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June Slavic Brotherhood Exercises
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Key Takeaway: The joint Russian-Belarusian-Serbian military exercise Slavic Brotherhood 2021
advanced Russian efforts to gain control over the Belarusian military and cultivate partner forces
that the Kremlin can use in future Russian deployments. Russia and Belarus operated integrated
combat units at the company level for the first time, building on previous exercises fielding combined
battalions. The Kremlin practiced integrating non-Belarusian troops into Russian-controlled
companies and platoons for the first time—a dangerous development that will expand Russian control
over the militaries of sovereign states, enhance Russian force generation capabilities, and help the
Kremlin obfuscate its military activity by framing Russian activities as multilateral. The Kremlin will
develop these capabilities further in future exercises, including the upcoming annual capstone
strategic readiness exercise, Zapad 2021, in September.

Joint military exercises among Russian, Belarusian, and Serbian forces from June 8 to
18, 2021, advanced ongoing Kremlin efforts to subordinate the Belarusian military to
Russian-controlled structures and cultivate partner forces that the Kremlin can use in
Russia’s future force deployments. The exercise was the sixth iteration of the annual Slavic
Brotherhood exercises and involved almost 1,000 Russian, Belarusian, and Serbian troops in the
Raevsky Training Ground in Novorossiysk, Russia.
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Slavic Brotherhood 2021 Military Exercises

Raevsky Training Ground, Novorossiysk, Krasnodar Krai, Russia
June 8-18, 2021
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Slavie Brotherhood 2021 participants included:

- A reinforced battalion-sized element (approximately 500 personnel) of the Russian Novorossiysk-based 108th
airborne regiment

- A battalion-sized element (approximately 350 personnel) of the Belarusian Vitebsk-based 103rd airborne brigade

- A roughly company-sized element (approximately 100 personnel) of the Serbian 63rd airborne and 72nd special
operation brigades
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Map: A battalion-sized Belarusian element (over 350 personnel) of the Vitebsk-based 103™ airborne
brigade, a Russian-reinforced battalion (over 500 personnel) of the Novorossiysk-based 108th
airborne regiment, and a roughly company-sized Serbian element (approximately 100 personnel) of
the 6371 airborne and 72md special operation brigades participated in Slavic Brotherhood 2021 at the
Raevsky Training Ground in Novorossiysk, Russia, from June 8 to 18.1

Russian and Belarusian forces likely operated as a combined battalion, advancing the
Kremlin’s efforts to integrate Belarusian combat units into Russian command
structures. Russian and Belarusian forces formed an unspecified “consolidated unit” that served as
Slavic Brotherhood 2021’s main operational group.2 This force was likely comprised of one or more
combined Belarusian-Russian battalions, though official sources did not confirm the exact unit
structure unlike in previous exercises. Slavic Brotherhood 2021 had strong similarities with previous
exerxises in which Russian and Belarusian forces formed combined battalions. Russian and Belarusian
forces conducted exercises as a single combined combat battalion for the first time in September 2020
and formed three combined battalions in March 2021.3
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Russia and Belarus operated integrated combat units at the company level for the first
time—a development that could support a permanent Russian military presence in
Belarus. The Russian Ministry of Defense stated that Belarusian forces operated “as part of an
airborne company,” suggesting a Belarusian element was part of a larger combined Russo-Belarusian
company.4 Observed Russo-Belarusian unit integration previously has not occurred below the battalion
level.s Combined Russo-Belarusian companies would be the next logical step in increased unit
integration and would indicate progress in Kremlin efforts to control Belarusian tactical formations.

The Kremlin’s increasing capability to create integrated units with Belarus is likely intended to support
a permanent Russian presence in Belarus. The Kremlin may also be preparing Russian forces to
subsume elements of Belarusian combat units in the event of a Russian intervention against the will of
the Belarusian government—an unlikely but dangerous course of action ISW has previously warned of.6

The Kremlin practiced integrating non-Belarusian troops into combined Russian-
controlled companies and platoons for the first time—a significant Russian achievement
that will enhance Russian force projection capabilities. Such unit integration will expand
Russian control over the militaries of sovereign states, enhance Russian force generation capabilities,
and help the Kremlin obfuscate its military activity by framing Russian activities as multilateral. The
Kremlin likely seeks to replicate the combined combat unit integration it has achieved with Belarus and
now Serbia (on a smaller scale) with other Russia-amenable states. The West must scrutanize Russian
efforts to enlist non-Russian forces within Russian-controlled tactical formations. During the Slavic
Brotherhood exercises, Serbian elements operated both as discrete country units and in combined
companies and platoons.” Russian, Belarusian, and Serbian forces also conducted their first-ever joint
parachute landing.8 The Kremlin likely seeks to expand military unit integration with its partner forces
below the battalion level.

The Kremlin used Slavic Brotherhood 2021 to develop Belarus’ ability to deploy forces
long distances—supporting Russian capabilities to leverage Belarusian forces in future
deployments.’ The Kremlin likely seeks to develop Belarus’ ability to deploy forces long distances to
support assessed Kremlin efforts to cultivate partner forces that the Kremlin can use to augment
Russia’s own force deployments.’o Belarus deployed armored vehicles and a battalion of airborne
infantry from Vitebsk, Belarus, to Novorossiysk, Russia—a challenging logistical undertaking for
Belarusian forces that typically do not deploy outside Belarus at that scale.t ISW forecasted in January
2021 that the Kremlin would likely leverage non-Russian forces in future expeditionary operations in
and that the Kremlin may deploy Belarusian forces to Syria in September 2021.12

The Kremlin is progressing its effort to expand Collective Security Treaty Organization
(CSTO) interaction with non-CSTO states and to turn the CSTO Rapid Reaction Force
(RRF)—a theoretically multinational rapid reaction force—into a Moscow-controlled
force. The Kremlin likely used Slavic Brotherhood 2021 to practice Russo-Belarusian cooperation in
the RRF. The RRF is a multinational CSTO contingent tasked with quickly responding to threats against
CSTO member states. A Russian officer with senior RRF responsibilities and Belarus’ 1034 brigade—
which contributes 2,000 personnel to the RRF—participated in Slavic Brotherhood 2021.13 Serbia’s
likely interaction with elements of the RRF in Slavic Brotherhood 2021 indicates the Kremlin is
successfully expanding interaction between the CSTO and non-CSTO members. ISW has warned that
the Kremlin may frame Russian expeditionary deployments as CSTO “peacekeeping missions” to
obfuscate Russian actions.4
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The Kremlin used Slavic Brotherhood 2021 to prepare for Russia’s upcoming annual
capstone strategic readiness exercise, Zapad 2021. The Russian military’s primary stated
objective for Slavic Brotherhood 2021 was to improve cohesion between the staff headquarters and
combat units of participating states—a focus likely intended to support joint operations between
Russian and Belarusian command staffs in Zapad 2021.35 Slavic Brotherhood 2021 participants
additionally conducted tactical tasks that Russian and Belarusian Zapad 2021 participants will likely
repeat.16 Russia and Belarus will likely intensify their unit and headquarters integration efforts in the
buildup to Zapad, which will occur in September 2021.

ISW will continue monitoring the situation and providing updates.
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