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The Bear: 
 Russian Armed Forces in the 21st Century

Note: this article is illustrated with photos of contempo-
rary Russian military forces in training exercises.

Background

 T he col  lapse of the Soviet Union and the rise of the Russian 
Federation has led to a reevaluation of strategic objectives for 
that nation’s armed forces. During the Cold War the primary 

mission of the Soviet military was to fi ght and win against major pow-
ers, mainly NATO and Red China. With the   global realignment of the 
last two decades, however, new strategic imperatives have arisen. 

The Russian armed forces are therefore preparing today for 
several different types of confl ict. At the low end of the spectrum are 
peacekeeping, terrorism counteraction and crime control. Those 
missions call for the deployment of security formations and special 
operations forces (SOF). At the next level are local wars requiring 
the limited use of regular armed forces. Then, in order of increasing 
intensity, are regional and large-scale wars, fought on sub-continental, 
continental or global levels and requiring full national mobilization. 
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Chechen Wars (1994-96 and 1999-
2000), Dagestan (1999), and South 
Ossetia (2008). Russian units have 
also conducted low-level combat 
operations in Central Asia and anti-
piracy patrols off the Somali coast. 

Mobile forces are at the center of 
military policy, from which specifi ed 
units are to be assigned to rapid reac-
tion and deployment missions. They’re 
built around existing airborne and 
special forces units, supplemented by 
newly organized combined arms bri-
gades. The objective is to have a mili-
tary capable of fi ghting on short notice 
across a wide range of environments. 

Russia’s vast size makes the time 
required for strategic deployment 
a major factor in planning. Ground 
transport, generally via railroad, 
involves unavoidable delays in 
quickly getting units to confl ict zones. 
Consequently, more attention is 
being devoted to airlift and transport 
aircraft. That in turn requires airbases 
and pre-positioned equipment. 

The Russians maintain a 
network of arms and equipment 
storage depots (BkhVT in Russian 
acronym). They’re supposed to provide 
armored vehicles, ammunition, 
POL (petroleum, oil, lubricants) and 
logistical services, as well as serving 
as centers for the mobilization of 
reserves. The downside is many of 
those bases are stocked with Soviet-era 
gear that’s becoming obsolescent or 
that’s been only poorly maintained 
owing to budgetary limitations.

Backing up all that are Russia’s 
nuclear forces, the triad of missile-
launched warheads, long-range 
bombers and ballistic missile 
submarines. Nuclear weapons are 
there to deter potential nuclear 
strikes by hostile powers and as a last 
resort if the territorial integrity of the 
core Russian state is threatened. It’s 
likely that nuclear weapons, or other 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD), 
won’t be employed “tactically” on the 
battlefi eld, which is a break with Cold 
War military planning. Russia plans 
to keep its nuclear weapons, however, 
inasmuch as they’re still seen as a 
prerequisite for great power status. 

Military Reform 

Since the 1990s the Russian armed 
forces have gone through a series of 
reorganizations. The general trend has 
been to reduce the overall size of the 

armed forces while striving to make 
individual units more combat effi cient. 
That trend has been most noticeable 
in the ground force, where the former 
Soviet system of armies and divisions 
is being replaced by operational 
commands and independent brigades. 

The goal is an army of 40 or so 
active maneuver brigades: four tank, 
one fortress and 35 motorized rifl e 
brigades, along with four air assault 
divisions, several separate air assault 
and special forces brigades, plus 
some regionally specialized inde-
pendent reconnaissance formations 
(such as the 100th Reconnaissance 
Brigade at Mazdak in the North 
Caucasus). There are also artillery, 
rocket launcher, engineer, electronic 
warfare and support brigades. 

The army resulting from the 
reorganization may appear to be a 
drastic reduction from the Red Army of 
the late Cold War, with its 140 divisions. 
Overall manpower has been reduced, 
but in terms of actual combat power 
the military is—at least theoretically—
now much more combat effective. 

As it was, most of the Soviet-era 
divisions were partially manned, 
and were to be brought up to full 
strength only on mobilization. Russia’s 
planned 40 full-strength active 

brigades, plus the airborne divisions 
and special forces, are supposed 
to be suffi cient for most missions 
conducted short of full mobilization. 

The navy currently maintains 
several naval infantry (marine) 
brigades, generally considered to 
be at least semi-elite units. They’ve 
already seen some combat in the 
Caucasus. Finally there are the 
reserve units, with some estimates 
numbering them at over 100 brigades. 

 The new brigade system is a radical 
break with the past, but one that’s 
becoming common in modern armies. 
The idea is to streamline command 
control (C2). The older Soviet system 
was highly centralized, with many 

Fifth Generation Fighters

“Fifth generation fi ghter” is the term for the emerging wave of new combat 
aircraft designs that combine high performance engines, stealth, advanced 
avionics, computer networking and enhanced targeting for precision guided 
weaponry. They usually have internal weapons bays for cleaner lines and reduced 
radar signature. Current fi fth generation fi ghters include the Russian SU-47 and 
Sukhoi T-50, the US F-22 and F-35, and the Chinese J-20 and J-31.   

echelons of command: general staff, 
military districts, armies, divisions, 
then regiments. The new system is 
intended to cut that down to just three 
echelons: general staff, operational 
commands, and brigades. Operational 
commands are joint-service head-
quarters that integrate the operations 
of units from all military branches 
as well as the security apparatus.

The system has yet to be fully 
worked out. One question is where mil-
itary districts and armies fi t in. During 
peacetime they’re responsible for 
logistics and administration, so cutting 
them out of the operational chain of 
command during wartime may reduce 
the ability to sustain forces in the fi eld. 

local forces to aid in that effort.
There was experience in interven-

tion operations during the Soviet era: 
Hungary 1956, Czechoslovakia 1968 
and Afghanistan 1979. During those 
operations the Soviet military planned 
and executed invasions, exploiting 
surprise to quickly seize major 
objectives. While initially successful, 
the downside came in Afghanistan 
when the situation degenerated into 
protracted guerrilla warfare and a 
decade of costly yet indecisive combat. 

More recently the Russian military 
has been involved in several local 
confl icts in the Caucasus, the two 
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Russian doctrine calls for three 
operational stages in any military 
intervention. Stage one is intended 
to decapitate enemy leadership via 
airstrikes, special forces operations 
and cyber-warfare. Stage two sees the 
deployment of conventional units into 
the theater of operations to defeat 
enemy forces and seize critical objec-
tives. The third stage is consolidation, 
with Ministry of the Interior (MVD in 
Russian-language acronym) troops 
and other security formations taking 
control and mobilizing pro-Russian 
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