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ANALYSIS

Hard Times? Defence Spending and the Russian Economy
Richard Connolly, Birmingham

Abstract
Driven by an ambitious plan to modernize the armed forces and to upgrade the wider defence-industrial 
base, defence spending in Russia has grown rapidly since 2010. However, nearly two years of recession and 
bleak growth prospects have caused policy-makers to make some tough choices over how to allocate pub-
lic resources. The recently-approved budget for the period 2017–19 envisages a reduction in overall public 
spending and of defence spending. While this suggests that the period of rapid growth in defence spend-
ing has ended, closer inspection of the proposed budget shows that the defence industry and the military 
remain important to the Russian leadership.

Russian defence spending, driven by an ambitious 
plan to modernize both the equipment used by the 

Russian armed forces and to upgrade the wider defence-
industrial base, has risen sharply in recent years. How-
ever, the budget for the period 2017–19 adopted on 
December 9th suggests that defence spending, as a share 
of total federal government spending and of gross domes-
tic product (GDP), may well decline in the coming years. 
Against the backdrop of Russia’s armed intervention in 
the Syrian civil war, and amidst a wider heightening of 
tensions between Russia and the West, this relaxation 
of the defence burden may appear surprising.

In this article, the scale of the planned reduction in 
defence spending is considered, along with the impli-
cations that spending plans are likely to have for the 
future of Russia’s plan to re-equip and modernise its 
armed forces, and what this might mean for Russian 
economic development in the near future.

From Rearmament…
The urgent need to re-equip the armed forces became 
apparent in the aftermath of the war with Georgia in 
2008. In late 2010, the erstwhile president— Dmitry Med-
vedev—approved a new ten-year state armaments pro-
gramme (gosudarstvennaia programma vooruzheniia, here-
after the GPV-2020) that was designed to re-equip and 
modernise the Russian armed forces by 2020. As well 
as providing substantial—and in the post-Soviet period, 
unprecedented—funds for re-equipping Russia’s armed 
forces, it was also envisaged that the GPV-2020 would 
revitalize the Russian defense industry through investment 
in the modernization of the industry’s fixed capital stock. 
As such, the GPV-2020 was an attempt to both modern-
ize the Russian armed forces and to revamp the Russian 
defence industry. This led President Putin to express the 
hope that the defence industry would act as a “locomo-
tive” of technological development in the wider economy.

As the rearmament process gathered momentum, 
total Russian military expenditure grew from 3.8 per-
cent of GDP in 2010 to 5.4 percent in 2015. Within this, 

the amount allocated to the annual state defense order 
(gosudarstevennyi oboronnyi zakaz, or GOZ) grew from 
1 percent of GDP in 2010 to 2.4 percent of GDP in 
2015. This was augmented with state guaranteed credits 
(SGCs) provided via state-owned banks, as well as addi-
tional indirect funding that was channeled through 
other ministries, such as the Ministry of Industry and 
Trade, which funded the development of industrial 
projects with military applications.

This injection of funds into the defence industry 
caused a reorientation in the overall allocation of fed-
eral government spending. In 2010, military expendi-
ture accounted for 15.9 percent of federal government 
spending; by 2015 it had grown to 25.8 percent. In 2015, 
the GOZ alone (including SGCs) accounted for nearly 
12 percent of federal government spending, up from less 
than 5 percent in 2010. With total military expenditure 
estimated by SIPRI to have reached around 5.5 percent 
of GDP in 2015, the defence burden in Russia was well 
in excess of the NATO average (1.5 per cent of GDP) and 
that of the USA (3.3 per cent) and China (1.9 per cent).

For some observers, this reorientation of defence 
spending was a worrying sign, contributing to the per-
ception of a more militarily capable and threatening Rus-
sia. However, it should be understood that the rearma-
ment process embodied in the GPV-2020 drove much 
of the rise in military expenditure, and this in turn was 
much-needed after the hiatus in defence procurement 
and military spending in general that occurred in the 
aftermath of the disintegration of the Soviet Union. 
Improved conventional capabilities may, for instance, 
reduce the emphasis that Russian defence planners place 
on the use of nuclear weapons in any large-scale con-
flict. And, lest it be forgotten, the absolute sums allo-
cated to the Russian military remain significantly lower 
than either NATO to the west and China to the east.

The supplementary amendment to the 2016 budget 
made in October, which saw an additional RUB 780 
billion allocated to the ‘national defence’ chapter of the 
federal budget, prompted some observers to highlight 
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what appeared to be another sharp increase in defence 
spending. However, closer inspection revealed that this 
additional spending was not made to support current 
spending on operations or procurement, but instead 
was intended to pay down around RUB 750 billion 
of the principal outstanding on the SGCs that were 
used to supplement direct budget funding for the state 
defence order in previous years (the total stock of which 
amounted to over RUB 1.2 trillion).

The state decided to intervene before large repay-
ments were due to be made over 2017–18, largely because 
a number of enterprises would have found the repay-
ment schedule too onerous, raising the prospect of rising 
non-performing loans affecting the state-owned banks 
that had provided the loans to defence-industrial enter-
prises. Soon afterwards, a government decree, prepared 
by the Ministry of Finance, permitted the state to guar-
antee up to 100 percent of the debt of strategic enter-
prises, an  increase from the 70 percent that was pre-
viously guaranteed by the state.

Both developments—the state intervention to reduce 
the principal outstanding on previous SGCs and the move 
to increase the proportion of loans guaranteed by the state—
suggest that the financial situation of at least some key 
defence enterprises is precarious, despite the large increase 
in defence spending that has taken place in recent years.

…to a Change in Priorities?
After a period where the defence budget grew strongly 
each year, the new budget for the period 2017–19 sug-
gests that a period of relative austerity lies ahead for the 
defence industry. Due to the wider, protracted economic 
slowdown that has afflicted the Russian economy since 
2013, tax revenues have declined. Because of the desire 
in the leadership to reduce the size of the budget defi-
cit, this has resulted in plans for a steady and significant 
reduction in federal government spending across nearly 
all spheres of government activity.

In 2015, federal spending amounted to 21.2 percent 
of GDP. Under the plans outlined in the budget, it is 
envisaged that the share of federal spending in GDP 
will decline to 18.7 percent of GDP in 2017, and even-
tually reach 16.2 percent of GDP in 2019. This reduc-
tion in overall spending is intended to reduce the fed-
eral budget deficit from what will probably be around 
4 per cent in 2016 to just 1.2 per cent in 2019.

Since the recession began in 2015, defence spending 
has been cushioned from significant cuts, at least com-
pared to most other chapters of budgetary spending 
(with the exception of social welfare spending). Some 
accounting sleight of hand has helped. For instance, 
the 2016 budget as outlined in the budget law envis-
aged a nominal reduction in spending on the ‘national 

defence’ budget line of just 1 percent (c. RUB 320 bil-
lion), compared to an average of 10 percent in other 
departments. This would have reduced the share of total 
(SIPRI-defined) defence expenditure from 5.4 percent 
of GDP in 2015 to around 4.8 percent. However, the 
allocation of nearly RUB 200 billion worth of SGCs 
to help execute the state defence order compensated for 
this reduction, even before the additional allocation 
of funds to reduce the stock of outstanding SGCs was 
made later in the supplementary budget.

The 2017–19 budget appears to portend a more sig-
nificant reduction in the weight of the defence burden. 
Spending under the ‘national defence’ chapter is sched-
uled to decline from nearly a quarter of federal spending 
in 2016 (19 percent excluding the supplementary allo-
cation of funds to pay off SGCs) to around 17.5 percent 
over the period 2017–19. If executed to plan, this reduc-
tion in spending should bring real (i.e. inflation adjusted) 
defence spending down to levels last seen around 2013.

On the face of it, this halt to the rapid growth in 
defence spending of recent years appears to be a  sig-
nificant development. After all, if the Kremlin intends 
to curtail military expenditure, especially in an era of 
strained relations between Russia and the West, per-
haps it will augur well for a  future relaxation of ten-
sions. However, closer inspection of the budget reveals 
that the reduction in funding for the defence industry 
may not be quite as severe as it is presented.

First, the apparently sharp annual reduction (2016–
17) of nearly 30 percent in nominal terms that has been 
reported in some quarters is misleading. Such a large 
decline is a result of the inclusion of the additional funds 
included in the supplementary 2016 budget to reduce 
the outstanding principal on SGCs. If these additional 
funds are excluded from the calculation (so, compar-
ing like-for-like expenditure), the reduction in spend-
ing committed to ‘national defence’ over the next year 
is closer to 9 percent in nominal terms.

Second, closer inspection of the planned expenditure 
reveals significant variation across spending on ‘national 
defence’. For instance, a large proportion of the proposed 
reduction in spending looks set to fall on the budget 
line ‘applied R&D (research and development) in the 
field of national defence’, where funding should decline 
from RUB 432 billion in 2016 to RUB 346 in 2017 and 
even further to RUB 176 billion in 2019, a cumulative 
decline of nearly 60 percent over three years. Most other 
budget lines are protected from such severe cuts, with 
the exception of the budget line ‘other items in the field 
of national defence’, under which spending on opera-
tions in Syria is believed to be funded.

Third, additional funds look likely to be made avail-
able elsewhere in the budget to compensate the OPK 
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for cuts made in direct defence spending. For instance, 
an extra RUB 150 billion is allocated under the classi-
fied section of spending on the national economy. This 
represents a seven-fold increase on spending on the same 
classified section of the budget in 2016, and includes 
a nine-fold increase in classified spending on ‘applied 
R&D’. Given that a new state programme (No.425-8; 

“Development of the Defence-Industrial Complex”) to 
increase productivity in the defence-industrial complex 
was approved in May 2016, it is likely that this will be 
funded through an increase in spending channeled via 
the Ministry of Trade and Trade (Minpromtorg). And 
a  further RUB 43.7 billion in SGCs has been made 
available to help finance the development of the defence-
industrial complex. Thus, while the mechanism of fund-
ing has changed, the final beneficiary—the defence-
industrial complex—remains the same.

Fourth, funding for the annual state defence order 
(GOZ) is forecast to decline only very slowly in nominal 
terms. Thus, while around RUB 1.65 trillion was allo-
cated to the GOZ in 2016, modest annual reductions 
mean that by 2019 it is expected that around RUB 1.55 
trillion will still be allocated to the GOZ, a large propor-
tion of which finances procurement. This is quite a mild 
reduction in funding, even if inflation will erode the real 
value of this expenditure to bring it down to a level of 
expenditure last seen in 2013. Indeed, because expendi-
ture on the overall ‘national defence’ line is expected to 
decline more quickly than spending on the GOZ, the 
share of the GOZ in ‘national defence’ spending should 
actually rise from 53.5 percent in 2016 to just under 58 
percent in 2018 before declining thereafter.

Finally, there appears to be scope for an  increase 
in defence spending if the wider economic situation 
improves. In early November the Duma approved a meas-
ure that permits the government to reallocate up to 10 
percent of federal government spending towards defence 
and security without seeking agreement from the Duma, 
although apparently any extra funds cannot be assigned 
towards fulfillment of the state armaments programme. 
Because the overall budget is based on a relatively con-
servative oil price of $40 per barrel (Urals) over the three-
year period, it is plausible that tax revenues may turn 
out to be higher than expected, especially if Russia and 
OPEC successfully cooperate to support oil prices. Gov-
ernment spending in Russia is highly correlated with oil 
revenues, so if the price of oil is higher than forecast, we 
should expect budgetary spending to rise with it.

Implications for the Modernization of the 
Armed Forces and Economic Development
It is clear that Russia’s protracted and still ongoing eco-
nomic slowdown is forcing policy-makers in Moscow to 

make some tough decisions about how to spend increas-
ingly scarce public resources. However, despite the mood 
of austerity that is reigning across most ministries, the 
plans for public spending over the next three years do 
appear designed to reduce, if not eliminate, the impact 
on both the military and defence industry.

Clearly, as public spending is reined in, the rapid 
growth rates observed in both procurement (which, 
including SGCs, rose at a nominal average annual rate 
of over 30 percent between 2010 and 2015) and mil-
itary spending more widely have come to an end. As 
Figure 1 shows, the peak in spending on the GOZ was 
reached in 2015 and is scheduled to decline over the 
next three years.

According to the President, the focus for the foresee-
able future should be on the ‘optimisation’ of defence 
spending (i.e. the more efficient use of existing resources) 
and ‘diversification’ of defence-industrial production (i.e. 
a shift away from state defence orders as the primary 
source of sales towards civilian production), so that the 
defence industry can reduce its dependence on the GOZ 
for the vast majority of its revenues (estimated by Putin 
to account for 84% of defence industry revenues in 2016).

Nevertheless, the fact that the government appears 
to remain committed to rearmament despite the sharp 
reduction in overall government spending shows that the 
modernisation of the armed forces, along with social wel-
fare, retains primacy among Kremlin priorities. After all, 
in real terms, spending on the GOZ looks set to remain 
at 2013–14 levels for the foreseeable future.

Thus, the re-equipment of the armed forces appears 
likely to continue, reflecting the political priority that this 
objective has enjoyed in recent years. While some individ-
ual weapon systems, such as the PAK-FA fighter aircraft 
and the Armata battle tank, may be produced in lower 
numbers than originally forecast and at a slower pace, it is 
still likely that significant volumes of new equipment will 
reach the armed forces over the next few years, enhanc-
ing the overall capability of the armed forces.

While this orientation towards defence spending, at 
the expense of, for instance, education and health, may 
well appear misguided given the scale of socio-economic 
challenges confronting Russia’s leaders, there are several 
reasons to believe that it can nevertheless be maintained.

First, Russia has very real and specific security con-
cerns that mean it is required to bear a greater defence 
burden than most countries. As a result, both elite and 
public support for a relatively high volume of defence 
spending is high. These security concerns are unlikely 
to disappear soon, so this commitment by both elite 
and the wider population should be expected to persist.

Second, senior officials, including the President, have 
stated that once the objective of modernising the equip-
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ment used by the armed forces has been met, procure-
ment spending will probably be scaled down to a lower 
level. Indeed, the statements concerning the likely focus 
of the new state armaments programme that should be 
developed by summer 2017—GPV-2025—indicate that 
attention will switch from large-scale re-equipment to 
the development of high-technology communication and 
information systems and new generation weapon systems.

Finally, for all the talk of Russian leaders displaying 
a preference for ‘guns over butter’, the fact remains that the 
defence burden remains an order of magnitude lower than 
that which prevailed during the Soviet era. While defence 
spending may not prove to be the locomotive of growth 
and technological development that Putin had hoped for, 
defence spending is not yet distorting economic develop-
ment to the extent that it did during the Soviet period.

Figure 2: Defence Spending as a % of GDP in Russia and Other States
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Figure 1: Spending on Rearmament (Annual State Defence Order, GOZ), Million RUB 2015 
Constant Prices, 2010–2019 (2016–2019 Estimates; Prices Adjusted for Inflation 
Using GDP Deflator)
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ANALYSIS

Still in Search of its Place: The CSTO As a Collective Politico-Military 
Framework
Stephen Aris, Zurich

Abstract
While most attention is centred on Russia’s use of military tools for foreign policy goals in Ukraine and 
Syria, Moscow’s flagship politico-military alliance—the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO)—
continues to fly under the radar. For the Kremlin, it represents a key tool for constructing regional politico-
military unity around itself. However, recent events highlight the distinct limitations to this function. And, 
with Moscow’s attention increasingly focused elsewhere, it is unlikely that the CSTO will take significant 
steps forward in the near future.

Widespread concerns about Russia’s military power 
and intentions have returned to the top of the 

agenda for Western politicians and analysts alike, nota-
bly in relation to Russia’s “hybrid warfare” in Ukraine 
and bombing campaign in Syria. The growing discom-
fort about Russian military activities has manifested 
themselves in escalating tensions and posturing between 
Russia and NATO countries, including the repositioning 
of military hardware and troops vis-a-vis one another, 
Russia’s withdrawal from a nuclear security agreement 
earlier this year and fears about direct military confron-
tation in Syria. Against this backdrop, many commen-
tators are explicitly, or more often implicitly, presenting 
the Kremlin as an effective wielder of the military tool 
in its foreign policy toolbox. For example, it has been 
suggested that Russia has altered the diplomatic con-
text around Syria in its favour, and successfully unset-
tled the Eastern-members of NATO.

In the midst of the high-profile diplomatic disputes 
on Ukraine and Syria, Russia’s use of military tools for 
foreign policy goals in its South have gone largely unno-
ticed. As opposed to the conflictual dynamic that pre-
vails in its policy towards its West, Russia has long been 
using politico-military cooperation as a central com-
ponent for its efforts to consolidate its primary role in 
what the Kremlin has variously termed its “near abroad” 
or “zone of special responsibility”. While increasingly 
credited as an effective user of a military dimension to 
its foreign policy to its West, the evolution of Russia’s 
flagship politico-military alliance—the Collective Secu-
rity Treaty Organization (CSTO)—suggests there may 
be distinct limitations to the Kremlin’s ability to effec-
tively use it in the name of region-building.

Moscow hopes that the CSTO will function as 
a structure to enshrine a collective political unit among 
its members, with Russia’s role as the primary military 
benefactor of the other members serving to ensure the 
Kremlin’s primacy as the security guarantor for these 
states, and for the post-Soviet space writ large. While it 

is now well-established and to some extent serves these 
goals, the CSTO’s lack of progress in establishing a reli-
able role for itself in the region’s security landscape has 
seen many question its utility and ultimately its long-
term existence. In late October, the Secretary-General of 
the CSTO and the long-term Kremlin-insider, Nikolai 
Bordyuzha felt moved to write a letter refuting an article 
published on versiya.ru, which argued that the organ-
isation may soon cease to exist. That Bordyuzha saw 
it as necessary to directly challenge this commenta-
tor’s analysis is expressive of the gap between what the 
organization’s officials claim is the CSTO’s every grow-
ing role and importance for regional security, and the 
repeated question asked by analysts and commentators: 
what exactly is the CSTO for? While this question has 
been ever-present throughout the CSTO’s lifespan, its 
poignancy may well be increasing as it seems clear that 
the focus of Moscow’s attention and importantly its 
finances may be shifting to other politico-military prior-
ities, such as the continuing cost of the Syrian bomb-
ing campaign and grandiose ideas such as re-establish-
ing military bases far from Russia. Furthermore, recent 
events have highlighted persistent political differences 
and diverging foci of attention among its members, as 
well as the emergence of alternatives to the CSTO.

Too Much Dominance?
The abiding feature of the CSTO as a vehicle for multi-
lateral politico-military collaboration is the overwhelm-
ing predominance of Russia as compared to the other 
members. The position of Moscow as the centre-of-grav-
ity is both a major binding agent and a source of inco-
herence. For all the other members, their relationship 
to Russia is key to their participation, with collabora-
tion with one another a very distant (in some case, non-
existing) secondary priority. Arguably the most impor-
tant dimension to the organization is that the other 
members are able to purchase arms and military equip-
ment from Russia at rates well below market value. As 
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Russia is the major military supplier of all the other 
members, this exchange relationship constitutes the 
backbone to the multilateral structure. The result is 
what network mappers would call a simple star-shaped 
network, whereby the only meaningful relationships 
within the CSTO connect Russia to the other members.

Although instituting their predominance is inte-
gral to the value of the CSTO in the eyes of the Krem-
lin, they would also like the organization to make at 
least some functional contribution to addressing secu-
rity challenges, for it to form some kind of security com-
munity and for it to be acknowledged by the rest of 
the world as the legitimate and authoritative multilat-
eral security organization for the region. However, the 
extent of Russian predominance seems to place a limit 
on progress towards these latter goals. On the rare occa-
sions the CSTO vies away from Russian-centricism, its 
basic political constitution becomes dysfunctional. This 
can be seen by the mismanagement of the long discussed 
appointment of a new CSTO Secretary-General. At the 
end of 2015, it was stated that the long-term Kremlin-
insider Nikolai Bordyuzha was to step down and be 
replaced, reportedly by an Armenian candidate. How-
ever, at October’s annual CSTO Summit this decision 
was postponed for a second time, with suggestions that 
this was due to a lack of agreement about which member 
would provide the new head. The decision is now slated 
to be made before the end of 2016. This saga could be 
read as suggesting internal incoherence, which is seem-
ingly only overcome by having a Russian as Secretary-
General. While the Kremlin may be happy that it is the 
unifying element to the CSTO, the extent to which this 
is the case leads to major questions about its wider utility.

Collective Defence Without Agreement?
Aside from Russian predominance, there are clear differ-
ences in policy-positions between the CSTO members. 
The most pressing and fundamental is the ongoing, and 
recently reignited, Nagorno-Karabakh dispute between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan. As last April’s outbreak of open 
conflict illustrates, this is a dispute that is never far away 
from outright conflict. In this context, there has been 
discussion about the commitments made by the signa-
tories of the CSTO Charter to one another in terms of 

“collective defence”, and whether this is in anyway equiv-
alent to NATO’s often-mentioned article 5 guarantee. 
The CSTO Charter certainly contains phrases alluding 
to some notion of “collective defence”, but the wording is 
at best ambiguous. While Yerevan actively seeks to pro-
mote the idea of a CSTO collective defence commitment 
as applicable in the case of an Azeri attack on Nagorno-
Karabakh, Russia, as the major military sponsor of all 
CSTO activities, has retained an aloof position on the 

question, never openly endorsing such an understand-
ing. This is likely in part because several of the other 
CSTO members implicitly and at times explicitly side 
with Azerbaijan on the issue. Kazakhstan’s has sought 
to emphasise that as the Nagorno-Karabakh territorial 
dispute has never been settled and thus there is no com-
mon understanding on “ownership”, this question lies 
outside the scope of the CSTO Charter commitment.

Irrespective of interpretations of the wording of the 
CSTO Charter, in practice it is difficult to imagine the 
Central Asian Republics either politically supporting or 
military committing people and resources to a CSTO 
operation in the South Caucasus. In this way, it is polit-
ically pragmatic for the CSTO bureaucracy and Mos-
cow to fudge and side-step the issue on Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. But, as a consequence, the question of the utility 
and purpose of the organisation is once again brought 
to the surface. If it is unable to respond to even a ques-
tion of “collective defence”, then the active military com-
ponent of the CSTO must also be in doubt in general. 
On the back of the CSTO’s inaction during the Osh 
riots (2010), some analysts ask if there are any circum-
stances or scenarios in which a CSTO military opera-
tion could be mounted and which would be politically 
supported by all of its membership.

New Alternative Military Frameworks?
These doubts about the CSTO’s operational viability as 
a collective military actor are also evident with regard 
to the potential spill over of militancy from Northern 
Afghanistan into Central Asia. Alongside its emphasis 
on countering “colour revolution” scenarios (which have 
been the subject of most CSTO joint military exercises 
over the last decade), this threat has been a staple of both 
Russian and CSTO discourses. Over the last year, this 
concern has been further amplified, due to the increased 
intensity in fighting in the areas of Afghanistan neigh-
bouring Central Asia. The city of Kunduz, close to the 
Tajik border, has fallen to and been retaken from Tali-
ban-forces twice in the last year. While Russia is inter-
ested in supporting border security in all the Central 
Asian Republics neighbouring Afghanistan, only Taji-
kistan hosts both Russian troops and a military base 
under the auspices of the CSTO. In early autumn, both 
the head of Russia’s Security Council and CSTO-head 
Bordyuzha visited Tajikistan for talks about the impact 
of the deteriorating situation in northern Afghanistan. 
Indeed, several CSTO military exercises have been held 
in Tajikistan in recent years, modelled on responding to 
the threat of militant groups crossing from Afghanistan.

Yet, doubts remain over whether the CSTO would 
act collectively in response to such a situation. It would 
seem highly unlikely that Armenia or Belarus would be 
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willing to commit troops to a region they see as very 
distant from their own, while Tajikistan’s willingness 
to permit the troops of other Central Asia Republics to 
fight on its territory is also far from certain. Ultimately, 
it would likely more come down to the attitude of Russia 
and their relationship to the Rahmon regime. In which 
case, it is feasible that the Russian security apparatus may 
simply dispense with the multilateral paraphernalia of 
the CSTO and opt for a distinctly unilateral approach.

Furthermore, the doubts about its reliability as a col-
lective military actor seem such that the Rahmon regime 
is not content to rely solely on the CSTO as its emer-
gency military backup. Recently, it has begun exploring 
a new military-security relationship with China. Such 
engagement was already in evidence within the format of 
the SCO, and its “peace mission” military exercises. And, 
certainly, the CSTO-SCO relationship is a rather obtuse 
and ambiguous one. The China–Tajik security relation-
ship has now, however, expanded beyond the SCO, and 
into formats of which Russia is not a participant. In late 
summer 2016, a  joint statement by China, Afghani-
stan, Pakistan and Tajikistan was issued announcing the 
launch of a Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordina-
tion Mechanism. A Chinese-driven initiative, it aims at 
coordinating the efforts of military leaders from the four 
states towards the common goal of tackling terrorism 
and extremism. Under this umbrella, China and Taji-
kistan held a joint bilateral military exercise in Tajikis-
tan’s Gorno Badakhshan province in October.

The reaction from some commentators in Moscow has 
been less than positive, seeing these developments as vio-
lating an informal understanding that China leaves mil-
itary concerns in Central Asia to Russia and the CSTO. 
And, also that Tajikistan, as a member of the CSTO, 
should not be engaging in joint military exercises outside 
the scope of the CSTO. Ultimately, China’s ever increas-
ing importance to Russia on all manner of other issues 
means that Russia will not seek to make this a problematic 
area in their relationship. Therefore, in spite of Moscow’s 
discomfort with the idea, the Kremlin and the CSTO 
may have to get used to the presence of alternative Chi-
nese military-security initiatives in Central Asia. A trend 
that may well be reinforced by the recent terrorist attack 
on the Chinese embassy in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. While 
the exact details of who conducted this attack and in 
whose name are unconfirmed, it seems to have been car-
ried out by a transnational network of extremists related 
to East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) traversing 
Syria, Turkey, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. 
This has led to speculation that this event may precipi-
tate a more activist security policy towards Central Asia 
from China. And, thus, potentially that the CSTO may 
be facing competition in its core market of Central Asia.

Political Capital on the International Stage?
While its utility, reliability and effectiveness as a col-
lective security actor has always been seen as limited, it 
has been widely noted that the CSTO also has another 
important function for Moscow: international political 
symbolism and recognition. One of the CSTO’s primary 
functions is to present itself as the main multilateral 
regional security structure in the post-Soviet space, and 
for this to be recognized by those outside the region. And, 
in so doing, gain recognition from NATO, the EU and 
other regional organizations as a legitimate peer. How-
ever, such recognition has not been forthcoming from 
the West, which has largely ignored the CSTO and even 
questioned its legitimacy, suggesting that its Russian-
centric nature means that it is little more than a vehicle 
to assert Moscow’s geopolitical pre-eminence over its 
proclaimed “zone of special responsibility”. The frus-
tration at this lack of reciprocal recognition was openly 
articulated by Belarus’ President Alexander Lukash-
enko at this year’s annual CSTO summit, in which he 
commented that instead of asking the world to recog-
nize it, the organisation should act in a way that forces 
the world to recognise it. This statement should not be 
understood as a threat, but rather in the context of his 
wider comments suggesting that the CSTO Summit is 
a waste of time, because its discussions do not lead to 
any tangible agreements among the members.

Against this backdrop of negativity over its status, 
one recent positive development from the perspective of 
Moscow has come in the form of a UN Security Coun-
cil meeting to discuss UN cooperation with the CSTO, 
CIS and SCO. At this meeting, the CSTO Security-
General, Bordyuzha addressed the UNSC outlining the 
CSTO’s activities (with the CIS and SCO heads doing 
likewise), and the Belarusian representative to the UN 
(Belarus is currently the acting President of the CSTO) 
speaking on behalf of the CSTO membership. The event 
was hailed by the Russian Foreign Ministry as a signal 
of CSTO’s growing role in the world.

The Russian speaker, at the UNSC meeting, also 
noted that the lack of information about the region has 
led to misinterpretations of the CSTO, further add-
ing that some UNSC permanent members “have been 
attempting to artificially marginalize those organiza-
tions, seeing them as geopolitical competitors”. The 
representative from Ukraine, which is a non-perma-
nent member of the UNSC for 2017, offered a very dif-
ferent interpretation, noting that the CSTO is “pre-
tending that there is no ongoing Russian aggression 
against Ukraine, no occupation of Crimea, no de facto 
occupation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and no war 
crimes committed against the Ukrainian and Geor-
gian peoples”. These sentiments were echoed by the US 
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speaker. As these contending voices suggest, the pros-
pect for an open political acknowledgement and rec-
ognition of the CSTO as the primary and a legitimate 
collective security actor for the post-Soviet space is no 
closer to be realized.

At the same time, the CSTO is actively engaged in 
various collaborative activities with the UN, includ-
ing the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) and UN Regional Centre for Preventive 
Diplomacy for Central Asia. With the CSTO pushing 
for recognition as a UN authorized peacekeeping force 
for UN mandated security operation. While it is diffi-
cult to foresee the UNSC’s Western members endors-
ing such a status, the CSTO is seemingly making some 
progress toward this in their relationship with the UN 
bureaucracy. To this end, Moscow will likely continue to 
invest at least some resources into promoting the polit-
ical symbolic role of the CSTO, irrespective of prog-
ress in its function as an active security-guarantee for 
its members.

Conclusion
In contrast to many recent depictions of the Kremlin 
as a masterly player of its military card to realize polit-

ical goals in Eastern Europe and the Middle East, the 
evolution of the CSTO suggests that there are distinct 
limits to Moscow’s capability to use military coordina-
tion as the basis for integration in the post-Soviet space. 
The CSTO is certainly not without utility for Moscow, 
as it positions Russia as the hub of a network of military 
relationships, mostly around arms sales. It also supports 
the CSTO’s function as a multilateral politico-military 
actor, by spearheading the formation of collective mil-
itary forces and conducting regular military exercises. 
However, there are distinct limitations to the extent of 
CSTO unity due to internal differences amongst its 
membership and their doubts about the reliability and 
effectiveness of it as a tool to address what they perceive 
as the main security threats they face. To further develop 
and consolidate the CSTO as a multilateral politico-mil-
itary structure would require Moscow to double down 
on its investment of financial, diplomatic and political 
resources into its development. However, the signs are 
that the Kremlin’s attention is increasingly being drawn 
to events and goals beyond the scope of the CSTO, and 
that it is thus content for the CSTO to continue to func-
tion in its current limited form.

About the Author
Stephen Aris is Senior Researcher at the Center for Security Studies, ETH Zurich.
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Russia’s Modernised Military: Lessons from Crimea and Syria
Bettina Renz, Nottingham

Abstract
The Russian military’s enhanced capabilities have caused fears of further military aggression and expansion-
ism. However, significant limitations in Russia’s ability to project military power on a global level pertain. 
Assessments of the implications of Russia’s modernised military for international security should focus on 
the leadership’s possible future intentions for the use of force, rather than on capabilities per se.

ANALYSIS

Introduction
During the operations leading up to the annexation of 
Crimea in spring 2014 and the subsequent and ongoing 
air operations over Syria, Russia demonstrated a range of 
new and improved military capabilities it had acquired 

in the course of the modernisation programme launched 
in 2008. Although these improvements are certainly 
notable, it is also clear that the modernisation of its mil-
itary is an ongoing process that is by no means com-
plete and significant limitations remain, especially com-

http://www.eurasianet.org/voices/thebugpit
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pared to the militaries of more technologically advanced 
countries, and the United States in particular. Arguably, 
what matters more for international security and for the 
West’s consideration of appropriate policy responses to 
Russia are not improved capabilities per se, but the coun-
try’s new confidence in its military as a tool of foreign 
policy and possible future intentions for using this tool, 
which are far from certain.

Transforming the Russian Military into 
a Flexible Tool of Foreign Policy
Up until the annexation of Crimea in 2014, the West 
had largely written off Russia as a serious global mili-
tary actor, especially when it came to its conventional 
capabilities. It was clear that the country’s capabilities 
to project power globally had been massively reduced 
and there were serious shortcomings in its armed forces’ 
preparedness, equipment and training especially when 
it came to dealing with smaller-scale contingencies or 
limited wars. These shortcomings were painfully dem-
onstrated during the wars in Chechnya and to an extent 
also in Georgia in 2008, where Russian forces were crit-
icised for the use of excessive force, problems with com-
mand and control and especially a lack of coordination 
between different arms of services, resulting in exces-
sive casualties and friendly fire incidents. The absence 
of even basic modern technology commonly used by 
Western militaries was also noted. The Chechen cam-
paigns and Georgia war were fought largely like conven-
tional, large-scale operations where Russia relied almost 
entirely on physical and numerical superiority over the 
opponent and on overwhelming, blunt force.

Having said this, when it comes to the sheer poten-
tial to use destructive military force, the weakness of the 
Russian armed forces before Crimea should not be over-
stated, just as its strength today should not be exagger-
ated. Even before the 2008 reforms, Russia was by far 
the dominant military actor in the former Soviet region. 
Even throughout the 1990s, Russia was able to use mil-
itary force in its immediate neighbourhood with impu-
nity and, although its operations were cumbersome, the 
country never risked comprehensive defeat. On a global 
level, too, Russia retained a massive destructive and 
offensive potential, at least in theory, in the form of its 
strategic nuclear arsenal. Unlike its conventional capa-
bilities, the strategic nuclear forces remained always 
competitive with those of the United States. Given the 
ongoing discrepancies in Russian conventional capabil-
ities vis-à-vis NATO and the West, it is clear that the 
achievements of the 2008 modernisation programme 
have not changed the global power balance substantially.
The central objective of the 2008 military reforms was to 
overcome the shortcomings of the Russian armed forces 

had experienced in operations since the early 1990s, all 
of which were small-war like scenarios and limited wars. 
The reforms sought to transform the Russian armed 
forces from a large and unwieldy military that was out-
dated in many respects into a force that was more ‘use-
able’ in small wars and insurgencies, which it had not 
performed well in during recent decades. In other words, 
the central aim of the modernisation programme was to 
turn the Russian military from a blunt instrument into 
a flexible tool of foreign policy. Towards this aim, rel-
evant structural reforms were implemented, new equip-
ment was procured and training was adjusted. These 
changes, it was hoped, would make the Russian armed 
forces more rapidly deployable, better coordinated and 
better prepared to deal with the requirements of smaller-
scale contingencies.

Lessons from Crimea and Syria
Russia’s operations in Crimea and in Syria clearly dem-
onstrated that this refinement of the Russian armed 
forces has yielded considerable success. Unlike the blunt 
force used in Chechnya and Georgia, barely any destruc-
tive military force was used in Crimea and military 
planners relied instead on an  information campaign 
that was met with open arms by the majority of the local 
population, on special operations forces to secure impor-
tant infrastructure, and also a show-of-force approach 
in the form of large-scale exercises conducted close to 
the Ukrainian border. In Syria, additional new capa-
bilities have been revealed. For the first time since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia launched an out-
of-area operation. This took the form of a heavily tech-
nology-dependent air campaign similar to operations 
conducted by US-coalition operations, which Russian 
military strategists had admired since the 1991 Gulf War. 
In the course of the Syria operations Russia displayed 
air- and sealift capabilities few observers thought it pos-
sessed and the absence of which would have made a sim-
ilar operation simply impossible ten years earlier. Both 
Crimea and Syria also showed significant improvements 
in coordination. In Crimea, a variety of military and 
non-military tactics were skilfully combined and much 
improved air-to-ground coordination in Syria meant 
that Russia to date has not lost a single aircraft over the 
theatre of operations, in comparison to Georgia, where 
seven aircraft were shot down in friendly-fire incidents 
over a period of five days. Having said this, in autumn 
2016 two fast jets were lost in short succession in acci-
dents during attempts to land on Russia’s only aircraft 
carrier in the Mediterranean Sea, demonstrating clearly 
that technological problems persist. The 2008 reforms 
clearly have transformed the Russian armed forces into 
a more flexible instrument of foreign policy, where force 



RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 196, 23 December 2016 11

levels and relevant tactics can now be fine-tuned to the 
specific objectives of various situations. It is important 
to bear in mind that both Crimea and Syria were lim-
ited operations in scale and scope and as such tell us little 
about Russia’s ability to project military power globally 
on a larger scale. Given ongoing problems with desired 
manpower levels, the procurement of equipment in suf-
ficient quantity and quality and economic stagnation, it 
is highly unlikely that Russia will be able to launch and 
sustain an out-of-area operation involving ground forces 
on the scale of US coalition operations in Afghanistan 
and Iraq now or in the foreseeable future.

What are Russia’s Intentions?
In terms of lessons to be identified from Russian mil-
itary actions in Crimea and Syria, what matters more 
than improvements in capabilities—although these are 
not insignificant—is the country’s renewed confidence 
in the military as a foreign policy tool and the leader-
ship’s potential intentions for how to use this instrument 
in the future. It is likely that the success of the Crimea 
operations, which transformed the image of the Russian 
military both domestically and internationally, has sup-
ported the leadership’s decision to launch the air opera-
tions over Syria. Generally, it is likely that Russia’s deci-
sion to use military force in certain circumstances will 
be taken more easily in the future, when ten years ago 
there would have been a reluctance to do so, because 
of doubts about having the capabilities required to suc-
ceed. The air operations in Syria simply would not have 
been possible ten years ago, even if there had been the 
political willingness to engage in such a conflict. Rus-
sia’s improved confidence in its armed forces, however, 
does not necessarily translate into the intention to use 
military force as the foreign policy instrument of choice, 
or for expansionist aims, as some observers have feared.

It is impossible to estimate Russian future inten-
tions regarding the use of military force for certain and 
intentions can also change over time. However, some 
possible lessons can be drawn from Russia’s use of mil-
itary force as a  foreign policy instrument throughout 
the post-Soviet period. As discussed above, even before 
the 2008 modernisation process and the annexation 
of Crimea in 2014, Russia was the dominant military 
actor in the former Soviet region. It used military force 
towards the achievement of various objectives in this 
region on several occasions, when it perceived this to 
be in its national interest. This included various ‘peace-
enforcement’ operations during the 1990s (South Osse-

tia, Abkhazia, Transdnistria and Tajikistan) and the 
war with Georgia in 2008. On other occasions, Russia 
did not get involved militarily, such as the conflict over 
Nagorno-Karabakh or the unrest in Kyrgyzstan in 2010, 
because other foreign policy instruments were seen as 
more suitable. On no occasion before the Crimea annex-
ation had Russia used military force to expand its terri-
tory, even if it had the opportunity to do so, such as in 
the aftermath of the 2008 war with Georgia. There is 
every reason to assume that Russia will continue using 
military force in various situations in the future. How-
ever, it is likely that, as was the case in the past, Russia 
will continue doing so in pursuit of specific foreign pol-
icy objectives and interests.

A central objective of Russian foreign policy and 
key to its national interest has been and continues to 
be the maintenance of the country’s Great Power status, 
also militarily, and the perceived need to be granted 
this status internationally. Both the operations in Cri-
mea and Syria have considerably contributed towards 
the achievement of this objective, as Russia is yet again 
seen as a serious military competitor. The use of mili-
tary force for expansionist aims, especially in situations 
where this could lead to a direct conflict with the US/
NATO, would appear to be counterproductive within 
this context, not only given the ongoing limitations of 
Russia’s military power in global perspective, but also 
because it would seriously threaten not only Russia’s 
Great Power status, but the existence of the state itself. 
This is not to say that such a conflict is outside of the 
realm of possibilities, but it seems likely that it would 
be the result of escalating tensions, and not of an expan-
sionist act of aggression.

Conclusion
In order to avoid potentially alarmist conclusions, the 
possible implications of Russia’s re-emergence as a global 
military actor need to be assessed bearing in mind that 
states today maintain strong militaries not only for the 
fighting of wars and expansion of territory. Clearly, pres-
tige and image are an important factor, also or maybe 
especially for Russia. This is an important point when 
it comes to West’s consideration of appropriate policy 
responses now and in the future: conspicuous Russian 
displays of military power in the form of ‘swaggering’ or 
brinkmanship to enhance its international image cannot 
be simply deterred by military force. Attempts to do so 
could even encourage further swaggering and increase 
the danger of unintended escalation in the longer term.

About the Author
Dr Bettina Renz is an associate professor in the University of Nottingham’s School of Politics & International Relations
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Figure 1: What Should a State Possess in Order to Be Respected by Other States?
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Figure 2: What Elicits At Present Respect for Russia Among Other States?
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Figure 3: Which Items of the State Budget Should Russia Finance First and Foremost?

63%

57%

51%

49%

47%

36%

24%

21%

19%

17%

16%

16%

11%

11%

8%

7%

7%

5%

5%

4%

4%

3%

3%

3%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Public health and physical training

Social policy (pensions, welfare)

Agriculture and fishery

Education

Industry, energy sector, construction

Army, national defense

Transport, public road system, communications and
information technology

Scientific research and aid for scientific and technical
progress

Protection of the environment and of natural
resources, cartography, geodesics

Financial aid for regional budgets

Culture, arts, cinema

Early warning of emergencies and natural catastrophes
and dealing with their consequences

Space research

Law enforcement and security of the state

Development of a competitive environment and
market relations

Furthering of Russian interests abroad

Replenishment of state reserves

Judicial system

Recycling of arms and disarmament

Servicing of state debt (payment of debts and of
interest for them)

State mass media (television, radio, newspapers,
Internet sites)

State administration and regional self-administration

Other

Difficult to say

Source: representative opinion poll by Levada Center, 21–24 October 2016, <http://www.levada.ru/2016/11/29/gosudarstvennyj-
byudzhet/>

http://www.levada.ru/2016/11/29/gosudarstvennyj-byudzhet/
http://www.levada.ru/2016/11/29/gosudarstvennyj-byudzhet/


RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 196, 23 December 2016 14

ABOUT THE RUSSIAN ANALY TICAL DIGEST

Any opinions expressed in the Russian Analytical Digest are exclusively those of the authors. 
Reprint possible with permission by the editors.

Editors: Stephen Aris, Matthias Neumann, Robert Orttung, Jeronim Perović, Heiko Pleines, Hans-Henning Schröder, Aglaya Snetkov
Layout: Cengiz Kibaroglu, Matthias Neumann, Michael Clemens

ISSN 1863-0421 © 2016 by Forschungsstelle Osteuropa an der Universität Bremen, Bremen and Center for Security Studies, Zürich
Research Centre for East European Studies at the University of Bremen • Country Analytical Digests • Klagenfurter Str. 8 • 28359 Bremen •Germany

Phone: +49 421-218-69600 • Telefax: +49 421-218-69607 • e-mail: laender-analysen@uni-bremen.de • Internet: <www.css.ethz.ch/en/publications/rad.html>

Editors: Stephen Aris, Matthias Neumann, Robert Orttung, Jeronim Perović, Heiko Pleines, Hans-Henning Schröder, Aglaya Snetkov

The Russian Analytical Digest is a bi-weekly internet publication jointly produced by the Research Centre for East European Studies [Forschungs-
stelle Osteuropa] at the University of Bremen (<www.forschungsstelle.uni-bremen.de>), the Center for Security Studies (CSS) at the Swiss Federal 
Institute of Technology Zurich (ETH Zurich), the Resource Security Institute, the Institute of History at the University of Zurich (<http://www.
hist.uzh.ch/>), the Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies at The George Washington University, and the German Association 
for East European Studies (DGO). The Digest draws on contributions to the German-language Russland-Analysen (<www.laender-analysen.de/
russland>), the CSS analytical network on Russia and Eurasia (<www.css.ethz.ch/en/publications/rad.html>), and the Russian Regional Report. 
The Russian Analytical Digest covers political, economic, and social developments in Russia and its regions, and looks at Russia’s role in inter-
national relations. 

To subscribe or unsubscribe to the Russian Analytical Digest, please visit our web page at <http://www.css.ethz.ch/en/publications/rad.html>

Research Centre for East European Studies at the University of Bremen
Founded in 1982, the Research Centre for East European Studies (Forschungsstelle Osteuropa) at the University of Bremen is dedicated to the 
interdisciplinary analysis of socialist and post-socialist developments in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. The major focus is on the 
role of dissent, opposition and civil society in their historic, political, sociological and cultural dimensions.
With a unique archive on dissident culture under socialism and with an extensive collection of publications on Central and Eastern Europe, the 
Research Centre regularly hosts visiting scholars from all over the world.
One of the core missions of the institute is the dissemination of academic knowledge to the interested public. This includes regular e-mail news-
letters covering current developments in Central and Eastern Europe.

The Center for Security Studies (CSS) at ETH Zurich
The Center for Security Studies (CSS) at ETH Zurich is a center of competence for Swiss and international security policy. It offers security 
policy expertise in research, teaching, and consultancy. The CSS promotes understanding of security policy challenges as a contribution to a more 
peaceful world. Its work is independent, practice-relevant, and based on a sound academic footing.
The CSS combines research and policy consultancy and, as such, functions as a bridge between academia and practice. It trains highly qualified 
junior researchers and serves as a point of contact and information for the interested public.

The Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies, The Elliott School of International Affairs, The George Washington University
The Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies is home to a Master‘s program in European and Eurasian Studies, faculty members 
from political science, history, economics, sociology, anthropology, language and literature, and other fields, visiting scholars from around the 
world, research associates, graduate student fellows, and a rich assortment of brown bag lunches, seminars, public lectures, and conferences.

The Institute of History at the University of Zurich
The University of Zurich, founded in 1833, is one of the leading research universities in Europe and offers the widest range of study courses in 
Switzerland. With some 24,000 students and 1,900 graduates every year, Zurich is also Switzerland’s largest university. Within the Faculty of 
Arts, the Institute of History consists of currently 17 professors and employs around a 100 researchers, teaching assistants and administrative 
staff. Research and teaching relate to the period from late antiquity to contemporary history. The Institute offers its 2,600 students a Bachelor’s 
and Master’s Degree in general history and various specialized subjects, including a comprehensive Master’s Program in Eastern European His-
tory. Since 2009, the Institute also offers a structured PhD-program. For further information, visit at <http://www.hist.uzh.ch/>

Resource Security Institute
The Resource Security Institute (RSI) is a non-profit organization devoted to improving understanding about global energy security, particularly 
as it relates to Eurasia. We do this through collaborating on the publication of electronic newsletters, articles, books and public presentations. 

http://www.forschungsstelle.uni-bremen.de
http://www.hist.uzh.ch/
http://www.hist.uzh.ch/
http://www.laender-analysen.de/russland
http://www.laender-analysen.de/russland
http://www.css.ethz.ch/en/publications/rad.html
http://www.css.ethz.ch/en/publications/rad.html
http://www.hist.uzh.ch/

	Analysis
	Hard Times? Defence Spending and the Russian Economy

	Richard Connolly, Birmingham
	Analysis
	Still in Search of its Place: The CSTO As a Collective Politico-Military Framework

	Stephen Aris, Zurich
	Analysis
	Russia’s Modernised Military: Lessons from Crimea and Syria

	Bettina Renz, Nottingham
	Opinion Poll
	Perceptions of the Significance of Military Power


