly Gazprom in late
September 2021.25 The agreement will
stipulate that Russia will deliver 4.5 billion
cubic meters of gas to Hungary annually for
10 years, with the quantity of gas for the final
five years negotiable after the first 10 years.26
The Kremlin uses its Sputnik V vaccine and
energy exports as geopolitical pressure
tools.? The Kremlin has prioritized
developing ties with Viktor Orban’s
government in Hungary for several years and
will likely continue courting Budapest as part
of Moscow’s effort to undermine Western
unity and structures.
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3. Lukashenko will likely make more

Union State integration concessions to
Russian President Vladimir Putin on
September 9. Lukashenko said he and
Putin “could sign” integration agreements
after a planned meeting in Moscow on
September 9, the day before Zapad-2021
officially begins.28 Lukashenko has so far
stalled Russia’s absorption of Belarus via the
Union State mechanism by stressing that the
ratification of the Union State’s full suite of
integration agreements is only possible as a
package deal after every individual
agreement has been agreed upon.2®
Lukashenko reportedly signed 28 of 30
Union State agreements for Belarusian
integration into Russia by the end of 2019.3°
Lukashenko may sign more Union State
documents at a planned Union State
Supreme State Council meeting in October or
November 2021.3!

The Kremlin issued cash bonuses to key
demographics and promised to increase
social spending to buy votes ahead of key
parliamentary elections on September
19. The Russian economy is performing
poorly. Ruble inflation hit a five-year high in
August 2021, and nearly 40 percent of
Russians are currently unable to afford basic
consumer goods such as food and shoes.32 This
worsening quality of life has further eroded
public support for the ruling United Russia
party, which has lost support since early 2021
due to the Kremlin’s arrest of opposition figure
Alexei Navalny and lingering dissatisfaction
with the Kremlin’s poor handling of the
COVID-19 pandemic.33 Putin signed decrees
issuing a 10,000 ruble ($135) bonus to all
Russian pensioners and a 15,000 ruble ($200)
bonus to military service members and police
on August 24 and 31, respectively.34 Putin
additionally requested that the parliament
budget monetary allowances for Russian
servicemen and law enforcement indexed
against inflation in 2022 and 2023 during a
United Russia Party Congress on August 24.35
Putin has announced one-time payments prior
to past elections.3® The Kremlin seeks to
maximize voter turnout and secure additional
public support for United Russia even though
the Kremlin will falsify the September
parliamentary elections in its favor.

5. Ukrainian President Volodymyr

Zelensky hosted the inaugural session
of the Crimean Platform Summit in
Kyiv, Ukraine, on August 23.37
Representatives  from 46  countries
participated in the summit, including
representatives from all 30 NATO members.
Zelensky said he seeks to use the Crimean
Platform to improve the effectiveness of the
international response to the prolonged
Russian occupation of Crimea, increase
international pressure on the Kremlin, and
prevent further human rights violations in
occupied Crimea. The platform’s main goal is
ending Russia’s occupation and the peaceful
return of Crimea to Ukraine. The forum’s
participants signed a joint declaration
focusing on coordinating the diplomatic and
political tools aimed at not recognizing
Russia’s annexation.3® The declaration does
not define any concrete measures to achieve
Crimea’s return to Ukraine other than the
use of multilateral mechanisms to increase
international cohesion in addressing
Russia’s illegal occupation of Crimea. The
platform could bring Crimean occupation
issues more global visibility but is ultimately
unlikely to achieve Crimea’s return to
Ukraine. The West nonetheless must
continue to coordinate policy and reject the
Kremlin’s illegal annexation and occupation
of Crimea. Kremlin Spokesman Dmitry
Peskov described the Crimean Platform as
“anti-Russian” and “unfriendly.”s9

Ukrainian  President  Volodymyr
Zelensky signed Ukraine's first
systematic foreign policy document
since its independence in 1991 on
August 27. The strategy’s priorities include
ensuring Ukraine’s  sovereignty and
territorial integrity, counteracting Russian
aggression, and continuing Ukraine’s course
to join the European Union and NATO.4° A
separate section of the document is devoted
to building the Ukrainian diplomatic
service’s institutional capacity, indicating
Ukraine is likely prioritizing increasing
diplomatic outreach to foreign countries to
offset Russian threats.4* Ukraine’s separate
military strategy, signed in March 2021,
states that Ukraine’s strategy is not aimed at
achieving military parity with Russia but
instead seeks to inflict unacceptable political,
economic, military, and other costs on

Institute for the Study of War ©2021



Russia to compel Russian decision-makers to
stop aggression against Ukraine.42 The
continued support of Western partners to
Ukraine is key to Ukraine’s overall national
security strategy and ability to resist Russian
aggression.

7. The Army-2021 Technical Forum and
Army Games began in Moscow on
August 22. The forum is the Kremlin’s
premier annual military-industrial complex
expo and generates reliable arms sales
revenue for the Kremlin, which the Kremlin
uses to supplement income lost due to
sanctions.#3 The Army Games are a
complementary series of competitive
military sporting events that the Kremlin
uses to demonstrate Russian weapon
systems in the field and develop
relationships with foreign militaries. This
year’s Army Technical Forum ran from
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