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Putin, Lukashenko and Lessons Learned From Zapad-
2021 
Russia has conducted Zapad-2021, the 
latest instalment of its quadrennial joint 
military exercises with the Republic of 
Belarus. They lasted from the 10th until the 
16th of September 2021. A large part of the 
exercise took place on the territory of 
Belarus, requiring a significant number of 
Russian military units to be transported into 
the former Soviet republic, where they 
carried out the various manoeuvres that the Zapad-2021 set of operational objectives required from 
them. 

Most of what was seen in the news reporting and in the video coverage of the Zapad exercise, was 
the, “hot phase” of the entire week-long event, as the Russians refer to all types of live-fire 
exercises. The intent of those impressive explosions that take place while armoured vehicles and 
airborne platforms are put through their paces, is more of a PR exercise than anything else. The 
military predominantly strives to impress “the Tsar,” as Russian President Vladimir Putin is often 
referred to, along with other dignitaries present in the VIP area. Casual observers are also set to be 
impressed by the level of Russian firepower being brought down in one area. But perhaps the most 
important PR target of all, are the foreign defence attaches and other third-nation observers, who 
are permitted to view the exercises from a prime vantage points. The bulk of Russia’s defence 
industry is controlled by the Rostec holding company, and defence export orders are the purview of 
the state-run arms sales broker, Rosobornexport (ROE). This is no small matter in that Russia’s 
industry depends greatly on external sales to provide the revenue stream and economies of scale in 
production to finance purchases for its own armed forces. The dealings of Rostec, which also 
controls ROE, are also of great interest to President Putin, as the mammoth corporate entity is run 
by Sergei Chemezov, one of Putin’s closest long-time confidants. The history between the two goes 
back to the Cold War period, when both were assigned as Soviet KGB officers to a post in Dresden, in 
the former Communist East Germany. 

More than 200,000 Russian and Belarusian 
troops took part in this year’s exercise. This is a 

significant expansion from previous Zapad 
exercises in 2013 and 2017 that involved only 

between 50,000 and 75,000 troops. 
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The performance of Russia’s defence industrial sector that Chemezov controls is becoming of 
greater significance all the time for Russia’s leadership for three main reasons: 

• One is that the new generation of weapon systems that have been rolled out in the past few years 
are not affordable in the numbers required to replace previous models that are nearing the end of 
their service life. Russian industry may be forced to turn to proposing cheaper and easier to 
manufacture platforms as at least temporary solution. An example would be the new Sukhoi 
Checkmate single-engine lightweight fighter that was presented in July. It would be an adjunct to the 
Su-57 twin-engine stealthy fighter, of which only 78 have been ordered by the Russian Aerospace 
Forces (VKS) and cannot be built in the hundreds as earlier Sukhoi models have. 

• Another concern is that the cadre of experienced and skilled Russian design and engineering 
personnel is shrinking. Simultaneously, there are inadequate numbers of younger generation, 
educated and scientifically/technically-literate specialists to take their place. In addition, according to 
Russian sources1, the number of skilled scientific personnel emigrating from Russia with no intention 
of returning has increased five-fold since 2012. An article released earlier this year reads “in 1990 
Russia occupied one of the leading positions in the world in terms of the number of R&D scientists. 
In present day that number has dropped from 992,000 – almost a million persons – to 348,000.” 
This is continuing to raise questions about Russia’s future ability to be able to design and produce 
state-of-the-art weaponry. 

• These two abovementioned trends have a significant impact on the Russian military, but there are 
specific implications for the war plans that the Zapad exercise is intended to validate. Specialists 
looking at the exercise point out that the latest Russian state armaments production plan calls for 
significant sums to be incurred for pre-positioning of logistics (ammunition, fuel) and force multiplier 
hardware (i.e. UAVs and Electronic Warfare platforms), specifically to support the preparations for 
potential offensive operations. As another Russian military specialist pointed out “these manner of 
expenditures are also popular in the domestic sphere as it helps keep defence workers employed 
and paid a living wage.” 

More than 200,000 Russian and Belarusian troops took part in this year’s exercise. This is a 
significant expansion from previous Zapad exercises in 2013 and 2017 that involved only between 
50,000 and 75,000 troops.  However, experienced observers of Moscow’s armed forces have stated 
that focusing on the aggregate numbers cannot provide the real understanding of Zapad. There is a 
far greater significance in the type of weapon systems that the two sides were carrying out their 
joint operations with. Examples include the joint aerospace operations at the 61st Fighter Air Base 
of the Belarusian Air Forces (military unit 54804), in Baranovichi. At the same time as these air force 
units were engaged in their part of the exercise, joint Russia-Belarus air-defence units were 
deployed to the western district of Belarus and were practicing the interception of NATO and other 
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western/Nordic-state aircraft. These air defence personnel were being drilled in the operation of the 
Almaz-Antei S-400, the most advanced SAM complex in the Russian arsenal. 

These batteries, which Belarus will be taking delivery of as part of its larger weapon acquisition 
scheme from Russia, will be deployed within four kilometres of the Polish border. However, they are 
only the beginning of what is projected as a staged modernisation of the Belarus armed forces 
through the delivery of new Russian equipment.  The 12 new Sukhoi Su-30SM fighter jets that are 
being delivered to Belarusian units, are a generation or more improvement in technology beyond the 
older-model Soviet—era MiG-29 and Su-27 models in the current Belarusian inventory. 
Regardless, these 12 airframes are only a portion of what would be required for the former Soviet 
republic to have a seamless air defence and interceptor network that meshes with their Russian 
neighbours. Current analyses call for Belarus to have at least 36 modern fighters to be operational at 
any one time. Given the standard availability rates due to down times for maintenance and other 
technical faults, this means that Minsk needs at least 50 or more of this class of aircraft. These 
would most likely be split between the 61st Fighter Air Base, the 116th Guards Assault Aviation 
Base and the 50th composite air base (Machulishchi airfield). 

Major Lessons Learned 

There are numerous take-aways from Zapad-2021, but the overarching lesson is that the goal of 
the exercise as stated by Moscow’s state-controlled news outlets is more than deceptive. Kremlin 
mouthpieces repeatedly states that the exercise is defensive in nature, but in fact Zapad-2021 is all 
about preparing the Russian military to launch a full-scale attack against NATO with minimal notice. 
The intention was to prepare Russian units for a campaign where they would move out quickly and 
with enough logistical support to sustain an offensive operation for several days before being 
required to stop and re-group. 

In line with this overall Russian objective of the Zapad exercise are several major components: 

• A phrase credited to every major military figure from Napoleon to the American WWII General 
Omar Bradley is “amateurs discuss tactics, professional soldiers study logistics” would be the theme 
of one of the most important implications from Zapad-2021. All of the evidence to date is that a 
central component has been to pre-position substantial amounts of heavy weaponry and materiel. 
This ensures that the only action required to kick off an offensive would be a snap deployment of the 
necessary personnel. 

• Along with this emphasis on military logistics are the integration of the lessons the Russian army 
has learned from its operations in the eastern Donbas region of Ukraine and in Syria. There is also 
significant attention paid to incorporating improved command and control (C2) measures into the 
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Russian battle plan. Enhanced C2 is not only to increase effectiveness once an offensive has begun, 
but also to give Russian units the ability to act pre-emptively. 

• The US is openly referred to as an adversary in all of the communiques related to Zapad-2021, but 
other official language singles out “Poland, the Baltics, Nordic states” that are aligned with what are 
euphemistically referred to as “international terrorist organisations.” The latter phrase is a Russian 
codeword for colour revolutions. In Russian doctrine, any uprising along the lines of the Maidan and 
Orange revolutions in Ukraine or the Rose revolution in Georgia, is sponsored by the US and its 
partners and is an attempt to insert a modern-day Trojan Horse into Russian society. 

• This emphasis on combatting colour revolutions is a clear sign that the internal unrest in Russia is 
feared more by Putin and the leadership than any external military threat. This is further confirmed 
by the three-month build-up point to a separate exercise held prior to Zapad-2021 between the 
Rosgvardia and troops belonging to the Federal Security Service (FSB) – a set of manoeuvres 
specifically targeted against any internal civil unrest. 

• The increasingly uncertain future of Belarus president Aleksandr Lukashenko, has given cause to 
the same speculation of four years ago that Zapad could act as a cover for a Russian occupation of 
Belarus. After last week’s exercise there was a substantial number of Russian military units left 
behind, with many of them being a part of a contingent put in place to train Belarus pilots on their 
new Sukhoi Su-30SM fighter aircraft and SAM crews in the operation of the S-400s recently sent to 
Belarus. Russian personnel will occupy and will be in charge of at least three Belarus military training 
facilities for some time. These new weapons are not about providing Belarus with its own 
autonomous air defence capacity but are instead intended to extend Russia’s “umbrella” over 
Poland, the Baltics and Ukraine. 

• Russia would make maximum use of all the traditional and modern-day assets to create confusion 
and facilitate tactical surprise. This includes special ops and airborne troops, the use of EW and other 
disruptive technologies in the kill chain. These will be accompanied by an enhanced Russian capacity 
for real-time data transmission and supporting overall situational awareness. These are again 
methodologies tested and validated in Syria and Ukraine that would be applied across a broader 
front of military operations. 

Overall, there is a duality to the Russian objectives. One is the four-year long training cycle that 
Zapad-2021 is the culmination of – just as Zapad 2017 was. All of these lessons learned above that 
are developed in these four-year periods and others are what should be the focus of any serious 
study of these Zapad exercises – particularly the three-months of build-up and deployments that 
take place just prior to the week of manoeuvres. In parallel with overall military readiness that they 
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are designed to enhance, Russian industry is also geared up to go into surge production mode in the 
event of a major military conflict. 

The other objective is the traditional Russian methods for diverting attention by presenting the 
proverbial “shiny object” for the casual observer to fixate on. Analysts of Russian military planning 
offer the warning that this is part of an overall plan to engage information operations, cyber warfare 
and other integrated activities – all to try and cause the other side to unknowingly make wrong 
decisions. This is the essence of the Russian methodology of “reflexive control”, and it is always on 
the agenda in this or any other major Russian military activity. 

Conclusions  

1. The importance of the Zapad exercises increases with each four-year cycle for several reasons, 
and they continue to play a larger role in both domestic and external Russian affairs. 

2. Geopolitically, the uncertainty of the future of Lukashenko combined with Moscow’s continuous 
efforts to threaten Ukraine, as well as a very contentious process for the Germans to form a new 
government, created a perfect storm for Putin. Lukashenko has spoken openly about the long 
border that his country shares with Ukraine as being a major security issue (another sign that he 
fears the importation of a colour revolution rather than an attack by NATO). At the same time, any 
possible space for disorder in the German political environment has always been spoken about as a 
likely scenario for Moscow to flex its military muscle. 

3. The number and size of new weapons, as well as the increased scale of the Zapad exercise 
suggests that if Moscow decides to move out against its neighbours it will not be a Georgia 2008 or 
Donbas 2014 scenario (a short thrust to grab one or two small pieces of territory on its border). 
Instead, it will be a coordinated attack across a broad front with several main offensive thrusts 
pointed at strategic objectives. 

3. Russia continues to make increasing use of both unmanned and non-kinetic assets and is 
perfecting their use in creating disinformation, sewing disorder and disrupting communications 
(adding layers of confusion to the proverbial “fog of war”).  Russian military writings openly discuss 
the use of unmanned platforms for EW and other cyber-related missions that would have previously 
been carried out by manned platforms or spetsnaz units operating as infiltrators. 

 

Author: Reuben F. Johnson, Research Fellow at Defence and International Security Programme, Casimir 
Pulaski Foundation 

                                                           
1 https://zen.yandex.ru/media/thewest/ottok-uchenyh-iz-rossii-priobrel-lavinoobraznyi-harakter-
6083fbd03b735b52f88c0c4b 

https://zen.yandex.ru/media/thewest/ottok-uchenyh-iz-rossii-priobrel-lavinoobraznyi-harakter-6083fbd03b735b52f88c0c4b
https://zen.yandex.ru/media/thewest/ottok-uchenyh-iz-rossii-priobrel-lavinoobraznyi-harakter-6083fbd03b735b52f88c0c4b
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The Casimir Pulaski Foundation is an independent, non-partisan think- tank 

specializing in foreign policy and international security. The Pulaski Foundation provides analyses 
that describe and explain international developments, identify trends in international environment, 
and contain possible recommendations and solutions for government decision makers and private 
sector managers to implement. The Foundation concentrates its research on two subjects: 
transatlantic relations and Russia and the post-Soviet sphere. It focuses primarily on security, both 
in traditional and non-military dimensions, as well as political changes and economic trends that 
may have consequences for Poland and the European Union. The Casimir Pulaski Foundation is 
composed of over 40 experts from various fields. It publishes the Pulaski Policy Papers, the Pulaski 
Report, and the Pulaski Viewpoint. The Foundation also publishes “Informator Pułaskiego,” a 
summary of upcoming conferences and seminars on international policy. The Foundation experts 
cooperate with media on a regular basis. Once a year, the Casimir Pulaski Foundation gives the 
Knight of Freedom Award to an outstanding person who has promoted the values represented by 
General Casimir Pulaski: freedom, justice, and democracy. Prizewinners include: Professor 
Władysław Bartoszewski, Professor Norman Davies, Alaksandar Milinkiewicz, President Lech 
Wałęsa, President Aleksander Kwaśniewski, President Valdas Adamkus, Bernard Kouchner, and 
Richard Lugar. The Casimir Pulaski Foundation has a partnership status with the Council of Europe 
and is a member of the Group Abroad, an association of Polish non-governmental organizations 
involved in international cooperation. 
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