
With the Russo-Belarusian military exercises Zapad-2021 officially 
nearing their end in late September, the return of troops to their 
bases will take some time. For instance, the Belarusian contingent 
is expected to return to its bases on 30 September, while Russian 
troops will only reach home bases by mid-October.

This year around 200,000 troops, over 80 aircraft, and more than  
760 pieces of equipment were engaged in the drills, conducted simulta-
neously at nine separate proving grounds in Russia and Belarus. Around 
2,000 troops from Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) and 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) countries also participated.

Given the scale, scope, context and relative importance of the  
exercises, it was no surprise at all that they were closely observed by all 
neighbouring countries, especially Poland, the Baltic states, and Ukraine, 
all of whom voiced significant security concerns. For instance, in late 
August, the Polish Vice-Minister of Defence said that his country would 
be closely following the exercises since “the Russian aggression against 
Ukraine [has] also started from the military drills.” His concerns were  
echoed by Ukraine’s Foreign Minister, Dmytro Kuleba, who said in an  
interview with The Independent that Russia is trying to “encircle 
Ukraine.” This also reflected the fears expressed by President of Ukraine 
Zelensky regarding the possibility of an all-out war with Russia.

Are there valid grounds for such fears, however? There are, indeed, 
even though full-scale war with Ukraine doesn’t correspond to Moscow’s 
immediate interests. In addition, Russia does not really have the  
capabilities for a serious engagement in such a conflict with its southern 
neighbour, which would be a catastrophic event. not only for Ukraine but 
for Russia as well. However, any increased Russian military activity is a 
reason for a measure of concern, and it is also important to remember 
that Moscow rarely repeats its tactics. In other words, the swift operation 
of the annexation of Crimea, which was such a success for Russia, will 
most likely not be repeated in the foreseeable future.

Zapad-2021 offers several issues worthy of closer examination, scale 
being one of the most important. Comparing this year’s participation of 
around 200,000 troops to the previous iteration – only some 12,700 troops 
took part in Zapad-2017 – the scale of the 2021 exercise clearly caused 
some concern, and sparked fears of invasion in Ukraine.

Another aspect was the scenario the exercises followed. In 2017, the 
scenario centred on combatting “terrorists supported by foreign powers,” 
with three imaginary hostile states – clearly representing Latvia, Lithuania, 
and Poland – as well as a zone in the northwest part of Belarus, providing 
the exercise with the opportunity to depict putative insurgency and  
possible secession. Zapad-2021, however, played out in a scenario of 
direct confrontation between a so-called ‘Western’ coalition together with 
the terrorists, representing NATO, and a ‘Northern’ coalition, representing 
the Union State of Belarus and Russia, named the Polesie Republic and 
the Central Federation respectively. Worthy of note and careful considera-
tion is the fact that, this year, the overtly offensive nature of the exercises 
was clear.

A third contextual aspect is the fear that not all Russian troops may 
leave Belarus at the conclusion of the exercises. Although such fears 
have some justification, it is highly unlikely that any significant number of 
Russian troops will remain in Belarus. First of all, last March Minsk and 
Moscow agreed to create three training-military centres – military bases, 
in essence – on Belarusian territory. One of these centres will play host 
to Russian Su-30SM fighter aircraft, bolstered by elements of air defence 
units. Secondly, Aleksandr Lukashenka recent declaration that he will 
procure the S-400 TRIUMF air defence system from Russia, with further 
deployment at the border with Ukraine, need to be considered.

A fourth dimension lies in the information sphere. The Kremlin needs 
to maintain a solid position, to reassure its allies in the CSTO and portray 
Russia as a strong partner. It also sends a signal to the West that Moscow 
is ready to protect what it considers to be its sphere of influence – in 
this particular case, Belarus. Such unprecedented exercises have the 
additional benefit, perhaps, of convincing other neighbouring states that 

any serious moves – such as Ukraine’s bid for NATO 
membership – may have significant consequences. 
In addition, Russia intends to send another signal 
to Poland, Ukraine, and Lithuania, seeking to deter 
those nations from what Russia sees as ‘meddling’ in 
Belarusia’s internal affairs. In other words, Moscow 
doesn’t want the Lukashenka regime – which is being 
closely integrated with Russia – to be derailed.

But as for Kyiv’s raising the prospect of a full-scale 
invasion – Russia has learned its lesson.  
The annexation of Crimea, and the war in the Donbas, 
has utterly alienated Ukraine – probably for decades 
– and has fundamentally put an end to any serious
contemplation of re-integration. Moscow is far more
likely to make additional use of its ‘soft power’
toolbox, adding to these such less-than-conventional
means, such as (dis)information campaigns,
cyber attacks, and derailing reform in Ukraine.

Denys Kolesnyk

Zapad-2021 and 
Fears of Russian Invasion

6 · MILITARY TECHNOLOGY 5/2021 Comment

Resident in Paris, Denys Kolesnyk regularly reports 
on Ukrainian and information warfare issues for MilTech.

The Mulino proving grounds in Russia during the Zapad-21 exercises. 
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