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Russia’s Conventional Military 
Weakness and Substrategic Nuclear 
Policy 

By Roger N. McDermott

PHOTO:  President Barack Obama, center-
left, and President Dmitry Medvedev of 
Russia, center-right, attend an expanded 
delegation bilateral meeting at Prague 
Castle for the new START Treaty. (Official 
White House Photo by Pete Souza via www.
whitehouse.gov)

T he transformation of 
the table of organiza-

tion and equipment (TOE) of 
Russia’s conventional armed 
forces and modernization program to 2020 signals a clear break from past reliance on mass mobilization. 
It marks a coming to terms with the strategic traumas to the military following the end of the Cold War 
and collapse of the Soviet Union, reorienting its force structure to the types of conflict Russia may face 
in the future. Combined with the “reset” in relations between Washington and Moscow and a gradual 
improvement of NATO-Russia relations since the Alliance froze ties for six months following the Russia-
Georgia War in August 2008, hopes that a new era in nuclear disarmament may be approaching followed 
the ratification of the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START III) in early 2011. Pressure towards 
further deepening disarmament regimes is growing, with calls in Washington and Europe to foster a new 
dialogue with Moscow. 

This paper examines Russian nuclear policy in the context of its continued high premium on nuclear 
deterrence and the nexus between Moscow’s stance on further reductions and the condition of its con-
ventional armed forces.1 It presents a range of Russian security perspectives, including the limits of 
determining nuclear policy with certainty through its doctrinal statements, and argues that the deep 
spasms experienced in the defense reform, yielding unpredictable setbacks, and the immense challenges 
facing its modernization plans will naturally induce reluctance to radically revise nuclear policy. Western 
policymakers face reconciling ambitious nuclear arms reduction aspirations to an uncomfortable Russian 
reality that acknowledges problems stemming from the weakness of Russia’s conventional armed forces, 
and to emerging non-Western-centric patterns in the strategic environment.2 

Slowing the Momentum towards “Substrategic” Nuclear Disarmament
President Dmitry Medvedev consistently refers to Russian anxiety over the development of strategic 

conventional systems and links this to the need to recalibrate strategic conventional military capabili-
ties into future nuclear arms treaties. Linkage is also made between the US concept of “Prompt Global 
Strike” with conventional strategic weapons and US options on missile defense. These anxieties, com-
bined with the potential militarization of outer space, are clearly present in Russia’s National Security 
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Strategy (2009) and Military Doctrine (2010).3 These factors inevitably predispose Russian policy makers 
to seek concessions that will address these perceived growing imbalances, and raise skepticism about 
states proposing the reduction of substrategic nuclear weapons (SSNW), which is one area in which 
Moscow is recognized to possess an advantage.4 The term “substrategic” or “tactical” applied to nuclear 
weapons is also a controversial point. Moreover, there is considerable dispute over the nature of these 
weapons, which fall beyond the scope of strategic or intermediate range arms control; attempts to define 
them by range, yield or capability have failed.5

The official Russian Defense Ministry definition of these weapons in Voyennyy Entsiklopedicheskiy 
Slovar’ states:

  Nuclear Weapons (NW) (obsolete name – atomic weapons), one of the types of weapons of mass 
destruction, in which a direct means of destruction are nuclear ammunitions. Besides the vari-
ous types of ammunition, it includes means of delivering them to the target (nuclear delivery 
vehicles) and means of combat command, control and security. Divided into strategic and non-
strategic NW. Strategic NW have nuclear warheads with a capacity of up to several megatons and 
capability to reach every continent. They can rapidly demolish administrative centers, industrial 
and military targets deep in the rear, destroy main groupings of troops (forces), cause massive 
fires, floods and radioactive contamination. It forms the basis of strategic forces. Non-strategic 
NW have nuclear ammunitions with a capacity of up to several hundred kilotons, and are in-
tended to engage targets at operational and tactical depth of the location of the enemy’s troops 
(forces). This type of NW includes operational-tactical and tactical weapons of respective config-
uration and equipment: ground-based missile systems, cannon artillery, aerial bombs, ship-borne 
missile systems, torpedoes, anti-missile systems, controlled and naval mines.6

The military definition distinguishes such weapons from the strategic-level and subdivides them into 
operational-tactical and tactical weapons in various configurations, but clearly assigns a military utility to 
them. Indeed, the Russian military understanding of these weapons and reliance on them in certain sce-
narios suggests that they play a significant role in security thinking, which has grown and may continue 
to grow until Russia can successfully redress its conventional weaknesses. This is borne out in official 
statements, as well as in the role assigned to them during operational-strategic exercises. Moscow’s points 
of neuralgia are the development of US global strike capabilities, the conventional forces imbalance in 
favor of NATO and the weakness of Russia’s conventional capabilities, particularly its lack of high-tech 
precision-strike systems and advanced C4ISR (command, control, communications, computers, intelli-
gence, surveillance and reconnaissance).7 It is therefore important to understand that Russia regards these 
weapons differently than the West: for Moscow they do not simply have political value, they play a role in 
military planning that compensates for conventional weakness, and in certain scenarios are considered to 
be operational systems.

In April 2010 Moscow indicated its reluctance to enter talks on the reduction of SSNW. In an article in 
Rossiyskaya Gazeta, on April 23, 2010, Sergey Karaganov, the Chairman of the Presidium of the Council 
on Foreign and Defense Policy, dismissed any move towards placing this issue on the agenda. Not only 
did Karaganov highlight the sensitivity of pursuing this at a critical time in the reform of Russia’s conven-
tional armed forces, but he also questioned what Russia might achieve from opening “Pandora’s Box.”8 
While Karaganov assumed that the US withdrawal of such weapons systems from Europe is the neces-
sary precursor to any discussions with Moscow, he pointed to the risk that “new Europeans” would press 
the issue, based on presenting the Russian “threat” factor, which would hardly contribute to improving 
Russia’s relations with either the US or NATO.9

Karaganov based his objections on the primacy of nuclear weapons in Russian security strategy, and 
what he considered as the utterly senseless and idealistic call for global zero. His assessment of Russia’s 
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geopolitical position was bleak, with economic modernization impaired by corruption. Retaining Russia’s 
geopolitical influence in the world depended on preserving nuclear deterrence, and in Karaganov’s view 
the only purpose arms control talks serve for Moscow is to build trust and transparency among the world 
powers: “This is all Russia needs arms control talks for.”10 

He was scathing in his attack on the plausibility of Russia’s reducing substrategic weapons, question-
ing its sense, and asking if the removal of such systems from European Russia to east of the Urals would 
help improve the country’s relations with China.11 The perception among the Russian security elite that 
the country possesses an advantage in this area immediately arouses suspicion about Western motives to 
correct this imbalance: pushing the agenda too far and too fast risks strengthening the hand of traditional-
ists in Moscow, still deeply suspicious of the West. Moscow also detects internal divisions within NATO 
over the issue of SSNW. The group of experts involved in preparing guidelines to revise NATO’s Strate-
gic Concept in 2010 supported the continued US deployment of SSNW in Europe in terms of “extended 
nuclear deterrence and collective defense.” Confusing the issue, the same group advocated pursuing talks 
with Moscow aimed at the eventual elimination of these weapons.12

Therefore, in 2010 Moscow sent numerous signals of its reluctance and concern about the timing of 
a follow-up to START III, aimed at reducing stockpiles of SSNW. In fact, during a visit to Washington 
shortly after the ratification of START III, Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov was eager to dampen 
speculation that the question of SSNW would soon be discussed. Ryabkov told journalists that it was far 
too early to consider this: “We do not yet know how the implementation of the ratified START treaty will 
go. Until we see how the obligations taken within its framework are being carried out and to what extent 
the sides are acting in accordance with its letter and spirit, this question is altogether irrelevant and pre-
mature. Time is needed to at least acquire the initial experience in the field of implementing the START 
treaty.” Far from setting out a hard bargaining position, Moscow wants to slow the momentum towards 
such talks. Despite statements in the US Senate that Washington wants discussions to commence within 
one year of ratifying START III, Moscow’s response is lukewarm at best. Russian officials state that one 
option is to wait until the treaty is fully implemented; in other words, postpone any talks on the issue 
until 2018. Moscow, meanwhile, was raising a host of other issues and questions that it linked to substra-
tegic disarmament. On the latter the message was “not now.” Ryabkov stressed the premature nature of 
placing this on the agenda and, in terms of linkage, he implied that Moscow will try to extract maximum 
concessions from Washington: “It is too soon to address the question of tactical nuclear weapons and I do 
not think that we will be ready to deal with it until we solve the others.”13

On March 1, 2011, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov addressed the UN Conference on Disarma-
ment in Geneva. Lavrov praised START III as a contribution to strengthening global security and the 
nonproliferation regime. The reduction of strategic nuclear weapons will be irreversible, verifiable and 
transparent, and, according to Lavrov, the principles of equality, parity and equal and indivisible security 
stipulated in the treaty denote a “gold standard” in reaching similar 
military-political agreements in future. On the one hand, Lavrov 
appeared to welcome global zero as an aspiration, characterizing 
proposals linked to the initiative as “reasonable and constructive.” 
On the other hand, the Russian Foreign Minister set out a series 
of factors that makes talk of global zero speculative: “We use our 
contacts to present the Russian position on the prospects of nuclear 
disarmament in a very detailed way. This position is defined by the 
key principle of the indivisibility of security. We insist that there is 
a clear need to take into account the factors that negatively affect 
strategic stability, such as plans to place weapons in outer space, 
to develop non-nuclear armed strategic offensive weapons, as well 

Sergei Lavrov during Disarmament Conference, By 
Jean-Marc Ferre, UN. [CC-BY-NC-ND 2.0 (www.cre-
ativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0)], via Flicker. 
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as unilateral deployment of a global ballistic missile defense (BMD) system. Nor could we ignore the 
considerable imbalances in conventional arms, especially against the background of dangerous conflicts 
persisting in many regions of the world. It is not possible to talk about ‘global zero’ while disregarding all 
of these interrelated factors.” These factors and their interrelationships must be considered in any discus-
sion on reducing tactical nuclear weapons. Lavrov then restated Moscow’s long-known precondition to 
such reductions, namely the “withdrawal of tactical nuclear weapons to the territory of the state to which 
they belong as well as removal of the infrastructure for their deployment abroad should be regarded as a 
first step towards the resolution of this problem.”14 Removal of the infrastructure represents a tightening 
of Moscow’s preconditions. Global zero is impossible, in Lavrov’s view, without addressing the potential 
to deploy weapons in space, and comprehensive talks on missile defense are required involving all par-
ties; in the absence of this approach global zero is rendered as a dead-end.15

During the same conference, Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov, ap-
peared to hold out the prospect of Moscow entering talks on SSNW, though 
the strings attached were quickly revealed. Ivanov reiterated Lavrov’s state-
ments that withdrawing such weapons from the territories of host states and 
destroying supporting infrastructure is the first step.16 The multiple strings 
attached to the issue were also emphasized by Ryabkov. In February 2011 
Ryabkov said that Moscow cannot separate the possibility of agreeing to 
reduce substrategic weapons from other disbarment and security issues. 
“Negotiations on tactical nuclear weapons cannot go separately from issues 
such as a lack of balance in conventional weapons, plans by some countries 
to deploy weapons in space, plans to use non-nuclear strategic weapons and 
other issues,” Ryabkov said, adding that he had no solution to offer on this 
key issue.17 

For Ryabkov, and as other Russian officials had expressed at various times, this meant the US must first 
withdraw its SSNW from Europe and dismantle the supporting infrastructure. “A whole host of capa-
bilities the US have in the field of tactical nuclear weapons are, by their nature, by the results of these 
capabilities being projected onto the territory of the Russian Federation, of a strategic nature for us,” he 
told journalists in Moscow.18 

On February 5, 2011, during the annual Munich Conference on Security, Ivanov stated that Moscow is 
willing to enter a dialogue with Washington, but the US must make the first practical moves. In Ivanov’s 
view, as long as tactical nuclear weapons exist in the world NATO will continue to use the nuclear 
restraint theory. “We have more than once called on the other nuclear powers to follow our example and 
place tactical nuclear weapons only on their territory; halt the preparations for their use; prohibit ma-
neuvers with tactical nuclear weapons involving non-nuclear states; disassemble structures for prompt 
deployment of tactical nuclear weapons abroad,” Ivanov said. What is required, in his view, is a compre-
hensive approach that places this issue among a broader range of strategic issues.19

Untangling the Tactical Nuclear Web: Russian Military Doctrine and Strategic 
Uncertainty
The lack of official transparency concerning tactical nuclear weapons leads to estimates of numbers 

in the Russian inventory varying from 2,000 to 6,000.20 One estimate in 2010 claimed that the Russian 
Ground Forces possess more than 1,100 tactical warheads, with over 2,200 available for naval deploy-
ment.21 An unofficial Russian estimate suggests Russia has up to 5,400 tactical warheads, with 2,000 
in a combat-ready state, mostly west of the Ural Mountains.22 In the fall of 2010, the Russian Defense 
Ministry website confirmed the continued role of SSNW in the rocket troops and artillery of the Ground 
Forces, though in late 2010 the website briefly stopped displaying information on individual elements 

Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov, 
By Veni Markovski. [CC-BY 2.0 (www.
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], 
via Flicker. 
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of the Ground Forces.23 By May 2011, a revamped Defense Ministry website defined their role as: “The 
Missile Troops and Artillery (MT & A) are an Arm of the Land Force, which is the primary means of fire 
and nuclear destruction of the enemy during conduct of combined-arms operations (combat actions).”24

In February 2011 another Russian source estimated that by 2000 all SSNW in the Navy and naval 
aviation were moved to storage facilities and 30 percent of these were later eliminated. In the Air Force 
and Air Defense Forces up to 50 percent of SSNW had been eliminated, with similar reductions in the 
warheads of the Ground Forces artillery, tactical missiles, and landmines. The same source cited the “ma-
jority” of expert assessments as indicating that Russia has 2,000 intermediate-range and tactical nuclear 
weapons, including 500 air-launched missiles and bombs for 120 Tu-22M medium-range bombers. There 
are 300 air-launched missiles, free-fall bombs and depth charges for naval aviation using 180 Tu-22M, Su-
24, Be-12 and Il-38 aircraft. More than 500 tactical devices are antiship, antisubmarine and antiaircraft 
missiles, as well as depth charges and torpedoes. Some warheads are also believed to be in use as inter-
ceptor missiles in the Moscow Air Defense System and in other air defense systems. Moreover, Russian 
analysts note the secrecy involved in relation to such weapons in the inventories of other nuclear powers, 
including China, Israel, France, Pakistan, India, and North Korea.25 In September 2010, an independent 
unpublished Moscow-based assessment argued that the numbers of SSNW in the Russian inventory will 
decline over the next decade, even in the absence of a disarmament regime.26

Concern is expressed by NATO member states not only about the numbers of Russian SSNW, but 
also their possible deployment close to their borders. On February 8, 2011, Lithuanian Defense Minister 
Rasa Jukneviciene alleged that Russia had moved SSNW into Kaliningrad, bordering both Poland and 
Lithuania. “We want major nations to start negotiations on reducing the number of such weapons. It’s no 
secret that such weapons are deployed near us, in Kaliningrad. And to our east as well,” Jukneviciene 
told Lithuanian public radio. Moscow had dismissed similar allegations in November 2010. She made no 
reference to whether in Lithuania’s assessment may have been in response to NATO’s decision in Janu-
ary 2010 to extend its Eagle Guardian military exercises to the Baltic States to rehearse their defense.27 
In January 2011 Jukneviciene told Interfax: “The deployment of tactical nuclear weapons in the direct 
proximity to our borders is a natural source of concern. Certainly, we are concerned. This does not help 
develop neighborly relations and build up mutual understanding,” she said, adding “We are concerned 
that Russia’s military doctrine approved (I do not know at which level) the possible use of nuclear arma-
ments in response to the use of conventional armaments. That looks highly disproportionate. Unfortu-
nately, there are no international conferences to regulate the deployment of tactical nuclear weapons and 
to create a mechanism of verifications. We are interested in such agreements. We also think that their 
absence is a major flaw of the arms control system.”28 While NATO members expected progress towards 
reducing such weapons, influential Russian officials were calling for the modernization of SSNW. Euro-
pean advocates of the removal of all SSNW from Europe, including European Russia, fail to answer how 
this would impact on Asia, or take account of the short timescale to redeploy them.

In an interview in Nezavisimoye Voyennoye Obozreniye in November 2010, on the 55th anniversary 
of the testing of the RDS-37 thermonuclear bomb in Semipalatinsk, Andrei Kokoshin, Duma member 
and former Secretary of the Russian Security Council, reaffirmed that for the foreseeable future nuclear 
deterrence will remain the keystone of Russian security policy. Kokoshin also affirmed that an alterna-
tive to nuclear deterrence will not be possible even in the distant future. On this basis, Kokoshin not only 
advocated the continued modernization of Russia’s strategic nuclear forces, but also specifically included 
“tactical and operational tactical nuclear weapons systems.”  Kokoshin argued that nuclear deterrence 
must be supplemented by the development of a system of pre-nuclear (pred yadernogo) or nonnuclear 
deterrence based on precision-strike conventional weapons. Far from contemplating the elimination of 
SSNW, Kokoshin recommended that Moscow should include substrategic weapons in the overall mod-
ernization of Russia’s nuclear deterrent.29 Such views, however, are by no means isolated and reveal 
deeper sensitivities within the security elite concerning the nuclear-conventional imbalance.
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Elsewhere, Kokoshin consistently argues that, though the Russian conventional armed forces are being 
reformed and modernized, which in turn places fresh demands to reverse the decline in the domestic de-
fense industry, this is unlikely to result in a rapid revision of Russia’s nuclear posture. Moreover, modern-
izing Russia’s armed forces will require not only the projected 20 trillion rubles in the State Armaments 
Program (Gosudarstvennaya Programma Vooruzheniya – GPV) to 2020, but also pay increases for the 
officer corps, contract personnel. Developing the air-space defense (vozdushno-kosmicheskaya oborona) 
as a branch of service will add additional burdens on federal budget expenditure. It is possible, given 
Kokoshin’s vehement advocacy of nuclear modernization also extending to include SSNW, that this is 
already reflected in the GPV to 2020.30 

According to Kokoshin, modernizing the defense industry should be guided by the GPV. New tacti-
cal and technical requirements for weapons systems, support systems and specialized equipment will be 
demanded, and these complex processes also require sufficient research and development. Kokoshin men-
tions the need to mass produce new materials, particularly composite materials, develop the electronic 
components base, create new sources of electricity supply, and introduce various laser technologies and 
an entire range of support systems for information security, while transforming the defense industry, the 
military, command and control, and combat and combat support equipment. The task, in his view, is con-
siderable: “When it comes to the scientific and technical groundwork in the defense industry sphere that 
was inherited from the Soviet Union, it could be described as invaluable. But, first, it is to a significant 
extent obsolete or close to obsolete; and second, the Soviet defense industrial complex also had a great 
many problems, particularly in the ‘information component’ of arms and military and specialized equip-
ment, including integrated combat command and control systems operating on a real-time basis.”31

During the second reading of START III in the Duma on January 14, 2011, Kokoshin stressed the treaty 
gives Russia the right to develop and deploy new weapons systems in the interest of its national security 
and strategic stability: “Therefore, the Russian Strategic Rocket Forces [Raketnye Voyska Strategichesko-
go Naznacheniya – RVSN] can have new heavy intercontinental ballistic missiles with a substantial 
number of splitting warheads,” Kokoshin concluded.32 Influential Duma deputies such as Kokoshin share 
a vision for the modernization of Russia’s nuclear deterrent that does not foresee abandoning SSNW.

Indeed, some Russian defense specialists have suggested that advances in US military power have con-
sequently compelled a de facto lowering of the nuclear threshold in Russia, and seem to read this into the 
2010 Military Doctrine. Sergey Rogov, Director of the Russian Academy of Sciences Institute for USA 
and Canadian Studies, Colonel (retired) Valeriy Yarynich, Colonel-General (retired) Viktor Yesin and 
Major-General (retired) Pavel Zolotarev welcomed the progress in strategic arms reduction following the 
signing of the Prague Treaty. However, writing in Nezavisimoye Voyennoye Obozreniye in August 2010, 
the authors asserted that Moscow’s concern over the large number of conventional sea- and air-launched 
cruise missiles Washington has at its disposal, combined with the potential to use these and other high-
precision conventional weapons against strategic facilities, justifies lowering the nuclear threshold in Rus-
sia’s military doctrine. Noting the reversal that had occurred compared with the Cold War era, in which 
NATO had countered the Soviet Union’s overwhelming conventional superiority in Europe by relying on 
tactical nuclear weapons,  Rogov, Yarynich, Yesin and Zolotarev said that the demands being advanced in 
the US and within other NATO countries for the reduction of SSNW ignore the significant asymmetry in 
conventional weapons: “While possessing an overwhelming superiority in the precision-guided conven-
tional munitions sphere, the United States currently only relies to a slight extent on tactical nuclear weap-
ons, although it maintains a small number of nuclear aircraft bombs in Western Europe in order to ensure 
its political leadership in NATO. Russia is compelled to rely on tactical nuclear weapons as an instrument 
of nuclear deterrence.” The authors concluded that a separate agreement on reducing such weapons would 
be disadvantageous to Russia and would ignore the principle of parity.33
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Rogov, Yarynich, Yesin, Zolotarev had also 
emphasized this sense of dependence on SSNW to 
counterbalance US military power in other ways. 
Noting that in May 2010 the Obama Administration 
declared that the US has a total of 5,113 “active” nu-
clear warheads, the authors suggested this includes 
approximately 2,000 deployed strategic warheads, 
200-250 “nondeployed” strategic warheads and 
around 500-1,000 “tactical” warheads. They esti-
mated that 60 percent of US warheads are in storage 
and within a given period of time could be brought 
up to high combat readiness level. Rogov, Yarynich, 
Yesin and Zolotarev summarized the views of 
Western specialists that Russia’s advantage in 
terms of the numbers of nuclear warheads would be 
reduced in 2015-16 as the old Soviet RS-18 (Scalpel) 
and RS-20 (Satan) missiles are removed from the 
inventory. However, Russia can retain a numerical 

advantage based on “tactical nuclear weapons” and will likely retain these in large numbers. In their view 
these factors and the policy pursued by the Obama Administration raised the following issues:

 Would the future level of approximately 5,000 “deployed” and stored nuclear warheads prove  ●
optimal, or could strategic stability be guaranteed at a lower level?
 Should Russia and the US maintain an artificial differentiation of nuclear warheads into strategic  ●
and tactical categories in the future? 
Will it be possible to pursue a radical reduction in the combat readiness of nuclear weapons? ●
 What will be the impact on strategic stability of missile defense and precision-guided conven- ●
tional weapons (sea-launched cruise missiles, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), global strike 
weapons)?
 When and how should other nuclear states, official and unofficial, become involved in the nuclear  ●
disarmament process?
Is global zero possible? ● 34

Touching upon the long-term uncertainties raised by advocating global zero, the authors kept return-
ing to Russia’s dependence upon substrategic systems and inclined towards linkage to the creation of a 
“reliable international security system” meeting the realities of the 21st century, guaranteeing the preven-
tion of nuclear and nonnuclear aggression as an alternative to the paradigm of mutual nuclear destruc-
tion.35 Other Russian analysts are resigned to a long-term Russian dependence on nuclear deterrence and 
express reluctance to surrender a perceived advantage in the area of SSNW.

Alexey Fenenko, Senior Fellow in the Moscow-based Institute of International Security Problems, 
assessed the progress of the reset in US-Russian relations and highlighted potential areas of longer-term 
disagreement. He argued that US-Russian relations, despite the progress made in the “reset,” continue 
to face genuine strategic challenges. Mutual nuclear deterrence remains the basis of bilateral relations. 
While strategic arms reduction is conducted, this in no way implies that either side would risk a reduc-
tion to deny itself the option of inflicting “unacceptable damage” on the other side. Despite START III 
making a connection between strategic defensive and offensive arms, both sides interpret this differently. 
“In the event of a sharp increase in the US missile defense system, Moscow retains the right to pull out 
of the START III Treaty,” as Fenenko notes. Nuclear potential is also undergoing change within Europe, 

Supplemental data from www.armscontrol.org.
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as the UK and France signed a bilateral agreement on November 3, 2010, to share nuclear energy for 
military purposes and cooperate in the computer modeling of nuclear tests, while neither London nor 
Paris are parties to the 1987 treaty on the elimination of intermediate- or shorter-range missiles. Russia 
and the US have not agreed on any compromise over nonproliferation problems, despite stressing com-
mon positions on Iran and North Korea. Some observers see the realization of Washington’s goals on Iran 
and North Korea as precedent-setting for a revision of the nuclear nonproliferation treaty (NPT), while 
Washington is irritated by Moscow’s refusal to consent to a revision of the Strategic Offensive Reduc-
tions Treaty (SORT). However, Fenenko was particularly concerned about the intensification of calls by 
the US Congress to begin negotiations with Russia on reducing SSNW. His objections reflected a view 
widely held view within the Russian security elite: “But tactical nuclear weapons are the only resource 
enabling Russia to compensate for NATO’s superiority in the field of conventional weapons. Moscow is 
proposing a clarification of the wording of Article VII of the NPT on the stationing of nuclear weapons 
on allied states’ territory. The fear in Washington is that the Kremlin is thereby seeking to undermine 
the mechanism of the US nuclear presence in Europe.” The differences in approach between Moscow 
and Washington are also linked to the “German question,” following Berlin, the Benelux countries and 
Norway proposing in February 2010 that the withdrawal of US tactical nuclear weapons from German 
territory be examined.36

In an interview with Izvestiya in late January 2011, Aleksey Arbatov, Head of the Center for Interna-
tional Security of the Russian Academy of Sciences’ World Economy and International Relations Insti-
tute, discussed START III and its aftermath.37 Asked about what might follow the new treaty, Arbatov 
highlighted the need to prioritize the issues that accompany strategic offensive arms, primarily BMD. 
For Arbatov it remained an open question as to whether agreement could be reached on missile defense. 
Arbatov described the second priority following START III as the need to limit strategic high-precision 
conventional systems and then noted that Washington links substrategic weapons to this issue: “They 
believe that we have great superiority. These attendant issues will determine whether we advance in the 
direction of a further reduction of strategic armament. There may be talk of third countries, for we must 
not constantly seek agreement bilaterally. But it is too soon for them to join in talks on strategic offen-
sive arms. We have far more nuclear weapons than they do. If we take China, Britain, and France, then 
the three countries will account for no more than 500 warheads. You cannot make them subscribe to the 
treaty, since thereby they would have to recognize Russia’s superiority. The most we can reckon on dur-
ing the next few years is that they will adopt unilateral pledges not to build up their existing potential and 
will provide some kind of transparency measures.”38

The Elusive Search for Doctrinal Certainty
Major-General (retired) Vladimir Dvorkin, chief research officer at the Institute of World Economy 

and International Relations and former head of the Defense Ministry’s 4th Central Research Institute, 
reflected on the ratification of START III in the context of Russia’s National Security Strategy (2009) and 
Military Doctrine (2010),39 and raised the question as to whether Russian nuclear strategy might be cor-
rected in the foreseeable future.40 Writing in Nezavisimoye Voyennoye Obozreniye, Dvorkin emphasized 
that the role, goals and missions of Russian nuclear policy are present in most of the sections of the 2010 
Military Doctrine. The doctrine asserts that, despite the reduced risk of large-scale war using conven-
tional and nuclear weapons against the Russian Federation, opasnosti (dangers) and ugrozy (threats) are 
increasing.  These include the creation and deployment of strategic missile defense systems that may alter 
the balance of nuclear forces, the militarization of space, deployment of high-precision nonnuclear strate-
gic systems, proliferation of  weapons of mass destruction (WMD), missiles and missile technology, and 
an increase in the number of states possessing nuclear weapons. Threats may also arise from efforts to 
degrade the operation of state and military command and control systems or to disrupt the functioning of 
strategic nuclear forces. The doctrine notes that a large-scale or regional conflict fought with conventional 
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weapons that puts the existence of the Russian state at risk may involve an escalation to nuclear conflict. 
Nuclear weapons, according to the doctrine, will remain a vital factor in preventing nuclear and conven-
tional conflicts.41

The 2010 Military Doctrine sets out the main condition for the use of nuclear weapons: “The Russian 
Federation reserves the right to use nuclear weapons in response to the use of nuclear and other types of 
weapons of mass destruction against it and (or) its allies, as well as in response to large-scale aggression 
utilizing conventional weapons in situations critical to the national security of the Russian Federation.” 
Dvorkin explains “To do this, the doctrine establishes the task of supporting the composition and state of 
combat and mobilization readiness and training of the strategic nuclear forces and the forces and assets 
that provide for their functioning and use, as well as the command and control systems, at a level that 
guarantees the infliction of assigned damage to an aggressor under any conditions or situations. Also 
established are tasks such as supporting the capabilities of nuclear deterrence at a proscribed degree of 
readiness, and comprehensive equipping of the strategic nuclear forces with modern models of weapons 
and military and special equipment.” The 2009 National Security Strategy outlines threats stemming 
from “the policy of a number of leading foreign countries aimed at achieving overwhelming supremacy 
in the military sphere, first of all in strategic nuclear forces, through the development of precision guided, 
information, and other high-tech means of conducting armed combat, strategic weapons with non-nuclear 
warheads, the formation of a global missile defense system on a unilateral basis, and the militarization of 
near Earth space.”42

Noting that a “reactive flexibility” has featured in all three versions of Russian military doctrine since 
1993, Dvorkin highlighted that the new Military Doctrine subjected the main condition for the use of 
Russian nuclear weapons to a correction “seemingly insignificant in form, but important in concept.” 
Dvorkin referred to this subtle distinction to argue that the nuclear threshold was raised at one level, but 
he questions this on another level: “In its final section, in place of the words ‘in response to large-scale 
aggression involving the use of conventional weapons in situations critical to RF national security,’ there 
is written ‘in the event of aggression against the Russian Federation using conventional weapons, when 
the existence itself of the state is put under threat.’ The latter wording, at least at the declarative level, 
raises the threshold on the use of nuclear weapons.”43 

The roots of the speculation on a possible doctrinal statement on the lowering of the nuclear threshold 
arose following comments in the fall of 2009 by Nikolai Patrushev, Secretary of the Security Council. 
On October 8, 2009, Patrushev explained further delays to the introduction of a new military doctrine 
in terms of the need to “fine tune” the document, and claimed it may include the right to use a “preven-
tative nuclear strike.”44 Patrushev also stated that he envisaged the military doctrine would extend the 
possible use of nuclear weapons to include local conflicts. Nuclear weapons could, in this case, be used 
in “regional and even in a local war. Moreover, in situations critical for national security, the inflicting 
of a preventive nuclear strike upon an aggressor is not excluded.” Several times Patrushev used the word 
preventivnyy (preventive), and only once the term uprezhdayuschiy (preemptive).45 Within the Security 
Council, Army-General (retired) Yuri Baluyevskiy seemed to support Patrushev’s stance on the doctrine, 
which was even causing concern among Russia’s allies.46 In his statements the following month, Patru-
shev did not repeat the lowering of the nuclear threshold comments, but specifically referred to Japan as a 
state with territorial claims on Russian territory (the southern Kuriles).

The controversy surrounding Patrushev’s remarks and the possible lowering of the nuclear threshold 
were given additional credence coming so soon after the simulated Russian nuclear strike on Poland 
during the operational-strategic exercise Zapad 2009. However, the continued delay to approving the 
doctrine seems linked to internal disagreement on the nuclear issue at a time when the START talks 
were still in progress.47 When President Medvedev finally signed the new military doctrine on Febru-
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ary 5, 2010, it contained no declaratory lowering of the nuclear threshold, and the doctrine was widely 
interpreted as a neutral compromise document, while any “clarity” on the nuclear issue was relegated to a 
classified addendum (The Foundations of State Policy in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence to 2020), despite 
objections being raised against this lack of clarity even by those working on the draft doctrine.48

However, Dvorkin offers cause for caution in reaching fixed conclusions on Russian nuclear strategy 
on the basis of an analysis of its military doctrine. Indeed, Dvorkin argues that one of the deficien-
cies in Russian security documents, including the three military doctrines since 1993, is that the state-
ments on nuclear policy are “partial” and “fragmentary,” rendering it impossible to evaluate the policy 
as a whole. Russian nuclear policy, in Dvorkin’s view, is not contained in the declarative formulations 
linked to dangers and threats and the conditions for the possible use of nuclear weapons; rather, it is in 
the state programs developed to support the nuclear triad and nonnuclear strategic systems and missile 
defense systems. This extends to financing all their components’ levels of combat capability (operational 
and technical characteristics) and the phases of withdrawal of and introduction of new systems into the 
combat component of the arsenal.  Much of this information is available in the GPV; however, these 
carry a high security classification, which means they are not even revealed during closed sessions of the 
committees of the Duma and Federal Council. This level of secrecy conjures up the phrase “privileged 
persons,” which is evidently not extended to Duma or Federal Council members, as Dvorkin stated: 
“Moreover, as revealed by discussions with members of the State Duma, who are shown data on the 
state defense orders, the data does not provide them any kind of assessment from the point of view of its 
validity, other than consideration of the budgetary limitations for each year. And this is natural since the 
data consists of an annual sampling of the state weapons programs, and without knowing (the details) of 
which, it is practically impossible to evaluate the validity of the planned annual purchases of weapons, 
and the periods for completion of research and development.”49 Dvorkin’s sober assessment of the limits 
of an analysis of Russian military doctrine to determine nuclear policy also raises questions about the 
classified addendum to the doctrine and whether it includes a clear statement of actual policy, let alone 
the identity of the privileged persons with access to it.

Dvorkin identified fast moving dynamics within the wider strategic context and questioned the reliabil-
ity of long-term nuclear policy planning. The mere presence of the classified addendum to the military 
doctrine dealing with nuclear policy to 2020 does not imply any certainty. Indeed, there is so much in 
Russian defense planning in relation to the reform of its conventional armed forces and their moderniza-
tion, as well as modernizing the strategic nuclear forces, that is subject to change that Dvorkin notes these 
uncertainties will face Moscow during the coming decade and beyond.50

Russia’s conventional weakness, strategic environment and simulated use of nuclear weapons during 
operational-strategic exercises denote its deeper reliance on weapons of “de-escalation.” From a Russian 
military perspective, de-escalation of a conflict involving the use of SSNW has an internal logic. Hy-
pothetical military intervention on the Russian periphery by a high-tech or more powerful conventional 
force would likely see early use of Russian SSNW. There are no credible conventional options. Within the 
security elite, the potential risk of NATO intervention on the Russian periphery may have conceptually 
declined, though the NATO bombing of Serbia in 1999 and NATO action in Libya in 2011 lend credence 
to those who argue that contingencies must be considered. In the Russian Far East, where its “hypotheti-
cal opponent” is no longer seen simply as a mass industrial-era military but one increasingly making 
high-tech advances, including in network-centric capabilities, Moscow’s options in a crisis are limited; 
this raises the potential utility of such weapons exponentially, especially as Russia lacks similar advanced 
conventional capabilities. Some Russian commentators question whether the use of SSNW against ad-
vancing PLA forces would prove successful; it would certainly make Beijing stop and think. Moreover, 
the presence of platforms such as the Tochka-U (SS-21 Scarab), inaccurate when armed with a conven-
tional payload, may well be one of the platforms of choice to deliver a tactical nuclear strike.51
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In an article in Izvestiya in October 2010, as the START III treaty was going 
through its ratification procedures and prior to the NATO Summit in Lisbon in 
November 2010, former Russian Prime Minister Yevgeny Primakov,  Foreign 
Minister Igor Ivanov, President of the Kurchatov Institute Yevgeny Velikhov, 
and former Chief of the General Staff Army-General (retired) Mikhail Mois-
seyev offered an analysis of Russian nuclear policy and sketched the possible 
future parameters of nuclear disarmament. Significantly, the article argued that 
nuclear deterrence addresses the threat perceptions of the 20th century and is 
effectively powerless in terms of the new 21st century threats, ranging from 
international terrorism, transnational crime, and ethnic and religious conflict to 
the proliferation of WMD. Nuclear deterrence in this context may actually en-
courage nuclear proliferation and hamper cooperation on a broad range of trans-
national threats and the development of joint missile defense systems. Dvorkin 
highlighted the apparent opening this might offer, and noted the forward think-
ing in the thesis.52 Clearly, the questioning of the limits of nuclear deterrence in Russian security policy 
was by no means a signal of a policy shift in Moscow, but rather that the path outlined to pursuing such a 
disarmament agenda was fraught with difficulty.

However, the article also argued that so long as the threat of direct force exists in international relations 
Russia must retain sufficient military, including nuclear, potential to defend itself, its allies and legitimate 
interests. The authors questioned the traditional Russian security perspective, which suggests nuclear 
weapons are essential to preserving the country’s great power status and restricting US foreign policy 
options. Instead, they advocated the guaranteeing of Russia’s international status primarily through 
economic modernization and increasing living standards, raising of social and political freedoms, and 
through science and culture. Warning that there was a risk of accidental launch and that much needed to 
be done in the area of strategic nuclear weapons, the authors asserted that the next stage in nuclear disar-
mament cannot be exclusively bilateral but must include other nuclear powers; in their view this reflects 
the fact that, unlike other nuclear powers, Russia is within reach of most, if not all, other nuclear armed 
states.53

These arguments raise numerous problems for policymakers. Medvedev’s modernization agenda has 
received widespread approval but yielded only a large dose of skepticism among key actors in the power 
vertical. Any advance towards achieving global zero, the authors argue, would demand the deep reor-
ganization of the entire international system, though, if pursued, this may facilitate handling the key 
problems of the 21st century “related to the global economy and finance, energy supply, ecology, climate, 
demographics, epidemics, cross-border criminality, religious and ethnical extremism.”54 Given the lack of 
enthusiasm internationally for Medvedev’s proposed new European security architecture, any linkage of 
global zero to a radical overhaul of the international system seems doomed from the outset. 

Although there is no certainty on the precise nature of Russian nuclear policy, known fully only to the 
few “privileged persons,” it is clear that SSNW play a role in Russian security policy; this is also demon-
strated in the country’s recent operational-strategic exercises. Zapad 2009 and Vostok 2010 both involved 
the simulation of nuclear strikes on enemy forces, consistent with the concept of using nuclear weapons 
to de-escalate a conflict. Despite official claims to the contrary, the multiple vignettes involved in the 
scenarios for Vostok 2010 in Russia’s Far East likely envisaged China as the hypothetical enemy,55 which 
makes more sense, as Russian forces rehearsed combat against enemy mechanized formations and sub-
marines, neither of which is associated with terrorist organizations or pirates. Vostok 2010 reportedly wit-
nessed the simulated use of SSNW, allegedly including the use of a nuclear land mine (yadernyi fugaz).56 
Moreover, the 2010 Military Doctrine refers to the utilization of “precision weapons” in the strategic 
deterrence context, which is unclear, since the armed forces currently lack such conventional options: “In 
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the context of the implementation by the Russian Federation of strategic deterrence measures of a forceful 
nature, provision is made for the utilization of precision weapons.” (III: 22).

Russia’s Conventional Reform and Modernization to 2020
In the aftermath of the Russia-Georgia War, in August 2008 a document 

was quickly circulated in Moscow outlining an imminent systemic reform 
of the conventional armed forces, under the guise of giving the military a 
novyy oblik (new look). Of course, such a reform not only was long overdue 
but also undoubtedly planned prior to the war over Abkhazia and South Os-
setia.57 The choice of phrase reflected the negative connotations of “reform” 
at many levels in Russian society, particularly given the previously failed 
efforts in the armed forces. Putin had used the phrase in a speech in Oc-
tober 2003, and in early 2007 began calling for an “innovative army.” His 
appointment of Anatoliy Serdyukov in February 2007 as Defense Minister, 
a civilian with a background in the furniture business and in the finance 
ministry, signaled that words were giving way to action on the future of the 
military.58 In September 2008 President Medvedev outlined a reform that 
would abandon cadre units and bring all formations to permanent readiness; 
overhaul and simplify command and control; improve officer training and 
education; introduce modern equipment and weapons, especially high-
precision systems; and enhance pay, housing and social conditions for servicemen.59 Serdyukov’s short 
broadcast on the Defense Ministry’s Zvezda TV on October 14, 2008, added a little more detail, but the 
nature of the reform only emerged gradually.60

Kommersant correspondent Ivan Konovalov summarized the reform agenda in the Moscow Defense 
Brief, showing the scope and radical nature of these plans. Framing the reform as the most radical expe-
rienced in the armed forces since the end of World War II, he explained that it would impact on numbers, 
structure, command and control and officer training. The reform planned to “accelerate the downsizing 
of the Armed Forces; reduce the number of officers and restructure the officer corps; establish a non-
commissioned officer (NCO) corps; centralize the system of officer training; reorganize and downsize 
central command, including the MoD and the General Staff; eliminate cadre-strength (skeleton) forma-
tions and bring all units to permanent readiness status; reorganize the reserves and their training system; 
reduce the number of units, formations, and military bases; reorganize the Army into a brigade system, 
abolishing the division, corps, and army echelons; and reorganize the Airborne Troops, abolishing divi-
sions.”61 Many of these aims were indeed radical, especially jettisoning mass mobilization in favor of 
permanent readiness brigades. Of course, the agenda quickly proved to be flexible, with revisions includ-
ing preserving the division structure in the Airborne Forces and adjustments and delays to the original 
plans to introduce new strategic commands. There were also aspects of the initial reform agenda given no 
prominence or only passing reference, including the development of network-centric warfare capabilities 
and improving information warfare, as well as later additions to the shifting agenda, such as introducing 
official chaplains and reducing the number of military districts from six to four.62

There is little doubt that the original agenda was highly ambitious in its aims and timescale, promising 
rapid reform. The proposed downsizing of the officer corps from 355,000 posts to 150,000 in the inter-
ests of streamlining and making the structures less top-heavy confirmed that the process would not be 
painless. Unlike previous reforms this was real and acted upon in earnest, as attested by the rapid culling 
of colonel posts. Serdyukov had the full political backing of the ruling tandem, and the carte blanche to 
make painful incisions where necessary. Charles K. Bartles, an analyst at the Foreign Military Studies 
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Office (FMSO), Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, highlighted the enormity of the tasks and distinct style of the 
Defense Minister:

  Previous Defense Ministers have backed down from the top brass when large-scale overhauls 
of manpower and force structure were proposed. Serdyukov has solved this problem by purging 
opposition, bringing in supportive leadership, and charging ahead with his reforms. Serdyukov 
has approached the Defense Ministry from the perspective of a businessman, not a general. No 
clearer illustration of this could be given than Serdyukov’s style of managing resources.  Serdyu-
kov has taken a hard look at the threats Russia will likely face and has discovered the Armed 
Forces are too top-heavy and bloated to meet these threats. Like a CEO of any large corpora-
tion in trouble he is downsizing, restructuring, and ridding the organization of toxic assets.  If 
such a restructuring occurs as planned, the Russian military will likely emerge much leaner, and 
capable of existing on a budget which the Russian Federation can afford, instead of a budget the 
Armed Forces wants. These reforms, if successful, could substantially increase salaries and free 
up capital for the needed modernization programs.63

Not only were inherent contradictions and planning weaknesses present in conducting the reform, 
there were also deeper and more serious underlying flaws. The contradictions were numerous, ranging 
from efforts to improve discipline while removing en masse political officers responsible for morale and 
other duties;64 setting out to enhance the mobility and speed of deploying the brigades, only to find they 
were cumbersome and difficult to move (or control) during exercises; hoping that the pre-Serdyukov plan 
to move to a twelve-month conscription term would reduce dedovshchina,65 only to find it worsened; 
to reforming the military education system while continuing to rely on teaching large-scale tank-heavy 
operations in the combined-arms academy.66 The constant zigzagging between the Defense Ministry’s 
preference for expanding contract service or shoring up conscription, the on-off relocation of the naval 
headquarters to St. Petersburg, planning to introduce military police, then postponing it, opening a new 
training center in Ryazan to train professional NCOs in a course lasting 34 months then realizing not 
enough NCOs were being prepared and consequently intensifying the preparation of conscript NCOs 
were all indications that the reform had become a massive, poorly planned experiment.67 Most perplexing 
of all, after expending so much time and effort to justify and commence the officer corps’ downsizing 
with the set target of 150,000 officers by February 2011 the Defense Ministry announced the suspension 
of the downsizing and the need for an additional 70,000 officers: 150,000 or “15 percent” of the TOE was 
no longer the optimum, offering instead “220,000,” with careful avoidance of referring to a percentage. 
Officer reform was initiated without any changes envisaged to the promotion or recruitment system, and 
the generic aspiration to develop a new generation of officers to suit the reform was accompanied by lip 
service in relation to tackling corruption, while talk of developing a written code of conduct for officers 
was quietly “postponed.”68

The official deadline set to complete the transition to the brigade-centric structure of the armed forces 
was December 1, 2009, and Serdyukov duly reported to President Medvedev that “85 permanent readi-
ness” brigades had been formed, capable of deploying within “one hour.” Although the latter claim was 
most certainly far-fetched and some observers said this was open to interpretation, it appears the brigade 
numbers were subject to re-interpretation.69

By April 2011 Arbatov calculated the numbers and strategic posture of the Ground Forces’ brigades 
in the context of the new joint strategic commands (Obyedinennoye Strategicheskoye Komandovanie – 
OSKs). West and South OSKs deploy 30 brigades, Center OSK 20 brigades (excluding bases in Central 
Asia) and East OSK 14 brigades, advancing the concept that major regional conflicts with NATO remain 
the priority, with fewer brigades required for possible local conflict in Central Asia and fewer still for a 
regional war in the Far East. Arbatov arrived at the total number of brigades in the Ground Forces as 64, 
or 21 short of the original target in 2009.70



16

In February 2011 Army-General Nikolai Makarov , Chief of the General 
Staff, answered reform critics, who alleged the country had lost its mobili-
zation potential, by saying that Russia can deploy up to “180 brigades.” Ma-
karov offered no details on how this calculation was made, and also ignored 
the issues of manning or equipping such huge numbers of brigades. Colo-
nel-General Alexander Postnikov, the Commander-in-Chief of the Ground 
Forces, told the Federation Council Defense and Security Committee on 
March 15, 2011, that by 2020 there would be 109 brigades. These “upper 
range” figures seem to include Ground Forces, airborne and mobilization 
brigades, in an effort to silence critics. On the actual numbers of Ground 
Forces’ brigades, Postnikov stated there are 70 (rather than Arbatov’s 64). 
The CINC of the Ground Forces explained that additional brigades will be 
formed annually and the brigade models will focus on light, medium and 
heavy. Postnikov spoke of 47 brigades formed on the principle of a “future 
type,” with 42 on Russian territory: these combined-arms brigades are the 
likely focus of modernization efforts.71

As brigade concepts, structures and numbers experienced constant turbu-
lence and indecision, commanders suffered under the strain of attempting to 

raise combat readiness levels using fewer kontraktniki (contractors) and more twelve-month conscripts, 
the Defense Ministry preferred to manipulate figures to showcase the notionally “permanent readiness” 
of the brigades. Stop-gap ideas and temporary measures gained ascendency while real solutions proved 
evasive. In early 2010 the Defense Ministry moved GRU Spetsnaz (Glavnoye Razvedyvatel’noye Uprav-
leniye – GRU, voyska spetsialnogo naznacheniya – Spetsnaz)  from its subordination to the General Staff, 
placing it under the Ground Forces. Of course, the structural issue was more complex in reality, since not 
all elements of GRU Spetsnaz had been subordinated to the General Staff in the first place, and, in turn, 
were not fully placed at the disposal of the Ground Forces. The controversy only emerged briefly in the 
Russian media after the Defense Ministry clumsily “announced” the move on October 24, 2010 (Spetsnaz 
Day), several months after implementing it. This issue festered in the background until the spring of 2011, 
when a proposal emerged to reverse the decision and the paperwork sat on General Makarov’s desk await-
ing a decision. Setting aside the fact that all armed formations and security structures are subordinated to 
the OSKs during military operations, the tussle over the Spetsnaz seemed to some observers to indicate 
internal conflict over the reform. In reality, what was at issue was money: elements of the Spetsnaz seek-
ing to change the earlier decision are paid according to their actual subordination.72 The reformers were 
startled each step along the path of reform to encounter unforeseen problems, and hoped that muddling 
through might yield progress. Agreement on the final goal of the reform had been completely shattered, 
its key aims proving to be so subject to modification, reversal or abandonment.73

The decision by the Defense Ministry in February 2011 to readjust the target for officer downsizing 
from 150,000 to 220,000 effectively marked the failure of the reform launched in October 2008; what re-
main are the vestiges of that ambitious reform  recalculated to fit a fluid modernization drive. This failure 
was long in the making and marked a correction to the single greatest error on the part of the reformers. 
The pre-Serdyukov decision to reduce the length of conscript service from two years to twelve months in 
an effort to address dedovshchina, combined with the rapid reduction of the officer corps in 2009-2010 
in the absence of real NCOs, resulted in an unforeseen increase in dedovshchina, and the near collapse 
of military discipline. The 8,000 officers demoted to sergeant posts may have mitigated the potential 
disaster. Colonel (retired) Vitaly Shlykov characterizes this blunder as “irresponsibility” on the part of 
the Defense Ministry. Indeed, despite the high-profile drive to introduce professional NCOs by opening 
34-month courses in the Ryazan Higher Airborne Command School (RVVDKU), the trickle of profes-
sional NCOs this will produce prompted Shlykov to dismiss the program as a PR exercise.74
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Since October 2010 the RVVDKU has also been training conscript sergeants in three-month cours-
es. The course prepares conscript sergeants to enter the armed forces as technical, airborne subunit, 
combined-arms, reconnaissance (Spetsnaz), communications and maintenance specialists. A number of 
problems have been identified in the training of these personnel, including no decision on bringing the 
educational facility up to full strength in the training of platoon commanders, deputy platoon command-
ers and company first sergeants. There is a shortage of instructors for technical and weapons training, 
and a reduction of teaching hours due cutting the overall training period and a lack of simulators, train-
ing displays, and combat training equipment. Many conscripts have an insufficient level of education to 
be trained in selected specialties. In the “new look” army company first sergeants are civilians paid only 
5,000 rubles per month. The persistence of these programs and the presence of conscript NCOs (from 
which contract NCOs are drawn) do not auger well for developing a high-tech force.75

Redesigning the Reform: the Limits of Military Science
The role of Russian military science in these processes was unclear, given the level of confusion and er-

ror apparent in the reform. Some individuals close to the reform explained to the author that there was no 
need to conduct in-depth analysis prior to the reform, it was simply a case of blowing the dust off many 
reports long lying dormant. Unfortunately, this would only take reform efforts so far before the need for 
further scientific work was exposed. Major-General Igor Sheremet, the Executive-Secretary of the De-
fense Ministry’s Scientific-Technical Council (Nauchno-Tekhnicheskiy Sovet – NTS) and Deputy Chief of 
the General Staff, publicly concurred with the view that there was no need for “new” research to under-
pin the reform. Existing reports and studies based on the experiences of operations ranging from Afghan-
istan to Chechnya had yielded sufficient materials upon which to base reform. Research and development 
(R&D) aspects of the State Defense Order (Gosudarstvennyi Oboronnyi Zakaz – GOZ) for 2011 were 
formulated under the control of the NTS. The NTS is a new body that ensures collective discussions at 
the highest levels, particularly on developing arms and military special equipment and their use in armed 
conflicts, and R&D on high-technology systems. The NTS receives and reviews proposals on R&D and 
then its results are included in the GOZ. General Sheremet highlighted the importance of the new body: 
“This is a new agency responsible for coordinating collective discussions at the highest level on the most 
important issues surrounding the development of weapons, military and special-purpose hardware, as 
well as its application during armed conflicts.” Sheremet also indicated that, among other areas, the NTS 
is involved in conducting research to support the new OSK structures. Forming policy and then searching 
out the scientific research basis to support it is a particularly curious approach to such issues. However, 
it has a long resonance, as one retired officer explained to the author that in 1999 then Defense Minister 
Marshal Igor Sergeyev told a meeting in the General Staff Academy: “The main mission of military sci-
ence consists in the substantiation of already accepted decisions.” Appointments were made on this basis. 
Of course, not only did this  reveal negative attitudes towards military science, but the politicized priori-
ties it signaled were also part of a wider and more worrying malaise.76

On March 26, 2011, General Makarov addressed the General Assembly of the Academy of Military 
Sciences. The academy was formed in 1995 under its President, Army-General (retired) Makhmut Ga-
reev. In sharp contrast to the mainly positive overview of the academy’s achievements since 1995 offered 
by Gareev during the opening speech, General Makarov lamented the absence of an adequate theoreti-
cal basis prior to launching the present reform of the armed forces, an admission that partly explains the 
trial and error nature of the reform. “It was necessary to urgently pull the army out of the crisis we found 
ourselves in. As a result, we decided to reform the armed forces even though we did not have a sufficient 
scientific-theoretical base,” Makarov explained. Makarov also highlighted the decline of Russian military 
science since 1991. The revolution in military affairs essentially bypassed Russia, while Moscow watched 
the US taking that revolution to new heights. “It stems from the transition from the large-scale linear 
operations of multimillion-strong armies to the mobile defense of the only professionally-trained armed 
forces of the new generation and network-centric military operations.”77
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Makarov asserted that for twenty years the Russian military had languished in its fixation with mass 
industrial warfare, and effectively missed or underestimated that forces and means of modern warfare 
were being recast. He traced these indicators from “Desert Storm” to “Operation Iraqi Freedom” and the 
development of network-centric military operations. Meanwhile, the Russian military “continued to live 
with the views of the 1970s,” Makarov stated. The gap that had opened between modern Western ap-
proaches to warfare and Russia’s military trapped in the past now needed urgent correction. Makarov’s 
criticism was directed at the General Staff and the retired officers in the Academy of Military Sciences: 
“For the last two decades we have been unable to bring military art to a modern level and continued to 
live with old metrics. In this period as the whole world has developed space technology, information 
control systems and has made mass purchases of weapons we have placed our bet on a mass army and the 
procurement of obsolete weaponry. We have ignored the development of methods as well as the means of 
armed combat.” Writing in Eurasia Daily Monitor, Jacob W. Kipp, Adjunct Professor at the University 
of Kansas, noted the incongruence of Gareev’s speech compared with the address by the Chief of the 
General Staff:

  Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, who had warned of a coming “revolution in military affairs” and had 
been dismissed as the Chief of the Soviet General Staff, had become a prophet without honor in 
his own land. Military science was like an old Russian noble family living with its inherited title 
but with empty pockets. The inheritance that Gareev saw as so valuable was an empty relic good 
only for covering a chamber pot. The General Staff’s failure to foresee had undermined the most 
recent effort at military reform and left the fate of the “new look” under a cloud of improvisations 
without intellectual or organizational coherence. Gareev’s own remarks promised to look to the 
future but he kept returning to the same imperative of measuring future war against the criteria 
of the Great Patriotic War, which had been fought and won by a mass mobilization army at great 
cost.78

Gareev lost no time in writing a response in Nezavisimoye Voyennoye Obozreniye against the coverage 
in the Russian media that had identified the wide disparity between these speeches. Gareev’s “all is well” 
self-justification, partly aimed to bolster his own academy, only underscored Kipp’s analysis.79 Indeed, 
since the start of 2011 the Defense Ministry stopped tasking the Academy of Military Sciences with 
conducting studies or assisting in drafting documents. That contradicts Gareev’s claim that Makarov’s 
speech must not to be interpreted as criticism of the academy: the Defense Ministry’s actions are a clear 
expression of such criticism.80

Arbatov also considers the current reform and modernization efforts hampered by ineffectual mili-
tary science. This stems from the “weakness and purely formal character of the political monitoring 
of military policy in the country’s reform. Rational methods of evaluating the proposals of interested 
departments and corporations are absent. The mechanisms for the development of doctrinal, budget-
ary, programmatic and military-tactical decisions are out of alignment,” according to Arbatov.81 Andrei 
Kokoshin calls for a “new look” in the relationship between military science and the social sciences and 
refers to prominent military theorist Aleksandr Svechin’s contribution to this sphere in the 1920s: “In his 
opinion military science must and can be developed in close connection with political science, economics 
and with a series of disciplines in the natural sciences. In his time Svechin positively demonstrated that 
the theory of military strategy is a subject of sociology and had a role to play in the sciences that study 
society, namely political science and economics.”82

In 1923 General Aleksandr Svechin (1878-1938) noted that German military historian Hans Delbrück 
(1848-1929) had broken the military monopoly on military science. Makarov’s approach appears to ignore 
these aspects of military science. Moreover, Kokoshin was drawing on the thinking of Soviet Army theo-
rists. General Nikolai Golovine in 1938 said “a science about war could only be the sociology of war.” 



19

Svechin said it in Strategiya in 1924, where he also coined the phrase operativnoye iskusstvo (operational 
art) and referred to the “integral commander,” who understood military art and science, politics, and eco-
nomics: war was no longer linear, but nonlinear and complex.83 Makarov’s March 26 speech scratched the 
surface of more systemic problems besetting Russian military science. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
some scientific research is never published in complete form, owing to politicized peer review processes 
that compel papers to be reduced in content and sanitized to the point where they are deemed to be ac-
ceptable, but in the process losing their original value.84 

While some aspects of Russian military science are weaker than others, particularly in the teaching of 
military geography and military history, operational art, considered to be a stronger area, suffers from 
dated approaches and too much time devoted to large-scale warfare. Like reforming the officer corps, 
which entails addressing and changing the mentality of serving officers, transforming military science 
will take a concerted effort, as well as considerable time. During the protracted transition period facing 
the armed forces, as they are both reformed and modernized, Russian military science will continue to 
struggle to foster an innovative culture and meet the demands of an ambitious reform agenda: the twenty 
years it will take to close the gap. Russian military science is currently so dispersed and subject to hav-
ing to conform to what military leaders want to hear  that, without a revolution in its culture and greater 
investment and freedoms granted by the state, it will rely on recycling old analyses or insights culled 
from foreign sources. A military reform without the adequate support of military science is certain to fall 
victim to trial and error, correction and further drift.

Clothing the Reform: Procurement
If Moscow is open to persuasion on entering an SSNW disarmament regime, it must raise the combat 

capabilities and combat readiness of its conventional armed forces. This means that both the reform and 
modernization of its conventional armed forces will have a direct bearing on the extent to which the mili-
tary remains reliant upon nuclear deterrence. To date, the level of combat readiness has declined, and at 
the outset of the reform in 2008 the proportion of new or modern weapons and equipment in the TOE was 
only 10 percent. By March 2011 CINC of the Ground Forces General Postnikov stated the level had risen 
to 12 percent, and nonofficial sources in Moscow questioned whether Medvedev’s target of 70 percent 
new weapons and equipment in the TOE by 2020 is realistic.

Despite the bungling of the previous GPV (2006-2015), the new GPV to 2020 offers potentially bright 
prospects for the Russian military. It vastly increases the level of spending from the initial target of 13 
trillion rubles ($460.25 billion) to 22 trillion rubles ($778.88 billion) over the decade. Of this massive 
injection of finance into the modernization, the Defense Ministry will be allocated 19 trillion rubles 
($672.67 billion). As alluded to by Dvorkin, the GPV is shrouded in secrecy, with little or no public scru-
tiny involved in key areas. The secrecy goes beyond the remit of the Law on State Secrets and fits with an 
approach to security that allows minimal insight into the inner workings of the state defense and security 
machinery. Colonel (retired) Vasily Zatsepin, Senior Research Fellow in the Moscow-based Institute for 
the Economy in Transition, describes this tendency to prioritize secrecy as “security through obscurity.”85

In a two-part article in Nezavisimoye Voyennoye Obozreniye, Colonel (retired) Vitaly Tsymbal, Head 
of the Institute for the Economy in Transition, and Colonel-General (retired) Eduard Vorobyov, Deputy 
Chairman of the Duma Committee on Defense, assessed the financial and economic implications of the 
reform and modernization plans. In particular, the authors noted that the Accounting Chamber found the 
projected budget allocations for 2011-2013 by the Defense Ministry were based on personnel figures taken 
from 2007. The numbers being reported by commanders and, in turn, by the Defense Ministry to the 
state bodies, as well as the media, did not match, and most probably also fail to reflect the actual numbers 
serving in the armed forces. Among the measures recommended by Tsymbal and Vorobyov to address 
corruption and develop transparency were to bring the defense budget in line with the content of the Law 
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on State Secrets, rather than the current practice, which distorts the law and throws a veil over much of 
the budget, and revive the publication of reliable military statistics, following the examples of countries 
such as France and the UK.86

In February 2011 First Deputy Defense Minister Vladimir Popovkin said the GPV aims to vastly in-
crease the proportion of modern weaponry, military and special hardware. Popovkin outlined the mod-
ernization priorities as: “The balanced development of strategic arms; the supply and standard sets of 
modern and advanced models of arms (in the first case to permanent readiness formations and line units); 
the creation of the basis of information-command-and-control systems, which provide for the use of 
high-precision weapons. Moreover, it is the creation of a scientific-technical reserve and providing for the 
development of the newest systems and models of arms; and the support of the existing arms in a combat 
ready status.”87

The main priority remains the modernization of the RVSN. Tu-95 and Tu-160 long-range bombers, the 
air component of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, will be modernized, and replacement ICBMs will be 
introduced. Official statements seem to offer target figures against which the future success of the GPV 
may be measured, though there is plenty of scope for “adjustment” and a great deal that is unknown. 
Popovkin delineated details of the procurement of aircraft, to include T-50 (stealth fifth-generation) Su-
35S and MiG-35 fighters, Su-34 frontline bombers, Su-25SM ground attack aircraft, and Il-7690A and 
An-70 military transport aircraft. Among the plans to procure helicopters, Mi28NM and Ka-52 attack, 
Mi-26, Mi-8MVT-5 transport and multipurpose helicopters feature, as well as vague references to “spe-
cial” helicopters. The Navy will acquire Borey-class submarines, despite the continued problems over 
testing and introducing the Bulava SLBM, corvettes (mostly Steregushchiy corvettes), frigates (Project 
22350 and Project 11356M), as well as  multipurpose submarines (Project 885 Yasen-Class (Graney-class) 

APL nuclear attack submarine). In terms of numerical 
targets, the GPV to 2020 aims to purchase 100 ships, 
including 20 submarines, 35 corvettes, 15 frigates, 
as well as supporting vessels. This may also include 
the planned procurement of the French Mistral-class 
Landing Helicopter Dock and amphibious assault 
ships. The main armaments of naval platforms will be 
the “Kalibr” unified ship missile complex (3M 54 anti-
ship cruise missile, as well as the 3M 14 long-range 
cruise missile for the destruction of enemy ground 
targets). There are also plans to develop a hypersonic 
missile for the “Tsirkon-S” ship missile complex.88

Air defense and missile defense formations and units will receive S-500 (SAM system) battalions (in 
development) and S-400 (SAM complex) battalions to replace approximately half of the existing S-300s 
by 2016, as well as the Iskander operational-tactical missile complex.89 Popovkin stated that the mod-
ernization of the Ground Forces will involve 2 trillion rubles ($70.80 billion), and that the missile attack 
warning system will be modernized by 2018. Reportedly, R&D will account for another 2 trillion rubles 
($70.80 billion). However, there are some puzzling features in the statements made by the top brass and 
defense officials on the types of platforms that may be procured during the modernization. For instance, 
why did Popovkin include Su-25SM (among others) in his list of “advanced” aircraft and specify as 
“new” the well-known military transport aircraft? This immediately raises questions as to how the De-
fense Ministry is framing the fundamentals of the modernization.90 

As more details of the GPV emerged in March 2011, Vladimir Shcherbakov highlighted the issue of 
whether the spending will carried out fully: “According to information in official sources, the GOZ was 

Procure Modernize
 Fix-Wing  
Aircraft &  
Helicopters

1500 400 
Aircraft

Submarines 20 —
Corvettes 35 —
Frigates 15 —
Ships 100 —
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fully funded last year. According to expert evaluations, however (we are kept from evaluating everything 
openly by secrecy surrounding certain items of the GOZ and GPV), the GOZ planned for 2010 was ful-
filled by no more than 70 percent, and we will recall that a year earlier the Accounting Chamber discov-
ered that the GOZ had been 41.9 percent fulfilled in terms of the number of assignments and 64.9 percent 
in the amount of work.”91 Boris Nakonechnyy, a high-ranking official in the Defense Ministry Depart-
ment of Armaments, linked the disruption of the 2010 GOZ to “poor organization of the work of prime 
performers and ineffective work of the institution of federal designers.”92 General Sheremet, pointing to 
the efficiency of the new NTS, said that it reviewed 1,500 R&D proposals and only adopted 146 into the 
2011 GOZ, accounting for around 20 billion rubles ($697.44 million). Weaknesses in R&D alluded to by 
General Makarov are likely to lengthen the timescale for the introduction of high-tech systems.93

The GPV to 2020 reportedly envisages procuring 1,500 fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters, aiming at 
increasing the proportion of new platforms in the Air Force and Air Defense to 80 percent and 75 percent 
respectively by 2020. Around 400 aircraft will be modernized and the number UAVs will increase sixfold 
to reach 30 percent of the total number of aircraft in the inventory.94 This would include 70 T-50 fifth-gen-
eration fighters (ten planned in the development stage 2013-2015), 48 Su-35S fighters, 4 Su-30M2 fighters, 
12 Su-27SM3 fighters, 28 Su-34 frontline bombers up to 2015, and 16 Su-25UBM ground attack aircraft.95 
Frontal aviation will witness the procurement of 50 percent “new” aircraft and 14 percent “advanced” 
by 2020. Army aviation will increase the number of modern platforms up to 70 percent. In 2011, Ka-52, 
Mi-28N, Mi-8AMTSh, Ka-226 and the Ansat-U trainer aircraft will be procured. Long-range aviation 
will focus on the modernization of the Tu-160, Tu-95MS, Tu-22M3, and Il-78M aircraft, which in the 
medium term must be upgraded to 80 percent of the inventory.96 In Krasnaya Zvezda Aleksandr Alek-
sandrov stressed the ambitious targets for the modernization of the Air Force: “Based upon the experts’ 
preliminary calculations, the measures that are planned by 2020 will permit a nearly 18-fold increase of 
the fraction of state-of-the-art precision-guided munitions, a nearly 4.5-fold increase of the number of 
aircraft complexes, which are capable of operating round-the-clock and in all weather conditions, and a 
10-12 percent reduction of aircraft and helicopter losses. All of this will provide the airbases with a 100 
percent capability to effectively operate in a single reconnaissance-information management field under 
any conditions.”97

A particularly opaque part of the GPV to 2020, however, is the re-equipping of the Ground Forces. The 
technological level of models, including those that featured in the GPV to 2015 ranging from the T-90 
tank to the BMP-3, have been openly questioned by defense officials. Equally, the plans outlined in the 
previous GPV (to 2015) no longer fit the requirements of the “new look” Ground Forces. According to 
Popovkin “high-tech” elements of re-equipping the Ground Forces will link weaponry and communica-
tion systems in a combined network: “In the sections on intelligence collection and communications 
equipment the basic measures of the GPV-2020 are connected with realizing two major projects – equip-
ping the Ground Forces and Airborne brigades with a single command and control system at the tactical 
level, as well as the creation of information-command-and-control systems to support the use of precision 
guided weaponry.”98

Some additional light on the plans to re-equip the Ground Forces was shed by the Defense Ministry, 
confirming the existence of a blueprint for its modernization to 2025. The Ground Forces Main Com-
mand completed a blueprint to develop a “system” for arming the Ground Forces for the period to 2025. 
Lieutenant-Colonel Sergei Vlasov, the official spokesman for the Defense Ministry’s press service and 
information directorate, reported that the blueprint envisages sixteen integrated subsystems operating 
within a common information space. These include the subsystems of armored vehicles armament, artil-
lery, multiple-launch rocket systems, antitank weapons, antiaircraft weapons, intelligence and informa-
tion support, UAVs, automated command and control systems, combat equipment and close-combat 
weapons. It aims to ensure interdepartmental standardization, multifunctionality and the modular design 
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of weapons. Consequently, given the complexity of the systems and subsystems involved, this will be 
subject to constant adjustment. Equally, there is no clear consensus on precisely what the re-equipping 
will entail. However, this transition period will witness the introduction of the Sozvezdiye M2 automated 
tactical level joint command and control system (yedinaya sistema upravleniya v takticheskom zvene – 
YeSU TZ). Although this has been field tested, design issues have delayed its introduction until late 2011 
or 2012 at the earliest.99

A conference held in the Combined-Arms Academy in Moscow on April 15, 2011, was devoted to the 
theory and practice of network-centric warfare operations and its impact on armaments and the structure 
of the armed forces. The conference discussed ways of applying network-centric principles in combined-
arms brigades, and how this changes the tactics involved in operations, command issues, intelligence and 
information warfare. It was led by General Postnikov,  the CINC of the Ground Forces, and attended by 
generals and officers in the Ground Forces, central commands, and Defense Ministry educational estab-
lishments and research institutes, as well as defense companies.100 

Although the Ground Forces’ re-equipment blueprint provides evidence of generic planning and contin-
ued interest in network-centric capabilities, there is little indication of a measurable route map to modern-
ization. Moreover, Makarov’s reference to the General Staff assessment of the nature of future war in the 
period 2020 to 2025, combined with the Ground Forces’ blueprint to 2025, may well indicate that hope 
lies in the next GPV (GPV 2016-2025), which allows more time to refine the precise needs of the Grounds 
Forces and the nature of the procurement priorities. President Medvedev’s approval of the future target of 
425,000 contract personnel and 220,000 officers, and references to reducing the number of conscripts to 
10 to 15 percent of the TOE and to “preserve” conscription for 10 to 15 years may support a timescale for 
reform extending to 2025. In other words, the “new look” Ground Forces may not fully emerge until 2020 
to 2025.101

While there is no doubt that Russia’s plans to modernize its armed forces are highly ambitious, this 
faces significant challenges. These include overcoming corruption in the Defense Ministry and among 
defense industry companies, fulfilling the GOZ annually and ultimately the GPV to 2020, reforming 
the domestic defense industry to meet the requirements of modernizing the armed forces, investing in 
modern electronics and nanotechnologies, entering joint ventures with foreign companies, and forming a 
close working partnership between the Defense Ministry and domestic defense industry and the private 
sector. If the conventional armed forces are to become high-tech, this will demand sufficient GLONASS 
satellite coverage, developing and procuring high-precision strike systems, introducing modern C4ISR 
and realizing plans to adopt network-centric rather than outdated tank-centric approaches to warfare. In 
turn, this will compel revision of the manpower structure and greater reliance in the future on profes-
sional, highly-trained and motivated personnel. Reforming the officer corps and training quality NCOs 
will prove to be major obstacles in this process.

Russian officials set out stalling tactics and impossible preconditions, and expect major concessions 
during any talks on reducing SSNW. At root, Moscow is concerned about the imbalance in conventional 
forces in its western and eastern strategic vectors, the possible militarization of space and the high-tech 
gap widening between Russia and other powers. Consequently, Russia is resigned to long-term depen-
dence on nuclear deterrence and assigns a role to SSNW as part of this deterrence strategy. The lack of 
doctrinal certainty and secrecy relating to nuclear policy, as well as in relation to specific aspects of its 
plans to modernize its conventional armed forces, reflect deep uncertainty within the Russian security 
elite about the changing nature of the strategic environment. 

While some in the security elite realize that nuclear deterrence may not adequately meet 21st century 
threats, the country’s conventional weakness has not been reversed by either its latest reform or modern-
ization plans. Its share of modern weapons and equipment in its inventory is low (12 percent in 2011), and 
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setting the ambitious target of reaching 70 percent by 2020 marks an aspiration to reverse the degradation 
of its conventional combat capabilities. Achieving significant progress towards such goals depends on the 
capacity of the state to adequately reform and invest in the domestic defense industry and, in turn, for 
those companies to produce the weapons needed by the armed forces. Anxiety expressed in Russian mili-
tary doctrine and among the top brass over US global strike plans, conventional high-precision weapons 
and other high-tech developments mirrors the chronic shortages of such options at the disposal of Rus-
sian commanders. China looms larger in these calculations than NATO, and, though it poses no immedi-
ate security threat to Russia, Moscow as it looks East fears strategic isolation. As Russia’s conventional 
reform and modernization struggle to raise combat capabilities and combat readiness, SSNW reduction 
or elimination is a gamble few in the General Staff would want to risk, and fewer in the security elite dare 
to contemplate. As Lieutenant-General Vladimir Chirkin, the former Commander of the Siberian Mili-
tary District, said in reference to the presence of PLA armies close to the Russian Far East, Russia wants  
“friendly relations,” with strong nations, but understands that to “quiet a friend down,” in the view of the 
army command,“ a conventional or nuclear club” is needed. With one club disproportionately compensat-
ing for the weakness of the other, the weapon of choice in extremis is all too clear.102
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