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	MAIN POINTS


	
			We should consider the broadly understood military integration of the Republic of Belarus and the Russian Federation (RF) as the most advanced aspect of the relationship between the two countries, while at the same time it is the element which shows the greatest disproportion. Belarus is fully dependent on its eastern neighbour for military cooperation, and its own armed forces and arms industry are unable to meet the state’s basic defence needs. Moreover, they cannot function efficiently or develop without Russian support or if they are isolated from cooperation with the analo­gous Russian structures. Inthe short term, cutting off Minsk’s cooperation with Moscow would result in the collapse of the Belarusian armaments industry and asystemic crisis in the armed forces, which would then have to be recreated from scratch.


			Thetwo countries’ military integration is unilateral in nature. Theaim of the process is to adapt the military potential of Belarus to the standards and operational needs of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation in their western strategic direction. Over the past 25years, Belarus’s President Alyaksandr Lukashenka has been systematically ceding his country’s defence potential and sovereignty over its armed forces to Russia. Inso doing he has eased the burden on the state budget and ensured the relative stability of Belarus’s system of government for many years. Loyalty to Moscow in military matters is seen as aguarantee of good relations and financial support, at least in the security field.


			Belarus is one of the few countries in the world where defence spending is lower than the sum expended on internal security and defending the legal order. Military expenditure constitutes athird of the total expenditures in the ‘National defence and ensuring national security’ chapter of the budget: according to official data for 2019 and 2020, about US$550 million ayear is spent on defence, compared to US$1.1 billion on internal security.


			During the2010s, Belarus lost the remnants of its independent defence capabilities and completely handed the initiative in the field of defence over to Russia, so that it now appears content with the mere appearance of sove­reignty in this area. Themilitary undertakings which Belarus previously implemented at its own expense are now little more than bilateral projects in which it participates. Atthe operational and strategic level, its army only trains with that of Russia, and at the tactical level it operates on the basis of models developed by the Russians. Itsmilitary equipment is provided at the same prices and the same standard as that of the Armed Forces of the RF, but only to the extent determined by Moscow.


			Inthe field of military cooperation, the Republic of Belarus acts as asupplicant towards Russia, offering it its own military resources and territory for military activity. Inreturn, it expects support in maintaining and equipping the Belarusian Armed Forces, and in considering the interests of Belarusian enterprises in the cooperation between the armaments industries. Russia’s instrumentalisation of Belarus’s military potential is clear; Moscow sees the country as anarea where its own armed formations could potentially expand in the event of aconflict with the West.


			Moscow has gained the opportunity from Minsk to freely deploy its own westward operational group, as well as adequate cover and security, without having to assume the burden of maintaining the Belarusian Armed Forces. However, Russia is still not exploiting the Belarusian army’s full potential. From the Kremlin’s point of view, the most important elements of Belarus’s armed forces include the ground component of its air defence, its reconnaissance, communication and electronic warfare units, and the securitisation of its operations in the broader sense. These formations of Belarus’s armed forces are included in the Russian command system and have been prioritised in the process of technical modernisation, and so they should defacto be treated as part of the Russian Armed Forces.


			Because Russian-Belarusian military integration has progressed to such anadvanced level, Belarus can no longer be considered as anindepen­dent element of the regional security situation. Itshould be considered as anintegral part of the Russian security space, and the army and the arms industry of Belarus as part of the Russian arsenal. Any use of all or part of its military potential will take place as afunction of Moscow’s military involvement.


			TheBelarusian army is changing into aspecialised structure in the field ofsupport and operational securitisation, and its purely combat capabilities are becoming increasingly symbolic. While formally anally of the Russian Armed Forces, it plays only asupporting role to them; its main task is to secure the transfer and expansion of Russian formations onto the territory of Belarus. Thepotential of those Belarusian military formations which do not participate directly in supporting and securing activities is maintained at alevel that allows them to participate periodically in exercises with Russian units; in asituation where the modernisation activities are extremely limited, however, this level is falling steadily. Belarusian military aviation has basically ceased to exist, and the armoured and mechanised units, whose technical modernisation has been pushed to the margins, have been written off as lost in the event of regular armed conflict.


			TheBelarusian army works closely with the Russian army at every level of operation. TheLand Forces and Special Operations Forces are delegated entirely to the Regional Group of Forces, i.e.the combined forces of both countries in the western (from the Russian perspective) strategic direction, and the Belarusian Air Force is acomponent of the Regional Air Defence System. Inboth cases, the Belarusians’ Russian partners are formations of the operational (army) level, and actual control over both is exercised by the command of the Western Military District of the Russian Armed Forces (hereinafter WMD) as part of the Joint Strategic Command ‘West’.


			TheRegional Group of Forces is the banner under which the gradual incorporation of the Belarusian Armed Forces into the WMD has been taking place. During aperiod of threat, the Russian army has the right to use material resources and infrastructure on the territory of Belarus as part of the joint protection of the Group’s rear. TheRussian-Belarusian definition of ‘threat’ is capacious, as was demonstrated by the use of Belarusian bases to conduct reconnaissance of Ukraine during the ‘hot’ phase of the Donbas conflict (2014–15).


			Belarus has ceded questions related to the material supply of its part of the Regional Group of Forces to the Russian Ministry of Defence. Even considering that the RF’s responsibility for equipping and supplying the Belarusian army relates to periods of threat and wartime, the agreement adopted in this regard is anunequivocal acknowledgment that in the event of any conflict, the Belarusian Armed Forces will de facto become part of the Russian army. Integration within the Regional Air Defence System– of which equipping Belarusian units with S-300missile systems was anessential element– has allowed Russia to establish aso-called Anti Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) zone over the Baltic states and part of Polish territory. Asaresult, Moscow can monitor all NATO aviation over the above-mentioned areas: this means that NATO planes in the airspace of the Baltic states are permanently in the crosshairs of Russian air defence systems and fall within their operational range. Onthe other hand, the creation of the Unified Electronic Warfare System in the Kaliningrad oblast and Belarus has brought about the existence of aunified group which is probably the most saturated with such resources in the world.


			Thedegree to which Belarusian military airfields have been modernised in recent years significantly exceeds the needs of the Belarusian Air Force or the training presence of Russian aircraft. Itshould be assumed that the project’s main aim is to prepare the infrastructure to receive at least two additional groups of Russian combat aviation.


			Thepossible future deployment of aRussian military base in Belarus should be treated mainly as adeclaration of both countries’ political will and ademonstration of Moscow’s determination to defend Minsk. Theexisting infrastructure enables the rapid relocation and deployment in Belarus of units deployed in the adjacent regions of the Russian Federation. Considering that the Russian army is preparing to conduct anoffensive rather than adefensive operation on NATO’s eastern flank, apossible permanent Russian military presence in the Republic of Belarus will not be of any significant military importance. Inpreparation for anattack on the West, transferring WMD troops to Belarus would take much less time (12hours or so) than bringing units from other regions of Russia to the Central European theatre of hostilities.


			TheBelarusian armaments industry mainly operates in cooperation with the Russian Military-Industrial Complex. In2015– after cooperative ties between Russian and Ukrainian enterprises were suddenly severed, and some of those contracts were subsequently taken over by Belarusian factories– the value of supplies from Belarus reached the highest level in history, estimated at 15% of the value of Russian defence orders. Whereas for the armaments industry of Russia, cooperation with Belarusian firms is primarily aresult of favourable conditions being established, for that of Belarus the cooperation with Russia is largely essential to its survival, as its arms businesses mainly produce unfinished elements, components andindividual items for weapons and military equipment.

	


	INTRODUCTION


	After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the newly established Belarusian state adopted amodel, typical of the former Soviet republics (with the exception of the three Baltic states), of organising its own military potential by ‘nationalising’ that part of the Soviet army which it had inherited. TheArmed Forces of the Republic of Belarus were established in May1992 on the basis of the former Belarusian Military District; these included asignificant part of the land and air formations of the USSR Armed Forces, which were intended to attack the West in the case of the so-called ‘second strategic echelon’. Atthat time, Belarus was already asignatory to the agreement to create the United Armed Forces of the Commonwealth of Independent States (February1992),1 under which banner attempts were made to save the disintegrating Soviet army. Most of the participants in this pact saw maintaining arelatively uniform military structure as away of reducing the cost of maintaining their armed forces, especially those strategic elements (facilities) which seemed of doubtful utility from the point of view of most former republics. Two such facilities remaining in Belarus– the ‘Vileyka’ 43rdNaval Communications Centre and the ‘Hantsavichy’ 474thIndependent Radio­-Technical Unit (aballistic missile early warning radar station)– have been maintained by Russia, which continues to control them. Although initially the Russian Federation had far­-reaching plans for the United Armed Forces of the CIS, after the constitutional crisis in autumn1993 Moscow decided to liquidate the project after less than two years.


	Thefailure to transform the Soviet army into the United Armed Forces of the CIS did not affect Belarus’s approach to developing its own armed forces. Inthe period from the country’s independence until Alyaksandr Lukashenka took power (August1991– July1994), no major political force in the country was interested in making any substantial changes to the military, which would have required substantial spending. Insubsequent years, Minsk supported all the demands regarding military cooperation which Moscow pushed, becoming amember of the Joint CIS Air Defence System (1995), and then of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) of the CIS (2002).2


	After nearly three decades of its existence, Belarus is still the only former republic of the European Soviet Union which participates in the CIS’s military projects (including the Collective Rapid Reaction Forces, the so-called Collective Operational Reaction Forces, the CSTO’s military structure). Since1994, the two states’ post-Soviet heritage and their uninterrupted cooperation within the Community, and thereafter the Union State of Belarus and Russia, has lain at the basis of the development of their cooperation, and then Belarus’s military integration with the Russian Federation. Thekey objectives of this report are to present the practical aspects of this process, and to try to answer the question of to what extent Minsk has become militarily dependent on Moscow.


	Themilitary integration of Belarus and Russia, which should be considered one of the most important security problems for the states on NATO’s eastern flank, has not yet been comprehensively developed. Moreover, the matter is perceived through the prism of the overall relations between the two countries, in whose history there have been numerous tensions (especially in the field of energy), and Minsk has demonstratively emphasised its independence on many occasions. Asaresult, anopinion has gained favour that Belarus remains relatively independent of Russia, regardless of the state of their mutual relations. Meanwhile, the process of military integration seems to be subject to completely different rules than those which apply to the political and economic relationship between Moscow and Minsk: it has not fallen victim to the two countries’ periodic rifts, and it remains the only area of cooperation between them whose importance has never been undermined by the Belarusian government.


	Theindividual aspects of this phenomenon should be considered primarily from the perspective of the functioning and development of the joint structures of Belarus and Russia: the Regional Group of Forces (RGF) and the Regional Air Defence System (RADS). Particular importance should be attached to the first of these, within which the mechanisms for integrating various types of troops and services beyond strictly military issues have been created. Theauthor will describe the above structures in the first part of this study, thus setting the context for analysing the remaining elements of integration: the training of Belarusian army personnel in Russia, joint training activities, the supply of Russian armaments to Belarus, and the cooperation between the defence industries of both countries.


	I. BELARUS’S POTENTIAL IN THE CONTEXT OF MILITARY INTEGRATION WITH RUSSIA


	Like most of the countries that emerged from the ruins of the USSR (theexceptions being Russia and the war-torn former republics of Central Asia and the South Caucasus), Belarus treated military issues primarily in terms of the burden they imposed on its budget. Inconditions of chronic underfunding, the changes introduced to the Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus since the1990s mainly involved the reduction (interms of numbers and organisation) of the potential inherited from the Soviet-era Belarusian Military District. Asaresult, by the beginning of this century, the Belarusian army had shrunk by two-thirds, reaching alevel of fewer than 50,000 soldiers.3 Therole of conscription was also limited: it now provides only 10% of the total number of troops. Theremainder are contract NCOs &rank­-and­-file soldiers (60%), and professional officers &warrant officers (30%).4


	Thecuts to the numbers of personnel and the number (and level) of units were accompanied by cuts to their equipment. Inthe first years of Belarus’s independence, the amount of weapons and military equipment inherited from the Soviet army was so large that it fully met the Belarusian Armed Forces’ needs at that time, and also allowed profits to be made from exporting them. Atthe beginning of this century, the military began to cut back on equipment, and started selling the most modern and technologically advanced types of weapons (Su-24bombers and Su-27fighter planes, T-80tanks), as keeping them in service exceeded its financial and technical capabilities.


	Itis worth noting that from the very beginning Russia had no interest in supporting Belarus in this matter (see the next section). Inthe mid-2010s, when Minsk completed the implementation of contracts based on the voluntary, and then the forced sale of its post­-Soviet weapons, Belarusian arms exports also collapsed. Since then, Belarus has remained on the market mainly as asub­-supplier to the Russian defence industry (more on this later).5


	
		Belarus’s participation in the CSTO’s Collective Operational Reaction Forces

	


	TheCollective Operational Reaction Forces (CORF; akind of rapid reaction force), operating within the framework of the CIS’s Collective Security Treaty Organisation, were established at the initiative of Russia, which sought to sanction its military activity on the territory of the CIS and create acounterbalance to NATO. They constitute the common military component of the CSTO, delegated from the military units of the member states; they are in astate of constant readiness to counteract military aggression, emergency situations, terrorism, organised crime and drug trafficking.


	Theagreement establishing the CORF was signed on 14June2009 in Moscow by the presidents of five of the seven CSTO countries (which currently include Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan). Atthat time, representatives of Belarus and Uzbekistan (thelatter now outside the CSTO) refused to sign. Minsk’s attitude changed under the influence of Lukashenka’s fears of apossible ‘colour revolution’ in the country. Thelocal regime used its approval of the document to join theCORF on 15October2009 to intimidate the public (there were rumours that military assistance might be requested in the face of pre­-election tensions). This decision was also influenced by the assurance that separating off the Belarusian contingent would make it faster for Russia to modernise part of the Belarusian army.


	Belarus engages 2000soldiers of its Armed Forces in the CORF (from the103rdAir Assault Brigade), 80from special units of the Interior Ministry, and 30from the KGB (from the special Alfa anti­-terrorist centre unit) and the Ministry for Emergencies.

	


	Belarus is one of the few countries in the world (and the only one in the region) where spending on defence is lower than that for internal security and the protection of the legal order. This came about at the turn of the 21stcentury. Military expenditure constitutes athird of the total expenditures from the ‘National defence and ensuring national security’ chapter of the budget: according to official data for 2019 and2020, about $550million was spent on defence, compared to US$1.1billion dollars on internal security.6 Theactual level of defence spending is higher (see Table1), but the differences are not significant compared to the amount quoted by the Finance Ministry, and total military expenditure does not exceed 1.3%ofGDP. Spending on internal security also remains anunchanging priority.


  
	Tabela 1. Belarus’s military expenditure
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							2012

						
							
							2013

						
							
							2014

						
							
							2015

						
					

					
							
							Data from the Finance Ministry 
oftheRepublic ofBelarus

						
							
							BY roubles, billion*

						
							
							2719.8

						
							
							5048.1

						
							
							6265.3

						
							
							7368.1

						
							
							9253.1

						
					

					
							
							%ofGDP

						
							
							0.9

						
							
							1.0

						
							
							1.0

						
							
							0.9

						
							
							1.1

						
					

					
							
							Data from SIPRI

						
							
							US$ million

						
							
							580

						
							
							660

						
							
							706

						
							
							716

						
							
							703

						
					

					
							
							%ofGDP

						
							
							1.2

						
							
							1.2

						
							
							1.3
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							2018
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							2020

						
					

					
							
							Data from the Finance Ministry 
oftheRepublic ofBelarus

						
							
							BY roubles, billion*

						
							
							1.044

						
							
							1.015

						
							
							1.354

						
							
							1.339

						
							
							1.319

						
					

					
							
							%ofGDP

						
							
							1.1

						
							
							1.0
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							1.0

						
							
							1.0

						
					

					
							
							Data from SIPRI

						
							
							US$ million

						
							
							655

						
							
							629

						
							
							715

						
							
							760
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							%ofGDP

						
							
							1.3

						
							
							1.2

						
							
							1.2

						
							
							1.2

						
							
							n/a

						
					

				
			

		
	* On1July2016, the Belarusian rouble was revalued; one new rouble corresponds to 10,000 old ones.


	Source: ‘Аналитические доклады «О состоянии государственных финансов Республики Беларусь»’, Ministry of Finance of the Republic of Belarus, www.minfin.gov.by; SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, www.sipri.org.

	


	Theimpulse to modernise– which was initially limited to the above­-mentioned reduction and reorganisation of the remains of the Belarusian Military District– was the country’s intensified military cooperation with Russia. Itwas Moscow which embarked on acomprehensive reform of its own army in 2003–4, and as this progressed, it began to systematically force Minsk to introduce further changes to the Belarusian Armed Forces.


	Thefoundations for the future integration of both armies were laid in1998 with the establishment of the Regional Group of Forces. However, the creation of the Union State of Belarus and Russia (1999) should be considered as the true turning point. TheUnion’s assumptions include acommon defence policy (inpolitical, economic and military terms),7 which in the unanimous opinion of both countries’ leaders should ultimately be aimed at creating auniform mili­tary space. Insubsequent years, further documents regulating and detailing the issues of cooperation and military integration were developed and adopted within the framework of the Union State; these covered not only the armies of the Republic of Belarus and the Russian Federation, but also the armaments industries of both countries.


	Thedevelopment of Belarus’s military potential as part of its military cooperation with Russia has evolved, from the former’s attempts to maintain relative sovereignty in the face of its stronger ally (aswas still visible in documents from the2000s) to focusing primarily on adapting to the needs of the Russian army. One manifestation of this significant self­-limitation was the plan and development concept for the Belarusian Armed Forces adopted in2011 (covering the periods until 2015 and 2020 respectively). Inthe State Armaments Programme for 2016–2020– which has been formally completed but not yet fully finalised (theimplementation of the most important projects has been postponed to the period after2020)– unquestioned priority has been given to those components of the Belarusian army that the Russian side has designated for cooperation under the RGF, and most of all the RADS (2009). Belarus has given up any attempts to comprehensively modernise its own armed forces (even if that just meant keeping up with the changes in the Russian army), and the changes which have taken place have been limited to giving up some of its military capabilities and– as the Belarusian side assumed– ceding them to itsneighbour. Thecontinuation of this trend, and with it confirmation that Minsk has accepted Russia’s perception of all military issues, was confirmed in the Plan for the Defence of Belarus and the Concept for the Build-up and Development of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus to2030 (see below) published in December2019.8


	
		Plan for the Defence of Belarus and the Concept for the Build-up and Development of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus to2030


	ThePlan for the Defence of Belarus consists of apackage of acts to regulate the functioning of the state in times of increasing external security threats and during wartime. Themost important of these are the Commander-in-Chief’s Decision on the defence of Belarus and the Directive on the defence of the country. These documents have not been made public, but the information that has been disclosed shows that they emphasise the prevention of aggression, strategic deterrence, and internal destabilisation as astarting point for aninternal armed conflict. Regarding the military integration of Belarus and Russia, special attention should be paid to the issue of strategic deterrence, in which field Minsk has no significant capabilities of its own. Itshould be assumed that these documents de facto include Belarus in the Russian strategic deterrence system.


	TheConcept for the Build-up and Development of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus to2030 defines the army’s composition, structure and tasks in times of peace and war. Theinformation revealed shows that its current composition and structure will be maintained, and that it will be developed through the intensification of training, retrofitting and technical modernisation. Funding will mainly be allocated to unmanned aerial vehicles, radar stations and electronic reconnaissance systems. Thedocu­ment also forecasts the modernisation of assault aviation and the continued modernisation of artillery, including missile systems. Ultimately, the Belarusian Armed Forces will get rid of all its morally and technically obsolete materials and equipment (this should be understood as the withdrawal from service of unmodernised types of post-Soviet weapons and military equipment). These goals will be achieved by increasing defence spending to 1.5%ofGDP.

	


	II. THE REGIONAL GROUP OF FORCES


	Thehistory of the RGF, i.e.the combined land formations of the western-oriented Belarusian and Russian armies, dates back to the end of the1990s. During the preparation of the documents constituting the future Union State, both countries agreed that it was in their strategic interest to integrate the land component of the Belarusian Armed Forces with its Russian counterpart. TheRGF was established on 22January1998, under anagreement signed by Alyaksandr Lukashenka and Boris Yeltsin in December1997.9 Initially, the grouping consisted of the Land Forces and Mobile Forces (asof2007, the Special Operations Forces) of the Belarusian Armed Forces (delegated to participate in the RGF as awhole) and the 20thArmy of the Russian Armed Forces’ Moscow, and now Western Military District (for more on the RGF’s potential, see Appendix). Thechanges in the command structure of the Belarusian army– above all the liquidation of the Land Forces command at the end of201110 (finalised in the spring of2012), as well as the joint strategic exercises– allow us to conclude that in the last decade, the RGF has become ade facto banner under which the Belarusian Armed Forces have gradually been incorporated into the Western Military District of the Russian Armed Forces.


	
		Territorial Defence


	Theestablishment of the Territorial Defence (TD) in2002 should be considered anattempt by the Lukashenka regime to maintain sovereignty over at least part of the Belarusian army, in the face of the real threat of Russia taking full command over Belarus’s operational forces. From the perspective of the integration of the Belarusian army with Russia, it was important to formally withdraw this structure from the Belarusian Armed Forces; as aresult, it did not become aformal part of the RGF. After being put under the control of civilian regional governors (incoordination with the Defence Ministry), from the very beginning the TD played the role of amobilisation facility– that is, areserve of manpower for the Belarusian Armed Forces. Atthe same time, it evolved towards becoming another internal security formation (associated with the ministries responsible forit) which could serve to discipline the public and perform tasks at the request of law enforcement agencies and local authorities during exercises. Because it has proved impossible to obtain proper equipment or training for the TD, the deliberations on whether to build up alight infantry formation on its basis were from the very beginning purely theo­retical. Atpresent, the military importance of this structure should be described as marginal.

	


	Asaresult of the liquidation of the Land Forces command, the last attribute of Belarusian independence in the preparation and conduct of land operations at the strategic and operational level has been lost: the national competences of the Belarusian armed forces now effectively end at the operational and tactical level. TheBelarusian operational commands– the Western in Hrodna and the North­-Western in Barysau– are equivalent to the commands of brigade­-structured combined arms corps, similar to the Russian formations (including the 11thArmy Corps in the Kaliningrad oblast), with alower status than that of the divisional­-structure Russian army command. TheCombat Training Directorate was established in November2011 for the current training (basic and tactical) of units in the structure of the General Staff of the Belarusian Armed Forces. However, the General Staff actually performs administrative functions concerning the Land Forces units subordinate to it, in the way that the Russian military district command did before the implementation of the reforms which gave it the competence of the joint land forces’ strategic command.


	Regardless of the above, during peacetime Belarus and Russia have relatively unanimously maintained their formal equality within the RGF, as manifested in the fact that Belarusian army officers also exercise command over joint structures and undertakings. Thegroup’s current functioning is invariably determined by the annual plans for joint exercises adopted by the defence ministries of both countries. TheBelarusian side, without questioning the use of its armed forces under Russian command during armed conflict (asindicated above all by the joint exercises, more on which later), does not want to formalise the rules of command in this structure during peacetime, for reasons of prestige. Inthis way, President Lukashenka continues to demonstrate his sovereignty over the army. So far, the Russian Federation has not striven to establish permanent RGF command structures during peacetime (even the Russian doctrinal documents do not take this into account), contenting itself with implementing successive programmes integrating the Belarusian components and units with the Russian ones (for alist of the Belarusian units integrated into the WMD, see Appendix). While allowing the President of Belarus formal sovereignty over his country’s armed forces, the Russian side is systematically attaching other elements of the Belarusian army that are important to it, and through their direct integration with their Russian counterparts (formations of troops and services in the WMD), is bringing them into the command structure of the Russian Armed Forces.


	This incorporation primarily involves combined reconnaissance, communication, radio­-electronic warfare (REW), technical and rear (logistic) security systems, and (most recently) topogeodesic and navigation systems developed under the banner of the RGF.11



	Joint Logistics Support


	TheRGF agreement on joint logistics support (inRussian: rear­-end protection) was the first of its kind to take effect (in2004); it states that the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation have the right to use material resources and infrastructure on the territory of Belarus during athreat (thedefinition of this term could only be assessed during the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, about which later) and during wartime.12 This agreement should be considered as the fundamental basis for both the organisation of joint activities (especially exercises) and the integration of successive types of troops and services.


	Itshould be concluded from the training activity of the RGF’s joint logistics that at present arelatively precise plan has been developed for the movement of Russian troops and the material resources necessary for operations onto the territory of Belarus. Aunified fuel service has also been established in the RGF’s joint logistics, whose responsibilities include the integration of the civilian fuel transport and distribution network for its potential use as part of amilitary operation (themain civilian partner is the Russian state­-owned company Transneft).13


	TheUnified System of Technical Support


	Inthe Unified System of Technical Support (hereinafter USTS), established in2005, the main role is played by the Belarusian Transport Troops (which are subordinate to the Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Belarus, but which also have competences with regard to other ministries’ transport security, mainly rail transport) and the Railway Troops of the Russian Armed Forces. Their cooperation is of fundamental importance for securing the transport of military units and materials: they are jointly responsible for the maintenance and repair of existing facilities and the expansion of railway lines and crossings, as well as the repair of ferry crossings, bridges and viaducts for automotive communication. Infrastructure projects under the USTS are carried out under the programmes of the Union State. Significantly, the completed programme for the years2016–20 is entitled Development and modernisation ofaunified system of technical support for the region’s railway network. Thesystem takes into account the capabilities not only of the above­-mentioned military formations, but also of civilian Belarusian and Russian railways.


	Joint Technical Support


	Theagreement on joint technical support in the Regional Group of Forces, signed in November2016,14 does not cover the USTS’s activities, but relates to the agreement on the joint logistics support of the RGF. However, it does draw upon another document from the end of the1990s: anagreement on the joint use of military infrastructure facilities.15 Although commentators have emphasised the options which the agreement on joint technical support of the RGF gives Russia with regard to the deployment of armaments and military equipment on the territory of Belarus (not only on the basis of the existing Belarusian infrastructure, but also the newly­-devised ‘joint’ projects),16 its provisions in this respect do not differ significantly from those adopted in previous documents. What is new, however, is the transfer to the Russian Defence Ministry of comprehensive material security for the “Belarusian part of the Regional Group of Forces”.17 Even if we consider that Moscow’s responsibility for equipping and supplying the Belarusian army relates to periods of increasing threat and wartime, this provision is anunequivocal admission that in the event of any conflict, the Belarusian Armed Forces will de facto become part of the Russian army.


	TheUnified Electronic Warfare System


	Ofthe support formations, the Unified Electronic Warfare System, established in December2009 on the basis of anagreement on cooperation in electronic warfare (EW; in Russian radio­-electronic warfare) issues, deserves aspecial mention. EW units are the only ones in the Russian Armed Forces whose potential has increased (three independent battalions have been formed from scratch). By the end of2012, the Belarusian formations of this type had been reorganised along the Russian model.18 Asaresult, aunified group has been created in the Kaliningrad oblast and Belarus which contains probably the largest saturation of various types of EW units in the world. Theparticipation of soldiers from Belarusian EW subunits in the competition to train the EW subunits of the Russian Armed Forces, which began in2017, is represen­tative of the general direction in which mutual relations within the RGF are developing. This is the first time that troops of the Belarusian Armed Forces have participated in such acompetition.


	Outside the main area of Russian interest are the strictly combat formations of the Belarusian Land Forces which comprise part of the RGF, as well as the Special Operations Forces, in terms of giving them capacities analogous with the Russian Airborne Forces. (Inrecent years the Russian Airborne Forces have become classic mechanised formations adapted to rapid air deployment; the Russian Special Operations Forces have mostly been deprived of hardware, particularly tracked combat vehicles). However, they are in fact being gradually integrated with their Russian counterparts. These processes do not apply to entire formations, though, but only to selected units, primarily from the Special Operations Forces. We can best estimate how useful the individual categories of Belarusian Forces troops &services would be for implementing Russian plans to deploy military potential in the western strategic direction by considering their joint exercises, as well as the scale and character of these units’ technical modernisation (see further).


	
		Russian military facilities in Belarus


	Theformal and legal Russian military presence in Belarus– going beyond military integration within the RGF and RADS– began in the mid-1990s. Inan agreement of 6January1995, the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation obtained the right to afree 25-year lease of two post­-Soviet military facilities for strategic purposes, which had anyway remained in Russian hands since the collapse of the USSR. Inreturn, Moscow cancelled some of Minsk’s energy debts, provided free training for the Belarusian military, and made the Ashuluk training ground available for the local air defence exercises. This agreement came into force on 7June1996 and will remain valid until 7June2021, after which it will be automatically renewed for another 25years. Belarus could have announced that it would withdraw (ornot) from the extension of the current terms until 6June2020, but– despite hints from the government in Minsk just before that deadline– it chose not to do so.


	TheArmed Forces of the Russian Federation lease two facilities from Belarus located on the latter’s territory:


	
			The‘Vileyka’ 43rdNaval Communication Centre (radio station RJH69 Antey), which has been operating since 22January1964. Itensures communication between the Main HQ of the Russian Navy and nuclear submarines, and also carries out tasks in the fields of radio­-technical reconnaissance and electronic warfare in the interests of the Strategic Missile Forces and the Russian Aerospace Force. Itis staffed by 350officers and ensigns, mainly from the Russian Navy. The43rdCommunications Centre remains one of the most important elements of Russia’s military infrastructure beyond its borders. Itis responsible for maintaining strategic connectivity throughout the North Atlantic.


			The‘Hantsavichy’ 474thIndependent Radio­-Technical Unit (ofthe Russian Aerospace Forces)– also known as ‘Kletsk-2’; an70M6 Volga ballistic missile early warning system radar station– which has been adefacto Russian facility since it started operation. Itwas constructed on the foundation of anunfinished Soviet base (construction started in1986, was suspended in1992, and then resumed in1996). Thecentre was launched in December2001 and came into full service on 1October2003. Thefacility is manned by2000 Russian troops. The‘Hantsavichy’ radar station, which was still of strategic importance at the beginning of the century, now plays acomplementary role in the new Russian early warning system, which is based on new radars from the Voronezh family (thewestern direction is served by two such stations, the ‘Lekhtusi’ in Leningrad oblast and the ‘­Pioniersky’ in ­Kaliningrad oblast).

	

	


	III. THE REGIONAL AIR DEFENCE SYSTEM


	Theclearest example illustrating the Belarusian Armed Forces’ ongoing strategic dependence on Russia is the agreement on the Unified Regional Air Defence System, signed in Moscow on 3February2009,19 and which came into force in March2012. Since April2016, when the completion of the RADS was announced, it has been known as the ‘Eastern European Joint Regional Air Defence System’ (aprotocol on amendments and additions to the agreement, taking into account the changes which had been made during its creation, was signed in Minsk in November2016).20 Itsfoundations were laid in the1990s (joint combat duty began on 1April1996), but for many years it functioned without any basic legal regulation. This was mainly due to resistance from the Belarusian government, which blocked the signing of the agreement for fear of losing sovereignty over asignificant part of its armed forces. Ultimately, however, Minsk agreed to the Russian proposal to create ajoint command that could also operate during peacetime.21


	According to the agreement concluded, command over the RADS is to be exercised by “the commander of the operational level formation of the air forces and air defence of one of the parties”. This puts the commander of the Belarusian Air Force (which corresponds as awhole to the structure and potential of– at most– one small operational unit of the Russian Aerospace Forces)22 in aposition equivalent to that of the commander of the 6thAir and Air Defence Army (AADA) of the WMD. This state of affairs subordinates the Belarusian unit to the Russian command at the strategic level (inthis case, the Joint Strategic Command ‘West’). Currently, the problem for the Belarusian side is not the question of ceding sovereignty over the Belarusian Air Force to Russia, but the fact that the Russian army is not interested in using, and thus in supporting, the maintenance of Belarus’s aviation and air defence as awhole, but only selected units of it (more on this later).


	TheRADS of Belarus and Russia is actually the equivalent of anair force ope­rational level formation– anair and air defence army. Themerger of the Belarusian Air Force and the Russian 6thAADA would nominally allow for the creation of ahigher­-level formation (operational and strategic); but due to its limited aviation potential, one can only perceive the first of these structures as reinforcing the second.23


	Until the agreement formally launching the RADS was signed, its activities were coordinated by ajoint operational group consisting of ten officers from Russia and Belarus. Russian officers were also delegated to the headquarters ofthose Belarusian detachments which were most important for the RADS’s functioning (these men formally entered service in the Belarusian army). Aspart of the training, the Belarusian Air Force subunits are included in the structures of the 6thAADA. Thehost of the RADS exercises is the commander­-in­-chief of the Russian Aerospace Forces (theRADS’s activities are coordinated by the Central Command Point of these forces), and the leadership of the Belarusian army acts as anobserver.


	So far– apart from the exercises– two practical aspects of the functioning of the RADS have been observed. Based on the agreement concerning the RADS, from the end of2013 to2016 Russian planes were rotated into Belarusian airbases (6multi­-role Su-27fighters and 3transporters in Babruisk, and 4Su-27s in Baranavichy).24 Officially, this represented ajoint response from both countries to NATO’s Air Policing mission in the Baltic countries, but it also coincided with the ‘hot’ period of Russia’s military intervention against Ukraine, and preceded political discussions on the Russian Federation possibly siting apermanent air base on the territory of the Republic of Belarus (President Lukashenka’s disagreement was supposed to emphasise the sovereignty of Minsk). Itcannot be ruled out that Russian ‘air policing’ will return to Belarus on the basis of the provision, signed at the defence ministries’ joint college in October2020, on the joint protection of the external border airspace of the Union State under the RADS.25


	Amuch more important aspect of the RADS’s operation– which directly undermines the neutrality Belarus declared in the Russian­-Ukrainian conflict– is the relocation to Baranavichy in March2014 of aRussian A-50airborne early warning and control (AEW&C) aircraft, whose main task was to observe the central and western parts of Ukraine. During its missions it was escorted not only by aRussian Su-27 but also by aBelarusian MiG-29. Minsk’s official position is noteworthy; it states that the Russian aircraft were conducting air reconnaissance in the interests of the Union State.26


	Thefrequent use by Russian military aircraft of airfields in Belarus demonstrates the relatively high freedom of movement which they have in the local airspace. This can be seen not only during joint exercises (more on which later), but especially during the basic training of Russian air regiments.


	Themodernisation of the Belarusian army’s air base carried out so far goes beyond the needs of the local air force or its merely periodic use by Russian aircraft. Itshould be assumed that its primary goal is to prepare the infrastructure to accept asignificant number of Russian planes (atleast two regi­ments of 24–36planes each)– temporarily or permanently. Itis noteworthy that of the four main Belarusian military airbases (Baranavichy, Babruisk, Lida and Machulishche), three are not being used to their full capacity (due to the low potential of Belarus’s air force; see Appendix), and one– in Babruisk– is used by the Russians alone.27 Since its modernisation, the Babruisk facility can host any type of aircraft used by the Russian Aerospace Forces, including the strategic bombers that were based there during the Soviet era.28 TheMachulishche airbase, which was renovated in2020, will probably have similar options (itis currently being used to asmall extent; Belarusian transport planes are stationed there).29


	Integration within the RADS, anessential element of which involved equipping Belarusian units with S-300missile systems, has allowed Russia to establish aso-called A2/AD zone. This has two levels: the ranges of theS-300 and S-400systems deployed in the Kaliningrad oblast coincide with the range of theS-300missiles located in Belarus. Asaresult, all NATO activity over the above-mentioned areas can be monitored by the Russian Federation (NATO planes in the Baltic states’ airspace are permanently within sight and range of Russian air defence systems).


	
		Anew Russian military base in Belarus?


	Apermanent element of Belarusian-Russian relations, and in abroader context Russia and/or Belarus’s relations with NATO, is the issue of the possible establishment of apermanent base for the Russian Armed Forces on the territory of the Republic of Belarus, regardless of the two post­-Soviet facilities which the Russian army already leases there. For more than two decades, most reports on this issue have been in the form of media discussions, while representatives of both countries’ governments and armed forces have referred to this issue less frequently. Asof now Minsk has raised the matter more often, but Moscow has so far been the only party to publish plans for such aproject.


	InSeptember2015, the Russian government raised the issue of concluding anagreement with Belarus to establish aRussian air base on its territory. Thetwo-week exchange of documents between the Russian government and President Putin resulted in the latter ordering negotiations with the Belarusian side and signing arelevant agreement, the draft of which was published on the Kremlin’s website.30 Theunusually public procedure for this issue, as well as the time when it was raised– amonth before the presidential elections in Belarus– suggest that the agreement was primarily anelement of Russia’s involvement in the electoral campaign. Itis noteworthy that military factors were raised last– only in November2015– and moreover, at arelatively low level (Gen.Aleksandr Lapkin, head of the Operations Department of the General Staff of the Russian Aerospace Forces, stated that asquadron of 12fighter planes and akey of 4combat support helicopters could be deployed at the Babruisk airfield).31 Inaddition, this happened after Lukashenka (after being re-elected) declared that aRussian air base in the Republic of Belarus was not needed, and that no talks with Russia had been conducted on this matter. In2018 Mikhail Babich, the Russian Federation’s then ambassador to Belarus, referred to the case: he said that Moscow had not proposed deploying amilitary base to Minsk, either overtly or covertly. Nevertheless, this does not change the fact that at the turn of2016, most commentators presented the Belarusian position as anoutright refusal to agree to apermanent Russian military presence on their territory, and thus as aconfirmation of its sovereignty and the tenacity of President Lukashenka against the Kremlin’s pressure.


	Thepossible deployment of aRussian military base on Belarusian territory (in2018, the head of Belarusian diplomacy, Uladzimir Makei, did not rule out such asolution, and presented it as aresponse to NATO’s actions in Poland and the Baltic states)32 should mainly be treated as apolitical demonstration of Moscow’s will to defend Belarus against animaginary threat from the West. Thealready existing legal and military infrastructure makes it possible to quickly relocate (even within 24hours) and reinforce the Russian units deployed in the adjacent regions of the Russian Federation to Belarus. This would be much faster than transferring troops between military districts within Russia, or even deploying the forces of the military district in the assigned strategic direction. Considering that the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation are preparing to conduct anoffensive operation on NATO’s eastern flank, the transfer of units (including apossible permanent military presence in Belarus) is of little importance, as before starting such anoperation they would anyway have to be moved there not only from the WMD but also from the Urals and the North Caucasus.

	


	IV. SCHOOLING BELARUSIAN ARMY PERSONNEL IN RUSSIA


	Most of the Belarusian Armed Forces’ personnel are schooled in-country, but in terms of specialist preparation, especially at the highest levels, Russian colleges lead the schooling. Belarus’s potential in this respect is seriously limited. Whereas for the vast majority of applicants anofficer’s career begins at local universities,33 over the following years of study and during further education, Russian institutions begin to dominate (for brigade and regiment commanders who are counting on further promotion, the operational and strategic course in Russia is effectively the only one available). Officers of the Belarusian army can be schooled in 19specialisations at home, compared to as many as52 in Russia.34


	Russian military education schools most of the Belarusian army’s cadres who later serve in the elite formations, which are the most active and cooperate most closely with the Russian Federation’s army structures. Russia also has de facto exclusivity in schooling Belarusian officers and NCOs to service the armaments and military equipment which it later supplies, as well as in schooling the personnel of units which cooperate with Russia as part of the above­-mentioned combined support and securing systems for the RGF (including logistics).


	Thelargest number of trainees is the staff (officers and NCOs) of the air defence’s ground component. Aspecial case is the Special Operations Forces’ officers, who can get schooling in Belarus in just two specialties: command of sub­-units and telecommunications systems. Inthe remaining areas (command above the battalion level, weapons systems operation,etc.), they are educated from scratch in higher officer schools in Novosibirsk and Ryazan (thelatter is home to the Russian Airborne Forces’ main university).


	After the size of the Republic of Belarus’s armed forces was stabilised at alevel not exceeding 50,000 military personnel, the number of candidates for Belarusian army officers has remained relatively constant for over adecade, fluctuating around1100. After2010, the number of students studying in Russia increased by over50%: from284 in the2011–12 academic year to383 in2016–17, and450 in2018–19.35 However, each year more officers and students from officer schools in Belarus have been educated at Russian military universities, along with participants in special courses and schooling (arise from600 to over 900personnel). Itis noteworthy that the significant increase in the number of Belarusian army officers schooled in the Russian Federation took place after Russia’s attack on Ukraine and the deterioration of relations with NATO. This increase is also related to the modernisation of the Belarusian Armed Forces.


	V. RUSSIAN-BELARUSIAN TRAINING ACTIVITY


	Belarusian­-Russian exercises under the RGF and RADS programmes are organised at all levels, from the tactical to the strategic. Every year, several dozen joint command­-staff and training­-ground exercises are held. However, while for the Russian Armed Forces these activities constitute just one of many elements of the training process, the Belarusian army primarily exercises on abilateral basis. Joint exercises (aspart of operational preparations and combat training) account for half of the projects carried out by the defence ministries of both countries (since2010, the total number has been about 120annually).36


	TheArmed Forces of the Republic of Belarus almost exclusively independently organise basic training for troops and exercises of sub­-units at the tactical level,37 as preparation for higher­-level exercises. Theassumptions of the training process and the plans for these exercises are developed taking into account the needs of cooperation within the RGF and RADS, i.e.in agreement with the Russian side. Moreover, in around half the cases, the independent training ground exercises conducted by sub­-units of the Belarusian army exclusively concern the relocation, deployment and supply of troops, and are associated with the limited use of precision ammunition. These types of restrictions do not apply to bilateral exercises: during these, the firing programme is carried out to the full extent.


	Asof2006, operational and strategic level exercises have been organised on anexclusively bilateral basis. Belarus’s attempt to organise this type of venture on its own in July2011– which was probably just apolitical demonstration– showed that it did not have the means to conduct afull training procedure, let alone conduct operations on its own.38 Apart from the Special Operations Forces formations and the ground component of the air defence system, Belarus does not have adequate stocks of precision ammunition (until2013, it had sporadically purchased air­-to­-air missiles from the Ukrainian military surplus in emergency mode; at this moment it currently has no other alternative than Russia in this regard).


	Aspart of its cooperation with the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation (initially within the CSTO’s Collective Operational Reaction Force), the area of Belarusian training activity has significantly expanded since2011. Units of the Belarusian Armed Forces have been moving further and further from the country’s borders for their exercises (toCentral Asia, the Far East, the Caucasus and even the Arctic); this was almost out of the question at the end of the first decade of this century, due to the position the Minsk government had adopted that the army should only be used in operations on Belarusian territory. Thetraining activity of the Belarusian troops remains at aconstant level, ensuring that the units delegated to permanent cooperation with Russian units are at ahigh level of readiness.



	1. Exercises at the operational and strategic level


	Within the overall military cooperation between Belarus and Russia, the joint exercises at the strategic level, formally organised as part of the RGF, are most noteworthy. Since2009, they have been held every two years, and the main centre of gravity of the military training activities within their framework alternates between the territory of Belarus (exercises codenamed ‘Zapad’ [West], held in2009, 2013 and2017; in autumn2020, preparations for the ‘Zapad-2021’ project were begun)39 and the Russian Federation (exercises codenamed ‘Union Shield’, carried out for the first time in2006 as acommand &staff under­taking, and then in2011, 2015 and2019). These are held in September as part of the completion of the training­-ground phase of the summer training period, which overlaps in both armies.


	Year by year, these undertakings have been gaining momentum (despite the official claim by Moscow and Minsk that, according to the agreements on confidence­-building measures under the OSCE, no more than 12,500soldiers from both sides participate in the exercises on Belarusian territory), and most of the Russian Armed Forces’ WMD potential has participated in them. Bela­rusian involvement has risen from nearly 5000soldiers in2009 (over10% of the personnel then employed full­-time in the armed forces) to over 9000 (nearly 20% of the total) in2017;40 this should be considered asignificant effort on Minsk’s part. This rise applies not only to the ‘Zapad’, but also to the ‘Union Shield’ exercises, in which Belarusian soldiers are transferred to Russian training grounds, constituting anadditional logistical challenge. Aspart of ‘Union Shield2019’, over 4000fully­-equipped military personnel were sent to Russia.41


	Scenarios for joint exercises at the strategic level include ahypothetical armed clash between ajoint Belarusian­-Russian force and agroup of NATO forces. Inthe last ‘Zapad’ exercises in2017, which were officially part of the strategic defence operation, the Russian Armed Forces held back the first enemy strike, conducting defence manoeuvres and waiting for the arrival of allied support– first from the Russian air force and airborne forces, and then from the 1stTank Army from the WMD, whose main task was to perform acounterstrike. Oneach occasion, the group of NATO countries played the role of the aggressor, although the RGF has not so far trained astrictly defensive opera­tion (theprevious assembly of Belarusian units on Russian territory as part of the ‘Union Shield’ cannot be seen as such; in the ‘Zapad’ exercises, Russian soldiers find themselves on Belarusian territory before they even begin), and it effectively always began the exercises with acounterstrike.


	Thescale of both countries’ military integration is evidenced by the relatively little publicised so-called strategic command &staff training with the central state management institutions of the Russian Federation. Inthis undertaking– based on acommand &staff exercise carried out in parallel by the Northern Fleet and selected units of the WMD and the Russian Airborne Forces– command representatives of the ministry of defence &the General Staff of the Belarusian Armed Forces were delegated to Russian control and command structures.42


	Thefirst step in the operational­-scale exercises, which initially mainly covered the RADS, was the Russian component’s participation in the Belarusian exercises. Next came the operations carried out in Belarus within the wider context of the activities being carried out in Russia at the same time (‘Autumn2008’ in Belarus was included in the ‘Stability2008’ exercises held in the Russian Federation); then finally the Belarusian formations began participating in Russian training. Since the start of the second decade of this century, the RADS has been directly involved in the 6thAADA’s exercises (codenamed ‘Ladoga’); the basic Belarusian elements participating therein are the air defence’s ground component and the airfields to which Russian planes are deployed (theparti­cipation of Belarusian aviation in these joint endeavours is increasingly symbolic).43 Itis noteworthy that the exercises in the preparation and use of the RADS that have been taking place since2017 are of acommand­-staff nature only, and in August2018 they were treated as part of the wider CIS’s Joint Air Defence System project entitled ‘Regional Security2018’. One should also note that the activities of the so-called standby forces within it were headed by Major­-General Igor Golub, the commander of the Air Force and Air Defence of the Republic of Belarus– as commander of the RADS.44


	Along with the development of combined support and securing systems within the RGF, operational­-scale exercises for electronic warfare, communications, reconnaissance, and units responsible for transport and supply also began. These took place on anunprecedented scale in2017, officially forming part of the preparations for the ‘Zapad’ exercises. Particular attention was paid to the exercises of the united EW system carried out in May that year, in which some Russian subunits carried out tasks on the territory of Belarus from places of permanent relocation in the Western Military District (thelast time electronic warfare exercises of this scale took place was in the1980s), as well as exercises in the RGF’s joint rear in August2017. Aspart of these latter manoeuvres, exercises took place in both Russia and Belarus on the deployment and defence of pipelines transmitting fuel to the operation area (with the participation of Transneft), and on setting up rail crossings for Russian units assembling on Belarusian territory.45


	2. Tactical-level exercises


	Atthe tactical level, joint exercises of the Belarusian Special Operations Forces and the Airborne Forces of the Russian Federation (attraining grounds in both countries), as well as the ground component of the Belarusian air defence as part of the training of Russian air defence missile regiments and missile brigades (attraining grounds in Russia), have been held continuously since2009. Since the middle of the2010s, the tactical exercises of subunits within the united systems of the RGF (which became operational in2017) have also become increasingly important. Until2013, the participation of Belarusian sub­-units in activities of this type on Russian territory was limited to multilateral undertakings organised under the banner of the CSTO Collective Operational Reaction Forces or the CIS’s Joint Air Defence System (aspart of the annual ‘Combat Community’ exercises); any purely bilateral exercises– as opposed to those at the strategic level– only took place sporadically. Since2014, the norm– mainly training sub­-units of the Special Operations Forces– has been tactical exercises of abilateral nature.46 Subunits of the Belarusian army also use the Russian military training base for independent training.47


	Thejoint field exercises of the formation of the Belarusian Special Operations Forces &the Airborne Forces of the Russian Federation are unique in terms of the military integration of both countries. They are characterised by the exchange of soldiers between units: the Belarusian sub­-unit trains within alarger Russian unit and vice versa, and mixed sub­-units also exist. This type of exercise was preceded by the introduction of Russian standards to Belarusian units, and by2016 the two forces’ nomenclatures had also been unified (theBelarusian army’s former mobile brigades are now– like Russia’s– referred to as air assault brigades).


	Thefirst exercises of these mixed subunits took place in April (near Hrodna) and September (inthe Pskov region) of2012, as part of the winter and summer training periods respectively.48 Asof2017, their number has risen to three per year; additionally, the Russian­-Belarusian contingent participates in CORF exercises (most often in Central Asia). In2016–19, soldiers of both countries also participated in joint exercises of airborne formations with Serbian troops under the codename of ‘Slavic Brotherhood’; they were held in abilateral format for the first time in2020.49 However, the two­-time (in2015 and2016) participation of Belarusian troops in the exercises of the Russian Airborne Forces in the Arctic (including landing near the North Pole) should be considered the most spectacular form of cooperation.50


	These operations so far show that during wartime the units of the Special Operations Forces of the Republic of Belarus will be included in the Russian Airborne Forces. Depending on the operational demands, the Belarusian air assault brigades will become part of the Russian airborne divisions (astheir fourth regiments; in the structure of the Russian Airborne Forces, the brigade and the regiment differ slightly in the number of support subunits, in favour of the former); alternatively, they will be distributed by battalions among the Russian divisions and brigades. This second option is supported by the persistent differences in the two forces’ equipment, and hence also in their training (Belarusian brigades are lighter formations, focused mainly on carrying out sabotage and reconnaissance tasks), and also by the assignment of partners observed during the exercises. Each Russian unit has apermanent Belarusian partner, and the Belarusian brigades’ sub­-units train with various Russian units.51


	In2017 the training programme of the Special Operations Forces of the Republic of Belarus and the Airborne Forces of the Russian Federation grew to cover the training of soldiers in the use of the host country’s weapons; this included training Belarusian sub­-units in the use of the latest BMD-4M infantry fighting vehicles and BTR­-MDM armoured personnel carriers. In2020, this procedure was extended to subunits of the Belarusian Land Forces: the19thMechanised Brigade (MB), which was participating in the ‘Caucasus2020’ exercises at the Kapustin Yar training ground in Astrakhan oblast, received tanks, armoured combat vehicles and self­-propelled artillery from the hosts (including BMP-3 infantry fighting vehicles not used by the Belarusian army).52


	Theair defence missile units equipped with the S-300, Tor-M2 and Buk systems only train on training grounds in Russia: Ashuluk (inAstrakhan oblast) and Telemba (inBuryatia). Their subordination to Russian regiments or brigades during this time, however, is primarily related to additional (apart from missile shooting) training in the fields of communication and command procedures. Itshould be assumed that, due to their specific nature, air defence units will operate from Belarusian territory within the framework of the currently existing grouping (this assumption is also supported by the fact that officers delegated from the Russian Armed Forces serve with them).


	VI. ARMS SUPPLIES FOR THE ARMED FORCES OF BELARUS


	TheArmed Forces of the Republic of Belarus are fully dependent on Russia for their supplies of weapons and military equipment in terms of means of warfare (including small arms), and also to alarge extent for the supply of spare parts for the post­-Soviet equipment which is still the basis of their arsenal.53 Without its cooperation with Russia, Belarus would also be unable to service its weapons and military equipment on its own. Pursuant to the agreement on the development of military­-technical cooperation signed on 10December2009, assuming the mutual supply of weapons and military equipment during periods of increasing threat and during wartime (this document came into force in February2011), these are delivered to Belarus at the same standard as the Russian Armed Forces receive them, and at the same prices.54 Theabove agreement is supplemented by the agreement mentioned earlier on the joint technical support of the RGF (2November2016), concerning issues related to the modernisation of the infrastructure.55


	Although Russia is not the sole supplier of equipment for the Russian Armed Forces, its position in this respect is dominant. Since the first transaction in1998 to the end of2019, the total value of Belarusian imports of arms and military equipment from Russia amounts to US$1.3billion, which accounted for 96.5% of the Belarusian army’s external purchases in1992–2019 (therest is from Ukraine, total US$43million, and China, total US$4million; see Table2). Most of these transactions took place after2011 (previously, external purchases of weapons for the military had been sporadic). Thelargest items were aircraft and helicopters (atotal of US$524 million, US$260 million of which came under the contract to supply Su-30SM multi­-role combat aircraft in2019, more on which later), air defence systems (US$393 million), rockets and guided missiles (US$242 million) and tanks (US$101 million).56


  

	Table 2. Belarusian expenditure on the purchase of arms and military equipment in2011–2019 (US$millions)
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	Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, www.sipri.org.

	


	Despite Russia’s declared intention of achieving the full interoperability of both armies, it does not treat the technical modernisation of the Belarusian Armed Forces as apriority of military integration. One characteristic feature of Russian policy in the field of arms supply is its systematic supplementation or replacement of arms in those Belarusian army formations which directly secure the support, movement and development of Russian Armed Forces groupings on the territory of Belarus. This primarily concerns the ground component of air defence. Theremaining Belarusian units are on the margins of technical modernisation, and they only started receiving new equipment after the outbreak of the Russian­-Ukrainian conflict, while the amounts of arms and military equipment transferred to them are still merely symbolic.


	Thesituation in Belarusian military aviation should be considered particularly dramatic, as it is now only one­-sixth of the size it was compared to the potential inherited from the Soviet army (see below). This applies less to the land forces, as Belarus has retained relative independence concerning their supplies thanks to the enormous amount of arms and military equipment left over from the Soviet Union until recently.


	
    	Thedegradation of Belarusian military aviation


	Ofthe more than 200aircraft inherited by the Belarusian Air Force from the USSR at the end of the2010s, 24MiG-29 fighters were still in operational service (13had been partially modernised by Belarusian industry to the MiG-29BM standard in the middle of the2000s), as were 12Su-25s (about 20aircraft of both types were still in storage, most likely for spare parts). According to the original plans, both types of plane were to have been withdrawn from service by the end of2020 and replaced with new or modernised ones. Due to the shifting deadline for acquiring new aircraft, in2015 adecision was made to overhaul 10 of the MiG-29 fighters; these are to remain in service until the ordered Su-30SMs have been delivered. Inturn, the Yak-130 planes– due to their ability to perform assault tasks– were treated as successors of theSu-25. Taking the deliveries of the Su-30SMs and Yak-130s into account, at the beginning of the2020s Belarus’s military aviation will in fact have 24combat­-capable aircraft (thecombat value of the unmodernised Su-25 and (despite the renovations) the MiG-29, is already illusory).


	For over adecade, the Belarusian army tried to obtain the Su-30K multi­-role fighters previously owned by India, which were stored at the 558thAircraft Repair Plant in Baranavichy. Eighteen planes produced in the mid-1990s were transferred to the facility as asubcontractor of their manufacturer (theRussian corporation Irkut) with the intention of overhauling and retrofitting them before selling them on to Sudan or Vietnam. Themain obstacle to acquiring these planes were the high costs for Belarus; Irkut estimated the value of these machines at US$360 million, which was not anexorbitant price, but accounted for more than half of Belarus’s annual military expenditure at that time. Eventually, at the beginning of the2010s they were sold to Angola.

	


	Theapproach both sides take to the supply of arms makes it possible to trace how they think about military integration. Themost telling example is Belarus’s many years of fruitless efforts to obtain new (orat least newer than those it currently uses) combat aircraft (see above).57 Inretrospect, it should be assumed that Russia’s actions were primarily aimed at significantly reducing the potential of Belarus’s military aviation, and thus, in fact, at preventing this country from conducting independent actions on the battlefield.


	Itis significant that Belarus treats its participation in joint military ventures as anargument which justifies its demand that Russia– for which the sale of arms to Belarus is just amarginal amount of this branch of export58– should assume the costs of rearming and modernising the Belarusian army. However, this postulate is no longer apolitical or economic bargaining chip (anarmy for arms), but rather aveiled appeal from President Lukashenka to the Kremlin for non­-returnable financial aid in the event of adeterioration in the state of the Belarusian Armed Forces.


	TheState Armaments Programme for 2016–2020 is anexpression of Minsk’s reconciliation with Moscow’s policy regarding the supply of arms and military equipment to the Belarusian army. Ithas completely abandoned the comprehensive rearmament plans contained in the previous document adopted adecade earlier,59 and is now solely focused on the needs of its ally; the issues of new equipment for land and air forces are now treated purely symbolically. Theintention to continue the current direction of technical modernisation is indicated by the revealed assumptions of the concept for the construction and development of the Russian Armed Forces to2030.60


	1. Air defence systems


	Theground component of the Belarusian army’s air defence has been successively modernised since2005. By far the largest acquisition by the Belarusian Armed Forces during their entire existence has been the S-300 long­-range air defence missile systems; these have been transferred in stages from the Russian army’s stores, where they are being replaced by the newer­-generation S-400s. Since2006, Belarus has received atotal of 16S-300PS battalions (eight systems in each battalion), and asupply of at least 300missiles. Thefirst 72systems of the older S-300PS version to be delivered were modernised in Russia in2012–2016, and the entire renovation process was completed in May2016.61


	TheBelarusian Armed Forces received the S-300 systems for free, only incurring the costs of their renovation and modernisation. Thenumber of S-300s it owns means that Belarusian territory may be considered one of the most saturated with ground­-based air defence in the world. Onamuch smaller scale, from December2011 the Russian Federation provided Belarus with more modern medium-range Tor-M2 missile systems, analogous to those used by the Russian army. InNovember2018 (amonth ahead of schedule), the fifth and last battery of this system was put into service, which (together with the supplies previously delivered) gives atotal of 20systems with asupply of 350­rockets.62 InAugust2020, the Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Belarus signed acontract with their producer (theRussian company Almaz­-Antey) to service the Tor-M2 systems and modernise the missiles for the S-300.63 Alist of the units of the Armed Forces of Belarus supplied with the above­-mentioned equipment is presented in the Appendix.



	2. CISR systems


	Itis worth noting that although the Belarusian armaments industry has the capacity to build modern radar stations, the country’s armed forces receive equipment manufactured entirely in Russia, or at most equipment produced as part of Russian­-Belarusian cooperation. Since2011, the Radio­-Technical Troops of the Republic of Belarus have been receiving automated command systems (Bor, Polyana-RB and Rif-R) produced jointly with Russian companies. In2015, the new Russian­-Belarusian Rosa-RB radar stations entered service, although in2016 the army adopted the Russian 59H6-E Protivnik-G three­-coordinate radar, the first examples of which were delivered to units in2018;64 by the end of2020 they should have received atotal of six such devices. In2020, deliveries of the Russian 12A6 Sopka-2M radar stations began, and the acquisition of the 48Ya6Podlet station is also planned (deliveries of the latter were also to have begun before2020).65


	Thesituation is similar in the field of the unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) used by subunits of the Land Forces and Special Operations Forces for the reconnaissance and correction of artillery fire. Thepotential of Belarusian industry in the field of UAV supplies is not being used to the full, and since2015 only one small reconnaissance drone model resulting from Russian­-Belarusian coope­ration, the Berkut-2, has been added to the resources of the Russian Armed Forces. In2018, Belarusian artillery units started using Russian Supercam S-350UAVs, analogous to those used by the Russian Armed Forces.66



	3. Aircraft


	Themost important element of the State Armaments Programme for 2016–2020 was the acquisition– for the first time since the establishment of the Belarusian Armed Forces– of new combat aircraft, helicopters and tanks. However, these purchases are just adrop in the ocean of the army’s needs. In2015–19, the Belarusian Air Force received atotal of 12Yak-130 training &light combat aircraft (similar to those introduced into the arsenal of Russian training aviation, although– as the park of post­-Soviet Su-25 attack aircraft has been worn away over time– these were directed to the combat unit; these planes’ crews are trained entirely in Russia, and the same is true of the other purchases),67 and 12Mi-8MTV-5 combat support helicopters in the years2016–17 (tomake cooperation between the Special Operations Forces subunits and the Russian Airborne Forces easier).


	InFebruary2016, Belarus and Russia signed acontract for the delivery of 12Su-30SM multi­-role combat aircraft (thesame as those introduced into service in the Russian Aerospace Forces), although it was only finally approved in June2017. Originally, deliveries were to start in2018 and end in2020; however, while the agreement was still in force, the Russian side reported that the deadline would be moved (itwas even suggested that they would start no earlier than2020).68 Thefirst 4Su-30SM were received by the Belarusian air force in November2019,69 and the next ones were to have come into service in2020 and2021. By January2021, however, the Russian side had not provided the next batch of planes, nor any information on the reasons for the delay. Itshould be noted that delivering 12aircraft over athree­-year period was not amajor challenge for Russian industry; since the beginning of the2010s, the number of planes newly built for both the Russian Aerospace Forces and for export has reached 100per year (this figure does not include modernised aircraft). Itshould be assumed that Russia is still guided by the assumption of the maximum limitation of Belarus’s ability to undertake air operations.


	Apart from military and technical issues, the contract to supply the Su-30s has highlighted the negligence of Belarusian defence spending. Although it is related to arelatively small number of planes, delivered at discount (i.e.internal Russian) prices, the cost is still higher than the Belarus Defence Ministry’s annual budget.70



	4. Armoured weapons


	TheLand Forces of the Republic of Belarus have waited the longest for regu­lar deliveries of weapons– aquarter of acentury. Thedomestic modernisation programmes (including the most publicised, concerning the Polonez multiple launch rocket system: see further) ended with the delivery of afew items at best, and most often with the development of aprototype; meanwhile the first one to be implemented on alarger scale (themodernisation of the BTR-70 wheeled armoured personnel carrier to the BTR-72MB1 standard) is based on Russian KAMAZ-7403 engines. Thebreakthrough in this field was the start of the modernisation of T-72B tanks in Russia to the T-72B3 stan­dard, which is being implemented on amass scale for service in Russian Armed Forces units. Compared to the original version, which is the basic equipment of Belarusian armoured units, they are de facto next­-generation machines.


	Thefirst four items were delivered to Belarus in June2017. They went not to the line unit, but to the 969thTank Reserve Base, the main task of which is maintenance and repair.71 This allows us to assume that priority has been given to preparing teams to ultimately service the machines that will be delivered to Belarus as part of the Russian Armed Forces grouping (this was confirmed by the ‘Zapad-2017’ exercises). Thefirst tanks for the Belarusian army’s line unit, the 120thMechanised Brigade (MB)– in the number of10 (company equipment)– were not delivered until November2018, and by the end of2020 the army should have received 11more (for another company, plus abattalion command vehicle); however, the delivery of only five has been confirmed.72 Itis noteworthy that the acquisition of the second batch of modernised T-72B3s required anew contract to be signed with the Russian manufacturer, and the full rearmament first battalion of the 120thMB will most likely require another agreement; this will realistically postpone the completion of the project until2022.


	According to the original– unusually modest– assumptions, under the State Armaments Programme for 2016–2020, the rearmament of the battalion (three company sets; in the Russian mechanised brigades, the tank battalion has afour­-company structure) should have been completed by the end of2020.73 Apart from the fact that only half of the order was completed within the above­-mentioned period, if the assumed pace had been maintained, the replacement of the tank park within the current structure of the Belarusian Land Forces would only have been completed around the year2050.74 This proves that developing the offensive potential of the Belarusian army’s land component is– at best– at the bottom of the list of Russian priorities (itcannot be ruled out that Moscow is deliberately seeking to limit its main ally’s offensive capabilities as much as possible). Itshould be assumed, however, that as the technical modernisation of the Russian Armed Forces progresses on the one hand, together with the incorporation of the Belarusian Armed Forces into the Russian army on the other, the process of rearming the Belarusian troops will accelerate.


	
		ThePolonez multiple launch rocket system and Belarusian-Chinese cooperation


	Themost spectacular attempt to diversify production and reduce the dependence of the Belarusian armaments industry on cooperation with Russia, while at the same time presenting the Belarusian armed forces with anoffer other than one from Russia, is the Polonez multiple launch rocket system project. Itwas created over arelatively short period of several months on the basis of Belarusian­-Chinese cooperation, and in August2016 (after the tests were completed in May) the Belarusian army adopted it under the designationV-200. Thelauncher consists of the Belarusian MZKT-7930 Astrolog chassis with an8×8wheel base (which is also used by the Russian Iskander systems, among others) with acontainer that can hold Chinese 301-mm A200 missiles with arange of 200km, or (after tests carried out in2017) M20s with arange of 280km (thelauncher with these missiles has the designationV-300). Despite asignificant media campaign (by Belarusian standards) and the Polonez’s undoubted advantages, its deliveries to the Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus ended in September2016 after only six items had been delivered to the 336thRocket Artillery Brigade (based in Asipovichy, Mahiliau oblast)– the only unit of this type in the Belarusian army. So far, the system’s only buyer has been Azerbaijan, which ordered 10V-300 launchers, the first four of which it received in June2018. Inthe Belarusian army, the V-200launchers have mainly been used for testing purposes (attraining grounds in Russia and Kazakhstan), or been displayed in military parades. Domestically, they are only being used for ‘dry’ firing (virtually, with the aid of computer simulations); at training grounds, meanwhile (for example during the ‘Zapad-2017’ exercises), post­-Soviet B-30 Smerch multiple rocket launchers have been used.


	Itis noteworthy that Russia has so far not publicly made any comments on the Belarusian­-Chinese cooperation to create anew type of offensive weapon. What is more, half of the chassis used in the Polonez launchers consist of components produced in Russia. Moscow also unofficially sponsored the contract to supply the systems to Azerbaijan, for which it is the main supplier of weapons. After the Russian Federation sold anexport version of the Iskander missiles with arange of up to 300km to Armenia (Yerevan, still in military alliance with Moscow, has criticised its rearming of the Azerbaijani army)– they have asimilar range, but less destructive potential– the Belarusian­-Chinese Polonez came to be perceived as anideal way to restore the relative military balance between Armenia and Azerbaijan.


	From the point of view of the potential equipping of the Belarusian army, the Chinese companies are niche projects in which Russia does not intend to participate, and does not see as posing any threat to its position or interests in Belarus. In2012, the Belarusian Armed Forces received 22light armoured cars as agift from the PRC; then in2017 they contracted the delivery of 30more, newer models, which is of marginal importance regarding the technical modernisation of the army (especially since the recipient of the vehicles will most likely be the Internal Forces of the Interior Ministry). This does not mean that China has not made attempts– even in the previous decade– to establish cooperation with Belarus in other areas, including air defence reconnaissance and countermeasures. Thefact that this cooperation did not bear any fruit, and the failure to continue these activities, allows us to assume that Russia adopted astance of clear opposition towards it.

	


	VII. COOPERATION BETWEEN THE ARMS INDUSTRIES OFBELARUS AND RUSSIA


	Due to its location on the border during the Soviet period, there were no large plants producing the basic categories of weapons and military equipment on the territory of present­-day Belarus. Theonly exception was the MAZ plants, although these did not produce weapons, but platforms for armaments. Thebusinesses in this area functioned as sub­-suppliers, and specialised in the production of equipment and subassemblies. After the collapse of the USSR, their number decreased significantly, but the structure remained unchanged.


	TheBelarusian defence industry is currently arelatively well­-developed, internally coherent complex focused on the development of information and telecommunications technologies, automated command systems, electronic­-optical systems, instrumentation, and modernisation packages for the armaments and military equipment of Soviet and Russian construction based on them (aviation, armour, air defence). Themodernisation plans only assume adeepening of the already­-existing specialisations. Belarus is not attempting to develop independent production of weapons and ammunition. Itsarmed forces’ demand for platforms, weapons, ammunition, communications and spare parts is fully satisfied by imports from Russia on favourable terms (atinternal Russian prices) within the Union State and the CSTO.


	TheBelarusian arms industry operates mainly through cooperation with the Russian Military­-Industrial Complex (MIC). Most Belarusian enterprises work closely with Russian businesses; in some cases, they are formally part of Russian holdings. However, the number of cooperating companies is systematically decreasing: in August2020 it was estimated at250–300,75 while in November2018 the State Authority for Military Industry of Belarus reported that there were about 99local enterprises supplying 1880segments and components of armaments &military equipment for 255MIC entities. Atthe beginning of the2010s, meanwhile, up to 400Russian plants were cooperating with 120Belarusian plants.


	Asignificant role in the progressive reduction of the number of enterprises belonging to the Belarusian defence industry was played by the consolidation of the MIC, combined with the liquidation of some of the unprofitable plants. Asaresult, the number of partners from Russia fell to180 in the middle of that decade (there were 120Belarusian businesses), and the current level was reached after the consolidation and bankruptcy of some of the enterprises in Belarus. Inthe peak period of the exchange in2015– after the sudden severance of cooperation ties between Russian and Ukrainian companies, and the subsequent takeover of some contracts by Belarusian plants– the value of supplies from Belarus was estimated at15% of the value of Russian defence orders.76


	Defence Systems (inRussian Oboronnye Sistemy), the largest interstate financial and industrial group (inRussian MFPG), was established on 11February2000 (Armenia joined on 10December2016). Itincludes 12Russian and 5Belarusian enterprises. Together they offer amodernisation package for the Pechora-2M missile system (which initially was the basic purpose of the holding’s existence). Nearly 280Russian enterprises (which are mostly not part of the arms industry) provide materials and components for the Minsk Wheel Tractor Plant (inRussian MZKT, part of the MFPG; it was separated off from the Minsk Automobile Plant [MAZ] in1991), and 95% of the company’s production is exported (over 50% goes to Russia).77 TheUragan-1M missile launchers and rockets (from the Iskander short­-range ballistic missiles, through Yars intercontinental ballistic missiles, to Bal and Bastion anti­-ship missiles) are mounted on the wheeled platforms manufactured by MZKT– in total, 60types of weapons and military equipment– as well as specialised support vehicles (such as the radar­-location wheeled platform of the S-400system).78 Itis worth noting that while MZKT also sells its products to other countries, in recent years Russia has remained the only external recipient of the platforms developed there for the assembly of weapons and military equipment.


	From the perspective of cooperation with the MIC, the company Peleng, which produces optoelectronics, should be considered the leader of the Belarusian arms industry. Incooperation with the Russian Uralvagonzavod and UKBTM design bureau (Nizhny Tagil), it produces the Sosna-U infrared sights for the modernised T-72tanks, and together with the Volgograd optical­-mechanical plant (aspart of the Vizir joint enterprise, based on the technologies of the French Thales concern), it organised the production and supply of tank sights (ESSA for the T-90S and PLISA for the T-80U) and infantry fighting vehicles (Buklet for the BMP-3) to the Russian army.79 Theitems of cooperation (materials, semi­-finished products, elements/subassemblies, training and support) are delivered to each other without customs restrictions, quantitative amounts or licenses (onthe basis of the cooperation agreement of 20May1994).


	Another significant supplier is Integral, which produces components for radio­-electronics industry enterprises (asof2013 it has done so under aspecial programme of the Union State codenamed ‘Osnova’ [English ‘foundation, basis’]);80 among others, it provides on-board equipment for Russian­-made combat aircraft.81 InJune2015, the REB Technology consortium was established, bringing together agroup of Belarusian entities within the Russian Radio­-Electronic Technologies Concern (inRussian KRET) which are involved with the modernisation of radio­-electronic combat complexes.82


	While cooperation with Belarusian enterprises has primarily been of benefit to the Russian defence industry (primarily due to the lower costs), for Belarus, whose territory mainly hosts plants producing unfinished elements, sub­assemblies and details for armaments and military equipment, cooperation with Russia is largely acondition for survival, and only secondarily does it allow the country to act as alegal re-exporter and supplier of post­-Soviet and Russian weapons. Thevast majority of the Belarusian arms industry’s production is targeted directly at the Russian market (in2019, over30%83), or through it to third­-country markets, and it often functions as ameans of repaying loans incurred by the Russian Federation. Itshould be remembered that Russia remains the main, and often the only recipient of Belarusian products intended for strictly military purposes. Most arms enterprises in the Republic of Belarus also produce for the civilian market, some even primarily. Another issue is the fact that Belarusian exports of arms and military equipment include services concerning the repair and servicing of post­-Soviet equipment, mainly provided to African and Asian markets.84


	Despite its broad scope, the financial value of the cooperation between Belarus and Russia’s defence industries (interms of the mutual supplies of components and subassemblies for the production of armaments and military equipment) is not significant. Themain Russian arms exporter, Rosoboroneksport, estimated it at US$1billion in2019 (starting in2001).85 Ifthe current trends related to the transfer by Moscow to Minsk of increasingly technically complex versions of equipment continue, the Belarusian enterprises will become merely subcontractors of Russian entities, forced to adapt to their technical standards.


	CONCLUSIONS AND PROSPECTS


	After independence, Belarus never really began to build asovereign army. ­However, it would not be true to say that the process of merging and unifying the potentials of the Russian and Belarusian armies, which has been especially noticeable since the creation of the Union State, does in fact represent reintegration. That could have happened if the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation had remained atruly Soviet army. Since the turn of the millennium, however, Moscow has done agreat deal of work to break with the post­-Soviet military heritage, apart from the traditions it inherited. TheRussian army is today acompletely different structure than the Armed Forces of the USSR, and it would be impossible to reintegrate any post­-Soviet army with it now. Theformer ties which remained on the Belarusian side, due to inertia, were systematically severed by Russia by introducing new elements to the reform of its armed forces: shaping asystem of joint commands in the strategic directions, professionalising its personnel, and continuing the process of technical modernisation. Integration with the Russian army requires adapting to its present form.


	Ofitself, Minsk is unable either to keep up with the changes in the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, or to build amodern army; there are not enough material or financial resources to do so. Alyaksandr Lukashenka systematically ceded his country’s defence potential and sovereignty to Russia for asimple reason: the army was not treated as apriority from the point of view of current policy, and the President was also able to ease the burden on the state budget in this way, thus guaranteeing himself the relative stability of the system of power for many years. Loyalty to Moscow in military matters was seen as aguarantee of good relations and financial support, at least in the field of security. Theevents that have taken place in Belarus since the rigged presidential elections in August2020 show that Lukashenka has ultimately been unable to guarantee this stability, and his sovereignty over the army is strictly symbolic. Any gestures by the army against the public protests against the electoral fraud, to which he referred, would have had to fit into its exercise schedule.86 Themilitary demonstration of strength against NATO was only influenced by the Kremlin’s concern about the development of the situation in Belarus, and the main role– that is, the extension of the exercises in terms of both duration and planning– was played by Russian units.87


	Theintegration of the Belarusian Armed Forces with the Russian army observed since the1990s should in fact be regarded as agradual incorporation, which– despite the differences between the Russian army and the USSR’s Armed Forces– brings back associations with the Belarusian Military District that existed in Soviet times. Due to the changes currently taking place, however, such acomparison should be considered as unjustified. TheSoviet army grouping within the Belarusian Military District was acomplex entity, maintaining the correct proportions between the various types of troops and services; as aresult it allowed for relatively independent operations at the operational and strategic level (asone of the westward fronts). Themodern Belarusian army is evolving towards aspecialised structure in the field of support and securitisation of operations, and its purely combat functions are becoming more and more symbolic. While formally remaining anally of the Russian Armed Forces, it in fact only serves as asubsidiary of them.


	Asaresult, we should consider the military integration of Belarus and Russia as aone­-sided process. Itsgoal is to adjust the military potential of the Republic of Belarus to the standards and operational needs of the Russian Armed Forces in the western strategic direction. TheBelarusian army is bound to close coope­ration with the Russian army at every level of operation. TheBelarusian Land Forces and the Special Operations Forces (thelatter is not aformation identical to special forces in the Western or even Russian understanding, but rather apoor counterpart of the Russian Airborne Forces) have been delegated to the RGF, while the Belarusian Air Force is acomponent of the RADS. Inboth cases, the Belarusian side is partnered by the operational (military) level formations, while in reality command over the RGF and the RADS is exercised by the Joint Strategic Command ‘West’.


	TheBelarusian army’s potential is incoherent. Thedegree of the sub­-units’ training and equipment depends on the degree of their cooperation with the Russian troops and the operational needs of the Russian Armed Forces, as mentioned above. Interms of training and technical modernisation, priority has been given to the air defence’s ground component, electronic warfare, communications and broadly understood support formations, as well as to selected sub­-units of the Special Operations Forces which are in permanent cooperation with the Russian army. This allows us to assume that the main task of the Belarusian troops is to secure the transfer and deployment of Russian Armed Forces groups (both the land and air components) on its territory. Thepotential of the Belarusian Armed Forces’ remaining units is maintained at alevel that allows for periodic participation in exercises with Russian units; in asituation of extremely limited modernisation activities, however, the level of this parti­cipation is now systematically falling. Belarusian military aviation has practically ceased to exist, and the armoured and mechanised formations which are still on the margins of the technical modernisation programme have effectively been designated for liquidation.


	Thepossible deployment of aRussian military base in Belarus should mainly be treated as adeclaration of both countries’ political will, as well as ademonstration of Moscow’s determination to defend its territory. Theexisting infrastructure allows for the rapid relocation and deployment in Belarus of units deployed in the adjoining oblasts of the Russian Federation: that could be done much faster than transferring troops between military districts within Russia, or even deploying the military district forces in the strategic direction assigned to it. Considering that the Russian army is preparing to conduct anoffensive operation on NATO’s eastern flank, their possible permanent military presence in Belarus would be of no military significance, because before the operation begins, forces would be deployed to the area of operations from not only the WMD but also from beyond the Urals and the Northern Caucasus.88


	Inthe current political situation, Russia has full freedom of action in Belarus, including the deployment of its own operational group in the western direction, and adequate cover and securitisation for it, without having to assume the burden of supporting the Belarusian Armed Forces. Nevertheless, there is still the problem of that part of the Belarusian army which now appears unnecessary. However, the division of the Belarusian army into two parts, on the basic criterion of which is useful from the point of view of the current needs of the Russian command, should not, be perceived as either deliberate or irreversible. Itshould be assumed that Moscow has made the further fate of the Belarusian part of the RGF and RADS dependent on the progress of the two states’ integration in the economic and political dimensions. Instead of the redeployment of some formations and the degradation of others which we have observed, the coming years may see the comprehensive modernisation of most of the Republic of Belarus’s armed forces. However, at that point the term ‘Belarusian army’ will at most refer to another combined­-arms army of the WMD. There will be no place for the Belarusian Military District in the western (from the Russian perspective) strategic direction.
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	APPENDIX

	
	Thepotential of the Russian-Belarusian grouping in the western strategic direction

	(offensive units and weapons, in accordance with the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe Treaty– CFE)


			
				
					
							
							
							Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus

						
							
							Western Military District ofthe Armed Forces oftheRussian Federation

						
							
							Russian forces in the Kaliningrad oblast

						
							
							Total

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Operational relationships

						
					

					
							
							armoured army

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							combined arms army

						
							
							0

						
							
							2

						
							
							0

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							air and air defence army

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							combined arms corps

						
							
							2

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Tactical units and offensive units (combined arms and artillery) of the Land and Airborne Forces / Special Operations Forces

						
					

					
							
							armoured division

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							mechanised division

						
							
							0

						
							
							3

						
							
							0

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							airborne / air assault division

						
							
							0

						
							
							2/1

						
							
							0

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							armoured brigade

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							mechanised brigade

						
							
							4

						
							
							3

						
							
							1

						
							
							8

						
					

					
							
							airborne / air assault brigade

						
							
							2

						
							
							0

						
							
							0

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							brigade of marines

						
							
							0

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							armoured regiment (independent and as part of the division)

						
							
							0

						
							
							6

						
							
							1

						
							
							7

						
					

					
							
							airborne / air assault regiment (aspart ofthe division)

						
							
							0

						
							
							8

						
							
							0

						
							
							8

						
					

					
							
							mechanised regiment (independent and as part of the division)

						
							
							0

						
							
							10

						
							
							1

						
							
							11

						
					

					
							
							rocket brigade

						
							
							1

						
							
							3

						
							
							2

						
							
							6

						
					

					
							
							rocket artillery brigade

						
							
							1

						
							
							1

						
							
							0

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							artillery brigade

						
							
							3

						
							
							5

						
							
							1

						
							
							9

						
					

					
							
							Tactical groups and offensive units of the Aerospace Force / Air Force

						
					

					
							
							aviation division

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							air regiment / air base

						
							
							2

						
							
							6

						
							
							2

						
							
							10

						
					

					
							
							land forces aviation brigade

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
							
							0

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							helicopter regiment / helicopter base

						
							
							1

						
							
							3

						
							
							1

						
							
							5

						
					

					
							
							Number of units of basic categories of offensive weapons (inthe case of land units, approximate number of full-time objects)*

						
					

					
							
							tanks

						
							
							280

						
							
							1132

						
							
							135

						
							
							1547

						
					

					
							
							armoured fighting vehicles

						
							
							662

						
							
							2954

						
							
							446

						
							
							4062

						
					

					
							
							artillery of calibre 100mm and above

						
							
							658

						
							
							1390

						
							
							194

						
							
							2242

						
					

					
							
							combat planes

						
							
							40

						
							
							295

						
							
							56

						
							
							391

						
					

					
							
							combat helicopters

						
							
							7

						
							
							121

						
							
							12

						
							
							140

						
					

				
			


	* This list does not include weapons in storage, single items in the stock of military schools and test units, or line units remaining in storage of specialised equipment (non­-combat type) based on combat vehicles or combat flying apparatuses.


  


	Tactical associations and independent units of the Belarusian Armed Forces integrated with the structure of the Russian Armed Forces’ Western Military District


			
				
					
							
							Unit

						
							
							Location

						
							
							Comments on weapons donated by Russia

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Special Operations Forces

						
					

					
							
							38th‘Gvardiysk’ Air Assault Brigade

						
							
							Brest

						
							
					

					
							
							103rd‘Gvardiysk’ Airborne Brigade

						
							
							Vitebsk

						
							
					

					
							
							5thSpetsnaz Brigade

						
							
							Mariyna Horka 
(Minsk region)

						
							
					

					
							
							Rocket Forces of the Air Defence

						
					

					
							
							120thAnti-Aircraft Missile Brigade

						
							
							Baranavichy

						
							
							1battalion (3batteries) 
with 12Tor-M2 launchers

						
					

					
							
							1stAnti-Aircraft Missile Regiment

						
							
							Hrodna

						
							
							2battalions, 
12S-300PS launchers each

						
					

					
							
							15thAnti-Aircraft Missile Regiment

						
							
							Fanipal 
(Minsk region)

						
							
							5battalions, 
8S-300PMU-1 launchers each

						
					

					
							
							115thAnti-Aircraft Missile Regiment

						
							
							Brest

						
							
							2battalions, 
12S-300PS launchers each

						
					

					
							
							147thAnti-Aircraft Missile Regiment

						
							
							Babruisk

						
							
							2battalions, 
12S-300PS launchers each

						
					

					
							
							825thAnti-Aircraft Missile Regiment

						
							
							Polatsk

						
							
							4battalions, 
8S-300PMU-1 launchers each

						
					

					
							
							1146thAnti-Aircraft Missile Regiment

						
							
							Astravyets

						
							
							2batteries, 
4Tor-M2 launchers each

						
					

					
							
							Reconnaissance and Electronic Warfare troops

						
					

					
							
							244thRadio-Electronic Reconnaissance Centre

						
							
							
					

					
							
							15thIndependent EW Battalion

						
							
							
					

					
							
							16thIndependent EW Battalion

						
							
							
					

					
							
							48thIndependent EW Battalion

						
							
							Brest

						
							
					

					
							
							16thIndependent EW Regiment ofthe Air Force

						
							
							
					

					
							
							Communications troops

						
					

					
							
							86thCommunication Brigade

						
							
							Kalodzishchy

						
							
					

					
							
							56thIndependent Air Force Communication Regiment

						
							
							Minsk

						
							
					

					
							
							Radio-technical troops

						
					

					
							
							8thRadio Engineering Brigade

						
							
							Baranavichy

						
							
					

					
							
							49thRadio Engineering Brigade

						
							
							Valerianava 
(Minsk region)
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