
        
            
                
            
        

    
  [image: img1.jpg]


  BROTHERS ARMED


  MILITARY ASPECTS OF THE CRISIS IN UKRAINE


   


  Edited by


  Colby Howard and Ruslan Pukhov


  Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies (CAST), Moscow


  Foreword by


  David M. Glantz


  Afterword by


  Peter B. Zwack


  East View Press


  Minneapolis, USA


   


  SECOND EDITION


   


   


  BROTHERS ARMED: Military Aspects of the Crisis in Ukraine


  Second Edition


  Edited by Colby Howard and Ruslan Pukhov


  Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies (CAST), Moscow


  Foreword by David M. Glantz


  Afterword by Peter B. Zwack


  Translated from the Russian by Ivan Khokhotva


  Cover photo, top: A Ukrainian National Guard member on guard at a military check point at the entrance to Mariupol, Ukraine, November 7, 2014. (ITAR-TASS/Stepan Petrenko)


  Cover photo, bottom: A pro-Russian rebel secures the site near where fellow rebels say is a grave with five bodies, in the town of Nizhnaya Krinka, eastern Ukraine, September 23, 2014. (REUTERS/Marko Djurica)


   


  Copyright © 2015 by East View Information Services


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, or conveyed via the Internet or a website without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embedded in critical articles and reviews.


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Brothers armed : military aspects of the crisis in Ukraine / edited by Colby Howard and Ruslan Pukhov, Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies (CAST), Moscow ; foreword by David M. Glantz. -- Second edition.


  Includes index.


  ISBN 978-1-879944-65-7 (pbk.) — ISBN 1-879944-65-0 (pbk.) — ISBN 978-1-879944-64-0 (ebook) — ISBN 1-879944-64-2 (ebook)


  1. Ukraine Conflict, 2014- 2. Ukraine—History, Military. 3. Ukraine—Military policy. 4. Ukraine. Zbroini Syly—Reorganization. 5. Ukraine—Defenses. 6. Russia (Federation)—Armed Forces—Reorganization. 7. Crimea (Ukraine)—


  History, Military—21st century. 8. Ukraine—Politics and government—1991-


  I. Howard, Colby, editor. II. Pukhov, Ruslan, editor.


  DK508.54.B86 2015


  947.7086--dc23


  2015035097


  Published by East View Press,


  an imprint of East View Information Services, Inc.


  10601 Wayzata Blvd


  Minneapolis, MN 55305 USA


  www.eastviewpress.com


  Printed in the United States of America


  Second Edition, 2015


  3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


   


  Contents


  Foreword


  PART I. The Backstory of a Disputed Crimea


  Khrushchev’s Gift: The Questionable Ownership of Crimea, by Vasiliy Kashin


  Crimea During the Break-up of the Soviet Union and as a Ukrainian Region


  Russian-Ukrainian Relations in 1992-2014: The Problem of the Black Sea Fleet


  Conclusion


  PART II. A Picture of the Military Faceoff


  The Soviet Inheritance of Ukrainian Armed Forces, by Sergey Denisentsev


  The Army


  The Air Force


  The Air Defense Service


  The Navy


  Strategic Missile Troops


  Additional Forces


  Neglect and Rot: Degradation of Ukraine’s Military in the Interim Period, by Anton Lavrov and Alexey Nikolsky


  After the Soviet Union


  The “Orange” Reform


  The 2009 Financial Crisis


  Implications for Combat Ability


  State of the Ukrainian Army at the Time of the Crimean Crisis


  Conclusion


  Hard Lessons Learned: Russian Military Reform up to the Georgian Conflict, by Mikhail Barabanov


  Soviet Legacy


  First Attempts at Military Reform Under Minister Pavel Grachov


  Russian Armed Forces Under Igor Rodionov and Igor Sergeyev


  Russian Armed Forces Under Sergei Ivanov


  Early Reforms Under Anatoly Serdyukov


  Summary


  Changing the Force and Moving Forward After Georgia, by Mikhail Barabanov


  Main Thrust of the Military Reform


  Reducing the Numerical Strength of the Armed Forces and the Officer Corps


  Reform of the Organizational Structures


  Establishment of the New “Enlarged” Military Districts


  Draft Versus Professional Service


  Other Aspects of the 2008-2012 Reform


  Reform of the Airborne Troops and Special Forces


  Reform of the Air Force and Air Defense Service


  Reform of the Navy and the Strategic Missile Troops


  The Dismissal of Anatoly Serdyukov and Changes under Sergei Shoigu


  Summary: Russian Armed Forces in 2014


  Little, Green and Polite: The Creation of Russian Special Operations Forces, by Alexey Nikolsky


  An Invisible Parade


  Controlling SOF – Should There Be Wide or Narrow Operational Control of Special Operation Forces?


  The Nuts and Bolts of SOF – Creation, Structure and Command


  SOF Operations and the Triumph in Crimea


  PART III. The Annexation of Crimea


  Home of the Black Sea Fleet: History and Disposition of Russian Forces in Crimea, by Dmitry Boltenkov


  Break-up of the Soviet Union and Division of the Black Sea Fleet


  Russian Black Sea Fleet Involvement in the 1992-1994 Events in Abkhazia and Georgia


  Cuts and Reforms of the Black Sea Fleet During the 1990s


  Combat Training Programs and Operations, 1992-2014


  Black Sea Fleet Involvement in the Five-Day War Against Georgia


  The Black Sea Fleet’s Sojourn on Ukrainian Territory


  Annex. A Snapshot of the Black Sea Fleet at the Time of the Collapse


  Surface Assets


  Air Assets


  Coastal Defense Assets


  Support and Auxiliary Assets


  Naval Infrastructure


  Russian Again: The Military Operation for Crimea, by Anton Lavrov


  February 20-26 Preparations


  February 27-March 5 The Launch of the Russian Invasion


  March 6-17 Troop Build-up


  March 18-25 The Use of Force


  The Fate of Ukrainian Forces


  Conclusion


  PART IV. Ukrainian Armed Forces Put to the Test


  Viewing the Action in Ukraine From the Kremlin’s Windows, by Mikhail Barabanov


  From ‘Elite’ Compromise to a Grassroots Revolution


  Pressure Without Leverage


  No Weapons for Ukraine


  Outlook


  Civil War in the East: How the Conflict Unfolded Before Minsk I, by Anton Lavrov


  The Run-Up to Conflict in the East (February 28-April 11, 2014)


  The Capture of Slavyansk (April 12-May 1, 2014)


  The “Counterterrorism Operation” Gears Up (May 2-20, 2014)


  The Conflict Escalates (May 21-June 11, 2014)


  Separatists Acquire Heavy Armor (June 12-June 22, 2014)


  The First Ceasefire (June 23-June 30, 2014)


  Ukrainian General Offensive (July 1-10, 2014)


  Entrapment at the Russian Border and the MH17 Disaster (July 11-August 9, 2014)


  Defeat in Ilovaisk (August 10-September 5, 2014)


  Aircraft, Tanks and Artillery in the Donbass, by Anton Lavrov


  Ukrainian Aircraft and Their Losses


  April 25, 2014: Mi-8 near Kramatorsk


  May 2, 2014: Two Mi-24s near Slavyansk


  May 5, 2014: Mi-24 near Slavyansk


  May 29, 2014: Mi-8 near Slavyansk


  June 6, 2014: An-30B near Slavyansk


  July 14, 2014: Il-76 near Lugansk airport


  July 2, 2014: Su-24, location unknown


  July 2, 2014: Su-25 near Dnepropetrovsk airport


  July 14, 2014: An-26, Krasnodon District, Lugansk Region


  July 16, 2014: Su-25 near Amvrosiyevka


  July 21, 2014: Su-25 near Marinovka, Donetsk Region


  July 23, 2014: two Su-25s near Saur-Mogila


  August 7, 2014: MiG-29 near Yenakiyevo


  August 7, 2014: Mi-8 near Manuilovka


  August 17, 2014: MiG-29, Krasnodon District, Lugansk Region


  August 19, 2014: Mi-8 near Lutugino


  August 20, 2014: Mi-24 near Georgiyevka


  August 20, 2014: Su-24 near Lugansk


  August 29, 2014: Su-25 near Ilovaisk


  Conclusions


  Ukrainian Tanks Rolling in the Donbass


  Ukrainian Artillery in the Fight


  Reorganization Under Crisis: Development of Ukraine’s Defense and Security Agencies, by Alexey Ramm and Alexey Nikolsky


  Ministry of Defense


  Western Operational Command (HQ in Rovno)


  The Ukrainian Army


  The Ukrainian Air Force


  The Ukrainian Navy


  Ministry of Defense Conclusion


  The Interior Ministry


  The National Guard


  Ukrainian Security Service (SBU)


  Rebuilding and Refocusing the Force: Reform and Modernization of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, by Vyacheslav Tseluyko


  Economic Aspects of Reform


  Structural Reforms


  Reinstating the Draft


  Preparing a Defensive Posture, Defensive Mindset


  Attacking the Skies – The Air Threat


  Defending the Border Against Russian Infiltration


  Suppressing Armed Resistance in the Donbass


  Restoring Ukrainian Control of Crimea


  Conclusion


  Afterword


  Map of Eastern Ukraine


  Map of Russian and Ukrainian Combat Units in Crimea


  Timeline of Key Events


  Acronym Glossary


  Contributors


  Index (Print Edition)


  About CAST


  About East View


  Other Publications by East View Press


  Notes


   


   


   


   


   


  A NOTE FROM THE EDITORS REGARDING TRANSLITERATION:


  All transliterations in this book, including geographic place names, are based on the Russian spellings of proper nouns using a system that is a compromise between strict orthographic equivalence and phonetic equivalence. The aim is to establish consistency in the presentation of proper nouns throughout the text, maps and photographs, and to enable readers who do not know Russian to approximate the pronunciation of transliterated words, while still allowing readers familiar with Russian to identify the words in question.


   


   


  Foreword


   


  The second edition of Brothers Armed expands on the critical analysis presented in the 2014 edition of the roots, nature and possible consequences of the Russian Federation’s occupation of the Crimea. Produced by the Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies (CAST), a nongovernmental organization based in Moscow, the second edition builds on the contents of the first edition, analyzing and assessing the causes, nature and possible consequences of the ongoing crisis in Ukraine, and specifically, what has transpired in the region since the annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation. As such, the five essays presented in the book’s new Part IV highlight developments that have shaped the subsequent form of the strategic contest between the Russian Federation and the government of Ukraine, together with the actions taken by other countries and organizations to help resolve this contest. In terms of its nature and intent, this revised and expanded study is a logical successor to CAST’s previous publications, which include The Tanks of August, a detailed study of the Russo-Georgian War, published in 2010; Russia’s New Army, a thorough expose about President Putin’s reform of the Russian Federation’s military establishment, which was published in 2011; and Brothers Armed, which “lifted the lid” off of the questions, “How and why did Russia occupy and annex the Crimea?”


  The revised edition of Brothers Armed reflects the editors’ intent to provide additional detail about the ongoing crisis in Ukraine, regarding, in particular, its genesis politically, how it has evolved militarily in the Donbass region to become a virtual stalemate, the diplomatic measures that European and other nations have taken to help resolve the crisis, and the possible consequences of all of these measures. Even though the contents of this revised edition focus heavily and often critically on political forces shaping Ukraine’s policy, as well as persistent problems plaguing the Ukrainian military, the book’s editors pledge a continuing commitment to balance and objectivity in their analysis.


  The focal point of this book’s first edition, and no doubt the portion most interesting for readers, were the two essays contained in its Part III, which discussed the events leading up to the annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation in February and March 2014. These essays provided – and still provide – a cogent explanation of the role and importance of the Russian Naval Base at Sevastopol to the Russian Federation, as well as enlightening detail and often frank and evenhanded judgments concerning the antecedents to Russian intervention, the military and political mechanics of the intervention itself, and the nature of and grounds for subsequent Russian annexation. Under the rubric of “The Picture of the Military Faceoff,” the five essays in the book’s Part II provided context for the Russian intervention in Crimea and its subsequent annexation by elaborating on military aspects of Russian-Ukrainian relations in two essays on the origins, development and present condition of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, and three more doing the same for the Russian Armed Forces. The original edition then ended with an assessment of the state of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, together with conclusions regarding the likelihood of its reform. Graphic, detailed and often refreshingly candid, these essays portray a mosaic of failed military reform in Ukraine juxtaposed against hesitant, often flawed, but increasingly successful military reform in the Russian Federation.


  The new edition includes a new Part IV, which consists of five essays addressing key aspects of the ongoing crisis in Ukraine proper. The first, titled “Viewing the Action in Ukraine From the Kremlin’s Windows,” candidly acknowledges that “Moscow’s determination to keep Ukraine in the Russian orbit is the principal reason for the ongoing Ukrainian crisis.” Thereafter, the essay considers the twin crises in Crimea and eastern Ukraine in historical context by juxtaposing the so-called “Orange Revolution” against what the author describes as a grassroots pro-Russian movement instigated in eastern Ukraine by the government of President Putin. The author goes on to relate how the present crisis has evolved and, more important still, speculates on the possible consequences of that evolution.


  The second essay, titled “Civil War in the East,” describes the Ukrainian crisis chronologically, stage by stage and in considerable detail, as it developed up to September ٥, 2104. Because of their controversial nature, the judgments the author adds throughout in regard to the nature and consequences of each event are certain to foster what I hope will be constructive debate. Far simpler in form but more technical in nature, the third essay titled “Aircraft, Tanks and Artillery in the Donbass,” evaluates the Ukrainian possession and employment of aircraft, tanks and artillery, principally in terms of the country’s evolving military force structure and the effectiveness of these weapons.


  The final two essays, titled “Reorganization Under Crisis” and “Rebuilding and Refocusing the Force” examine the evolution of Ukraine’s defense and security organizations and Armed Forces in response to the ongoing crisis and, to a lesser extent, similar developments in the Russian Federation. The main thrust here is to evaluate the nature and impact of Ukrainian attempts to reform what the book’s first edition termed “failed military reform.”


  As such, the two editions of Brothers Armed develop themes that CAST has already investigated in its previous publications. In particular, the books’ essays provide fresh and significant details on military reforms in both Russia and Ukraine, especially as they pertain to new force structures and new forms of warfare. Above and beyond these subjects, the books themselves represent an attempt to encourage rational and objective discussion and debate over problems whose highly charged political nature has precluded resolution.


  Like its predecessor, because the editors have consciously sought to achieve a modicum of balance and objectivity as they have addressed these problems, the second edition of Brothers Armed brings balance, candor and relative objectivity to bear on a subject hitherto fraught with inaccuracy, irrationality and hostility. This approach should be heeded by all of the parties involved in this crisis, as well as countries inclined to become involved. In a far broader sense, while accepting this book’s premise that “hastily reached decisions seldom endure the test of time,” in the book’s first edition, I suggested that geopolitical realities in today’s world confront the Russian Federation, the United States, and, to a lesser extent, Ukraine, with common challenges whose importance far outweigh the fate of Crimea or the eastern provinces of Ukraine. In short, given these realities, I now maintain that all of the parties involved in this dispute must realize that the world does not need, nor can it successfully cope with, acts that result in the creation of a new “Palestine” in Eastern Europe. If the world is to contend with its many new and often irrational challenges, it would be better served if instead of “Brothers Armed,” the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation and Ukraine, together with those of the United States and other nations, become “Brothers-in-Arms.”


  David M. Glantz


  Colonel, US Army, Ret.


  Carlisle, PA, USA


   


  PART I. The Backstory of a Disputed Crimea


  Khrushchev’s Gift: The Questionable Ownership of Crimea, by Vasiliy Kashin


   


  From the late fifteenth century until Turkey’s defeat in the 1768-1774 war with Russia, the territory of Crimea was divided into two parts. One was under the direct rule of the Ottoman Empire; it included several coastal cities and part of the peninsula’s mountainous region in the south. Another part was the territory of the Crimean Khanate, which became an Ottoman protectorate in 1478. After the signing of the Treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca between Turkey and Russia in 1774, Crimea became an independent territory, although Russia took control of several cities, including Kerch. The ensuing brief period of Crimean independence was plagued by internal instability, infighting between pro-Russian and pro-Turkish forces, and unsuccessful attempts at reform. In April 1783, Empress Catherine II of Russia issued a manifesto of annexing Crimea. After another Russian-Turkish war in 1787-1791, the two countries signed the Treaty of Jassy, in which Turkey ceded control of the northern coast of the Black Sea, including Crimea, to Russia.


  Initially Crimea was made a separate Tavria Region within the Russian Empire, with a capital in Simferopol. That administrative unit existed from 1784 until 1796. Later, Tavria Region was abolished, and its territory incorporated into the Novorossiiskaya or “New Russian” Province, along with the rest of the Russian territories north of the Black Sea. In 1802, the province was split into three parts: Nikolayev, Yekaterinoslav, and Tavria. The Tavria Province included the Crimean peninsula and three districts on the mainland: Berdyansk, Melitopol, and Dnieper. According to an 1897 census, the population of the province was 1.44 million people. By that time, Tatars had already become a minority in the province at 13.6 percent, and all of its individual districts, with the exception of the Yalta District, where they made up 59 percent of the population. Malorossy or “Little Russians,” a term used at the time for the population of what is now Ukraine, made up 42 percent of the Tavria Province’s population, and an absolute majority in the mainland districts. Velikorossy, or “Great Russians,” i.e., Slavs coming from Russia proper, made up 28 percent and an absolute majority in the Sevastopol and Kerch-Yenikal Districts.


  Tavria Province broke up after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. In November 1917, the Central Rada (parliament) of the newly independent Ukrainian People’s Republic issued a proclamation entitled “Third Universal,” reestablishing Ukrainian statehood in response to the Bolsheviks seizing power in Petrograd. In that proclamation, the Republic claimed ownership of “lands populated predominantly by Ukrainians, including the regions of Kiev, Podol, Volyn, Chernigov, Kharkov, Poltava, Yekaterinoslav, Kherson, and Tavria,” excluding Crimea. In other words, the Central Rada claimed Ukrainian ownership only of the mainland districts of the Tavria Province, populated mostly by Ukrainians, but not the Crimean peninsula. During the ensuing civil war in 1920, the short-lived anti-Bolshevik government of southern Russia tried to restore the Tavria Province to its previous borders, including the mainland districts. But the Bolsheviks’ Red Army, which won the war, accepted the Ukrainian People’s Republic’s decision to split the province into the mainland and peninsular parts. In November 1920, the Russian government ordered the establishment of a new Tavria Province, whose territory included only the Crimean peninsula.


  In October 1921, the province became the Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, which was part of the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic (RSFSR, the Russia-proper part of the Soviet Union). The Soviet government’s decision reflected the ethnic diversity of Crimea, where none of the larger ethnic groups had a clear majority, and numerous smaller ethnic groups existed. As of 1939, there were 1.13 million people living in the autonomous republic. Russians made up 49.6 percent of that figure, Crimean Tatars 19.4 percent, Ukrainians 13.7 percent, with the remainder consisting of many small ethnic groups. In 1944, after the Red Army drove German troops out of Crimea, the Soviet government deported the Crimean Tatars and ethnic Armenians, Bulgarians, and Greeks from the peninsula, which was seen as a strategically important territory. Representatives of these ethnic groups were accused of actively collaborating with the Germans and were added to the long list of victims of Stalinist oppression. The Crimean Tatars were deported mostly to Uzbekistan. In 1946, the Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic became an ordinary province or region of the RSFSR after the government in Moscow passed a special law that accused the Crimean Tatars of collaboration with the German occupiers. The law also read that “most of the population of the Crimean autonomy displayed a tolerant attitude to traitors.”1


  After Stalin’s death the Crimean Tatars, like most of the other peoples affected by Stalinist persecutions, were exonerated. Nevertheless, the Soviet government did not encourage their return to their historic homeland. In 1956, the government lifted all restrictions imposed on the exiled Tatars at their new places of residence in Uzbekistan and gave them Soviet internal documents, which conferred the right to travel within the Soviet Union and settle in other parts of the country. A decree issued by the Presidium of the Supreme Council of the Soviet Union on September 1967 revoked the “previous government decisions that contained unsubstantiated accusations.”2 It also read, however, that the Tatars had already settled in their new homeland, i.e., Uzbekistan, and were enjoying all the rights and privileges of Soviet citizens. Another decree that was issued shortly afterward stipulated that Crimean Tatars were free to choose any part of the Soviet Union in which to settle, just like all other Soviet citizens, without any special treatment. Tatars began to return to Crimea en masse only after 1989, when the Supreme Council issued a declaration “On recognizing as illegal and criminal the persecutions of the peoples subjected to forced resettlement, and on ensuring their rights.”3


  As for the history of the Crimean Region itself, the next step by the Soviet government after the abolition of Crimea’s autonomy was to give special status to the city of Sevastopol. On October 28, 1948, the Presidium of the RSFSR Supreme Council issued a special decree that gave the city “republican” status and subordinated it directly to the government in Moscow, bypassing Crimean regional authorities.4 This decree would later gave rise to debates as to whether Sevastopol should have been regarded as part of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, and later of independent Ukraine. It lies at the center of one of the most contentious issues with regard to Crimea’s status.


  According to a view that is very popular in contemporary Russia – even though it has never been officially backed by the Russian government – Sevastopol ceased to be part of the Crimean Region in 1948, when it became a separate administrative unit within the RSFSR. As a result, the argument goes, Nikita Khrushchev’s decree that made Crimea part of Ukraine did not apply to Sevastopol, and the city was appropriated by Kiev as a result of some mysterious “shenanigans.”


  In fact, the decree did not change the status of Sevastopol as part of the Crimean Region. It read that “the city of Sevastopol shall become an independent administrative and economic center with its special budget; it shall be subordinated directly to the republic [i.e., RSFSR government].” In the late 1940s and 1950s, there were several cities in the Soviet Union that had the same “republican” status. It included large economic and population centers such as Moscow and Leningrad, as well as Gorky (Nizhny Novgorod), Kuibyshev (Samara), Sochi, Rostov-on-Don, Krasnoyarsk, and Novosibirsk. For example, Kuibyshev was given “republican” status in 1951 and then stripped of that status in 1958.


  Under the 1937 RSFSR Constitution, giving a city “republican” status clearly did not mean that the city was no longer part of the corresponding region. This follows from the description of the administrative setup of the RSFSR outlined in the 1937 Constitution. That description listed the regions of which the RSFSR consisted; the list included Moscow and Leningrad Regions, but not the cities of Moscow or Leningrad, even though they had republican status.5 Obviously, that status meant that the budgets and the economies of the largest Soviet cities would be controlled directly from Moscow, but those cities still remained part of the respective regions and provinces. It is only in 1978 that a new edition of the RSFSR Constitution introduced the concept of large cities as independent administrative units.6 A similar innovation was made in the 1978 edition of the Ukrainian Constitution. Chapter 8 of that constitution mentions Kiev and Sevastopol as republican cities that are not part of the Kiev Region or Crimean Region of Ukraine.7 In other words, Sevastopol and the Crimean Region became separate administrative entities well after the Crimean Region was transferred to Ukraine, with Sevastopol still very much a part of that region at the time.


  The Crimean Region was given to Ukraine in 1954. That act still remains one of the most controversial in post-war Soviet history. The transfer was formalized by a decree of the Supreme Council of the USSR on the basis of a formal request made by the Supreme Councils of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic and the RSFSR. It appears that the actual decision to make Crimea part of Ukraine was taken by Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev and senior Soviet officials for a whole set of economic, administrative, and political reasons. The reasons laid forth in the Supreme Council decree on the transfer was “economic commonality, territorial proximity, and close economic and cultural ties between the Crimean Region and the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic.”8


  The explanations cited for the decision at that time include the Soviet government’s hope to simplify the administration of large infrastructure projects that linked Crimea with Ukraine. These included the North Crimean Canal, a project to divert portions of the Dnieper River to Crimea for irrigation. According to Khrushchev’s son-in-law, Aleksei Adzhubei, the Soviet leader also worried about a long decline in the peninsula’s agriculture, and wanted to encourage the resettlement to Crimea of people from those parts of Ukraine that had learned to grow various crops in a similar climate. Several sources also site political reasons, including Khrushchev’s attempt to shift the balance of power in the Ukrainian SSR’s Communist Party and government in his own favor. A secondary propaganda purpose achieved by the transfer of Crimea to Ukraine was to raise the profile of the celebrations in 1954 to mark the 300th anniversary of the Pereyaslav Council, which made Ukraine part of the Russian czarist domain.


  One point of view, which is completely groundless in the view of this author, but has been popular in Ukraine since the 1990s and which is still spread in social media networks and some media outlets, is that Russia gave Crimea to Ukraine, which was completely devastated, in return for historical Ukrainian lands in the Slobozhanshchina or Sloboda territory, which is now part of Russia’s Belgorod Region. In fact, the Belgorod Region covers territories that formerly belonged to Russia’s own Kursk and Voronezh Regions; these territories were never part of Ukraine.


  Any analysis of Crimea’s transfer to Ukraine should take into account the fact that at the time, the decision was made for practical and mostly short-term reasons. Nikita Khrushchev’s son Sergei, who says he observed preparations for that transfer, insists that the Communist Party leadership saw the whole thing as a “purely economic decision,” and that it did not raise any controversy among the top party bosses9. There was, however, quite a bit of skepticism at the lower levels of the Soviet administration and among Crimeans themselves. Pavel Titov, the most senior Communist Party official in Crimea, spoke against the decision. As a result, he lost his job and was transferred to the Agriculture Ministry of the RSFSR.


  For obvious reasons, there is no reliable information as to how the transfer of Crimea to Ukraine was viewed by Russian public opinion at the time. There is some evidence, however, that the decision did not sit well with the Russian populace, and that these negative attitudes persisted throughout the entire Soviet period. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, the Nobel Prize-winning Russian writer who was exiled in 1974 and therefore free to voice his opinion, spoke very clearly on several occasions about the injustice of making Russian lands in the southeast – especially Crimea – part of Ukraine. Long before the break-up of the Soviet Union, Solzhenitsyn made several remarks about the folly of the decision. The most famous one comes from his book “The Gulag Archipelago,” in which he says, “Not all of Ukraine in its current, formal Soviet borders is Ukraine proper. Some of its provinces in the east clearly have a greater affinity with Russia. Khrushchev’s decision to give Ukraine Crimea as well clearly did not make any sense at all…”10 Such sentiment, which continued to simmer just under the surface throughout the Soviet period, became quite prominent after the Soviet Union broke up. In the late 1980s and 1990s, it was an important political issue in both Russia and Crimea.


  The question of whether the transfer of Crimea to Ukraine broke any of the Soviet Union’s own laws is also a subject of much debate. Let us note, however, that in May 1992, the Supreme Council of the RSFSR gave its own answer to that question by declaring the 1954 decree that made the Crimea part of Ukraine null and void.


  There have been plenty of examples throughout the entire post-Soviet period of the principle of inviolability of the former Soviet administrative borders not being conducive to stability. In many cases, those borders were drawn arbitrarily by Soviet leadership, with no regard whatsoever for ethnic, religious, cultural, or historical considerations. As a result, those borders have given rise to protracted conflicts that cannot be resolved without a proper debate about changing the status of some territories. This has been recognized by the international community, with one of several examples being Nagorno-Karabakh.


  Crimea During the Break-up of the Soviet Union and as a Ukrainian Region


   


  Russia formally relinquished all claims to Crimea before the break-up of the Soviet Union, when the RSFSR and the Ukrainian SSR signed a treaty on November 19, 1990, by which time both had adopted declarations of sovereignty. Article 6 of the treaty recognized the territorial integrity of both republics within their existing Soviet borders.11


  The leaders of the two republics clearly wanted to stage a demonstration of independence from the central Soviet government, and neither of the two – certainly not Boris Yeltsin – was thinking too far ahead. From a legal point of view, the validity of the 1990 treaty is questionable. Even though both the RSFSR and the Ukrainian SSR had declared their sovereignty, they still remained republics of the Soviet Union. As such, they had little right to sign international treaties as proper independent states.


  It appears that immediately after the failed coup by Soviet hardliners in August 1991, Russian leadership was not ruling out the possibility of redrawing the borders of some former Soviet republics. On August 27, Yeltsin’s spokesman Pavel Voshchanov made the following statement on behalf of the Russian president: “Over the past few days, several republics of the Soviet Union have declared their independence; they say they are no longer part of the Soviet Union. There remains a possibility of other decisions that would significantly alter relations within the united federation. The president of the RSFSR has therefore authorized me to make the following statement. The Russian Federation does not question the constitutional right of all states and peoples to self-determination. There exists, however, the problem of borders. Leaving that problem unresolved is only possible if the countries in question are members of the same union and have signed a treaty to that effect. If such relations are terminated, the RSFSR reserves the right to raise the issue of redrawing the borders. This applies to all the republics that have shared borders with the Russian Federation, with the exception of the three Baltic states (Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia), whose national independence has already been recognized by Russia, thereby confirming that the territorial problem in our bilateral relations has been settled.”12


  That statement by the Russian president’s spokesman was seen as addressed primarily to Ukraine and Kazakhstan, since these two republics had the highest proportion of ethnic Russians by population. This notion was met with considerable irritation in both republics. The popular interpretation of the statement became that Voshchanov was speaking in a situation of postrevolutionary chaos, and that he soon lost his job for his rash words. But in actuality, Voshchanov was dismissed from his office only in February 1992. According to his own recollections, the reason for the dismissal was a conflict with Yeltsin over an appointment made in the Russian Information Agency, which was formally accountable to Voshchanov. Another reason was Yeltsin’s rudeness and Voshchanov’s general disappointment with his boss. Recounting the reasons for his departure, he made no mention of the August 27 statement.13 It appears, therefore, that the statement had in fact been agreed upon with Yeltsin, who wanted to put out feelers regarding the possibility of redrawing national borders.


  In late 1991, when the leaders of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus were negotiating the Belovezha Accords, which spelled the end of the Soviet Union, Yeltsin tried to raise the issue of Crimea’s status. According to recent interviews with Ukraine’s first president, Leonid Kravchuk, who represented his country at the talks, Yeltsin raised the possibility of Crimea’s return to the Russian fold, but agreed to postpone the issue when Kravchuk refused to budge.14 In the end, Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus agreed to stick to the Soviet administrative borders: Article 5 of the Agreement on the Foundation of the Commonwealth of Independent States, i.e., the Belovezha Accords, states that the parties “recognize and respect the territorial integrity and inviolability of the existing borders within the Commonwealth.”


  Yeltsin’s views regarding the status of Crimea were shared by the Russian leadership for most of the post-Soviet period. The Crimean issue was never completely forgotten, but it was seen as relatively unimportant, so Moscow was always ready to concede that particular point for the sake of achieving its political goals in dealing with Ukraine. In other words, Russia was prepared to forget about Crimea whenever it felt there was even a slim chance of drawing the whole of Ukraine into its orbit. For many years, Russia kept making very tangible and costly economic and political concessions to Ukraine in the hope of securing its loyalty and gradually engaging it in various Russian-led integration projects in the post-Soviet space. The first Ukrainian “revolution” in 2004, and the arrival of the openly pro-Western “Orange” administration in Kiev, dealt a serious blow to that policy. In some areas of bilateral relations, however, Moscow continued to stick to that failing strategy until the crisis that erupted in 2014.


  After the Supreme Council of the USSR adopted the aforementioned resolution “On recognizing as illegal and criminal the persecutions of the peoples subjected to forced resettlement, and on ensuring their rights” in 1989, Crimean Tatars began to return in large numbers from Central Asia to Crimea. Their willingness to abandon their homes and return to their historical homeland was spurred by growing nationalism in Uzbekistan and a series of pogroms in the Central Asian republic, beginning in May 1989. The Crimean Tatars were one of the targets of these pogroms, along with Meskhetian Turks, Kyrgyz, Russians, and other ethnic minorities.


  Some Crimean Tatar families resettled in Crimea well before 1989, but their numbers were small because this was still frowned upon by the Soviet government. According to the 1989 census, just over 38,000 Crimean Tatars, 1.9 percent of the population, were living in Crimea at the time. In the following years, however, that figure began to grow rapidly,15 reaching 240,000 in 1996. According to a Ukrainian census held in 2001, 243,000 Crimean Tatars were living in Crimea, constituting 12.1 percent of the population of Crimea, not counting the city of Sevastopol.16 At present, that proportion has grown to 15 percent, thanks to the emigration of Slavic populations from the peninsula and a somewhat higher birthrate among Tatars.


  Another consequence of the decision to recognize the illegality of the Soviet government’s persecution of the Crimean Tatars was a renewed discussion about the status of the Crimean Region. The political movement that advocated secession from Ukraine became very prominent in Crimea at the beginning of democratization in the Soviet Union. A referendum held in Crimea and Sevastopol on January 20, 1991, asked the local population the following question: “Do you support the restoration of the Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic as a member of the Soviet Union and a participant of the Union Treaty?” An absolute majority, 93.26 percent of Crimeans, voted in favor of the proposition, with an 81.37 percent turnout. On January 25, 1991, Crimea’s regional assembly asked the Supreme Council of the Soviet Union to put forth a proposal on the restoration of the Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic within the RSFSR to the Congress of People’s Deputies, the Soviet Union’s highest legislative body. The Soviet leadership, however, did not want to redraw the borders between the republics. The results of the Crimean referendum were ignored, and on February 12, 1991, the Supreme Council of the Ukrainian SSR responded to those results by restoring Crimea’s autonomy, but within Ukraine, not Russia. Relevant amendments were made to Ukraine’s 1978 Constitution in June 1991.


  On August 24, 1991, after the failed coup in Moscow, the Supreme Council in Kiev declared Ukraine’s independence. The declaration was backed by a referendum held in Ukraine on December 1991. More than 90 percent of those who took part voted in favor of independence, but in Crimea the figure was only 54.19 percent. One of the explanations of why Crimeans gave their cautious support to the idea of Ukraine’s independence is that the Crimean elite hoped for a very broad autonomy within the newly independent state. The declaration of state sovereignty of the Republic of Crimea, which was adopted by the Supreme Council of Crimea on September 4, 1991, expressed respect for Ukraine’s territorial integrity, while also emphasizing Crimea’s independence in such areas as finance, the economy, natural resources, the environment, education, science, and culture.17


  On May 5, 1992, the Supreme Council of Crimea adopted the Act of State Independence of the Republic of Crimea and proclaimed the foundation of a “sovereign state of the Republic of Crimea.”18 The Crimean assembly expressed its intention to conclude bilateral treaties with Ukraine and to legitimize Crimean independence by holding a referendum, which was later cancelled under Ukrainian government pressure. On May 6, the assembly also adopted the Constitution of the Republic of Crimea, which remained in force until 1995. The Republic of Crimea was proclaimed to be a “democratic state of laws” that had voluntarily delegated some of its powers to Ukraine.


  Under the 1992 Crimean Constitution, Crimea was “part of the state of Ukraine; relations between Crimea and Ukraine are governed by agreements and treaties.” Crimea claimed the right to maintain independent relations with other countries in trade, culture, education, healthcare, science, and “other areas.” It also claimed the right to grant citizenship, determine the border-crossing procedure for foreigners, and offer asylum. Russian was to be used as the language of official documentation; the Crimean Tatar and Ukrainian languages were both given the status of national languages.19 But on June 30, 1992, the Ukrainian parliament passed a law on the separation of powers with Crimea, substantially curtailing the powers claimed by Crimea in its own constitution. Unlike that constitution, the law passed by the Ukrainian legislature unambiguously stated that Crimea was an autonomous republic within Ukraine; it limited and tightly circumscribed that republic’s powers. Nevertheless, Crimea’s autonomy still remained very broad. The Crimean government’s powers included, for example:


  [image: img2.png] Making amendments to and interpreting the Constitution of the Republic of Crimea, so long as these amendments and interpretations did not run counter to the Ukrainian Constitution


  [image: img2.png] Participating in the formulation and implementation of Ukraine’s domestic and foreign policies on issues pertaining to Crimea’s interests
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  [image: img2.png] Exercising rights to the use of land, mineral resources, water resources, and other natural resources on the territory of Crimea


  [image: img2.png] Implementing economic policy and even “collecting revenues for the Crimean budget”


  [image: img2.png] Formulating and implementing policies in education, culture, healthcare, and language policy


  The law also stated that Ukraine could station or redeploy its troops and conduct military exercises on Crimean territory only with the consent of the chairman of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Crimea. Units of the Ukrainian National Guard deployed in Crimea were to be manned predominantly by local residents.20 The appointment and dismissal of the commander of the Ukrainian National Guard in Crimea required the consent of the Supreme Council of Crimea and its chairman. Crimea was also given the right to exercise parliamentary controls over the activities of the Ukrainian Security Service (SBU) on its territory, and the appointment of the head of the SBU regional department in Crimea required the consent of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Crimea. Also, Article 15 of the law stipulated that the remit of the government of the Republic of Crimea could not be changed without the consent of the Ukrainian and Crimean legislatures.21


  To summarize, the law adopted by the Ukrainian parliament somewhat limited the extent of Crimea’s autonomy, but it still remained very broad. Even though Ukraine was formally a unitary state, Crimea was given greater powers than individual regions enjoy in most federal states around the world. In practice, however, the Ukrainian government’s fear of completely losing control of the peninsula, as well as disputes over ownership rights, led to a growing power struggle between Kiev and Simferopol. In September 1992, the Crimean assembly adopted a new version of the constitution, bringing it into line with Ukrainian laws.


  Meanwhile, Russian-Ukrainian relations began to deteriorate, with mounting tensions on a whole range of economic and political issues. Combined with a lingering Russian resentment at the loss of Crimea, this propelled the Crimean issue to the top of the bilateral agenda. On May 21, 1992, the Russian parliament passed a resolution “On a legal assessment of the 1954 decisions by the RSFSR government on changing the status of Crimea.” The resolution insisted that the decisions in question were “null and void from the moment of their adoption.” At the same time, the resolution stated that the fait accompli of Crimea’s transfer to Ukraine had been legitimized in the RSFSR Constitution and the Russian-Ukrainian Treaty of November 19, 1990. The Russian parliament therefore recommended that the government initiate talks with Ukraine on Crimea’s status. The following day, parliament adopted an extremely confusing statement that attempted to explain the meaning of the May 21 resolution. The statement said that Russia was committed to the principle of inviolability of CIS borders, but also hoped to draw attention to problems on the peninsula, including those related to control of the naval forces stationed there, and urged Ukrainian leadership not to suppress the Crimean people’s expression of free will.


  On July 9, 1993, amid growing confrontation between President Yeltsin and the Russian parliament, the latter passed a resolution “On the status of the city of Sevastopol,” which insisted that the city had “Russian federal status…in the administrative and territorial borders of December 1991.” The resolution also called on the Ukrainian government to withdraw its special forces deployed in the Sevastopol area.22 Yet Yeltsin spoke against the Russian parliament’s initiative. Ukraine, meanwhile, proposed a draft UN Security Council resolution that condemned the Russian parliament’s territorial claims. The resolution was passed; the Russian representative on the Security Council abstained during the vote.


  The Crimean issue started to gain prominence in Russian domestic politics in the early 1990s. Allegations that Crimea was transferred to Ukraine illegally became part of the usual Communist and nationalist rhetoric. In fact, even some representatives of the Russian government made similar statements. One of the most prominent and consistent advocates of Crimea’s return to the Russian fold was Yury Luzhkov, mayor of Moscow June 1992 to September 2010. Luzhkov played a key role in bringing the Crimean issue to the fore of public debate. He gave numerous speeches and interviews on the subject. In 2008, Ukraine declared him persona non grata after he called for a revision of the Russian-Ukrainian Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Partnership.


  Luzhkov’s role was not limited to public pronouncements. As the mayor of the richest Russian city, he used his power and resources to promote Russian interests in Crimea, often working to much greater effect than the Kremlin. At the height of the economic crisis in 1994-1996, the city of Moscow financed the repairs of the Black Sea Fleet’s flagship, the Moskva guided missile cruiser, and paid for the construction of apartment blocks and hospitals in Sevastopol. In 1991-2005, the city of Moscow invested 1 billion rubles in Crimean health resorts. In 2004, it launched the Crimea-Sevastopol Fund, which supplemented the wages of Sevastopol teachers, paid for new school equipment, and financed the refurbishment of barracks for the Black Sea Fleet. Other Luzhkov initiatives were implemented from 2000 to 2007, including the Crimean branch of Moscow State University, a large sports facility, and a culture and business center in Sevastopol. The Moscow-Crimea Fund also opened the Russian Cultural Center in Simferopol. All projects were financed by the city of Moscow.23


  Luzhkov’s Crimean initiatives appear to have been driven mostly by his own personal convictions. In the 1990s, his Crimean rhetoric might have been part of his PR campaign, since he was seen as a contender for senior government jobs at the time. No pragmatic basis, however, could be ascribed to his efforts in Crimea in the 2000s. Those efforts were his personal, ideologically driven crusade. Incidentally, his relations with Vladimir Putin and Dmitry Medvedev were quite cool, and his conflict with Medvedev in 2010 cost him his job.


  Regardless, the government of the city of Moscow, acting of its own accord, pursued a large and ambitious program to increase Russia’s “soft power” in Crimea, especially within the city of Sevastopol. In the 1990s and 2000s, Moscow’s support to improve Russian-language education in Crimea played an important role in preserving pro-Russian sentiment on the peninsula. That pro-Russian sentiment and the rallies staged by Crimeans when the Yanukovich regime fell in February 2014 were an important factor that made all subsequent developments possible. Paradoxically, Crimea’s return to Russia was largely the result of a long-term private initiative, in combination with the Russian government’s quick action when a window of opportunity presented itself. Nevertheless, Luzhkov has not been given proper credit by the Russian government for his many years of hard and effective work on the Crimean front. He was not even invited to the famous “Crimean Speech” by Vladimir Putin on March 18, 2014, when the Russian president addressed both chambers of parliament on the occasion of Crimea’s return to the Russian fold.


  During the 1994 Crimean presidential election, amid growing pro-Russian sentiment, Crimeans elected Yury Meshkov, the head of the Rossia or “Russia” bloc. The office of president had been introduced by a new law in October 1993. Meshkov defeated Nikolai Bagrov, former first secretary of the Communist Party in Crimea, who served as chairman of the Crimean parliament in 1991-1994. All key candidates in the Crimean presidential election were formally pro-Russian. Meshkov, however, vowed to build much closer ties with Russia in every possible area, from moving the clocks to Moscow time to establishing special allied relations with Russia, and possibly even becoming part of Russia at some point in the future.


  In practice, Meshkov turned out to be a poor leader. He did not represent a powerful political party or movement and kept squabbling with other Crimean politicians, including Sergei Tsekov, whom he had initially backed as parliament speaker. As a result, none of the reforms he had promised yielded any tangible results. He tried to concentrate not only executive but also legislative power in his own hands through a referendum on March 27, 1994, but the attempt was stymied by the Crimean parliament. He then tried to form a Cabinet led by Yevgeny Saburov, a liberal Russian economist, but that attempt also failed. The Crimean president and parliament ended up at each other’s throats. The legislature then curtailed presidential powers; in response, Meshkov ordered the dissolution of parliament in September 1994. But parliament refused to obey, and curtailed presidential powers even further in October 1994.


  Bitter infighting among the Crimean leadership and Kiev’s growing concerns about separatist sentiment in Crimea made the situation very delicate. In some cases, the Crimean parliament, led by its speaker, Sergei Tsekov, worked in tandem with Kiev. In 1994, the Ukrainian government used the support of Meshkov’s opponents in Crimea to get its preferred candidate, Anatoly Franchuk, appointed prime minister of Crimea (Franchuk’s son was married to Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma’s daughter at the time). Later, the Ukrainian government pushed a bill through parliament that subordinated the heads of the Crimean law-enforcement agencies to Kiev.


  The power struggle culminated in the Ukrainian parliament’s decision to abolish the Crimean Constitution of 1992. A bill to that effect was passed on March 17, 1995, using an article in the 1978 Ukrainian Constitution as justification; the amended version of the 1978 Constitution remained in force until 1996. Article 97, Paragraph 31 of the 1989 edition of the Ukrainian Constitution read that the Supreme Council had the right to countermand decisions by regional and local assemblies if those decisions were in breach of the constitution.24 The 1992 Ukrainian law “On the status of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea” forbade any changes in the remit of the Crimean autonomy’s government without that government’s consent, but the law was annulled on the same day by a special resolution of the Ukrainian parliament.25 In the end, no one bothered to do anything about the results of the 1991 Crimean referendum.


  After abolishing the Crimean Constitution, the Ukrainian parliament also abolished the office of the Crimean president, with Meshkov admitting defeat and emigrating to Russia. The Crimean parliament passed a new version of the constitution in November 1995, but Kiev refused to accept it. The final version of the Crimean Constitution entered into force only in October 1998; it is that constitution that remained in force until Crimea’s recent annexation by Russia. The 1998 constitution turned Crimea’s autonomy into a mere formality. It emphasized that the peninsula was an “inalienable part of Ukraine,” and stipulated that the Ukrainian Constitution and laws had absolute priority over those of Crimea.26 The Ukrainian president now had the power to suspend any decision by the Crimean parliament and pass those decisions on for vetting by the Ukrainian Constitutional Court, if he or she thought they violated the Ukrainian Constitution or laws. The Crimean prime minister could now be appointed only with the Ukrainian president’s consent. Even the appointment of the heads of the district administrations in Crimea required the consent of the Ukrainian president’s representative in Crimea.27 In effect, the Crimean government could now make independent decisions only on relatively minor local issues.28


  Many of the active participants in the political events of Crimea, such as Bagrov and Tsekov, were staunchly pro-Russian despite their opposition to Meshkov. After losing the presidential election to Meshkov, Bagrov held various senior posts in Simferopol State University, later renamed Tavria State University in 1999. When Crimea again became part of Russia, Bagrov was president of the university, and he immediately began to actively cooperate with the new Russian authorities. Tsekov, whose confrontation with Meshkov proved instrumental in the abolition of any meaningful Crimean autonomy by Kiev, was deputy speaker of the Crimean parliament in February and March 2014. He also played a very active role in the political legitimization of Crimea’s annexation by Russia. For that role he was placed on the European Union’s sanctions list in mid-March 2014, while also being selected as the representative of Crimea in the Russian parliament’s upper chamber in late March.


  Throughout its entire period as a part of independent Ukraine, Crimea was dominated by ostensibly pro-Russian politicians who were, at the same time, comfortably enmeshed in Ukraine’s corrupt and oligarchic capitalist system. That system turned every elected office into a source of great wealth. Crimea was among the core electoral homelands of Viktor Yanukovich’s Party of Regions, which served the interests of oligarchs hailing from southeastern Ukraine. Ever since it was founded, the party exploited pro-Russian sentiment in that part of Ukraine, but without taking any real steps toward closer ties with Russia. Such steps were not in the interests of most Ukrainian oligarchs, who feared competition with larger Russian corporations, and generally preferred the status quo in Ukraine’s relations with Russia and the West. From time to time, various Crimean politicians would call for a restoration of the 1992 Crimean Constitution and meaningful Crimean autonomy, but no real steps were made to achieve that goal.


  Amid the general decline and corruption of Crimean politics and public life, the Ukrainian government also attempted to implement a policy of cultural and linguistic “Ukrainification” on the peninsula, despite the 1998 Crimean Constitution pledging to protect the Russian and Crimean Tatar languages, and emphasizing the status of Russian as a language widely used in many areas, especially in official documents and jurisprudence. Nevertheless, the government in Kiev tried to discourage the use of Russian in favor of Ukrainian. Attempts were made to promote Ukrainian-language education with a program of expanding the network of Ukrainian-language schools on the peninsula, but it failed to yield any impressive results. In 2010-2011, only 8.1 percent of Crimean students studied in such schools, even though ethnic Ukrainians made up 24 percent of the Crimean population.29 There were very few courses taught in Ukrainian at Crimean universities and colleges.30 The authorities tried to encourage the teaching of some subjects in Ukrainian at such schools where the official language of tuition was Russian, but those initiatives were met with a cool reception by ordinary Crimeans.


  On the whole, the Ukrainian government’s attempts to implement a policy of linguistic and cultural Ukrainification in Crimea were ambitious and forceful, but, as in so many other areas, rather ineffective. Their results were described in scathing terms by Arseny Yatsenyuk, the current Ukrainian prime minister. Speaking off the record in 2012 (the transcript was later released to the public), he had this to say on the matter: “The policy of forced Ukrainification that has been pursued in Crimea since 2005 boiled down to one thing: even fewer Ukrainian books, even fewer Ukrainian newspapers, and even less Ukrainian language. But whenever the president or prime minister came to visit Crimea… the local administration would stage a political show to prove how hard they fought for the Ukrainian language. The harder they fought, the fewer Ukrainian-speakers remained in Crimea.”31


  Russian-Ukrainian Relations in 1992-2014: The Problem of the Black Sea Fleet


   


  For Russia, in the 1990s and 2000s the Crimean issue remained mostly an instrument of achieving two goals: maintaining Russian influence on Ukrainian foreign and domestic politics, and maintaining control of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Crimea. Moscow wanted that fleet to remain in Crimea for military, as well as political reasons. As far as international law was concerned, the presence of Russian naval forces on Ukrainian territory was not, in and of itself, an obstacle to Ukraine’s accession to NATO; the alliance’s secretary-general Anders Fogh Rasmussen made that very clear in 2010.32 Similar statements were made in 2006 by the then US ambassador to Ukraine, William Taylor,33 and in 2005 by the then Ukrainian foreign minister, Boris Tarasyuk. In practice, however, such a substantial Russian military presence in Ukraine obviously had a dampening effect on Ukrainian-NATO cooperation and was regarded by Ukrainian politicians as an obstacle to their country’s European integration.


  Russian efforts to exert influence abroad remained rather ineffectual throughout the post-Soviet period; sometimes those efforts were hard to discern. Against that backdrop, the very presence of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Crimea was a serious influence on the situation there. The fleet propped up the peninsula’s economy and was the largest contributor of taxes to the Sevastopol budget, while providing jobs for thousands of Crimeans, thereby strengthening their ties with Russia. People employed by the fleet, their families, and Soviet Navy veterans living in Crimea made up a large part of the local electorate. It was always understood that in the event of a crisis in Ukraine and the Crimean peninsula, the Black Sea Fleet, including its 810th Marines Brigade and the fleet’s extensive coastal infrastructure, would be an extremely important factor in the region’s military situation. It is worth mentioning that after large increases in Russian military pay as part of the reforms led by former minister of defense Anatoly Serdyukov, the Russian Black Sea Fleet officers stationed in Crimea became much better off financially than their Ukrainian counterparts. In fact, some jobs in the Russian fleet paid up to five times as much as equivalent positions in the Ukrainian Navy, which was demoralizing for Ukrainians.34 All of these factors played an important role during the operation to retake Crimea. It is largely thanks to them that the operation was pulled off without any bloodshed, and that most of the Ukrainian service personnel stationed in Crimea later signed up for service in the Russian Armed Forces.


  At the same time, it is not all politics and power, and it would be wrong to ignore the military significance of the Russian military presence in Crimea from 1992 until 2014. The Black Sea ports remaining in Russia’s control after the breakup of the Soviet Union were inadequate. These ports, such as Novorossiisk in the Krasnodar Region, were relatively small and overloaded by the import and export traffic that rose sharply in the post-Soviet period. They were unable to host large Russian naval forces on a permanent basis. Infrastructure at the Black Sea Fleet’s base in Novorossiisk was sufficient to host only the 184th Area Protection Ships Brigade, which consisted of three antisubmarine corvettes, a few minesweepers, and several landing boats.


  The political decision to set up the new main base of the Black Sea Fleet in Novorossiisk was made back in 1994. The scale of the project was enormous, especially in view of the difficult coastline. Significant financing was allocated only in 2005; more money was made available after the adoption of a federal program in 2008. The project was still in progress when Russia annexed Crimea. Nevertheless, since it was nearing completion in 2014, with some of the facilities of the new naval base almost ready, the government in Moscow decided to finish the project later in 2014 and use it to station some of the Black Sea Fleet’s submarines, as well as other forces.35 If for some reason Russia had to pull out of Crimea at any point before 2014, such a pullout would have meant a much reduced Russian naval presence in the Black Sea. That would have had a significant negative impact on Russian national security and the country’s ability to maintain its naval presence in the eastern Mediterranean.


  The Black Sea Fleet became a bone of contention between Russia and Ukraine soon after the breakup of the Soviet Union. On April 5, 1992, Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk signed a decree in which Ukraine claimed control of the fleet. On April 7, Russian President Boris Yeltsin signed a similar decree. On June 23, 1992, Yeltsin and Kravchuk met in Dagomys and signed an agreement on the future course of bilateral relations. They agreed to start working on a new comprehensive treaty that would replace the 1990 treaty. The documents signed in Dagomys did not contain any references to Russian or Ukrainian territorial integrity. They did, however, contain a commitment to desist from any unilateral action on the Black Sea Fleet and to continue negotiations. On August 3, 1992, Kiev and Moscow signed an agreement that provisionally designated the Black Sea Fleet as a joint Russian-Ukrainian naval force under joint command. They also agreed to complete the division of the fleet’s assets within the following three years. In June 1993, they signed an agreement to divide the Black Sea Fleet into two independent naval forces. On September 3, 1993, they agreed that the Russian Black Sea Fleet would continue to be stationed in Crimea.


  Finally, on April 15, 1994, Yeltsin and Kravchuk signed an agreement that settled the Black Sea Fleet issue. Under the terms of the deal, Ukraine received 20 percent of the fleet’s ships. On February 7-8, 1995, the two sides signed an agreement on the stationing of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol. On June 9, 1995, Yeltsin and Ukraine’s new president Leonid Kuchma finalized the agreement on the division of the fleet and its bases. The final intergovernmental agreement on the Black Sea Fleet’s status and the terms of its stationing in Ukraine was signed in Kiev on May 28, 1997, and ratified in 1999.


  Under the terms of the agreements signed in 1995 and 1997, the Russian Black Sea Fleet was allowed the use of its main base in Sevastopol and the Sevastopol, Yuzhnaya, Karantinnaya, and Kazachya bays; the airfields in Gvardeiskoye and Kacha; two reserve airfields at Cape Khersones and Yuzhny; and a coastal troops base in Sevastopol. Russia was left in control of 81.7 percent of all ships; Ukraine received the remaining 18.3 percent. Russia was allowed to keep up to 25,000 service personnel stationed on Ukrainian territory. Any redeployments or replacement of military hardware was allowed only with Ukraine’s consent. Kiev was also unwilling to allow Russia to replace the Black Sea Fleet’s aging ships and boats in Crimea. As a result, the fleet was slowly turning into a collection of antiques. For example, it still operated the last Project 61 frigate in the Russian Navy, the Smetlivy, which was built in 1969. The agreement on the stationing of the Black Sea Fleet in Crimea was signed for a 20-year term; the Russian lease of the fleet’s Crimean bases was to expire in 2017.


  Simultaneously with the Black Sea Fleet settlement, Russia signed several agreements pertaining to the issue of Ukraine’s territorial integrity. In the Budapest Memorandum signed on December 5, 1994, Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom undertook an obligation to respect Ukraine’s sovereignty and existing borders, and to desist from using force or threat of force against the country. These commitments, which Ukraine received in return for formally relinquishing Soviet nuclear weapons deployed on its territory, largely echoed the commitments outlined in the UN Charter and the Final Act of the Council for Security and Cooperation in Europe. The memorandum also stipulated that urgent consultations should be called in the event of any compliance-related problems. The memorandum is not a proper international treaty, so it was not subject to ratification by the national parliaments, and did not outline any mechanisms for its implementation. Even before the Crimean crisis, Ukrainian specialists in international law recognized the weakness of the commitments undertaken by the great powers in that document and the absence of any clearly formulated guarantees of Ukrainian security.36 The two other official nuclear-weapon states, China and France, did not sign the memorandum. They only went as far as to make unilateral statements declaring their willingness to help uphold Ukrainian sovereignty and territorial integrity, using a wording that was substantially different from the one contained in the memorandum.


  Predictably, Russia faced accusations of violating the Budapest Memorandum during the Crimean crisis. Moscow’s defense was two-pronged: First, from Russia’s viewpoint, the Western powers were the first to violate the terms of the memorandum by exerting pressure on Ukrainian president Viktor Yanukovich during the coup that took place in late 2013 and early 2014. Second, Moscow argued that the memorandum “does not apply to commitments resulting from the action of domestic-political or socioeconomic factors” in Ukraine, and that furthermore, Russia “never made a commitment to force part of Ukraine to remain a Ukrainian region against the will of its local population.”37


  A far more important document is the Russian-Ukrainian Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Partnership, which was signed on May 31, 1997, in Kiev. Article 2 of the treaty reads that “in accordance with the UN Charter and commitments under the Final Act of the Council for Security and Cooperation in Europe, the parties respect each other’s territorial integrity and confirm the inviolability of the existing borders between them.” Article 12 also contains loosely worded pledges by both parties to protect the ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and religious identity of ethnic minorities, and to facilitate the learning of the Russian language in Ukraine and the Ukrainian language in Russia.38 The term of the treaty was automatically prolonged for another 10 years in 2008.


  Finally, the latest important Russian-Ukrainian agreement pertaining to Crimea and the Black Sea Fleet was the Kharkov Accords, which was signed on April 21, 2010, by then presidents Dmitry Medvedev and Viktor Yanukovich. Under the terms of the deal, the Black Sea Fleet’s lease of its bases in Crimea, which was originally due to expire in 2017, was extended by another 25 years until 2042 in return for a 30 percent discount on the price of Russian gas supplies to Ukraine; Russia would also continue to pay $100 million a year for that lease. Ukraine also gave its consent for the construction of a bridge between Crimea and Russia in the Kerch Strait. The Kharkov Accords was denounced by Russia after the annexation of Crimea.


  Conclusion


   


  The Crimean peninsula was made part of Ukraine, for the first time in its history, by an arbitrary decision of the Soviet leadership, led by Nikita Khrushchev, in 1954. Until then, Crimea had never been part of any state with a capital in Kiev. It follows from the “Third Universal” declaration by the Central Council of the Ukrainian People’s Republic that the fathers of the first Ukrainian national state did not regard Crimea as part of their national territory. Even before the outbreak of World War II, ethnic Russians were the largest group in the Crimean population, more numerous than ethnic Ukrainians and Crimean Tatars put together. After the war, that proportion changed even further in ethnic Russians’ favor.


  The transfer of Crimea to Ukraine was met with considerable skepticism among the general public even during the Soviet period. It was one of several arbitrary decisions by the Soviet government to redraw the borders of the Soviet republics and autonomies that led to numerous ethnic conflicts during the postwar period. At the 1991 referendum, the population of Crimea clearly voted in favor of creating their own republic that would be independent from Ukraine, and that would become part of a reformed Soviet Union. Even though Crimea remained part of Ukraine despite the referendum, it enjoyed very broad autonomy in 1992-1995. That autonomy was then essentially abolished by a unilateral decision of the Ukrainian government. Ukraine had also carried out a policy of cultural and linguistic Ukrainification on the peninsula since 1995; that policy was rejected by the local population.


  At the same time, in the Russian-Ukrainian treaty signed in 1990, and in several agreements and treaties signed in the years that followed, Russia clearly recognized Ukraine’s territorial integrity within its existing borders. Until the crisis in 2014, Russia had made no attempts to question Ukraine’s rights to Crimea, even though some influential Russian politicians and political movements continued to insist that Russia should declare its claim to the peninsula. Russia took no serious measures to support separatist movements in Crimea or to build up its cultural influence there. The annexation of Crimea in February and March 2014 clearly was not the result of any lengthy legal, diplomatic, or political preparations. Russia was acting on the basis of the extraordinary nature of the situation that had come into being, with Ukraine essentially lacking a central government, and in view of a clearly expressed opinion of the people of Crimea.


   


  PART II. A Picture of the Military Faceoff


  The Soviet Inheritance of Ukrainian Armed Forces, by Sergey Denisentsev


   


  The history of independent Ukraine’s Armed Forces began on August 24, 1991. On that day, the Supreme Council (parliament) of what was then the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic passed a resolution “On Military Formations in Ukraine.” Under the terms of that document, all Soviet Armed Forces stationed on Ukraine’s territory were transferred to the Ukrainian government’s control. The resolution read, “all the Armed Forces stationed in Ukraine shall be subordinated to the Supreme Council of Ukraine; the government of Ukraine shall set up the Ministry of Defense of Ukraine; the government of Ukraine shall begin the formation of the Ukrainian Armed Forces.”39 Looking back, it is now safe to say that this resolution signaled the beginning of the Soviet Union’s break-up in practical terms. It set a precedent of one of the Soviet republics wresting control of regular armed forces away from the central Soviet government.


  Under the terms of the August 24 resolution, the Ukrainian government was ordered to create the Ministry of Defense, the Ukrainian Armed Forces, the Republican Guard, and armed units guarding the Supreme Council. Ukraine’s first defense minister, Konstantin Morozov, took office on September 3, 1991. Morozov had previously served as commander of the Soviet Union’s 17th Air Army. In very short order, the Ukrainian parliament passed a package of defense-related bills. On October 11, 1991, it approved the Concept of Defense and Development of the Ukrainian Armed Forces. According to that document, Ukraine was to become a neutral, nonnuclear weapon state. Kiev declared that it would not seek membership of any defense alliances, and that it would abide by all the agreements and treaties on the nonuse of nuclear weapons. In accordance with the Defense Concept, the Ukrainian Armed Forces were to comprise three armed services: the Army, the Air Force and Air Defense Service, and the Navy. The document also set out the remit of the defense minister and the General Staff of the Armed Forces. Parliament then passed the resolution “On the Defense Council of Ukraine,” the Military Doctrine, and several other formative documents.


  On December 6, 1991, parliament approved the bills “On the Defense Strategy of Ukraine” and “On the Armed Forces of Ukraine,” which formalized the establishment of the Ukrainian Armed Forces. On the same day parliament approved the text of the military oath, which was drafted by the then defense minister, Kostyantin Morozov, during a parliament hearing. Morozov became the first Ukrainian military serviceman to take that oath.40 Later on, December 6 was designated as the day marking the establishment of Ukraine’s Armed Forces. In late December 1991, Ukraine’s first president, Leonid Kravchuk, said during the first meeting of the newly established Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) that from January 3, 1992 onward, all Armed Forces stationed on Ukrainian territory would take an oath of loyalty to the people of Ukraine.


  The transfer of Soviet Armed Forces units stationed in Ukraine to the Ukrainian government’s control and jurisdiction went off largely without incident. As a result, Ukraine found itself in possession of huge quantities of troops and weapons. On August 24, 1991, Kiev formally took control of three of the former Soviet Union’s Military Districts: the Kiev District, the Odessa District, and the Carpathian District. These districts were part of the so-called Second Strategic Echelon. During the Cold War, the idea was that in the event of a full-scale conflict with NATO in Europe, the first units to join battle would be those designated as part of the First Strategic Echelon. The First Echelon consisted of four separate Soviet Army groups stationed in the Warsaw Pact countries. The First Echelon units were always the first to receive the latest weaponry, and they were maintained at or near their full wartime numerical strength. That made them the most capable and combat-ready units in the Soviet Armed Forces. The Second Strategic Echelon Units, which were stationed in Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic States, rarely had their full wartime complement of soldiers. They did, however, have all the necessary hardware and the officers required to conduct a speedy mobilization and come to the assistance of the First Echelon troops. The Soviet troops stationed in Russia proper were designated as the Third Strategic Echelon. These were mainly skeleton-strength units, many of them with little more than arms depots. It is therefore possible to say that Ukraine inherited some of most combat-ready units of the Soviet Armed Forces. On the whole, these units were significantly more capable than the units inherited by Russia itself.


  Troops of the three Soviet Military Districts taken over by independent Ukraine included 14 motor rifle divisions, four tank divisions, three artillery divisions, four special task force brigades, and three airborne assault brigades. The air strength inherited by Ukraine consisted of three Air Armies and a separate Air Defense Army. In total, these forces included approximately 780,000 service personnel, 6,500 tanks, 7,000 armored combat vehicles, 7,200 artillery systems, 900 helicopters, and 1,100 planes (see chart below). This Army was larger than the forces of the US-led multinational coalition that fought during the first war in Iraq in 1991 (those forces consisted of up to 600,000 service personnel, more than 4,000 tanks, more than 3,700 field artillery systems and mortars, and about 2,000 planes).41 The section below lists the units and formations of the Soviet Army taken over by Ukraine in the summer of 1991.


  The Army


   


  The Kiev Military District, with an HQ in Kiev, controlled the forces stationed in central and eastern Ukraine. As of 1990, those forces included approximately 150,000 service personnel, up to 1,500 tanks, and 1,500 armored combat vehicles. Of the three Soviet military districts inherited by Ukraine, the Kiev District was probably the least formidable. Its units were stationed farther away from the Soviet border than the units assigned to the Odessa or the Carpathian Districts. Besides, it was more affected by the budgetary cuts that were initiated by Mikhail Gorbachev in the late 1980s, and which were intensified in the run-up to the signing of the Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) treaty in 1990. By the signing of the treaty, most of the Kiev District’s units were being maintained at reduced-strength levels. In 1988-1990, some of them were even transformed into weapons and supplies depots. And finally, in September 1991, the entire Kiev District was restructured into the Northwestern Forces Group, which existed until September 1, 1994.


  Units and formations directly subordinated to the Kiev Military District HQ42
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  The 205th, 209th and 313th Engineers Brigades were heavily involved in dealing with the aftermath of the Chernobyl disaster. The Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant, whose No. 4 reactor suffered a catastrophic meltdown in 1986, is situated 110 km north of Kiev. By the end of 1991 most of the works around the power plant had been completed, and the three brigades were disbanded shortly thereafter.


  The most capable unit assigned to the Kiev Military District was the 9th GRU Spetsnaz Brigade, which was stationed in Kirovograd. Most of the brigade’s personnel had gone through Afghanistan as part of the 9th Brigade’s 668th Independent Spetsnaz Squad. Other very formidable units included the 254th Motor Rifle Division, which was stationed in Hungary during the Cold War as part of the Southern Group of the Soviet Forces. In 1990-1991 the division was pulled out of Hungary, assigned to the Kiev Military District, and stationed in Ukraine’s Donetsk and Lugansk Regions. As of late 1991, the unit was a proper “First Echelon” motor rifle division, well equipped and manned to a near-combat readiness level. Its weaponry included:


  • 221 tanks (T-64s)


  • 183 infantry fighting vehicles (74 BMP-2s, 94 BMP-1s, and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • 288 APCs (29 BTR-70s, 259 BTR-60s)


  • 126 self-propelled artillery systems (72 2S1 Gvozdikas and 54 2S3 Akatsias)


  • 12 mortars (2S12 Sanis)


  • 18 MLR systems (BM-21 Grads)


  The Kiev Military District operated the 169th Guard District Training Center (Desna, near Oster, Kiev Region). The training center was set up using the existing facilities and hardware of the former Soviet 48th Guard Training Tank Division. The center included three tank regiments, a motor rifle regiment, an artillery regiment, an AA regiment, a reconnaissance battalion, and a communications battalion (all of them training units).


  As of late 1990, the 169th Guard Training Center operated the following hardware:


  • 240 tanks (233 T-64s and seven T-55s)


  • 232 infantry fighting vehicles (130 BMP-2s, 98 BMP-1s, and four BRM-1Ks)


  • 13 APCs (nine BTR-70s and four BTR-60s)


  • 54 self-propelled artillery systems (18 2S1 Gvozdikas and 36 2S3 Akatsias)


  • 12 towed artillery systems (nine D-30s and three M-30s)


  • 19 mortars (14 2S12 Sanis and five PM-38s)


  • Eight MLR systems (seven BM-21 Grads and one BM-13s)


  The Kiev Military District had four district-level weapons depots that stored command staff vehicles, tracked transporters, and mobile reconnaissance stations – some 300 units of hardware in total.


  The bulk of the Kiev Military District’s armed strength consisted of the 1st Guard Combined Services Army (with an HQ in Chernigov) and the 6th Guard Tank Army (with an HQ in Dnepropetrovsk).


  The 1st Guard Army included the following units:
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  The 1st Guard Army included two motor rifle divisions: the 25th Guard Division (Lubny) and the 72nd Guard Division (Belaya Tserkov). Both divisions – especially the 25th – were maintained at reduced-strength levels in the early 1990s, and lost some of their hardware in the run-up to the signing of the CFE.


  As of late 1990, the 25th Motor Rifle Division operated the following hardware:


  • 61 tanks (T-64s)


  • 50 infantry fighting vehicles (35 BMP-1s, 15 BRM-1Ks) and nine APCs (BTR-60s)


  • 24 D-30 towed artillery systems


  • 24 2S1 Gvozdika self-propelled artillery systems


  • 12 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 72nd Guard Motor Rifle Division had the following hardware:


  • 133 tanks (T-64s)


  • 304 infantry fighting vehicles (187 BMP-2s, one BMP-1s, and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • 147 APCs (131 BTR-80s and 16 BTR-70s)


  • 84 self-propelled artillery systems (48 2S1 Gvozdikas and 36 2S3 Akatsias)


  • 36 mortars (PM-38s)


  • 12 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 1st Guard Army operated three weapons depots that stored the hardware left over from one tank division and two motor rifle divisions disbanded in the late 1980s. There was also one military supply depot. The 1st Guard Army had the following hardware (including weapons stored at the depots):


  • 763 tanks (including 381 T-64s, which remained up to date as of the early 1990s; the rest were obsolete T-54/55s)


  • 617 infantry fighting vehicles and APCs


  • 324 cannon, mortars, and MLR systems


  • 12 attack helicopters (Mi-24s) and 11 Mi-8 transports of various modifications


  The 6th Guard Tank Army included the following units:
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  When the 6th Guard Tank Army became part of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, it had two divisions: the 17th Guard Tank Division (with an HQ in Krivoi Rog) and the 93rd Guard Motor Rifle Division, which had just been pulled out of Hungary. The 17th Division was being maintained at severely reduced-strength levels, and its motor rifle regiment only had trucks to transport its personnel. The division operated the following weaponry:


  • 104 T-64 tanks


  • 45 infantry fighting vehicles (30 BMP-1s and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • 12 BTR-70 APCs


  • 66 self-propelled artillery systems (51 2S1 Gvozdikas and 15 2S3 Akatsias)


  • Two D-30 towed artillery systems


  • 23 mortars (20 2S12 Sanis and three PM-38s)


  • 12 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 93rd Guard Motor Rifle Division, on the other hand, was a proper “First Echelon” unit, well-equipped and manned to near its full wartime strength. The 6th Guard Tank Army had two weapons depots left over from a disbanded tank division and artillery regiment. The 6th Army also had two military supply bases. When Ukraine declared independence, the pullout of the division from Hungary to Ukrainian territory was still in progress, and exactly how much of the division’s weaponry ended up in Ukrainian ownership is unknown. Be that as it may, as of November 19, 1990, the 6th Guard Army operated the following hardware (including the 93rd Guard Motor Rifle Division’s weaponry that had already arrived from Hungary):


  • 462 tanks (T-64s)


  • 228 infantry fighting vehicles and APCs


  • 218 artillery systems, mortars, and MLR systems


  • Four Mi-8 and one Mi-6 transport helicopters


  By the time the Soviet Union ceased to exist, the Odessa Military District included the territory of Ukraine’s Izmail, Odessa, Nikolayev, Crimea, Zaporozhye, and Kherson Regions, plus the whole of the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic. The district’s units and formations stationed in Ukraine and Crimea became part of the Ukrainian Armed Forces. For a period, there was some uncertainty about the future of the Odessa Military District’s forces stationed in Moldova, especially the Soviet Union’s 14th Combined Services Army. On April 1, 1992, Russian President Boris Yeltsin issued Decree No. 320 that transferred the 14th Army’s units in Moldova under Russian control.43 As a result, Ukraine inherited the bulk of the former Odessa Military District, with the exception of the 14th Army and a few units that eventually became part of the Moldovan Armed Forces.


  The most formidable unit of the Odessa Military District was the 55th Artillery Division, with an HQ in Zaporozhye. The division included:


  • 371st Rocket Artillery Brigade (Zaporozhye), armed with 48 9A52 Smerch MLR systems


  • 701st Howitzer Artillery Regiment (Zaporozhye), armed with 48 D-30 howitzers, about 20 command staff vehicles and various battery commander vehicles, and 60 MT-LBT vehicles


  • 707th Heavy Howitzer Artillery Regiment (Novaya Aleksandrovka), armed with 48 D-20 howitzers, about 20 command staff vehicles and battery command vehicles of various types, and 102 MT-LBT vehicles


  • 738th Cannon Artillery Regiment (Novaya Aleksandrovka), armed with 48 2S36 Giatsint-B 152 mm cannon and about 20 command staff vehicles and battery command vehicles of various types


  • 751st Antitank Artillery Regiment, armed with about 72 T-12/MT-12 cannon


  • 25th Reconnaissance Artillery Regiment, armed with artillery reconnaissance and fire control radars


  There were also several other units subordinated to the Odessa Military District:
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  Two units worth a separate mention are the 10th Independent Spetsnaz Brigade, which was an elite Soviet unit, and the 93rd Independent Special Purpose Radio Technical Brigade, which had very skilled radio technical reconnaissance specialists (SIGINT – Signals Intelligence). Other units subordinated to the Odessa Military District included the 28th Guard Motor Rifle Division (stationed outside of Odessa). The division had the following weaponry:


  • 143 tanks (T-65s)


  • 173 infantry fighting vehicles (158 BMP-2s and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • 154 APCs (148 BTR-70s and six BTR-60s)


  • 84 self-propelled artillery systems (48 2S1 Gvozdikas and 36 2S3 Akatsias)


  • 12 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  The Odessa Military District’s 150th Guard District Training Center in Nikolayev (the former 92nd Guard Motor Rifle Division) had the following hardware as of late 1990:


  • 61 tanks (52 T-64s and nine T-55s)


  • 149 infantry fighting vehicles (28 BMP-2s, 115 BMP-1s, and six BRM-1Ks)


  • Three armored fighting vehicles (PT-76s)


  • Eight APCs (BTR-70s)


  • 15 self-propelled artillery systems


  • 24 D-30 towed artillery systems


  • 30 mortars


  • Five BM-21 MLR systems


  The 14th Army was also subordinated to the Odessa District Command. This unit was one of the most adversely affected by the break-up of the Soviet Union, as its various subunits, weapons and assets were divided between Russia, Ukraine, Moldova, and the unrecognized Transnistria. Ukraine inherited the 14th Army’s 287th Independent Helicopter Regiment (43 Mi-24 transport and attack helicopters and 18 Mi-8 helicopters), the 180th Kiev Motor Rifle Division, which had undergone major cuts and had its HQ in Belgorod-Dnestrovsky, and the 32nd Army Corps (based in Crimea, with an HQ in Simferopol).


  As of late 1990, the 180th Motor Rifle Division had the following weaponry:


  • 74 tanks (61 T-64s and 13 T-54s)


  • 54 infantry fighting vehicles (five BMP-2s, 33 BMP-1s, and 16 BRM-1Ks)


  • Five BTR-70 APCs


  • 50 D-30 howitzers


  • 36 2S12 Sani mortars


  • 12 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 32nd Army Corps was essentially a group of skeleton units; it had already lost most of its service personnel and hardware due to the signing of the CFE treaty. Its most capable unit, the 126th Motor Rifle Division, had been reassigned to the Black Sea Fleet along with the 126th Coastal Defense Division. The 157th Motor Rifle Division was transformed into the 5378th Military Hardware Storage Base (i.e., disbanded, for all intents and purposes). As of November 19, 1990, the 32nd Army Corps had 61 tanks, 52 infantry fighting vehicles, and 60 artillery and MLR systems.


  Of the three Soviet Military Districts inherited by Ukraine, the Carpathian Military District was the most formidable. Its territorial remit included a section of the western border of the Soviet Union, as well as the Volyn, Rovno, Zhitomir, Vinnitsa, Khmelnitsky, Ternopol, Lvov, Ivano-Frankovsk, Chernovtsy, and Transcarpathian Regions of Ukraine. Units subordinated to the district included the elite 24th Guard Samara-Ulyanovsk Berdychev Motor Rifle Iron Division. It was well equipped and well manned to near its full wartime level. As of late 1990, the 24th Guard Motor Rifle Division had the following weaponry:


  • 202 T-72 tanks


  • 213 infantry fighting vehicles (176 BMP-2s, 11 BMP-1s, and 26 BRM-1Ks)


  • 160 APCs (152 BTR-70s, six BTR-60s, and one BTR-80s)


  • 79 self-propelled artillery systems (42 2S1 Gvozdikas and 37 2S3 Akatsias)


  • 12 D-30 howitzers


  • Two PM-38 120 mm mortars


  The Carpathian Military District had more artillery units than any other district. More specifically, it had the 26th and the 81st Artillery Divisions, which were merged into the 66th Artillery Corps. The corps also included the following units:


  • 177th Missile Brigade (12 8K72 (SCUD-B) SAM launchers)


  • 440th Reconnaissance Artillery Regiment (artillery reconnaissance radars)


  • Two antitank artillery regiments: the 980th (Nesterov) and the 1255th (Zhmerinka)


  The 26th Sivash-Shtettin Artillery Division (with an HQ in Ternopol) included the following units:


  • 337th Rocket Artillery Brigade (Drogobych): 47 9A52 Smerch MLR systems, three 9P140 Uragan MLR systems, two BM-21 Grad MLR systems, three D-30 howitzers, two 2A36 artillery systems, one 2S3 Akatsia 152 mm artillery system, and one 2S7 Pion 203 mm cannon


  • 900th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (Kamyanka-Buzka): 48 D-30 152 mm howitzers, about 20 command staff vehicles and battery command vehicles, three BTR-60 APCs, and 60 MT-LBT vehicles


  • 899th Heavy Howitzer Artillery Regiment (Kamyanka-Buzka): 48 2A65 Msta-B 152 mm howitzers, about 20 command staff vehicles and battery command vehicles


  • 897th Cannon Artillery Regiment (Ternopol): 48 2A65 152 mm howitzers, 13 self-propelled artillery systems (four 2S1 Gvozdika and nine 2S3 Akatsias), six D-30 howitzers, about 20 command staff vehicles and battery command vehicles


  • 911th Antitank Artillery Regiment (Drogobych): about 48 T-12/MT-12 cannon


  • 3000th Supply Base (Kamyanka-Buzka)


  The 81st Artillery Division, with an HQ in Vinogradov, Transcarpathian Region, included the following units:


  • 889th Rocket Artillery Regiment (HQ in Solotovino): 48 Uragan MLR systems


  • 983rd Heavy Howitzer Artillery Regiment (Khust): 48 D-20 152 mm howitzer cannon


  • 301st Howitzer Artillery Regiment (Vinogradov): 48 2A36 152 mm cannon


  • 894th Ant-Tank Artillery Regiment (Khust): about 72 T-12/MT-12 cannon, 84 MT-LBT vehicles


  • 2994th Supply Base (Khust)


  Other units subordinated to the Carpathian Military District included:
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  The 8th Independent GRU Spetsnaz Brigade was stationed in Izyaslav, Khmelnitsky Region. This was a well-equipped Soviet spetsnaz unit. Many of its personnel had fought in Afghanistan, where they served with the 186th Independent Spetsnaz Squad.


  The Carpathian Military District had two large training centers: the 110th Guard District Training Center (the former 66th Guard Motor Rifle Division) and the 119th Guard District Training Center. As of late 1990, the 110th Training Center had the following weapon systems:


  • 101 tanks (79 T-64s, 11 T-55s, and 11 T-54s)


  • 177 infantry fighting vehicles (BMP-1s)


  • 76 APCs (seven BTR-70s and 69 BTR-60s)


  • Six D-30 artillery systems


  • 15 120 mm mortars


  • Three BM-21 MLR systems


  The 119th Guard Training Center was being rearmed when it became part of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, so it had a double complement of armored vehicles:


  • 465 tanks, including 95 T-72s, 29 T-64s, 321 T-55s, seven T-54s, and three T-62s


  • 176 infantry fighting vehicles (62 BMP-2s, 95 BMP-1s, and 19 BRM-1Ks)


  • One BTR-70


  • 38 self-propelled artillery systems (14 2S1 Gvozdikas and 24 2S3 Akatsias)


  • 14 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  • Four PM-38 mortars and two D-30 howitzers


  The Carpathian Military District also had its own hardware repair facilities, depots and warehouses, and two skeleton-strength rear guard divisions.


  There were three armies directly subordinate to District HQ: the 8th Tank Army, the 13th Combined Services Army, and the 38th Combined Services Army.


  The 8th Tank Army lost most of its personnel and hardware ahead of the signing of the CFE treaty. It included the following units:
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  One of the units subordinated to the 8th Tank Army Command was the 30th Guard Tank Division, a reduced-strength unit with an HQ in Novograd-Volynsky. As of late 1990, the 30th Division had the following hardware:


  • 224 tanks (T-72s)


  • 51 infantry fighting vehicles (36 BMP-2s and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • 24 APCs (BTR-70s)


  • 27 self-propelled artillery systems (2S3 Akatsias)


  • 16 mortars (PM-38s)


  • 12 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  There was also the 6065th Military Hardware Storage Base at Ovruch, Zhitomir Region. It stored weapons left over from the 23rd Tank Division, which was disbanded in 1987. As of late 1990, the 8th Tank Army had 539 tanks; 151 infantry fighting vehicles and APCs; and 67 artillery systems, mortars, and MLR systems.


  The city of Rovno hosted the HQ of the 13th Army, which included the following key units:
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  The 13th Combined Services Army included four motor rifle divisions: the 17th, the 51st, the 97th, and the 161st. None of these units were particularly well equipped; for example, most of the 17th and the 161st divisions’ tanks were obsolete T-54/T-55 models. On the whole, they were manned and armed in line with the “Second Echelon” standards. In the run-up to the signing of the CFE treaty, however, these divisions lost much of their armored vehicles and artillery.


  As of late 1990, the 17th Motor Rifle Division had the following hardware:


  • 183 T-55 tanks


  • 53 infantry fighting vehicles (38 BMP-1s and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • 11 APCs (10 BTR-70s and one BTR-60s)


  • 44 PM-38 mortars (120 mm)


  • 12 BM-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 51st Guard Motor Rifle Division had the following hardware:


  • 186 T-72 tanks


  • 50 infantry fighting vehicles (37 BMP-1s and 13 BRM-1Ks)


  • 123 APCs (115 BTR-70s and eight BTR-60s)


  • 15 self-propelled artillery systems (five 2S1 Gvozdikas and 10 2S3 Akatsias)


  • Two D-30 howitzers


  • 36 mortars (24 2S12 Sanis and 12 PM-38s)


  • 14 BN-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 97th Guard Motor Rifle Division had the following hardware:


  • 61 T-72 tanks


  • 51 infantry fighting vehicles (36 BMP-1s and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • 98 APCs (95 BTR-70s and three BTR-60s)


  • 84 self-propelled artillery systems (48 2S1 Gvozdikas and 36 2S3 Akatsias)


  • 36 mortars (PM-38s)


  • 14 BN-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 161st Motor Rifle Division had the following hardware:


  • 186 tanks (58 T-55s and 128 T-54s)


  • 70 infantry fighting vehicles (65 BMP-1s and 15 BRM-1Ks)


  • One BTR-70 APC


  • 12 BN-21 Grad MLR systems


  As of late 1990, the 13th Army had a total of 621 tanks; 490 infantry fighting vehicles and APCs; and 372 artillery systems, mortars, and MLR systems.


  The 38th Army, which was also maintained at reduced-strength levels, included the following key units:
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  The 38th Army also included the 70th Guard Motor Rifle Division (Ivano-Frankovsk) and the 128th Guard Motor Rifle Division (Mukachevo).


  As of November 1990, the 70th Guard Motor Rifle Division, which had undergone cuts, had the following hardware:


  • 192 tanks (187 T-55s and five T-64s)


  • 50 infantry fighting vehicles (36 BMP-1s and 14 BRM-1Ks)


  • 24 APCs (eight BTR-70s and 16 BTR-60s)


  • Three self-propelled artillery systems (2S3 Akatsias)


  • 36 mortars (2 S12 Sanis)


  • 12 BN-21 Grad MLR systems


  The 128th Guard Motor Rifle Division was one of the best-equipped divisions in the western part of the Soviet Union. It had the following hardware:


  • 178 T-64 tanks


  • 156 infantry fighting vehicles (most of them BMP-2s)


  • 300 APCs


  • 48 2S1 122 mm self-propelled artillery systems


  • 36 2S3 152 mm self-propelled artillery systems


  • 12 BN-21 Grad MLR systems


  Other units subordinated to the 38th Army Command included the 5194th Military Hardware Storage Base (a previously disbanded motor rifle training division) in Khmelnitsky. The 38th Army had a total of 413 tanks, 758 infantry fighting vehicles and APCs, and 197 artillery systems, mortars, and MLR systems, 40 transport/attack helicopters, and 36 transport helicopters.


  In addition, Ukraine inherited several units of the Airborne Troops (the VDV service). The Soviet VDV service was directly subordinated to the minister of defense and was regarded as the Commander-in-Chief’s reserve force. The VDV units stationed in Ukraine in the early 1990s included the 98th Guard Airborne Assault Division (Bolgrad, Odessa Region), the 23rd, 40th, and 95th Guard Airborne Assault Brigades (Kremenchuk, Nikolayev, and Zhitomir, respectively), and the 22nd VDV Training Center (Khyrov). The 98th Division was later withdrawn to Russia, and its hardware was divided between Ukraine, Russia, and Moldova. The three remaining VDV brigades became some of the most capable units of the Ukrainian Armed Forces.


  The Air Force


   


  In 1992, there were 10 air force divisions, 49 regiments, 11 independent squadrons, and numerous training and special units stationed in Ukraine. They were merged into four separate Air Armies. These armies had a total of 600 military units, 2,800 aircraft, and 120,000 service personnel.44 On March 17, 1992, the chief of the General Staff of the Ukrainian Armed Forces ordered the establishment of the Ukrainian national Air Force. The Ukrainian Air Force Command was set up at the HQ of the 24th Air Army in Vinnitsa (the former Soviet 24th Air Army, which was part of the Commander-in-Chief’s operational reserve).45


  The Ukrainian Air Force also took over the 32nd and the 56th Bomber Air Divisions (with HQs in Starokonstantinov and Cherlyany, respectively); the 138th Fighter Division (Mirgorod), and several reconnaissance and support units and squadrons. Below is the list of the 24th Air Army’s air regiments that became part of the Ukrainian Air Force:46
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  The 14th Air Army, with an HQ in Lvov, provided air cover to the Carpathian Military District ground troops. The core of the 14th Air Army consisted of the 289th Bomber Air Division (Lutsk) and the 4th Fighter Air Division. Below is the list of the 14th Air Army’s air regiments that became part of the Ukrainian Air Force:
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  The airbase in Ovruch (Zhitomir Region) had a storage base where the air force kept more than 140 obsolete Su-17 fighter-bombers.


  The 5th Air Army, with an HQ in Odessa, provided air cover to forces of the Odessa Military District. Below is the list of its regiments that became part of the Ukrainian Air Force.


  [image: img13.jpg]


  Ukraine also took over the 299th Independent Naval Attack Air Regiment of the Soviet Navy, which had 40 Su-25 attack aircraft and six Su-25UB combat trainers. The regiment was based in Saki.47


  Kiev hosted the HQ of the 17th Air Army. The unit included pilot and navigator training facilities. Many of its regiments had a large number of aircraft that were taken over by the Ukrainian Air Force.
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  There were also many combat aircraft assigned to the 1270th Pilot Training Center, which included the 702nd Training Air Regiment (Uman, 136 MiG-21 fighters) and the 29th Bomber Training Air Regiment (Berdyansk, 60 Su-24 fighter-bombers).


  In addition to numerous tactical air units, Ukraine also inherited several strategic aviation regiments of the Soviet Air Force. These included parts of the 37th Strategic Air Army (with its HQ in Moscow). More specifically, Ukraine took over the 106th Heavy Bomber Air Division (based at the Uzin airbase in Ivano-Frankovsk Region), which included the 1006th Heavy Bomber Air Regiment (23 Tu-95MS long-range bombers) and the 409th Aerial Refueling Aircraft Regiment (21 Il-78 aerial refueling tankers). The Ukrainian Air Force also incorporated several regiments of the 46th Strategic Air Army (with an HQ in Smolensk, Russia). The most valuable of them was the 184th Guard Heavy Bomber Air Regiment, which was equipped with the latest Tu-160 supersonic long-range bombers.
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  Ukraine inherited approximately 200 Il-76 aircraft of the Soviet Air Force’s Military Transport Aviation service. The republic hosted two military transport aviation divisions: the 6th Guard Military Transport Aviation Division (with an HQ in Krivoi Rog) and the 7th Military Transport Aviation Division (Melitopol).48
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  In addition to all the air force units listed above, Ukraine also inherited many well-equipped airbases and airfield units, as well as large amounts of various ammunition, including high-precision and nuclear weapons.


  The Air Defense Service


   


  The Air defense Service was a separate armed service in the Soviet Union; it was not part of the Air Force or the Army. The service was equipped with large numbers of aircraft. Ukraine inherited the 8th Independent Air Defense Army, with its HQ in Kiev, and the 28th Air Defense Corps, with its HQ in Lvov. The Soviet leadership regarded Ukraine as a strategically important part of the Soviet Union, so the air defense units stationed there were equipped with the best available weapons, just like the units protecting Moscow and Leningrad. As of 1991, the 8th Air Defense Army included two Air Defense corps (the 49th and the 60th). As of late 1991, the 49th Air Defense Corps (with its HQ in Dnepropetrovsk) included the following units:49
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  The 60th Air Defense Corps (Kiev) included the following units as of late 1991:
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  The 28th Air Defense Corps (with an HQ in Lvov) included the following units:
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  The air defense units stationed in Ukraine were probably the best-equipped in the entire Soviet Air Defense Service, not counting the units that protected Moscow. As of the early 1990s, Ukraine had more S-300 SAM systems (the most powerful and long-range systems available at the time) than even Russia proper. The same could not be said, however, of the air defense fighter regiments stationed in Ukraine. Of the nine such regiments that became part of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, all but one operated obsolete models of fighter jets. Only the 61st Regiment in Belbek, Crimea, received 14 new Su-27 fighters in 1991, shortly before the break-up of the Soviet Union.50 There were no MiG-31 fighter-interceptors – the most capable aircraft of that type then available – in service with any of the Ukrainian air defense units.


  In addition to its numerous and extremely formidable air defense combat units, Ukraine also inherited a network of training centers. These included the Higher Engineering Radio Technical Academy in Kharkov, which trained officers for the Air Defense Service. There was also an AA missile school in Dnepropetrovsk and a training regiment in Yevpatoria. All such centers were also equipped with various air defense systems for training purposes.


  The Navy


   


  For a certain period after the break-up of the Soviet Union, the former Soviet Black Sea Fleet continued to exist as a joint Russian-Ukrainian naval force. The two countries managed to reach an agreement on dividing that fleet only in May 1997.51 Officially, the Ukrainian Navy’s history dates back to July 21, 1992, when the SKR-112, an old Project 159A patrol ship, raised the Ukrainian flag. The ship refused to continue taking orders from the Black Sea Fleet HQ and sailed for Odessa to become the Ukrainian Navy’s first warship.52 Ukraine also took over several ships that were being built at Ukrainian shipyards in 1991 (mostly in Nikolayev, but also in Kerch). Those ships were being built for the Soviet Navy and the Soviet Union’s border service. They included:


  • SSV-189 Pridneprovye, a large reconnaissance ship


  • The Kirov, a Project 11351 large border patrol ship


  • A Project 1124M small antisubmarine ship


  • A Project 1232.2 small landing hovercraft


  The Kirov, which was nearly completed by the time the Soviet Union broke up, became (and still remains) the flagship of the Ukrainian Navy, which was renamed the Hetman Sagaidachny. Ukraine also inherited several large warships that were being built in Nikolayev, including the Fleet Admiral Lobov, a Project 11641 missile cruiser, and two aircraft carriers, or aircraft carrying cruisers under the Soviet classification: the Varyag (Project 11436) and the Ulyanovsk (Project 11437).53 The Ukrainian Navy, however, clearly had no real need for such powerful warships and the Ukrainian government did not have the funds to complete these projects, so none of the three entered service with the Ukrainian Navy. In fact, Ukraine has not even managed to complete two much smaller Project 11351 border patrol ships that were laid down in Kerch shortly before the breakup of the Soviet Union.


  Strategic Missile Troops


   


  For a short period after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Ukraine became the owner of the world’s third-largest nuclear arsenal. It had more nuclear warheads than Britain, France, and China put together.54 One of the first two Missile Armies of the Soviet Strategic Missile Service – the 43rd Missile Army – was organized in 1960 in Ukraine with its HQ in Vinnitsa. When Ukraine declared independence, the 43rd Army had a total of 176 silo-based UR-100NUTTKh (SS-19 Stiletto) and RT-23 UTTKh (SS-24 Scalpel) ICBMs carrying a total of 1,240 nuclear warheads. The air force units stationed in Ukraine included two heavy bomber air regiments, which had 44 heavy strategic bombers equipped with 1,068 nuclear cruise missiles. In addition, there were a total of approximately 2,500 tactical and theater nuclear devices (air bombs, artillery projectiles, and warheads of tactical and theater missiles) at various arms depots in Ukraine.55


  Ukraine announced early on that it would relinquish its nuclear arsenal. These plans were reflected in the country’s declaration of sovereignty on July 16, 1990. At a meeting in Lisbon in May 1992, Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan, the United States, and Russia signed a protocol under which the newly independent states pledged to destroy or remove to Russia the nuclear weapons they had inherited from the former Soviet Union.56 Kiev came under pressure to relinquish its nuclear weapons from the United States, which feared their uncontrolled proliferation. The program to destroy the Ukrainian nuclear weapons was financed almost entirely by the US taxpayer. In 2013 the US ambassador to Kiev estimated US spending on Ukrainian nuclear weapons disposal at $1 billion over a 20-year period.57 In 1992, all Ukrainian tactical nuclear weapons were removed to Russia. The destruction of ICBMs, the removal of strategic nuclear warheads, and the disposal of strategic bombers were completed in 1996.58


  Additional Forces


   


  Ukraine also hosted the RO-4 missile attack early warning station in Nikolayev and the RO-5 station in Mukachevo. These stations were an important component of the Soviet nuclear deterrent. Additionally, there were several ICBM development and manufacturing facilities in Ukraine, including the Yuzhnoye (Pivdennoye) Design Bureau and the Yuzhny (Pivdenny) Machinery Plant in Dnepropetrovsk, as well as the Mechanics Plant in Pavlograd.


  Apart from all the aforementioned units of the Soviet Armed Forces, Ukraine inherited the 2nd Railway Corps Command, with an HQ in Kiev and several Railway Troops units all across the country.59 It also inherited numerous units of the Medical Troops service, including military hospitals, a large number of military training centers, and other assets.


  In addition to units of the Soviet Armed Forces, Ukraine took over other parts of the Soviet war machine, including forces and assets of the KGB and the Soviet Interior Ministry. The Soviet Border Troops were part of the KGB. Ukraine took over the Lutsk, Lvov, Mukachevo, Odessa, Izmail, and Crimean border troops units, as well as the 5th Border Patrol Ships Brigade (Sebastopol), the 18th Border Patrol Ships Brigade (Odessa), and other assets. Each border troops unit was roughly equivalent in size to a motor rifle battalion. The 5th Brigade had 28 boats of various types, and the 18th Brigade had 31 boats.60 Ukraine also inherited several KGB antiterrorism units, which were set up shortly before the break-up of the Soviet Union. The 10th Group of the KGB 7th Directorate’s Division “A” went on to become Ukraine’s first counterterrorism unit. Its first important operation took place in 1992 – the unit stood guard over containers of the newly introduced Ukrainian currency as they were being transported to Ukraine from a Western country.61


  Ukraine’s Interior Ministry took over most of the units of the Soviet Interior Ministry’s Internal Troops Directorate for the Ukrainian and Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republics. The list of these units includes convoy brigades (which guard prisoners), special operations units (a distant forerunner of the National Guard), units that provided security at sensitive facilities such as nuclear power plants and defense companies, etc. Below is an incomplete list of these units:62


  • 7th Independent Convoy Brigades (Kiev)


  • 16th Independent Convoy Brigade (Lvov)


  • 17th Independent Convoy Brigade (Odessa)


  • 18th Independent Convoy Brigade (Donetsk)


  • 20th Independent Convoy Brigade (Kharkov)


  • 93rd Independent Convoy Brigade (Dnepropetrovsk)


  • 70th Independent Training Brigade (Zolochev, Lvov Region)


  • 472nd Convoy Regiment (Kiev)


  • 476th Convoy Regiment (Lugansk)


  • 477th Convoy Regiment (Zaporozhye)


  • 481st Convoy Regiment (Vinnitsa)


  • 10th Motor Rifle Regiment (Lvov)


  • 50th Motor Rifle Regiment (Donetsk)


  • 290th Motor Rifle Regiment (Kiev)


  • 1st Specialized Motorized Police Regiment (Kiev)


  • 8th Training Specialized Motorized Police Regiment (Donetsk)


  • 21st Specialized Motorized Police Regiment (Simferopol)


  • 42nd Specialized Motorized Police Regiment (Odessa)


  • 53rd Specialized Motorized Police Regiment (Kharkov)


  • 17th Interior Troops Regiment for Guarding Sensitive Facilities (Slavutich)


  • 347th Interior Troops Regiment for Guarding Sensitive Facilities (Pavlograd)


  • 466th Interior Troops Regiment for Guarding Sensitive Facilities (Dnepropetrovsk)


  • 467th Interior Troops Regiment for Guarding Sensitive Facilities (Shostka)


  • 468th Interior Troops Regiment for Guarding Sensitive Facilities (Donetsk)


  Ukraine also inherited numerous Soviet civil defense units specializing in disaster relief (including the Chernobyl disaster):63


  • 442nd Independent Mechanized Civil Defense Regiment (Kiev)


  • 263rd Independent Mechanized Civil Defense Regiment (Donetsk)


  • 261st Independent Mechanized Civil Defense Regiment (Drogobych)


  • 473rd Independent Mechanized Civil Defense Regiment (Loskutovka)


  • 264th Independent Mechanized Civil Defense Regiment (Melitopol)


  • 262nd Independent Mechanized Civil Defense Regiment (Chervonoznamenka, Odessa Region)


  • 238th Independent Civil Defense Troops Training Brigade


  • 54th Independent Civil Defense Chemical Protection Troops Battalion


  Ukraine hosted various important facilities and key infrastructure of the Soviet defense industry. These included more than 700 military design bureaus and manufacturing plants that developed and made almost every type of modern weaponry: tanks, missiles, military transport aircraft, aerospace and rocket engines, ballistic missiles, and aircraft carriers.


  Open sources available at this time give us a fairly accurate idea of the numbers of weapons systems inherited by Ukraine only in the main weapons categories (tanks, armored combat vehicles, artillery, attack helicopters, and tactical missiles). But the Soviet forces stationed in Ukraine also had huge numbers of other weaponry, including small arms, guided antitank missiles, man-portable SAM systems, individual protective gear, communication equipment, night vision systems, trucks, etc. The overall value of all the Soviet military assets inherited by Ukraine is estimated at $89 billion in 1992 prices, or $150 billion in 2014 prices.64


  When Ukraine gained independence, it had the second most powerful armed forces in Europe after Russia, and the fourth most powerful in the world after the United States, Russia, and China. The degradation of the Ukrainian Armed Forces in the 22 years since the country’s independence has been completely unprecedented in terms of its speed and scale. It is hard to find any other example in human history of such a strong and capable army of a large state deteriorating so rapidly – and during peacetime no less – and to the extent that it now hardly qualifies as a cohesive armed forces.


  Neglect and Rot: Degradation of Ukraine’s Military in the Interim Period, by Anton Lavrov and Alexey Nikolsky


   


  Following the loss of Crimea in March 2014, the Ukrainian Prosecutor General’s office launched a comprehensive inquiry into the workings of the Defense Ministry and the General Staff. The objective was to find those responsible for the dismal state of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, a condition that was put into stark relief by Russia’s seemingly effortless annexation of Crimea.65


  It would be wrong to attribute the Ukrainian Army’s paralysis solely to the confusion that reigned in the Ukrainian government at the time, or to the pro-Russian sentiment of many Ukrainian service personnel. A far more important reason was that Ukraine’s Armed Forces at every level, from the rank and file to commanders up top, felt helpless and unable to oppose any external adversary. In many ways they were.


  Driven by politics, Ukrainian prosecutors will probably look for traitors who were in power in 2010-2013, i.e., during the presidency of Viktor Yanukovich. The roots of the problem, however, go much deeper than that: Responsibility for the dire straits of the Ukrainian Armed Forces lies also with those political leaders who returned to power during the February 2014 coup after years in opposition.


  After the Soviet Union


   


  Just like all other former Soviet republics, Ukraine implemented massive military cuts throughout the 1990s and gradually dismantled the enormous military machine the country had inherited from the former Soviet Union. Implementing the cuts in the Army and Air Force was relatively straightforward. The far more difficult and vexing problems lay elsewhere, including the division of the Black Sea Fleet and dealing with Soviet nuclear weapons left on Ukrainian territory. Apart from their military significance, these two problems shaped the political agenda and the nature of the Russian-Ukrainian bilateral relationship for many years.


  Ukraine indicated its intention to relinquish the large arsenal of strategic and tactical nuclear weapons stationed on its territory in the declaration of sovereignty adopted in 1990. The complexity and cost of keeping that arsenal was obvious, and in 1992 Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan signed a joint protocol in which they officially relinquished their nuclear weapons stockpiles. The removal of approximately 2,500 tactical nuclear weapons from Ukraine to Russia was completed in May 1992. Ukraine also had more than 1,000 strategic warheads; the last of them were removed to Russia on June 1, 1996. In accordance with an international agreement, all of them had been destroyed by 2001. The process was monitored by Ukrainian, Russian, and international observers.


  Once the nuclear warheads had been removed, Ukraine destroyed the delivery systems and storage sites, ICBM (Intercontinental Ballistic Missile) silos, and stockpiles of rocket fuel. It also destroyed some of its heavy bombers, Kh-55 cruise missiles, and actual ICBMs, although some of them were handed over to Russia. Over a period of 15 years, Ukraine completely dismantled its entire nuclear weapons infrastructure. That infrastructure cannot be quickly rebuilt, even though the country still operates several nuclear power plants.


  Politically, a more difficult problem was posed by the former Soviet Union’s Black Sea Fleet, since Ukraine hosted the main base of that fleet and most of its ships. In October 1991, soon after declaring independence, the Ukrainian parliament adopted a resolution proclaiming that all Black Sea Fleet ships and coastal infrastructure were now under Ukraine’s full control and ownership. In the years that followed, the future of the fleet was the subject of lengthy top-level negotiations between Kiev and Moscow. Options to address the fleet ranged widely, from turning the fleet into a joint Russian-Ukrainian naval force to splitting it 50-50 across the board.


  The final arrangement regarding the future of the fleet was agreed in 1997, by which time Ukraine’s naval ambitions had greatly subsided: Kiev had realized the huge expense of maintaining the post-Soviet armada on its own. In the end, Ukraine agreed to a disposition under which it received less than 20 percent of the fleet’s ships and boats. These included a diesel submarine, three frigates, two large landing ships, four antisubmarine corvettes, two sea minesweepers, two harbor minesweepers, a medium landing ship, three small landing ships, seven missile boats, and five gun boats. All in all, the Ukrainian share of the fleet consisted of 137 ships, including 30 warships and attack boats. The fleet’s ground weaponry and aircraft were split 50-50: Ukraine received 89 planes, including 30 Tu-22M3 long-range bombers, and 68 helicopters.66


  Meanwhile, Ukraine pressed ahead with cuts across the rest of its Armed Forces, but those cuts were not being implemented quickly enough or smartly. The country also lacked the money to pursue meaningful military reforms amid the economic slump of the 1990s, and simply laying off tens of thousands of military personnel could have led to grave social repercussions.


  Ten years after the break-up of the Soviet Union, Ukraine had yet to formulate the military-political objectives its Armed Forces were expected to achieve. It entered the new millennium with an army that was far too large for such a poor country that did not have any military ambitions and was not facing any obvious external threats.


  In 2001, Ukraine still had 405,000 men under arms, of whom only 10 percent were professional soldiers serving under contract. The Ukrainian Army had 3,938 tanks, 4,670 armored fighting vehicles, 3,726 artillery systems of over 100 mm caliber, 874 planes, 240 helicopters, and 45 warships.67


  In the first half of the 2000s Ukraine continued to implement reductions, with an emphasis on cutting those units that were the most expensive to maintain. A total of 1,300 military units were disbanded in 2001-2005 alone. No money was available to destroy the large amounts of old hardware left over from these reductions. By 2005, the numerical strength of the Ukrainian Armed Forces had fallen to 245,000, but there was no commensurate reduction in weapons systems. For example, only 870 tanks had been decommissioned, and even fewer armored vehicles, although faster progress was being made in the Air Force and the Navy.
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  Every combat unit of the Army had three support units. The sole function of most of them was to store and protect huge amounts of rapidly aging weaponry, and effective combat training was out of the question. Also, the Ukrainian military retained its manpower heavy, Soviet-era mobilization-centric setup. Even in theory, it could only be brought to a battle-ready state after several weeks of preparations.


  The “Orange” Reform


   


  The arrival of the pro-Western “Orange” administration in early 2005 brought major changes. The “Orange politicians” had finally formulated a clear set of strategic goals for the Ukrainian Armed Forces in their election platform. Predictably, the emphasis was on joining NATO. That goal required complex and expensive preparations to reform the Ukrainian Army and achieve compliance with NATO standards. Reforms were also proposed in the following areas:68


  • A transition (initiated in 2006) from a five-tier system of operational command to a three-tier system: General Staff – United Operational Command – Army Corps/Air Command


  • Creating an integrated automated command and control system that could later be integrated into the NATO command hierarchy


  • A rapid reduction in the numerical strength of the Armed Forces from 245,000 in 2005 to 143,000 in 2011


  • A substantial reduction in mobilization stockpiles; a sell-off of surplus weaponry and assets


  • Completing the transition to a fully professional service (i.e., abolishing the draft) by 2010


  • Focusing available resources on domestic development of key weapons systems (armor, transport aircraft, missiles, and corvettes)


  • Launching a rearmament program in 2006


  • A transition to commercial principles in the Army supply and logistics system


  A special partnership charter between Ukraine and NATO was signed back in 1997, but practical cooperation was stepped up significantly following the arrival of the new administration in Kiev. NATO specialists started to train civilian MoD personnel, and Ukraine launched programs to dispose of old and surplus ammunition, including man-portable SAM systems, and to strengthen civilian control over the Armed Forces.69 Even more importantly for the battle-readiness of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, Ukraine and NATO stepped up their joint military exercises. These events were an important element of Ukrainian combat training programs. In some years, they accounted for 80 percent of all missions afloat by the Ukrainian Navy.70


  The government in Kiev was eager for Ukraine to become part of NATO’s collective defense alliance, so it offered NATO the use of its An-124 and An-225 heavy military transport aircraft, as well as the An-70 medium transport prototypes. It was more cautious, however, on the issue of sending Ukrainian troops to participate in Western-led missions in other countries. There were 1,650 Ukrainian soldiers in Iraq in 2003, but by 2005, all of them had been pulled out after several attacks in which they sustained heavy casualties.71 The new Ukrainian government contributed only a few dozen military instructors to the mission in Afghanistan.


  In addition to proclaiming the goal of joining NATO, the Ukrainian government made another radical decision: it reduced the term of conscription service to 12 months and pledged to end the draft completely by 2010.72 Despite the reforms implemented over the previous years, there were fewer than 40,000 professional soldiers in the Ukrainian Armed Forces, less than 20 percent of the total.


  The new government also initiated a much-needed structural reform of the Army. The MoD eliminated its “strategic reserves,” which consisted of thousands of obsolete armored vehicles and other weaponry. Using such a vast holding of weaponry to field battle-ready units would have required the mobilization of up to a million reservists over the course of several months. The Ukrainian Armed Forces now consisted of combined-arms Joint Rapid Reaction Forces (JRRF) and the General Defense Forces (GDF). Unlike the skeleton-strength units of the GDF, the JRRF were supposed to be ready for action within a few days of receiving their orders, and without requiring a call-up of any additional personnel. Their core was to consist of airborne units manned only by professional soldiers to their full wartime strength. The JRRF also included some of the Air Force and Air Defense units, and several warships. Their numerical strength was set at 24,000 people, or 10 percent of the entire strength of the Ukrainian Armed Forces. The JRRF was to become “an army within the army,” a battle-ready core of the Ukrainian forces that could be used for domestic and international operations.


  In practice, however, even the JRRF could not be manned and equipped to their full wartime strength. Only 6,000 troops – the immediate response forces – were maintained in a constant state of combat readiness, manned to 90 percent of their full strength, and equipped to 100 percent. The rest of the JRRF were designated as rapid response forces, but they were manned only at 70 percent of their full strength. As a result, they would have required a partial mobilization before they could be deployed in any large-scale operation.


  The bulk of the Ukrainian Army was designated as the General Defense Forces. Less than a third of the GDF units were manned to 50 percent of their full strength, and equipped to 80 percent. For the remaining two-thirds of the GDF units, the corresponding figures were 20 percent and 60 percent. In other words, most of the General Defense Forces were not battle ready. Their job was merely to store and maintain the military hardware that could be used in the event of a large-scale mobilization, once reservists had been called up. Given the lack of any preparations or large-scale mobilization exercises, these units were not a proper fighting force, and bringing them to a combat-ready state would require several months.


  The Air Force component of the JRRF consisted of an incomplete squadron of combat-ready Su-24M aircraft (10 crews) and as many Su-25 planes. The rest of the crews required additional training before they could be employed. Crews of the more numerous Ukrainian fighter jets did not have proper training or opportunities to practice attacks against ground targets, which severely limited the offensive capability of the Ukrainian Air Force.


  Ukraine’s first major rearmament plans were drawn up in 2005; until then, the country’s Armed Forces relied almost solely on old Soviet weaponry. The government approved ambitious plans for the procurement of new Oplot main battle tanks, comprehensive upgrades of T-64B tanks already in service, development of the Sapsan tactical missile system, production of An-70 military transports, domestically developed corvettes, and several other domestic programs. All these programs were part of a five-year plan to be implemented by 2011.


  To achieve these ambitious objectives, the new government wanted to ramp up defense spending by 50 percent during its first year in office. Such an increase sounded impressive, but because the base figure was so low, it translated into a relatively modest absolute figure, and would not have been enough to achieve the modernization targets. To make matters worse, parliament refused to back the proposed spending spree and left the Ukrainian defense budget flat at $1.5 billion.73 This clearly wasn’t enough to reform the 200,000-strong Ukrainian Army.


  As a result, most of the proposed reforms failed to make any tangible progress, and the rearmament plans were left on paper. Deliveries of new weaponry to the Ukrainian Armed Forces were few and far between. However, things were a bit better with upgrades of the existing hardware. The 2005 contract for upgrading 85 T-64B tanks to the T-64BM Bulat specification was completed in 2013. Most of these tanks entered service with the 1st Independent Tank Brigade.74 Bulat remains Ukraine’s largest rearmament project in the country’s entire post-Soviet history. Also, in 2006, the Ukrainian Navy took delivery of the Ternopol corvette, a Project 1124M ship that was laid down back in 1990.


  Unsurprisingly, the reforms achieved their greatest success in the least expensive area: namely, a restructuring of the command and control system. The Ukrainian General Staff was remodeled using the NATO template, where the command of the Army, the Air Force, and the Navy were merged under several United Operational Commands. Also, the MoD finally disbanded a large number of support units, of which it had far too many.75


  The more pressing problem of redeploying troops to where they were actually needed was much more expensive to deal with, so it was never properly addressed. This was especially true of Army units and ground forces in general. They remained stationed in accordance with the force deployment plan inherited from the Soviet Union; the bulk of such forces concentrated along Ukraine’s western borders. The eastern border, meanwhile, was barely protected at all. The Army did not have any combat units in Donetsk Region, Lugansk Region, and Crimea. Building new infrastructure to station troops in those parts of Ukraine was prohibitively expensive, so the government had to make do with the infrastructure inherited from the Soviet Union.76


  The Russian-Georgian war unleashed by Mikhail Saakashvili in August 2008 dealt an unexpected and therefore especially painful blow to the pro-Western Ukrainian government’s plans of joining NATO. Georgia’s accession to the alliance was essentially blocked, and NATO also had to suspend indefinitely the Ukrainian accession process. Having lost a powerful stimulus in the form of a clearly formulated goal, i.e., NATO membership, reform of the Ukrainian Armed Forces once again ground to a halt.


  After the Five-Day War, the Ukrainian government was for the first time faced with an uncomfortable prospect of having to face Russian military might without any assistance from the West. It ordered a snap inspection of the Ukrainian Army’s combat readiness, which yielded very alarming results. In September 2008 they were announced by then president Viktor Yushchenko at a closed parliamentary session.


  According to reports leaked to the media, the most worrying state of affairs was uncovered in the Air Force. Only 31 of Ukraine’s 112 fighter jets, 10 of its 24 bombers, and eight of its 36 ground attack aircraft were operational. There was a similar situation with other expensive weapons systems. For example, the entire Ukrainian Navy had only four combat-ready warships. And to make matters worse, the global economic crisis that broke out in late 2008 only exacerbated that dire situation.


  The 2009 Financial Crisis


   


  The Ukrainian central budget consists of two parts: the general fund and the special fund. The general fund draws its revenues the usual way, from taxes and nontax sources. The special fund, however, includes some individual spending items that are to be financed from individual revenue sources determined by various laws. The special fund of the Ukrainian MoD budget receives proceeds from selling off surplus military assets and hardware, land plots, or properties owned by the ministry. Revenues generated by the privatization of defense companies are also channeled into the MoD special fund.


  Initially, the reason for having the special fund was to ensure reliable financing of particularly sensitive spending items and budget programs even when the general budget revenues fell well short of the target, as they often did in the 1990s. By the mid-2000s, however, the situation became completely the opposite, and it was the special fund of the Ukrainian budget that was now struggling to meet its revenue targets. To make matters worse, the MoD had come to rely on the special fund more than many other Ukrainian government agencies, so it was one of the hardest hit in the economic downturn.77


  Amid the alarmist sentiment in late 2008, then Ukrainian prime minister Yulia Timoshenko announced in her traditional populist fashion that record amounts of money would be made available the following year for the rearmament of the Ukrainian Army. Ukraine’s defense spending was to rise by a third. In actual fact, however, 2009 proved a sad turning point that triggered an accelerated degradation of Ukraine’s Armed Forces. That degradation eventually brought them to the dismal state revealed by the Crimean crisis.


  The Timoshenko cabinet announced a radical plan that was to sharply increase Ukrainian defense spending by selling off surplus military assets. In 2008, the special fund accounted for only 10 percent of the MoD’s budget, but with this new strategy, the proportion was to rise to 36 percent in 2009.78 The Ukrainian Army was essentially instructed to earn more than a third of the money that was to be spent on defense as a whole. To that end, it was to ramp up the sell-off of surplus military hardware and weaponry, as well as its many disused military compounds and firing ranges. All these “commercial activities” to be undertaken by the MoD in 2009 were to finance not only the rearmament programs but also part of the Army’s maintenance costs, including electricity and heating bills.


  Predictably, the plan fell through in a most spectacular fashion amid the economic crisis of 2009; special fund revenues fell 86 percent short of their target. Instead of the projected 4.2 billion hryvnias the Ukrainian Army was set to receive from the fund, it only got 0.6 billion, which was historically in line with several previous years’ figures. Because of this massive underfunding, the Ukrainian Armed Forces had practically run out of money by the autumn of 2009. Numerous military compounds and even several defense facilities were left without electricity because they could no longer pay their utility bills. By the year’s end, some units were struggling to buy enough food for their soldiers. To make matters worse, some previously implemented reforms only exacerbated the difficult budget situation. For example, outsourcing catering services to commercial contractors proved a bad idea when there was no money to pay those contractors. Some units had to deploy field kitchens or feed their service personnel with dry rations. The situation was relieved only when the MoD received extra emergency funding and was allowed to reorder its spending priorities.
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  Implications for Combat Ability


   


  The Ukrainian military never fully recovered from the blow suffered in 2009. In the years that followed, the money that was made available was barely enough for the complex military machine to survive. Worst of all, combat training became an unaffordable luxury. In 2008, the MoD wanted each battalion to hold a live firing tactical exercise once every year. Brigade-level exercises were to be held once every three to five years. Other countries spend an average of 20 percent of their defense budget on combat training programs. The figure in Ukraine was only four to six percent of its meager defense spending. In 2009, only 450 million hryvnias (less than $50 million) was spent on the combat training of the 200,000-strong Ukrainian Armed Forces.79


  The results were not long in coming. The number of battalion-level live fire exercises held every year by the Army fell to the single digits. Emphasis had to be made instead on company or platoon-level training events. Combat training programs involving the use of tanks and armored combat vehicles were suspended almost completely because the vehicles required too much fuel.
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  Combined with the lack of modern simulators, this led to a fall in the integral fighting ability of the Army, even though the proportion of professional soldiers in the Ukrainian Armed Forces was rising every year. Some figures began to improve in 2012 and 2013, but they still did not reach precrisis levels, and the consequences of the crisis could not be quickly overcome.


  There was also a sharp fall in the number of flight hours logged by Ukrainian Air Force pilots. Group training of air squadrons essentially stopped in 2009. The emphasis had to be made on practicing maneuvers involving much smaller groups of only two or three aircraft. Because pilots were not spending enough time in the air, many of them could not qualify for flying at night or in adverse weather conditions. Because of inadequate combat training, only a handful of crews had retained the skills required to use guided weapons against ground targets.
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  The situation in the Navy was equally dire. Years would pass without a single antiship missile being fired. The use of AA (antiaircraft) missiles was strictly rationed and not sufficient for proper training. There were next to no training events to practice joint action by ship formations. All of this was compounded by a lack of upgrades and maintenance for the Navy’s aging fleet and their expiring munitions inherited from the Soviet Union.
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  The Ukrainian government’s austere budgets did not allocate money for the development of the Army. Procurement and upgrade programs in the Armed Forces had almost ground to a halt. As a result, by 2012 some 92 percent of all Ukrainian military hardware was at least 20 years old, and 53 percent was older than 25 years. Only 1.2 percent of the weaponry in service had been procured during the previous decade.


  Service in the Ukrainian Armed Forces remained a very unattractive career option. The provision of housing for military personnel was especially dire. Only 100 families received apartments from the MoD in 2009, which was probably the most difficult year for the Ukrainian Army. In the following year, that number rose to 1,500-2,000. That was still a drop in the bucket, given that there are 45,000 people on the waiting list, and the number has barely budged over the past few years.


  Living conditions offered to professional soldiers serving in the Ukrainian Armed Forces also leaves much to be desired. Most of these soldiers live in old barracks built during the Soviet period. This housing is in a poor state of repair and does not meet modern requirements. Hostel accommodation for an average of 200 soldiers is being built every year, but this is nowhere near enough.


  Professional service in the Ukrainian Army lacks prestige. The pay is well below average, so the MoD is not a competitive employer. Soldiers serving under contract would often have to seek additional sources of income, which made them unlikely to want to reenlist for another term once their contract expired. The situation with pay became especially difficult in 2010-2011. This was felt keenly among the Ukrainian troops stationed in Crimea. The gap between the pay received by Russian and Ukrainian soldiers grew sharply after the latest round of Russian military reform, in which Russian service personnel were paid three to five times as much as their Ukrainian counterparts. In 2012, President Yanukovich was forced to take an unprecedented step of doubling the salaries of all Ukrainian service personnel stationed in Crimea. Even privates serving under contract were now paid about $400 a month. This was still below the equivalent Russian figures, but well above the Crimean average.


  Meanwhile, the Ukrainian economy began to improve in 2012-2013, so the government was able to increase military spending and step up combat training programs. It was also finally in a position to end the draft. It was announced that the last batch of conscripts would be drafted in the autumn of 2013, and the Ukrainian Armed Forces would be manned only by professional soldiers from 2014 onwards.80


  The transition to fully professional service was not, however, sufficiently thought through. It gave rise to a new problem of the “regionalization” of the Ukrainian Army, since professional soldiers would normally sign up for service not far from where they lived. In a country such as Ukraine, with its strong regional and linguistic divisions, this inevitably undermined the “pan-Ukrainian” nature of the Armed Forces. This was put into stark relief during the Crimean crisis in 2014. It suddenly turned out that many personnel of the Ukrainian military units stationed in Crimea were professional soldiers from Crimea itself. By and large, these soldiers were not eager to fight “for Ukraine” and “against Russia,” and many of them seemed to share the local separatist sentiment.


  An increase in Ukrainian defense spending in 2012-2013 enabled the MoD to step up weapons upgrade programs. One of the main beneficiaries was the aviation service; about 20 planes and helicopters underwent repairs and slight upgrades. This, however, was nowhere near enough to improve the general state of Ukrainian aviation hardware.


  The modest achievements made in 2012-2013 were largely undermined by President Yanukovich’s attempt to use the Army during the final phases of the confrontation with protesters in central Kiev. As part of the “counterterrorism operation” announced in late February 2014, the government ordered troops to march to Kiev in a desperate attempt to keep the situation under control.81 The units involved in the operation were mostly elite airborne troops. The ostensible reason for their deployment was to step up security at weapons depots outside Kiev, but this did not deceive anyone.


  At the time, the very idea of using the Ukrainian Army against Ukraine’s own people still seemed unthinkable and caused a storm of protest. It triggered widespread attempts by groups of protesters to blockade military convoys and troops at their bases to prevent them from reaching Kiev.82 The failed attempt to use the Army as an instrument in a domestic political crisis undermined Ukrainians’ confidence in their Armed Forces, and was a blow to morale in the Army itself. The ensuing coup d’état forced the Army to adopt a wait-and-see stance, and desist from any active steps. This was part of the reason why it was so slow to react when Russia launched the annexation of Crimea.


  State of the Ukrainian Army at the Time of the Crimean Crisis


   


  When Russian troops invaded Crimea, the Ukrainian Navy stayed at their berths, Ukrainian fighters remained on the ground, and Ukrainian marines and assault troops kept to their compounds during the early days of the confrontation in February, when they had a large numerical advantage over the initially small invading force. The results of the 23-year-long degradation of the Ukrainian Armed Forces were summarized by acting defense minister Igor Tenyukh in his report to parliament on March 11, 2014. By that time, Ukrainian troops had already been placed on the highest state of alert, and the new government had received accurate information about their true state.


  According to the report, only 6,000 troops of the 41,000-strong Army were ready for action.83 All of them were immediate response forces consisting of air-mobile brigades. The rest of the Ukrainian troops, including those stationed in Crimea, proved unable to respond to the unexpected military threat. There was no fuel to get the armor going; the engines of some vehicles could not even start because the batteries had been removed.84 As for personnel, most of the military units were manned well below their full strength.


  Of the 507 planes and 121 helicopters, only 15 percent were airworthy and in good working order. There were even fewer trained crews available for these aircraft (to be fair, the numbers cited above include planes and helicopters that sat at storage depots; nevertheless, the state of repair of Ukrainian aircraft was abysmal).


  The country’s air defenses were also rickety. They looked impressive on paper, and operated such advanced systems as the S-300 and Buk. In fact, however, much of all that hardware was not ready for action. The SAM systems were well past their shelf life and were simply dangerous to operate. For that very reason there were several accidents with Ukrainian surface-to-air missiles during exercises in 2008.85 An even greater problem was the lack of properly trained specialists to man the air defense systems. According to Igor Tenyukh, fewer than 10 percent of air defense personnel were able to perform their duties. This is largely explained by the tragedy in 2001, when a Ukrainian S-200 missile accidentally downed a civilian airliner during an exercise.86 As a result of that tragedy, the Ukrainian government ordered a halt to all exercises on Ukrainian territory involving live launches of long-range SAM systems. For several years, Ukrainian air defense personnel trained instead at Russian firing ranges, but deteriorating relations with Russia and tough austerity measures soon put an end to that.


  Despite all efforts by the MoD, support units still accounted for more Ukrainian service personnel than actual combat troops. As of mid-2013, the Ukrainian Armed Forces had 182,000 service personnel, of whom 70,000 served in combat units and 112,000 in support units. That was a significant improvement over previous years, but still not good enough. Under the pre-2014 plans, the MoD was to cut support units by 50 percent to 57,000 by 2017, with another 65,000 serving in combat units.87


  One predictable result of the Ukrainian Army’s inadequate combat training programs was the extreme ineffectiveness of Ukrainian troops in the east of the country, where they took on the pro-Russian uprising in the Donbass region that began in April 2014. The most glaring problems included lack of coordination between the individual branches of the Armed Forces, especially between the Army and the Air Force. Because of the shortage of trained crews, Ukrainian forces had to use unguided munitions. The use of such systems as S-8 unguided rockets in a dense, urban environment led to entirely avoidable civilian casualties and considerable collateral damage to property.


  It is, however, the Army that showed the most obvious lack of skill. Its exercises over the previous years involved single battalions at the very best, so it proved unable to conduct a large and well-organized military operation. This is by no means unsurprising, since the training of entire generations of Ukrainian officers has been limited to command staff exercises. They had no opportunities whatsoever to practice real military operations involving large numbers of troops, much less complex operations in urban environments.


  Indeed, the Ukrainian Army proved so unprepared for action that soon after the outbreak of the conflict with Russia in Crimea, the Ukrainian MoD issued a call for private donations to supplement the Armed Forces’ financing. Ukrainian citizens were asked to call or send a text message to a premium number. Each call brought the MoD an equivalent of $0.50. After two months, the campaign raised 122 million hryvnias ($10 million). The sum seems small, but it nevertheless has helped to pay for the Army’s most basic needs, from bandages to fuel for Ukrainian armor. No one will ever know exactly how much money ordinary Ukrainians have spent on donations to support their Army, how much gear and supplies they have bought for troops stationed nearby, or how much food they have brought to mobilized reservists living in tents that were already old 20 years ago.


  The conflicts in Crimea and in eastern Ukraine have made it blindingly obvious that a Soviet-type army built for mobilization simply does not work in this day and age. The brief period between the sudden emergence of a military threat in the form of an armed separatist movement on February 26, when unknown attackers seized the Crimean parliament building, and the referendum making Crimea part of Russia lasted less than a month. The complete disarmament of all Ukrainian troops stationed on the peninsula took only a few more days. In the meantime, after a month of energetic effort, the partial mobilization announced in Ukraine yielded only 10,000 untrained and poorly motivated reservists. These reservists were primarily concerned by such natural problems as keeping their jobs, paying mortgages, and finding a way to get compensation for lost earnings. Ukrainian TV channels were full of stories about the completely inadequate conditions in which the mobilized reservists were forced to live and the resulting protests by their families, eager to see their husbands and sons return home from the war.


  The Ukrainian government had to pass emergency legislation under which mobilized reservists have the right to return to their place of work and continue to receive their wages for a period of up to 12 months. Reservists have also been offered a loan repayment holiday. Nevertheless, it is clear that even such measures cannot raise a million-strong army. Not even the Ukrainian General Defense Forces, which make up three-quarters of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, can be brought to their full wartime strength.


  Conclusion


   


  The core problem of the Ukrainian Army is that successive Ukrainian governments saw the likelihood of a war on Ukrainian territory as extremely small, since the country was situated in a relatively quiet neighborhood. As a result, these governments, regardless of their political orientation, saw the Army as a useless burden rather than an indispensable component of a sovereign state.


  Such attitudes have resulted in personnel problems that only became worse after the Orange Revolution. During frequent government reshuffles, the office of the minister of defense was a bargaining chip and a relatively weak one at that. The MoD was often seen as a vehicle for various progovernment tycoons pursuing their business interests. Ukraine had nine different defense ministers in 2004-2014. Such a situation was not conducive to long-term planning.


  The NATO membership aspirations of the Ukrainian political forces that came to power in early 2005 were not a reflection of the will of the people, since Ukrainians were divided on that issue. Those aspirations merely reflected Kiev’s wish to find shelter under NATO’s collective defense umbrella, so as not to have to pursue a costly modernization of its own Armed Forces. The government hoped that at most it would have to make limited contributions to combined NATO operations.


  As a result of such policies, after 23 years of independence, Ukraine had turned from one of the most militarized countries in the world to a state whose Army was poorly armed and equipped, suffered from low morale, and was anything but battle ready. The weakness of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, and especially their inability to react quickly to emerging military threats, was a decisive factor in the loss of Crimea. It is very unlikely that President Putin would have authorized the operation had he not been sure that the annexation could be pulled off with minimal bloodshed. An outcome greatly assisted by an ill-prepared Ukrainian military force.


  Hard Lessons Learned: Russian Military Reform up to the Georgian Conflict, by Mikhail Barabanov


   


  The history of Russia’s contemporary Armed Forces, which were formed in 1992 after the break-up of the Soviet Union, has been relatively short but troubled in its pursuit of change. These forces began as a fragment of the Soviet Army, which was dealing with the chaos of state collapse, rapidly shrinking, and hastily pulling out of Eastern Europe and some of the former Soviet republics. Since then, they have undergone a number of transformations, culminating in a radical military reform in 2008-2012. Most of these transformations took place amid a deep social and economic crisis, when funds were tight and defense budgets were contracting. During that period, the Russian Armed Forces were involved in several significant military campaigns, including two wars in Chechnya (1994-1996 and 1999-2004), a lengthy antiterrorist operation in the North Caucasus, and the Five-Day War with Georgia in 2008. Each conflict has had a profound effect on the shape of the Russian Army and its reform and modernization.


  After 22 years of continuous evolution, the Russian Armed Forces still remains in transition in many ways, with round after round of various military reforms. Essentially, the Russian government is still trying to identify the most effective ways of operating its military machine and adapting it to the new domestic and international situation. That constant adaptation has been at the heart of all Russian military reforms since 1992. There have been two distinct periods in these reforms:


  • From 1992 to 2007-2008, the main goal of Russian military policy was to adjust key elements of the former Soviet military system to the new realities of a much shrunken and weakened Russian state.


  • Since 2008, the goal has been radical reform of the Russian Armed Forces in order to bring them into line with a more clearly formulated vision of post-Soviet Russia’s national and defense policies.


  As this chapter will demonstrate, throughout the entire post-Soviet period, the Russian Armed Forces have been attempting to address the same set of profound structural problems; the same problems that faced the Soviet Army in the late 1980s and remain to this day. Many of these problems stem from traditional limitations and challenges the Russian military has faced for centuries, thus requiring that the reforms undertaken since 1992 be viewed in a much broader historical context.


  Soviet Legacy


   


  The Russian Armed Forces have been undergoing continuous reforms since their formal creation on May 7, 1992. The arrival of each successive defense minister launched a new round of reforms, and all of them have left a profound mark on the Russian Army. Their actual results, however, have been fairly controversial because, until the arrival of Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov in 2008, the government had been unable to identify effective solutions to the key challenges facing the Armed Forces.


  The fragments of the Soviet Armed Forces that Russia inherited in 1992 consisted of the units and formations stationed in Russia proper before the break-up of the Soviet Union, Soviet units stationed in countries formerly allied with Moscow (especially the large Soviet force in former East Germany), and Soviet units stationed in former Soviet republics that were either unwilling or unable to take control of them. As a result, Russia found itself in possession of a huge and motley collection of military units, many of which were in the process of redeployment/relocation to Russian territory and/or undergoing massive cuts.


  The division of the former Soviet Army and Navy between the newly independent states that sprung from the ruins of the Soviet Union continued for three years, from 1992 to 1995. As a result, and in view of the general chaos in the Armed Forces all over the former Soviet territories, Russia was essentially forced to build its entire military structure from scratch. That process took place in parallel with massive reductions in the Armed Forces inherited from the Soviet Union and a deep economic slump. Russia was in a dire economic situation in the first half of the 1990s, and defense spending was in a freefall.88 Much of the available money was being spent on a hasty pullout of former Soviet troops from Eastern Europe and several former Soviet republics, neglecting other accounts and programs.


  One of the core features of the huge military machine Russia had inherited from the Soviet Union was its orientation toward fighting another world war, which would require a total mobilization of all national resources. A mass mobilization of the Armed Forces entailed these key features:


  • A complex mobilization system designed for a large-scale war with NATO in Europe or with China in the Far East. A total of up to 5 million people would be mobilized very rapidly for military service.


  • None of the units and formations of the Russian Armed Forces were fully manned or ready for immediate deployment. If a war broke out, almost all units would require additional personnel. In fact, for most units, the number of mobilized service personnel would far outstrip the number of personnel maintained during peacetime. The bulk of the Army consisted of reduced-strength units (manned to 50 percent of their full wartime strength) and skeleton-strength units (manned from 10 to 20 percent). In wartime, these units would be brought to their full strength through mobilization. The Soviet Army had four categories of divisions (A, B, C, and D) depending on their peacetime personnel levels. Even after massive cuts undertaken in the late 1980s, when the Soviet Army included a total of 200 divisions, the country still had 32 tank divisions and 100 motor rifle divisions in 1991.89 Of these 132 combined-services divisions, only 20 were manned and equipped to 70 percent of their full wartime strength. The rest were reduced-strength or skeleton-strength units.90


  • Due to the complexity of the mobilization structure, during peacetime the entire military command system was geared toward implementing mobilization plans rather than actually commanding troops. In the 1980s, the Soviet Union had 16 military districts and four groups of Soviet forces stationed abroad. At the time, Soviet troops were stationed in Mongolia (the 39th Combined-Services Army) and Afghanistan (the 40th Army); these two armies were subordinated to military district commands in the Soviet Union itself.91 In peacetime, the General Staff issued orders to the military district HQs, while in wartime orders were sent directly to the frontline HQs. The military districts – which became fronts during wartime – passed those orders on to the armies under their command, then the armies gave orders to army corps, and finally the corps passed the orders to the individual units and formations. A hugely bloated and multitiered command structure was perched on top of the actual fighting units, 70 to 80 percent of which were staffed at reduced or skeleton-strength levels.


  • Overly redundant and duplicate weapon systems in service with the Soviet Armed Forces also created problems. This was largely due to the large amount of duplication in the Soviet defense industry. To illustrate, there were three types of main battle tanks of the same generation in service at the same time (T-80, T-72, and T-64).92 They had different weapon systems, engines, and fire control systems, but for all that, their performance characteristics were actually very similar. The situation with infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers was much the same. The Russian Armed Forces had also inherited large amounts of obsolete weaponry, such as the T-10M, T-62, T-55, and T-54 tanks, field artillery systems dating back to the 1930s and 1940s, and others. Yet, even the Soviet Union’s huge defense industry could not churn out enough weaponry to keep all Soviet military units supplied with the latest technology, so obsolete hardware had to be kept in service. The situation was compounded by the fact that some of the hardware previously operated by divisions stationed in the European part of Russia had to be moved farther from the western borders in compliance with the 1990 Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty. That move added to the lack of uniformity and standardization of the hardware in service with the Russian Armed Forces.


  • Due to its mobilization strategy, the Soviet Army was forced to store vast amounts of supplies, hardware, and weaponry of various types and generations at its numerous arms and supplies depots. Such hardware and supplies were needed to bring the units to their full wartime strength, and to resupply units that had already joined the action. These material reserves had to be stored in adequate conditions and periodically refreshed, and the mothballed hardware also needed regular maintenance. This required very large numbers of military personnel. Of the 3.4 million people who served in the Soviet Armed Forces in 1991, almost 1.2 million were storage depot personnel.


  Of all these problems, the most fundamental was the Soviet and then Russian Army’s mobilization-centric structure. That problem became especially obvious in the late 1980s and early 1990s, during the period of growing political instability in the Soviet Union and then Russia proper. The country’s huge territory was not protected by fully manned, fully equipped, and combat-ready units. In Soviet times, all such units were deployed only “along the frontier of confrontation with NATO.” That is why most units had to complete mobilization procedures before they could be used even for a limited military operation, such as a local conflict or a major breakdown of law and order in some part of Russia itself. Without at least a limited mobilization, the huge Soviet Army could well prove ineffective if push came to shove.


  Meanwhile, a mobilization could be pulled off smoothly only in a tightly controlled, authoritarian, single-party Soviet state. As soon as the Perestroika policy produced some nascent freedoms, including relative freedom of speech, the government’s decisions on mobilization became the subject of debate, including debate by the very people being mobilized and members of their families. The crises that followed Perestroika made it necessary for the Soviet Union to use its Armed Forces in various internal conflicts, which required the implementation of mobilization plans. But mobilizing citizens to fight in conflicts that did not exactly fit the mold of “defending the Motherland” gave rise to vocal discontent.


  The first time the Soviet Army faced such a mobilization crisis was in January 1990, when the government sent troops to Azerbaijan to stop the slaughter of ethnic Armenians by local nationalists who had essentially seized power in the republic. Before the Soviet units heading for Azerbaijan could be deployed, they needed to be brought to full wartime strength by mobilizing reservists. Most of the required personnel were supposed to be drawn from parts of the Transcaucasian Military District populated by ethnic Russians. But when the government announced a partial mobilization, the decision triggered mass rioting. Ethnic Russian reservists and their families were vehemently opposed to being sent to fight in what they saw as not their war but a conflict between Armenians and Azeris.


  This was the first harbinger of an extremely grave problem that would later lead to a crisis of the Soviet/Russian mobilization-based military setup lasting for two decades. The essence of that problem was the government’s inability, for domestic political reasons, to conduct a partial mobilization of the Armed Forces to respond to local or internal conflicts. This inability made it impossible for the Russian Armed Forces to intervene in limited conflicts. Meanwhile, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, there was a proliferation of such conflicts in the former Soviet republics, and Russia increasingly had to get involved militarily. A perfect example is the two campaigns in Chechnya. Neither the weak and unstable regime of Boris Yeltsin, nor the Putin regime that replaced it in late 1999, dared to resort to any significant mobilization during the Chechen campaigns for fear of domestic political complications.


  The Russian top brass therefore faced an intractable problem: they needed to retain the mobilization-centric setup of the Russian Armed Forces, while also finding ways of effectively using those forces in limited conflicts without actually conducting a mobilization. That dilemma has been at the heart of all Russian military reforms since 1992.


  First Attempts at Military Reform Under Minister Pavel Grachov


   


  Russia’s first post-Soviet defense minister who managed to keep his job for any length of time was Gen. Pavel Grachov, who was appointed on May 18, 1992. His first military reform plans – which were fairly radical in hindsight – were drawn up by early 1993.


  Grachov immediately faced the dilemma outlined above, i.e., keeping the Russian Army’s mobilization-centric setup, while at the same time avoiding partial mobilization measures for domestic political reasons. What looked like a fairly obvious solution was to leave that setup intact for the bulk of the Russian Armed Forces, but also to augment them with a small component that would be manned and equipped to full wartime levels even in peacetime, and always remain ready for action. In essence, that idea and its various iterations would remain at the center of all attempts to reform the Russian Army until 2008.


  The very first reform proposal developed by the MoD (Ministry of Defense) and the General Staff under Minister Grachov was to create a Mobile Forces component of the Russian Army. These forces were to consist of several independent motor rifle brigades that would always be manned and equipped at 95 to 100 percent of their full wartime strength. Each brigade was to have the same organizational structure and size, and operate a standard set of weaponry. This was an experiment to test the new standard organizational tables and setup that were eventually to be rolled out across the rest of the Army (although the Army units that were not part of the Mobile Forces would still be manned below their full strength during peacetime).93


  The MoD and the General Staff hoped that the new approach would address the problem of large variations in the organizational composition, structure, and types of weapons used by different units of the Russian Armed Forces. Even more importantly, they wanted to eventually eliminate reduced-strength and skeleton-strength units. At some point, that would have enabled the MoD to abandon the entire unwieldy mobilization system. The plan was for a gradual transition from a purely conscription-based army to a mixed force consisting of conscripts as well as professional soldiers serving under contract. The ultimate goal was to phase out the draft completely at some point in the future.


  Those reform plans, however, proved impossible to implement because of the country’s difficult economic and political situation in the first half of the 1990s. The MoD had originally hoped to create five independent motor rifle brigades to start with, and to bring their number to 12 a few years later. By late 1993, however, it was able to create only three: the 74th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade in Yurga (Kemerovo Region, Siberia),94 the 131st in Maikop,95 and the 136th in Buinaksk96 (North Caucasus). The three brigades were essentially an experiment, and the money allocated for the creation of the mobile forces was not enough to implement even half of the MoD’s plans. The ministry was unable to implement a standard organization table for the three brigades, either. In fact, there was a lack of standardization even among individual battalions within the same brigades.


  In 1993, the government issued several resolutions that reduced the number of conscripts drafted every year by 35 percent. As a result, there were not enough conscripts available to keep even the newly created brigades, let alone other Army units, at their full numerical strength. The MoD therefore had to retain the old mobilization-centric setup for the bulk of the Russian Armed Forces. In fact, most units were more undermanned than in Soviet times because fewer conscripts were drafted every year. Even parts of the newly created brigades were manned to reduced or skeleton-strength levels.


  On December 11, 1994, the Russian government launched what it described as “an operation to restore constitutional order in the Chechen Republic,” aka the first Chechen campaign. The war halted all efforts at military reform, and consequently cost Minister Grachov his job.


  The first campaign in Chechnya put into stark relief the problems inherent in the mobilization-centric setup of the Russian Armed Forces. During the planning stage of the campaign, Minister Grachov asked President Boris Yeltsin and the rest of the government to announce a limited mobilization to bring the units that were to be involved in the war to their full wartime strength. The request was turned down out of hand for fear of domestic political complications and mass protests. The General Staff therefore had to resort to a tactic that later became common practice in such situations – creating ad hoc task forces. It boiled down to putting together a task force consisting of the most capable units from all over Russia, and reinforcing those units with service personnel from other units. For example, a single regiment would be chosen for action from an entire division, and reinforced with service personnel from that division’s remaining regiments. The General Staff was thereby able to put together a small fighting force, but at the cost of further weakening the rest of the Armed Forces.


  Furthermore, the reinforcements brought in to the assembled task force from the rest of the Armed Forces often consisted of service personnel who lacked proper specialist training and/or could easily be “spared” by their home units. For example, the marine units that were sent to fight in Chechnya were reinforced by ordinary sailors – and not just any sailors, but those who had the least valuable skills, such as chefs and other auxiliary support personnel. Obviously, such reinforcements were not much use to the units that received them.


  The command system used for the campaign in Chechnya also proved inadequate. It was modeled on the command system used in the rest of the Russian Armed Forces, and that system was geared primarily for a mobilization and deployment of a 10-million-strong army. The General Staff would issue its orders to the HQ of the North Caucasus Military District, which would transmit them to the HQ of the 58th Army, which would transmit them in turn to the HQ of the troops fighting in Chechnya. The HQs of the North Caucasus Military District and of the 58th Army did not make any decisions; they were merely relay stations for the orders and information being exchanged between the HQ in Chechnya and the General Staff/MoD. The situation highlighted the need for modernizing the entire command system of the Russian Armed Forces.


  The Russian government’s decision not to mobilize reservists for the campaign in Chechnya also had some positive aspects. Because of their lack of motivation and skill, especially when called to fight in an internal conflict, the utility of reservists is questionable in any case. This was amply demonstrated in 2014 in Ukraine, where a fairly large-scale partial mobilization was used rather than a move to reinforce fighting units by bringing in service personnel from the rest of the Armed Forces. In this case, the mobilization of Ukrainian troops has led to disturbances and protests by the people being mobilized and members of their families. Desertion and draft-dodging have also been a problem. Even more importantly, the units reinforced by reservists have demonstrated low motivation and fighting ability when sent to take on the rebels in eastern Ukraine.


  Russian Armed Forces Under Igor Rodionov and Igor Sergeyev


   


  Officially, the first war in Chechnya ended on August 31, 1996, shortly after the appointment of Col. Gen. Igor Rodionov (promoted to general on October 5, 1996) as the new minister of defense. Russian government forces sustained heavy losses in Chechnya, and the Khasavyurt peace agreement97 was described by many as amounting to a Russian capitulation. The Russian Armed Forces came under heavy criticism from all quarters, making the job of the new defense minister even more difficult. Rodionov was determined, however, to launch a meaningful reform of the Russian Armed Forces and to address the problems highlighted in Chechnya.


  Gen. Rodionov’s early proposals were very similar to those made under Grachov in 1992-1993. They boiled down to creating fully manned and fully equipped units using standard organizational tables and weaponry. The MoD began to implement those plans, but Rodionov was soon sacked because he was deemed too friendly with Gen. Aleksandr Lebed, whom President Yeltsin saw as a threat to his own power.


  The rollout of the new organization tables across the Russian Armed Forces was completed under Rodionov’s successor, Igor Sergeyev (promoted to Marshal in 1997, and the only Russian soldier to have since held that rank). The reform plans that were finalized under Sergeyev were fairly modest. A single regiment of every division was brought to its full wartime strength in terms of men and equipment, as were all the independent motor rifle brigades, some combat support units, and all the divisions and brigades of the Airborne Troops (the VDV service). The Russian Army now had a core of so-called “constant combat readiness forces.”


  The MoD also disbanded some of the reduced and skeleton-strength units, transferring their personnel to constant combat readiness units. Their hardware was moved to newly created weapons and equipment storage bases, which were maintained by a bare minimum of personnel. The MoD also set up Central Reserve Bases, with each base specializing in a particular type of weapon system or specialty. For example, there were separate CRBs for tanks, artillery, engineering, communication, and NBC hardware.98


  All of those measures, however, proved insufficient. Even though the Russian Armed Forces now included units that were manned and equipped to their full wartime strength, the bulk of these forces still consisted of reduced or skeleton-strength units. The mobilization-centric setup of the Russian Army was still very apparent: the command structure remained unchanged and the chain of command included the General Staff, military districts, armies, and divisions/brigades. The Armed Forces still operated a large number of depots and arsenals that required significant staffing commitments to maintain. And as before, the situation was compounded by severe underfunding. Russian defense spending plunged to new lows in the second half of the 1990s, and then fell even further after the financial crisis of 1998.


  Meanwhile, the transition to new organization tables was completed in 1998. The Russian Army now included the following types of units and formations:


  • Constant combat readiness units, manned at 95 to 100 percent of their full wartime strength


  • Reduced-strength units (Types A and B), manned at 70 percent of their full wartime strength


  • Weapons and equipment storage bases, equivalent to units manned at 5 to 10 percent of their full wartime strength


  • Skeleton-strength units, manned at 5 to 10 percent


  After cuts and several reorganizations in 1997-1999, the numerical strength and organizational structure of the Russian Army remained almost unchanged for nearly a decade (until the launch of a new round of reforms in 2008).


  The transition to a fully professional army, meanwhile, remained elusive. Public opinion was strongly in favor of abolishing the draft, especially after heavy losses among conscripts during the first campaign in Chechnya, but due to the state of its economy, Russia could not afford a professional army. Neither was there much political will among the top brass to effect such a change. The only concession made when Igor Sergeyev was in office was a miniscule increase in the number of professional soldiers serving under contract.


  A major test of the reforms implemented over the previous years came when Islamist militants invaded Dagestan on August 7, 1999. On September 30, Russian government forces entered Chechnya after driving the militants out of Dagestan. In August-September 1999 Russia assembled a large task force on the territory of Dagestan, Stavropol Territory, and North Ossetia. That force was larger and better equipped than the one that fought in Chechnya during the first campaign in 1994.


  It consisted mostly of constant readiness units of the Army (i.e., the ones always maintained at their full wartime strength), as well as units of the Airborne Troops (VDV). The only exception was the 74th Guard Independent Motor Rifle Brigade. Based in Yurga, Siberian Military District, the 74th Guard brought its entire strength of 3,500 service personnel to Chechnya.99 The other units involved in the second campaign in Chechnya committed only a single battalion tactical group each, so that the personnel and hardware left at their constant bases could be used to replenish losses sustained during the campaign.


  Just as during the first campaign in Chechnya, the government decided against enacting mobilization deployment plans or announcing a partial mobilization of reservists for fear of public discontent. It resorted instead to the old tactic of bringing the units fighting in Chechnya to their full strength by reassigning personnel from other units. Vladimir Putin, who was serving as prime minister at the time, said in an interview that the task force for the second Chechen campaign had to be cobbled together from all across the Russian Armed Forces. In 1998, Russia had 1,212,000 troops under arms, of which 360,000 served in the Army. Of those 360,000, only about 100,000 served in the “constant readiness” units. Another 35,000 served in the Airborne Troops.100 During the first phase of the campaign in Chechnya in 1999, the Russian force fighting there consisted of approximately 35,000 service personnel, including the Airborne Troops.


  By May 1, 2003, the total number had been brought to 90,000. Since no reservists had been mobilized, reinforcements were initially provided by fighting units that had remained at their constant bases. That system, however, did not perform very well, so the government soon began to replenish losses in Chechnya by sending in soldiers of the reduced and skeleton-strength units, Weapons and Equipment Storage Bases, and Central Reserve Bases. In effect, supplemental troops were drawn from all the remaining units of the Armed Forces. As a result, the units that provided the reinforcements to replenish the combat losses were weakened even further.


  The officer corps of the task force in Chechnya was also rotated on a continuous basis by bringing in officers from all over the country. According to official MoD figures, one in three Army officers took part in the campaign in Chechnya in 1998-2003.


  In late 1999, the MoD began to replace the conscripts fighting in Chechnya with professional soldiers serving under contract. According to official reports, as of June 2003, professional soldiers made up 45 percent of the force in Chechnya.


  The transition to a professional military service revealed a number of problems. More than 85 percent of the soldiers who signed up for service during that period required additional training before they could be assigned to vacant positions. That was because they often had a different specialization or even served in a different branch of the Armed Forces before signing up for professional service. For example, on August 11, 2000, the MoD signed contracts with 153 soldiers who were to serve with the 3rd Motor Rifle Division’s 245th Motor Rifle Regiment. Of those 153 soldiers, only 13 had previously served in the Army. The rest came from a Navy, Air Force, or even Strategic Missile Troops background. As a result, 140 newly recruited professional soldiers had to be given new specialist training, and in reality, were as useful as raw recruits.


  Russian Armed Forces Under Sergei Ivanov


   


  After the death of Marshal Igor Sergeyev, President Putin appointed Sergei Ivanov as the new defense minister on March 28, 2001. Ivanov was the first civilian to hold that office since the reestablishment of the position after the collapse of the Soviet Union.101 It is under Minister Ivanov that the MoD and the General Staff put forward new reform proposals following the end of the active phase of the second campaign in Chechnya in 2003. Those proposals aimed to address the problems highlighted during the campaign.


  The central ideas of the new reforms were largely the same as those first proposed back in 1993 by Gen. Grachov. The main thrust of the reform was to achieve an improvement in the quantity and quality of the “constant readiness” units by staffing those units only with professional soldiers. Poor training and motivation of the conscripts who fought in Chechnya were seen as a key reason why government troops suffered repeated setbacks and bore heavy losses during the campaign. Phasing out the draft completely was still regarded as impossible for economic and military reasons (the latter having to do with mobilization strategies), but professionalizing the constant readiness units became a priority. But as for other units, as well as the storage depots and Central Reserve Bases, they were to still to be manned by conscripts.


  Yet the reform left the Russian Army’s mobilization and deployment strategy largely intact, so that the Army was still encumbered by the numerous arms depots and reserves storing huge amounts of old and obsolete hardware.102


  Be that as it may, in 2003 the government launched a federal program headlined “Transition of Constant Combat Readiness Units to Professional Service.”103 A single airborne regiment of the 76th Guard Airborne Division (Pskov) was chosen for a pilot project under the program, which ran until 2005. During that period, the program revealed numerous problems that made it difficult for professional soldiers to serve with their regiment. Nevertheless, the pilot was deemed a success, and several more constant combat readiness units began the transition to a fully professional service.


  In 2005 the chief of the General Staff, Gen. Yury Baluyevsky, initiated the drafting of proposals on reforming the military command structure. Baluyevsky aimed to optimize that structure and set up new joint command bodies that would control units belonging to all the branches of the Armed Forces. The idea was to create three such regional commands.


  The Western Command was to control all troops stationed in what was then the Moscow and Leningrad Military Districts; the Baltic and the Northern fleets; and the Special Air Force and Air Defense Command (i.e., the former Moscow Air Force and Air Defense District). The new Southern Command was to incorporate the North Caucasus Military District, a small part of the Volga-Urals Military District, and the Caspian Flotilla. The new Eastern Command – the largest of the three – was to control the Far Eastern and Siberian military districts, the bulk of the Volga-Urals District, and the Pacific Fleet. The new regional commands would also control the units that were not previously subordinated to the territorial commands. These included artillery, engineering, air defense, Air Force, and communication units, as well as Airborne Troops. The Main Commands of the individual branches of the Armed Forces were to be abolished. This broad reorganization, however, was put on hold because the available resources were committed to the professional service transition program and ultimately, was given priority.


  In 2005-2006, the program was on the brink of failure as the Army struggled to retain the professional soldiers it had already recruited. Many of them would leave before they had even served out their initial one-year contract. In 2006, the 122nd Motor Rifle Division’s 382nd Motor Rifle Regiment signed contracts with 2,700 soldiers; almost 2,300 of them, i.e., enough people to staff an entire regiment, soon left the service. The reasons for such an exodus stemmed from major oversights in the transition program. For example, the government had provided the money to build lodging, canteens, and other facilities for the professional soldiers, but no financing was allocated to build schools, nurseries, shops, and other amenities for their families. Also, Russian living standards began to improve rapidly and nationwide in the 2000s, and the salary the MoD offered professional soldiers soon became uncompetitive. The government, however, was sticking to the original reform plan and did not make timely adjustments to the program. To fudge their figures and achieve targets, the units manned by professional soldiers would simply turn down all requests for termination of service contracts, on express orders from the MoD. There was a general obsession with a single ostensible indictor of the program’s success: all the units transitioning to professional service were ordered to have 95 to 100 percent of all vacancies filled. But this target, however, was never achieved, even though more than 50 percent of the Russia’s military spending was being directed to the professional service program in 2005-2007. For example, as of January 1, 2008, the 42nd Guard Motor Rifle Division, which was stationed in Chechnya, was manned to 102 percent of its full strength, but the figure for the 205th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade in neighboring Budennovsk was only 85 percent.


  The failure of the professional service program also affected the implementation of plans for the creation of new regional commands. In May 2006, the MoD decided to postpone those plans until 2010-2015.


  Early Reforms Under Anatoly Serdyukov


   


  On February 19, 2007, President Putin announced the surprise appointment of Anatoly Serdyukov as the new minister of defense. Serdyukov was a controversial choice in large part because he had no military background whatsoever. He hailed from the tax service, where he had achieved notable distinction and earned himself a reputation as a ruthless administrator.


  His appointment reflected the senior Russian leadership’s obvious dissatisfaction with the progress of reforms in the Armed Forces. After 15 years of nonstop attempts at transformation, ambitious programs, and reform concepts, the Russian Army was still essentially a much reduced and shrunken fragment of the Soviet Armed Forces. The two campaigns in Chechnya had amply demonstrated that maintaining the mobilization-centric setup of the Army was hampering its effective use in internal conflicts and those in former Soviet republics: the very types of conflict Russia was the most likely to have to deal with over the coming years. The failing efforts to increase the number of professional soldiers in the Russian Armed Forces did not produce any radical improvement in the actual fighting ability of those forces. The units manned by professionals were far outweighed by the reduced and skeleton-strength units that were not combat-ready. A military operation of any size always required some units to be brought up to their full strength at the cost of taking personnel from other units of. It was also difficult to provide proper combat training for the reduced and skeleton-strength formations.


  Because of these fundamental problems, the increase in Russian military spending initiated by the Putin administration some time around 2005 was not translating into any notable increase in the Russian Army’s fighting ability. The money was being spread too thin across the large and obsolete Russian military machine. This was compounded by glaringly ineffective management at the MoD level. Poor management was the Achilles heel of the Russian military in the pre-Serdyukov period. Angry questions such as “Where are all these huge amounts of money disappearing to?” were increasingly being asked in the Kremlin, which is precisely why Serdyukov was brought in. His main mission was to drag the MoD and the entire Russian military machine into an era of effective management.


  At the same time, the MoD began to work on new ideas for a radical military reform. The first proposals were drawn up in December 2007, but were kept under wraps while in draft form. The General Staff and the MoD kept polishing and finalizing those plans, but they had yet to submit them to the prime minister and the president when the Five-Day War with Georgia broke out in August 2008. The reasons for this delay included differences between the various teams drawing up the proposals. The “old team” at the MoD, led by the chief of the General Staff, Gen. Baluyevsky, still had significant influence and pursued its own agenda, opposite the incoming minister and his new team. As a result, some of the steps taken during the first 18 months of Minister Serdyukov’s tenure were rather contradictory.


  The first reform plans proposed under Serdyukov in 2007 were based on resurrecting the idea of Mobile Forces, but on a larger scale. The authors of those proposals also wanted to bypass the stage of pilot projects and roll out the new staffing and organization tables across the entire Army, which was now to consist of brigades rather than the old divisions and regiments. They argued that sufficient experience had been accumulated over the previous 15 years, and that the new organization tables did not need any further testing.


  In the meantime, the MoD was implementing some of the ideas proposed by Gen. Baluyevsky. In January 2008, it set up the first of the new regional joint commands, called Vostok (East), with an HQ in Ulan-Ude.104 In March-April 2008, that command oversaw a joint command staff exercise involving units and formations of the Siberian and Far Eastern Military Districts. Contrary to design, the event demonstrated that a combination of the existing command structure and the new regional joint command did not make much sense. The new command had to issue orders to the district commands and HQs rather than the actual fighting units as intended. Instead of setting up an integrated joint command that controlled all the units and formations of all the branches of the Armed Forces, the MoD had merely added another tier to the existing chain of command sitting between the General Staff and the military district HQs. In May 2008, the Vostok command was disbanded. The MoD leadership, the General Staff, and the Kremlin learned important lessons from the failed experiment. Those lessons were used to determine the direction of further reforms. Gen. Baluyevsky soon lost his job; he was replaced by Gen. Nikolai Makarov, whose candidacy was proposed by Minister Serdyukov. General Makarov went on to become the main proponent of what became known as the “New Look” reforms of the Russian Armed Forces.


  Summary


   


  All the changes and transformations in the Russian Armed Forces during the post-Soviet period were complicated by the depth and fundamental nature of the problems plaguing the Russian military machine. Archaic and ineffective, that machine was shaped by military thinking that dated back, at the very latest, to the 1980s. In fact, some of its aspects had changed little since World War II. In 1992-2008, the Russian Army was a shrinking iteration of its Soviet predecessor. It was increasingly ill-suited to Russia’s new military-political objectives, the country’s greatly reduced economic resources, and its new market-based economic and social setup.


  Radical military reform should have been initiated back in 1992-1994, when the Russian Armed Forces were being created from the still smoldering fragments of the Soviet Army. But Boris Yeltsin and the rest of the Russian leadership lacked the political will, abilities, and vision to pursue such reform. The subsequent attempts at reforming the Russian Army lacked any clear direction and strategy, and were not supported by the necessary financial resources, since Russia was in the throes of a deep social and economic crisis. In the end, all reform plans and proposals made before 2007 were either left on paper or yielded marginal and muddled results. The main outcome was further cuts in the Armed Forces without any fundamental restructuring or transformation of the overall force.


  The core issue that made Russian Armed Forces ill-suited for contemporary missions after 1992 was their mobilization-centric setup. The general, structural problems of any mobilization-based army were made especially pressing in the latter days of Perestroika and especially during the post-Soviet period, when the government suddenly faced the political impossibility of announcing an actual mobilization to deal with internal or local conflicts. That impossibility was at the heart of the crisis facing the Soviet and then Russian Army since the late 1980s. The Army’s inability to put reform plans into place resulted in a situation whereby Russia had lots of soldiers under arms but no combat-ready forces to fight in the numerous conflicts breaking out in the former Soviet republics and in Russia itself.


  For a long time, the Russian military-political leadership kept clinging to the Army’s old mobilization-centric structure. They thought it was indispensable that Russia be able to defend itself against the much larger and better-equipped armies of its potential adversaries in the West (NATO) and in the East (China). Considerations of prestige and great-power ambitions also played a role in Moscow’s determination to maintain a large army.


  That is why throughout the entire period of 1992 to 2007, Russian military strategists sought in vain to achieve the dual objective of maintaining a mass mobilization army while also making that army fit to fight in local conflicts. That dilemma was at the center of all Russian military reform projects under each successive minister of defense, from Grachov to Serdyukov.


  The solution that was tried again and again was to have a component of the Russian Armed Forces that would always be manned and equipped at 100 percent of its wartime strength (the “mobile forces,” the “constant combat readiness forces,” etc.). These forces would coexist with a much larger mobilization-type army consisting of reduced and skeleton-strength units.


  That bivectored solution, however, always resulted in the parallel existence of two separate armies, each using its own personnel policies, combat training programs and, in general, operating on parallel programs. Russia, meanwhile, was in a deep economic crisis and could barely afford a single army, let alone two of them. Plans for creating fully combat-ready units staffed at full strength would as often as not be scaled back, with “constant readiness” units degraded and losing personnel, slipping back to their former “reduced-strength” status. This problem would persist under the “New Look” brigades created later on by Serdyukov and Makarov.


  Therefore it was only a question of time before the Russian leadership abandoned its repeated attempts to have two separate armies, and move decisively toward abolishing one of those armies – the antiquated one built for mass mobilization. The new goal was to have the entire Russian Armed Forces always ready for action.


   


  Changing the Force and Moving Forward After Georgia, by Mikhail Barabanov


   


  In the autumn of 2008, the Russian government launched the most radical military reform since the creation of the Red Army following the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. The speed and depth of the intended transformations, which were dubbed the “New Look” reform, were surprising to many observers, as well as to the Russian military itself. In a space of only about three years, the bulk of the Russian Armed Forces were remodeled using a new template that was a stark departure from the approaches used over the past century. This was made possible by an unprecedented amount of political will on the part of the Kremlin as well as the MoD, which was then led by Anatoly Serdyukov.


  The key changes implemented under Minister Serdyukov were retained even after he lost his job in November 2012 and was replaced by Sergei Shoigu. For the most part, the new minister continued to steer the Russian Armed Forces along the course set by his predecessor, without any major U-turns. The radical reforms implemented since 2008 have undoubtedly brought significant improvements to the Russian Army’s fighting ability and battle readiness. This was amply demonstrated during the Russian operation in Crimea and the unfolding crisis in Ukraine.105


  Main Thrust of the Military Reform


   


  When Serdyukov, a civilian, was unexpectedly appointed the new defense minister in February 2007, the Russian Armed Forces were in a difficult situation. On the one hand, numerous rounds of reforms undertaken since 1992 had yielded some positive results. On the other, however, not one of those reforms had been brought to its logical conclusion. All of the fundamental problems inherited from the Soviet Army had yet to be properly resolved. In fact, they were compounded by new ones, including the failed program of transition to a professional, nonconscript service. It has now become obvious that President Putin chose Serdyukov for the job of implementing drastic military reforms because he was not part of the military establishment and represented a new businesslike approach to the organization of the Russian Armed Forces.


  The Russian military reform was given a fresh impetus by the Five-Day War with Georgia in August 2008. Even though the Russian Army crushed Georgian resistance quickly and with relative ease, putting the Georgians to flight, the Russian military-political leadership was not particularly pleased by how the campaign had gone. That is why in late August 2008, the Russian president and cabinet ordered a new round of radical military reform, even though the decision was kept secret at that time. The goal of the reform was to bring the Russian Armed Forces to a “new look” that would be geared primarily toward fighting local conflicts in former Soviet territories. The public announcement of drastic transformations in the Russian military establishment was made by Serdyukov at an MoD meeting on October 14, 2008.106


  As already mentioned, the main problem facing the Russian Armed Forces in 2008 was their mobilization-centric setup inherited from the Soviet period. Since conducting an actual mobilization in the event of internal or local conflicts had become next to impossible for political reasons, such a setup made the Russian Army ill-suited for the job at hand.


  The solution that had been tried repeatedly during the post-Soviet period was to designate a small part of the Russian Army as a “constant readiness” force, i.e., always staffed and equipped at full strength, while at the same time retaining the bulk of reduced and skeleton-strength units. Thanks to the improving economy and rising defense spending, by 2008 the MoD already had a certain number of these constant readiness units at its disposal. These forces played a decisive role in the swift victory over Georgia in 2008. Nevertheless, the coexistence of such forces with much larger “traditional,” i.e., mobilization-centric components of the Russian Armed Forces, created a number of problems. In essence, Russia was trying to maintain two armies at the same time, even though it had barely enough money for one. It was therefore only a question of time before the Russian leadership decided to abandon the “traditional” army built for mobilization and retain only the forces that would always be fully staffed and ready for action.


  That, in fact, was the central idea of the “New Look” reform launched in 2008. The idea also went hand in hand with the new Russian national security doctrine that had coalesced by that time; it appears that the Russian leadership had finally recognized the extreme unlikelihood of a large-scale conventional war with the leading global powers. It was therefore decided that the Russian Armed Forces should be reconfigured from fighting a large war with several adversaries at once to participation in local conflicts on the Russian borders, in the CIS countries, and in former Soviet territories, e.g., such conflicts as the two campaigns in Chechnya and the Five-Day War with Georgia. Because of the reassessed likelihood of a large-scale war, the Russian government decided to abandon the mobilization-centric setup of the Armed Forces, which had essentially become an anachronism. Russian defense against other great powers, primarily the United States and NATO, was now entrusted almost solely to the strategic nuclear forces.


  The reform initiated in 2008 was uncharacteristically rapid, with a whole cascade of administrative reorganizations undertaken in quick succession. The reform was implemented in several rounds that were usually scheduled for completion on December 1 of each year.


  Despite a certain amount of covert resistance and muted discontent with some aspects of the reform, the Armed Forces adapted themselves to the process and resulting “new look” fairly quickly. It would be entirely wrong to say that reform has undermined the Russian Army’s capability. Although some changes were controversial, it is obvious that the results have been overwhelmingly positive. There were some drawbacks to the transformations that were being rolled out, but those were addressed in a timely fashion. In fact, it is the speed of the reform that was instrumental to their success, even though there was plenty of criticism at first about the pace of the changes. The MoD avoided the temptation of implementing reforms gradually, which would have only prolonged the pain. It chose instead to make a few swift and decisive strokes that drastically reshaped the Armed Forces, leaving the military no other choice but to accept the new reality and adjust itself as best it could.


  The key measures implemented as part of the reform between autumn 2008 and early 2012 were to:


  • Reduce the numerical strength of the Russian Armed Forces to 1 million by 2012


  • Cut the number of officers from 335,000 to 150,000 (the target was later revised upward to 220,000), and restructure the officer corps


  • Centralize the military training system by merging 65 military schools into 10 “systemic” training centers


  • Reorganize and cut the central military command bodies, including the MoD and the General Staff, substantially reducing the role of the commands of individual branches of the Armed Forces


  • Merge the existing military districts into four larger ones that control almost all forces stationed on their territory and double as Joint Strategic Commands during wartime


  • Reduce, civilianize, and commercialize the Army’s supply and logistics system, using the resources released in the process to increase the numerical strength of combat units


  • Abolish skeleton-strength units; bring all the remaining units to constant readiness status


  • Reorganize the reserve system and reservist training programs


  • Phase out the old system whereby some units were manned by conscripts, and others by professional soldiers. Under the new system, all privates are conscripts drafted for 12 months, and all sergeants are professionals serving under contract


  • Sharply reduce the number of individual military units, formations, garrisons, and military bases


  • Replace the old divisional/regimental structure of the Army with brigades; roll out a radically new organizational structure of the brigades themselves


  • Reorganize the Air Force and Air Defense Services; abolish such units as army, corps, division, and air regiment; roll out a new structure consisting of airbases and aerospace defense brigades


  • Set up the Aerospace Defense Service


  • Reorganize the Navy, and


  • Set up a separate Cyber Command and a Special Operations Forces (SOF) Command107


  The administrative phase of the reform had largely been completed by early 2012. The changes were very profound and widespread; they affected the entire division and service being reformed, without being tested first on a smaller scale or during pilot projects. For example, on December 1, 2009, the MoD abolished almost all of the Army’s divisions and regiments in one fell swoop, replacing them with brigades. Similarly, it disbanded the Air Force regiments and divisions, replacing them with a new structure consisting of airbases. On December 1, 2010, the MoD rolled out a radical reorganization of the military training centers, reduced the number of Air Force airbases, and reassigned some of the Navy’s aviation forces to the Air Force. On December 1, 2011, it set up the Aerospace Defense Service and launched a reform of the Navy.


  Such an energetic administrative reorganization was undertaken largely in an effort to avoid a repetition of the errors made during the previous rounds of reform, which proved ineffective because they were too timid.


  Reducing the Numerical Strength of the Armed Forces and the Officer Corps


   


  From 2008 to 2012, the MoD implemented rapid reductions in the numerical strength of the Russian Armed Forces, including the officer corps. The target was to reduce the headcount from 1.35 million in 2008 to 1 million in 2016. That target was in fact achieved by late 2010. The officer corps was initially expected to be cut from 335,000 to 150,000, but that target was later revised upward to 220,000. The actual cuts were not as deep as these figures suggest, because of the 335,000 officer positions that existed in 2008, 40,000 were not filled; these positions had been abolished by the end of 2009. Also, 26,700 officers had reached retirement age by late 2008, and were about to leave service anyway; another 9,100 officers were to follow in 2009. There were also 7,500 officers serving in 2008 who had been drafted for two years after graduating from civilian universities and colleges. They were dismissed from military service after their two-year term had elapsed, and there were no plans for drafting more such personnel in the future.108


  In addition to numerical cuts, the MoD also reorganized the structure of the officer corps. The Soviet-type mobilization army had a large number of commands and HQs of reduced-strength units; they were supposed to be brought up to their full strength by conscripts in the event of a mobilization. As a result, there were a huge number of officers in the Armed Forces. Additionally, there were more senior officers than junior ones. The decision to abolish skeleton-strength units enabled the MoD to get rid of the egg-shaped, prereform structure of the officer corps, which was dominated by colonels and lieutenant colonels. An attempt was made to give the officer corps a normal pyramid shape, while at the same time substantially reducing its size. As of September 1, 2008, there were 1,107 generals and admirals in the Russian Armed Forces. By 2012, that number had fallen to 610. The number of lieutenant colonels was to be cut to 7,700, majors to 25,000, and captains from 90,000 to 42,000. Meanwhile, the number of lieutenants and senior lieutenants was to rise from 50,000 to 62,000.109


  In 2009, the MoD essentially abolished the rank of warrant officer and reduced the number serving from 142,000 to 118,700. Up to 20,000 warrant officers who served as commanders were promoted to officers; the rest were dismissed or demoted to sergeant. Up to 55 percent of the warrant officers or senior warrant officers in the Russian Army served in such positions as “head of depot” or “head of warehouse.” Those positions were abolished as part of the introduction of a new supply and logistics system, and the abolition of skeleton-strength units.110


  Steep cuts were also implemented in the MoD HQ and senior command bodies, from 23,000 positions to 10,500, of which 5,500 were actually filled, as well as in the supply and support units assigned to the central HQs, from 29,500 to 2,700.111 The heaviest reductions were in the command bodies responsible for mobilization deployment. Some of the departments and divisions within the General Staff, the main commands of individual armed services, and military district commands were disbanded all together, while others lost some of their personnel.


  It has to be said, however, that radical plans by military reformers to reduce the officer corps from 335,000 to 150,000 were not fully implemented. In many cases, the proposed reductions proved too drastic and impractical; that was especially true of officers serving with newly formed brigades. The MoD also faced the need to form several new specialized brigades such as air defense, army aviation, and reconnaissance, and preserve some of the command structures. Besides, there was a great deal of resistance within the officer corps itself and the military bureaucracy. As a result, the target numerical strength of the officer corps was revised upward to 220,000 in 2011. By the time Serdyukov was dismissed, the actual number of serving officers was probably even greater still.


  The MoD plan to completely abolish the institution of warrant officer also failed because of problems with hiring professional soldiers.


  Reform of the Organizational Structures


   


  The most high-profile change during the 2008-2012 reform was the transition from the division to the brigade as the main organizational unit in the Army. Because the Russian Army was no longer expected to have to fight major wars, and the most likely scenario was a role in local conflicts, the government decided to turn the entire Army into “constant readiness forces.” That entailed a decision to abolish cumbersome divisions and regiments in favor of more mobile independent brigades. The brigades were to be created using the personnel and equipment of the existing constant readiness units, which were to be reinforced by personnel reassigned from the disbanded reduced and skeleton-strength units. After the addition of the newly deployed brigades, the overall number of brigades at the MoD’s disposal significantly surpassed the number of constant readiness units and formations that existed prior to reform.


  The MoD’s goal was to have the new brigades manned and equipped according to the same organizational table, using standard weaponry and hardware. It also wanted to reduce the number of weapon systems in service, and dispose of all obsolete and decommissioned weaponry.


  After analyzing the results of the Five-Day War, the MoD concluded that the response time of the constant readiness units was too slow. Under the old targets, motor rifle regiments and independent motor rifle brigades were to bring themselves to alert status and arrive at the embarkation area within 24 hours of receiving their orders. Minister Serdyukov and Army Gen. Nikolai Makarov, who was appointed chief of the General Staff in 2008, believed that 24 hours was no longer adequate to modern requirements. After some theoretical calculations, it was decided that one hour should be enough for brigades to bring themselves to alert status, and 24 hours for them to deploy to any part of the country.


  Before the launch of the “New Look” reform in 2008, the Russian Army, excluding the Airborne Troops (VDV), consisted of 24 divisions (three tank divisions, 16 motor rifle divisions, and five machine-gun and artillery divisions), 12 independent motor rifle and rifle regiments, and two division-size military bases located in Armenia and Tajikistan. That translated into a total of approximately 112 tank, motor rifle, and machine-gun and artillery regiments and brigades. Of the 24 divisions and two military bases, only five motor rifle divisions – the 3rd, 19th, 20th, 27th, and 42nd – and the 201st Military Base in Tajikistan were staffed and equipped to near full strength. The rest had only one or two properly manned regiments apiece. In the whole Army, only the 42nd Motor Rifle Division in Chechnya was staffed and equipped to its full wartime strength.112


  Only 13 percent of the Russian Army’s units were constant readiness forces. What is more, even some of those constant readiness units were in fact manned to just 80 percent of their full peacetime strength, which translated to 50 percent of their full wartime strength.


  In 2009, the MoD disbanded 23 divisions. By December 1, they had been replaced by 40 deployed brigades and brigade-sized military bases, including four tank brigades, 35 motor rifle brigades, and one protection brigade, which was essentially a fortified area protection force. Only two division-level formations still remained by the end of 2009, each consisting of two regiments: the 18th Machine-Gun and Artillery Division on the Kuril Islands, and the 201st Military Base in Tajikistan. All four of the new tank brigades were created using the personnel, equipment, and infrastructure of the former tank divisions. Of the 35 motor rifle brigades, 10 had existed prior to 2008. Another 21 were created from the former motor rifle divisions and another four using weaponry that had been kept at storage bases.


  A total of 85 all-type brigades had been created by early 2010 as part of the reform. These included eight missile brigades, nine artillery brigades, four rocket-artillery brigades, nine SAM brigades, one engineering brigade, and other such brigades. The numbers continued to change in 2010-2012. The 102nd Military Base in Armenia, which initially consisted of two brigades, was reduced in size to a single brigade. The same happened to the 201st Military Base in Tajikistan. Two motor rifle brigades and one artillery brigade were then disbanded in the Far East, but several new brigades were created in their place.


  The Army included three airborne assault brigades – a number that was supposed to increase, but the plan was never implemented – and seven spetsnaz special forces brigades. The MoD also established the experimental 100th Reconnaissance Brigade in Mozdok, North Ossetia, and then turned one of its two alpine rifle brigades into another reconnaissance brigade. The numbers of brigades continued to change during the restructuring of the six old military districts into four new districts and joint strategic commands.113


  The MoD also planned to have in place a total of 14 SAM brigades, one brigade for each of the 10 armies and the four new military districts, a minimum of 14 Army aviation brigades similarly assigned, and 10 reconnaissance brigades, one brigade for each of the 10 armies.114 To keep combat units supplied and provisioned, the MoD set up 10 multirole supply brigades, nine supply bases, and 10 railway brigades.115 These plans, however, were never fully implemented as designed.


  The reserve units set up as part of the reform included 15 weapons and hardware storage bases, each holding enough weaponry to field a brigade (one tank brigade and 14 motor rifle brigades), plus a whole number of territorial formations. Under the “New Look” reform, the role of mobilization centers was now to be played by military training schools and district-level training centers. At the same time, the question of whether the reserve formations and the entire mobilization system were fit for their purpose remains one of the most contentious parts of the entire reform.


  The new brigade structure of the Army was rolled out in two phases. During the first phase, which had been largely completed by December 1, 2009, the MoD set up new brigades using organization tables that were the product of compromise; these brigades were equipped with existing weaponry and hardware. During the second phase, which was to be completed by 2015, the new brigades were to be reorganized into three types of units, depending on their hardware: heavy, medium, and light. The heavy brigades were to be armed with tracked armor and would become the main constant readiness unit of the Army. The medium (mobile) brigades were to be armed with wheeled armor and serve as rapid reaction forces. The light brigades were conceived as highly mobile units armed with light armored vehicles. Pilot projects to test the new setup were launched in 2010 and 2011, and appear to still be underway at the time of this publication. They involve the 21st heavy brigade and the 23rd medium brigade in the Central Military District and the 56th light brigade in the Southern Military District.


  Finalizing the new organizational tables of brigades created since 2009 has proved a very lengthy, complex, and painful process. There is still a broad range of opinions concerning the merits, or lack thereof, of the new brigade structure.


  As a result of the reform, the number of the Army’s regiment/brigade-level units has fallen by nearly 50 percent. The biggest cuts were implemented in the European part of the country, which now seems ironic in view of the crisis that broke out in Ukraine in 2014.


  Comparisons by the numbers of battalions deployed in some military districts yield similar figures for the scale of reductions. For example, in August 2008, the divisions and brigades of the North Caucasus Military District had a total of about 60 deployed tank and motor rifle battalions between them. By late 2009, the reformed district had only approximately 40 battalions left, including the military bases in South Ossetia and Abkhazia, and that number remained more or less unchanged until 2014. In other words, the number of Russian troops stationed in the North Caucasus fell substantially, despite instability in the region and hostile relations with Georgia.


  Even steeper reductions were initially implemented in the Moscow Military District. The number of tank and motor rifle battalions deployed in that district had fallen from 50 to 22 by 2010. The Russian ground forces along the border with Ukraine were reduced to almost nothing. After the MoD disbanded the 10th Tank Division, there was only a single storage base left in the region, holding enough weaponry to deploy one tank brigade. The MoD had initially planned to compensate for these reductions in some measure by creating a new airborne assault brigade equipped with helicopters in Smolensk, but that plan never materialized. These measures have resulted in an unprecedented weakening of the Russian ground forces stationed in central Russia and along its western borders. Attempts to address that problem were made under Minister Shoigu in 2013, when the MoD deployed the 2nd Guard Motor Rifle Division and the 4th Guard Tank Division, both created from former brigades. But these “old-new” divisions are not fully manned or equipped, so in reality the situation with the number of combat units deployed in the region has not changed in any considerable way.116


  Meanwhile, the MoD strengthened the forces stationed along the border with the Baltic States in 2009 by creating the 25th Motor Rifle Brigade in the Leningrad Military District and deploying the 23rd Airborne Assault Regiment of the 76th Guard Airborne Assault Division. That strengthening was compensated by a severe weakening of the forces stationed in Kaliningrad Region in 2009-2011; the MoD pulled out up to 90 percent of heavy weaponry and hardware from that region. On the whole, it is safe to say that the military reforms of 2008-2012 have left Russian forces stationed in the western part of the country greatly weakened. This suggests that before the Ukrainian crisis broke out, or at least before 2013, the Russian military-political leadership saw the possibility of armed conflicts and large-scale military action in the European part of Russia as extremely unlikely, with the exception of the Caucasus.


  The main outcome of the reform boiled down to a severe reduction in the number of military units and organizations from 20,200 in 2008, to 4,300 in 2011. This was expected to streamline the command system, reduce the number of senior officers, and cut costs. In practice, however, the reductions were not as drastic as the figures suggest since many of the units that ceased to exist were not actually disbanded, but merely subordinated to or merged with other units. The number of arsenals, storage depots, and warehouses was reduced from 631 in 2008 to 428 in 2011; a further 115 were to be cut in the years that followed. As part of its cost-cutting program, the MoD wanted to house troops only in large military compounds, reducing the number of such compounds from 21,000 to 184. This reduction measure has not been fully implemented; nevertheless, the reforms have yielded significant organizational improvements and savings.


  As part of the reorganization, the MoD rolled out a new three-tier command structure, which was initially supposed to consist of military districts, operational commands, and brigades, with divisions, combined-services armies, and army corps completely phased out. Under the initial plans, the brigades were to take orders directly from operational commands. Eight such commands were to be set up using the personnel and infrastructure of nine combined-services armies. But plans for operational commands were later revised, and the MoD decided to retain army commands. In essence, the army commands became the new operational commands. Russian realities are such that army commands perform numerous administrative functions in peace time. In 2010, the MoD announced the creation of another three army commands: the 49th Army in the Southern Military District with its HQ in Stavropol, the 6th Army in the Western Military District with its HQ in St. Petersburg, and the 29th Army in the Eastern Military District with its HQ in Chita. As a result, the number of combined-services armies increased to 10.


  Establishment of the New “Enlarged” Military Districts


   


  A key aspect of the reform was to merge Russia’s six military districts, regional arrangements that had existed since the 1950s, into four new ones: the Western, Southern, Central, and Eastern Military Districts. On August 27, 2010, the government officially announced the establishment of the new Western Military District. On September 20, 2010, Russia’s then president Dmitry Medvedev signed Decree No. 1144, “On the military-administrative division of the Russian Federation,” abolishing the old districts and emplacing the new.117


  The Western Military District subsumed the former Moscow and Leningrad Districts. The Central District covered the territory of the former Volga-Urals District and the larger part of the Siberian District west of Lake Baikal. The Eastern District subsumed the former Far Eastern District and part of the former Siberian District east of Lake Baikal. Finally, the new Southern District covered the territory of the former North Caucasus District. The newly established military district commands were given control of the bulk of the forces stationed on their territory, including units of the Air Force, Air Defense, and the Navy. The Western District now controls the Baltic and Northern Fleets; the Southern District controls the Black Sea Fleet and Caspian Flotilla; and the Eastern District controls the Pacific Fleet.


  The reorganization was part of the MoD’s attempt to introduce the concept of joint command. Under the most radical proposals on the table at the time, the main commands of individual branches of the Armed Forces were to be reduced to much smaller departments, which would eventually be incorporated into the MoD HQ. The bulk of their responsibility was to be given to the military district commands. These plans were never fully implemented. They met resistance from the military hierarchy, and the main commands were left in place, albeit with a somewhat reduced role. After the appointment of Sergei Shoigu as the new minister of defense, even those changes were almost completely reversed.


  Initially, the new military districts were to be called Joint Strategic Commands (JSC), but the MoD later decided to keep the old name, as it is more traditional for peacetime. The term “Joint Strategic Command” would be used in the event of a military threat in the respective theater. To distinguish between the old and the new military districts (MDs), the latter are sometimes called JSC-MD.
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  Draft Versus Professional Service


   


  The MoD’s approach to the question of staffing the Russian Army has undergone several transformations since 2008. These transformations were caused by three main factors: assessment of previous MoD efforts to phase out the draft in favor of a professional service, the availability of financial resources, and demographic limitations.


  During the first phase of the reform in 2008-2010, the MoD sought to abandon the previous strategy of increasing the number of professional soldiers serving under contract, at least in the Army. The idea was to end the practice of manning some units with professionals alone and return to the old system under which almost all units were manned by a combination of professional soldiers and conscripts. The MoD had proved unable to recruit enough professionals even for the “old” and less numerous constant readiness units. Now that the whole Army was supposed to become a constant readiness force, that task had become even more difficult. It was therefore decided that there would be no more “professionals only” units. Some of the soldiers serving under contract would be dismissed, and others appointed as sergeants and first sergeants over conscripts. The “New Look” brigades were to be manned by conscript privates and overseen by professional sergeant majors.


  In early 2011, the MoD suddenly made a U-turn on that strategy. After receiving the president’s and the cabinet’s political backing, and a pledge for more funding, the ministry announced plans to recruit more professional soldiers. There had long been differences of opinion among Russia’s military-political leadership about professional service and the possibility of completely abolishing the draft. Boris Yeltsin was prone to making populist pledges to end the draft, even though such a step would have been completely unaffordable in the 1990s. Progress was made during that period in implementing professional service, but it was held back by the state of the Russian economy.


  During the early years of the Putin administration, the course was much the same. In November 2001, President Putin approved a program of gradually phasing out the draft, under which the Russian Armed Forces were to be manned mostly by professional soldiers by 2010. The program was proposed by the cabinet, which at the time was led by liberal Mikhail Kasyanov.


  As a first step in implementing that strategy, the government developed a federal program of professional military service. Implemented in 2004 to 2007, the program was seen as a transitional phase during which the government would put in place necessary legislation, funding mechanisms, and other arrangements.118 As a pilot project, a single unit in every branch of the Russian Armed Forces was transitioned to fully professional service. The first of these units was the 76th Airborne Assault Division. It was followed by several other constant readiness units, most of them independent motor rifle brigades.


  The draft was still regarded as the best way to train reservists, so the government planned to gradually reduce the term of conscription service rather than abolish it altogether. The idea was that eventually, conscripts would serve only at training units for six months. They would then be offered the choice of signing up for professional service or returning to civilian life as reservists. During the transitional period, conscripts were expected to make up at least 30 to 50 percent of all service personnel in the Army and Navy.


  By and large, the 2004-2007 federal program of transition to a professional service failed to achieve its goals. By early 2009, there were only 190,000 professional soldiers serving in the Russian Armed Forces, well short of the target of 400,000. The performance and skills of those soldiers was also less than desirable. Part of the reason for this is that Russia has never had a professional corps of military recruiters.119


  The MoD was determined to abandon the mobilization-centric setup of the Russian Armed Forces. It had also realized, however, that there were not enough willing recruits in Russia to man a million-strong professional army, and that the government lacked the money to pay them in any case. It was therefore decided to return to the mixed system, with conscript privates and professional NCOs (noncommissioned officers) serving under contract. The plan for the first two years of the reform was to have 150,000 officers and as many professional sergeants and privates serving in the million-strong Russian Army; the remaining 700,000 positions were to be filled by conscripts. At the same time, the term of the draft was reduced from 18 to 12 months.


  The MoD focused its efforts during that period on creating a professional sergeants corps. Rather than being manned only by professional soldiers serving under contract, the “New Look” units were to be a mixed force consisting of conscript privates and professional sergeants and first sergeants. The first sergeant training center was set up at the Airborne Troops (VDV) school in Ryazan. Recruitment began in 2009. As before, some of the elite units, including the VDV troops, were to be manned only by professionals; the same applied to units and individual positions that required complex specialist skills.


  The program of creating a professional sergeant corps soon ran into major difficulties, and recruitment targets were missed every year. The reasons for this included very strict recruitment criteria in terms of the candidates’ education and physical fitness. As of this moment, Russia still lacks a proper professional sergeant corps.


  In early 2011, the government announced plans to gradually increase the number of professional soldiers from 150,000 to 425,000 by 2016-2017.120 Under these new plans, professional soldiers would now be recruited for the rank of private as well. That latest U-turn was made because the MoD had proved unable to draft the required 700,000 yearly conscripts for demographic reasons. It was also facing obvious difficulties with training conscripts to an acceptable level of proficiency after the term of conscription service was reduced to only 12 months. The first six of those 12 months were spent on induction training; only then would conscripts be assigned to combat units, where they had the remaining six months to acquire specialist skills. By the time they reached a minimally acceptable level of skill, their term of service was already over.


  Under the latest manpower plans, 220,000 officers, 425,000 professional soldiers, and 350,000 conscripts would be serving in the Russian Armed Forces in 2014. It is still far from certain, however, that the MoD will be able to fill the 425,000 positions reserved for professional service. In 2013, the new defense minister, Sergei Shoigu, said that there was a special list of positions in the Armed Forces that should be filled only by professionals serving under contract. The MoD also introduced more stringent requirements to would-be professional soldiers.121


  Increasing the attractiveness of professional military service as a career option has been high on the government’s agenda over the past three years. The salaries offered to professional soldiers have grown sharply and are very competitive, particularly by Russian regional standards. The changes were introduced in a new bill on January 1, 2012. Prior to then, the average pay in the Russian Armed Forces was below the national average. Professional military service personnel now earn far more than the Russian average wage. In fact, they are now getting nearly as much as their counterparts in many richer Western countries. To illustrate, in 2007 a private serving under contract earned an average of 10,000 rubles a month. In 2012, that figure rose to 30,000. Even a young lieutenant now earns at least 70,000 rubles a month, up from 14,000-20,000 in 2007. Pilots holding a senior officer rank earn more than 150,000 rubles. Military pensions have also risen by 60 to 100 percent.122


  In addition to large wage increases, the MoD also made great efforts to address another critical issue – housing. The financing of projects to build housing for service personnel rose from 43.4 billion rubles in 2008 to 98.4 billion in 2009 and 133.5 billion in 2010, and remained high in the years that followed. As a result, the housing wait list among officers fell from 176,300 to 63,800 in 2008-2010. The housing situation for serving officers would have improved even more rapidly, were it not for the government’s decision to extend the benefits of the program to the 60,000 officers who were previously dismissed from military service.123 Even more importantly, professional soldiers in the Russian Army can now take out a mortgage of 2 to 2.5 million rubles, and repay it with long-service certificates rather than cash. Provided that they serve long enough, they can now afford their own home outside the expensive big cities. As a result, by 2014 the Armed Forces had become a very competitive employer, and joining the Russian Armed Forces had become one of the quickest ways of getting onto the property ladder, giving young Russian men a powerful incentive not only to enter professional military service, but also to stay in the Army for as long as possible.


  Nevertheless, the MoD still drafts very large numbers of conscripts for compulsory 12-month service. This remains one of the major weaknesses of the reformed Russian Army. This practice is largely regarded as a temporary measure, because it does not really serve any useful purpose. Twelve months of service in the Army simply is not long enough for conscripts to achieve an adequate level of skill. For the same reason, their utility as reservists once they have completed their service term is questionable. There are also major problems with discipline among such nonprofessional soldiers.


  Other Aspects of the 2008-2012 Reform


   


  Another major aspect of the transformations spearheaded by Anatoly Serdyukov was a radical reform of the military education and training system. One of the changes the MoD wanted to implement was a reduction of the number of officers trained annually, in part because the officer corps itself was being cut and also because the Russian Army was no longer geared toward mass mobilization. Another proposed change was a greater centralization of the military training system. As of 2008, there were 65 higher military schools in Russia, including 15 military academies, four military universities, and 46 military schools and institutes. After a series of mergers and cuts, there were only 10 “systemic” higher military schools left in 2012, including three military training and research centers, six enlarged military academies, and one military university. These schools were supposed to host all military training courses. In addition to training officers, the new centers were also to pursue military research. The military schools and institutes that existed in 2008 were first turned into branches of the “systemic” training centers; in the years that followed, some of them were shut down.124 To clear overhead, the numbers of administrative and support staff were also cut within the schools. In part because of the large surplus of officers in the Russian Armed Forces, but also due to the aforementioned cuts and reshaping, the end result of the reformed training centers was a sharply reduced recruitment rate of cadets between 2009 and 2011.


  The reform of the military education and training system faced sharp criticism from various quarters. After Serdyukov was replaced by Sergei Shoigu as minister of defense in 2013, some of the changes were reversed, and several military academies, schools, and institutes previously incorporated into the enlarged training centers were given their former status.


  Another high-profile area of reform that was personally spearheaded by Serdyukov was the outsourcing of peacetime supply and logistics services to commercial contractors. These services included hardware repair and maintenance, catering, laundry, delivery of supplies, refueling, airfield services, and utility services. In the end, almost every single aspect of the military supply and logistics system was commercialized to some degree. To that end, the MoD set up several specialized holding companies run by Oboronservis, a state-run commercial entity. The MoD also civilianized medical and legal services, with many functions outsourced to commercial contractors.


  The MoD’s commercialization drive drew more criticism than any other area of reform, especially after numerous cases of corruption came to light. Anatoly Serdyukov himself lost his job in November 2012 following a scandal over the sale of assets and commercial activities by one of the MoD’s Oboronservis subsidiaries. In the end, however, prosecutors proved unable to bring any charges against the minister himself, and it was clear from the start that the scandal was merely used as a pretext for his dismissal. Under the new minister, Sergei Shoigu, the MoD reversed many of Serdyukov’s outsourcing decisions. The Oboronservis entity was left in a much reduced state, and several of its divisions were taken over by various defense industry companies.


  As part of the MoD’s efforts to improve discipline and reduce crime in the Armed Forces, Serdyukov initiated the establishment of the military police service. The proposal triggered a fierce bureaucratic tussle, and as a result, practical efforts in this area began only in 2012. The service is not expected to become operational before late 2014. The size and remit of that service has been significantly reduced compared with the original proposals.


  Reform of the Airborne Troops and Special Forces


   


  The elite Airborne Troops (VDV paratroopers) avoided any major transformations as part of the reform. This was largely because their level of fighting ability and combat readiness was regarded as sufficiently high in 2008. That opinion was borne out by a good performance by the VDV in the Five-Day War with Georgia. As a result, the VDV command, which has always had greater independence, managed to persuade the government that no major reforms were required.


  Plans for a reorganization of the VDV service underwent various transformations in 2008 and 2009. The initial plan proposed in 2008 was to disband the four airborne assault divisions that existed at the time (the 7th, 76th, 98th, and 106th), and replace them with up to eight independent brigades. At the very least, the authors of the reform wanted those divisions to adopt a brigade structure, i.e., to consist of brigades rather than regiments. It was then decided that the divisions would stay as they were, but their number would be reduced from four to three. The axe was to fall on the 106th division. In January 2009, the MoD issued an order under which the division was to be disbanded by November 1, but in May 2009, the new VDV commander, Gen. Vladimir Shamanov, had the decision cancelled.125 What is more, Shamanov managed to push through a new plan under which the VDV service was to be strengthened rather than cut. The MoD agreed to keep all four divisions and to increase the number of airborne regiments in each division from two to three, restoring the situation that existed before 2000. In practice, however, only the 76th Guard Airborne Assault Division received a new regiment (the 23rd) in 2009.126 At Shamanov’s initiative, the four divisions had their SAM batteries brought up in size to SAM regiments, and their reconnaissance units got more men and equipment. Finally, the MoD began to equip the VDV divisions with 2S25 Sprut-SD 125 mm self-propelled antitank artillery, a weapons system that is essentially a small tank.127


  Under the reform plans, the number of independent airborne and airborne assault brigades was to be increased to six, with one brigade per every “old” military district; the brigades were to be subordinated to district commands. In fact, only a single airborne assault regiment, the 56th, which used to be part of the 20th Motor Rifle Division in Volgograd, was restored to the status of brigade and relocated to Mozdok. It became the fourth such brigade (as of 2008, the MoD had three: the 83rd Airborne Brigade, and the 11th and 31st Airborne Assault Brigades). Plans for creating a new independent airborne assault brigade in Smolensk were never implemented, once again demonstrating the low priority of the “western front” in Russian military planning prior to 2014. Shamanov also lobbied for each airborne assault brigade to be augmented by a helicopter regiment, armed with 60 helicopters, but it is not clear whether the proposal will ever be implemented. The current thinking is that independent attack helicopter regiments are also required to support troops in combat.128


  Yet another important aspect of the reorganization of the Russian Armed Forces was the strengthening of special operations forces. All seven spetsnaz brigades controlled by the Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) of the General Staff were reinforced and brought up to their full wartime strength. Using the pretext of providing security for the Winter Olympics in Sochi, in 2011 and 2012, the MoD also created the new 346th Spetsnaz Brigade and the new, elite 25th Spetsnaz Regiment (Stavropol).129


  Finally, in early 2012, the MoD set up the “ultra-elite” or Tier-1 Special Operations Forces Command (see separate chapter by Alexey Nikolsky for extensive details on this SOF formation). The plan was for SOF units to augment the existing spetsnaz brigades. The then chief of the General Staff, Gen. Makarov, wanted to create nine independent SOF brigades.130 As of now, however, only two quasi-brigade SOF units have been put in place.


  Reform of the Air Force and Air Defense Service


   


  Of all the branches of the Russian Armed Forces, the Air Force underwent the deepest transformations as part of the reform. This was largely the result of deep-seated problems that had been accumulating in that service for many years.


  The last major round of reforms took place in the Air Force from 1997 to 2000, when many Air Force and Air Defense regiments were merged or disbanded, and when the Air Force and Air Defense Service were merged into a single branch of the Armed Forces. In 2003, the MoD made the Army Aviation Service part of the Air Force, but that change had no major repercussions for the latter. When the “New Look” reform began in the autumn of 2008, the Russian Air Force and Air Defense Service was still a very impressive force, at least on paper. It could field up to 2,800 planes and helicopters and about 100 air defense battalions. On the downside, no more than 40 percent of all these aircraft were actually operational.


  Arguably the most important part of the Russian Air Force’s “New Look” reform that began in the autumn of 2008 was its radical restructuring. In terms of its scale, that restructuring has been the biggest since the 1990s, when Russia implemented large reductions of surplus forces inherited from the Soviet Union.


  At the heart of the reform was the decision to abandon the old command structure consisting of air armies, corps (divisions), and regiments. The air armies were replaced by independent commands of the Air Force and Air Defense Service, the Long Range Aviation Service, and the Military Transport Aviation Service. The air defense corps and divisions were replaced by aerospace defense brigades. The commands now control airbases, aerospace brigades, and smaller support units.


  Under the initial plans, the airbases were to consist of squadrons, the new basic tactical unit of the Air Force. The aerospace defense brigades were to consist of regiments. That was the initial implementation of the new three-tier command system: command, airbase, squadron. Later on, however, that system was changed again.


  The first phase of the reorganization had been implemented by December 1, 2009. Using the personnel and infrastructure of the former 37th Air Army of the Supreme Command or the “strategic” air army, the MoD set up the new Long Range Aviation Command, which controlled all strategic and long-range bombers, as well as aerial refueling tankers. In 2011, the Long Range Aviation Command was also given control of all the missile-carrying aircraft previously assigned to the Navy. The former 61st Air Army of the Supreme Command, controlling military transport aircraft, became the new Military Transport Aviation Command. Finally, the Special Command, and the 16th Air Army it controlled, became the new Aerospace Defense Operational Strategic Command, which was given special status. That command was responsible for air defenses over Moscow and almost the entire Moscow Military District. The new command went operational on July 2, 2009, but just over two years later it underwent significant transformations.


  The MoD also set up four territorial commands that replaced six former Air Force and Air Defense armies of the six “old” military districts. The territorial remit of the new commands more or less coincides with the territory of the four enlarged military districts created in 2010. In some cases, however, the MoD merged forces from the former Air Force and Air Defense armies or partially reorganized their territorial responsibility.


  In 2010, the four Air Force and Air Defense commands became part of the four new military districts (Joint Strategic Commands). The 1st Air Force and Air Defense Command was incorporated into the Western Military District, the 2nd into the Central, the 3rd into the Eastern, and the 4th into the Southern Military District.


  As already mentioned, one of the main changes implemented as part of the reform was a transition to airbases, which became the main organizational unit of the Air Force, and to aerospace brigades in the Air Defense Service. The regimental structure of air units, which had existed since 1938, was therefore abolished. The airbases that replaced the air regiments also took over the previously independent support units, including airfield support battalions, communication, and radio technical battalions.


  These changes integrated all the aircraft, ground equipment, and other airbase assets under a single chain of command. The decision to strip individual units of their independent status made for a much simpler command structure, and enabled the MoD to cut large numbers of command personnel. Commanders of the previously independent units became deputy airbase commanders. That change was in line with the general thrust of the reform towards reducing the proportion of officers in the Russian Armed Forces.


  Many of the airbases set up in 2009 had a much greater numerical strength than the former air regiments. They were enlarged by means of disbanding some of the air regiments and independent squadrons that existed prior to the reform, and reassigning their hardware and personnel to the new airbases. The MoD also merged the regiments stationed at the same airfield. As a result, some airbases had up to 100 planes and helicopters. Because of the very common practice of merging two or even more air regiments under a single new airbase, the reform led to substantial reassignments of weaponry and personnel.


  The new airbases were divided into three categories: 1st rank, equivalent to an air division; 2nd rank, equivalent to a regiment; and 3rd rank, equivalent to a squadron. As part of the first phase of the reform, by late 2009, the MoD had set up 52 airbases, which replaced the 72 air regiments, 14 old airbases, and 12 independent air squadrons and squads that existed in the Air Force and Air Defense Service prior to the reform. The plan was to reduce the overall number of Air Force and Air Defense units and formations from 340 to 180 during the first phase.


  All the newly created airbases and aerospace defense brigades were designated as constant combat readiness units, manned and equipped to their full wartime strength. That translated into greater requirements in terms of maintenance and repair of these units’ hardware. The positive results of the reform were especially obvious in the SAM regiments of the Air Defense Service; prior to the reform, all these regiments, without exception, were skeleton-strength units.


  Later on, reductions in the number of Air Force and Air Defense units were achieved mainly through consolidation and further enlargement of the airbases. The MoD then decided essentially to abandon the system whereby airbases were divided into three categories. By mid-2010, there were only 37 airbases left in the Air Force and Air Defense Service. By late 2010, there were only eight 1st Rank airbases and seven 2nd Rank airbases.131


  The next phase of the reform of the Air Force was launched in late 2010. It had been implemented by December 1, 2011, by which time the MoD had finished the consolidation of its air force assets around so-called super-airbases. The entire Air Force was left with only seven airbases. There was a single tactical aviation airbase in each of the four military districts, two airbases operated by the Long Range Aviation Command, and a single Military Transport Aviation airbase. Another four airbases were formed in the Naval Aviation Service, with one airbase per fleet.


  Each Air Force and Air Defense airbase, all of them 1st rank bases, included two to five air groups stationed at separate airfields. There were a total of 28 such airfields, not counting the ones operated by the Army Aviation Service. Each air group consisted of one or more air squadrons.132


  To summarize, the airbases created in 2011 were umbrella structures. It is easy to see that the “newest” structure of the Russian Air Force consisting of airbases and air groups was essentially an iteration of the old structure, which consisted of air divisions and air regiments. It is therefore unsurprising that on December 1, 2013, after the appointment of Sergei Shoigu as the new minister of defense, the MoD launched another reorganization that involved the restoration of the old names. Most of the “umbrella” airbases were designated as combined air divisions, and air groups once again became air regiments.


  The airbases operated by the 1st, 3rd, and 4th Air Defense commands, the Long Range Aviation Command, and the Military Transport Aviation Command, were turned into combined air divisions. As of 2014, the 2nd Air Force and Air Defense Command of the Central Military District had retained its “airbase-air groups” structure. This is probably because the command was the smallest of the four, and the MoD has decided that it was not big enough to become a proper air division. The Naval Aviation Service has also retained its airbase setup, with one airbase per fleet, but finally restored the air regiments structure in July 2014.133


  The Air Force’s training system has also undergone transformations as part of the reform. In 2008, the MoD merged two of its major training centers, the Yury Gagarin Air Force Academy in Monino and the Zhukovsky Air Force Engineering Academy in Moscow. The new center is called the Zhukovsky and Gagarin Air Force Academy, and is based in Monino. Air Force and Air Defense officers are trained at the center’s branches or “pilot schools” in Krasnodar, Syzran, Yaroslavl, and Voronezh. In 2014 it was reported that the MoD was planning to restore these pilot schools to their former independent status, but so far this has yet to be implemented.


  Another major part of the reform was changes in the Air Force command structure, including the Main Command. The latter’s mission was significantly reduced after the bulk of the Air Force’s “tactical” units were subordinated to the four military districts in 2010, and after the creation of the Long Range aviation, Military Transport Aviation, and Special Commands. Of the 30 key areas of its remit, the Main Command retained only relatively minor ones: personnel training, procurement of new hardware, providing support for peacekeeping missions, etc. In a sense, the Air Force Main Command lost its command functions and turned into a kind of support agency. Its numerical strength was slashed from 1,500 to between 150 and 170 officers. The MoD began gradually to reverse some of those changes after the arrival of Minister Shoigu.


  As part of the reforms in 2009-2011, the Air Force decommissioned and retired large amounts of old and obsolete aircraft, getting rid of up to 50 percent of its fleet. There were also very significant personnel cuts. According to some reports, up to 50,000 officer vacancies were cut in the Air Force and Air Defense Service.


  Air defense has been part of the integrated Air Force and Air Defense Service since 1997. During the first phase of the reform in 2009-2010, the air defense component of that service also underwent a major reorganization. In 2009, all the air defense divisions and corps that existed at the time were disbanded. They were replaced with 13 new aerospace defense brigades. These brigades were comprised of fighter aviation airbases, SAM regiments, and radio technical regiments. They were subordinated to the aerospace defense Operational Strategic Commands and the four Air Force and Air Defense commands.


  In 2007, the MoD turned the Army’s SAM brigades, armed with the S-300V and Buk SAM systems, into regiments and reassigned those regiments to the Air Defense Service. Seven of those brigades were turned into regiments, and two were disbanded. Nevertheless, most of Russia’s Buk SAM systems are still operated by the Army.


  After the reform, Russia was left with a total of 45 SAM regiments, including seven former SAM brigades previously assigned to the Army. The radio technical regiments and brigades responsible for monitoring Russian airspace were turned into 18 radio technical regiments, which were also incorporated into aerospace defense brigades. In 2009, the MoD also decommissioned much of the hardware in service with the remaining SAM and radio technical regiments.


  Thanks to these reforms, the MoD has been able to significantly step up the combat training programs at the SAM units of the Air Force and Air Defense Service. The regiments conduct regular missile launches against mock targets and practice redeployment maneuvers. It appears that the current record for highest training tempo is held by the SAM regiments in the Far East, which conducts 40 to 50 live launches every year. These figures are extremely high, even by Soviet standards.134


  In 2011, the MoD launched the second phase of Air Defense Service reform, which was on an even larger scale than the first. The goal was to create a new service called Aerospace Defense Forces (ADF).


  The ADF was set up with the previously independent Space Troops service rather than Air Defense at its core. It went operational on December 1, 2011.


  The Aerospace Defense Forces include the Air and Missile Defense Command, and the Space Command. The Air and Missile Defense Command has subsumed the 9th Missile Defense Division and three aerospace defense brigades stationed around Moscow; these brigades were previously part of the Air Force’s Aerospace Defense Operational Strategic Command.


  The Space Command operated the 820th Main Missile Attack Warning Center, the 821st Main Space Reconnaissance Center (the former space monitoring center), and the 153rd Titov Main Space Testing Center. The latter operates 14 separate tracking stations positioned across a vast area from Komsomolsk-on-Amur in the east, to Kaliningrad in the west. The Aerospace Defense Forces service also took over the 1st State Testing Cosmodrome in Plesetsk and several units previously subordinated directly to the MoD.


  Essentially, the ADF service operates air and missile defense forces of the Moscow Region, without any combat aviation, and a missile attack early warning system. Reform and development of the ADF service has not made any further progress since these changes were implemented. Analysts attribute this to differences among the top brass concerning the role and purpose of that service. For now, the future of the Aerospace Defense Forces remains unclear. Neither is it clear whether all the remaining air defense forces currently operated by the Air Force will eventually be incorporated into the ADF service, or whether these air defense forces will remain subordinated to the four military districts. In fact, we cannot rule out that the MoD will disband the ADF. In 2013, the 13 aerospace brigades that existed at the time were renamed air defense brigades.


  Now that the forces of the former Operational Strategic Command have been subordinated to the ADF, and that tactical and Army Aviation forces have been subordinated to the four new military districts, the Main Command of the Russian Air Force directly controls only the Long Range Aviation Command, the Military Transport Aviation Command, and training and testing units.


  In late 2010, the MoD announced a radical restructuring of the Army Aviation Service, which was made a part of the Russian Air Force in 2003. That service was subordinated to the Operational Strategic Commands, i.e., the four new military districts. In other words, it once again became part of the Army. Its current remit includes providing mobility and direct fire support to the Army’s ground troops. The Main Command of the Air Force has been left with the sole remit of providing combat training and supplies to Army Aviation units.


  After a long period of decline and degradation, strengthening the Army Aviation Service has been designated as an important military priority. Reasons for that clearly include the utility of that service demonstrated during the two campaigns in Chechnya and numerous conflicts in the former Soviet republics, in which helicopters played a very important role.


  In 2009 and 2010, the Army Aviation Service implemented a transition from regimental to airbase structure along with the rest of the Air Force. The MoD initially set up eight Army Aviation airbases, all of them 2nd rank facilities. By 2013, that number rose to 11, and plans were announced for increasing it to 14 or even 16 at some point in the future.


  The MoD is now studying proposals for a transition from the airbase structure of the Army Aviation Service to brigades. Under the most optimistic plans, up to 18 such brigades could be set up. Each brigade is expected to include four or five helicopter squadrons. So far, a single such brigade, the 15th based in Ostrov, Pskov Region, was set up in 2012-2013 as an experiment.135 There have also been reports claiming that the MoD wants to set up Army Aviation units subordinated to the Airborne Troops service.


  In 2010, the Army Aviation Service was given control of almost all UAVs operated by the Russian Armed Forces, including prototypes. The Air Force now controls only heavy UAVs.


  Reform of the Navy and the Strategic Missile Troops


   


  The Russian Navy has not undergone any radical reorganization since 2008. Nevertheless, a number of steps have been made to streamline its structure and reduce the number of individual Navy units and formations from 240 to 123. The MoD has set up joint submarine forces commands at the Northern and Pacific Fleets, and restored the Mediterranean operations squadron. Major restructuring and cuts have been implemented in the Navy’s support and logistics services, as well as the naval education and training system. Plans were made to reorganize the fleets into a system of operational commands that would replace the traditional units (squadrons, divisions, and brigades), but they have yet to be implemented. For political reasons, the HQ of the Russian Navy has been relocated from Moscow to St. Petersburg.


  The marines have suffered the biggest cuts. The Navy’s only marines division, the 55th in the Pacific Fleet, has been downsized to become the 65th Brigade. The 77th Brigade of the Caspian Flotilla has been disbanded and replaced with two independent battalions. The remaining four marine brigades were turned into regiments in 2007-2008. During the period of late 2008 to 2011, however, three of them, with the exception of the 3rd Marines Regiment in Kamchatka, were restored to their former brigade status. The marines lost all their tank units, and the Baltic Fleet’s coastal troops in Kaliningrad also experienced cuts.136


  The most significant reorganizations were implemented in the Naval Aviation Service. In 2010-2011, it lost all units operating naval missile-carrying aircraft such as Tu-22M3 long-range bombers, ground attack aircraft such as the Su-24 (with the exception of the Black Sea Fleet), and air superiority fighters. These units became part of the Air Force. The Navy has retained only its carrier-based fighters, antisubmarine aircraft, and support planes and helicopters. In 2013-2014, however, the MoD began to return the fighters and ground attack aircraft, with the exception of Tu-22M3 bombers, to the Naval Aviation Service.


  No significant changes were implemented in the Strategic Missile Troops during the early phase of reform. The service retained its traditional structure consisting of missile armies, missile divisions, and missile regiments. The strength of that service is determined primarily by the relevant treaties with the United States, especially the 2010 New START treaty. The government has designated the Strategic Missile Troops procurement programs as an important priority. New silo-based and mobile Topol-M ICBMs are being delivered every year since 1997. In 2010, the MoD also began to deploy mobile RS-24 Yars missiles, which are a Topol-M version with a MIRV warhead. Other programs are also under way to develop new missiles and warheads.137


  Gen. Makarov had planned for a radical reform of the Strategic Missile Troops, which he wanted to launch in 2012, but his ouster meant a hard stop to those plans. Further reform remains to be seen.


  The Dismissal of Anatoly Serdyukov and Changes under Sergei Shoigu


   


  The dismissal of Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov and the main proponent of the “New Look” reforms, chief of the General Staff Nikolai Makarov, in November 2012, came completely out of the blue. In hindsight, however, it was only to be expected. It is a small miracle that Serdyukov managed to hold on to his job for nearly six years. It was obvious from the start that President Putin had given Serdyukov the job of defense minister with a clear remit to implement complex and challenging military reforms.


  The radical reform launched in 2008 was long overdue. Based on the experience of previous attempts at reform, it was clear that success would require ruthless and decisive measures. Serdyukov needed to take the MoD’s messy finances under control, substantially reduce the numerical strength of the Russian Armed Forces, slash the size of the officer corps, and pursue a deep and radical restructuring of the entire Russian military machine. That inevitably put him on a collision course with vested interests among the top brass.


  Serdyukov was President Putin’s instrument of implementing a military reform that was in many ways nothing short of brutal. The president’s choice of Serdyukov, an unapologetic civilian with a background in selling furniture, was in itself a challenge to the military hierarchy’s sensitivities and traditions. Serdyukov’s managerial style and methods, with frequent flurries of administrative reorganizations and senior MoD jobs being given to his former female colleagues from the tax service, only exacerbated his dismal reputation in the military establishment. He was probably the most hated figure in the establishment since Lev Trotsky.


  It is also obvious that the reform launched in 2008 was never Serdyukov’s reform. It was always Putin’s reform, from beginning to end. It was conceived and implemented by President Putin. Serdyukov’s role was always that of a temporary manager and enforcer, put in place to do the president’s bidding, but he performed that role unexpectedly well, and the reform started to make unexpectedly rapid progress. As a result, his appointment in a temporary capacity turned into a six-year saga. It is now safe to say that Serdyukov and Makarov achieved more than was expected. In a matter of just a few years – a time frame that is completely unprecedented – the Russian Armed Forces were brought to a new shape and condition. These transformations are in many ways a radical departure from the old ways that persisted for decades. Changes have been implemented in every area, including numerical strength, organization, command structure, and training.


  Nevertheless, after the start of President Putin’s third term of office in 2012, Serdyukov became a political liability for the Kremlin. The ruthless military reforms he pursued were at odds with the overall trend of the presidents’ latest term of office, a trend that can be described in one word: stability. It was only a matter of time before that mandated “stability” spread from the economy and politics to military affairs.


  Serdyukov was not merely an effective defense minister and a capable administrator who succeeded at the vitally important national task of military reform, but was the leader who spearheaded the first truly comprehensive and all-encompassing plan of radical reform of the Russian Armed Forces in the entire post-Soviet period. More importantly, the government, especially the MoD, demonstrated for the first time the political and administrative will to implement the plan. Serdyukov proved more than equal to the formidable task set before him. In many ways, he has been the most effective minister of defense since Lev Trotsky (not counting Stalin, who held the position of Soviet commander-in-chief during World War II). Trotsky essentially created the Red Army; Serdyukov was instrumental in laying the foundations of a genuinely modern Russian Army.


  On the other hand, the reform, which was implemented very rapidly using ruthless administrative methods, with large numbers of officers laid off, gave rise to a certain amount of social and political tension in the Armed Forces. The rationale for some changes and their effectiveness, as well as the utility of some newly created military structures, had yet to be demonstrated, drawing criticism from many quarters. A flurry of often incomprehensible orders, the reasons for which the MoD did not care to explain, affected the lives and careers of many Russian service personnel, causing discontent, alienation, and even outright anger among military personnel. That was not conducive to achieving the main goals of the reform. Some changes in such areas as military education, commercialization of support services, and others, looked insufficiently thought through. They did not sit well with established Russian ways and traditions, and required more time for adaptation. As a result, by late 2012 it had become obvious that the government needed to take stock of the reforms already implemented, make the necessary adjustments, and proceed to the next phase of the military reform, now spearheaded by Minister Sergei Shoigu.


  In many ways, Shoigu is the complete opposite of his predecessor. He is an experienced, well-known, and popular politician who is more inclined to care about his reputation. His first steps after being appointed minister of defense were aimed at restoring the officer corps’ trust in the MoD, and ameliorating the damaging social and psychological consequences of the previous rounds of reform. He made a point of wearing his army general uniform when in official capacity. At the same time, during his first several months in office, he desisted from making any detailed comments or assessments of his predecessor’s policies.


  His own policy, meanwhile, was to make “soft” adjustments to the reforms implemented under Serdyukov, while retaining the bulk of the changes and sticking to their general direction. The overall intent of the reform was never questioned. Nevertheless, the MoD initiated a process of professional assessment and adjustment of the measures implemented thus far. Speaking at a meeting of senior MoD officials on February 27, 2013, President Putin described the process as “fine tuning of all the mechanisms of the military machine.”138


  One of the first major steps undertaken by the MoD after the arrival of Minister Shoigu was to initiate another round of reform in the military education and training system, with a partial reversal of the changes introduced under Serdyukov. The MoD Education Department, which was established under Serdyukov, lost direct control of some military training centers. At some point in the future, the specialized military schools and research centers will once again be subordinated to the commanders of the relevant branches of the Armed Forces. Military schools have also resumed the recruitment of large numbers of cadets.


  The MoD has also announced a partial restoration of the rank of warrant officer. This has largely been a result of continuing problems with the recruitment of professional soldiers. After savage cuts under Serdyukov, additional vacancies have been created in the main commands of the individual branches of the Armed Forces, and steps have been taken to increase the number of officers in certain billets. The MoD has also reversed some of the reductions in various HQs and commands because previous cuts had made them too denuded of personnel to conduct their job properly. Also, some of the units that were cut or disbanded as part of the “New Look” reforms are now being resurrected; that is especially true of the support and logistics services in the fighting units.


  In terms of organization, the biggest change so far has been a partial reversal of the previous transition to a brigade structure of the Army. The MoD has begun to resurrect the old divisions as the Army’s main structural unit. The process began in May 2013, when several brigades were merged to form the 2nd Guard Motor Rifle Division and the 4th Guard Tank Division, both of them consisting of regiments. Plans were announced to turn several more brigades into divisions, at least in the Western Military District, but they have yet to be implemented.139


  The resurrected 2nd Guard Motor Rifle Division and the 4th Guard Tank Division are not fully combat-ready units because they are staffed at roughly 50 percent of their full wartime strength. Each division consists of four regiments, but only two of them are fully deployed.140 The restoration of these divisions marks the most radical departure thus far from the Serdyukov-Makarov strategy of having all the remaining Army units fully manned and always ready for action. On the whole, this move by the MoD seems to be a token gesture for the sake of propaganda rather than part of a rational strategy.


  Since December 1, 2013, the Air Force has restored most of its former air regiments and divisions. For the most part, this was done by the simple and expedient move of renaming the former air groups and airbases, respectively. As a result, this branch of the Armed Forces has partially returned to its prereform structure, at least superficially. The MoD also plans to redeploy some Air Force units and expand the network of operational airfields.


  One of the major innovations introduced by Minister Shoigu is the practice of surprise or “snap” inspections of troops, even on the scale of entire military districts. These inspections essentially translate into troops of the relevant district rapidly being brought to a high alert. In actuality, these sudden drills were conceived by the previous MoD leadership; Shoigu has simply put them into practice. Apart from yielding numerous performance indicators, the inspections are being used by the ministry as an effective instrument of mobilizing large troop numbers and putting them into a combat-ready posture. That instrument was used repeatedly in 2014 to put pressure on Ukraine.


  Based on the findings of the sudden inspections, the new MoD leadership has authorized an increase in the amount of ammunition allocated for combat training. It has also taken steps to introduce greater coordination between the individual branches of the Armed Forces in scenario-based combat training programs.


  To summarize, Minister Shoigu’s time in office has been a period of “normalization” and “stabilization” in the Russian Armed Forces after tumultuous changes under Serdyukov. The general course the MoD has been moving on since 2008 remains unchanged. The “new look” of the Russian Armed Forces, with an emphasis on all remaining units always being ready for action, has been retained. At the same time, the new leadership at the Ministry of Defense is taking steps to adapt the new structures and doctrines and ensure their reliable function in Russian realities. Minister Shoigu made great efforts to win the officer corps’ backing for his policies, and this has clearly given him a much broader support base compared with his predecessor. A stabilization of the social and psychological situation in the Armed Forces is now high on the MoD agenda. This is well in line with President Putin’s emphasis on stability during his current term of office.


  Summary: Russian Armed Forces in 2014


   


  The radical military transformations implemented in Russia since 2008 have been the most comprehensive and effective of all military reforms undertaken by any of the former Soviet states. The fundamental decision to abandon the old mobilization-centric setup of the Armed Forces has enabled Russia to turn its army into a highly capable and combat-ready force that is well suited to the challenges facing the country in the former Soviet territories. The Russian Army has largely retained the new shape it acquired as a result of these reforms since the arrival of new military leadership, with Sergei Shoigu in charge of the MoD.


  By 2014, the major investment made in personnel and combat training programs had yielded tangible improvements in the level of skill and professionalism in the Russian Armed Forces, especially among the officer corps. Another major, positive factor is that the Russian Army has large numbers of officers who have a wealth of real combat experience after taking part in the two campaigns in Chechnya, counterterrorism operations in the North Caucasus, and various local conflicts in former Soviet republics. The MoD has been holding frequent military exercises at every level, including regular operational-strategic drills, over the past several years. It also continues to introduce new training methods and techniques. Finally, there is a growing corps of professional soldiers serving in the Russian Armed Forces.


  Despite heavy criticisms of the military reforms pursued since 2008, the Russian Army acquitted itself very well so far in the Ukrainian crisis. It proved to be a highly mobile and rapidly deployable force, with a high level of training and skill at every level, particularly in such elite units as spetsnaz, the paratroopers, and marines. This has taken many Western observers completely by surprise.


  A rapid increase in arms procurement programs since 2007 has substantially improved the level of technology in the Russian Armed Forces and the state of repair of Russian weaponry. Some individual branches of these forces now have a core equipped with the latest weapons and gear. This is especially true of the Air Force, including the Army Aviation Service.


  For all that progress, however, the Russian Armed Forces are still burdened with major structural problems. The most important of them has to do with keeping those forces fully manned. In 2012, when Serdyukov was still in office, it was reported that due to the shortage of conscripts, as well as professional soldiers, the actual numerical strength of the Russian Army had shrunk to 700,000-800,000 men under arms, well below the target of 1 million.


  As a result, many of the newly created Army brigades that were supposed to be fully manned and always ready for action, were actually undermanned. As a stopgap solution, the MoD ordered these brigades to form battalion tactical groups that were always kept at 100 percent of their full wartime strength. This, however, could only be done at the expense of weakening the remaining battalions even further. As of 2012, the combined-services brigades that were supposed to be “constant combat readiness units” were manned to only 70 or even 50 percent of their nominal strength. There were especially severe shortages of professional soldiers and service personnel in billets requiring specialist training.141


  As a result, the reformers had essentially ended up close to where they started, with various units and formations undermanned to a greater or lesser degree, with brigades capable of actually fielding only a single reinforced battalion. The Army was still large on paper, but only a small part of it was ready for action. The situation that existed prior to the reforms was unchanged, to all effects and purposes, with the only difference being the much lower nominal numerical strength of the Russian Armed Forces compared with pre-2008 levels.


  Over the past two years, efforts to address this problem have largely focused on drafting more conscripts and recruiting more professional soldiers. According to the information at our disposal, however, no radical improvements have been achieved, and many brigades remain seriously undermanned. Many of the reductions and personnel cuts implemented in 2008-2012 were aimed at releasing much-needed resources and channeling them into combat units. A partial reversal of that policy under Minister Shoigu – increasing the numbers of personnel at HQs and support units – risks leaving combat units even more understaffed.


  A number of glaring problems have also been revealed during the reform and in the first few years since the “New Look” transition. One of them has to do with the reserve system, which is one of the key weaknesses of the reformed Russian Army. The mechanisms of maintaining and mobilizing the military reserve still look very vague and haphazard. For example, it is not clear how the “New Look” brigades – and now also divisions – are supposed to replenish their combat losses during limited conflicts, given that even a partial mobilization of reservists will remain politically impossible.


  The mechanisms of deploying the Russian Armed Forces for a conventional war must be adequate to the task of creating and building large force groupings, waging warfare on a large scale, and replenishing losses without implementing mobilization plans. The United States has solved that problem by maintaining two large reserve components, the Reserve and the National Guard, even during peacetime. It appears that Russia has yet to identify an effective solution. In 2012-2013, military planners discussed the possibility of creating an experimental Russian iteration of America’s National Guard. For now, however, it is unclear when any practical steps might be taken in that regard.


  For all its superficially radical nature, the reorganization of the Russian Armed Forces conducted as part of the reform has failed to put in place many of the structural elements required by the “New Look” goals and doctrines. The Army is still saddled with an obsolete structure and outdated methods of waging war. For example, the organizational tables of the new Army brigades did not differ greatly from the old regimental tables. What is more, the Army is already bringing back the old regiments in the resurrected divisions. The reorganization of the Air Force and the rollout of the new airbase/air group structure resulted in several rounds of reductions of the number of airbases and a subsequent resurrection of the old air divisions and regiments. That particular U-turn was formalized by the MoD in late 2013. As for the four new military districts, despite aspirations to a “joint command strategy” and the decision to subordinate Air Force and Navy units to district commands, actual changes in those districts have not been substantial.


  As a result, the Russian Armed Forces has some obvious strengths as well as major weaknesses in early 2014. Nevertheless, the reforms implemented since 2008, as well as a large superiority in resources and improved financing, have made the Russian Army entirely superior to the armed forces of every single post-Soviet state, including Ukraine. The Ukrainians themselves did not have any illusions whatsoever about their ability to take on Russia militarily, which is exactly why Moscow has been able to put pressure on Kiev to such a great effect.


   


  Little, Green and Polite: The Creation of Russian Special Operations Forces, by Alexey Nikolsky


  An Invisible Parade


   


  On May 9, 2014, at the annual Victory Day parade in Moscow, units freshly returned from Crimea strutted through Red Square on the wave of their recent accomplishments. Among these units were the 16th Special Purpose Brigade, the 76th Airborne Assault Division, and the Black Sea Fleet’s 810th Marines Brigade. These units were chosen on accord of their role in the Russian military operation in Crimea earlier in the year, in late February and March. Their service personnel were the “polite people,” as they were termed in Russia, and the “little green men,” their moniker in Ukraine, who worked with Crimea’s pro-Russian self-defense militia and Crimean units of Ukraine’s Berkut special police squads to blockade and seize Ukrainian military bases, government buildings, and key infrastructure facilities on the peninsula. But one unit intimately involved in Crimean operations was notably absent from the parade – a newly formed group in the Russian Armed Forces, the Special Operations Forces (SOF).142 It was SOF soldiers who played the key role in seizing the most important objectives, such as the Crimean parliament building, the command HQs of the Ukrainian Army, and hard-target military compounds that were expected to put up the greatest resistance. SOF units were instrumental in achieving key political objectives and paralyzing the Ukrainian Army in Crimea, thereby enabling Russia to complete the annexation of the peninsula without bloodshed.


  The SOF service, established in 2011, is closely related in terms of command structure, personnel, and traditions with the special purpose forces (spetsnaz) of the Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU). However, the primary mission of GRU Spetsnaz is deep special reconnaissance, while the focus of SOF is closer to direct action. This close association, as well as the heightened secrecy around both groups, often leads to confusion. The push to create SOF Command, which is subordinated to the chief of the General Staff, was initiated by the then chief of the General Staff, Nikolai Makarov, beside the then defense minister, Anatoly Serdyukov, who together spearheaded a radical reform of the Russian Armed Forces in 2008-2012. The idea to set up Russian SOF Command was born following a study by Gen. Makarov of the experiences of US, German, and other foreign special operations forces.143 Russian delegations also conducted fact-finding missions to the HQs of such special services, with each delegation including officers of the GRU spetsnaz. In general, top brass of the Russian MoD were greatly impressed by the physical fitness, special training, psychological resilience, and discipline of Western special operations soldiers, with particular note of how well these soldiers were trained in advanced tactics with small arms.144


  SOF Command was placed in direct operational control of specific special operations forces, rather than, as some had suggested, overseeing special operations as a whole, such as GRU spetsnaz brigades, Navy spetsnaz, or the 45th Spetsnaz Regiment of the Airborne Troops. (Incidentally, GRU spetsnaz brigades were subordinated to the military district commands rather than the GRU itself in 2010. The decision was reversed in 2013, after Makarov and Serdyukov resigned.) Candidates for the new SOF unit were to be selected from among the finest soldiers of regular army reconnaissance units, and serve with spetsnaz units before being chosen for SOF. But SOF was not created entirely from scratch: Military Unit 92154, originally created in 1999 at the Senezh 99/1 military compound not far from Solnechnogorsk, Moscow Region, was selected to become the core of the newly created SOF service. In its original form Unit 92154 had been subordinated to the GRU, and was essentially a small combat training and operations center. Its primary remit was to run GRU agents in conflict zones and to conduct counterterrorism operations in the North Caucasus.


  Controlling SOF – Should There Be Wide or Narrow Operational Control of Special Operation Forces?


   


  Despite the actual formation of SOF Command back in 2011, the creation of SOF was officially announced by the chief of the General Staff, Gen. Valery Gerasimov, only on March 6, 2013, at a meeting with foreign military attachés: “Having studied the practice of the formation, training, and application of special operations forces by the leading foreign powers, the leadership of the Ministry of Defense has also begun to create such forces.” He added that military conflicts in the 21st century had demonstrated the growing importance of such forces and the vital need to add such capability to the Russian inventory. But as previously stated, in actual fact, SOF Command was set up back in 2011. Highlighting the belated nature of this announcement, Gen. Gerasimov went on to say, “The SOF Command that has been set up is now working according to plans and implementing the armed forces training program,” He continued, “We have already drafted a set of guidelines that outline the objectives of these forces, their training methods, and the modalities of their application.”145


  Soon after these remarks by Gen. Gerasimov, there was much speculation as to the command reach of the newly created command. The Nezavisimaya Gazeta daily speculated that the forces subordinated to SOF Command would include all seven of the GRU spetsnaz brigades, and that another three such brigades would be formed. The daily wrote, “SOF Command will also have operational control over relevant battalions of the Navy’s marines, the Airborne Troops, and units of the Air Force (attack, transport, and UAV squadrons).”146 This opinion, that SOF Command is essentially a Russian version of America’s SOCOM, is still widely held in Russia, but it is in fact wrong. Such proposals have been put forward on several occasions since the 1990s, but they have always been rejected by the GRU and other military branches that operate special task forces. Various plans to merge all the Russian special operations forces controlled by the MoD are still put forward from time to time. For example, in 2013 the commander of the Airborne Troops, Gen. Vladimir Shamanov, proposed that SOF, the Airborne Troops (VDV) and spetsnaz brigades should be merged under a solitary “fifth” mobile forces command, on par with the four military districts that become strategic commands in a time of war.147 That proposal, however, would be extremely costly to implement and even more importantly, it would be resisted by the GRU and other agencies. Nevertheless, the status of SOF Command is quite likely to undergo certain changes in the near future as its role and position within the MoD settles. For now though, it is quite obvious that SOF Command is not a Russian equivalent of America’s SOCOM. In terms of its structure and mission, it is more similar to the Pentagon’s 1st SFOD-D (Delta Force) counterterrorism unit, Germany’s KSK, or Russia’s own Alpha Group of the Special Purpose Center under the FSB.


  Besides, Russian military leadership is not in any great hurry to merge special reconnaissance forces (spetsnaz brigades and the Navy’s reconnaissance stations, the 45th VDV Spetsnaz Regiment, and other army spetsnaz units) with the newly created SOF. And the reasons for that are not entirely bureaucratic, as these outfits do in fact have different purposes. Also, spetsnaz brigades cannot operate independently; they are combat support units, and their mission is to conduct special reconnaissance behind enemy lines in support of operations conducted by the army (or frontline) command. SOF units, on the other hand, are proper combat units themselves and can operate independently. They are ready for rapid deployment across a spectrum of counterterrorism and combat missions, on Russian territory and abroad. Additionally, these forces are reserved for missions of special political importance.


  The Nuts and Bolts of SOF – Creation, Structure and Command


   


  As mentioned above, SOF Command was established approximately three years after the creation of the Special Operations Force itself, built around Military Units 92154 and 99450. Substantiating evidence of this setup was an order given by the Minister of Defense: officers of both units were receiving additional, special duty pay on top of their regular pay.148 Adding to the speculation that these units were of a “special” class, in 2010, then president Dmitry Medvedev visited both Units 92154 and 99450.149


  There has been additional speculation concerning another possible SOF component – Unit 01355. On August 31, 2011, the MoD order on additional payments was amended to include officers of Military Unit 01355.150 There are reasons to believe that Unit 01355 is another SOF combat unit; the Interfax news agency reported the creation of that unit at the Kubinka-2 settlement near Moscow on March 15, 2013.151 The agency reported that the unit would have 500 service personnel, and that it would achieve operational readiness by late 2013. Unfortunately, no other information about the structure of Unit 01355 has appeared in open sources.


  Some information is available, however, concerning the structure of the previously created Units 92154 and 99450. This information comes from publicly released documents on contracts “for construction and installation works under the first phase of the development of Military Unit 92154,” including works to be completed at “Military Compound 52/3 Senezh.” These documents were posted to the government’s procurement website in 2012.152 153 The cost of the first phase of the project is 1.045 billion rubles. According to other documents posted on the Internet, the cost of the second phase of construction works under the same project at Military Unit 92154 is worth 1.642 billion rubles. These figures translate roughly to $75 million that were to be spent on building the training center.


  Documents dealing with the first phase of the construction of Military Unit 92154 suggest that the unit is the Special Operations Forces Center or command element. This element includes a division designated as УСО (USO), which most likely denotes Управление Специальных Операций – Special Operations Directorate. According to procurement documentation for the No. 92154 “combat” unit, this unit has an airborne landing hardware service, a diving service, an engineering service, and NBC protection service, and an officer in charge of fitness training. It also has an assistant commander for armaments, an artillery weapons service, a cars and trucks service, and a weapons testing and procurement department. In addition, the unit has all the usual logistics services such as catering, fuel, medical, legal, and accommodation.


  This information suggests that service personnel of Unit 92154 are given enhanced training in parachute and diving operations, and that these are among the expected methods of insertion and extraction during special operations. The inclusion of the NBC protection service could indicate that SOF service personnel are trained for operations at hazardous industrial facilities, and perhaps for seizing and/or destroying an adversary’s weapons of mass destruction. Another telling detail is that Unit 92154 has its own weapons testing and procurement department. This suggests that the unit’s command is authorized to make its own procurement decisions, independently from the rest of the MoD, choosing its own weapons, including perhaps imported weaponry.


  Unit 92154 appears to include a duty squad of 36 operators; a squad that remains in a state of constant, on-call combat readiness, and includes a command and control group. Overall, the unit includes five combat divisions, each specializing in its own kind of special operations, as well as an operational training division, a deployment and evacuation division, and an operational application division. This list of divisions can be deduced from the requirements of the storage facility for special hardware, group kit, and special supplies. Each of the five special operations divisions includes up to 50 service personnel.


  Military Unit 99450 appears to be the training division under the SOF Center. The training division has 45 instructors permanently assigned to it. The division also has a professional selection department, of approximately three personnel, charged with running the selection and assessment pipeline. The radio electronic warfare squad and the sniper squad are both part of the operational training division. The division also includes a special service group, whose remit could possibly include provision of fake documents and special equipment. The SOF does not appear to have its own aircraft at this moment. Its deployment and evacuation division relies on aircraft provided by the Air Force and other armed services.


  Concerning accommodations, it follows from construction contract documents that buildings should accommodate about 400 people, including up to 100 trainees. The support personnel at the Senezh 52/3 compound, which hosts Units 92154 and 99460, are privates and sergeants serving under contract, and simple conscript soldiers. They are housed separately in their own barracks, which have room for 330 soldiers. Meanwhile it appears that all service personnel of the combat divisions are officers.


  As for the weapons and hardware used by the SOF, several documents have been posted on the Internet concerning procurement contracts for imported equipment – but not weapons – to be delivered to Military Unit 92154. Equipment orders have included Tigr and Gepard trucks, and new Russian all-weather uniforms and individual gear that had previously been seen in public.154 155 156 157 158 159


  Investigative research shows that up until 2010, the implementation plan that created the SOF service was overseen at the MoD by Col. Igor Medoyev, assistant to the minister of defense. A recipient of the nation’s highest award, the Hero of the Russian Federation, Medoyev was also a veteran of the FSB’s Alpha Group, and also worked with former defense minister Anatoly Serdyukov in the tax service in the early 2000s. While Alpha Group’s mission covers counterterrorism operations during mass gatherings and hostage situations, in practice the squad has been widely used more conventionally: they were used during the campaign in Chechnya in a variety of situations, including those that required nothing more than elite infantry. In 2010, Medoyev was dismissed shortly after being promoted to major general, with no official explanation given for the decision. He was replaced as assistant to the minister of defense by his own former commander and fellow “Group A” veteran, Lt. Gen. Aleksandr Miroshnichenko.160 It is not clear whether Miroshnichenko is still serving as assistant to the minister or as commander of the SOF service itself.


  Up until 2012, the actual commander of Unit 92154 was Col. Aleksei Galkin, another holder of the Hero of the Russian Federation award.161 Later on, Col. Galkin left Unit 92154 and was appointed commander of the 130th Military Police Motor Rifle Brigade, which was reformed into the 1st Guard Rifle Regiment in 2013. As of 2012, the commander of Unit 99450 was Col. Oleg Martyanov.162


  SOF Operations and the Triumph in Crimea


   


  Operational boundaries and potential areas of operation (AO) for SOF are still somewhat unknown. But in the run up to the 2014 Sochi Olympic Games, a media spotlight was turned on SOF to communicate Russia’s preparedness and preemptive and/or reactive capabilities. In March 2013, MoD’s TV channel “Zvezda” (Star) aired a report on the training of SOF operators and their operational capability in mountainous terrain in particular. The message was clear: Russian SOF can and will control the mountains of Sochi and the North Caucasus.163


  But the first high-profile and widely observed deployment of Special Operations Forces was their operation in Crimea. Information about that operation became public in April 2014 after the posting on Youtube of a video clip titled, “Report on the objectives achieved by Squad 0900 on the territory of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea in February 22-March 28, 2014.”164 An unofficial SOF emblem can be seen in the captions of the video. It follows from the video that soldiers of Squad 0900 replaced the service personnel who guarded the Crimean parliament building on the night of February 27, making it possible for the Crimean parliament to elect Sergei Aksyonov, a pro-Russian politician as the new head of the Crimean government the following day. SOF soldiers also took part in seizing the protected command station of the Ukrainian Armed Forces in Crimea, the HQ of the Ukrainian Navy in Sevastopol, and the HQ of the 204th Tactical Aviation Brigade of the Ukrainian Air Force in Belbek (during the latter operation, Russian service personnel used the BTR-82A APCs of the 810th Marines Brigade). The air brigade in Belbek and the battalion in Feodosia remained under Ukrainian control when almost all other Ukrainian military compounds had already been seized, and it could not be ruled out that the Ukrainians would try to put up a fight, requiring special application of force. SOF soldiers were also involved in a night raid to seize the 1st Independent Marines Battalion of the Ukrainian Navy in Feodosia. Apart from SOF soldiers, each operation involved spetsnaz personnel and the 810th Marines Brigade.


  The Youtube video clip ends with a report about the detention of activists of the Right Sector, a Ukrainian nationalist organization that the Russian authorities feared would mount terrorist attacks in Crimea. If the video footage is indeed confirmed to be SOF, it proves that the SOF service was involved in achieving the most important and politically sensitive objectives, as opposed to merely blockading Ukrainian military compounds in Crimea. It remains unclear how or why the video clip was posted on the Internet. This could have been either an authorized leak or an unauthorized action by one of the service personnel, although the first version seems more likely. The Russian MoD has refused to comment.


  Several websites have posted speculation about the presence of Russian SOF soldiers at the start of the armed confrontation between the Kiev authorities and pro-Russian activists in Ukraine’s Donetsk and Lugansk Regions. So far, however, no convincing evidence has been presented to back up those speculations. And based on what we know about how SOF forces are utilized and for what purposes, it appears that there is no need for their presence in eastern Ukraine.
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  PART III. The Annexation of Crimea


  Home of the Black Sea Fleet: History and Disposition of Russian Forces in Crimea, by Dmitry Boltenkov


   


  After the Crimean Peninsula was conquered by the Russian Empire, the long Akhtiar Bay in the south of Crimea was deemed an ideal location for long-term naval presence. Russian warships first entered the bay on May 2, 1783. The city of Sevastopol, which went on to become the main base of the Black Sea Fleet, was founded that same year. The histories of the city and the fleet have been inextricably linked ever since.


  The Black Sea Fleet took part in almost every war fought by the Russian Empire, as well as the Russian Civil War, and as a part of the Soviet Navy in World War II. And on two occasions, in 1853-1856 and then in 1941-1942, Sevastopol was taken by Russia’s enemies after several months of siege, with large losses among the attackers. The courage and heroism of the city’s defenders, and the rivers of Russian blood spilt on its soil, have made Sevastopol a symbol of Russian glory and sacrifice. It is often described in Russia as “legendary,” and “the pride of all Russian seamen.” In this sense, it is unique among all other cities that host Russian naval forces.


  But the history of Crimea was forever politicized in 1954 when Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev gifted Sevastopol, along with the rest of Crimea, to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. For as long as the Soviet Union continued to exist, this was merely an administrative formality. After the Soviet Union broke up, however, control over Crimea and the fate of the Black Sea Fleet became contentious issues.


  Break-up of the Soviet Union and Division of the Black Sea Fleet


   


  On December 8, 1991, the leaders of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus signed an agreement to create the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). The Soviet Union was already living on borrowed time, and ceased to exist on December 25, 1991. The Crimean peninsula, which used to be Russian territory until 1954, was now part of independent Ukraine. The future of the Soviet Union’s Armed Forces was also unclear. The initial plan was to set up a joint CIS armed force, which would include a great deal of the Soviet Navy. Very soon, however, the newly independent republics165 began to build their own armed forces by taking control of the former Soviet units stationed on their territory. Ukraine was the first to adopt that strategy.


  As of December 1991, Ukraine hosted an extensive and very capable chunk of the Soviet Armed Forces, including three military districts and several Air Armies, Strategic Missile Armies, and Air Defense Armies. On December 10, 1991, Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk assembled the commanders of all the major units stationed in Ukraine and proclaimed himself the commander-in-chief of the Ukrainian Armed Forces. He thereby subordinated all the units of the former Soviet Union’s Armed Forces stationed in Ukrainian territory to Kiev. In early 1992, the service personnel of the forces taken over by Ukraine began to take an oath of allegiance to the Ukrainian people.166 Russia had suddenly lost part of its historic territory, the Crimean peninsula, and was now facing the loss of its Black Sea Fleet as well. Officially, Moscow had reconciled itself to the loss of territorial Crimea, but it had no intention of accepting the loss of the fleet, especially in view of the vast efforts and resources167 that had gone into creating the fleet, including rebuilding it from scratch on two separate occasions. Meanwhile, the Ukrainian government began to build its own navy by trying to take over the Black Sea Fleet’s units and ships and make them swear an oath of allegiance to Ukraine. Some units and parts of the Navy subordinated directly to the central HQ agreed to become part of the Ukrainian forces, while many ships, however, flatly refused to follow suit and remained loyal to Moscow.


  The diplomatic tussle over the Black Sea Fleet between Russia and Ukraine began in the spring of 1992. On April 5, President Leonid Kravchuk signed the decree “On Urgent Measures to Build Up the Ukrainian Armed Forces.” Under the terms of that decree, the Black Sea Fleet was to become the core of the Ukrainian Navy. On April 7, 1992, Russian President Boris Yeltsin responded by signing his own decree, “On the Transfer of the Black Sea Fleet to Russian Jurisdiction.” On April 8, both presidents revoked their decrees. The two countries then began lengthy negotiations about the future of the fleet, the use of its bases, and the division of its assets. On August 3, 1992, Kravchuk and Yeltsin signed an agreement on the division of the Black Sea Fleet. Under the terms of that agreement, which was signed in Yalta, the fleet would remain under joint control of the two presidents – something completely unprecedented in world history – for a transitional period until 1995.


  At the annual Navy Day celebrations on July 26, 1992, the Russian Navy at large lowered the Soviet flag and hoisted the pre-Bolshevik St. Andrew’s Navy flag.168 The Black Sea Fleet’s ships, however, continued to fly the Soviet flag because of uncertainty over the status of the fleet. Meanwhile, Russia and Ukraine continued to haggle over the fleet’s assets and bases. In the end, on June 9, 1995, Yeltsin and Kravchuk met in Sochi to sign a new agreement under which the Russian Black Sea Fleet and the Ukrainian Navy would operate separate naval bases. Sevastopol and its naval base were designated as the Russian Black Sea Fleet’s main base and the location of its HQ. The fleet’s assets, apart from the actual ships, would be divided 50-50. Russia would take 81.7 percent of all ships, and Ukraine the remaining 18.3 percent.169 The agreement signaled the beginning of the actual division of the fleet, and of the transfer of some facilities and ships to Ukrainian control. In addition to its main base in Sevastopol, the Russian Black Sea Fleet secured the right to use several other facilities in Crimea.


  By late 1996 Ukraine took over seven of the Black Sea Fleet’s 10 bases: Izmail, Odessa, Ochakov, Chernomorskoye, Novoozernoye, Balaklava, and Kerch. It also took control of four of the six main airfields: Limanske, Veseloye, Oktyabrskoye, and Mirny; five of the seven reserve airfields: Genichesk, Sokologornoye, Bolshoi Tokmak, Voinka, and Sizovka; and four of the five coastal defense bases: Simferopol, Yevpatoria, Perevalnoye, and Mezhgorye.


  The division of the Black Sea Fleet was finalized when Russia and Ukraine signed a package deal that included the following agreements: “On the Status and Conditions of Stationing the Black Sea Fleet in Ukrainian Territory”; “On Mutual Payments Related to the Division of the Fleet and its Stationing in Ukrainian Territory”; and “On the Parameters of the Division of the Black Sea Fleet Between the State Parties.” These agreements were part of the Friendship and Cooperation Treaty signed in Kiev on May 28, 1997, by Russian Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin and his Ukrainian counterpart, Pavel Lazarenko. The documents outlined the process of the division of the fleet’s ships, boats, auxiliary vessels, aircraft, weapons, military hardware, and coastal infrastructure. The agreement on the stationing of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Ukraine was signed for a 20-year term, due to expire on May 28, 2017.


  The deal introduced ceilings on the overall number of the Russian Black Sea Fleet’s service personnel, ships, weapons, and military hardware stationed in Ukraine. The ceiling for the number of service personnel was set at 25,000, including 1,987 marines and land-based naval aviation personnel. Russia was allowed exclusive use of two naval bases: Sevastopol (including the physical use of Sevastopol, Yuzhnaya, Karantinnaya, and Kazachia bays) and Feodosia; two main airfields: Gvardeiskoye and Kacha; a single reserve airfield in Sevastopol (Cape Khersones); a coastal defense troops base in Sevastopol; a testing center in Feodosia; and support and logistics centers in Yalta, Pribrezhnoye, and Mamut. The Ukrainian parliament ratified the agreements concerning the Black Sea Fleet on March 24, 1999. The Russian Duma followed on June 18, 1999.


  Concerning surface assets, the Russian Navy was left in control of six of the fleet’s top-tier warships: the Moskva and the Admiral Golovko missile cruisers; the Mikhail Kutuzov,170 an old Project 68bis cruiser; and three Project 1134B large antisubmarine ships, the Azov, the Ochakov, and the Kerch.


  Of the fleet’s 23 second-tier ships, Russia was left in control of 16:


  • Three submarines: B-871, a Project 877 submarine; B-380, a Project 641B boat; and B-9, a Project 641 boat


  • RNS Bora, a Project 1239 missile hovercraft


  • Four Project 61 patrol ships: the Smetlivy, the Skory, the Sderzhanny, and the Krasny Kavkaz


  • Two Project 1135 patrol ships, the Ladny and the Pytlivy171


  • Three Project 1171 large landing ships: the Nikolai Filchenkov, the Orsk, and the Saratov


  • Four Project 775 large landing ships: the Azov, the Yamal, the Tsezar Kunikov, and the Novocherkassk172


  Ukraine’s share of the Black Sea Fleet included three Project 1135 patrol ships: the Razitelny, the Bezukoriznenny, and the Bezzavetny.173 All three were older than their sister ships taken over by Russia. Ukraine also received the B-435, a Project 641 submarine; the Azarov, a Project 1171 large landing ship; and the Konstantin Olshansky, a Project 775 large landing ship.


  Of the fleet’s 39 third-tier ships, Russia received 27. These included three Project 1234 and 12341 small missile ships; 11 Project 1124, 1124M and 11451 antisubmarine corvettes; six Project 266M sea-going minesweepers and two Project 1265 harbor minesweepers; a minelayer; a Project 773 landing ship; and three Project 12321 landing hovercraft. Ukraine received four Project 1124 and 12412 antisubmarine corvettes; four Project 266M and 1265 sea-going and harbor minesweepers; a Project 773 medium landing ship, and three Project 12322 small landing hovercraft.


  Of the fleet’s 35 attack boats, Russia received 23 and Ukraine 12. Russia was left in control of 71 Black Sea Fleet warships out of a total of 103. Of the 28 special-purpose ships (S&R, reconnaissance, and command ships, floating docks, etc.) Russia received 22, including eight out of 10 reconnaissance ships. Of the fleet’s 251 sea-going and harbor support ships Russia received 189 and Ukraine 62. Russia was also left in control of 61 S&R ships and boats out of a total of 78, and 45 out of 66 hydrographical ships. Overall, out of the Black Sea Fleet’s 525 various ships and boats, Russia took over 378, and Ukraine 137.


  The hardware of the 810th Marines Brigade and the 126th Coastal Defense Division was split roughly 50-50. Previously, Ukraine had unilaterally taken over all the weapons of the 301st Artillery Brigade, but in the end, Russia secured most of the mobile coastal defense missile systems. The Black Sea Fleet’s aircraft were also divided roughly 50-50. Of the 39 Tu-22M3 bombers, Ukraine received 20 and Russia 19.174 Under the terms of the bilateral agreements, Russia was allowed to keep at its Crimean bases 132 armored combat vehicles (APCs), 24 artillery systems of over 100 mm caliber, and 22 combat aircraft. Russia also agreed to pay $100 million a year for the use of land infrastructure in Crimea. The money was used to offset outstanding Ukrainian debts to Russia, so no actual cash payments were made.


  The following observations can be made about the Russian-Ukrainian agreements concerning the Black Sea Fleet:


  • Russia managed to stay in control of most of the fleet’s ships, and it secured almost all the best ones to boot (i.e., either the more advanced or the newest ships in any given series). As a result, as of 2014 most of these ships still remain in service, whereas most of the ships taken over by Ukraine had already been scrapped.


  • Russia retained control of the elite 810th Marines Brigade and the most capable component of the coastal defense missile forces. The coastal defense missile units had to be pulled out of Crimea to new bases in Krasnodar Territory, whereas the marines stayed in Sevastopol.


  • Russia retained control of vital coastal and support infrastructure in Crimea; the facilities it took over were some of the best on the peninsula.


  • The Russian Black Sea Fleet retained control of its main repair facility, the 13th Ship Repair Plant in Sevastopol.


  • Russia was also left in control of most of the navigation facilities in Crimea.


  • In another important achievement, several culturally sensitive assets, such as museums, officer clubs, and theaters, were left under Russian control.


  • Russia made a serious error by failing to insist on a provision that would allow it to replace any old or obsolete ships and aircraft stationed at the Black Sea Fleet’s Crimean bases.


  • Since Ukraine declared its nonnuclear weapons status, all the nuclear weapons in the Black Sea Fleet’s arsenals were removed from Crimea to Russian territory.


  • Under the terms of the agreements, foreign navy ships were barred from calling at Sevastopol.


  All in all, Russia managed to achieve its important objective of maintaining its naval presence in the Black Sea. It also maintained its presence and influence in the territory that had a very long history as a part of Russia. On June 12, 1997, the Russian Black Sea Fleet’s ships lowered the Soviet naval flag and raised the St. Andrew’s flag used by the rest of the Russian Navy.


  Russian Black Sea Fleet Involvement in the 1992-1994 Events in Abkhazia and Georgia


   


  The Georgian port of Poti hosted a fairly large force of the Black Sea Fleet. It included the 184th Area Protection Ships Brigade, a training facility for foreign service personnel, and the 841st Helicopter Regiment. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Georgia was plunged into a bloody civil war. For that reason, in July 1992 the government in Moscow decided to pull its naval forces out of Poti to the Novorossiisk base. Most of the ships and boats sailed for Novorossiisk in December 1992, despite a fierce storm. A total of 18 warships and attack boats plus three auxiliary ships were pulled out of Poti. Georgia was left with two landing ships and six small ships, nine Mi-14 helicopters, and the Meria airfield, along with its entire ground infrastructure. The value of the ships, boats, helicopters, weapons, and other assets left in Georgia is estimated at $110 million. Russia evacuated all its military service personnel from Poti, as well as all Russian-speakers who wished to leave the city. Meanwhile, the Black Sea Fleet’s marine units were involved in restoring order in western Georgia.


  In August 1992, Georgian troops invaded Abkhazia.175 In Soviet times the province and its capital Sukhumi were popular seaside resorts. The fighting between the ethnic Abkhazians and the Georgians was extremely violent and brutal. It posed a direct threat to the lives of tourists and the local civilians, several of whom were killed. The Black Sea Fleet was subsequently tasked with evacuating tourists and refugees. According to various estimates, a total of about 15,000 people were evacuated from the conflict zone.176


  In the summer of 1993 the situation on the Black Sea coast of Abkhazia once again became very dangerous. Abkhazian troops launched an offensive against Georgian forces in an effort to liberate Sukhumi, placing the lives of peaceful civilians under threat. On June 14, 1993, the Black Sea Fleet sent a group of ships to the coast of Abkhazia. It included two large landing ships, the Konstantin Olshansky and the BDK-69; two patrol ships, the Pytlivy and the Ladny, two sea-going minesweepers, the Razvedchik and the Snaiper; two S&R ships, the Shakhter and the Epron; the BM-154 boat, the Berezina and the GS-402 hydrographical ships, and the Sventa tanker. On September 29, 1993, the ships completed the operation to evacuate refugees from the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict zone. Some 10,000 people were evacuated from Sukhumi to Poti and Sochi.


  According to various estimates, the Black Sea Fleet’s ships evacuated a total of 66,000 people from Poti, Batumi, and the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict zone in 1992-1994, in addition to large amounts of hardware and other assets. The fleet’s ships were also used to supply food and fuel to Russian troops in the region.


  Cuts and Reforms of the Black Sea Fleet During the 1990s


   


  In the late 1980s, the Soviet Navy operated large numbers of ships and submarines built in the 1950s and 1960s, including Project 56 destroyers, Project 50 patrol ships, Project 613 and 641 submarines, and others. These ships and boats were old and obsolete, and keeping them in service was very costly. Even before the break-up of the Soviet Union, the Soviet Navy began an extensive decommissioning program. That process was further accelerated after 1991 amid the postcollapse economic crisis in Russia.177


  Apart from decommissioning obsolete ships and boats, the Russian Navy also disbanded several major naval units. In late 1992, it disbanded the 5th (Mediterranean) Squadron Command, and ended permanent Russian naval presence in the Mediterranean. The peak of the cuts came in 1994, when the Navy disbanded the 150th Missile Ships Brigade and the 39th Landing Division. The ships that served with those units were reassigned to the 30th Surface Ships Division, which consisted of the 11th and 21st antisubmarine ships brigades and the 197th Landing Ships Brigade. In 1995, the 21st Brigade was disbanded all together. In 1995-2010, the 30th Division consisted of the 11th Antisubmarine Ships Brigade and the 197th Landing Ships Brigade.178 In 1994, the Russian Navy disbanded the 14th Submarine Division Command and several of its subunits. The 155th Submarine Brigade was transferred from Balaklava Bay to the Southern Bay in Sevastopol. After the withdrawal of the Black Sea Fleet’s forces from Poti, the Navy had to equip new coastal facilities in Novorossiisk. In 1994, it set up the Novorossiisk Naval District, which was subordinated directly to the Commander of the Navy. There had been no naval forces based in Novorossiisk since the late 1950s, so the requisite coastal infrastructure had to be built from scratch. On September 1, 1997, the Novorossiisk Naval District was designated as the Novorossiisk Naval Base, which became part of the Black Sea Fleet. The main Navy unit stationed at that base was the 184th Area Protection Ships Brigade, which had been pulled out of Poti, Georgia.


  In 1995 the Russian Navy disbanded the Kerch-Feodosia Naval Base Command and the 141st Area Protection Ships Brigade. In 1995 the 116th River Ships Brigade on the Danube was divided 50-50 between Russia and Ukraine. And the ships taken over by Russia left the port of Izmail. In 1996, the 181st Brigade of Ships Under Construction and Repair in Nikolayev was disbanded. In 1996, the Navy also disbanded the Crimean Naval Base (Donuzlav). The facilities in Donuzlav were taken over by the Ukrainian Navy, which set up its own Southern Naval Base. In 1995-1996, several warships and auxiliary vessels were transferred from the Black Sea Fleet to the Caspian Flotilla.


  In early 1992, the 119th Naval Fighter Air Regiment was divided 50-50 between Ukraine and Moldova. The Navy’s MiG-29 fighters stationed in Markuleshty (Marculesti), Moldova, were used in the Dniester conflict in 1992. After that, Moldova sold off the aircraft it had inherited from the Soviet Union to several foreign countries, including the United States. The Ukrainian regiment in Limanske was disbanded all together. Some of the Black Sea Fleet’s air regiments were disbanded because their aircraft were taken out of service. For example, the 30th Reconnaissance Regiment in Saki was disbanded after the MoD retired the Tu-22R model. Other regiments were disbanded because their hardware was transferred to Ukrainian control.


  In an embarrassing twist, on October 16, 1995, just a few hours before the scheduled transfer of the Mirny airfield – used by the 78th Helicopter Regiment as its main base – to Ukrainian control, the Ukrainian MoD refused to proceed with the transfer. Kiev said it had no need for the Mirny infrastructure or the weapons stationed there. By 1997, the Black Sea Fleet’s Naval Aviation Service had lost about 80 percent of its strength. By early 1998, the service consisted of the 43rd Attack Squadron in Gvardeiskoye, the 318th Combined Air Regiment in Kacha, and helicopter squadrons in Anapa and Kacha.


  The takeover of the 33rd Pilot Training Center in Nikolayev by Ukraine was a major blow for the Russian Naval Aviation Service. While most pilots were trained at Air Force schools, the 33rd Center in Nikolayev specialized in training naval aviators. Russia therefore needed to set up a similar center from scratch in Ostrov, Pskov Region. In 1992, Ukraine also took over the 1063rd Carrier Based Aviation Pilots Training Center. Russia would have been left with very little carrier-based aviation capability or expertise, were it not for the firm position of several pilots and technicians led by Timur Apakidze, a famous Russian carrier-based aircraft pilot, who refused to swear an oath of allegiance to Ukraine.


  The fleet’s coastal defense troops also underwent cuts. The 126th Coastal Defense Division and the 301st Artillery Brigade were taken over by Ukraine, with those officers who refused to swear allegiance to Ukraine forming the core of the new 382nd Marines Battalion of the Black Sea Fleet in Temryuk, Krasnodar Territory. Russia managed to retain control of the 126th Division’s 1096th AA Missile Regiment, which was armed with the Osa-AKM SAM systems. The regiment, which became part of Sevastopol’s air defenses, was the only Russian air defense unit left in Crimea. Russia retained control of the 810th Marines Brigade, but in 1998 the unit was downsized to become the 810th Marines Regiment. The fleet’s coastal defense rocket artillery units were divided roughly 50-50 between Russian and Ukraine. Russia also took over several mobile coastal defense units, which were transferred to Krasnodar Territory in 1997, to include the 305 mm turret artillery battery. Ukraine was left in control of Facility 100, which was an underground missile battery, and a 180 mm turret artillery battery. Both were later disbanded by the Ukrainian MoD.


  Ukraine and Russia also divided the fleet’s combat and rear support units, including the auxiliary vessels, the search and rescue service, etc. The division and reform of the Black Sea Fleet, as well as the decommissioning of its older ships, had largely been completed by 1998. There would be no major changes in the structure of the fleet until 2010, when the Russian MoD launched the “New Look” reforms across the Armed Forces. However, there were two exceptions: the transformation of coastal defense rocket artillery units stationed at the Novorossiisk Naval Base into the 11th Independent Coastal Defense Rocket Artillery Brigade in 2005, and the downsizing of the 155th Submarine Brigade to the 247th Submarine Battalion in 2002.


  In 2005, the Black Sea Fleet had 50 warships and attack boats, up to 120 auxiliary vessels, and 80 aircraft. It included the following units: the Novorossiisk Naval Base; the 30th Surface Ships Division, consisting of the 11th Antisubmarine Ships Brigade and the 197th Landing Ships Brigade; the 68th and 184th Area Protection Ships Brigades; the 41st Missile Boats Brigade; and the 247th Submarine Battalion. The fleet’s Naval Aviation Service included two regiments and a squadron. Its coastal defense service consisted of the 810th Marines Regiment and the 382nd Independent Marines Battalion; the 1096th AA Missile Regiment; the 11th Coastal Defense Rocket Artillery Brigade; and several support and logistics units.


  Another round of major reforms at the Black Sea Fleet was completed in 2009-2011 as part of the “New Look” reform across the Russian Armed Forces. The changes included measures to optimize the command, combat support, and logistics structure of the force. The Navy disbanded the command of the Black Sea Fleet’s 30th Surface Ships Division, and the 810th Marines Regiment was strengthened to become once again the 810th Marines Brigade. In 2010, the fleet became part of the Southern Military District.


  As of January 1, 2014, most of the Black Sea Fleet’s ships, coastal defense troops, and naval aviation aircraft were stationed on the Crimean Peninsula. The fleet included the following units and formations:


  Four ship brigades in Sevastopol:


  • The 11th Antisubmarine Ships Brigade (commander: Capt. 1st Rank Oleg Krivorog) operated the Moskva missile cruiser, the Kerch large antisubmarine ship, and three older frigates: the Smetlivy (built in 1969), the Ladny (1980), and the Pytlivy (1981). RNS Moskva, a Project 1164 guided missile cruiser, formerly called the Slava or “Glory,” is the Black Sea Fleet’s flagship. It is heavily involved in combat training programs and regularly makes long-voyage deployments.179


  • The 197th Landing Ships Brigade (commander: Capt. 1st Rank Aleksey Komarov) included seven large landing ships: the Tsezar Kunikov, the Novocherkassk, the Azov, the Yamal, the Filchenkov, the Orsk, and the Saratov. The Black Sea Fleet has more landing ships than any other fleet of the Russian Navy.


  • The 68th Area Protection Ships Brigade (commander: Capt. 1st Rank Valery Zubkov) included four antisubmarine corvettes: the Aleksandrovets, the Vladimirovets, the Muromets, and the Suzdalets; four sea-going minesweepers: the Kovrovets, the Ivan Golubets, the Turbinist, and the Vice Admiral Zhukov; two diesel-electric submarines: the B-871 Alrosa and the B-380 (under repairs at the time); and the fleet’s training units.


  • The 41st Missile Boats Brigade (commander: Capt. 1st Rank Aleksandr Tolmachev) included nine missile boats: the Bora, the Samum, the Shtil, the Mirazh, the R-60, the R-239, the R-109, the R-71, and the Ivanovets.


  Units of the Novorossiisk Naval Base (commander: Rear Adm. Sergei Pinchuk) were stationed in Novorossiisk, Krasnodar Territory. The main military unit stationed at the base was the 184th Area Protection Ships Brigade (commander: Capt. 1st Rank Dmitry Kuzmenko). The brigade had three antisubmarine corvettes: the Povorino, the Yeysk, and the Kasimov; five minesweepers: the Zheleznyakov, the Valentin Pikul, the Vice Admiral Zakharin; the Lieutenant Ilyin, and the Mineralnye Vody; and several harbor minesweepers, landing boats, and antisaboteur boats.


  The Black Sea Fleet’s coastal defense troops (commander: Maj. Gen. Aleksandr Ostrikov) included the 810th Marines Brigade (commander: Col. Vladimir Belyavsky), most of which was based in Sevastopol, with a single battalion stationed in Temryuk, Krasnodar Territory. The brigade included an AA missile regiment armed with the Osa-AKM SAM systems. The 11th Independent Coastal Rocket Artillery Brigade (commander: Col. Oleg Budanov) was armed with the Redut, Rubezh, Bal, and Bastion mobile coastal defense antiship missile systems and the Bereg artillery systems. It was based in Utash (Anapa), Krasnodar Territory.


  The fleet’s Naval Aviation Service (commander: Col. Gennady Zagonov) included the 7057th Airbase (commander: Lt. Col. Anatoly Stepanov), which was armed with Su-24 attack aircraft, Su-24MR reconnaissance aircraft, Be-12s, and An-26s, as well as Ka-27 and Mi-8 helicopters. The airbase operates two airfields in Crimea at Gvardeiskoye and Kacha. Of note is a facility outside of Crimea: several years ago the Russian Navy also set up a large airbase in Yeysk, Krasnodar Territory (the 859th Pilot Training Center), which trains naval aviation pilots.


  The Black Sea Fleet had two squads that specialized in fighting submarine saboteurs. Its reconnaissance center included a squad of saboteur divers, a battalion of reconnaissance ships, a radio reconnaissance squad, a radio electronic warfare center, and a communications center. The fleet’s rear units included a fleet command support center, a supply center (which included several auxiliary ships), several arms depots, and a hydrographical service. The fleet included the Priazovye, the Ekvator, the Kildin, and the Liman reconnaissance ships. There were also numerous support ships, including one of the world’s oldest serving ships, the Kommuna S&R vessel, which was built in 1915.180


  Crimea hosted the Russian Navy’s 31st Testing Center in Feodosia. The Black Sea Fleet also operated a base at the Syrian port of Tartus.181 The fleet’s ships and boats stationed in Sevastopol were repaired at the 13th Ship Repair Plant, which is owned by Russia, and at smaller shipyards in Novorossiisk and Tuapse. In recent years, the Russian Navy also began to send its foreign-built ships for repairs to the Arsenal shipyard in Bulgaria. The shipyard was used for the same purpose back in Soviet times. Even though most of the Black Sea Fleet’s ships are 20 to 40 years old, they are in a good state of repair, and the Navy will keep them in service for as long as possible.


  Combat Training Programs and Operations, 1992-2014


   


  In the 1990s, the quality and frequency of combat training in the Black Sea Fleet, and other fleets of the Russian Navy, was abysmal. Ships mostly sat in port, rusting away; some years only a couple vessels ventured beyond the Black Sea. Beginning in 1997, the Black Sea Fleet began to make longer voyages under the St. Andrew’s flag. At first, these voyages were few and far between. In 2002, however, the fleet began to embark on regular missions, first to the Mediterranean and later to the open ocean. In the spring and summer of 2003 the Moskva missile cruiser, the Putlivy and the Smetlivy frigates, and the Tsezar Kunikov large landing ship sailed for the Indian Ocean via the Suez Canal, the first such voyage in 15 years. Upon reaching the Indian Ocean they rendezvoused with several ships of the Pacific Fleet and held a joint exercise with the Indian Navy.


  In July-August 1999, several of the Black Sea Fleet’s large landing ships were used to transport Russian peacekeepers from Tuapse to the Greek port of Thessaloniki on their way to former Yugoslavia. In 2000-2001, large landing ships were used to evacuate the hardware and physical assets of Russian military bases from Georgian territory. In January-February 2008, the Moskva guided missile cruiser took part in joint maneuvers with a group of the Northern Fleet, including an aircraft carrier.


  In recent years, the Black Sea Fleet sharply increased its operational tempo. Ships have participated in the Kavkaz series of exercises, and were temporarily transferred to the Baltic and Pacific fleets to take part in the Zapad and Vostok drills. During the Vostok-2010 event, the Moskva cruiser joined the Pacific Fleet in the Far East.182 In 2011, the Black Sea Fleet’s Alrosa submarine was on a mission in the Mediterranean, where it also took part in an international exercise. This was the first such voyage by one of the fleet’s submarines in almost 20 years. In January 2013, the Moskva missile cruiser, the Smetlivy frigate, and the Saratov and the Azov large amphibious assault ships took part in a naval exercise in the Mediterranean Sea and the Black Sea; the event involved ships from three of the Russian Navy’s fleets. As part of a series of snap inspections of the Russian Armed Forces’ combat readiness, in March 2013 the Black Sea Fleet was put on high combat alert and given various training missions; its performance was judged to be satisfactory. In July-November 2013, the Moskva missile cruiser was on a mission in the Mediterranean and then in the Atlantic Ocean. During that mission, the Moskva called at ports in Portugal, Cuba, Nicaragua, and Venezuela. The Black Sea Fleet’s R-60 small missile corvette made its first voyage in many years to the Mediterranean in August 2013.183 The Bora missile corvette also made an unofficial port call to Istanbul in May 2013.184


  In 2012, the Russian Navy resumed regular patrols in the Mediterranean. Twenty years after the Soviet Navy’s Mediterranean Squadron was disbanded, a new Mediterranean Squadron was established in 2013 within the Black Sea Fleet. As of June 2013, the squadron (commander: Capt. 1st Rank Oleg Peshkurov) included 16 ships from multiple fleets of the Russian Navy.185 The Black Sea Fleet’s contribution to the Mediterranean Squadron consists mainly of landing and support ships. That contribution is set to increase once new ships enter into service with the fleet. The Russian Navy also participates in antipiracy operations in the Indian Ocean. So far, the Black Sea Fleet has not contributed any ships to these missions, but once again, that is set to change once the frigates now being built for the fleet have entered into service. The Black Sea Fleet’s antisubmarine corvettes, missile corvettes, and minesweepers have been patrolling the coast of Abkhazia since 2008.


  The Black Sea Fleet, along with other parts of the Russian Armed Forces and the FSB, was involved in providing security during the Sochi Olympics and Paralympics in February-March 2014.186 The fleet is also heavily involved in international activities and exercises. It had been regularly taking part in various joint exercises with the navies of Ukraine and NATO countries before the outbreak of hostilities. These included the Peace Track, IONIEX, and other combined exercises. The fleet regularly made friendly calls at foreign ports: in 2013, there were 37 such calls at ports in 13 foreign countries. Sea mileage covered by the Black Sea Fleet has been growing steadily in recent years. The aggregate figure for 2013 was 280,000 nautical miles, up from 254,000 in 2012 and 262,000 in 2011.


  As of early 2014, overall, the Black Sea Fleet could be considered a well-trained, well-equipped, and capable naval force.


  Black Sea Fleet Involvement in the Five-Day War Against Georgia


   


  On August 8, 2008, Georgia attempted to retake by force the breakaway province of South Ossetia. In response, Russia’s top military-political leadership approved the use of military force to rollback the Georgian invasion. The ensuing operation, in which the Black Sea Fleet was heavily involved, was termed “Forcing Georgia to Peace.”


  On August 8, 2008, troops of Russia’s 7th Landing Assault Division, which was stationed in Novorossiisk, boarded two of the fleet’s large landing ships at the Novorossiisk base, the Tsezar Kunikov and the Saratov. The Kasimov antisubmarine ship and the R-109 missile corvette were deployed off the coast of Abkhazia near its capital Sukhumi. The ships were tasked with protecting Sukhumi from the sea and guarding the approaches to the Babushara airfield,187 which would later be used to airlift Russian troops to Abkhazia. The Ekvator reconnaissance ship was dispatched to monitor the area off the coast of Sukhumi, Ochamchira, and Poti.


  On August 9, the Tsezar Kunikov and the Saratov sailed from Novorossiisk to Sukhumi. They were escorted by the Mirazh missile corvette, the Suzdalets antisubmarine corvette, and two sea minesweepers, the Zheleznyakov and the Turbinist. The mission was led by the commander of the Novorossiisk Naval Base, Vice Adm. Sergei Menyaylo.188 In the afternoon of August 9, the Black Sea Fleet began to deploy additional forces from Sevastopol to the conflict zone. The ships that sailed from the Sevastopol base included the Moskva missile cruiser led by the Black Sea Fleet commander, Vice Adm. Aleksandr Kletskov, the Smetlivy frigate, the R-239 missile corvette, the Aleksandrovets and the Muromets antisubmarine corvettes, the Epron S&R ship, and the General Ryabikov military transport. The Moskva and the Smetlivy sailed for Novorossiisk, while the rest of the ships were deployed off the coast of Abkhazia. In late afternoon of August 9, when the Russian landing force was approaching its destination, the Russian ships’ radar picked up five Georgian attack boats that had sailed from Poti earlier that day. The Mirazh missile corvette, commanded by Capt. 3rd Rank Ivan Dubik, launched two P-120 Malakhit antisubmarine missiles and one 9M33 Osa-M guided AA missile against the approaching hostile boats. According to some media reports, the Suzdalets antisubmarine corvette also launched a single Osa-M missile. The circumstances and the outcome of this incident still remain unclear.


  By the morning of August 10, the landing force had disembarked from the Tsezar Kunikov and the Saratov in Sukhumi. The Saratov then sailed for Novorossiisk to pick up more troops. The Tsezar Kunikov stayed put in Sukhumi to serve as a command ship. In the morning hours of August 10, Georgian Navy patrol boats and some of the boats of the Georgian Coast Guard sailed from Poti to Batumi. According to sources, one of these boats tried to approach the Russian ships patrolling the sea border between Abkhazia and Georgia, and came under fire from the Suzdalets corvette. At a later point, the Yamal and the Saratov large landing ships brought more troops of the 7th Landing Assault Division from Novorossiisk to Sukhumi. Several of the Black Sea Fleet’s auxiliary ships were also deployed off the Abkhazian coast near the port of Novy Afon, including the Ivan Bubnov and the Koyda tankers, which supplied the other ships with fuel, water, and food.189


  Upon the return of the Black Sea Fleet to Sevastopol, the Ukrainian military leadership, which gave its political backing to Georgia, attempted a demonstration of force. On August 22, the Ukrainian missile boat Kakhovka tried to block the entrance to Sevastopol harbor, attempting to block the Russian missile corvette Mirazh. But instead of achieving its objective, the Kakhovka broke down,190 illustrating the poor condition of the Ukrainian Navy.


  The Black Sea Fleet’s Sojourn on Ukrainian Territory


   


  As previously mentioned, in 1997, when Russia and Ukraine signed the agreements to lease the Black Sea Fleet’s bases in Ukraine, no document was signed that would allow Russia to replace the fleet’s old ships and aircraft with new ones. That made hardware refresh programs impossible, and put into question the very possibility of the fleet continuing to exist as an effective fighting force. During the tenure of Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma, Russia was able to secure Kiev’s consent for the replacement of obsolete Su-17M3 attack aircraft serving with the 43rd Naval Attack Air Regiment (later downsized to a squadron) with 18 Su-24 bombers and four Su-24MR reconnaissance aircraft. But before the replacement program could proceed, Russia had to remove the hardware allowing the Su-24 bombers to carry nuclear weapons because Ukraine was a nonnuclear weapon state. It took Russia two years of negotiations before the aircraft could be replaced. Also, in 2002, a single Project 1239 corvette, the Samum, was transferred to the Black Sea Fleet from the Baltic Fleet. Ukraine did not allow any other ships or aircraft to be deployed in Crimea to replace the old ones, despite continued negotiations between the Russian and Ukrainian governments.


  President Viktor Yushchenko, who came to power in Ukraine in 2004, pursued policies that were clearly less friendly towards Russia. That included making life difficult for the Black Sea Fleet. The Ukrainian government could not force Russia to pull out the fleet before the expiration of the treaty allowing it to stay until 2017; it could, however, make that stay uncomfortable in many ways. For example, in 2005-2006 several Ukrainian courts used various pretexts to authorize attempts by Ukraine’s authorities to seize lighthouses and radio navigation stations operated by the fleet’s Hydrographical Service. These facilities were crucial for safe navigation in waters off the Crimean coast. In the end, the fleet was forced to station its marines at these facilities to guard them.191 Kiev also made several other extremely unfriendly gestures. For example, in late 2009, the Ukrainian government demanded that Russia recall from Sevastopol its FSB personnel who provided counterintelligence and anti-terrorism support to the Black Sea Fleet, although six months later, in 2010, personnel were allowed to return.192


  The Russian Naval Aviation Service had major problems using the NITKA aircraft carrier deck simulator in Crimea. On February 7, 1997, the Ukrainian and Russian governments signed an agreement on the joint use of that simulator. Under the terms of the deal, Russia was allowed to train its pilots and test its hardware at NITKA in return for supplying Ukraine with spare parts and components for Sukhoi aircraft, equal in value to Ukrainian spending on the facility’s maintenance. Russia fully abided by all its commitments under the agreement. Ukraine, however, used various political pretexts to suspend Russian pilots’ access to the facility on several occasions. In the end, the Russian Navy lost patience with such tactics; in 2010, it authorized the construction of a similar facility at the new naval pilot training center in Yeysk, Krasnodar Territory. In 2006 and 2011, Russia and Ukraine held talks on resuming the work of the NITKA facility, but nothing came out of them. The facility should be completed in late 2014.193


  On October 4, 2001, the Ukrainian Air Defense Service accidentally downed a Russian Tu-154 passenger airliner after launching an S-200 SAM missile from a firing range near Feodosia during an exercise. After the ensuing investigation, the work of the Russian naval testing center in Feodosia was all but paralyzed.194


  Since Russia was not allowed to station any new ships on the Black Sea Fleet base in Sevastopol, all new vessels had to be stationed in Novorossiisk instead. That included the new Project 266M minesweepers, the Pikul and the Vice Admiral Zakharin. At the same time, Russia had to spend large amounts of money on the repairs and maintenance of the ships it was allowed to keep in Sevastopol, many of which were antiquated and obsolete, such as the B-380 submarine and the Ochakov large antisubmarine ship.


  The election of President Viktor Yanukovich in 2010 brought the Russian government hope that the fleet’s problems would finally be resolved. On April 21, 2010, Viktor Yanukovich and Vladimir Putin held talks in Kharkov on a broad range of bilateral issues. The key deal they reached – the so-called Kharkov Accords – was that Ukraine would extend the Black Sea Fleet’s lease of its Crimean bases by another 25 years until 2042. In return, Russia agreed to give Kiev a large discount on the price of natural gas supplies. The Ukrainian government did not budge, however, on any of the other important issues, such as allowing the Black Sea Fleet to station new ships and aircraft at the Crimean bases, operate the testing facility in Feodosia, or use the NITKA facility. It became clear that authorities in Kiev had simply resigned to wait for the Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol to turn to rust, whereby the problem of having a large and well-armed foreign military base on Ukrainian territory would disappear all by itself. There was also a distinct possibility of anti-Russian forces coming to power in Ukraine after Yanukovich and pulling out of the Kharkov Accords, which was the subject of fierce criticism by Ukrainian nationalists.


  Aware of all these risks, the Russian government stepped up the development of the Black Sea Fleet’s coastal infrastructure in Krasnodar Territory, primarily in Novorossiisk. A federal program to that effect was adopted in 2008, costing the huge sum of 86 billion rubles to be spent by 2020.195


  In 2010 the government also launched a program of building new ships and submarines for the Black Sea Fleet. Six Project 11356/11356P frigates were to be built for the fleet at the Yantar shipyards in Kaliningrad, plus six Project 06363 diesel-electric submarines at the Admiralty Shipyards in St. Petersburg, with delivery deadlines in 2014-2017. Since Ukraine refused to allow Russia to station these ships and boats in Sevastopol, they were to be based in Novorossiisk. In essence, this meant that the main strength of the Black Sea Fleet would now be based in Novorossiisk rather than Sevastopol.


  In view of Kiev’s obstinacy, the Russian Black Sea Fleet was not in a position to continue using Ukraine’s Crimea as its main base in the long run. Staying in Crimea would have meant a slow degradation and demise of the fleet; the city of Sevastopol would have shared that fate.


  Annex. A Snapshot of the Black Sea Fleet at the Time of the Collapse


   


  When the Soviet Union collapsed in late 1991, the Black Sea Fleet was a powerful and capable division of the Soviet Navy. Its ships plied the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian and Atlantic Oceans.


  Surface Assets


  In late 1991, the Black Sea Fleet had an estimated 100,000 military service personnel and 60,000 civilian contractors. It operated approximately 800 warships, submarines, support ships, and boats, including 28 submarines; two antisubmarine cruisers; six missile cruisers and 1st rank large antisubmarine ships; about 20 large antisubmarine ships, patrol ships, and destroyers; 40 patrol and small antisubmarine ships; 30 missile ships and boats; about 70 minesweepers; and 50 landing ships and boats.


  The fleet included the 5th Operations Squadron (the Mediterranean Squadron) had an HQ and a supply station196 in the Syrian port of Tartus. The squadron had ships assigned on a rotational basis, mostly from the Black Sea Fleet and the Northern Fleet.


  The bulk of the Soviet Black Sea Fleet was based in Crimea and Sevastopol, including:


  The 30th Antisubmarine Ships Division, which included the 11th and 21st antisubmarine ships brigades and the 150th Missile Ships Brigade. The division operated two Project 1123 helicopter carriers, the Moskva and the Leningrad; the Admiral Golovko, a Project 58 missile cruiser; the Slava, a Project 1164 missile cruiser; three Project 1134B large antisubmarine ships, the Azov, the Ochakov, and the Kerch; and several Project 61 and Project 1135 large antisubmarine ships.


  The 39th Division of Naval Landing Forces, which included the 197th Landing Ships Brigade and several battalions of naval infantry, was based in Donuzlav. It operated Project 1171, 775, and 773 large and medium landing ships, as well as landing hovercraft.


  The town of Donuzlav also hosted the Crimean Naval Base, which included the 17th Antisubmarine Ships Brigade and the 68th Area Protection Ships Brigade, among other units.


  The towns of Kerch and Feodosia hosted the Kerch-Feodosia Naval Base, which included the 141st Area Protection Ships Brigade and a naval testing center.197


  The Sevastopol base also hosted the 41st Missile Boats Brigade, which operated Project 205 and 1241 missile boats and Project 1234 and 12341 missile corvettes. The brigade also operated a unique Project 1239 Bora-class missile hovercraft.


  The Black Sea Fleet included the 14th Submarine Division. It consisted of the 153rd Submarine Brigade in Sevastopol, the 155th Brigade in Balaklava, and two submarine battalions.


  Several units of the fleet were stationed outside Crimea, including the 184th Area Protection Ships Brigade in Poti, Georgia, the 116th River Ships Brigade in Izmail, and battalions of mothballed ships in Odessa and Ochakov (all in Ukraine).


  Air Assets


  The Black Sea Fleet also maintained a very capable air force component, most of which was based at Crimean airfields. The Black Sea Fleet’s air units operated a total of approximately 400 planes and helicopters, using a network of 15 airfields, including:


  • 5th Naval Missile-Carrying Air Division, including the 5th Naval Missile-Carrying Air Regiment in Veseloye and the 943rd Naval Missile-Carrying Air Regiment in Oktyabrskoye, flying Tu-16 and Tu-22M3 bombers.


  • 43rd Independent Guard Naval Regiment with Su-17M3 aircraft in Gvardeiskoye


  • 78th Helicopter Regiment in Donuzlav at Mirny airfield and the 872nd Helicopter Regiment in Kacha


  Kacha also hosted the 318th Independent Antisubmarine Air Regiment with Be-12 amphibious aircraft and the 917th Independent Transport Air Regiment.


  The 30th Independent Long-Range Reconnaissance Air Regiment operated Tu-22R reconnaissance aircraft and was based in Saki.


  The air units stationed outside Crimea included the 841st Helicopter Regiment in Meria, Georgia, and the 119th Naval Fighter Air Division. The latter consisted of the 86th Naval Air Regiment, armed with MiG-29 fighters in Markuleshty, Moldova, and the 161st Naval Fighter Air Regiment with MiG-23s in Limanske, Ukraine.


  Coastal Defense Assets


  The fleet’s coastal defense forces were all stationed in Crimea. They included the 810th Marines Brigade in Sevastopol, the 126th Coastal Defense Division (a former motor rifle division) in Simferopol, and the 301st Artillery Brigade, also in Simferopol.


  The fleet included two coastal defense rocket artillery regiments armed with the Redut antiship missile system, while the 362nd regiment operated fortified underground missile launchers and the 951st regiment operated mobile launchers. There were also three batteries of the Rubezh antiship missile system, and several mothballed coastal artillery batteries, including one of the two 305 mm turret batteries operated by the Soviet Armed Forces.


  Support and Auxiliary Assets


  The Black Sea Fleet had a large number of auxiliary and support ships. Its two support brigades and several battalions included tankers, weapons and ammunition transports, and other vessels, including the Berezina, the only comprehensive supply ship of its kind in the Soviet Armed Forces.


  The fleet’s main reconnaissance unit was the 112th Reconnaissance Ships Brigade in Donuzlav. There was also the 17th Spetsnaz Brigade in Ochakov.


  For Black Sea Fleet ships undergoing repairs or still under construction were assigned to one of three brigades: the 181st in Nikolayev, the 63rd in Sevastopol, and the 53rd in Kerch.198


  Donuzlav hosted the 3rd S&R Ships Brigade, which was involved in the Soviet Union’s space programs. The fleet’s emergency and rescue ships included ocean-going S&R vessels, such as the Project 537 Elbrus. The Kommuna S&R ship was the oldest operational ship in the Soviet Navy. The fleet’s hydrographical ships ensured the safety of navigation in the Black Sea and conducted research in the world’s oceans.


  Naval Infrastructure


  The fleet’s extensive coastal and logistic facilities included the main base in Sevastopol, two large bases in Donuzlav and Balaklava, and stations in Kerch, Feodosia, Poti, Izmail, Ochakov, and Odessa. The Soviet Navy had also built all the necessary infrastructure in Bulgaria to support a possible war with NATO. The fleet operated its own ship repair facility, the 13th Ship Repair Plant in Sevastopol, which had several floating docks. Other facilities involved in the fleet’s ship repair and upgrade programs included the Sevmorzavod shipyard in Sevastopol, the Chernomorsky Shipbuilding Plant and the 61 Communards Plant in Nikolayev, and the Arsenal shipyard in Bulgaria. The fleet operated an extensive network of arms depots, including underground facilities. Balaklava hosted a submarine base concealed beneath a large cliff, known as Facility 825.199 The fleet also had a sophisticated communication network, and systems monitoring the situation both above and below the surface of the Black Sea.


  Crimea also hosted several naval units that were subordinated directly to the Soviet Navy Command and were crucial for the Soviet Union’s defense capability. These units included three naval aviation training and research centers. Nikolayev hosted the 33rd Center, which trained naval pilots and specialists for land-based naval aviation forces. The center included two air regiments and two air squadrons. The 1063rd Center in Saki, Crimea, included two air regiments and trained carrier-based aircraft pilots. One of the 1063rd Center’s facilities was the NITKA aircraft carrier deck simulator. The 859th Center in Kacha, Crimea, trained helicopter pilots for foreign navies. The Black Sea Fleet had three aircraft repair facilities in Sevastopol, Yevpatoria, and Nikolayev.


  The city of Sevastopol hosted two higher naval schools: the Sevastopol School and the Black Sea School. The former trained officers who operated naval reactors, while the latter produced missile weapons operators.


  Sevastopol also hosted one of the Soviet Navy’s two marine animal research facilities (oceanariums).200


  The city of Feodosia hosted the 31st Naval Weapons Research and Testing Center. That large facility conducted tests of various antiaircraft, antiship, and antisubmarine systems, as well as new types of submarine and artillery weapons. Feodosia also hosted a branch of the Akhtubinsk-based Military Airplanes and Helicopters Testing Center, which was used by the Navy to test various aircraft prototypes. In addition to Navy facilities, there were also numerous facilities operated by other branches of the Soviet Armed Forces. In particular, there was a Dnepr missile attack early warning radar on Cape Khersones in Sevastopol.


   


  Russian Again: The Military Operation for Crimea, by Anton Lavrov


   


  Russia’s crafty annexation of Crimea in March 2014 came as a complete surprise, not only politically but also militarily. The Russian operation had the factor of surprise, tactically as well as strategically. That was instrumental in taking control – without any bloodshed – of a sizeable territory with a population of almost 2.5 million people; a territory that was not, incidentally, completely defenseless.


  Ukraine kept a large force of up to 22,000 military service personnel stationed in Crimea. Numerically, that force represented 12 percent of the country’s 182,000-strong Armed Forces.201 Most of that armed strength, however, was part of the Ukrainian Navy, which had the bulk of its forces stationed on the peninsula.


  Ukrainian naval forces in Crimea:202


  • 1st Surface Ships Brigade (Sevastopol)


  • 5th Surface Ships Brigade (Donuzlav)


  • 8th Independent Supply Ships Battalion (Donuzlav)


  • 18th Independent Supply Ships Battalion (Sevastopol)


  • 28th Independent S&R Battalion (Sevastopol)


  • 36th Independent Mechanized Coastal Defense Brigade (Perevalnoye)


  • 10th Naval Aviation Brigade (Novofedorovka)


  • 1st Independent Marines Battalion (Feodosia)


  • 501st Independent Marines Battalion (Kerch)


  • 56th Independent Guard Battalion (Sevastopol)


  • 406th Independent Artillery Brigade Group (Simferopol)


  • 25th Independent Coastal Defense Missile Battalion (Sevastopol)


  • 85th Independent Coastal Defense Missile Battalion (Sevastopol)


  • 37th Independent Communication and Command Regiment (Sevastopol)


  • 222nd Independent Vehicles Battalion (Bakhchisarai)


  The Ukrainian Navy’s strength included 14,600 service personnel, 22 combat ships and boats, dozens of support ships, three antisubmarine aircraft, eight helicopters, 41 tanks, 160 armored fighting vehicles, and 47 artillery systems and mortars of over 100 mm caliber.203


  In the absence of any Ukrainian Army units in Crimea, ground defense of the peninsula was part of the Ukrainian Navy’s remit. The Navy’s Coastal Defense troops consisted of a rocket artillery brigade, two independent marine battalions, and an independent coastal defense brigade. These units represented Ukraine’s main offensive/counter-offensive force in Crimea. The coastal defense component of the Ukrainian Navy stationed on the peninsula had superiority over the Russian marines in Crimea in terms of numbers and especially heavy weaponry.


  The 36th Coastal Defense Brigade’s capability was similar to that of a mechanized brigade. As of early 2014, it included a tank battalion, a mechanized battalion, an alpine rifle battalion, a reconnaissance company, a sniper company, an artillery group, an antiaircraft battalion, and an antitank battalion. The brigade was equipped with 41 T-64BV tanks, BMP-2 infantry fighting vehicles, BTR-70 APCs, 2S1 122 mm self-propelled howitzers and D-30 towed howitzers, BM-21 122 mm MLR systems, Strela-10M SAM systems, and 2S6 Tunguska and ZSU-23-4 gun-missile AA systems.204


  Nevertheless, the 36th Brigade was ill-suited to oppose even an inferior invasion force. It could quickly deploy only a single battalion-size tactical fighting force, and many of its tanks were not operational.


  Apart from the Navy units, Ukraine also kept a tactical Air Force group on the peninsula, the Crimea Tactical Group. Belbek hosted an air brigade that operated 45 MiG-29 fighters and four L-39M1 combat trainers. In addition, Ukraine had a capable air defense force in Crimea. It included two regiments armed with the S-300 SAM system and one operating the Buk-M1 SAM system, as well as an independent radio technical brigade.


  The Ukrainian Air Force’s Crimea Tactical Group:205


  • 204th Tactical Aviation Brigade (Belbek)


  • 50th AA Missile Regiment (Feodosia)


  • 55th AA Missile Regiment (Yevpatoria)


  • 174th AA Missile Regiment (Sevastopol)


  • 40th Independent Radio Technical Brigade (Sevastopol)


  Most of the aircraft operated by Ukrainian Air Force units stationed in Crimea were in a very poor state of repair, and their service personnel were not properly trained. To illustrate, of all the aircraft assigned to the aviation brigade in Belbek, fewer than 10 were actually operational, including only four to six MiG-29 fighters. The Ukrainian air defense personnel also lacked proper training.


  Apart from the MoD units, Ukraine also kept several units of the Interior Ministry’s Interior Troops service in Crimea. These units were never meant to defend against an external aggression. Nevertheless, they had about 2,500 men under arms, so they also had to be taken into account.


  Ukraine’s Interior Troops in Crimea:206


  • 9th Independent Interior Troops Brigade (Simferopol)


  • 42nd Independent Interior Troops Regiment (Sevastopol)


  • 47th Independent Interior troops Regiment (Feodosia)


  • 15th Independent Interior Troops Battalion (Yevpatoria)


  • 18th Independent Motorized Police Battalion (Gaspra)


  The Ukrainian Interior Ministry also controlled the Border Service forces in Crimea. The bulk of these forces consisted of three coast guard squads and one battalion:


  • 5th Coast Guard Squad (Balaklava)


  • 23rd Coast Guard Squad (Kerch)


  • Independent Special Purpose Battalion (Yalta)


  February 20-26 Preparations


   


  The Russian campaign medals “For the Return of Crimea,” which were hastily prepared by the MoD and minted in late March 2014, have fairly strange dates stamped on them for the beginning and the end of the Crimean annexation operation: February 20, 2014 – March 18, 2014.207 The latter date is the day of the signing of the treaty formally accepting Crimea as a Russian province. The first date, however, does not seem to make any immediate sense.


  On February 20, the Ukrainian capital of Kiev saw violent clashes in which more than a hundred people were killed. President Viktor Yanukovich, however, was still in power; in fact, he was negotiating with the opposition on that day, and a Russian envoy was also involved in those talks. It is only two days later, on February 22, that Yanukovich fled from Kiev, first to eastern Ukraine and then to Crimea.208


  There were no signs of any unusual military activity by Russian forces in Russia itself on February 20-21. Meanwhile, the Ukrainian forces in Crimea were put on a heightened state of alert because of the upheavals in Kiev. They were also ordered to step up security measures at military compounds and weapons depots. In particular, 125 service personnel of the 501st Marines Brigade were deployed to Feodosia to guard arms depots.209


  The Russian 810th Independent Marines Brigade took similar steps. It deployed a company of marines to guard the Russian airfield outside Simferopol, and a platoon to guard the HQ of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol. All the brigade’s service personnel were restricted to base and ordered not to leave, even when off duty.


  The earliest date when the Russian operation is reliably known to have been in progress is February 22. That is the date shown in leaked video footage of an operation by a Russian Special Operations Forces unit.210 Other special Russian forces are also known to have received their marching orders on February 22-23. The fact that something unusual was going on was quickly picked up by Russian social media networks and regional media outlets. It was reported, for example, that the entire 45th Independent Spetsnaz Regiment of the Airborne Troops (VDV) had left its base outside Moscow. Two squads of the 16th Independent Spetsnaz Brigade left their base in Tambov.211 The 3rd Independent Spetsnaz Brigade in Tolyatti was put on combat alert.212 Similar orders were received by some units of the VDV service, including the 7th Airborne Assault Division in Novorossiisk, which is not far from Crimea.


  Several Russian units stationed farther afield were airlifted to Anapa. The Anapa airfield became the key logistics base of the operation due to its convenient location only 70 km from a ferry crossing to the eastern Crimean port of Kerch and 50 km from the port of Novorossiisk, where Russian troops heading for Crimea later boarded large landing ships. There were also direct airlift operations from Anapa to airfields in Crimea.


  Meanwhile, civilian tensions in Crimea were growing by the hour. The deposal of Yanukovich on February 22 was not taken well on the peninsula, where he won 78 percent of the vote in the 2010 presidential election. In the city of Sevastopol, which became the main bastion of resistance to the new authorities in Kiev, Yanukovich had polled 84 percent.


  The depth of the differences between Sevastopol and the new authorities in Kiev was demonstrated by the reception given in the city to members of the Berkut riot police squad when they returned to Sevastopol after taking part in suppressing the protests in Kiev. Berkut police officers were greeted as heroes by a large crowd of Sevastopolites who had gathered to meet them. The new government in Kiev, meanwhile, had denounced Berkut as criminals. On February 25, the newly appointed acting interior minister, Arsen Avakov, issued an order to disband Berkut squads all over Ukraine, including Crimea. The following day, the Interior Ministry’s internal security service attempted to disarm the Sevastopol Berkut squad, but was prevented from doing so by a large crowd that had gathered in defense of the Berkut.


  The coalition that seized power in Kiev then made an extremely serious blunder by rushing to support the Ukrainian nationalists’ pet projects. The day after the deposal of Yanukovich, the nationalist wing of the coalition had pushed through parliament a new bill that revoked one of the key laws passed under Yanukovich. The law in question, “On the Foundations of the National Language Policy,” was adopted in 2012. It gave official status to the use of the Russian language in Crimea and other predominantly Russian-speaking parts of Ukraine, and guaranteed citizens’ right to use Russian in their dealings with various local and central government bodies.213


  The decision was met with outrage in Crimea, which had a higher proportion of Russian-speakers than any other part of Ukraine,214 and which had already suffered from language-related discrimination during the presidency of Viktor Yushchenko. It was only on March 3, after angry protests in Crimea and in eastern Ukraine, that acting president Turchinov said he would not sign the parliamentary bill into law,215 but by that time, the damage had already been done.


  February 23 is marked in both Russia and Ukraine as a popular patriotic holiday inherited from the Soviet Union. Public celebrations held that day became a fertile breeding ground for separatist sentiment in Crimea. The pro-Russian peninsula had long had a very different understanding of patriotism compared with Ukraine’s western and central regions. The rallies held in Crimea in 2014 were full of Russian flags and separatist slogans. The crowd that gathered in Sevastopol was the largest since the 1990s. The impromptu popular assembly adopted a decision not to recognize any decrees by the new government in Kiev, and elected a “popular mayor” of the city.216 Crimea’s pro-Russian organizations called for the creation of a local self-defense militia. Volunteers began to sign up to that militia right on the central square. Similar developments took place in other large Crimean towns.


  A statement made on the afternoon of February 24 by Igor Mosiichuk, a leader of the Right Sector, a radical Ukrainian movement that was a strong fighting force of the Maidan protests, stoked tensions even further. “Any attempts to tear apart Ukraine’s territorial integrity will be severely punished,” Mosiichuk said during a live broadcast on national television. “If the government is unable, the Right Sector will put together a ‘Friendship Train.’ We will go to Crimea, like the UNSO (nationalist movement) did back in 1991, and these rats will run away, just like they did back then, when a force of UNSO people entered Sevastopol.”217


  That statement added to the climate of worry and concern on the peninsula. Its effects were further magnified by skillful propaganda efforts of various pro-Russian movements. As a result, mass protests in Crimea gained further momentum. The very next day saw the appearance of checkpoints on the main roads leading to Sevastopol, and on the narrow strips of land between the peninsula and mainland Ukraine. After Ukraine’s new acting interior minister issued an order to disband the Berkut riot police force on February 25, those checkpoints were augmented by former Berkut officers. Fully armed and dressed in their uniforms, those officers essentially became mutineers. The purpose of the checkpoints was to inspect all incoming road traffic so as to prevent any Right Sector fighters from getting into Crimea.


  The creation of those checkpoints signaled the beginning of Crimea’s split from mainland Ukraine. The checkpoints in Perekop, on one of the main roads leading into Crimea, was manned by approximately 200 former Berkut officers, Crimean Cossacks, and Cossacks from Russia’s Kuban Region, who had arrived to help Crimeans. A new wave of anti-Kiev protests swept the peninsula, with the protesters increasingly calling for secession from Ukraine.


  On February 26, an element of ethnic confrontation was added to the ongoing protests when clashes broke out in Simferopol between pro-Russian protesters and a large rally by Crimean Tatars, who carried banners such as “Crimea without Russia.” Three people died during those clashes, but after that the antiseparatist movement on the peninsula quickly dissipated.


  Mass protests by separatists and a rapid rise of anti-Kiev sentiment in Crimea created a favorable situation for a Russian invasion. In the late afternoon of February 23, Russia recalled its ambassador from Kiev because of the crisis.218 On the same day, reports began to arrive that Russian troops were boarding landing ships at the Novorossiisk naval base.219 220


  The Nikolai Filchenkov large landing ship entered the port of Sevastopol some time during the day on February 25. In the afternoon of the following day, it left Sevastopol and headed in the direction of Novorossiisk. Some have speculated that the ship was used to evacuate the deposed Ukrainian president, Viktor Yanukovich, from Crimea to Russia.221


  On February 26, President Putin ordered a snap inspection of the combat readiness of Russian troops stationed in the Western Military District and parts of the Central District. In and of itself, the drill was not an unusual occurrence; several of them had been held since early 2013 across the Russian Armed Forces, including the Black Sea Fleet and the Southern Military District. On this occasion, however, the drill was a cover for a military operation to establish Russian military control of Crimea. Russia did in fact follow the ostensible scenario of the drills, with most of the troops involved being deployed to locations far from Ukraine’s borders, including northern Russia. But these very large troop movements were used as a smokescreen for the deployment of several thousand spetsnaz and VDV troops to Crimea.


  As part of the snap drill scenario, about 40 Il-76 military transports left the Ulyanovsk airbase on February 26 and 27.222 More than 10 of them landed in Anapa,223 and on February 28, some aircraft were spotted in Crimea.


  February 27-March 5 The Launch of the Russian Invasion


   


  Russia launched the active phase of its operation when Ukraine was experiencing a difficult transitional period. On February 23, the Ukrainian parliament appointed its speaker, Aleksandr Turchinov, as acting president, thereby also making him commander-in-chief of the Ukrainian Armed Forces. The country did not even have an acting minister of defense at the time; Adm. Igor Tenyukh was appointed to that office only in the afternoon of February 27. He had spent the previous four years since 2010 in retirement and was not fully abreast with the current situation in the Armed Forces. The chief of Ukraine’s General Staff, Adm. Yury Ilin, who remained loyal to Viktor Yanukovich, was hospitalized with a heart attack later on February 27, and sacked by the new government the following day.224 All these developments had diminished the Ukrainian Army’s ability to react in a timely and effective manner to the rapidly changing situation during the first few days of the Russian operation.


  The active phase of that operation began at 4:25 a.m. local time on February 27, when a group of approximately 50 armed men seized the Crimean parliament. They hoisted the Russian flag over the building and identified themselves as the “Russian-speaking Crimean population’s self-defense force.”225 The nine police officers who guarded the parliament building did not offer any resistance and were allowed to leave.


  Footage from CCTV cameras that was released soon after the incident showed that the “self-defense force” was fairly large.226 Just like many other armed groups that had sprung up in Ukraine at the time, its fighters wore a picturesque mix of plain clothes and military gear. All of them, however, were extremely well armed. The attacking force had a large number of sniper rifles, new Russian-made Pecheneg machine guns, night vision sights on their small arms, and even an AGM heavy automatic grenade launcher. Almost every fighter wore an army-issue helmet and a bulletproof vest over their civilian clothes, and many carried single-shot antitank grenade launchers.


  Neither the real self-defense militias nor even the former Berkut riot police officers could possibly have had access to such equipment. It was obvious that the operation to seize the Crimean parliament was carried out by an unidentified but very professional special task force. A video clip leaked on the Internet shortly afterward suggests that the operation was the first important combat mission of Russia’s newly created Special Operations Forces. The mission also involved service personnel of the VDV service’s 45th Spetsnaz Regiment.227 The squad was secretly brought to Crimea a few days ahead of the operation.


  Later that morning, the entire Crimean police force and interior troops were put on high alert. Several hundred of them set up a cordon around the seized parliament building. The local law-enforcement services, however, were too poorly trained and equipped to take on the heavily armed and highly skilled fighters who had turned the building into something of a fortress. The police therefore merely maintained their cordon around the building but did not take any further action. The Ukrainian prosecutor’s office described the seizure of the building as an “act of terror.”


  But the cordon set up around parliament proved ineffective. Pro-Russian self-defense forces from Simferopol started to gather outside the building for a pro-Russian rally, and were soon joined by unarmed but well-organized groups from Sevastopol. The situation took an even stranger twist when members of the Crimean parliament began to arrive for an emergency session at the seized parliament building. The session began at 3 p.m. Several fateful decisions were approved by an overwhelming majority, including the decision to sack the pro-Kiev government of the Crimean autonomy and to hold a referendum on Crimea’s status on May 25, simultaneously with the snap presidential election called by the Ukrainian parliament.228 The way in which the situation unfolded that day strongly suggests that at least some of the pro-Russian Crimean politicians had been informed of the true identity of the fighters who had seized the parliament building and of Moscow’s further intentions.


  Later that afternoon, Russia’s Azov large landing ship completed all the usual border-crossing procedures, moored at a Russian dock, and unloaded 300 armed soldiers, whose arrival had not been coordinated with the Ukrainian government.229 The troops in question were possibly the 382nd Independent Marines Battalion from Temryuk; the battalion had previously been part of the 810th Marines Brigade. This enabled Russia to pass them off as soldiers legitimately stationed in Crimea.


  The following day, at about 3 a.m. Moscow time, a convoy of 10 trucks, three APCs, and soldiers without insignia arrived at the Belbek airfield, which hosted Ukraine’s 204th Tactical Aviation Brigade. It entered the territory of the airbase via an unguarded service entrance and blocked the runway, Ukrainian fighter jets at their tie-down points, and the aircraft munitions depots. The main unit of the Ukrainian Air Defense Service in Crimea, armed with 45 MiG-29 fighters, was thereby put out of action in a matter of minutes.230 Simultaneously, a company of soldiers seized Crimea’s main civilian airport and the air traffic control station in Simferopol.


  The service personnel who seized those facilities were dressed in standard-issue Russian combat fatigues and armed with Russian weapons, but wore no insignia and refused to identify themselves. Their vehicles had no license plates or side numbers. This created uncertainty as to whether the fighters who had seized the airport were Russian soldiers or local self-defense forces armed and equipped by Russia. That made it difficult for the Ukrainian Armed Forces and law-enforcement agencies to work out a strategy for dealing with them.


  Russia’s intentions became more obvious at 8:45 a.m. on February 28, when three Mi-8 transport helicopters escorted by eight of the latest Russian Mi-35M attack helicopters crossed into Ukrainian airspace without authorization.231 The maneuver was made possible by the factor of surprise. The request to authorize the flight that was submitted beforehand to the Ukrainian Border Service covered only the three transports. The Russian helicopters approached the Ukrainian border from the direction of Anapa. Flying at extremely low altitude, they crossed the sea border with Ukraine over the Kerch Strait and landed at the airfield in Kacha, which Russia was using on a lease basis. It appears that the transports brought a group of the Black Sea Fleet’s spetsnaz troops into Ukraine. The new Mi-35M helicopters, meanwhile, gave the Russian forces in Ukraine night-time and antiarmor capability. Russia did not have any attack helicopters in Crimea before February 28, because their stationing there was not allowed by the agreements with Ukraine.


  By late afternoon on February 28, several Russian Il-76 transports flying from Anapa landed at the Gvardeiskoye airfield near Simferopol, again without Ukraine’s authorization. The precise number of those aircraft is unknown; according to various Ukrainian sources, there were eight to 14 aircraft.232 The latter figure seems exaggerated. Nevertheless, these flights would have been sufficient to airlift about 1,500 fully equipped spetsnaz troops to Crimea, which immediately shifted the balance of forces on the peninsula in Russia’s favor.


  The Ukrainian military command was extremely worried by these fast-moving developments. Several hours after such an unceremonious invasion, it scrambled two Su-27 fighters from airfields in mainland Ukraine and warned Russia that it reserved the right to shoot down any aircraft that violated Ukrainian airspace. Although Ukraine did not keep its fighters patrolling the skies for long, it managed to deter Russia from trying to airlift any further reinforcements into Crimea for the next several days. Meanwhile, the Russian attack helicopters that had already crossed into Crimea were being used to support the blockade of Ukrainian military bases on the peninsula, putting severe psychological pressure on Ukrainian troops.


  The critical phase of the Russian operation lasted for several days, starting on February 28. Although the sudden appearance of Russian troops in various parts of Crimea left Ukrainians shell-shocked, those troops were in fact stretched very thin. Almost all the forces that maintained the blockade of Ukrainian military bases on the peninsula consisted of a single, incomplete marine brigade and the spetsnaz fighters that had arrived from Russia. The Ukrainian forces still had superiority in numbers; in heavy weaponry, their superiority was absolute. They were prevented from acting on that advantage by orders from Kiev not to put up any active resistance. Their own sense of shock at the whirlwind of change and their extremely low level of combat readiness surely didn’t help, either.


  The Russian command, meanwhile, was trying to bring in as many reinforcements as possible by sea. Four large landing ships carrying Russian troops arrived in Sevastopol on March 1-2. They brought the 10th Independent Spetsnaz Brigade from its base outside Krasnodar and the hardware of the 25th Independent Spetsnaz Regiment. On March 2, battalion and company-sized troop convoys with numerous trucks carrying soldiers without insignia, accompanied by Tiger armored vehicles, were spotted all over the peninsula. Yet when they fanned out to their positions around Crimea, these troops did not seem to be meeting any resistance.


  Volunteer forces of Cossacks from southern Russian regions were also involved in the operation. In the first several days, they headed for Crimea in small groups, on their own initiative. On the morning of March 1, however, several hundred of them were sent in an organized group from Krasnodar to Crimea. They arrived in the Dzhankoi area of Crimea via the ferry crossing in Kerch, as well as via mainland Ukraine. Border controls on the Russian-Ukrainian border still remained fairly relaxed, and unarmed civilians were being let through without any trouble.


  The arrival of additional troops and Cossack forces, as well as the formation of new local self-defense squads, enabled Russia to start blockading more objectives. These included not only military compounds and bases but also key administrative and infrastructure facilities, such as TV broadcasting infrastructure, and communication service providers.


  Also on the morning of March 1, soldiers of the 10th Independent Spetsnaz Brigade arrived in central Simferopol and took positions along the perimeter of the parliament building, which still remained under the control of “self-defense forces.” The additional spetsnaz troops, the armed perimeter they established, and the machine guns they deployed at strategic points reinforced Russian control over the administrative heart of the peninsula. Later that day, Russian troops also appeared outside the compound of the Ukrainian 55th AA Missile Regiment in Yevpatoria, which was armed with Buk-M1 SAM systems, and the bases of two other air defense regiments. They also took control of two Ukrainian radar installations. Meanwhile, back in Moscow, the upper chamber of the Russian parliament authorized President Putin to use Russian troops on Ukrainian territory.233 The decision was merely a formality, as there was not the slightest doubt that the president’s request for such an authorization would be granted. In fact, the military operation to take control of Crimea was already in full swing.


  Meanwhile, the Ukrainian Navy’s ships were blockaded in their ports by auxiliary ships of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, and did not appear to show any activity. Only the Slavutich command ship deberthed on March 1, but did not actually leave the harbor and soon returned to its mooring.234 In the days that followed, Russian forces tightened the blockade even further, and the opportunity for Ukrainian ships to break free was lost. Not a single ship of the Ukrainian Navy managed to escape Crimea.


  The same cannot be said, however, of Ukraine’s fairly large Coast Guard fleet. At about 1 p.m. on March 1, 10 trucks unloaded 300 Russian soldiers at the entrance to the 5th Coast Guard Squad compound in Balaklava. The Ukrainian Border Service reacted immediately. Their ships were in a much better state of repair than the ones operated by the Navy, and they had been preparing for such an event. By 3 p.m., 12 Ukrainian Coast Guard ships and boats had left the port of Sevastopol and sailed for Odessa. The Russian ships did not seem to expect the Ukrainians to act so quickly and were too late to prevent their escape. The Ukrainian Border Service later reported that Russia’s RNS Moskva guided missile cruiser and several escorting missile corvettes approached the fleeing Ukrainian ships but did not use weapons to try to stop them.


  Ukraine’s 23rd Naval Patrol Squad also evacuated successfully from Kerch. Its two patrol ships and nine boats left their base simultaneously with the ships in Sevastopol and sailed first for Berdyansk, and then for Mariupol.235 The only Ukrainian Coast Guard ships and boats left in Crimea were ones that were not operational at the time. The Ukrainian Border Service managed to evacuate 23 ships and boats, i.e., most of their fleet.236 Their land units fared less well, as most of the Border Service bases were blockaded by Crimean self-defense forces and Russian soldiers.


  At about 2 p.m. on March 2, the regional HQ of Ukraine’s Border Service was stormed. The attackers destroyed the communications hub, computers, and automated workstations, then left the building. The Ukrainian personnel did not put up any active resistance, but prevented the attackers from entering the weapons locker and continued working as best they could.


  Another event that occurred on March 2 was a PR disaster and a heavy psychological blow for the new government in Kiev. The commander of the Ukrainian Navy, Rear Adm. Denis Berezovsky, openly defected and swore allegiance to the “people of Crimea” and the peninsula’s self-proclaimed government.237 Adm. Berezovsky was a prominent figure in the Ukrainian Navy. He had previously served as captain of the UNS Hetman Sagaidachny frigate. In 2012-2013, he was a codirector of the Sea Breeze exercise, a large joint Ukraine-NATO event. His defection came the day after he was appointed commander of the Ukrainian Navy by acting Ukrainian president, Aleksandr Turchinov.238


  The self-proclaimed Crimean government immediately appointed Berezovsky commander of the “Crimean Navy.” He then tried to persuade the crews of Ukrainian Navy vessels to follow his suit and “side with the Crimean people.” The ship he had previously commanded, UNS Hetman Sagaidachny, was not in Sevastopol at the time; it was returning from a patrol mission in the Gulf of Aden. None of the Ukrainian ships or Navy officers heeded Berezovsky’s call at the time, and remained loyal to Ukraine. Nevertheless, his defection added to the confusion in the Ukrainian Navy and essentially kept it paralyzed for several days while crucial events transgressed. Berezovsky was later actively involved in further negotiations with the Ukrainian Navy ships stranded in Crimea, and it is partly thanks to his efforts that many of them eventually raised the Russian flag. After the successful completion of the annexation, Rear Adm. Berezovsky, who faced high treason charges in Ukraine, was appointed deputy commander of the Russian Black Sea Fleet by President Putin’s decree.239


  The arrival of additional Russian troops to Crimea made it necessary to set up a logistics center that would also serve as a living quarters for the arriving soldiers. That center was set up at the Lazarevsky Barracks, an old and disused former military facility in Sevastopol that had long become a tourist attraction. Some of the buildings of the Lazarevsky Barracks complex, which was built in the nineteenth century to accommodate thousands of soldiers, were used by a Russian university on a lease basis, but the others were empty. In March, those empty buildings became incredibly useful. Day and night there was a constant flow of military trucks, civilian minibuses, and armored vehicles carrying Russian soldiers to and from Lazarevsky.


  The Ukrainian 36th Independent Coast Guard Brigade was the most heavily armed Ukrainian unit on the peninsula. Reliably blockading its compound in Perevalnoye, near Simferopol, was seen by Russian command as an important priority. The compound was surrounded in the afternoon of March 2 by a Russian spetsnaz battalion, which set up a field camp outside its outer walls.240 Even there, however, the Russian forces blockading the Ukrainian unit, which was armed with dozens of tanks and infantry fighting vehicles, had only a few Tiger armored vehicles.


  The only unit of the Ukrainian Armed Forces that managed to break the blockade and evacuate its hardware from Crimea was the 5th Naval Aviation Brigade, which was stationed at the Novofedorovka airfield, Saki Region. A company-sized force of Russian soldiers maintained a blockade for three days, but remained outside the perimeter of the Ukrainian airbase. On March 3, however, Ukrainian technicians pulled off a simultaneous start of most of the brigade’s operational aircraft. Four helicopters took off and were immediately followed by three planes. On March 7, another Ka-27 helicopter escaped from the same airfield.241 That was the last piece of Ukrainian hardware to manage a successful escape from the Russian-controlled peninsula.


  Meanwhile, the separatist government of Crimea began to create its own “army” and “navy.” On March 4, it gave an ultimatum to the Ukrainian troops and crews of the Ukrainian ships that remained under siege on the peninsula: swear loyalty to Crimea, vacate military bases and ships, or be stormed by self-defense squads, with the tacit support of Russian forces. Ukrainian troops ignored the ultimatum. During the early days, the vast majority of them remained loyal to Kiev and refused to lay down their arms or defect. The Russian command decided against further escalation and did not try to take Ukrainian bases by force.242


  A Crimean self-defense squad tried to board and seize the Ukrainian Navy’s Slavutich command ship, which remained in Sevastopol, but the attempt failed.243 Realizing there would be no easy surrender of the Ukrainian bases, Russia reduced its pressure and even withdrew its troops from around several bases.244 The blockade was maintained, however, by the Crimean self-defense forces. Pro-Russian civilians also continued to stage rallies outside their gates. The Ukrainian soldiers who were pent up inside had no respite, and their only hope was now for a political settlement of the crisis.


  By the end of March 5, the 810th Marines Brigade, which was stationed in Crimea, had been joined by units of the 3rd, 10th, 16th, and 22nd Independent Spetsnaz Brigades, the 25th Independent Spetsnaz Regiment, the 45th Independent VDV Spetsnaz Regiment, part of the 31st Independent VDV Airborne Assault Brigade, and small but very capable Special Operations Forces (SOF) units. Russia now had several thousand troops in Crimea, but those troops lacked heavy weaponry. They did not have any tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, artillery, or air defense systems, and had to make do with only about 150 BTR-80 APC and Tigr armored vehicles. The Ukrainian units, however, were blockaded inside their bases and lacked coordination, so they could not offer any effective resistance.


  Some of the blockaded Ukrainian bases remained loyal to Ukraine throughout the crisis, and were eventually taken by force after two or three weeks of siege. Most of them, however, surrendered peacefully. One example was the 2nd Independent Marines Battalion in Kerch. On March 2, the unit’s compound was surrounded by a force of only 20 Russian marines, who had all arrived in a single truck.245 After negotiations with the Ukrainians, the rules of the blockade were agreed upon. On March 6, the battalion’s brass band gave a street concert for its own marines and the blockading Russian soldiers.246 A week later, on March 14, the Ukrainian and the Russian marines who had blockaded their base held a friendly soccer match; the Russians were crushed 4-0.247 In another week’s time, on March 20, the battalion raised the Russian flag, and two-thirds of its marines, led by their commander, signed a contract to serve in the Russian Armed Forces.248


  Even though the immediate risk of organized resistance by Ukrainian forces stationed in Crimea had been all but eliminated, Russian forces on the peninsula remained vulnerable to a potential overwhelming attack from the mainland. On March 2-3, Ukrainian rapid reaction units began to advance toward the isthmus that connects Crimea to the mainland and eastern Ukrainian border.


  March 6-17 Troop Build-up


   


  In the days that followed the initial invasion, Russia continued to flow troops into Crimea. There were, however, more substantial troop movements elsewhere; Russia launched a build-up of its offensive forces along Ukraine’s eastern border. Russian troops in Crimea lacked heavy weaponry, and consisted of “light” units such as spetsnaz, VDV, and marines. The troops massing along the Ukrainian border, on the other hand, were “heavy” units armed with tanks, APCs, and self-propelled artillery. Additional planes and helicopters were also deployed at Russian airfields near the border with Ukraine.


  Such a massive troop build-up posed an extremely grave threat not only to Crimea, but also to large and weakly defended Ukrainian territories in the east. In response, Ukrainian Armed Forces began to deploy toward the country’s eastern borders and the isthmus of Crimea. Several heavy units, including artillery and MLR systems, were deployed just north of the isthmus, but most of the Ukrainian forces were dispatched to protect the eastern borders. It was clear, however, that those forces would most likely be unable to stop a Russian offensive, if it ever came. As a result, the Ukrainian government was forced to desist from any active attempts to restore its control of Crimea, so as not to risk a full-blown Russian invasion.


  An important political development came on March 6, when the referendum on Crimea’s status was brought forward once again for debate. The decision was made to accelerate the process and hold the vote on March 16, well ahead of the previously announced dates of first, May 25, and then second, March 30. The decision brought the eventual end of the confrontation nearer and improved the chances for a political settlement of the crisis.


  To make sure the referendum was held in relative calm, thereby making it more legitimate, Russian troops eased their pressure on the Ukrainian military bases on the peninsula, using a “soft blockade” tactic. Ukrainian service personnel at those bases were allowed to come and go as they pleased during the day, provided that they were not wearing uniforms. The bases continued to take deliveries of food and water. Electricity was restored to the Ukrainian Navy HQ and several other important facilities. The relative restraint shown by the Ukrainian and Russian sides ensured relative calm on the peninsula over the 10-day period.


  A case in point was the situation with the Ukrainian Navy’s base in Donuzlav. On the night of March 6, Russian troops left the checkpoints set up around the base. The Moskva guided missile cruiser and its escort ships, which had for several days been blockading the channel connecting Lake Donuzlav to the Black Sea, also left their positions. To keep the Ukrainian ships from leaving the lake, Russian tug boats towed in from Sevastopol the hull of the former RNS Ochakov, a large antisubmarine ship that was decommissioned in 2011, and scuttled it in the mouth of the channel.249


  The Ukrainian ships were still unable to leave the lake, but now they were prevented from doing so not by the Russian Navy’s threat of force, but by an insurmountable barrier in the form of the scuttled hull, weighing more than 6,000 metric tons and measuring 173 meters long. That ploy successfully put out of action the Ukrainian Navy’s most capable unit, the 5th Surface Ships Brigade, which consisted of 12 ships, including two landing ships, a corvette, three minesweepers, an antisaboteur boat, and several supply ships. In the following days, Russian forces also scuttled three decommissioned diving boats, making it impossible even for the smaller Ukrainian ships to escape from Lake Donuzlav.


  Meanwhile, large landing ships were steadily bringing more Russian troops to Crimea. Supplies for the growing Russian force on the peninsula were being brought in via the ferry in Kerch, which was already under Russian control. By now, not all the Russian troops being brought in were spetsnaz or VDV units. On March 6, the 727th Independent Marine Battalion, based in Astrakhan,250 and the 18th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade, based in Chechnya, also left their bases and headed for Crimea.


  On the night of March 9, several Bastion-P coastal defense antiship missile systems were spotted in Sevastopol. They belonged to the 11th Independent Coastal Defense Rocket Artillery Brigade, which had been brought in from Anapa.251 Strategically positioned in Crimea, this advanced Russian system could target almost the entire Black Sea. The Ukrainian Navy, apart from its relatively modest flagship, was under Russian blockade at its bases, so the deployment of the Bastion-P systems in Crimea was clearly aimed against any possible intervention by third countries.


  Late in the evening of March 9, Russian forces finally established full control over the Ukrainian naval aviation airbase in Novofedorovka, from which the last Ukrainian helicopter had escaped the previous day. Accompanied by dozens of Crimean self-defense activists, Russian troops entered the base and occupied the landing strip, taxiways, and the control tower.


  Reports by the Ukrainian Border Service in Crimea provide some additional information about the speed of the Russian troop build-up on the peninsula. In the period of February 28 to March 11, there were a total of 15 calls by Russian Navy ships at Crimean ports. Most of these were by landing ships that made several return trips. There were also 48 landings by Russian airplanes and helicopters. Ten Russian convoys consisting of 139 vehicles entered Crimea via the Kerch ferry crossing. Since the ferry was primarily used to bring in supplies, most of those vehicles were trucks. Only six APCs and four Grad MLR systems were brought in via Kerch. There was still not a single Russian tank or self-propelled artillery system deployed in Crimea.


  On March 12, the 18th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade entered Crimea via the Kerch ferry crossing after a 900 km movement. Armed with new BTR-82A wheeled APCs, it was the first Russian motor rifle unit to reach Crimea.


  The brigade immediately began to advance toward Perekop, a strategically important 7-km-long strip of land that connects the peninsula to mainland Ukraine. Until then, that strip was held only by Crimean self-defense forces and a Russian spetsnaz battalion. Reinforced by the motor rifle brigade, as well as several artillery and MLR systems that had been brought in a few days earlier, Perekop now presented a much more formidable obstacle for Ukrainian forces, had they tried to invade to prevent the referendum.


  On March 13, the first Russian train carrying military hardware reached Crimea via the Kerch railway ferry crossing.252 On March 14, the 291st Artillery Brigade, which set off from Ingushetia on March 11, also entered Crimea via Kerch.253 The brigade’s Uragan 220 mm MLR systems and old-fashioned but powerful Msta-B 152 mm towed howitzers were immediately deployed on the isthmus between Crimea and Ukraine. These latest reinforcements essentially eliminated any chance of Kiev launching a successful military operation. Russian air defense forces also began to arrive in Crimea on March 14.


  The most formidable component of Russian air defenses deployed in Crimea was a battery of S-300PS SAM systems, which arrived on March 15.254 They were immediately brought to Simferopol and deployed at the Russian airfield in Gvardeiskoye, providing a reliable defense against hostile aircraft for the vast majority of the peninsula. Another Russian air defense system deployed in Crimea was the latest Pantsir-S gun-missile AA system.


  The referendum on Crimea’s status was held on March 16. It passed without any notable security incidents or protests. According to official figures, some 96.6 percent of those who turned out voted in favor of Crimea becoming a part of Russia.255 The day after the announcement of the results, President Putin signed a decree recognizing the Republic of Crimea as an independent state. The city of Sevastopol was also part of that newly independent state.


  In addition to the use of force, the annexation was marked by extensive use of Russian “soft force.” That included constant psychological pressure on Ukrainian troops and the blockading of their bases, as well as propaganda efforts and generous promises made to Ukrainian military commanders and soldiers serving under contract, in order to persuade them to defect to the Russian side. Ukrainian troops did in fact face real danger, but its source was the pro-Russian local population and the numerous “self-defense” squads, rather than Russian forces on the peninsula. The Crimean self-defense units were poorly armed but aggressive and vehemently anti-Ukrainian. Occasionally, they would try to take some of the smaller Ukrainian military compounds by force.


  Throughout this entire period, the Russian government, including President Vladimir Putin himself, repeatedly denied that the unidentified troops in Crimea were Russian soldiers. These denials could not possibly deceive foreign security services or military specialists. They did, however, serve a purpose: thanks to such denials, Russia’s real intentions and the lengths to which it was prepared to go in the crisis remained unclear up until the day of the referendum. That uncertainty made it difficult for Ukraine and the West to work out a timely and effective joint response.


  Another consequence of that uncertainty was that the commanders of some Ukrainian military units began to prepare their soldiers for a confrontation with crowds of unarmed “self-defense squads” rather than a properly armed and trained opponent. A case in point was the 36th Independent Coastal Defense Brigade, where soldiers were issued with improvised shields and truncheons and trained in riot police tactics, such as the turtle formation and crowd dispersal. The Ukrainian commanders were clearly not expecting a confrontation with mechanized infantry armed with tanks, artillery, and fighting vehicles.256 Their preparations turned out completely useless during the next phase of the crisis, when Russian troops began to take their compounds by force.


  March 18-25 The Use of Force


   


  On March 18, the Russian government held a ceremony in the Kremlin to sign a treaty under which Crimea and the city of Sevastopol became Russian regions.257 Just the previous day, Russia had recognized Crimea and Sevastopol as independent states. Only then had it become clear that Putin was aiming for an immediate annexation of these territories rather than letting them become disputed territories, such as Abkhazia or Transnistria.


  The following day brought the first and only casualty of the entire annexation campaign among the Ukrainian Armed Forces. The circumstances of the incident are not entirely clear, but it appears that Sergei Kokurin, a warrant officer in the Ukrainian Navy and an ethnic Russian, was killed outside the gates of his military compound during negotiations between Crimean self-defense forces and personnel of a relatively unimportant Ukrainian military facility in Simferopol. Ruslan Kazakov, a Russian Cossack from Volgograd Region who had joined the Crimean self-defense forces, also died during the same incident. The official version is that both were killed by an unidentified sniper who tried to provoke a full-scale armed conflict between the two sides.


  Neither the Ukrainians nor the Russians were eager to use the incident to escalate tensions in Crimea. What is more, they held a joint funeral ceremony on March 22. The event was attended by delegations of the Crimean self-defense forces, Russian Cossacks, and the Ukrainian military. The two coffins were placed side by side as a mark of reconciliation.258 Nevertheless, Ukraine’s then acting defense minister Tenyukh used the incident as a pretext to sign an order authorizing Ukrainian troops stationed in Crimea to use deadly force in life-threatening situations. That order was the first tangible document issued by the government in Kiev to define the rules of engagement for the Ukrainian troops blockaded inside their Crimean bases. Up until then, Kiev was merely issuing oral recommendations to “hold on” and “ignore acts of provocation,” and not to use weapons. The recommendation to maintain morale by regular choral performances of the national anthem was also delivered.


  The new MoD order was duly communicated to the Ukrainian troops in Crimea. In particular, it was read out before the ranked soldiers of Ukraine’s 204th Tactical Aviation Brigade in Belbek. The brigade remained one of the most disciplined and resilient Ukrainian units on the peninsula thanks to the decisive stance of its commander, Col. Yuly Mamchur. The order authorizing the use of deadly force raised the risk of bloodshed during any operation to take Ukrainian bases by force, and Russian troops could not ignore that risk.


  Nevertheless, the ensuing operations to seize the Crimean military bases and ships that remained loyal to the government in Kiev did not bring new fatalities, although weapons were used and several people were injured. The Russian spetsnaz units that conducted such operations were specifically instructed not to use deadly force, if possible. Morale among the Ukrainian troops, who had spent three weeks blockaded inside their compounds without any assistance from the Kiev government, was very low, and the vast majority of them did not offer any real resistance.


  Russian forces began to take control of remaining Ukrainian bases and ships early in the morning on March 19. Small SOF units, each consisting of several dozen soldiers, also took several key military infrastructure facilities by force in quick succession. They seized the reserve command station of the Crimea Tactical Group’s Air Defense Service, the HQ of the Ukrainian Navy Arsenal, and then the main HQ of the Ukrainian Navy. During the latter operation, they also seized the new commander of the Ukrainian Navy, Rear Adm. Sergei Gaiduk, who had replaced defector Denis Berezovsky.259


  Most of the Ukrainian troops on the ground did not even mount nominal resistance. The most heavily armed unit, the 36th Independent Mechanized Coastal Defense Brigade in Perevalnoye, surrendered without any incidents. A large pro-Russian rally and fighters of the Crimean self-defense forces gathered outside the unit’s compound in the afternoon of March 19, and a bulldozer then broke through the compound’s main gate and pushed aside the BRDM armored reconnaissance vehicle that blocked the entrance on the inside. A Russian spetsnaz platoon that had been blockading the Ukrainian facility since early March then entered the compound. It was accompanied by two senior officers of the Russian Black Sea Fleet. They shook hands with the commanders of the Ukrainian brigade and peacefully agreed to the procedure of its surrender and transfer to Russian control.260


  Negotiations with remaining Ukrainian military units and ships were made much easier by Decree No. 164, signed by President Putin on March 20. The decree gave Ukrainian service personnel a guarantee that their military rank, education credentials, and length of service would be recognized and honored if they switched sides.261 That made defection a fairly attractive proposition for all Ukrainian officers in Crimea. Also on March 20, Ukrainian ships began to surrender to Russia. At 9 a.m., the Donbas command ship and two support ships, the Kremenets and the Borshchov, lowered the Ukrainian flag and raised the Russian Navy flag. All three were at port in Sevastopol.262


  After that, the process rapidly gained momentum. One of the first Ukrainian units to raise the Russian flag was the 501st Marines Battalion in Kerch. About 70 percent of the battalion’s service personnel decided to enlist in the Russian Navy. Several other ships of the Ukrainian Navy, including three corvettes and one missile boat, also ended their holdout. But at least two ships, the Ternopol and the Khmelnitsky corvettes, were taken by force at their base in Donuzlav by an armed Crimean self-defense squad called Rubezh. Several dozen fighters boarded the corvettes from a small civilian ship. Although they used stun grenades and fired shots in the air during the operation, there were no casualties among the Ukrainian sailors.


  The Rubezh squad, whose fighters were former marines and spetsnaz soldiers, would also be involved in most of the operations to storm Ukrainian ships that still refused to surrender.263 Even those ships, however, put up only nominal resistance. They used water cannons and smoke grenades against the attackers, and their sailors barricaded themselves inside the ships. The futility of such resistance was obvious to the attackers as well as the defenders. By the following morning, the Russian flag had been raised on 23 ships and boats of the Ukrainian Navy.


  The Slavutich command ship in Sevastopol and a few ships in Donuzlav were the only ships still flying the Ukrainian flag on the evening of March 20. The only ship that offered active resistance was the Cherkassy, a sea-going minesweeper in Donuzlav. Twelve of its sailors left the ship, but the core crew remained onboard, including the captain, Yury Fedash. After watching nearby Ukrainian ships surrendering or being taken by force, the Cherkassy tried to clear an escape route for itself from Lake Donuzlav to the open sea by dragging aside one of the scuttled Russian boats. The attempt was unsuccessful, but the ship made several more tries in the following days. In the end, the Russian Navy had to scuttle another small boat on the night of March 24 to prevent the Cherkassy from escaping.


  Only two Ukrainian units were still putting up any resistance on the ground. One was the 1st Marines Battalion in Feodosia; up to half of its service personnel remained loyal to Ukraine and barricaded themselves inside one of the buildings. The Ukrainian marines tried to negotiate the terms for an honorable retreat to mainland Ukraine, insisting that they should be allowed to take all their weapons and hardware with them. The other was the 204th Tactical Aviation Brigade in Belbek. Service personnel of the naval aviation brigade were cut off from their aircraft, but still in control of the HQ building, where they remained defiant.


  By late afternoon of March 22, 54 of the Ukrainian Navy’s 67 ships and boats, and the vast majority of Ukrainian military compounds on the ground had raised the Russian flag. At 6 p.m. that day, Russian forces finally suppressed the resistance of the 204th Tactical Aviation Brigade. A squad of SOF soldiers, supported by six BTR-82A APCs of the 18th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade, broke a section of a concrete fence and the gate of the compound, and entered the compound from several directions at once. The unarmed pilots and technicians of the 204th Brigade had gathered at the unit’s parade ground. With Russian guns pointing at them, including 30 mm automatic cannons of the APCs, the Ukrainian service personnel were forced to surrender and lower the Ukrainian flag while singing the national anthem. Although several warning shots were fired in the air, there were no casualties among the military service personnel. The most serious injury occurred when a reporter covering the event was slightly bruised by falling masonry after an APC crashed through the concrete fence of the Ukrainian compound.264 The commander of the brigade, Col. Yuly Mamchur, was detained by Crimean authorities, but released several days later. The Slavutich, which was the last Ukrainian Navy ship in Sevastopol still flying the Ukrainian flag, was stormed by Crimean self-defense fighters at about 8:30 a.m. the next day.265


  On the night of March 24, SOF soldiers stormed the last bastion of Ukrainian resistance on the ground, the compound of the elite 1st Marines Regiment in Feodosia. The operation saw the most serious clashes of the entire conflict. About 60 Ukrainian marines who still remained loyal to Kiev had barricaded themselves inside their barracks. The Russian spetsnaz decided on a demonstration of overwhelming force to persuade their opponents. The compound was cordoned by BTR-82A APCs, and two Mi-8 helicopters landed directly on the unit’s parade ground with Russian soldiers disembarking in assault formation. Two Mi-35M attack helicopters also provided air support overhead. Russian soldiers then launched stun and smoke grenades at the barracks and fired several shots at the upper part of the windows on the second floor. That minimized the risk of the Ukrainian marines being hit, but clearly demonstrated the attackers’ intentions. During the ensuing assault a fistfight broke out between Russian spetsnaz soldiers and Ukrainian marines.


  The marines’ resistance was overcome two hours after the launch of the operation. They were marched out of the barracks with their hands tied behind their backs and taken away by trucks and helicopters. Even though weapons were used during the assault, there were no serious casualties apart from the commander of the Ukrainian battalion, Lt. Col. Delyatitsky, who had several broken ribs.266 The following day, all of the Ukrainian marines were released apart from the commander and his deputy, who were freed a few days later.


  That same evening, the Kostantin Olshansky landing ship, which was in Donuzlav at the time, surrendered and raised the Russian flag at 8 p.m. after being boarded by the Rubezh self-defense squad. Out of its crew of 100 sailors, only 20 – mainly officers – were still on board.267 They were allowed to hold a ceremony to lower the Ukrainian flag and take it with them; the same thing happened on most other ships. Several sailors from the Kostantin Olshansky then joined the crew of the Cherkassy minesweeper, which was the last Ukrainian military unit still flying the Ukrainian flag on March 25.268


  The storming of the Cherkassy began around 7 p.m. on March 25. There were only 24 sailors on board the Ukrainian ship at the time, including several officers from the Kostantin Olshansky. Two Russian Mi-35M helicopters circled the ship throughout the operation. The Cherkassy kept maneuvering to prevent the attackers on Russian boats from getting close enough to board it. The Ukrainian sailors also used smoke grenades, but the outcome of their resistance was inevitable. The Russian attackers fired numerous shots in the air and across the bow, and threw stun grenades. After finally boarding the ship, they threw a line to a tug boat and towed the Cherkassy to port, where the Ukrainian crew was allowed to leave the ship. There were no casualties.269


  Russia was now in full military control of the peninsula. Russian flags were raised over all 193 military bases, compounds, and ships in Crimea.270 Of the entire Ukrainian Navy, Kiev was still in control of only a few ships that were not in Crimea when the Russian operation began, including the Hetman Sagaidachny frigate, the Skadovsk, a 40-metric ton gunboat armed with two large-caliber machine guns, and 10 or so auxiliary ships and boats. After the loss of Crimea, the acting Ukrainian defense minister, Igor Tenyukh, who had been in office since February 27, tendered his resignation, which was duly accepted by parliament.


  A mere seven days after the signing of the treaty under which Crimea and Sevastopol became part of Russia, Ukraine’s 22,000 troops on the peninsula laid down their arms. Exhausted after the month-long siege, abandoned by the government in Kiev, and suffering from a severe loyalty crisis, the Ukrainian forces in Crimea collapsed like a house of cards after a relatively gentle Russian nudge. Ukrainian paramilitary forces went likewise; interior troops stationed in Crimea did not offer notable resistance, either.


  The Fate of Ukrainian Forces


   


  An organized and unhindered pullout of those Ukrainian service personnel who did not wish to remain on the occupied peninsula began in late March. As of April 25, 1,422 Ukrainian officers and warrant officers, 1,838 professional soldiers serving under contract, and 103 cadets had left Crimea.271 Another several hundred servicemen and civilian contractors left in the following months. Of the several thousand civilian contractors who served in Crimea, only a few dozen have moved to mainland Ukraine, which is perhaps unsurprising, since those contractors were recruited from among the locals.


  The vast majority of Ukrainian service personnel who found themselves in the annexed territory have chosen to stay. Many have taken an oath of allegiance to Russia and are now serving in the Russian Armed Forces. More than 9,000 former Ukrainian service personnel and 7,000 civilian contractors have made use of simplified procedures to obtain Russian citizenship and sworn allegiance to Russia. That number includes 2,700 officers, 1,300 warrant officers, more than 5,000 soldiers and sailors, and 191 cadets.272


  There are several good reasons why so many Ukrainian military service personnel chose to enter Russian service after the annexation of Crimea. First, it is common practice in the Ukrainian Armed Forces for soldiers and officers to serve not far from their home towns and villages. That is why most of the personnel of Ukrainian military units in Crimea were in fact Russian-speaking ethnic Russians born on the peninsula. That had obvious implications when they had to choose their allegiances.


  Furthermore, Ukrainian service personnel in Crimea were facing many daunting practical difficulties. Most of them were not homeowners; they and their families lived in MoD-provided apartments not far from their place of service. Had they refused to swear allegiance to Russia, they would have had to vacate those apartments, and they all realized that the Ukrainian MoD would be unable to find substitutable accommodation any time soon if they were to move to mainland Ukraine. Russia, meanwhile, had carrots on offer in addition to sticks, the biggest being the aforementioned decree signed by President Putin on March 20 granting citizenship.


  In essence, most of the Ukrainian service personnel were offered a chance to keep their jobs and their homes, in addition to better pay, welfare, citizenship, and other perks. Such inducements were very effective, especially since pro-Russian sentiment among the Ukrainian military personnel in Crimea was very strong to begin with.


  To advertise the benefits of entering Russian military service, the Russian MoD set up groups of senior officers as mobile recruiters. These groups would have friendly chats with the commanders of Ukrainian military units, and were as often as not given a chance to speak directly to the rank and file. Such tactics proved easy to pull off because of the close personal contacts between Russian and Ukrainian sailors, who had been coexisting peacefully in Crimea for more than two decades.


  The return of seized Ukrainian hardware began almost immediately after Russia took full control of Crimea. The first batch of Ukrainian T-64BV tanks was sent from the 36th Brigade in Perevalnoye to a railhead for further shipment to mainland Ukraine as early as March 26. The removal of Ukrainian military hardware from the peninsula had been nearly completed by late May, with the exception of vessels of the Ukrainian Navy. Russia returned 75 helicopters and planes, 32 ships, 121 armored vehicles (including 41 tanks), 120 artillery systems and mortars, and 1,341 trucks, in addition to large amounts of other hardware. Much of it was obsolete; the Ukrainian MoD said in an official statement that the whole collection was worth as little as “over $1 billion.”273 Russia also returned various supplies, gear, and ammunition, from missiles and bombs to mattresses and hats. The Ukrainians provided a 700-page list of things they wanted returned, as well as things they did not mind being discarded.


  Negotiations on the return of naval vessels, however, took a bit longer. Initially, Russia wanted to keep some of them for its own use. But after inspecting their state of disrepair and holding unofficial talks with the Ukrainians, Moscow decided to return every single vessel. The first ship was transferred back to Ukrainian control on April 11. Most of the Ukrainian support ships and boats were not operational, so Russian tug boats had to tow them, along with their transfer crews, to neutral waters, where they were picked up by Ukrainian tugs and towed the rest of the way to Odessa. Russia suspended the transfer processes on several occasions in connection with the launch of an “antiterrorism operation” in eastern Ukraine. Nevertheless, as of early June, 43 ships and boats had already been returned; that constitutes about two-thirds of the Ukrainian fleet.274 Three of the Ukrainian ships that were in a particularly poor state of repair have been earmarked for the scrap yard, with Kiev’s consent.


  Conclusion


   


  The Crimean operation has been a practical test of Russian military reforms launched after the war with Georgia in 2008. Fortunately, the Russian Armed Forces had no occasion to actually demonstrate their improved fighting ability. Nevertheless, positive changes since 2008 are clearly evident. The most obvious change is the radical improvement in armaments and gear.275 However, most of the units Russia brought to bear in Crimea were the cream of the crop of the Russian spetsnaz, and are not entirely representative of the state of affairs in the rest of the Russian Army.276


  There have also been less obvious but equally important improvements in intangible areas such as discipline, as demonstrated by the behavior of Russian soldiers, particularly in this small-unit environment. Again, these improvements are not representative of the entire Armed Forces, as the use of elite troops and professional soldiers, rather than conscripts, exhibited a more skilled and competent corps of junior officers.


  There have also been major improvements in the organization of troop movements, logistics, and supplies. The Russian Army has spent considerable effort since the Georgian campaign working to improve its strategic maneuvering capability, and regularly practiced the deployment of troops hundreds and thousands of kilometers away from their permanent bases. Such training is necessary for effective defense of Russia’s vast territory, but it also proved useful during the Crimean campaign.


  Nevertheless, the Crimean campaign also revealed clear room for improvement. Russian top brass has repeatedly declared that their goal is for the entire Armed Forces to always be ready for action, but units involved in the Crimean operation, however, were able to commit only part of their strength; understaffing remains a problem across the Russian Armed Forces. Another problem is the cyclical nature of the Russian conscription system; for much of the time, many units largely consist of untrained conscripts who have only just been drafted. As a result, Russian military units that are supposed to remain in a state of “constant combat readiness” could normally commit no more than two-thirds of their strength, leaving conscripts drafted last autumn – from the previous cycle – back at base.


  Still, it is quite obvious that the enormous amounts of money and effort spent on reform and modernization of the Russian Army over the past five years have not been entirely wasted. When Vladimir Putin saw a “window of opportunity” to take control of Crimea, he had at his disposal an adequate, effective instrument with which to seize that opportunity.


   


  PART IV. Ukrainian Armed Forces Put to the Test


  Viewing the Action in Ukraine From the Kremlin’s Windows, by Mikhail Barabanov


   


  Moscow’s determination to keep Ukraine in the Russian orbit is the principal reason for the ongoing Ukrainian crisis. But with direct paths to that goal now barred or at least obstructed, Moscow has tried to secure similar results by seeking ulterior but still effective and sustainable leverage over Ukraine’s domestic agenda and foreign policy.


  For a long time following the breakup of the Soviet Union, Moscow kept trying to achieve its goals through direct dialogue with the ruling elites in Kiev, making use of the elites’ interest in maintaining close ties with Russia because of the complex cultural and political dualism of Ukrainian politics. But there had long been a split in Ukrainian society between the nationalist wing (simply describing it as “pro-Western” would be an oversimplification) and the pro-Russian wing (likewise, this “side” is also often over simplified). That split was at the core of Kiev’s ambiguous foreign policy and its relations with Moscow. In these circumstances, Moscow emphasized dialogue between the two countries’ elites, regarding such dialogue as the most effective way to encourage the Ukrainian leadership to pursue closer ties with Russia.


  That strategy coalesced, more or less of its own accord, under Russian President Boris Yeltsin, who liked to cultivate personal relations with his foreign counterparts. The strategy was facilitated by the shared Communist Party background of the Russian and Ukrainian ruling classes in the 1990s. Russia continued this approach after Yeltsin was succeeded by Vladimir Putin; it remained fairly successful while Ukraine was ruled by Leonid Kuchma, a typical Soviet industry captain who served as president until 2004. A distinctive feature of this strategy was a heavy emphasis on oft informal deals struck by the two presidents and their prime ministers.


  As part of that approach, Moscow abandoned any attempts at forming a pro-Russian support base in Ukraine that would be independent of the Ukrainian government. In essence, the Kremlin completely ignored and disregarded any grassroots, pro-Russian movements and trends in Ukraine, including in Crimea. It never disputed Ukraine’s sovereignty over the peninsula, and after 1995, the pro-Russian movement on Crimea lost what little official support from Russia it had hitherto enjoyed. Moscow turned a blind eye to violations of Crimea’s autonomy within Ukraine and Kiev’s Ukrainization policies toward ethnic Russians. Relations between Moscow and Kiev had a clear whiff of a 19th-century “Holy Union” between two monarchies, with deals made at the top level irrespective of realities on the ground.


  Another aspect of Moscow’s general strategy in Ukraine was the need to maintain Russian influence on Ukrainian elites through financial and economic incentives. In practice, this translated into years of subsidizing the Ukrainian economy by granting preferential status in bilateral trade deals and significant discounts on the natural gas price. In its eagerness to encourage Ukraine’s eastward position and prevent a westward drift, Russia actively supported various bilateral industrial and economic projects, and made efforts to maintain trade and economic ties between individual companies that dated back to Soviet times.


  The Russian “top-tier relations” strategy in Ukraine faced its first major crisis when the Orange Revolution broke out in 2004. There is little doubt that neither of Ukraine’s two Maidan revolutions in 2004 and 2013-2014 were caused by the vaunted “struggle for democracy”; both were in fact manifestations of Ukraine’s aforementioned cultural and political dualism. In essence, both waves of protests were an attempt by Ukraine’s nationalist-minded western and central provinces to shift the balance of power in the country in their own favor through violence and revolution, since the more populous pro-Russian provinces in the east consistently outvoted the western provinces in presidential and general elections.


  Both waves of the Maidan protests somewhat began as antidemocratic movements, similar to the “Yellow Shirts” movement in Thailand. Their goal was a usurpation of power by a politically active minority, which tried to foist its own agenda on the rest of the country. The victory of the 2004 Maidan protests brought to power the second tier of the Ukrainian elite, which was much less inclined to maintain cultural and economic ties with Russia. Even more importantly, the new Ukrainian government had a greater interest in fomenting confrontation between the nationalist and pro-Russian sections of Ukrainian society than in trying to foster national consensus. As a result, Moscow was no longer able to continue with its traditional policy of maintaining close ties with the ruling elite in Kiev. It also faced elements of direct anti-Russian confrontation on the part of the Ukrainian government, and suddenly found itself lacking leverage on Ukraine’s policies.


  Partial restoration of contacts with the “Orange” government in Kiev was eventually achieved thanks to shady gas dealings with the then prime minister of Ukraine, Yulia Timoshenko, who had personal business interests in the natural gas trade. Nevertheless, relations between the two countries were plagued by recurring bouts of confrontation through 2010. Some of those bouts were triggered by Ukrainian campaigns against “Russian imperialism.” The whole situation was a clear demonstration of how powerless Moscow had become in its dealings with Ukraine.


  The very first election that followed the Orange Revolution brought Ukraine back to its more traditional course, with the nationalist Orange politicians losing power to pro-Russian forces led by Viktor Yanukovich. The Kremlin then rapidly restored the old format of relations with the Ukrainian establishment, and secured several important concessions, the greatest of which was the 2011 agreement on extending the Russian lease of the Black Sea Fleet’s base in Crimea until 2042.


  But the nationalists in Ukraine now had a tried and tested technique of shifting the balance of power in their own favor. In late 2013, they staged another Maidan revolution, which resulted several months later in the overthrow of the weak and ineffectual Yanukovich government. Power in Kiev was once again in the hands of nationalists espousing openly anti-Russian slogans. One of their first moves in government was to abolish a Yanukovich-era law giving the Russian language a greater status at the provincial level. The Kremlin (i.e., President Vladimir Putin) realized that the previous policy of keeping Ukraine in the Russian orbit by means of a web of personal alliances and compromises with Ukrainian elites was now completely ineffective. Moscow urgently required a completely new policy.


  From ‘Elite’ Compromise to a Grassroots Revolution


   


  President Putin’s response was to effect a radical change of course in his policy on Ukraine and the former Soviet republics in general. The new strategy was to galvanize and support grassroots, pro-Russian movements and elements in Ukraine, using them as an instrument of achieving Russian goals. In practice that translated into encouraging irredentism and separatism among the Russian-speaking populations and, potentially, at some point in the future in other former Soviet republics as well. The new policy shift also required, as we have seen, greater involvement of partisan-aspiring pro-Russian forces, and possibly even Russian troops.


  Such a step by President Putin represented a U-turn of Russia’s entire strategy in the former Soviet republics since 1992, which took pains not to give the Russian-speaking minorities in those republics any ideas. Ironically, the new policy was at odds with the Kremlin’s own conservative course in Russia itself, where the Putin regime frowned upon any social activism – and Russian nationalist activism in particular – as a threat to stability. It is therefore possible to say that in 2014, President Putin defenestrated the entire Russian policy on the former Soviet republics.


  The first outbreak of new pro-Russian separatism – now known to be actively fomented and orchestrated by Moscow – took place in Crimea, where protests against the nationalist revolution in Kiev were inevitable in any case. In fact, the peninsula saw violent protests, with several people being killed, even before any signals had arrived from the Kremlin. The pro-Russian sentiment felt by the overwhelming majority of Crimeans guaranteed local support for almost any steps Russia might choose to take. That enabled President Putin to launch a covert but decisive invasion to occupy Crimea and steal it away from Ukraine. The annexation of Crimea was a demonstration that from now on, Moscow’s preferred instrument to achieve its goals in Ukraine was direct action, rather than any attempts to strike deals with Kiev.


  But what still remains unclear, however, is whether the decision-makers in the Kremlin who authorized the “Crimean operation” realized the long-term consequences of that operation, or the fact that it would inevitably lead to even more drastic developments. The main problem with the annexation of Crimea is that with the status of the rest of Ukraine unchanged, the move had in fact damaged rather than strengthened Russia’s geostrategic situation by turning Kiev and the Ukrainian state as a whole into Russia’s bitter enemy. There were only two ways of eliminating that threat: by achieving a radical change of Ukraine’s political course, or by severely weakening Ukraine.


  Russia’s official demands to Ukraine after the annexation of Crimea were formulated in a Foreign Ministry statement of March 17, 2014. They were as follows:


  1. Immediately fulfill the conditions agreed in the February 21, 2014 agreement on a political settlement in Ukraine (signed between then president Viktor Yanukovich and the protest leaders, with Western and Russian mediation), which required the surrender of illegal weapons, the vacating of unlawfully seized government buildings, the dismantling of street barricades and the launching of an impartial investigation of the violence during the protests of December 2013-February 2014.


  2. Immediately convene, by a parliamentary decision, a Constitutional Assembly in which all the Ukrainian provinces would be equally represented, to draft a new federal constitution. The new Constitution should:


  • Enshrine the rule of law, uphold human rights and the rights of all ethnic minorities, protect freedom of speech, political assembly, and the mass media, and reflect other principles underpinning Ukraine’s political system as a sovereign and democratic federal state that is committed to military-political neutrality.


  • Grant the Russian language official status equal to that of the Ukrainian language, with a lesser status given to other languages in accordance with the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.


  • Allow Ukrainian provinces to elect their own legislatures and executive governments by a direct vote, with broad powers reflecting their individual cultural and historical background, including powers in such areas as finance and economics, social affairs, languages, education and external interregional relations, while also upholding the rights of the ethnic minorities residing in each member of the new Ukrainian federation.


  • Proscribe and penalize any meddling in the affairs of the church and in relations between various religions.


  The draft of the new Constitution should be approved unanimously by all the members of the Constitutional Assembly, and then be put to a referendum.


  3. Hold a general election and presidential election simultaneously with local elections in all regions of the new Ukrainian federation immediately after the approval of the new Constitution, under close and impartial international monitoring.


  4. Recognize and respect Crimea’s right to decide its own future, as demonstrated in the results of the free expression of its people’s will during the March 16, 2014 referendum.


  5. Ukraine’s political system should be established on the basis of the aforementioned goals and principles; its sovereignty, territorial integrity, and military-political neutrality should be guaranteed by Russia, the European Union and the United States, and be reflected in a UN Security Council resolution.277


  In essence, Moscow demanded that Ukraine recognize the Russian annexation of Crimea and become a federation, with broad autonomy for its provinces and guarantees for the status of the Russian language, the rights of the Russian-speaking population, and the country’s military-political neutrality, i.e., nonmembership of NATO. These radical changes would naturally be guaranteed by external actors, including Russia itself (first and foremost).


  As far as can be judged, these goals have informed the general thrust of Russia’s policy on Ukraine until now. The Foreign Ministry’s statement itself was, to all intents and purposes, a Russian ultimatum to Kiev. It was, however, entirely obvious that the ultimatum would be rejected by the new Ukrainian government, and that Russia would have to take decisive steps in order to ramp up the pressure.


  Russian troop deployment for the operation in Crimea was conducted under the cover of drills in Russia’s Western and Central military districts, held on February 26-March 3, 2014. Those drills gave Russia a pretext to deploy a large force along the Ukrainian border in order to put pressure on Kiev and tie up its available forces, lest they attempt any military countermeasures in Crimea.


  The Russian force deployed at the Ukrainian border grew steadily in the following months. According to Western estimates, by April 2014 it consisted of eight independent brigades (three motor rifle, three airborne assault, one marine and one artillery brigade); four regiments (three tank and one motor rifle) of the 2nd Guard Taman Motor Rifle Division and the 4th Guard Kantemirov Tank Division; 27 battalion tactical groups (14 airborne, 12 motor rifle, and one marine BTG contributed by other independent brigades); 13 spetsnaz units; and up to 10 independent artillery battalions. The total numerical strength of this force was estimated at 92,000 to 94,000, including 48,500 service personnel in combat units.278


  On March 1, 2014, President Putin requested the upper chamber of the Russian parliament to allow a deployment of the Russian Armed Forces in Ukraine if such a need arose. That request was granted on the same day.279 The Ukrainian Army, utterly demoralized, was going through a deep crisis at the time; it was completely unprepared for combat action. The Russian forces deployed at the border were therefore in an excellent position to invade and occupy most of the country.


  Moscow’s chosen modus operandi, however, was to provide ideological and organizational support for the massive pro-Russian and anti-Kiev protests that broke out in late March in Ukraine’s southeastern provinces. Active pro-Russian elements in those provinces, which make up the historically Russian-speaking area of “Novorossia” (“New Russia,” a term resurrected in 2014), were greatly inspired and encouraged by the Russian annexation of Crimea, as well as the generous and sympathetic news coverage of the protests in the Russian media. The protesters had a broad range of demands at the time, from regional autonomy and greater status for the Russian language to having their regions secede from Ukraine and become part of Russia.


  In April 2014, large cities in eastern Ukraine saw a wave of what appeared to be well-organized and coordinated protests by crowds of pro-Russian demonstrators. The protesters seized government buildings and police stations, with the police either standing idly by or even supporting the demonstrators in some cases. In Donetsk, Lugansk and Kharkov, the protesters seized the main government buildings and proclaimed “people’s republics.” In Kharkov, however, police forces brought in from western Ukraine and Kiev retook the main government building on April 8, leading to the defeat of the uprising in Ukraine’s second largest city.


  In Donetsk and Lugansk, meanwhile, pro-Russian rebels made further progress. They seized the local headquarters of the Ukrainian Security Service (SBU), where they confiscated a large number of small arms and ammunition from a weapons locker. Their supporters were now armed and in a stronger position than ever. Then on April 12, a group of 52 rebels led by Igor Girkin (Strelkov), a retired FSB colonel who went on to become the main rebel leader for a time, arrived from Crimea to the small but strategically situated town of Slavyansk in the west of Donetsk Region, and outright seized it. Pro-Russian rebels then went on to take control of most of Donetsk Region.


  There were also mass pro-Russian rallies in other southern and eastern Ukrainian cities. However, it soon became clear that despite a strong movement among the local population, these protests would not achieve their goals without Russian military intervention and support for decisive action by pro-Russian separatists, i.e., without a repeat of the Crimean scenario. That was in fact the scenario expected by Igor Strelkov and most of the supporters of the Novorossia project.


  Any such intervention by Russia, however, would have led to major confrontation with the West, which was shocked by the lightning-fast Russian annexation of Crimea, and now faced the prospect of Ukraine collapsing entirely as the main component of the anti-Russian “cordon sanitaire.” It appears that Moscow was simply unprepared for such a confrontation. It chose instead to try and affect the outcome in the south and east of Ukraine using local rebels and proxy fighters sent in from elsewhere. This proved to be a major miscalculation. It is now obvious that Moscow had overestimated the scale of pro-Russian “activism” in southern and eastern Ukraine. (One of the reasons for that was the lack of support from Moscow for such activism over the previous two decades, so that it now had to be whipped up in a matter of weeks). The new Ukrainian government also proved less crippled than Moscow believed. Finally, the Kremlin had clearly underestimated the strength of Ukrainian nationalism and of the Ukrainian elite’s determination to preserve the Ukrainian state (as well as their own place in it).


  On April 13, 2014, the Ukrainian government announced the launch of a “counterterrorism operation” in the east targeting pro-Russian insurgents. In the weeks that followed, President Putin repeatedly urged Kiev to suspend all military operations, making thinly veiled threats of a Russian military intervention. And the possibility of an all-out Russian military invasion of Ukraine was discussed at a Russian Security Council meeting convened by President Putin on April 24, 2014. We do not know exactly what happened at that meeting, but in the end a decision was made against such an invasion. That was probably the most fateful decision in Putin’s entire life and a key turning point in the Ukrainian crisis.


  Pressure Without Leverage


   


  Once Russia had decided against providing overt military support for the uprising in Ukraine, Kiev was more inclined to use the military option against the rebels. As a result, eastern Ukraine was plunged into a bloody civil war, eventually forcing Russia to become increasingly involved despite its initial reluctance. The key element of the situation after April 24 was a clear realization that Russia completely lacked any leverage to put pressure on the new government in Kiev, except for a large-scale use – or threat of use – of military force. In the late spring and throughout the summer of 2014, Moscow successively tried a broad range of instruments in an effort to force a change of course in Kiev, including information campaigns, political pressure, and economic measures.


  In early 2014, Russia began to put all kinds of restrictions on imports from Ukraine. By the autumn, imports of most foodstuffs from Ukraine had been banned under the pretext of retaliation for the Ukrainian decision to join Western sanctions against Moscow. Russia also cancelled the trade preferences previously extended to Ukrainian exporters in the Eurasian Economic Community framework. In the summer of 2014, Kiev and Moscow suspended all defense industry cooperation at the initiative of both sides; a ban was imposed on exports of Russian military hardware to Ukraine.


  As a result, bilateral trade plunged 40 percent in 2014, from $44.96 billion to $26.873 billion, followed by a further 60 percent fall in the first quarter of 2015.280 The food embargo introduced by the Russian government was a painful blow for Ukraine’s agricultural exporters. The Ukrainian steel industry, which relies heavily on the Russian market, also suffered heavy losses. Combined with the effects of the fighting in the east, Russian economic pressure was a major reason for a severe recession in Ukraine. The country’s real GDP fell 6.8 percent in 2014 (the fall accelerated to 14.8 percent in the fourth quarter), while industrial output shrank by 10.7 percent.281 The IMF expects a further 9-percent contraction of Ukraine’s GDP in 2015, with industrial output predicted to fall even more rapidly.282 The Ukrainian national currency also lost approximately two-thirds of its value between early 2014 and early 2015, but its slide was then halted by massive Western financial aid. On the whole, however, economic measures have proved insufficient to force a change of course by the Ukrainian government or to undermine Kiev’s ability to fight the separatists.


  Meanwhile, there has been a new bout of a protracted “gas war” between Russia and Ukraine. In December 2013, President Putin slashed the gas price charged to Ukraine from $400 to $268.5 per 1,000 cubic meters in an effort to prop up the struggling Yanukovich regime. On April 1, 2014, that is, after the coup in Kiev, Gazprom chief Aleksei Miller said that the price would rise to $385.5, and that Ukraine would now have to pay upfront, as well as to repay immediately a $3.1 billion debt for gas supplies in previous months. In response, Ukraine took Gazprom to the Stockholm court of arbitration, but in the end it was forced to pay a part of its debt by using Western credit financing. It also accepted the price of $385.5 in the autumn.283 By winter, Pyotr Poroshenko had managed to drive the price down to $328 after talks with President Putin, and in the spring of 2015, the two sides agreed on a new price of $247.18. In other words, with Kiev strapped for cash and Russia still dependent on Ukraine for the bulk of its gas transit to Europe, Moscow has proved unable to use the “gas weapon” against Kiev to any great effect. It has largely been forced to accept Kiev’s terms for gas supplies.284


  Eager to press its advantage, in the summer of 2015 Ukraine demanded a further reduction in the gas price. Gazprom rejected those demands out of hand, arguing that the price was already too low. That triggered another spiral of the gas conflict. To put more pressure on Gazprom, Ukraine has also begun to import natural gas from the European countries. These imports continued throughout 2014 and in 2015, although the economics of the venture are very questionable.


  Russia and Ukraine recalled their ambassadors from each other’s capitals as early as February 2014, but did not break off diplomatic relations. Moscow waged an energetic and sophisticated propaganda campaign against Ukraine throughout 2014. The effects of that campaign on the Ukrainian public, however, were diminished by the almost total ban on the Russian media – especially television – imposed by the new Ukrainian government.


  Initially Moscow tried a policy of denying official recognition to that government, on the grounds that it “lacked legitimacy.” Much to everyone’s surprise, however, the Kremlin then changed tack and recognized the outcome of the May 25, 2014 early presidential election that brought Pyotr Poroshenko to power. Neither did the Kremlin undertake any genuine attempts to play the Yanukovich card, even though the ousted Ukrainian leader continued to insist from his exile in Russia that he remained the legitimate president of Ukraine. The decision to recognize the results of the May 25 election had largely undermined the “legal” justification for any intervention in Ukrainian affairs by Russia. It was followed on June 25 by the Russian parliament’s decision to revoke its earlier permission for the president to deploy Russian troops in Ukraine if the need arose. The motive for these steps by the Kremlin was probably to reach some kind of compromise on Ukraine with the West. The Ukrainian government and its Western sponsors, however, rightly took those steps as a sign of weakness and cautious retreat on the part of Moscow. As a result, in June 2014 Kiev ramped up its military operation against the pro-Russian insurgents in the Donbass and the conflict intensified.


  In these circumstances, Russia saw little choice but to increase its military support for the self-proclaimed Donetsk and Lugansk people’s republics, in the form of weapons, hardware, volunteers and military instructors. In mid-June 2014, the pro-Russian rebels acquired their first tanks (the T-64B model), followed by air defense systems. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian Army, which had already had sufficient time to mobilize, had clear superiority, especially in heavy weaponry, and the rebel-held territory began to shrink. On June 17, the Ukrainian forces retook the port city of Mariupol, which was left almost undefended by the insurgents. On July 4-5, Igor Strelkov and his forces broke through Ukrainian siege lines around Slavyansk in a fairly spectacular fashion; the rebels abandoned both Slavyansk and neighboring Kramatorsk, retreating to Donetsk. They then staged several successful counteroffensives, which prevented the Ukrainian forces from cutting off the rebels’ supply lines from Russia and delivered several painful blows to the Ukrainians in the process. Nevertheless, massive support from Russia could not quickly be converted into increasing the rebel forces’ size and strength.


  By mid-August, Ukrainian troops had reached the outskirts of Donetsk and almost completely encircled Lugansk, despite suffering heavy losses and showing signs of exhaustion. To prevent a military defeat of the Donetsk and Lugansk people’s republics, Russia had to resort to more decisive action, which apparently included direct, albeit limited use of regular Russian troops. With increased Russian support, the rebels launched a large counteroffensive in late August, inflicting a series of heavy defeats on Ukrainian troops and forcing them to retreat from many recaptured territories in the Donbass.


  To summarize, only the imminent threat of a full-blown Russian military invasion forced Kiev to retreat and sign the first truce in Minsk in September 2014. All the other leverage Moscow had tried against Ukraine had proved ineffective. And by mid-summer 2014, Russia had reduced the size of the force deployed along the Ukrainian border to an estimated 40,000 to 50,000, but also began to rotate that force on a regular basis by bringing in troops from all over the country to replace the outgoing units. That constant troop rotation, troop movements along the border, and frequent military exercises kept the Ukrainians constantly on their guard, making Russia’s true intentions hard to decipher. Nevertheless, Kiev apparently continued to believe up until late August that Western pressure would be sufficient to prevent President Putin from ordering a direct invasion, so the constant Russian troop movements along the border did not fully achieve the deterrence goals Moscow had intended.


  Only the major blow suffered by Ukrainian forces in Ilovaisk and the threat of the rebels recapturing Mariupol made it perfectly clear to Kiev that Moscow would not allow the insurgents’ military defeat. That changed the entire calculus of the situation by taking away Ukraine’s hope for a military victory in the Donbass and making its entire policy there unobtainable. The so-called “counterterrorism operation” now became a futile campaign that could never bring Kiev the desired outcome. From then on, Russian military pressure on Ukraine once again became the decisive factor, forcing Kiev to be always wary of a direct military invasion.


  A case in point was the renewed fighting in January-February 2015, when the rebels recaptured Donetsk airport and the town of Debaltsevo. There was apparently involvement of a limited Russian force in that campaign, and the threat alone of regular Russian troops once again joining the fighting was enough to intimidate Ukraine into signing the second Minsk agreement in February 2015, accepting far less favorable terms compared with the first agreement. Russian tanks had once again proved the only factor capable of forcing Kiev to compromise.


  No Weapons for Ukraine


   


  The heavy losses sustained by the Ukrainian Army during the summer 2014 campaign in the Donbass resulted in severe shortages of heavy weaponry. The huge arms depots Ukraine inherited from the former Soviet Union seemed inexhaustible, but it soon turned out that the country was in fact scraping the bottom of the barrel (not least because huge amounts of weaponry had been sold off to foreign buyers before the conflict in the Donbass broke out). The arms embargo imposed by Russia made it impossible for the Ukrainian Armed Forces to obtain parts and components for many of their weapons systems, with dire consequences for the state of repair of existing weapons systems and for the production of new hardware.


  To illustrate, Ukraine faces severe shortages of the Russian-made UTD-20 diesel engines used for refurbishing BMP-1 and BMP-2 infantry fighting vehicles. Meanwhile, the auto maker KRAZ, Ukraine’s only supplier of military trucks, was unable to fulfill orders from the Ukrainian Armed Forces because Russia refused to supply YaMZ diesel engines.285 Ukraine tried to ramp up its own defense output, but those attempts have largely failed because of the poor state of the country’s industrial infrastructure and severe dependence on component supplies from Russia.


  The country eventually resorted to diverting some of the weaponry made under contracts with foreign customers to its Armed Forces. It also made urgent and repeated requests to its Western allies for arms deliveries. Until now, these calls have largely gone unheeded. The United States and the NATO countries have supplied only a limited amount of nonlethal systems. It seems that the tacit reluctance by the West to supply weapons to Ukraine has been one of the very few achievements of Russian policy on Ukraine since the crisis broke out. That success, however, has probably been based on Russia’s implicit threat of a military escalation, through even greater military pressure or a full-blown invasion. The fundamental question is: How long will Moscow manage to prevent Western arms supplies to Ukraine without actually acting on that threat?


  As of the summer of 2015, Ukraine has not managed to achieve a radical improvement in its Army’s technical capability. As a result, some reports even claim that the Donetsk and Lugansk rebels now enjoy superiority in heavy weapons over the Ukrainian forces, and that Ukraine has even had to resort to hastily buying up utterly obsolete Western weaponry, such as Britain’s AT-105 Saxon demilitarized APCs, which have long been decommissioned by the British forces. It has also bought semi-improvised and low-quality hardware that is ill-suited for the tasks at hand. A case in point is the Cougar and Spartan armed vehicles bought from Streit Group, a Canadian-Emirati company. These vehicles use commercial chassis, and have performed poorly in combat situations.286 Some sources claim that even some types of ammo for Ukraine’s artillery and MLR systems are now in short supply.


  Outlook


   


  It is safe to say that Russian policy on Ukraine following the annexation of Crimea is in deep crisis. It has now become clear that Moscow lacks any leverage on Ukraine, except for the threat of military pressure, including a limited or full-blown invasion. All other instruments the Kremlin has tried have proven completely useless.


  The attempt to turn the Donetsk and Lugansk people’s republics into an instrument of controlling Ukraine’s domestic politics from within and prodding the country toward federalization have also proved futile, since Kiev seems to prefer continued civil war to any compromises in that area, as any form of Ukraine’s federalization would entail another drastic shift in relations between the elites of Ukraine’s eastern provinces and the central/western part of the country. It would jeopardize the positions of the group that came to power in Kiev as a result of the 2014 revolution. Also, a redistribution of power as part of turning the country into a federation would complicate the policy of top-down “Ukrainization” of Ukraine, which is a central tenet of Ukrainian nationalism.


  Meanwhile, Russia is reluctant to intervene militarily for fear of a further deterioration in its relations with the West. It is forced either to desist from using that instrument altogether, or to use it with extreme caution, resorting to all kinds of disguise. That makes the Kremlin’s policy on Ukraine extremely ineffectual. In essence, ever since Russia decided against any “direct action” in Ukraine in April 2014, its foreign policy has been going through a spiral of diminishing returns. Russia is now bearing all the costs of an “aggressive” course (the resources spent on supporting the Donbass insurgents, the costs of the Western sanctions, etc.) without earning any dividends; the situation in this regard has been progressively worsening over the past year. Its symbolic and perhaps inevitable culmination came in July 2014, when Malaysia Airlines Flight MH17 crashed in the Donbass. The disaster happened against Moscow’s wishes and was essentially outside its control; nevertheless, Russia has had to pay for it by suffering enormous political damage, compounded by the economic damage of the ensuing sanctions.


  Moscow possessed the initiative in Ukraine during February-April 2014, but it has now clearly lost it. That loss of initiative has plunged Russia into an ongoing crisis, with defeat becoming a distinct possibility. The opportunities afforded by the triumph of a bloodless annexation of Crimea, with the Crimeans themselves jubilant at such a turn of events, have been squandered.


  Moscow underestimated the strength of Ukrainian nationalism in Ukraine itself. Similarly, it underestimated the degree of Western reaction and willingness to form a united front against Russia. The Kremlin’s maneuvering and concessions have served to persuade Western governments that sanctions are an effective instrument against the Kremlin, and that the Kremlin is afraid of them. It is no coincidence that the Russian parliament’s decision on June 25, 2014 to revoke the permission for the president to deploy Russian troops in Ukraine – a major concession by Russia – immediately put Kiev and its Western partners on a much more aggressive course.


  In the Donbass itself, demonstrations of weakness and pliability by Russia only served to exacerbate the military situation, and in the end, Moscow was forced to become involved in the conflict despite its reluctance. A new bout of Western hostilities, the very thing President Putin was clearly trying so hard to avoid, became inevitable.


  Half-hearted attempts to intimidate Kiev through the limited use of regular Russian Armed Forces would never have resulted in a lasting settlement in any case. Neither would they have given Moscow any assurances or leverage to control the situation in Ukraine. Terrified by the possibility of an all-out Russian invasion in September 2014 and then again in February 2015, Kiev signed the two successive Minsk agreements, but then immediately proceeded to sabotage their implementation. Meanwhile, the Western capitals remain unwavering in their support of Ukraine, blaming Moscow alone for any setbacks with the Minsk agreements.


  As a result, the situation in the Donbass is now in a state of utter deadlock. None of the parties involved can pull off a radical military solution; Ukraine and the Donbass rebels are limited by their military capability, while Russia is constrained by political considerations. None of the parties is willing to compromise. Unable to achieve a final resolution of the conflict, all of them are bearing heavy losses inflicted by its continuation. The cost-to-benefit ratio seems especially poor for Moscow, since the benefit is in fact nonexistent. Nevertheless, Russia remains the only player that can still achieve a radical military resolution of the conflict by using its superior military capability. Therefore, the key question is how long will Russia continue to evaluate the costs of further deterioration in its relations with the West versus the costs of an intolerable military and humanitarian situation in the conflict zone? It remains to be seen which set of costs will outweigh the other in President Putin’s eyes.


   


  Civil War in the East: How the Conflict Unfolded Before Minsk I, by Anton Lavrov


  The Run-Up to Conflict in the East (February 28-April 11, 2014)


   


  In 2014, while the new Ukrainian government was completely preoccupied with the crisis in Crimea, the southeast of Ukraine was left to its own devices, receiving very little attention from Kiev. It soon recovered from the shock caused by the fall of the Yanukovich government, and the protest sentiment in these parts of Ukraine, which were Yanukovich’s electoral stronghold, began to gather momentum. Donetsk, Lugansk, Dnepropetrovsk, Odessa, Kharkov, Kherson and Nikolayev Regions saw frequent rallies by opponents of the new government. They called for decentralization, federalization and equal status for the Russian language.


  The people who wanted the southeastern Ukrainian regions to break away from Ukraine and become part of Russia took the annexation of Crimea as a hopeful sign, and wanted a repeat of the Crimean scenario in other parts of Ukraine. Such sentiment was especially strong in Donetsk and Lugansk Regions, where up to 30 percent of those polled were partly or fully in support of joining Russia.287


  In other southeastern regions of Ukraine that figure was much lower. Nevertheless, there too, up to 50 percent of those polled wanted decentralization and more power for local authorities, albeit without turning Ukraine into a federation. Another 25 percent wanted broad autonomy for their region and supported the idea of Ukraine becoming a federation.288


  There were regular and frequent protests in March, but all of them were peaceful. The new government managed to regain control of the situation in most of the southeastern regions by appointing loyal new governors, bringing in new police and security chiefs, relying on armed units of volunteers sponsored by oligarchs, taking protest leaders into custody, and dispersing the smaller protest rallies.


  The situation continued to deteriorate only in the Donbass (which includes the Donetsk and Lugansk Regions, where the new government had the least support), and the neighboring Kharkov Region. Separatist sentiment was gaining momentum there, with protesters calling for the establishment of independent Donetsk and Lugansk “people’s republics” (DPR and LPR, respectively). These tensions reached the boiling point on April 6, when several government buildings were seized. In Donetsk and Kharkov, crowds of protesters stormed and occupied the regional governors’ offices. In Lugansk, they occupied the local office of the Ukrainian Security Service (SBU), where they seized a large number of small arms. In Mariupol, the second-largest city of Donetsk Region, protesters occupied the city prosecutor’s office.


  The following day, April 7, the protesters proclaimed the establishment of a Donetsk and Kharkov people’s republics, followed by Lugansk on April 27. They also announced their intention to hold regional referendums on the self-determination of the Donetsk, Lugansk and Kharkov Regions on May 11. The government reacted immediately. Acting president Aleksandr Turchinov made an angry statement and threatened to take “counterterrorism measures” against the rebels; the first such threat during the conflict.289


  Russia, meanwhile, outwardly maintained neutrality despite President Vladimir Putin receiving parliament’s authorization to deploy Russian troops in Ukraine. Large Russian troop maneuvers continued at the border with the rebel Ukrainian provinces. Given the sorry state of the Ukrainian Armed Forces at the time, there was nothing Ukraine could do to prevent a repeat of the Crimean scenario in those provinces had Russia chosen to act. That, however, was not part of Russia’s plans and preferred political instruments. In April, it began informal contacts with the new Ukrainian leadership. An agreement was reached under which all Ukrainian defense hardware stationed in Crimea would be returned to Ukraine. Preparations began for four-party talks in Geneva between Russia, Ukraine, the United States and the European Union on the domestic political situation in Ukraine. In Geneva, Russia insisted that the only way to resolve the domestic crisis in Ukraine was through federalization.290 It appeared that the Kremlin would be entirely content with broad cultural and economic autonomy for the southeastern Ukrainian regions.


  The Capture of Slavyansk (April 12-May 1, 2014)


   


  The political maneuvering over the future of Ukraine was suddenly interrupted by events in Slavyansk, a small city in Donetsk Region with vital road connections to several major cities in eastern Ukraine. Protests elsewhere were dominated by local residents, but in Slavyansk, however, events were driven by a group of armed fighters, most of whom came from Russia or Crimea. A 52-strong group had secretly infiltrated Slavyansk from the annexed peninsula. It was led by Igor Girkin, a 44-year-old retired FSB colonel, better known under his nom de guerre Igor Strelkov, or his call sign, Strelok (“Shooter” in Russian).291 Strelkov had fought in several local conflicts and was a competent commander. Most of the fighters who arrived with him in Slavyansk were members of Crimean self-defense squads and had taken part in the seizure of Ukrainian military bases and ships in Crimea.


  Of the 52 members of the group, only 15 had formidable fighting experience or were veterans of the second campaign in Chechnya. Several were former members of Russia’s elite GRU Spetsnaz. Most of the rest had merely served in the Army as conscripts, and several had no formal military experience whatsoever. All of them were armed with Kalashnikov assault rifles.292 Some carried rifles with subbarrel grenade launchers, indicating that the weapons were military rather than police issue. Several members of the group wore the same (and fairly rare) type of Russian-made camouflage uniforms.293 It was impossible to mistake them for local protesters.


  In his later interviews, Strelkov made no secret of the fact that his goal was to trigger an armed uprising and the secession of eastern Ukraine, thereby forcing Russia to intervene and achieving a repeat of the Crimean scenario. Immediately after arriving in Slavyansk the morning of April 12, about 20 members of the Strelkov squad took the local police station by storm and seized all the weapons in the arms locker. They opened suppression fire from assault rifles (without killing or injuring anyone), and used stun and smoke grenades during the assault. Until then, very few, if any, shots had been fired during the protests in southeastern Ukraine. Strelkov’s fighters then seized the SBU headquarters in Slavyansk. Later in the evening, several fighters split off from the main group and seized the police HQ in the neighboring town of Kramatorsk, where they also seized all the weapons in the arms locker.


  At the Slavyansk police HQ alone, they seized approximately 20 assault rifles and 300 pistols, plus ammunition.294 These and other trophies enabled Strelkov to arm all of the 200 or so local residents who joined his squad in the first several days. Nevertheless, Strelkov did not have the weapons needed to arm other rebel squads set up in neighboring towns and villages. These squads consisted of local residents, but were led by members of the original force that took Slavyansk by storm.


  The Ukrainian government immediately realized that the Strelkov squad was not merely another group of local protesters, but came to the erroneous conclusion that Russia was trying a repeat of the Crimean scenario. It decided that the force in Slavyansk was in fact Russian spetsnaz sent in to prepare the ground for the deployment of Russian troops in eastern Ukraine.


  Back at the time, the protests in southeastern Ukraine, with government buildings being occupied, police weapons seized, and makeshift barricades erected by the protesters, were not very different from the events that had occurred a few weeks previously in western and central Ukrainian provinces, during the Maidan protests. Even in central Kiev, most of the barricades had yet to be dismantled, with many of the former protesters still loitering around, unsure what to do next. Even though Slavyansk and several government buildings in other towns and cities had been seized, the city of Lugansk was still under government control. On April 22, it even hosted presidential election campaign visits by the two leading candidates: Yulia Timoshenko, who favored dialogue with the southeastern provinces, and the eventual winner, Pyotr Poroshenko, who was more hawkish.295


  In view of the lessons learned in Crimea, the Ukrainian government decided to use force against the Slavyansk group without delay. It launched what it termed a “counterterrorism operation.”296 The first blood was shed on the far outskirts of Slavyansk on April 13, when an SBU counterterrorism squad tried to enter the town. SBU Capt. Gennady Bilichenko died in a shootout at a reinforced checkpoint set up by the separatists. Several other people, including the commander of the elite Alfa counterterrorism squad, were wounded.297 It became clear that Ukraine’s small counterterrorism forces would not be able to restore government control over the rebel town on their own.


  Late in the afternoon of April 13, the Ukrainian National Security and Defense Council decided to launch a military counterterrorism operation in the east of the country. The following day, the decision was approved by acting president Turchinov.298 The government began to deploy large numbers of troops and special task force units outside Slavyansk. The core of that force consisted of highly mobile airborne assault troops (about 4,500 soldiers), which were arguably the only combat-ready fighting units at the Ukrainian government’s disposal at that time. Troop deployment was complicated by the stance of local residents, who blocked roads in an effort to prevent Ukrainian troop convoys from moving in, and demanded a peaceful resolution of the conflict. To facilitate the deployment, a Ukrainian spetsnaz squad took control of a small airfield on the outskirts of neighboring Kramatorsk using helicopters. The airfield went on to become a key base of the Ukrainian forces in the region.


  In Kramatorsk itself, meanwhile, the situation became very tense. A small convoy of the 25th Airborne Brigade’s reconnaissance company entered the town on the morning of April 16. Some local residents, however, used their own cars to block the convoy in one of the central streets. The soldiers found themselves surrounded by hundreds of angry locals, and were forced to negotiate.


  Back at that time, any use of force against civilians by the Army was still considered unthinkable. The soldiers themselves were not sure why they had been deployed, and their morale and fighting ability were very low. Several hours after the locals in Kramatorsk blockaded the government troop convoy, armed supporters of Strelkov arrived at the scene and fighting in a densely populated area became a distinct possibility. To avoid that scenario, the Ukrainian soldiers agreed to surrender their weapons and hardware to the rebels. The trophies were immediately brought to Slavyansk.


  The separatists seized three BTR-D APCs, two airborne fighting vehicles (a BMD-1 and a BMD-2), a Nona-S 120mm self-propelled artillery piece and several trucks, in addition to numerous assault rifles, ammunition, grenade launchers, and even an antitank missile system. Those weapons were instrumental in the subsequent defense of Slavyansk, which lasted for almost three months. Without them, the defenders would not have been able to hold on to the town for such an extended period.299


  In the wake of the episode in Kramatorsk, acting president Aleksandr Turchinov ordered the 25th Airborne Brigade to be disbanded in punishment for the surrender of its weapons and cowardice.300 That hasty and overemotional order was never fulfilled. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian command kept the brigade suspended from the Slavyansk operation for several weeks, deeming it unreliable. That severely limited the number of troops available for the operation. On the other hand, the incident served to lift the implied ban on using force against civilians trying to blockade military convoys. In the days and weeks that followed, Ukrainian forces would sometimes fire shots in the air to disperse hostile crowds, crush the cars blocking their movement with heavy armor, brandish hand grenades with their safety pins pulled out,301 and even stage a simulated air raid as a show of force.302 Meanwhile, fighting intensified in other towns in the Donbass.


  After bringing in more troops, the government renewed the offensive operation on April 24, when it began to set up siege lines around Slavyansk and seized several weakly defended checkpoints on the outskirts of the town. In Mariupol, force was used to clear the protesters from the city council building. Russia responded by bringing the troops deployed along the border with Ukraine to alert posture, simulating preparations for an invasion. That forced the Ukrainian command to suspend the offensive in Slavyansk303 and resort to siege tactics instead. In the months that followed, Russia repeated that trick of psychological pressure a few more times, albeit with diminishing returns as far as the reaction in Kiev; the Ukrainian General Staff became convinced that the threatening troop movements at the border were a bluff. The Ukrainian command began to move its forces previously stationed along the border with Russia and Crimea to the Donbass, and by July, there were next to no Ukrainian troops left at the border.


  Lugansk, where the situation had hitherto remained less volatile than in Donetsk Region, fell on April 29. On that day, separatists seized the buildings of the local governor’s office, the prosecutor general’s office, the TV center and the police HQ. They met no resistance in the process. The city was left without any central control; there were dozens of rival armed groups, each with its own ideas as to what to do next.304 That lack of central control in Lugansk persisted until late 2014, making things difficult for the self-proclaimed LPR both in the field and at the negotiating table.


  The Ukrainian Armed Forces, meanwhile, were still in the process of mobilization, ramping up their numerical strength to full wartime levels. During the first wave of mobilization, which began in March, the government called up 20,000 reservists. Ukraine had never conducted any mobilization exercises on that scale, and encountered numerous problems in the process. The government could equip the reservists with little more than weapons, old and uncomfortable uniforms, and threadbare tents set up at the firing ranges. There was a shortage of commanding officers, personal gear and even food supplies. There were cases of near rioting at the mobilization camps, caused by completely inadequate living conditions, low motivation of the mobilized reservists, and copious amounts of alcohol being consumed. In some cases, warning shorts had to be fired in order to get the situation under control.305


  It is during that difficult period that the nascent Ukrainian volunteer movement started to come into its own. It gradually began to play an extremely important role in keeping the Army equipped, supplied and motivated. Volunteers began by hauling food supplies to nearly starving reservists at the mobilization field camps. Very soon, however, they evolved into the purveyors of not only food but small UAVs, thermal imagers, improvised armor cobbled together from civilian vehicles, and much more. In essence, they became a duplicate army supply and logistics service.


  Similar processes were taking place on the other side of the border. As the conflict in eastern Ukraine continued to spiral, volunteer coordination groups began to spring up via Russian social networks. These groups supplied nonlethal equipment to separatists in the Donbass and helped volunteer fighters from Russia reach the conflict zone. They also delivered various humanitarian supplies. Russia has millions of reservists who have experienced conscription service, as well as hundreds of thousands of former soldiers and officers who have fought in various local conflicts, so there was no shortage of potential volunteers with combat experience. These fighters were better trained and motivated than regular Ukrainian troops, especially the mobilized reservists. They became an extremely valuable asset and source of military expertise for the Donbass separatists, enabling them to mount effective resistance against the more numerous and heavily armed Ukrainian Army. Officially, however, the Russian government desisted from any form of assistance to the rebel Ukrainian regions for the first two months of the conflict, outwardly hoping for a peaceful resolution.


  The “Counterterrorism Operation” Gears Up (May 2-20, 2014)


   


  Government forces attempted a new assault of Slavyansk on May 2. By that time, the rebels were already armed not only with light grenade launchers, but even man-portable SAM systems, which took the Ukrainian command completely by surprise. During the first several hours of the assault, government forces lost two Mi-24 attack helicopters, which were firing rockets at separatist roadblocks around the town. Five of their crew members were subsequently killed.


  Heavily armed Interior Ministry and SBU squads failed to make much progress, either. The 95th Air-Mobile Brigade, however, which replaced the 25th Airborne Brigade, was more successful. Its forces seized the strategic Karachun Hill, which overlooks the town, and deployed its mortar batteries at the summit.


  The initial failure to take Slavyansk by storm put an end to any further direct attacks against the town. The Ukrainian command began deliberate preparations for a prolonged siege instead, deploying reinforcements around the town and cutting off all roads and access points. Fighting was limited to brief exchanges of fire between reconnaissance squads, with occasional mortar rounds being fired by both sides.


  The rebels in Slavyansk were armed with the Nona self-propelled artillery system seized from the Ukrainian forces. That weapon could fire regular 120 mm mortar rounds, enabling the rebels to effectively engage in artillery duels with the 95th Brigade. The Ukrainian forces first brought 122 mm, and then 152 mm howitzers to bear. At some point, the Slavyansk garrison was reinforced by a battery of 120 mm mortars smuggled in via gaps in the Ukrainian siege lines. The rebels also managed to establish ammunition supply channels. The shelling gradually became more intense, causing much damage and some civilian casualties.


  On May 2, the day when Ukrainian troops tried to take Slavyansk by storm, a real tragedy occurred in Odessa. A crowd of nationalists from other regions of Ukraine ransacked the camp of pro-Russian federalization supporters in the city center. The building where the latter tried to take shelter was torched, causing dozens of fatalities. A total of 43 people died during the rioting.306 The tragedy in Odessa served to further radicalize the protests in the Donbass and increase the influx of volunteers from Russia. In Odessa itself, however, pro-Russian forces no longer dared to stage any large protests. Progovernment squads of nationalist volunteers, on the other hand, became more active; they were no longer held back by the Ukrainian police and security services.


  On May 7, Ukraine began a second wave of partial mobilization, with another 20,000 reservists called up by July. Thanks to these two mobilization waves, 153 units of the Ukrainian Armed Forces and another 18 units of the Interior Ministry and the National Guard were brought to their full wartime strength.307 During both waves, only people with prior Army experience were called up. Approximately 40 volunteer battalions were created at about the same time; they were supposed to augment the unreliable and poorly motivated regular army units.


  Despite the heavy fighting in Slavyansk and the two rounds of Ukrainian mobilization, the international community kept trying to find a political solution to the crisis. As part of those attempts, on May 7, Russian President Vladimir Putin made a statement calling on the rebel Ukrainian provinces to postpone their self-determination referenda. He also urged the government in Kiev to stop the military operation and launch political dialogue with the rebels. To no one’s surprise, that call was ignored by Kiev, which believed that the events in eastern Ukraine were being orchestrated by Russia. The separatist movement, meanwhile, had also become firmly established. Its leaders said they had no intention of calling off the referendum, despite Putin’s request.308


  The referendum was held on May 11 in large parts of Lugansk and Donetsk Regions. Unlike the well-organized event in Crimea, the separatists in eastern Ukraine failed to create even a semblance of a legitimate and representative plebiscite. Nevertheless, only a few hours after the polls closed, they announced that an overwhelming majority of the population (90 percent) had expressed their support for the idea of state sovereignty of the self-proclaimed people’s republics.309 Russia said the opinion expressed by the region’s residents should be respected, but did not officially recognize the results of the referendum or take any steps to legitimize its outcome, still hoping for a compromise solution.


  Nevertheless, as the fighting in eastern Ukraine intensified, and in the wake of the tragedy in Odessa, it was becoming increasingly difficult for the Kremlin to ignore calls for help from the pro-Russian regions of Ukraine, as well as public opinion in Russia itself. A Ukrainian military victory in the east would also be extremely undesirable for Moscow. It is safe to say that the Russian government began to provide limited and clandestine support to the separatists, in the form of various supplies, in June 2014. The objective was to prevent a military victory by Kiev and to force the Ukrainian government to directly negotiate with rebels, thereby bringing the entire conflict to a frozen state. In the months that followed, that approach caused a tragic spiral of violence. Kiev, backed by unquestioning Western support, stubbornly refused to negotiate and ramped up its military effort, only to meet growing resistance. This resulted in a rapid escalation of the conflict, with 6,000 civilian casualties, 1.6 million refugees and internally displaced persons,310 and heavy damage to the region’s infrastructure.


  The Conflict Escalates (May 21-June 11, 2014)


   


  The escalating of fighting in Slavyansk led to the eventual realization that this was now a military rather than police operation. The operation required increasingly heavy involvement of the Army, which had more resources at its disposal than the Ukrainian police or security services. On May 21, command of the entire operation was transferred from the SBU to the MoD.


  The timeliness of that decision was demonstrated the following day, when the increasingly capable separatist forces mounted their first major hit-and-run attack. They struck a platoon-level roadblock set up by the 51st Mechanized Brigade’s 3rd Battalion outside the small town of Volnovakha, Donetsk Region. This was thought to be a quiet area, well away from the fighting, so the Ukrainian soldiers were relaxed and not expecting any problems.


  On the morning of May 22, fighters of the Prizrak (Ghost) squad, led by field commander Igor Bezler, drove up to the checkpoint in armored bank trucks seized from their legitimate owners. Without entering into negotiations, they opened fire at the checkpoint and seized all available weapons311 (which may have been the purpose of the raid), and then departed. Seventeen Ukrainian soldiers were killed in the attack, including the commander of the battalion, and more than 30 were injured.312


  The government in Kiev still paid very little attention to what was happening in Donetsk and Lugansk in May. But the small fighting force of 10,000 to 15,000 soldiers it had at its disposal at the time was barely enough to maintain the siege of Slavyansk and Kramatorsk. It had no resources to take on the separatists in larger cities, which is why they were left completely unopposed there. The rebels, meanwhile, were not only accumulating weapons and other assets but also taking over the reins of civilian government.


  The early presidential election held in Ukraine on May 25 was a good indicator of the extent of the Ukrainian government’s control in the rebel provinces. Voting could not proceed in 14 out of 22 electoral districts in Donetsk Region, and 10 out of 12 districts in Lugansk Region.313 The districts where voting was possible were mostly rural. In Donetsk itself, there was no question of any polling stations opening. The rebels instead held a “military parade,” which involved DPR fighters and the first large squad of volunteer fighters from Russia. That squad included more than 120 people, and had arrived from Russia the previous day.314


  The first independent military operation attempted by the rebel fighting squads formed in Donetsk city ended up in the heaviest military defeat suffered by the rebels in the entire summer campaign. On the night of May 26, they tried to seize Donetsk airport, using Russian volunteers as the main attacking force.


  After a field parley with troops of Ukraine’s 3rd Spetsnaz Regiment, who were holding the airport, the rebels were led to believe that the Ukrainian forces would not put up any resistance. At 7 a.m., they took the new terminal of the airport without a single shot being fired. The Ukrainian spetsnaz fighters remained holed up in the old terminal, about 1 km away from the new one, and did not intervene. The few remaining civil aviation aircraft still remaining at the airport then fled with all possible haste.


  By noon, however, the Ukrainian Army command had authorized a very decisive military operation to restore full control of the airport. Ukrainian Mi-8 helicopters brought an additional force of spetsnaz troops to the airport (up to a whole company), with Mi-24 attack helicopters and Su-25 ground-attack aircraft providing air cover. Ukrainian aircraft struck the new terminal, which was seized earlier in the day by the rebels, using unguided missiles and cannon. The rebels, who had no heavy weapons or antiaircraft systems, retreated back to Donetsk city in two trucks, having lost several fighters. As they were entering the city, they came under heavy friendly fire from the Vostok battalion, which was lying in ambush and mistook their fellow fighters for the Ukrainian National Guard.315 A total of 30 to 50 rebel fighters were killed during the operation; most of them volunteers who had recently arrived from Russia. Back at the time, the rebels had no more than a thousand fighters in Donetsk city, so losing so many in a single operation was a heavy blow to morale. The Ukrainian forces at the airport, meanwhile, did not suffer a single fatality.


  Lugansk remained relatively quiet until the morning of June 2, when a Ukrainian Su-25 conducted an airstrike against the main regional government building using unguided missiles. The building, which is situated right at the center of the city, was being used by the separatists as an HQ. Regrettably, eight civilians were killed in the attack.316


  The airstrike against the city further inflamed anti-Ukrainian sentiment. Armed LPR rebels became more active and began to put pressure on the small Ukrainian force holed up at Lugansk airport, which is situated just outside the city limits. They made it next to impossible to resupply that force by overland routes, so it became completely dependent on airlift operations. The LPR leadership declared a ban on any flights by Ukrainian aircraft, and threatened to shoot down the offenders.


  The local police and security services did not mount any significant resistance to the separatists. They not only feared a confrontation with armed rebels, but also tended to sympathize with their cause. They largely shared the anti-Ukrainian and anti-Kiev sentiment that was very strong in the region. Their actions – or lack thereof – were also motivated by recent developments in Crimea, where former Ukrainian police officers swore allegiance to Russia and received pay raises and better social security benefits in return. The police and security services in Lugansk and Donetsk also suspected that Russia might be behind the rebellion in eastern Ukraine, and that a repeat of the Crimean scenario was in the offing, and so they adopted a wait-and-see approach.


  The Interior Troops units, which were staffed predominantly by local conscripts, also kept to their compounds and tried not to get involved. One after another, they were disarmed by the rebels, who let the soldiers go home, and seized their weapons, including light armor.


  The Ukrainian border guards in Lugansk and Donetsk Regions, however, stuck to their guns. They even tried to strengthen the border and make it more difficult for supplies and manpower from Russia to cross illegally into Ukraine. That made them the next major target for separatists, who were growing more numerous and better armed by the day. On June 5, rebel fighters began a planned campaign to take control of the border crossings.


  Separatists Acquire Heavy Armor (June 12-June 22, 2014)


   


  A new escalation of the conflict began on June 12, when the separatists were first seen in possession of heavy armor. Until then, they had only a few light armored vehicles seized from Ukrainian forces, as well as museum pieces (including World War II-era tanks). Three T-64BV tanks were seen in rebel-held Snezhnoye. In a single day, a rebel convoy that included those tanks drove from Snezhnoye to Artemovsk via Torez and Makeyevka, and then managed to join Igor Strelkov’s forces in the Slavyansk-Kramatorsk area.


  Also on June 12, President Putin had his first telephone conversation with newly elected Ukrainian President Pyotr Poroshenko. The conversation allayed fears that Russia would not recognize the presidential election in Ukraine, and was the first in a series of conversations between the two heads of state. During that call, Poroshenko accused Russia of supplying the three tanks to the separatists. He also indicated, however, that relations between the two countries were not completely beyond repair by congratulating Putin on Russia Day, a national holiday celebrated on June 12.317


  Nevertheless, Ukraine had no intention of deescalating the situation, and continued to ramp up its operational preparations. On June 12, it airlifted additional forces of the 80th Air-Mobile Brigade and the 25th Airborne Brigade to Lugansk airport. That raised the prospect of Ukrainian forces at the airport launching a strike against Lugansk city and cutting off the roads leading from Lugansk to Donetsk and the Russian border.


  The Ukrainian troop movements did not go unnoticed by the LPR command, which stationed its fighters armed with man-portable SAM systems and 23 mm AA guns around the airport. On the night of June 14, a Ukrainian Il-76 transport was shot down on its approach to the airport; all 49 people on board – soldiers of the 25th Airborne Brigade and crew members – were killed. The loss of the airplane forced the Ukrainian command to abandon its plan of airlifting additional troops and supplies to its forces deployed outside Lugansk. It was forced to resort to airdrops of food, water and ammunition for another month, until a land corridor to the airport was established in mid-July.


  In mid-June, the Ukrainian command began actively using the newly formed volunteer battalions. These units consisted of ideologically driven and well-motivated fighters financed by Ukrainian oligarchs, all eager to join the fight (in sharp contrast to the regular Ukrainian units). On June 13, the Azov and Dnepr-1 volunteer battalions and National Guard soldiers launched a surprise raid on the strategically important port city of Mariupol, with a population of half a million. They dispersed the small and mostly unarmed forces of the local separatists and arrested their leaders, including the “people’s mayor.” In Lugansk Region, the Aidar battalion seized the town of Shchastye, just north of Lugansk city, on June 15.


  It was increasingly obvious that the newly elected president of Ukraine would not capitulate to the separatists’ demands, and that the fighting would escalate. In response, Russia suspended the return of Ukrainian military hardware left stranded in Crimea on June 16 (which continued throughout the first two months of the conflict in eastern Ukraine).


  Return of Ukrainian military hardware from Crimea as of August 2014318
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  During these first two months, 3,502 units of military hardware were returned to Ukraine. Some of those weapons were later used in the military operation against the separatists. As of August 2014, 3,991 Ukrainian military service personnel and 2,844 members of their families had relocated from Crimea to Ukraine.319


  On June 19, Ukrainian forces launched an attack against the Slavyansk rebels’ supply lines. More than 10 soldiers of the 24th Mechanized Brigade and at least as many rebels were killed in two days of heavy fighting near Yampol. The Ukrainian forces finally managed to take control of all major roads leading into Slavyansk.


  Nevertheless, the Slavyansk and Kramatorsk rebels continued to put up fierce resistance, ambushing Ukrainian supply convoys and launching surprise hit-and-run raids against neighboring towns. At about 2 a.m. on June 20, they tried to take a tank depot in Artemovsk by storm. Unlike previous raids, this time the rebels brought a tank of their own, which fired several shells, damaging the depot fence and the administrative building.320 The separatists later announced that they had seized dozens of tanks and other heavy armor. That claim was immediately refuted by the Ukrainian command, and there has been no evidence whatsoever to support it. A new, large convoy consisting of more than 20 vehicles – including four tanks – was seen on the same day in Lugansk, but it is very unlikely that the hardware was from Artemovsk.321 Be that as it may, the separatists had somehow acquired heavy armor, but still not nearly enough of it to have any real effect on the situation.


  Meanwhile, in late June, the separatists redoubled their efforts to take control of the border with Russia, and this time around they were more successful. On June 20, they fought with Ukrainian border guards for control of the two main border crossings into Russia: Izvarino and Dolzhansky. The fighting in Dolzhansky involved mortar shelling, with several mortars damaging a border checkpoint building on the Russian side. A Russian border guard was also injured in the attack.322 Several hundred people and dozens of cars and trucks were at the border crossing when the fighting broke out. Russian forces had to bring BTR-82A APCs right to the border with Ukraine in order to evacuate civilians and personnel.323


  In Izvarino, Ukrainian border guards came under such heavy fire that they had to seek refuge on the Russian side of the border. On the night of June 21 more than 80 of them crossed into Russia, where six of the wounded were given medical assistance. The others were later allowed to cross back into Ukraine at a safe stretch of the border.


  The First Ceasefire (June 23-June 30, 2014)


   


  In the space of just one week, starting from the downing of the Il-76 transport near Lugansk, more than 80 Ukrainian soldiers were killed and more than a hundred wounded, doubling the total Ukrainian losses since the start of the “counterterrorism operation.” As a result, Ukraine was forced to announce a ceasefire.


  The announcement was made by President Poroshenko late on June 20. The ceasefire, however, was essentially unilateral. It had not been agreed with the opposing sides, and so could not last for long. Russia continued to insist on direct dialogue between Kiev and the separatists. The Ukrainian leadership, however, branding the rebels “terrorists,” refused to establish any official contact.


  Nevertheless, the first semi-official consultations between the two sides were held in Donetsk on June 23. President Poroshenko authorized former Ukrainian president Leonid Kuchma to represent Ukraine. The Russian ambassador to Ukraine and OSCE representatives also attended the consultations.


  The parties agreed to a short bilateral ceasefire until the morning of June 27 and a ban on troop movements, but the talks themselves revealed a huge gap between the positions. Both sides put forward conditions that they knew the other side would never accept, and so achieving a compromise was out of the question. Kiev said that before political dialogue could begin, the separatists must lay down their arms, vacate all government buildings, and allow Ukrainian forces to restore control of the border with Russia. The separatists, meanwhile, made any further negotiations conditional on a complete withdrawal of the Ukrainian Army and the volunteer battalions from Donetsk and Lugansk Regions. Everyone at the meetings realized that the chances of consultations achieving a lasting peace were close to zero.


  Another obstacle on the way to a political settlement was the fragmentation of the separatists’ forces, with no central command and weak political wings. These problems also dogged all future attempts at achieving a ceasefire. Some of the rebel squads would inevitably declare that they did not agree to any ceasefire, and carry on fighting.


  Meanwhile, exchange of mortar and artillery fire (indirect) in Slavyansk showed no sign of abating. On June 24, the rebels shot down another Ukrainian Mi-8 helicopter over Karachun Hill as it was making a resupply run. Also on June 27, a Strelkov squad supported by armor attacked a Ukrainian checkpoint outside Kramatorsk, killing five Ukrainian soldiers.


  The shaky ceasefire did not stop some independent DPR rebel units from seizing weakly defended Ukrainian military compounds in rebel territory. On June 26, the rebels’ Kalmius battalion disarmed a Ukrainian National Guard battalion stationed in Donetsk, which was manned mostly by locally drafted conscripts.324 On June 29, the rebels seized the compound of the 156th AA Missile Regiment’s 1st Battalion, just outside Donetsk airport. They insisted that the battery had “decided to go over to the DPR people.” The Ukrainian MoD said the rebels had taken the compound by storm. It also said they had taken several service personnel prisoner and seized a single broken Buk-M1 SAM system.325


  The shakiness of the ceasefire was demonstrated by the losses sustained by Ukrainian forces during the period of June 20-30. During that period, 27 Ukrainian service personnel were killed and 69 wounded.326


  Ukrainian General Offensive (July 1-10, 2014)


   


  The ceasefire was never stable and merely amounted to a lull in hostilities. The Ukrainian command used it to reconnoiter the separatists’ positions and to bring in heavily armed Army units, replacing the lightly armed airborne troops, volunteer battalions, and National Guard units. These preparations enabled the Ukrainian forces to launch a general offensive in several key areas, leveraging their superiority in numbers and firepower. On the night of July 1, President Poroshenko announced large offensive operations with the aim of establishing peace by defeating the rebels outright.327


  The primary goal of the Ukrainian operation was complete isolation of the rebels in Slavyansk and their eventual destruction, as well as the restoration of control of the border with Russia. Once those goals had been achieved, the Ukrainian command planned to break up DPR- and LPR-controlled territory into small pockets and clean them up one by one.


  The new offensive would use all artillery and air power assets at Ukraine’s disposal. For the first time in the conflict, Ukrainian forces used not only light ground-attack aircraft but also Su-24 bombers. They also began to use the powerful Smerch 300 mm Multiple Launch Rocket (MLR) systems against the rebels. On the night of July 2, they struck targets in Kramatorsk using 9M55K antipersonnel cluster munitions. Shortly afterward, they brought Tochka and Tochka-U short-range ballistic missiles to bear.


  It became obvious that the general offensive would soon have Slavyansk completely cut off from all supply lines and leave the most capable fighting force of the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic trapped. Its destruction would then be only a matter of time. The situation became especially difficult for the rebels after the 25th Air-Mobile Brigade dislodged them from Nikolayevka, a small town just east of Slavyansk.


  This is why Strelkov decided to abandon Slavyansk and break through to Donetsk, where he hoped to continue the resistance. On the night of July 5, the Slavyansk rebel force escaped from the town via dirt roads. It included the entire Slavyansk garrison and the forces that held neighboring towns and villages – a total of some 3,000 people. Out of that number, about 2,000 were armed fighters and the rest support personnel, plus families of some of the local fighters. The rebel convoy successfully circumvented Ukrainian roadblocks and escaped almost unscathed.328 It lost only a single armor squad consisting of two tanks, one infantry fighting vehicle, and two airborne armored vehicles, which drove right into a Ukrainian checkpoint due to a navigation error.329 That lost armor, however, constituted half of the entire rolling armor stock the Slavyansk rebels had in their inventory.


  The rebels’ escape from Slavyansk to Donetsk proved a major turning point in the entire war. The Donetsk rebels now had the most respected and competent field commander to lead them; Strelkov quickly took control of the disjointed DPR fighting squads and turned them into a well-organized force. He also brought with him nearly 2,000 combat-hardened fighters who went on to become the core of the resistance. Most of the DPR fighting squads recognized Strelkov as their supreme commander, including the Miners Division (600 fighters), the Oplot Battalion (600), the Kalmius Battalion (300), and several smaller units. Only Vostok, the largest DPR battalion with 1,000 men under arms, refused to recognize Strelkov’s command and continued to act independently.330


  After a brief respite, the forces that escaped from Slavyansk were assigned to strategically important Donbass towns and cities, becoming the core of the DPR fighting force. Two companies from Slavyansk (150 to 200 fighters) were assigned to Ilovaisk, which would soon become the key battleground of the summer campaign. Large independent units (500 fighters or more) had also coalesced in Donetsk, Gorlovka, and Snezhnoye. In Lugansk Region, there were large separatist forces in Lugansk city, Lisichansk, Severodonetsk, Antratsit and Krasnodon.


  The fall of Slavyansk was a major victory for government forces. That victory, however, was achieved by means of a two-month siege; the town was not taken by direct assault. It therefore provided no answers to the question of how the still-weak Ukrainian Army could capture much larger cities and conurbation of the Donbass, including Donetsk with a population of more than a million, and Lugansk with more than half a million residents. The Ukrainian Army’s offensive force was only approximately 10,000-strong and hardly constituted a capable force for large-scale operations. The siege of Slavyansk was maintained by a mere 2,500 soldiers; that number proved insufficient to prevent Strelkov fighters from escaping. The rest of the Ukrainian forces were stretched thin along the entire frontline, separated into small battalion and company tactical groups, as well as platoons holding countless checkpoints.


  The Ukrainian command was therefore forced to reduce the length of the training courses for mobilized reservists to a bare minimum, and speed up the deployment of volunteer battalions to the front. It also adopted the practice of organizing joint units consisting of forces from various uniformed agencies, from the Interior Ministry to the Tax Service. These units were tasked with holding the rear and manning checkpoints, in order to free up more capable troops for the general offensive. These measures enabled the Ukrainian command to increase the numerical strength of the forces taking part in the “counterterrorism operation” to about 40,000, but the fighting ability of those forces remained woefully inadequate.331 Only a third of the fighters serving in the numerous volunteer battalions of the second wave were actual volunteers. The rest were mobilized reservists – poorly trained, poorly equipped and poorly motivated.


  The Ukrainian command’s attempts to restore control over the border with Russia were, however, making good progress. On July 7 a representative of the National Security and Defense Council stated that the entire length of the border was now back under Ukrainian government control, and no further assistance to separatists would be arriving from Russia.332 That did not mean, however, that the border had been completely closed off. Ukrainian border guards had in fact returned to the Dolzhansky border crossing, but they could only monitor such important crossings as Izvarino and Chervonopartizansk from a distance of 6 km to 8 km.333 So if they spotted reinforcements from Russia trying to break through, they could request an artillery strike or armor support from the Ukrainian Army, but delivery and effectiveness of on-call support was not always reliable.


  Entrapment at the Russian Border and the MH17 Disaster (July 11-August 9, 2014)


   


  In order to seal the border between Russia and the rebel provinces, the Ukrainian General Staff deployed a large force consisting of the main strength of three mechanized brigades (the 24th, 51st and 72nd) and the 79th Air-Mobile Brigade, supported by several self-propelled artillery batteries of the 55th Artillery Brigade. The force also included a combined unit of several hundred border guards redeployed from other stretches of the Ukrainian border and Army spetsnaz units.


  That powerful mechanized force easily established control over a long (more than 100 km) corridor along the border with Russia, in large part because there were no sizeable rebel forces stationed in the area. Ukrainian troops began their advance at the Marinovka crossing and reached Izvarino, closing off all the main roads between rebel-held territories and Russia. It was, however, very difficult for only a few thousand Ukrainian soldiers to hold such a long stretch of the border. The force was clearly overextended; Ukrainian forces had to form a chain of company or platoon-level patrol bases separated by kilometers of empty steppe.


  Another major problem for government forces was that the separatists had retained control of Saur-Mogila, a strategically important hill sitting at the base of the long Ukrainian-controlled corridor, only 10 km from the Russian border. Saur-Mogila Hill provided rebels with an easy observation post and made Ukrainian logistics difficult; it overlooked Ukrainian supply lines, and rebels stationed at its summit acted as forward observers, feeding valuable data to rebel artillery.


  And there was little help from the air, with the Ukrainian Air Force too weak to provide much support to troops on the ground. On July 11, at the peak of the fighting during this period, the Air Force flew only 16 sorties: 11 attack, three transport and two relay missions.334 It relied solely on unguided munitions and had little effect on the tactical and operational situation, although Ukraine claimed that its airstrikes were inflicting heavy losses on the separatists. Neither could Ukrainian airpower limit the separatists’ mobility or disrupt their supply lines in an impactful manner.


  The vulnerability of the thinly stretched Ukrainian positions was demonstrated on July 11, when a base camp near the village of Zelonopole came under heavy fire from Grad MLR systems. It was the first major incident of its kind where a massive, concentrated barrage would inflict heavy casualties. The camp was held by a battalion tactical group of the 79th Air-Mobile Brigade and another battalion tactical group of the 24th Mechanized Brigade. The soldiers were living in tents, and their hardware was not dug in. There was also a field ammunition and fuel depot nearby, which detonated when the rockets struck. In that single attack, 35 soldiers were killed and 93 injured. More than 30 pieces of hardware were destroyed, including a tank and several towed howitzers.


  The intensity of the shelling of these units deployed along the Russian border grew steadily in the coming days. At first, the rebels used mortars mounted on trucks and minibuses. They then proceeded to Grad MLR strikes, and then to massive shelling by tube artillery. By that time, Ukrainian forces had already dug in and their losses became relatively light, but the constant shelling was exhausting and demoralizing. Their own artillery units were poorly trained, and their supply lines were harassed from Saur-Mogila, so they were not much use, either. At some point, the Ukrainian command had to resort to airdropping water, food and ammunition (including 152 mm shells) to its troops stranded along the border. Such operations, however, were dangerous as demonstrated on July 14, when a Ukrainian An-26 transport plane was shot down during an airdrop mission.


  Heavy fighting and shelling in the narrow corridor along the Russian border increasingly lead to collateral damage in Russian territory. At first, there was only some property damage with no casualties. But on July 13, a man was killed and an 80-year-old woman gravely injured by stray 120 mm mortars in the Russian town of Donetsk, Rostov Region.335 There were several other incidents with stray shells and even 300 mm Smerch MLR rockets landing in Russian territory and causing damage, but there were no new casualties.


  There was no major action elsewhere during this period, with the exception of a successful Ukrainian operation to reestablish a corridor to spetsnaz and airborne units stranded at Lugansk airport. The operation was conducted on July 14 by battalions of the 1st Tank Brigade, the 80th Airborne Brigade, and the 30th Mechanized Brigade. The new corridor was established via the villages of Georgiyevka and Roskoshnoye, southwest of Lugansk city. This corridor was narrow and fragile, but it posed a serious threat to Lugansk, which was left semi-encircled by Ukrainian forces. If the Ukrainian command had had more fighting units at its disposal, it could have completely encircled the city and launched an assault operation.


  The Ukrainian forces stationed along the border with Russia, meanwhile, found themselves in an even more dire situation after separatists launched attacks involving a tank company from Torez and Snezhnoye against the villages of Stepanovka and Marinovka. Given the strategic importance of that area, the attacks were directed personally by Igor Strelkov.336 The fighting outside Stepanovka narrowed the Ukrainian-held corridor along the border to only 4 km, and made overland resupply operations completely impossible. The situation became so desperate for the Ukrainian forces that some soldiers sought refuge in Russia. The Ukrainian command authorized the evacuation of 17 wounded soldiers from the Kuibyshevo and Gukovo border checkpoints to a hospital in Russia.337 Evacuating them to Ukrainian-held territory overland or by vulnerable helicopters had already become impossible.


  The Ukrainian command tried to halt the rebels’ advance using airpower, but quickly lost several aircraft to air defenses. The rebels deployed additional AA systems along the Russian border, specifically to prevent Ukrainian forces from being resupplied by airdrop operations. On July 16 alone, Ukrainian forces flew 12 fixed-wing missions (transportation and attack aircraft) and 17 rotary-wing missions.338 One Su-25 ground-attack aircraft was shot down near the Russian border and another was damaged by hostile fire. The Ukrainian command stated that its aircraft was shot down by an air-to-air missile launched from a Russian fighter, and made a similar statement with regard to its An-26 transport shot down on July 14. However, it failed to produce any evidence in either case.


  The airspace over the territories where the heaviest fighting took place remained open for civilian flights, albeit with multiple Notice to Airmen (NOTAM) advisories issued. Even after losing several military planes in the area and accusations that Russia was operating its fighter jets, Eurocontrol failed to close the airspace over the conflict zone. On July 17, the tragedy of Flight MH17 occurred. A Malaysia Airlines Boeing 777 flying from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur was shot down over the conflict zone. All 298 people on board were killed, including 193 Dutch nationals.339


  The findings of the official investigation have yet to be published, but they are unlikely to produce an unambiguous (let alone legally conclusive) answer as to who bears the responsibility for the tragedy. Nevertheless, there is little doubt that the plane was shot down by a Buk mobile SAM system. Both the Ukrainian Army and the separatists had such systems in the conflict zone; the separatists had seized at least one Buk system from an army base outside Donetsk. Even a single Buk vehicle, manned by a crew of two soldiers and one officer, is extremely dangerous and certainly capable of single-handedly detecting and destroying any aircraft flying at an altitude of up to and beyond 25 km.


  The wreckage of Flight MH17 landed deep inside rebel-held territory. After a video conference, the separatists and the Ukrainian government agreed to a humanitarian ceasefire at the crash site. Later the separatists also agreed to give foreign specialists access to the site, but ultimately, access to the wreckage was difficult for investigating parties.340


  The ceasefire somewhat eased the pressure on the Ukrainian forces trapped along the Russian border, but did little to reduce the intensity of the shelling by the rebels. These forces were now almost completely cut off from their supply lines and unable to retreat.


  Along other stretches of the front the Ukrainian offensive was also faltering. Government forces made an advance only in a single area that included Lisichansk and Severodonetsk, in Lugansk Region. The operation was conducted by battalion tactical groups of the 1st Tank Brigade, the 95th Air-Mobile Brigade, and the 51st Mechanized Brigade. Ukrainian forces managed to dislodge Aleksei Mozgovoi’s strong and competent Prizrak battalion from these two towns, but failed to destroy the battalion completely.


  The Ukrainian military effort peaked in late July, when numerous reserve formations were thrown into a new offensive in several areas at once. The Ukrainian command’s primary objectives were to lift the blockade of the forces stranded along the Russian border and to split separatist-held territory into several pockets. The heaviest fighting took place between the two rebel capitals, Donetsk and Lugansk, where the Ukrainian command wanted to cut off all lines of communication between the two rebel strongholds.


  However, the attempt to gain control of these territories proved unsuccessful. On July 27, the 25th Airborne Brigade, the 93rd Mechanized Brigade and volunteer battalions launched an attack against Artemovsk and Avdeyevka, while the 1st Tank Brigade continued the offensive near Lugansk. Some progress was made, but the territories captured by Ukrainian forces were mainly rural areas and small towns where the rebels did not keep any large forces of their own. The core separatist territories – mostly large towns and cities – remained firmly under their control. The difficulty of waging war in an urban environment was demonstrated by a failed Ukrainian attempt to storm the town of Shakhtersk. On July 31, a battalion tactical group of the 25th Airborne Brigade lost 21 soldiers and several armored vehicles in street fighting, and was forced to retreat.


  Along the Russian border, two battalion tactical groups of the 30th Mechanized Brigade, one BTG of the 51st Mechanized Brigade and one BTG of the 95th Air-Mobile Brigade finally managed to capture Saur-Mogila and the surrounding territories, including village of Stepanovka. The operation lifted the blockade of some Ukrainian forces trapped at the Russian border, including the 79th Air-Mobile Brigade. Nevertheless, that brigade had to abandon most of its equipment during its escape, due to either damage or lack of fuel.


  By early August, despite repeated attempts to lift the blockade and allow the escape of some Ukrainian forces stranded at the border, the situation of the remaining forces had become desperate. Constant shelling was no longer their main problem; they were suffering from lack of supplies, especially potable water, which is a scarce commodity in the parched eastern Ukrainian steppe in the middle of summer. A battalion tactical group of the 72nd Mechanized Brigade found itself in especially dire straits. Talks with the separatists to allow its return to government-controlled territory proved unsuccessful. A request was made via the OSCE mission to allow the BTG to leave via Russian territory.


  At 10 p.m. on August 2, a lead group of 12 unarmed Ukrainian soldiers crossed into Russia via the Gukovo border crossing. The following day they were brought to another stretch of the border controlled by the Ukrainian government, and crossed back into Ukraine. This was confirmed by the OSCE mission. A channel was thereby established via Russian territory to allow the rescue of Ukrainian soldiers. On the morning of August 4, 437 Ukrainian service personnel, including 147 border guards, crossed into Russia via Gukovo.341 They had abandoned all their heavy equipment, and stacked their small arms in neutral territory between Russia and Ukraine. All of them were promptly brought to a safe border crossing by Russian vehicles. According to the Russian Border Service, a total of more than 700 Ukrainian service personnel were evacuated via this route and arrangement.342


  Ukrainian forces stranded at the border did not sustain particularly heavy casualties. They were not involved in any close fighting, either; engagements were limited to artillery, mortar and MLR exchanges. Ukrainian personnel were increasingly dug in – and increasingly in an effective manner – and losses during later exchanges were light. The hardware losses, however, were substantial. Much of the Ukrainian hardware was destroyed where it stood by rebel shelling, and the rest was abandoned during the escape because of damage or lack of fuel. The separatists thereby gained more than a hundred units of armor and artillery systems from the withdrawal.


  The loss of trucks and armor severely reduced the mobility and firepower of the Ukrainian forces that escaped from the trap at the border (these forces belonged to three out of Ukraine’s seven mechanized brigades). The units that had managed to escape from the trap had to be moved to the rear to allow them to recover their fighting ability. This created a new balance of power in the south of Sector D, and Stepanovka and Marinovka came under heavy shelling and were once again lost to the separatists on August 12-13. The two battalions of the 30th Mechanized Brigade that held these villages sustained heavy losses and retreated, again abandoning some of their hardware in the process. The Ukrainian command now had fewer than 1,000 soldiers holding the long, stretched frontline from Saur-Mogila to the Azov Sea.343 The numerical strength of the DPR and LPR forces, meanwhile, continued to increase. Locals continued to join the ranks of the rebel forces because they were angered by civilian casualties and large-scale destruction, or simply left unemployment as companies across the Donbass were shutting down. The total numerical strength of the rebel forces at this stage of the conflict had reached 19,000 to 23,000.344


  Defeat in Ilovaisk (August 10-September 5, 2014)


   


  The Ukrainian general offensive got off to a decent start, but momentum greatly diminished by mid-August, save for the immediate area near Ilovaisk, where the Ukrainian offensive was still under way. From here the Ukrainian command planned to complete the encirclement of Donetsk, laying siege with volunteer battalions.


  The most capable of these volunteer battalions, including Donbass, Dnepr-1, Dnepr-2, Peacekeeper, Svityaz and several others, were deployed just outside Ilovaisk. The regular army units, meanwhile, were in no great rush to enter the town; they contributed only a combined mechanized company, five tanks, and artillery and MLR fire support to the operation. The volunteer battalions had very high morale but little experience; they also lacked heavy weapons and were not manned to their full strength. Ilovaisk had a population 15,000 and was defended by two rebel companies from Slavyansk. The Ukrainian volunteer battalions began their assault on August 10, but managed to capture parts of the town only on August 18. They then became bogged down in street fighting with freshly redeployed DPR battalions (Vostok, Oplot and Kalmius), which had gained significant numerical strength over the previous weeks. Then, in a matter of days, the situation in the south of Sector D near the Russian border changed dramatically, leading to the entrapment and utter defeat of Ukrainian forces in Ilovaisk.


  The circumstances of the bloodiest defeat suffered by the Ukrainian Army in 2014 merit an entirely separate study. The overall picture, however, is quite clear. The already weakened Ukrainian troops near the Russian border came under a massive attack by a fresh force that had tanks and artillery at its disposal. According to the DPR prime minister, Aleksandr Zakharchenko, the core of that fresh force consisted of a 1,200-strong reserve that had just completed a four-month training course in Russia.345 The Ukrainian General Staff insists that its forces in and around Ilovaisk were attacked by four battalion tactical groups of the Russian Armed Forces (about 2,000 soldiers), that had been secretly deployed from across the border.346 Whatever the case, even such a relatively small force proved sufficient to overwhelm the Ukrainians.


  On August 24 the entire 5th Territorial Defense Battalion, which was manned by mobilized reservists, deserted; it abandoned its positions and fled before the enemy could advance and rout their positions.347 The 5th battalion was the last major Ukrainian unit left in the sector. On August 25, the last Ukrainian Army platoon retreated from Saur-Mogila.


  The collapse of Sector D bared the flank of the Ukrainian forces in Ilovaisk. Meanwhile, the attacking force that launched the offensive along the border split into two groups. The first group marched south to the Azov Sea unopposed; its advance was halted not far from Mariupol, which was held by the 1st Brigade of the National Guard. Most of the attacking force, however, struck the rear of the Ukrainian forces in Ilovaisk and had them completely encircled by August 26.


  After failed talks to open up a humanitarian corridor for the trapped Ukrainian troops, the commander of Ukrainian forces in the theater, Gen. Ruslan Khomchak, ordered his troops to break through on the morning of August 30. The rebel forces surrounding them, however, had already had sufficient time to dig in and organize their defenses, so the Ukrainian troops were completely destroyed during that breakout attempt.


  Of the 2,500 Ukrainian soldiers in and around Ilovaisk, more than 360 are known to have been killed, and more than 500 wounded. Several months later, another 180 were still missing in action.348 At least 700 Ukrainian soldiers were taken prisoner.349 The Donbass Battalion, the most famous of the volunteer battalions that constituted the core of the Ukrainian force that tried to capture Ilovaisk, was completely destroyed.


  Dozens of Ukrainian soldiers were killed during the same period near Lugansk, where LPR forces also launched a counteroffensive. That operation was not quite as large, but it managed to dislodge Ukrainian troops from Lugansk airport and the outskirts of Lugansk. The frontline was pushed all the way back to the Seversky Donets River.350 Since the launch of the Ukrainian general offensive in August, more than 1,300 Ukrainian troops had been killed in the operation.351


  The crushing military defeats in Ilovaisk and Sector D were a deep shock for Ukraine. It severely undermined the country’s military capability and it was forced to enter into talks with the separatists. On September 5, the official Kiev representative at the negotiations in Minsk signed the Minsk Protocol with the DPR and LPR political leadership. The parties agreed to a ceasefire and future steps toward a political settlement.


   


  Aircraft, Tanks and Artillery in the Donbass, by Anton Lavrov


   


  The conflict in eastern Ukraine has seen a motley collection of military hardware, spanning generations in model and manufacture year, and representing a “complete collection” of the former Soviet-world arms industry, with the exception of some nukes and submarines. To catalog the disposition and use of this vast array of hardware is a book unto itself, but this chapter will examine three main categories of weapon systems employed in the Donbass War: military aircraft, tanks and artillery.


  Ukrainian Aircraft and Their Losses


   


  Ukrainian combat aviation activity peaked in mid-July 2014. During this period of fighting, Pro-Russian separatists would announce the downing of one or several Ukrainian aircraft seemingly every day, with the total number of such announcements made in April and August 2014 at well over 50. Clearly, these claims were exaggerated, with separatists’ forces attempting to capture easy victories in the raging media battle surrounding the conflict. Meanwhile, the Ukrainian government acknowledged most of the real losses of its combat aircraft, but has yet to provide the official aggregate figure. Unofficial Ukrainian military sources352 and experts who have attempted independent calculations353 agree that government forces have lost 20 to 30 manned aircraft during the reported period, with many others damaged.


  Based on the losses that have been officially acknowledged by the Ukrainian government, with photo or video evidence of the crash available, it can be confirmed that Ukraine irretrievably lost at least 21 aircraft: specifically, 13 planes and eight helicopters. Below is a detailed account:


  April 25, 2014: Mi-8 near Kramatorsk


   


  The first aircraft of the Ukrainian Ministry of Defense to be lost during the conflict in the east was destroyed at an airfield in Kramatorsk, near Slavyansk. The armed conflict had yet to begin in earnest, and the airfield, situated on the outskirts of the city, was poorly guarded. The transport helicopter belonged to the 7th Independent Regiment of the Army Aviation Service. It had earlier brought reinforcements to the area, and was hit by a guided missile while sitting at the airfield. The missile was launched from the rooftop of a nearby apartment tower.354 The crew was unharmed, but the helicopter itself was completely destroyed by the resulting fire.


  May 2, 2014: Two Mi-24s near Slavyansk


   


  In a sign of major escalation, two Mi-24 attack/transport helicopters operated by the 16th Brigade of the Army Aviation Service were shot down in early May. They were initially used mainly to put psychological pressure on the insurgents in Slavyansk, who were relatively few at the time, without firing any weapons in anger. On the night of May 2, however, Ukrainian forces made their first serious attempt at storming the city. They were supported by attack helicopters, which fired at the separatists’ reinforced checkpoints. Within several hours of the launch of the operation, two of these helicopters were shot down by man-portable SAM systems. Both helicopters crashed and burned. At least one of them was attacked by a salvo from two man-portable SAM missiles; one of the missiles chased an IR decoy or flare, and the other struck the helicopter itself.355 Five of the six crewmembers were killed. The survivor was injured and taken prisoner by the separatists on May 5. He was later released.


  May 5, 2014: Mi-24 near Slavyansk


   


  An Mi-24 attack/transport helicopter operated by the 11th Tactical Aviation Brigade was hit by ground fire from a large-caliber machine gun during a combat mission on the outskirts of Slavyansk. Its hydraulic systems were damaged and the helicopter had to perform an emergency landing nearby. The crew was evacuated by a government forces Search & Rescue (S&R) party before they could be captured by the separatists.


  The aircraft itself landed near a road in a populated area, and was subsequently looted by locals. The following day, a Ukrainian aircraft destroyed what remained of the helicopter with a salvo of unguided missiles.356


  May 29, 2014: Mi-8 near Slavyansk


   


  An Mi-8 transport helicopter operated by Ukraine’s National Guard was hit by a man-portable SAM system during take-off from Karachun Hill on the outskirts of Slavyansk. Twelve of the National Guard soldiers and Interior Ministry spetsnaz forces on board were killed, including National Guard Maj. Gen. Vladimir Kulchitsky. There was only one survivor.357 Gen. Kulchitsky was head of the National Guard’s department for combat and special training. His death was a major victory for the separatists and a serious blow to Kiev’s plan to recruit, train and field National Guard units. He is the only general officer to have died in the conflict (as of this publishing).


  June 6, 2014: An-30B near Slavyansk


   


  A reconnaissance aircraft operated by the 15th Transport Aviation Brigade (An-30B) was shot down by a man-portable SAM system on June 6. The plane was conducting reconnaissance of rebel artillery positions when it was shot down. It evaded the first missile but was hit by a second, causing an uncontrollable fire in one engine.358 Some of the eight crew members managed to jump from the plane with parachutes, but only three survived.


  July 14, 2014: Il-76 near Lugansk airport


   


  For the first two months of the conflict, Ukraine suffered no aircraft losses beyond a small area surrounding Slavyansk; there was no major fighting in other rebel-controlled areas. But as the situation began to deteriorate, the government increased air raids on rebel positions further afield. The rebels responded by stepping up their air defenses.


  In early July 2014, the government of the self-proclaimed Lugansk People’s Republic imposed a ban on all Ukrainian aviation flights over the territories under LPR control, and stationed fighters armed with man-portable SAM systems around Lugansk airport. The airport was still being used by Ukrainian forces to bring in supplies and reinforcements for government troops holding the airport. Soon the airport was blockaded by the rebels and surrounded by their forces on all sides; government forces did not control the landing flight path/approach.


  On the night of July 14, three Il-76 heavy transport aircraft of the 25th Transport Aviation Brigade flew to Lugansk on a troop rotation airlift mission. They carried a company of the 25th Independent Airborne Brigade, and their hardware, ammunition and food. One of the three aircraft was hit by a man-portable SAM system on descent and crashed and burned. All 40 soldiers and nine crew members on board were killed.359


  July 2, 2014: Su-24, location unknown


   


  On the night of July 1, the Ukrainian command ended the fragile ceasefire it had declared on June 23, and launched a massive attack on rebel positions along the entire frontline, attempting to cut off rebel positions from the border with Russia. The attack was supported by heavy shelling and air raids, and for the first time in the conflict, Ukrainian forces used Su-24 tactical bombers. But as the number of sorties increased, so did the losses of Ukrainian aircraft.


  On the morning of the second day of the offensive, the 7th Tactical Aviation Brigade lost a Su-24 bomber. It was hit by a man-portable SAM system during a mission over Donetsk Region. The missile struck one of the two engines, which burst into flames. The fire suppression system did its job, and the aircraft returned to its home airfield on the remaining engine. It hard-landed and burst into flames once again, with the fire being put out by airfield firefighters.360 The crew escaped unscathed, but the plane was totally destroyed.


  July 2, 2014: Su-25 near Dnepropetrovsk airport


   


  Another aircraft taking part in the Ukrainian offensive was lost at 11:20 a.m. local time on the same day. The recently upgraded Su-25M1 close air support/ground attack aircraft of the 299th Tactical Aviation Brigade was returning from a combat mission in the Donetsk Region when the pilot lost control of the aircraft.361 It is not clear whether this was due to damage sustained during the mission or an unrelated mechanical failure. The pilot ejected successfully and survived.


  July 14, 2014: An-26, Krasnodon District, Lugansk Region


   


  The Ukrainian government’s July offensive ended in defeat when a large number of Ukrainian troops were blockaded and partially surrounded near the Russian border. Aircraft had to be used to provide these troops with air support and resupply airdrops, leading to increased exposure to antiaircraft systems and eventually more aircraft losses.


  An An-26 transport aircraft of the 456th Transport Aviation Brigade was lost on its 36th mission of the conflict. It attempted an airdrop of supplies to ground forces near the Russian border, but was shot down.362 The first and second pilots were killed, but five passengers on board managed to escape and deploy their parachutes. The Ukrainian government insists that the plane was shot by an air-to-air missile launched by a Russian fighter jet, but has failed to back this charge with any substantiating evidence. On the same day, Ukraine banned civil aviation overflights below 32,000 feet above the conflict area, possibly suggesting that the Ukrainian government was concerned about attacks from the ground, rather than hostile fighter aircraft.


  July 16, 2014: Su-25 near Amvrosiyevka


   


  According to the Ukrainian National Security and Defense Council, an upgraded Su-25M1 close air support aircraft operated by the 299th Tactical Aviation Brigade was shot down near the Russian border by an air-to-air missile launched from a Russian aircraft.363 The pilot ejected and was evacuated by friendly forces. This was the second time in three days that the Ukrainian government accused the Russian Air Force of directly attacking its planes, but again, has provided little evidence. The following day, a Malaysia Airlines Boeing 777 (Flight MH17) was shot down nearby with an AA missile launched from the ground.


  July 21, 2014: Su-25 near Marinovka, Donetsk Region


   


  A Su-25 aircraft operated by the 299th Tactical Aviation Brigade was shot down during a mission to suppress separatist fire and lift the blockade of Ukrainian forces surrounded near the Russian border. The pilot, a lieutenant colonel who was also the commander of the squadron, managed to eject. He spent almost a month in hiding, trying to reach government-held territory. On Aug. 19, however, he was seized at a separatist checkpoint.364 He was eventually handed over to the Ukrainian side on September 2 as part of a prisoner exchange.


  July 23, 2014: two Su-25s near Saur-Mogila


   


  Two Su-25 aircraft of the 299th Tactical Aviation Brigade were shot down at approximately noon near the Saur-Mogila Hill. The hill was under separatist control and was instrumental for the blockade of a group of Ukrainian forces encircled near the Russian border. Both planes were shot down by man-portable SAM systems.365 Both pilots ejected and landed in neutral territory, where they were found by progovernment locals and taken to safety.366


  August 7, 2014: MiG-29 near Yenakiyevo


   


  Heavy losses of attack aircraft, especially upgraded models of the 299th Tactical Aviation Brigade (the most capable in the Ukrainian Air Force), forced Ukraine to start using MiG-29 multirole aircraft as strikers. In the late afternoon of August 7, a MiG-29 of the 40th Tactical Aviation Brigade was attacking a rebel checkpoint with unguided munitions when its right engine was struck by a missile. The pilot tried to reach the nearest airfield, but moments later the aircraft crashed outside the town of Yenakiyevo. This was the first multirole fighter to be lost by Ukrainian forces during the conflict, however, the pilot managed to eject.367 He then traveled 40 km on foot over two days, eventually reaching government-controlled territory.368


  August 7, 2014: Mi-8 near Manuilovka


   


  According to official reports, an Mi-8 helicopter of the 16th Army Aviation Brigade was hit by ground fire while on a mission to evacuate casualties, and was forced to conduct an emergency landing near the village of Manuilovka.369 Its three crew members were all injured and the aircraft itself sustained heavy damage. The wreckage was later secured by the separatists. Judging from the position of the wreckage, it is possible that the helicopter crashed on take-off or landing rather than being shot down by separatist forces.370


  August 17, 2014: MiG-29, Krasnodon District, Lugansk Region


   


  The second MiG-29 lost by the Ukrainian Air Force during the conflict occurred on a night patrol mission at high altitude. It was operated by the 114th Tactical Aviation Brigade. The government announced that the plane was shot down by separatists, without giving any further details. However, radio intercepts of the pilot’s communication with ground control just before the crash indicates that he reported a mechanical problem with the aircraft’s avionics.371 The pilot safely ejected and was evacuated by friendly S&R services.


  August 19, 2014: Mi-8 near Lutugino


   


  An Mi-8 transport helicopter of the 16th Army Aviation Brigade, equipped with an external gun pod and an exhaust infrared signature suppression system, was hit by small arms ground fire and rolled over during an emergency landing. The crew sustained critical injuries but survived. The loss of the helicopter was not officially acknowledged, but was later confirmed by Ukrainian volunteers, local residents and photo evidence posted online.372


  August 20, 2014: Mi-24 near Georgiyevka


   


  On August 20, the separatists launched a major offensive near Georgiyevka village using heavy armor. The offensive posed a direct threat to government forces holed up in Lugansk airport. The Ukrainian command had to use attack helicopters to halt the offensive; it previously avoided doing that for fear of losing aircraft. Those fears quickly proved well justified.


  During an interdiction mission by a pair of Mi-24 attack helicopters, assigned to the 7th Independent Regiment of the Army Aviation Service, the lead aircraft was hit by a surface-to-air missile and exploded mid-air. The crew of two was presumed to have died instantly.373 Based on the magnitude of the blast, the crew of the second helicopter assumed that the lead aircraft had been hit by a powerful SAM system rather than a man-portable SAM system. Following the loss, Ukrainian forces were once again forced to stop using Mi-24s for ground support operations.


  August 20, 2014: Su-24 near Lugansk


   


  Late in the afternoon of the same day, Ukrainian forces also lost a Su-24M aircraft of the 7th Tactical Aviation Brigade.374 The aircraft was returning from a combat mission when it was hit by an unknown projectile near the village of Novosvetlovka, less than 20 km from where an Mi-24 helicopter was shot down by a missile earlier in the day.375 The pilots successfully ejected, but it is not clear what became of them, and little information about the incident itself has been released.


  August 29, 2014: Su-25 near Ilovaisk


   


  The battle of Ilovaisk was a key engagement of fighting in 2014. A group of 1,500 Ukrainian troops was surrounded in the town by separatists and was attempting to break out. In the breakout attempt they received fire support from two Su-25 and two MiG-29 aircraft, as well as Tochka-U ballistic missiles.376


  The strike aircraft had to fly in broad daylight over an area where separatists had amassed some of their most capable forces, including groups with advanced AA assets. One of them, an upgraded Su-25M1 of the 299th Tactical Aviation Brigade, was shot down and crashed near the village of Novy Svet. The pilot ejected and reached government-controlled territory the same day.377 The use of airpower by Ukrainian forces proved insufficient to turn the tide of the battle. The Ukrainian troops trying to break out of Ilovaisk were completely routed.


  The Su-25 shot down near Ilovaisk was the last officially confirmed loss of a Ukrainian aircraft during the conflict; a week later, the warring sides signed a cease fire. Ukrainian aircraft were not used in any offensive operations for the rest of 2014 and have been used minimally since, in large part due to the repressive operating environment in the skies over eastern Ukraine.


  Conclusions


   


  In total, Ukraine lost six Su-25s, four Mi-8s, four Mi-24s, two MiG-29s, two Su-24s, and one An-26, one An-30 and one Il-76. The heaviest losses were sustained by the 299th Tactical Aviation Brigade, which lost six Su-25 aircraft; almost half of the strike aircraft it could fly. The 16th Independent Army Aviation Brigade also sustained significant losses, losing four helicopters. Other brigades and regiments lost one or two aircraft each.


  The role of combat aviation during the conflict in eastern Ukraine has been much less significant than is usually the case during armed conflicts between developed countries. Ukraine’s weak, poorly trained and obsolete Air Force and Army Aviation Service, which operate Soviet-era weaponry, have proved extremely vulnerable to the separatists’ air defenses, especially modern man-portable SAM systems, which the separatists have acquired in large numbers.


  The fact that the insurgents proved well-armed with man-portable SAM systems made it all but impossible for the Ukrainian Armed Forces to use their Army Aviation Service for offensive operations. Neither flying at extremely low altitude, nor onboard antimissile systems, such as Ukraine’s indigenously designed Adros system, proved capable of defeating the adversary’s prolific, advanced man-portable SAM arsenal. In July, the Ukrainian command began to rely on the Air Force alone for offensive air operations, using the Army Aviation only for airlift missions.378


  Ukraine’s small force of attack aircraft also proved unable to provide effective air support, suffering significant losses of its most capable and best-maintained aircraft, including five upgraded Su-25M1 aircraft. In addition to total write-offs, at least 10 Ukrainian planes and helicopters are known to have sustained heavy damage; the actual figure is likely to be higher. Without radical upgrade and modernization programs, the Ukrainian Air Force will not be able to change the course of the fighting in eastern Ukraine with the aid of airpower. And still, such aircraft will be forced to operate in an area of operations saturated with advanced air defense systems, making effective air operations difficult.


  Ukrainian Tanks Rolling in the Donbass


   


  Ukraine spent nearly two decades prior to the conflict in the east disposing of old weapons and selling off thousands of tanks inherited from the former Soviet Union. Nevertheless, by the time the conflict broke out, the county still had one of the largest tank fleets in the world. The role played by Ukrainian Army tanks during the fighting in the Donbass, however, has proved not nearly as significant as one would have expected.


  According to official Ukrainian figures, the country had 2,262 main battle tanks as of January 1, 2014.379 Most of them were various versions of the T-64 and T-72. There were also smaller fleets of the T-80 and the T-55. The Army, however, had only 683 tanks on its books,380 with another 40 operated by the Navy’s coastal defense brigade. The rest of the 2,262 tanks were being kept at storage bases and had been designated as surplus to national defense requirements. That surplus was up to the government, but not the MoD, to dispose of as it saw fit. There were 585 tanks kept in storage at the Kharkov Armor Plant alone. Almost all of them required major refurbishment.381 Similar numbers of tanks were being held in storage at armor plants in Kiev and at a depot in Artemovsk (Donetsk Region).


  The Ukrainian Army’s combat units, meanwhile, included only 13 tank battalions, each operating 31 tanks (three battalions apiece in the two independent tank brigades, and one battalion apiece in the seven mechanized brigades). Only five of these 13 battalions were manned to near full strength levels (three battalions of the 1st Independent Tank Brigade, one of the 17th Independent Tank Brigade and one of the 72nd Independent Mechanized Brigade). The rest of the battalions had a full complement of hardware but were manned to reduced-strength levels; each maintained a maximum of one company in full combat readiness. The remaining tanks operated by the MoD were assigned to training units and to the first-tier reserve of fighting units.


  The fighting units were armed only with the T-64 family tanks, mostly the T-64BV version and several dozen of the upgraded T-64BM Bulat units. All other models, from the T-55 to the T-80U, had been decommissioned and were being held at storage bases. The T-72 family was also officially decommissioned in 2007. A small number of T-72s were still being operated by training units to train drivers and mechanics for other hardware that uses the T-72 chassis, such as the IMR-2 combat engineering vehicle and the Msta-S self-propelled artillery.


  Early plans for the procurement of the more advanced Oplot-M tanks, which are an indigenous Ukrainian design, were announced by the MoD back in 2005 – but those plans were never implemented due to financial constraints. The MoD bought instead a batch of the T-64BM Bulat tanks. This is an upgraded version of the T-64B; each cost the MoD only about $900,000 to upgrade. Even at such a cheap price, the Ukrainian Armed Forces could afford to buy only (10) T-64BMs every year, on average. First deliveries were made in 2005. As of late 2013, Army units had received a total of 71 of these upgraded tanks.382 All 71 were assigned to the 1st Independent Tank Brigade; two of the brigade’s battalions and a single company of the third battalion were fully rearmed with the T-64BMs. Several T-64BMs were also delivered to training units. The latest batch of nine was delivered to the MoD in the second half of 2014.


  When the fighting in the east broke out, the 1st Independent Tank Brigade was equipped with the best tanks Ukraine had to offer. Manned mostly by professional soldiers serving under contract rather than conscripts, the brigade was one of the most capable units of the Ukrainian Army.383 Nevertheless, it too suffered from a poor level of training of tank crews because the MoD was skimping on exercises. The 17th Independent Tank Brigade, meanwhile, was a reduced-strength unit; only one of its tank battalions was fully manned and more or less combat ready.


  When the conflict began, the 1st Independent Tank Brigade was deployed along the border with Russia and Belarus. Immediately after the events in Crimea the Ukrainian government feared a direct Russian invasion of eastern Ukraine. That left the Ukrainian Army’s most capable tank unit completely tied up guarding the border. Other tank units were deployed immediately north of Crimea after the peninsula’s annexation by Russia. That is why during the early phases of the “counterterrorism operation” in the east, the Ukrainian Army could make use of only a few dozen tanks in the Donbass, even though the frontline was several hundred kilometers long.


  During the first several months of the conflict, when the separatists still lacked any tanks of their own (they were first observed using T-64Bs in mid-June) and the fighting was still of relatively low intensity, the Ukrainian forces tended to have their tanks spread out across dozens of reinforced checkpoints at the edges of the territory held by the separatists. Each platoon and company-level checkpoint had a single tank assigned to it, giving government forces clear firepower superiority and range over the rebels, who were poorly armed at the time.


  When the Ukrainian forces launched a major offensive in July and early August, tanks were not used for independent action; their role was to support infantry. Towns and villages in the Donbass were stormed by combined company or battalion tactical groups dominated by mechanized or light infantry. Tanks merely provided fire support. In addition, the separatists still had very few tanks of their own at the time, so there were no tank battles during this phase of the conflict.


  The first serious attempt at using large numbers of tanks was made during the operation to lift the blockade of the Lugansk airport in July 2014. After the rebels shot down a Ukrainian Il-76 military transport on approach to the airport, the small Ukrainian force holed up there was left cut off from supply lines. On July 14, a combined battalion of the 1st Independent Tank Brigade, reinforced by fighters of the 80th Independent Air-Mobile Brigade, launched a raid via separatist-held territory, skirting Lugansk from the south, and breaking through to the airport.


  The Ukrainian attack from that direction took the rebels by surprise, as they did not have any large forces deployed south of the city. Nevertheless, three Ukrainian T-64BM tanks, one APC and one truck were lost during the operation to the separatists’ light mobile squads armed with grenade launchers. Of the three tanks’ nine crew members, one was killed.384


  Bringing a large tank force to bear enabled government troops to break through the rebels’ defenses with relative ease, and prevent the airport from being overrun. They established a corridor to the airfield, from where Ukrainian forces started to put pressure on Lugansk city. That corridor, however, was not reinforced by sufficient numbers of infantry, and the rebels soon began to squeeze it shut from both sides. The battalion holed up at the airport once again found itself in a precarious situation. It was essentially left blockaded for another month, as keeping it supplied with fuel and ammo was proving very difficult.


  Full-blown tank battles began only in mid-August, when the separatists launched a counteroffensive using mechanized groups reinforced by tanks and artillery. The first battle was for the village of Stepanovka, Donetsk Region. On the night of August 12, the 3rd Battalion Tactical Group of the Ukrainian 30th Mechanized Brigade, which held the village, came under heavy fire from Grad MLR systems, followed by a tank assault. The demoralized Ukrainian battalion beat a disorderly retreat, losing nine of its (13) T-64BV tanks in the process.385 The separatists are known to have lost at least one tank during the operation.


  The heaviest tank battle of the summer 2014 campaign was for the village of Novoalekseyevka. The village was held by a combined force of the 80th Independent Air-Mobile Brigade and the Aidar Battalion, reinforced by approximately 10 tanks of the 1st Independent Tank Brigade. The Ukrainian forces’ positions in the village were well fortified for defense, and the tanks were dug in on the outskirts.386 Novoalekseyevka sits astride the main motorway between Lugansk and the Russian border, so the separatists committed an entire battalion tactical group to capture that strategic position.


  During a battle on August 26, Ukrainian forces had to retreat from the village after losing most of their tanks. The wreckage of six Ukrainian T-64s, including five T-64BM Bulat units, was left in the streets. Another Bulat, side number 687, was abandoned and captured by the separatists, who had used guided tank projectiles against the Ukrainians.


  The T-64BV and T-64BM tanks operated by the Ukrainian Army have the capability to fire the Kobra (AT-8) guided tank projectiles, but there is no evidence to suggest that the Ukrainians have been using such projectiles in large numbers. That is probably because most of that Soviet-made ammunition is already past its shelf life; in addition, the Ukrainian tank crews are not properly trained to use it. No Kobra projectiles had been fired in a Ukrainian Army exercise for several years in the run-up to the conflict.


  Ukraine has not released official aggregate figures of its tank losses. President Poroshenko said during the ceasefire in September 2014 that the Ukrainian units involved in combat action had lost 65 percent of their hardware.387 There is photo evidence confirming the knockout or catastrophic kill of just over a hundred Ukrainian tanks during the 2014 campaign. Another 50 tanks were captured by the separatists.388


  T-72 tanks are notorious for their unfortunate tendency to blow up because of the detonation of their vulnerable ammunition stowage. The first large-scale use of T-64s in real action has demonstrated that they are, if anything, even more prone to such catastrophic incidents. A very large number of the tanks lost in action were destroyed by internal detonation. The battlefields of the Donbass are littered with the wreckage of Ukrainian and rebel T-64s with their turrets blown off or the welded seams of their armor busted open. Since the losses of tank crews have not been nearly as heavy as the losses of the tanks themselves, it is safe to assume that most of these tanks were not destroyed by an immediate catastrophic hit. The mechanism of the kill was, in most cases, fire breaking out after a noncatastrophic hit, leaving the crew sufficient time to bail out. The upgraded T-64BMs have proved just as vulnerable as the basic T-64BV model. Of the (15) T-64BM losses confirmed by photo evidence, 10 show evidence of ammunition detonation.389 Meanwhile, the 1st Independent Tank Brigade armed with these tanks had lost only 26 men as of late November.390


  Heavy losses eventually forced the Ukrainian command to take urgent measures to rebuild its tank fleet. In addition to the repairs of tanks still in service with the Armed Forces, Ukraine also launched a large program of refurbishing the old and numerous T-64BVs and the older T-64Bs that had already been decommissioned and were being held at storage depots. As part of that refurbishment program, the T-64Bs were upgraded to the T-64BV specification by retrofitting them with Kontakt-1 dynamic protection. The tank repair plants in Kiev, Lvov and Kharkov have been awarded 97million hryvnias (roughly $4 million) worth of such repairs and upgrade contracts. We estimate the number of Ukrainian tanks earmarked for refurbishment at 60 to 100. Installation of the dynamic protection system is a relatively straightforward affair, and about (40) T-64Bs have been retrofitted at their own bases, without being brought to the tank repair plants.391


  The Ukrainian Armed Forces have also taken delivery of tanks that were originally destined for export. For example, in September 2014 a batch of (10) T-64BV1 tanks upgraded under a contract with DR Congo were delivered instead to the Ukrainian National Guard.392 Prior to that delivery, the National Guard did not have any tanks. Ukrainian forces have also received small batches of T-72 tanks built to export specifications. A total of 100 tanks have been supplied by the Ukrainian defense industry to the Armed Forces – just approximately enough to replenish the losses.


  The 3rd Independent Tank Battalion is the only new battalion to have been armed with T-64BV tanks. Because of the shortage of heavy armor – including tanks – the infantry brigades being created in 2015 are designated as motorized infantry rather than mechanized units. They rely mainly on trucks for mobility, and have a reduced complement of tanks and artillery.


  By early 2015, the Ukrainian forces had rebuilt their tank fleet thanks to the several months of breathing space given by the Minsk I ceasefire signed in September 2014. During that period, large numbers of tanks were repaired at their home bases, and more were delivered by the Ukrainian defense industry. As a result, Ukrainian operations began to use tanks in larger numbers, with up to an entire tank company at a time, when the ceasefire collapsed. At the same time, they continued to use tanks primarily for infantry support and as part of company or battalion tactical groups, rather than launching any independent action by tank units. During the last phases of the defensive operation at the new terminal of Donetsk airport in January 2015, two tank companies were simultaneously involved in a failed attempt to lift the blockade of the Ukrainian troops holed up at the terminal. Both companies suffered losses during the operation.


  Ukrainian tanks played a more prominent role in holding the defense of the Debaltsevo pocket in January-February 2015. The town was held by three tank companies, which provided a formidable defense against the separatists’ own tank forces, which had become quite numerous by that time. During the Ukrainian forces’ retreat from what was quickly becoming another trap, half of their tanks were abandoned, and up to 10 more were destroyed in battle either by separatists or by their own crews.393 Only a few tanks managed to break out of Debaltsevo.


  Nevertheless, tanks played an important role in the survival and escape of the Ukrainian forces from the Debaltsevo pocket. Several hours before these forces were given the order to retreat on the morning of February 18, a combined tactical group that included a tank company of the 14th Independent Mechanized Brigade captured a fortified position manned by a platoon of separatists on a strategically important hill. The operation established a narrow corridor that was later used by the Ukrainians to pull out about 2,500 of their soldiers from Debaltsevo as part of an arrangement reached with Russia and the separatists. After holding the corridor for 36 hours, the tank company staged an organized retreat. It had lost two tanks; half of the remaining ones were damaged and had to be towed away by the surviving Ukrainian hardware.394


  The capabilities of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, the conditions at the combat theater, and the nature of the conflict have not been conducive to the use of tanks for independent mobile warfare operations. That being said, tanks have proved very useful in both an offensive and defensive capacity. They have been used mainly as mobile antitank and heavy assault weapons platforms.


  Ukraine therefore is looking to beef up its tank fleet. In particular, there are plans to transform its newly created motorized infantry brigades into mechanized units, and also to create several independent tank battalions. To that end, in addition to pressing ahead with ongoing upgrade and repair programs, Ukraine also plans to launch production of new Oplot-M tanks at the Malishev plant in Kharkov. Plans have been announced for 40 such tanks to be delivered in 2015, and for ramping up annual production to between 100 and 120 tanks from 2016.395 These production targets appear overly optimistic, but Ukraine will certainly try hard to meet them.


  Ukrainian Artillery in the Fight


   


  Ukraine inherited one of the strongest armies in the world from the former Soviet Union. That army had an extremely large, outsized artillery component, which was typical of Soviet forces. There were large numbers of towed, self-propelled and rocket artillery systems, as well as short-range ballistic missiles stationed in Ukraine, including about 7,200 systems of over 100 mm caliber. To illustrate, one of the “first-echelon” army divisions inherited by Ukraine, the 254th Motor Rifle Division, operated (126) 122 mm and 152 mm self-propelled artillery systems, and 18 Grad MLR systems.


  In addition to artillery systems operated by motor rifle and tank divisions, there were large numbers of systems assigned to three specialized artillery divisions, 10 missile brigades armed with short-range ballistic missiles, five antitank artillery brigades, two artillery regiments and three rocket artillery regiments.396 Finally, there were large numbers of artillery systems in storage at weapons depots, plus several million [metric] tons of artillery ammunition.


  Despite two decades of cuts to the Armed Forces, programs to dispose of excess ammunition and sales of used weaponry to customers all over the world, Ukraine’s artillery stockpile remained enormous when the conflict in the east broke out. As of 2013, it included 2 million [metric] tons of ammunition at arms depots.397


  The artillery systems themselves, as well as the pattern of their distribution across the Armed Forces, also retained their Soviet characteristics, albeit in a much reduced form. As of early 2014, Ukraine was estimated to have 1,952 artillery systems, including those in arms storage depots. There were 722 self-propelled artillery systems, 595 towed artillery systems, about 500 antitank guns and 372 MLR systems.398


  According to official data, as of 2013 the Ukrainian Army operated 379 artillery systems of over 100 mm caliber.399 Based on the standard equipment tables of Ukrainian Army units, there must also have been about (200) 120 mm mortars, and almost 300 MLR systems of 122 mm to 300 mm caliber.


  Standard artillery components of Ukrainian Army brigades as of 2012400
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  In 2012-2013 the Gvozdika 122 mm self-propelled artillery (SPA) systems were decommissioned from the Ukrainian Army’s artillery brigades because they were considered underpowered, and the MoD wanted to use standard 152 mm ammo for all its barrel artillery.401 The number of SPA systems operated by the Ukrainian forces was thereby reduced by almost 200, significantly weakening the artillery component of nonartillery brigades.


  Most of the artillery missions were now to be performed by a group of independent specialized artillery units. It consisted of a rocket artillery brigade armed with ballistic missiles, two artillery regiments and three rocket artillery regiments. Until 2013, the Ukrainian forces also included one more artillery brigade, but it was disbanded as part of Army cuts:402


  • 19th Independent Missile Brigade: two battalions of four Tochka-U launchers, one battalion of four Tochka launchers


  • 26th Independent Artillery Brigade: two battalions of 18 Msta-S SPA systems, one battalion of 18 Giatsint SPA systems, one battalion of antitank guns and antitank missiles


  • 55th Independent Artillery Brigade: two battalions of 18 Msta-B howitzers, one battalion of 18 D-20 cannon


  • 15th Independent Rocket Artillery Regiment: three battalions of 12 Smerch MLR launchers


  • 27th Independent Rocket Artillery Regiment: three battalions of 12 Uragan MLR launchers


  • 107th Independent Rocket Artillery Regiment: three battalions of 12 Smerch MLR launchers


  Most of the Ukrainian artillery systems are completely reliant on Soviet-era ammunition stockpiles. These stockpiles are very large, and could sustain the conflict in eastern Ukraine at its current level of intensity for years. Ammunition is in relatively short supply only for some of the systems that entered into service in the last few years of the Soviet period, since the stockpiles of ammunition for such late-model hardware did not have time to accumulate. That is especially true of ammunition for the Nona 120 mm SPA system and the Smerch MLR system.


  Ammunition for barrel artillery keeps for decades, but the shelf life of rockets used by MLR systems is much shorter. Performance of the solid-fuel engines of these rockets inevitably degrades over time. In 2013, Ukraine launched an energetic disposal program to get rid of 240,000 old MLR rockets by the simple expedient manner of firing them.403 There are, however, no shortages of the most widely used 122 mm, 152 mm, and 120 mm (mortar) rocket-propelled ammunition at this time.


  Following the events in Crimea, the start of the insurgency in the east and three waves of mobilization to the Ukrainian Army in 2014, all existing skeleton-strength Army units, including those operating artillery systems, have been brought up to their full wartime strength. The Ukrainian MoD often reassigns reservists who originally served with nonartillery units (tanks, infantry, etc.) to artillery brigades and regiments. They receive basic six to eight weeks training, and are then sent to the conflict zone. This, for example, is the procedure that was used to bring the 27th Independent Rocket Artillery Regiment to full strength.404 Obviously, the level of training of these service personnel is very low. This is compounded by inadequate individual gear and the poor state of repair of military hardware.


  During the early phases of the conflict in the east, Ukraine tried to minimize the use of heavy artillery in densely populated areas. During the siege of Slavyansk, it relied mostly on light systems in service with the Airborne Troops, such as 82 mm mortars and Nona-S 120 mm SPA systems, with only occasional use of heavy 152 mm SPA systems in service with the 26th Artillery Brigade.


  That changed on July 1, when Ukrainian forces launched an offensive along the entire frontline, and subjected 128 previously reconnoitered targets in separatist-held territories to heavy shelling.405


  Amid the escalation of the conflict, with growing Ukrainian losses and better equipment becoming available to separatists, Ukrainian artillery units began to use the entire range of weapons and ammunition available to them, including the Smerch 300 mm MLR systems and Uragan 220 mm MLR systems. The Uragans were often used with cluster ammunition.406 Most of the dozens of Tochka ballistic missiles were also used with anti-infantry cluster warheads.407 One of the Ukrainian Akatsiya SPA systems captured by separatists carried a stock of flechette shells.408


  The Ukrainian Armed Forces have suffered heavy losses during the conflict, and their artillery units are no exception. There is photographic and video evidence confirming the loss of 28 Ukrainian SPA systems, 22 towed artillery, (17) 122 mm MLR systems and six 220 mm MLR systems. Another 50 or so artillery systems have been captured by separatists.409


  Actual Ukrainian losses are probably somewhat higher than these figures suggest. They are difficult to calculate because there are so many artillery systems in the Ukrainian Army, and most of them are being kept well away from the front line. Relatively small losses sustained during artillery duels remain mostly unacknowledged and unnoticed. Nevertheless, we are aware of several incidents when large numbers of Ukrainian artillery systems were destroyed, abandoned during retreat or captured by the insurgents.


  The first such incident happened in July and August, when a large number of Ukrainian troops were encircled and trapped near the Russian border. The Ukrainian command attempted to regain control of a large stretch of the border with Russia by using several mechanized brigades, but the attempt failed. The Ukrainian units ended up cut off from supply lines, deep in enemy-held territory.


  They included some of the artillery units of three mechanized brigades (the 24th, 28th, and 72nd), the 79th Air Mobile Brigade and reinforcements sent to their rescue (an SPA battalion of the 51st Mechanized Brigade, and the 2nd and 3rd Batteries of the 55th Artillery Brigade, armed with towed 152 mm howitzers).410


  Artillery systems were so important for the defense of the trapped Ukrainian units that the Ukrainian Air Force risked its planes in an attempt to keep them supplied via airlift operations. The supplies airdropped to the Ukrainian troops consisted not only of food and water but also ammunition, including 152 mm artillery shells. These airlift attempts, however, were largely unsuccessful.


  Because of a lack of fuel, the Ukrainian forces that tried to break out were forced to abandon almost all of their tracked armor, including the SPA systems operated by mechanized brigades. Most of those systems were blown up by their crews before being abandoned, but some were captured by the separatists undamaged. The losses suffered near the border further weakened the already feeble artillery component of half of Ukraine’s mechanized brigades, increasing their reliance on fire support by specialized artillery brigades and rocket artillery regiments.


  Two batteries of the 55th Artillery Brigade were also trapped near the Russian border and lost all their hardware because of a lack of fuel. Only six towing vehicles carrying personnel managed to escape. Casualties, however, were light; only three of the brigade’s soldiers were killed.411


  The biggest loss of Ukrainian artillery to hostile fire was the destruction of the 9th Battery of the 27th Rocket Artillery Regiment’s 3rd Battalion on September 2, 2014. During a counteroffensive by separatists near Lugansk, the front line began to approach the positions of the 27th Regiment, which is armed with Uragan 220 mm MLR systems. The 9th Battery was ordered to move its position, but it did not have enough time to do so, and was hit by heavy MLR fire. Sixteen of its soldiers were killed and 15 heavy weapons systems were destroyed, including several MLR launchers and transporter-loaders.412


  In order to replenish the losses sustained during the conflict and strengthen its artillery forces, the Ukrainian MoD has brought back into active service some of the previously decommissioned and mothballed SPA and towed systems.


  The first to return were 2S1 Gvozdika 122 mm SPA systems, which were decommissioned less than two years ago and were therefore the easiest to restore to good working order. Dozens of them had been delivered to the MoD by the end of 2014 after repairs and some refurbishment.413


  Other systems taken out of retirement include heavy Pion 203 mm artillery, though the case for such a decision was less clear-cut, as these self-propelled systems were designed to fire nuclear ammunition. They were decommissioned and mothballed 15 years ago. When using nonnuclear ammunition, they have a range of 37 km (or 47 km for rocket-assisted projectiles). Shell dispersion at such a range, however, is very high, and the firing rate of only two per minute is inadequate. Besides, using such weapons in densely-populated areas (where most of the fighting is taking place) could lead to even greater civilian casualties and heavy collateral damage to infrastructure.


  It is possible that the Ukrainian MoD has brought the Pions back to service in order to arm specialized units tasked with suppressing separatist artillery (which includes SPA systems and formidable long-range towed guns, such as the Msta-B).


  In fact, that seems to be the main purpose of the new 44th Artillery Brigade, which the Ukrainian MoD began to create in September 2014. The unit is armed with long-range towed 152 mm systems, and specializes in suppressing the enemy’s artillery. One of its battalions operates Msta-B howitzers, and two others Giatsint cannons. The brigade will also include an artillery reconnaissance battalion equipped with artillery radar.


  Ukraine has begun to use mobilized civilian trucks as artillery ammunition transporters. After a two-month training course, the first battalion of the new brigade (armed with the 2A65 artillery) was deployed in the conflict zone. The brigade is currently facing difficulties with personnel, including a shortage of officers. Some 90 percent of mobilized soldiers and officers had previously served with nonartillery units; nevertheless, some of them are being used as gun leaders and pointers.414


  It has been announced that as part of the plans to strengthen the Ukrainian Army, three new artillery brigades will be created in 2015 (the figure probably includes the new 44th Artillery Brigade).415 If these plans come to pass, the Ukrainian forces’ artillery firepower will see a radical improvement.


  The weakness of the Ukrainian Air Force and its inability to cope with the separatists’ air defenses has made Ukraine’s artillery the decisive force in the conflict in the east. Artillery units are performing the bulk of the fire missions for the Army and the National Guard. Since the signing of the ceasefire in September, Ukraine has stopped using aviation on the front, even though fighting continues on some stretches of the frontline. Ukrainian forces no longer use Tochka-U ballistic missiles, either. Artillery has therefore become the main instrument of fire power.


  The Ukrainian Army’s ability to take on the insurgents will largely depend on the capability of its artillery. It has sufficient numbers of artillery systems, but much will depend on the general artillery infrastructure, including fire control systems, reconnaissance, communication and personnel training. If fighting flares up once again, the outcome of the conflict will largely be determined by the success of counterbattery operations and the precision of artillery strikes.


  In the near term, improvements in Ukraine’s artillery capability can be achieved mostly by refurbishing old Soviet weaponry and bringing mothballed arsenals back into active service. The economic difficulties the country is facing make any large contracts for new weapons unlikely. Kiev can be expected to place orders only for Soviet-era artillery and ammunition being retired by former Soviet countries.


  The outlook for Ukraine’s large-caliber rocket artillery, meanwhile, is grim. The country’s stockpiles of Tochka ballistic missiles are running out. The two regiments armed with the powerful Smerch MLR systems will probably have to be disbanded because of the lack of ammunition. The situation with barrel artillery systems is much better, with plenty of tubes and ammunition for them still available. Nevertheless, Ukraine will probably become more reliant on towed rather than self-propelled artillery because it is cheaper and easier to operate.


   


  Reorganization Under Crisis: Development of Ukraine’s Defense and Security Agencies, by Alexey Ramm and Alexey Nikolsky


   


  Ukraine’s Armed Forces and Security Services have undergone significant transformations during the conflict in the east. Major structural changes have been made in the fighting units as well as the headquarter elements. Energetic efforts have also been made to equip the Armed Forces and the Interior Ministry’s National Guard with modern hardware, including imported weaponry, and these equipment changes have also required structural reorganization.


  Ministry of Defense


   


  Of all the components of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, the Army, which naturally has been conducting the bulk of the fighting in the Donbass region, has been the reform focus of the Ministry of Defense (MoD), the Cabinet, and President Pyotr Poroshenko. Meanwhile, Ukrainian Air Force reforms have been largely cosmetic, affecting only some individual elements of that service’s structure.


  The Ukrainian Navy units that were pulled out of Crimea following the annexation have found themselves in the most difficult situation. Until early 2015, their fate remained undecided. The Ukrainian General Staff argued that the Navy should be abolished as an independent armed service and its status downgraded to a flotilla. The command of the Navy itself wanted things to stay as they were and the Navy to remain an independent branch of the services. Despite the strong “anti-Navy” lobby in the Cabinet and the president’s office, the Navy command has gained the upper hand. This was in large part due to personal intervention by President Pyotr Poroshenko, who said during a visit to Ukraine’s only frigate, the Hetman Sagaidachny (now based in Odessa), that “Ukraine has always been and will remain a naval power.”416


  During the fighting with the Donbass rebels in the spring and summer of 2014, the structure of the Ukrainian Armed Forces remained largely unchanged. There were a few exceptions, such as the establishment of temporary military command bodies, e.g., the so-called Counterterrorism Operation HQ (staffed mainly by officers of the Army HQ and the General Staff), and the new commands of territorial sectors in the conflict zone. The latter were staffed by officers of various brigades, army corps and operational commands.


  The Ukrainian leadership’s fears of a full-scale Russian invasion forced the MoD and the General Staff to revise the structure of the Armed Forces so as to enable them to fight on two fronts – i.e., to continue the “counterterrorism operation” (CTO) in the east while also being ready to defend against possible Russian aggression elsewhere. That is why in early November 2014 the Ukrainian MoD and the General Staff launched a comprehensive reform to make the national Armed Forces more fit for the aforementioned two-fold task of fighting the Donbass rebels and deterring a full-scale Russian invasion.


  Before the outbreak of the conflict, the Ukrainian Armed Forces had two operational commands, the Northern and the Southern Commands, plus the independent 8th Army Corps. On January 25, 2015, President Poroshenko issued Decree No. 39, outlining “the list of MoD vacancies to be filled by senior officers, and the upper ceiling of military ranks for these vacancies.” In accordance with that decree, the MoD set up two new operational commands, the Western Command and the Eastern Command. It also created several new vacancies, including Deputy Minister of Defense for European Integration.417 There were also reports in the Ukrainian media that the 8th Army Corps would be disbanded, and its forces subsumed by the two new operational commands.418


  At the time of publication, the structure of the Ukrainian Operational Commands is as follows:


  Eastern Command (HQ in Dnepropetrovsk)


  • 1st and 17th Independent Tank Brigades


  • 28th, 53rd, 54th, 92nd and 93rd Independent Mechanized Brigades, and the 57th and 58th Independent Motorized Infantry Brigades


  • 40th and 55th Independent Artillery Brigades, and the 107th Independent Rocket Artillery Regiment


  • 1039th Independent AA Missile Regiment


  • 11th Independent Army Aviation Brigade


  • 3rd Independent Special Purpose Regiment


  • 74th and 129th Independent Reconnaissance Battalions


  • Various support and auxiliary units


  The territorial remit of the Eastern Operational Command includes the Dnepropetrovsk, Donetsk, Zaporozhye, Kirovograd, Lugansk, Nikolayev, Odessa, Poltava, Sumy, Kharkov and Kherson Regions.


  In essence, the Eastern Operational Command is in control of the CTO in the east. It cannot be ruled out that the old combined CTO Command no longer exists, and its functions are now being carried out by the Eastern Operational Command. There has been nothing to confirm this suggestion in the media, but it is worth noting that the new Eastern Command controls several recently created brigades (the 53rd, 54th, 57th, and 58th) and the 129th Reconnaissance Battalion, some of which are currently deployed in Lugansk and Donetsk Regions.


  Western Operational Command (HQ in Rovno)


  • 14th and 24th Independent Mechanized Brigades, and the 59th Independent Motorized Infantry Brigade


  • 128th Independent Alpine Brigade and the 10th Independent Alpine Infantry Regiment


  • 43rd and 44th Independent Artillery Brigades, and the 15th Independent Rocket Artillery Regiment


  • 7th Independent Army Aviation Brigade


  • 8th Independent Special Purpose Regiment


  • 54th Independent Reconnaissance Battalion


  • Independent Presidential Regiment


  • Various support and auxiliary units


  The Western Operational Command’s territorial remit includes the city of Kiev and the Vinnitsa, Volyn, Zhitomir, Transcarpathian, Ivano-Frankovsk, Kiev, Lvov, Rovno, Ternopil, Khmelnitsky, Cherkassy, Chernovts and Chernigov Regions.419


  The MoD has also created the Special Operations Command, which is subordinated directly to the Chief of the General Staff. This decision triggered something of a scandal in the Ukrainian media. Initially, the new Special Operations Command was given control of the 140th Special Operations Center, the 73rd Naval Special Operations Center, and two spetsnaz (special forces) regiments (the 3rd and the 8th). Col. Sergei Krivonis was appointed chief of the Command.420 The aforementioned Decree No. 39 by Pyotr Poroshenko, however, also subordinated all existing airborne and air-mobile brigades to the new Command.


  Speaking in parliament, Defense Minister Stepan Poltorak said that, “The numerical strength of the Ukrainian Armed Forces in the east of Ukraine has increased substantially. … Four operational commands have been deployed; special operations forces have been created; and the Ukrainian forces have been augmented by 10 new brigades and one regiment.”421 On March 5, 2015 the Ukrainian parliament passed a bill that set the numerical strength of the Armed Forces at 250,000, including 240,000 service personnel.422


  In December 2014, Aleksandr Turchinov, chairman of the National Security and Defense Council, announced plans to augment the 250,000-strong Armed Forces with a 100,000-strong “Armed Forces reserve,” consisting of retired service personnel who could be rapidly mobilized in an emergency. Unlike the existing system of mobilization deployment, the reservists would participate in regular training events and receive financial incentives.


  On March 15, 2015, President Poroshenko signed Decree No. 274 “On changes to the Provision on Service in the Ukrainian Armed Forces Reserve.”423 The decree introduced the concept of an “operational military reserve” and spelled out the rights and obligations of all the parties involved. It failed, however, to specify the financial incentives to be offered for service in the operational reserve during peacetime.


  At first glance, the changes implemented by the Ukrainian military-political leadership as part of the military reform launched in September 2014 have been substantial. Their goal was to improve the Ukrainian Armed Forces’ fighting ability and create many new fighting units. In reality, however, many of the changes have failed to progress beyond mere declarations or produce any substantial improvements.


  The Ukrainian Army


  Before analyzing the changes in the Ukrainian Army since fighting broke out in the Donbass region, let us first look at its preconflict organizational structure, including the make-up of its tank and mechanized brigades.


  When the Ukrainian MoD and the General Staff initiated a transition from the old division-based structure to the current brigade-based structure of the Armed Forces, it tried to make use of the experience of a military reform launched in the early 1980s by the then chief of the Soviet General Staff, Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov.


  In particular, the structure of Ukraine’s new combined-arms brigades was very similar to the structure of the motor rifle and tank brigades in the Soviet Army corps. For example, a mechanized battalion included a tank company, and a tank battalion included a mechanized company. In peacetime, however, such companies were maintained at a reduced-strength level (i.e., only the billets of the company commander and some of the driver-mechanics were actually filled) or at skeleton-strength level. In a departure from Soviet practice, each of the new Ukrainian combined-arms brigades included an independent sniper company.


  Under plans drawn up by the MoD and the General Staff in the 2000s, all the new brigades were to be maintained at their full, wartime strength at all times. Economic problems, however, forced a revision of those plans, and the new combined-arms brigades were maintained at no more than 70 percent of their full strength during peacetime. The figure for combat support and supply units was even lower, at 30 to 50 percent.


  When the fighting began in the east, very few of the Ukrainian Army units were manned to more than 50 percent of their nominal strength. Another major problem was the poor state of repair of the Army’s military hardware. The fighting in May and June 2014 revealed that some of the mechanized and tank companies did not have a single operational APC, infantry fighting vehicle, or MT-LBT light-tracked armored vehicle.


  To illustrate, in early summer 2014, when the fighting was already in progress, one battalion tactical group of the 72nd Independent Mechanized Brigade had 300 personnel but only four mortars and eight infantry fighting vehicles between them, instead of the 30 to 33 IFVs it was supposed to have under the equipment schedule.424


  The situation with ancillary support platforms such as towing vehicles, mobile repair shops, relay vehicles and even regular trucks was even worse; precise numbers of these vehicles at the Ukrainian Army’s disposal have never been officially announced in Ukrainian sources. Nevertheless, based on an analysis of the Ukrainian losses, eyewitness accounts, photos and video footage from the conflict zone, we believe that an average Ukrainian combined-arms brigade had no more than 50 to 70 such vehicles, of which no more than 30 percent were actually operational.


  Video footage showing the pullout of Ukrainian forces from the Ilovaisk trap in late August 2014 clearly shows that those forces had very few military trucks, and those trucks were in a very poor state of repair.425 Because of the shortage of military cargo trucks, the Ukrainian command has often resorted to using medical trucks, mobile command stations, relay vehicles and other specialized vehicles to carry military supplies, tow artillery, etc.426


  Under the Ukrainian General Staff’s mobilization plans, in the event of war, military units were supposed to be able to bolster their fleet of trucks with vehicles stored at arms depots or requisitioned from civilian organizations.


  When the fighting broke out, the Ukrainian Army was heavily dependent on mobilization to bring its numerical strength to full wartime levels and to replenish its fleet of trucks. At the same time, mobilization could do nothing to improve the state of disrepair of the existing military hardware.


  1. The Spring and Summer 2014 Campaign and Mobilization Deployment


  It must be recognized that in the spring of 2014, the Ukrainian government, led by the then acting president Aleksandr Turchinov, was extremely determined to prevent a secession of Lugansk and Donetsk Regions from Ukraine following the loss of Crimea. The government’s decision to announce a partial mobilization was a bold and important move, although technically it was triggered by events in Crimea rather than in the Donbass region.


  Partial mobilization of Ukrainian reservists was launched in accordance with the acting president’s Decree No. 303 of March 17, 2014. According to the government’s official data, mobilization targets had been fulfilled by 90 percent by April 10.427 The mobilized reservists were arriving directly at military units rather than special training centers in order to begin their military training courses. They were not, however, being sent to fighting units.


  Then on May 6, 2014, in response to separatist uprisings in Slavyansk, Mariupol, Lugansk and Donetsk, Aleksandr Turchinov announced the so-called “second wave” of partial mobilization. The reservists who were called up during the first wave were not allowed to return to their homes. They were assigned instead to active military units in order to bring their numerical strength to full wartime levels.428 The government also suspended the demobilization of conscripts who had already completed their regular term of service.429


  It is during the second wave of mobilization that the government authorized the requisitioning of vehicles from civilian organizations to meet the needs of the Army. The Army was especially interested in truck tractors, trucks and buses.


  One of the most controversial decisions the Ukrainian government made as part of the second wave of mobilization was to deploy the MoD’s territorial defense battalions (TDB). That decision had a significant impact on how the conflict in the east unfolded.


  The TDB deployment plans were drawn up as part of the general mobilization plans back in the early 2000s. The purpose of TDBs was to take on enemy saboteurs, protect strategic facilities, and provide assistance to local law-enforcement agencies and government bodies. TDBs were set up in every administrative region of Ukraine, as well as some large cities (such as Kiev).


  Each TDB was supposed to consist of two protection companies and one rifle company. They were to be equipped only with small arms and trucks, with a total numerical strength of 423 people. In peacetime, small arms and some of the supplies for these battalions (uniforms, individual gear, etc.) were stored at Army depots. The vehicles were to be requisitioned from civilian organizations.430 Some of the commanding officers and service personnel assigned to TDBs – the ones who were supposed to organize combat and team training in the event of mobilization – were active military personnel serving at military enlistment offices and military units.


  The TDB mobilization teams at city and district enlistment offices kicked into action even before the official announcement of the second wave of mobilization.


  A total of 32 TDBs were deployed during the second wave, of which we have identified the following:


  • 1st TDB, Volyn Region (Volyn)


  • 2nd TDB, Rovno Region (Goryn)


  • 3rd TDB, Lvov Region (Svoboda)


  • 4th TDB, Transcarpathian Region (Zakarpattia)


  • 5th TDB, Ivano-Frankovsk Region (Zbruch)


  • 7th TDB, Khmelnitsky Region


  • 8th TDB, Chernovtsy Region (Podole)


  • 9th TDB, Vinnitsa Region (Vinnitsa)


  • 10th TDB, Zhitomir Region, (Polese)


  • 11th TDB, Kiev Region (Kiyevskaya Rus)


  • 12th TDB, city of Kiev (Kiev)


  • 13th TDB, Chernigov Region (Chernigov-1)


  • 14th TDB, Cherkasy Region (Cherkasy)


  • 15th TDB, Sumy Region (Sumy)


  • 16th TDB, Poltava Region


  • 17th TDB, Kirovograd Region (Kirovograd)


  • 18th TDB, Odessa Region (Odessa)


  • 19th TDB, Nikolayev Region


  • 20th TDB, Dnepropetrovsk Region (Dnepropetrovsk)


  • 21st TDB, Kherson Region (Sarmat)


  • 22nd TDB, Kharkov Region (Kharkov)


  • 23rd TDB, Zaporozhye Region (Khortitsa)


  • 24th TDB, Lugansk Region (Aidar)


  • 25th TDB, Kiev Region (Kiyevskaya Rus)


  The original plan was to deploy 45 TDB, but some battalions were never created and/or folded into other formations.


  A distinction should be made between TDBs and the so-called “volunteer battalions.” The volunteer battalions were formed by patriotically minded Ukrainians who were not called up to military service as part of mobilization. Some of the volunteer battalions were later incorporated into the Interior Ministry as “special police battalions.” The TDBs, meanwhile, are proper military units of the MoD; some of them even have their own combat banners, and their personnel have official status as military service personnel.


  Some of the TDB fighters are patriotically minded citizens who are eager to make a contribution to defending Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Nevertheless, very few of these fighters are volunteers, with the exception of the 24th TDB (Aidar), which is made up only of volunteers. Aidar has official status as the Lugansk Region TDB, but almost all of its fighters are in fact nationalist-minded volunteers from western Ukraine. In the rest of the TDBs, the vast majority of the personnel are mobilized reservists. According to some estimates, more than 80 to 90 percent of the reservists mobilized during the second wave (and almost all the hardware requisitioned during that wave) were assigned to TDBs.


  Under Ukrainian law, vehicles requisitioned from civilian organizations as part of mobilization are supposed to be returned after one month, in a proper state of repair, with compensation paid to the owner if the vehicle is lost or damaged. In practice, however, civilians have used every possible excuse to prevent their vehicles from being requisitioned, despite fines ranging from 510 to 5,100 hryvnias ($25 to $250).431 The exceptions have been few and far between.432


  Meanwhile, mass deployment of the TDBs left the existing Army units short of personnel and equipment. The reservists mobilized during the first wave were nowhere near enough to bring the Army units to their full wartime strength. They did, however, enable some of the Army brigades to form one or two battalion tactical groups (the 1st Independent Tank Brigade and the 24th, 51st and 72nd Independent Mechanized Brigades).


  The MoD also managed to bring the 25th Independent Airborne Brigade to its full wartime strength of over 2,000 service personnel.433 All three of Ukraine’s air-mobile brigades were brought to 70 to 80 percent of their full strength.


  Ukrainian volunteers and military officers have often complained of the low quality of the personnel mobilized during the first and the second waves. Some of the Ukrainians called up during those waves had never served in the Army, and lacked even basic skills with firearms. What is more, most of them were not even issued uniforms, and had to wear whatever gear they could buy with their own money or receive from various volunteer organizations.434


  The Ukrainian government’s decision to deploy TDBs was most likely based on the General Staff’s notion that the situation in the Donbass region in the spring of 2014 required a counterinsurgency operation. As part of that operation, regular troops were supposed to dislodge the rebels from towns and villages; the provision of security in those towns and villages would then be entrusted to the newly deployed TDBs. The remaining “separatists” were to be eradicated by units of the Interior Ministry and the Ukrainian Security Service (SBU).


  After the first few engagements with the rebels in the spring of 2014, acting president Aleksandr Turchinov said that the 25th Independent Airborne Brigade should be disbanded because it had shown very poor morale and surrendered its weapons to rebels in Slavyansk.435 The Ukrainian forces then launched a major offensive in Lugansk and Donetsk Regions in late May 2014. By mid-June and early July, however, the Ukrainian command was already faced with serious shortages of combined-arms units amid heavy fighting in the so-called “southern trap.” For example, because of heavy losses, new battalion tactical groups were often cobbled together from troops provided by several different brigades.


  A case in point is the Ukrainian battalion tactical group that was all but wiped out by artillery and rocket (MLR) fire near Zelenopole on July 11, 2014. That group consisted of companies, platoons and even smaller units contributed by the 24th Mechanized Brigade, the 72nd Mechanized Brigade and the 79th Air-Mobile Brigade. At about the same time, Ukrainian forces abandoned their counterinsurgency tactics and moved on to more conventional warfare, with the adversary now using tanks, heavy armor, air defense systems, heavy artillery and MLR systems. The lightly armed territorial defense battalions deployed during the second wave of mobilization proved completely unsuited for the tasks at hand.


  In that situation, President Pyotr Poroshenko, who was elected on June 7, 2014, announced a third wave of mobilization. The then secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, Andrei Paruby, said that the mobilized personnel would be used to bring up the numerical strength of 15 fighting units and 44 combat support units.436 In accordance with the bill on the third wave of mobilization, which was submitted to parliament on July 21, 2014 and passed on July 22, the mobilization campaign was to begin on July 24 and end on September 9. Citizens were being called up for a 45-day term. The government announced that before being sent to military units, they would be given a training course at special training centers, including the Yavorov training range near Lvov.437 In reality, only some of the reservists were given any training prior to being sent to the conflict zone (mostly those training in highly technical specialties such as communication, air defense, etc.). The rest were sent straight to the Donbass region, where some of the heaviest fighting of the entire campaign was in progress at the time.


  The third wave of mobilization enabled the Ukrainian command to bring the numerical strength of many fighting units much closer to their full wartime levels. For example, the 92nd Independent Mechanized Brigade, which is based in Kharkov Region, had only 550 personnel before mobilization began. Following the three waves of mobilization, however, it was able to send a company tactical group (which was in fact roughly equivalent in strength to a reinforced battalion) to the conflict zone in August.438


  Mobilized reservists were also used to bring up the numerical strength of the 24th, 30th, 51st, 72nd and 93rd Independent Mechanized Brigades, all the air-mobile brigades and the 25th Airborne Brigade. The 51st Independent Mechanized Brigade, for example, was brought up to its full nominal strength of 4,000 service personnel.439 According to some estimates, the 93rd Independent Mechanized Brigade had up to 9,000 service personnel at some point.


  Thanks to the third wave of mobilization, in August 2014, the Ukrainian general offensive was making great progress. Ukrainian forces nearly completed the encirclement of Lugansk, reached Krasnodon and the Izvarino checkpoint on the border with Russia, replenished the losses sustained in the “southern trap,” and launched a counteroffensive in the south, where they recaptured the strategic hill of Saur Mogila.


  In late August and early September, however, the rebels, apparently backed by Russian troops, launched an unexpected offensive, lifted the blockade of Lugansk, and demolished the Ukrainian forces in Sector C near Ilovaisk. Forces of the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic also captured new territories in the south and were stopped just outside the port of Mariupol. These developments showed that the Ukrainian government’s decision to launch the third wave of mobilization and use the mobilized reservists to reinforce regular fighting units (rather than the territorial defense battalions) had come far too late. The TDBs and the volunteer battalions of the Interior Ministry, meanwhile, failed to put up any serious resistance in the face of the rebel offensive, and sustained heavy losses.


  2.Autumn 2014 and Winter 2015, Reforms, and the Fighting in Debaltsevo


  In view of the lessons learned during the summer campaign and the three waves of mobilization, the Ukrainian MoD, the General Staff and the Army Command launched Ukraine’s most ambitious military reform since the transition to the brigade structure in the early 2000s.


  The defeat of the Ukrainian forces in the summer campaign led to large losses of not only personnel but also (and perhaps more importantly) hardware, especially vehicles. That was a major blow for the Army’s fighting ability. Attempts were made to replenish the hardware losses by restoring old vehicles kept at storage bases, buying old Saxon APCs from the UK, etc. Nevertheless, there are still nowhere near enough weapons and hardware in a good state of repair at the Ukrainian forces’ disposal. The Ukrainian command has also been forced to deploy new regular brigades in the government-controlled parts of Donetsk and Lugansk Regions, so as to be prepared if the fighting flares up again.


  Surprising as it may seem, one of the first decisions of the General Staff was to disband the 51st Mechanized Brigade, which was done in accordance with a presidential decree of December 1, 2014. That brigade had become notorious for inept performance during combat and for low morale.440 Nevertheless, some of its personnel and subunits were incorporated into the newly formed 14th Mechanized Brigade. According to its commander, “the 14th Mechanized Brigade has taken over the entire rocket artillery battalion, the tank battalion, the antitank battery and the repair battalion [...of the disbanded 51st Brigade].” The commander of the 14th Brigade, Col. Aleksandr Zhakun, previously led the 13th Territorial Defense Battalion (Chernigov-1), whose personnel, as well as service personnel of several other TDBs, make up the core of the new brigade.


  The MoD and the Army Command have given no explanations for the decision to create the new brigade or to disband the 51st, which had already seen some action. Col. Aleksandr Zhakun has, however, said in an interview that, “The problem of the 51st was not about the quantity but about the quality, including the selection of personnel and the state of their morale. Many of the mobilized reservists were not in the best state of health. The main problem, however, was their lack of training.” Speaking in the same interview, Col. Zhakun also said that only 120 officers of the disbanded 51st Brigade had been transferred to the 14th because the state of their morale and fighting spirit were deemed satisfactory.441


  Immediately after the signing of the first ceasefire in Minsk in September 2014, and also because most of the reservists called up during the first three mobilization waves had already served out their term, the Army Command and the General Staff launched a major reform of the territorial defense battalions. As part of that reform, the TDBs were transformed into motor infantry battalions, most of which were then incorporated into combined-arms or even artillery brigades.


  The rationale for such a move probably boiled down to the fact that most of the personnel called up to the TDBs had enlisted in the Army as professional soldiers immediately after the signing of the truce. They had also proved to be better motivated than the other mobilized reservists, as suggested by Col. Zhakun’s interview. Only a single TDB, the 5th, was disbanded.442


  The renamed TDBs were incorporated into the following brigades:


  128th Independent Guard Alpine Infantry Brigade


  4th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  6th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  14th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade


  2nd Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  99th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion (previously known as the 1st Battalion)


  24th Independent Iron Mechanized Brigade


  3rd Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  8th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  28th Independent Guard Mechanized Brigade


  18th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  21st Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  30th Independent Mechanized Brigade


  10th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  57th Independent Motor Infantry Brigade


  17th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  34th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  42nd Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  59th Independent Motor Infantry Brigade


  9th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion (previously known as the 30th)


  16th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  45th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  92nd Independent Mechanized Brigade


  15th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  22nd Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  23rd Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  93rd Independent Mechanized Brigade


  20th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  37th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  39th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  1st Independent Guard Tank Brigade


  13th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  19th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  17th Independent Guard Tank Brigade


  40th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  26th Artillery Brigade


  12th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion (armed with three tanks)


  55th Independent Artillery Brigade


  14th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion


  Prior to the autumn reform of the TDBs, there were no motor infantry battalions in the Ukrainian Army. We can only assume that amid the chronic hardware shortages, these motor infantry battalions, which consist of three rifle companies, a mortar battery and an antiaircraft (AA) platoon, are being used as a cheap substitute for proper mechanized battalions.


  In addition to the motor infantry battalions, the Ukrainian Army has also been augmented with three independent motor infantry brigades: the 57th (Kirovograd), the 58th (Konotop), and the 59th (Gaisin). All three were created in accordance with an MoD resolution of December 8, 2014.443 The 57th Independent Motor Infantry Brigade was originally formed in October 2014; it consisted of three territorial defense battalions and was designated as the 1st Special Territorial Defense Brigade.


  Unlike the mechanized brigades, the motor infantry brigades lack a tank battalion and have next to no artillery. For example, the entire 57th Motor Infantry Brigade had only three 120 mm 2B11 mortars and three 82 mm 2B9 Vasiliok automatic mortars during the Debaltsevo campaign. These brigades also lack combat support battalions and companies (reconnaissance, chemical protection, etc.). According to some reports, however, the MoD plans to turn the motor infantry brigades into mechanized brigades at some point in the future, provided that there are enough weapons and hardware available for such an upgrade.


  In addition to the motor infantry brigades, the Ukrainian MoD has also deployed two new mechanized brigades and one independent reconnaissance battalion in the government-controlled parts of Lugansk and Donetsk Regions.


  The 53rd Independent Mechanized Brigade was created in late 2014. It is based in the village of Novaya Lyubomirka, Rovno Region. The plan was to deploy the entire brigade to Severodonetsk, Lugansk Region. According to some reports, the brigade was to consist of three mechanized battalions, a single tank battalion, two battalions of 2S3 and 2S1 self-propelled howitzers (with four artillery systems per battery instead of the normal six), a single battalion of BM-21 Grad MLR systems, an antitank artillery battery, an air defense battalion and a reconnaissance company.


  Two of the newly created 53rd Mechanized Brigade’s mechanized battalions were reassigned to it from the 24th Mechanized Brigade, where they were replaced by the former TDBs, now designated as motor infantry battalions. It is worth noting that the Army Command has decided not to equip the new brigade’s mechanized battalions with tank companies.


  The 54th Independent Mechanized Brigade is to be deployed in the town of Artemovsk, Donetsk Region. Unlike the 53rd Brigade, the 54th remained only on paper as of the summer of 2015. Compared to the old brigades, the new ones appear to have a weaker support and artillery component.


  The transition from combined-arms brigades to artillery units with a reduced number of artillery pieces was prompted by two factors: the desire to centralize the use of artillery as much as possible by concentrating it at the independent artillery brigade level, and the losses sustained during the fighting.


  The sad state of the Ukrainian artillery service has been put into stark relief by an open letter sent by officers of the 128th Independent Alpine Infantry Brigade to President Pyotr Poroshenko. “The 128th Brigade has lost about 70 percent of its artillery,” the letter reads. “The four self-propelled artillery systems the brigade has received as part of the program to replenish combat losses have proved unusable. It turns out that they were only given a fresh lick of paint, but not properly demothballed. As a result, they broke down after three days of use. Some 75 percent of the mortars operated by the 25th Independent Motor Infantry Battalion have also broken down.”444


  To replenish heavy combat losses, the Army command has been forced to refurbish old Soviet D-44 and D-48 85 mm cannon and D-20 152 mm towed howitzers. All three weapons systems have already been decommissioned, although many are still being kept in storage.445 These weapons will probably be supplied to artillery battalions of the combined-arms brigades, whereas the more up-to-date 2S3 152 mm self-propelled howitzers and the MT-12 Rapira antitank cannon will be used to replenish the losses sustained by the artillery brigades.


  In November-December 2014, the Ukrainian Command decided to deploy three to five new independent artillery brigades in addition to the three that already existed at the time. So far, however, only two new artillery brigades have been created, the 40th and the 44th (both also include motor infantry battalions); there is no additional information available about the other artillery brigades.


  In December 2014, the Ukrainian Command created the 81st Independent Air-Mobile Brigade to reinforce the defenses of Donetsk airport. The brigade consists of two air-mobile battalions, the 90th and the 120th.446 Each battalion includes three airborne assault companies, a fire support company, a mortar battery, and, according to some reports, a howitzer battery (D-30 122 mm howitzers). Before the fall of the airport in January 2015, the new brigade’s HQ was situated in Kramatorsk. Apart from the two battalions and the HQ, no other artillery, combat support or supply subunits were created in the brigade.


  In December 2014, the MoD reassigned the Highly Mobile Troops service (the former Airborne Troops) from the control of the Army Command to the Special Operations Command. This is now more of an elite infantry service than proper airborne troops. For example, the new air-mobile brigades now operate Grad MLR systems and self-propelled howitzers. Very soon, each of these brigades will also include a tank company armed with T-80B tanks (these tanks are equipped with gas-turbine engines and are now being demothballed).447 In addition to tanks, the 25th Independent Airborne Brigade has already received used Saxon APCs imported from the UK.


  Speaking in December 2014, when fresh fighting was expected to break out at any moment, National Security and Defense Council Chairman Aleksandr Turchinov announced another four waves of mobilization in 2015.448 On January 20, 2015, President Poroshenko signed Decree No. 1725 ordering a call-up of reservists for a 90-day term as part of the fourth wave of mobilization.449 Speaking in February, Defense Minister Stepan Poltorak recognized that only 20 percent of the mobilization target had been fulfilled because the civilians subject to the draft were doing all they could to dodge it; all highly motivated Ukrainians had joined the Army back in 2014.450


  On February 20, 2015, it was reported that after the end of the fourth wave of mobilization in 2015, Ukraine may restore conscription, which was abolished in 2013. The decision will be up to the president.451


  The Ukrainian Air Force


  As already mentioned, up until 2015, all the reforms of the Ukrainian Air Force were purely cosmetic – unlike reforms in the Army. For example, some of the personnel of the Air Force’s guard battalions were transferred to the Army’s newly created territorial defense battalions.452


  In accordance with President Poroshenko’s Decree No. 39 of January 25, 2015, new vacancies have been created in the Air Force Command and the four operations commands. Also, the command of the Crimea Tactical Group was abolished; formally, it was part of the Southern Operational Command until the spring of 2014.


  The Ukrainian Navy


  The Ukrainian Navy found itself in a difficult situation after its pullout from Crimea, which is now part of Russia. In particular, most of the Navy’s personnel have stayed in Crimea; they have either joined the Russian Navy or deserted. Most of the ships and infrastructure facilities have also been lost, including naval communication, reconnaissance and navigation infrastructure.


  The HQ of the Ukrainian Navy has been relocated to Odessa, but many of its vacancies have yet to be filled. According to some reports in the Ukrainian media in the autumn of 2014, the Ukrainian Navy may cease to exist as an independent service on par with the Army and the Air Force. These reports claim that the Navy’s status could be downgraded to a flotilla (subordinated to the Chief of the General Staff or the Army Command), and that its HQ and support units will be relocated once again from Odessa to Nikolayev.453


  According to the Ukrainian media, only three of the Navy’s warships, 32 support ships, 1,438 vehicles (including armor and special hardware), and 24 aircraft have returned from Crimea to the mainland. When Russia annexed Crimea, the largest ship of the Ukrainian Navy, the Hetman Sagaidachny, was on a mission in the Mediterranean. The ship eventually returned to its new base in Odessa.


  When Russia suspended the return of the Ukrainian military hardware that was stationed in Crimea, there were 11 Ukrainian warships and boats, six support ships and boats, 2,363 vehicles (including armor and special hardware), three aircraft and six coastal anti-ship systems left on the peninsula.454 Their return was suspended because of the outbreak of the conflict in the Donbass.


  Despite the alarmist predictions in the Ukrainian media, in December 2014, the president issued a decree which made it clear that the Navy would retain its status as an independent armed service. Speaking in April 2015 while touring the Hetman Sagaidachny frigate,455 President Poroshenko said that as part of the implementation of the Ukrainian Naval Doctrine, he was “launching a pilot project to facilitate the rebirth and development of the Ukrainian Navy.”


  The president went on to say that the fighting core of the Ukrainian Navy would consist of ships armed with offensive weapons, coastal missile and artillery systems, naval aviation and marines. He called for speedy adoption and implementation of a national shipbuilding program for the 2035 timeframe in order to provide security and defense capability in the Azov Sea and Black Sea region. In practice, however, Ukraine’s national shipbuilding program remains almost entirely on paper, and some of the projects have been frozen, so the president’s statement was probably little more than populist rhetoric.


  Nevertheless, even though the Ukrainian Navy Command has lost many of its ships, it has been working hard to strengthen its marine and coastal defense units. Under plans announced by the Navy Command at the start of the “counterterrorism operation” in the Donbass, the newly-created 1st Marines Brigade (named after Kostantin Olshansky) was to consist of two marine battalions, one airborne assault battalion, one alpine infantry battalion, one tank battalion, several artillery batteries, an air defense battery and a reconnaissance company.456


  In practice, however, the 1st Marines Brigade (with an HQ in Nikolayev) currently consists of only two battalions. They comprise service personnel of the 1st and 501st Marine Battalions who refused to swear allegiance to Russia and have moved from Crimea to mainland Ukraine. Both battalions have retained their old numbers following their inclusion in the new brigade.457 458 As of December 2014, the 1st Marines Brigade was still being formed. Nevertheless, some of its units had already taken part in the “counterterrorism operation” and sustained some relatively light losses.


  Ministry of Defense Conclusion


  Ukrainian Minister of Defense Stepan Poltorak and President Poroshenko, have made some optimistic statements about the reform of the Ukrainian Armed Forces. The president has said, specifically, that “in a space of a year we have created a very capable Army; we can repeat that same miracle with the Navy.” Such statements, however, should be taken with a large pinch of salt.


  For example, Minister Poltorak has reported the creation of four operational commands, the Special Operations Forces service and 10 new brigades. All of them, however, have been created by dividing and/or weakening existing units. Besides, the newly created motor infantry brigades are much inferior to mechanized brigades in terms of their fighting ability. The same applies to an even greater degree to the new motor infantry battalions, which were originally created as territorial defense battalions. As for the new artillery brigades, the Ukrainian Army Command has secured hardware for them by means of stripping the existing combined-arms brigades of much of their artillery or demothballing obsolete artillery systems that have long been decommissioned.


  At the same time, the Ukrainian Command lavishes a lot of resources and attention on its only airborne brigade and several air-mobile brigades. Following the creation of the Special Operations Command, the Highly Mobile Troops service is no longer part of the Army; it is subordinated instead directly to the Chief of the General Staff.


  The Ukrainian Navy has already formed a new HQ and Navy Command. New ships, however, are still on paper. The formation of new marine/naval infantry units has yet to be completed as well.


  In the spring and summer of 2014, successive mobilization campaigns enabled the Ukrainian Armed Forces to bring some of the reduced-strength units to their full wartime strength and even to create new units. In February 2015, however, the MoD was forced to recognize that the latest mobilization campaign had achieved only 20 percent of its target. The Ukrainian government is also considering restoring the draft; the decision seems to be ready and waiting for the final approval of the senior political leadership.


  The Interior Ministry


   


  The part of the Interior Ministry most heavily involved in the fighting is the National Guard, formerly known as the Interior Troops service. Additionally, combined police units from all over Ukraine and special units (including court bailiffs) have also been used in various capacities.


  The so-called volunteer battalions have been made part of the Interior Ministry, largely thanks to the efforts of Interior Minister Arsen Avakov. Some of them have been renamed “special police battalions.” Because of their uncertain status, however, they are beyond the scope of this chapter, as is much of the reform of the Interior Ministry.


  The National Guard


  The National Guard was created on March 12, 2014, from the Interior Ministry’s Interior Troops service.459 Unlike the Armed Forces, the National Guard has seen some major changes implemented.


  In the spring of 2014, the Ukrainian government attempted to form the first special-purpose battalion of the National Guard using volunteers of the so-called “Maidan Self-Defense.” That attempt, however, has been largely unsuccessful. At about the same time, the government began to form the second and third special-purpose battalions of the National Guard, but there were not enough volunteers. That is why the effort to form some kind of “Revolutionary Guards” from the Maidan ultranationalists as the core of the National Guard has come to naught.


  Nevertheless, during the first and second waves of mobilization, the National Guard formed two reserve battalions and three operations brigades. In April 2014, it formed the Donbass special-purpose volunteer battalion (which went on to become the third special-purpose battalion after the attempt to create the original 3rd battalion manned by Maidan self-defense volunteers failed).460 Later on, the 1st and the 2nd special-purpose volunteer battalions of the National Guard were merged into a single battalion because of the lack of volunteers. The battalion was designated as the 1st and named after Gen. Vladimir Kulchitsky, the chief of the National Guard combat training programs who was killed during the siege of Slavyansk.


  The Donbass battalion’s composition is fairly unique. It consists of two special-purpose companies, a reconnaissance and sabotage company, a mortar battery, a reconnaissance platoon, a sniper platoon and an RPG platoon.461


  In November 2014, the National Guard also incorporated the Azov volunteer battalion, which had coalesced more or less on its own and had already found itself at the center of controversy. That battalion was given the status of a special-purpose regiment,462 and its fighters (most of whom espouse far-right or even neo-Nazi views) have officially become military service personnel.


  In 2014, the National Guard also created the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Operations Brigades. The battalions that make up those three brigades have been equipped with fairly modern weaponry (at least compared to the MoD units). That weaponry includes new BTR-4E APCs made under a cancelled contract with Iraq463 and BTR-3E1 APCs originally made under a Thai contract.464 New APCs and armored vehicles have also been delivered to the Kulchitsky Battalion and the Azov Regiment.


  The National Guard has also received a batch of upgraded T-64B(1) tanks.465 They are now in service with two of the operations brigades, the Donbass battalion and the Azov battalion.


  The National Guard units that are taking part in the counterterrorism operation are also well-equipped with various vehicles, including trucks. In particular, the Ukrainian truck manufacturer KRAZ has been awarded a contract for 370 new vehicles, worth about 360 million hryvnias ($16 million), to be delivered to the National Guard. Ukrainian distributor companies have also bought 29 chassis of Russian KAMAZ trucks and 52 chassis of Belarusian MAZ trucks for the National Guard.466


  Unlike the MoD units, the National Guard units that took part in the fighting in the Donbass were manned to nearly 100 percent of their nominal strength, even if the reserve volunteer battalions are taken into account. Such excellent indicators have been achieved thanks to the use of volunteers, as well as the decision by the National Guard and the Interior Ministry not to discharge conscripts.


  It is worth emphasizing that the roles in which the National Guard units have been used during the campaign are not limited to cleaning up recaptured towns and villages, conducting door-to-door security checks, etc. These units have in fact been involved in heavy fighting, including the Ilovaisk offensive. In late August 2014, the 1st Operations Brigade of the National Guard was redeployed to Mariupol in order to strengthen the frontline city’s defenses.467


  Ukrainian Security Service (SBU)


   


  The Ukrainian Security Service has not even undergone cosmetic structural changes like the MoD or the Interior Ministry since the ouster of President Viktor Yanukovich. The Interior Ministry has recently announced and launched a radical reform using the Georgian template; the first reform bills were submitted to parliament by early summer 2015. No such plans, however, have been announced for the SBU. The official structure of the service, as outlined on its own Web site, is essentially the same as it was prior to February 2014.468


  Former SBU chief Valentin Nalivaichenko said in April 2015, while still in office, that future reforms of his service would draw heavily on the example of the security service of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) in the 1930s-1950s (OUN led the Ukrainian insurgents who fought Soviet rule in western Ukraine). “There is no need to reinvent the wheel for the SBU,” Nalivaichenko said. “We can rely on the traditions and approaches of the OUN security service in the 1930s-1950s. That service fought against the aggressor while the country’s territory was under temporary occupation; it had a proper system of patriotic upbringing, effective military counterintelligence and unprecedented support among Ukrainian civilians.”469 He also predicted that the SBU’s existing departmental structure, which he said was inherited from the KGB, would be abolished in favor of the structure used by the OUN security service. “Our SBU reform proposals will include abolishing not only old KGB names and titles, but also the old structural units that are alien to us. For example, instead of directorates and departments we need to move on to executive and district offices. Unlike departments, executive offices have a broader remit, such as information warfare and public relations. In essence, an executive office performs the same functions as a secret service, but maintains more open public relations and can use nonstaff members and volunteers – for example, to conduct patriotism and morale-boosting events or foster public rejection of any manifestations of separatism.”470


  That quote can hardly be viewed as a real plan of radical reform of the SBU. But it does in fact accurately describe the already existing practices in the Ukrainian Security Service. The SBU has long been in a state of severe decline, and the quality of its agents has suffered accordingly. After February 2014, those agents were also completely demoralized. In such circumstances, the SBU’s main method of suppressing pro-Russian sentiment, which has come to be regarded as the primary internal threat, is cracking down on the adherents of that sentiment using “patriots” and nationalists (some of whom were in fact previously monitored by the SBU). Whereas previously the SBU kept a close eye on nationalists, it now uses those same nationalists to keep an eye on pro-Russian members of the public.


  It is also worth saying a few words about Nalivaichenko’s background. Prior to being appointed director of the SBU after the ouster of Yanukovich, he served as deputy chairman of the foreign affairs select committee in the Ukrainian parliament. He ran for parliament as a member of the Udar party led by Vitaly Klichko (a leader of the Maidan protests), who now serves as the mayor of Kiev. He began his service in the KGB in the dying days of the Soviet Union; it appears that he was being trained to work as an agent among Ukrainian émigrés. He even studied at the Andropov Red Banner Institute, which mainly trained external intelligence agents. Upon his return to Ukraine in 1994, he entered the diplomatic service and was eventually appointed deputy foreign minister. That is probably when he established contacts in the United States, where he served for a time as consul in the Ukrainian Embassy. In 2006-2010, he served as director of the SBU under the pro-Western President Viktor Yushchenko. For several months in 2006 he was the head of the SBU Counterterrorism Center, prior to being appointed SBU director.


  During that period, the SBU established much closer ties with the United States secret services. Suffice to say that during that period, a group of advisers from the United States began to work at the SBU headquarters in Kiev on a permanent basis (the practice continued even after President Yanukovich came to power). At the same time, the main Ukrainian Secret Service continued to sink ever deeper into the quagmire of corruption. It offered protection to smugglers and ordinary businesspeople in exchange for a share of the profits, and served the interests of Ukraine’s well-connected business tycoons, the so-called oligarchs.


  Even back at the time, Nalivaichenko openly maintained ties with various radical nationalist groups, some of which went on to form the Right Sector coalition during the Maidan protests in 2013-2014. The Right Sector leader, Dmitry Yarosh, is a friend of Nalivaichenko; in fact, he used to be his confidante. After his first stint as SBU chief Nalivaichenko was replaced by Valery Khoroshkovsky, who made next to no effort to hide the fact that he was using his office to further his personal business interests. When Nalivaichenko himself was sacked after his second stint as SBU chief amid a conflict with President Pyotr Poroshenko, journalists with close links to President Poroshenko and some members of parliament accused Nalivaichenko of serving the interests of Dmitry Firtash, an influential tycoon.


  In the early phases of the conflict in the east, the SBU was tasked with suppressing the protests without resorting to brute force. It used such instruments as arresting protest leaders, bribing pro-Russian activists, and forcing them out of the government buildings they had seized using a minimum of violence. On the whole, by the time the “counterterrorism operation” (CTO) was announced on April 13, that task had been fulfilled in all the eastern provinces, except for Donetsk and Lugansk Regions. There were several reasons for the failure of the SBU’s tactics in those two regions. The activists there proved more reluctant and truculent. They also had some support from the “master” of Donetsk Region, the wealthy tycoon Rinat Akhmetov, and the predominantly pro-Yanukovich local officials and businesspeople. Another reason was the arrival of the first armed groups of rebels and volunteers from Russia, including the Igor Strelkov squad, which seized Slavyansk. The very first attempt to conduct a special operation against those rebel squads – which were still very poorly armed at the time – ended in utter failure.


  For example, a 100-strong combined SBU squad471 cobbled together from agents of the Special Operations Center in Kiev and other central and regional departments (including the canine unit) lost at least two agents during the Slavyansk operation. Another SBU squad that tried to arrest Igor Bezler, the rebel leader in the town of Gorlovka, was taken prisoner. After a few such incidents in April and May, there were no more attempts by the SBU to conduct special operations of that kind (or at least there haven’t been any reliable reports about such operations taking place).


  One of the reasons for such failures was the weakness of the SBU’s special operations component. In essence, only the Alfa squad, which is part of the Special Operations Center, can properly claim the title of a special operations unit. Even that squad’s regional subunits are staffed by intelligence officers and aren’t really trained for combat missions. Before the crisis broke out, the central and regional Alfa units specialized in apprehending dangerous suspects and guarding senior officials or sensitive cargos.


  Nevertheless, formally the SBU continues to play a key role in the conflict zone. Its remit there includes apprehending separatists in Ukrainian-held territory near the line of control and monitoring the movement of people and goods across that line. According to numerous accounts by local residents, most of the bribes paid by businesspeople and ordinary people to avoid the long wait at the checkpoints end up in the hands of the SBU. Formally, all the Ukrainian forces in the conflict zone take their orders from the chief of the SBU Counterterrorism Center. Until June 2015, that office was held by Vasily Gritsak, who was appointed acting SBU chief after the sacking of Valentin Nalivaichenko. In practice, however, the SBU does not seem to have a lot of control over the MoD units or volunteer battalions. Still, all the rebels taken prisoner and the locals suspected of supporting them end up in SBU custody (which potentially opens up lucrative opportunities in what essentially amounts to a trafficking in hostages).


  In the southeastern parts of Ukraine that have not been affected by the fighting, a typical method of suppressing separatist sentiment used by the SBU is to launch large numbers of criminal cases against members of the public who voice support for the rebels or for Russia’s policies. These cases are opened under Article 109 of Ukraine’s Penal Code (“public calls for a violent overthrow of the constitutional order or legitimate government, or distribution of materials advocating such action”). Even though the penalty under that article can be up to seven years in jail, in practice, most of those found guilty receive a suspended sentence.472 Nevertheless, the number of Ukrainians arrested on suspicion of supporting separatists in parts of Ukraine not affected by the fighting, and the number of actual rebels and their supporters apprehended in the conflict zone, is probably in the hundreds; in fact, we believe it has already topped 1,000.


  Meanwhile, as far as genuinely serious crimes are concerned, in 2014, the SBU arrested only eight people on suspicion of sabotage (Article 113 of the Penal Code) and five on suspicion of spying (Article 114). It launched 32 investigations under Article 113 and 11 under Article 114. Only a single sabotage case (with three defendants) and two spying cases (with two defendants) reached court that year. There was a single conviction on sabotage charges, and no convictions at all on espionage charges.473 A total of 96 people were arrested and 433 criminal cases launched under Article 258 (committing or preparing an act of terrorism). Out of that number, 14 cases (with 30 defendants between them) reached court, and a single terrorist was convicted; he received a suspended sentence.474 These figures were cited in the SBU’s official reply to a request for information by the Zerkalo Nedeli weekly. This, however, has not stopped senior SBU officials from boasting on television about the dozens of convictions on terrorism and espionage charges their agency has allegedly secured, or the hundreds of terrorists and spies allegedly taken into custody.475 Even if some of those “terrorists and separatists” have been exchanged for Ukrainian prisoners of war (and are therefore not reflected in official statistics), the SBU clearly exaggerates its achievements.


  To summarize, the SBU failed to prevent the pro-Russian uprising in the Donbass region of Ukraine or to suppress it in the early phases. It has, however, managed to do so in other southeastern provinces, especially in Odessa and Kharkov Regions. Its success there owes more to the weakness of the local pro-Russian organizations and leaders than to the fairly large-scale persecution of pro-Russian activists by the SBU. Nevertheless, the service continues to play an important role in the conflict. Its functions also include keeping tabs on pro-Russian movements, Ukrainian nationalist groups, and President Poroshenko’s political opponents and business rivals. As a result, there is probably no reason to expect any radical reform of the SBU in the near future. Any substantial increase in the service’s numerical strength is also unlikely. In 2013, it stood at 33,500 (including 27,200 officers).476 In April 2015, the Ukrainian parliament passed a bill setting the SBU’s overall numerical strength at 27,000 during peacetime and 31,000 during the “special period” (i.e., in the present situation), with further increases in the event of martial law being declared.477 In essence, the bill has left the size of the service at its current level.


   


  Rebuilding and Refocusing the Force: Reform and Modernization of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, by Vyacheslav Tseluyko


   


  For almost 23 years after its creation, the Ukrainian Armed Forces were in a state of suspended animation, lacking any obvious reason for being. Throughout that period of aimlessness, its fighting ability steadily degraded. As a result, they were in a woeful state precisely at the moment when they ceased to be a token attribute of the Ukrainian state and instead needed to become its vital instrument. Ukraine now needs that instrument to protect itself from a range of grave threats, chiefly from the armed resistance of militants in the Donbass region and the possibility of Russia invading the mainland. Incidentally, the presence of a similar set of threats made life very difficult for Georgia’s military planners, and was a factor in Georgia’s defeat in the 2008 Five-Day War.478 Countries are often forced to make a choice between preparing for the most likely threat or the most dangerous one. Georgia decided to prepare for the former, and lost. Ukraine should learn from others’ mistakes, and focus on the most dangerous threat, i.e., a full-blown Russian invasion. At the same time, neither should it ignore those areas of reform that are needed to facilitate antiterrorism operations in the Donbass. That is the logic that lies at the heart of this essay. Even though defeating the militants should not be seen as the main goal of military reform, the reform goals will only be achieved through decisive superiority and victory over the militants.


  The Ukrainian Armed Forces currently face the following objectives:


  • Prevent occupation by a stronger adversary; this objective is by far the most important.


  • Protect territory from airstrikes by an adversary’s superior air force.


  • Prevent Russian fighters, weapons, and ammunition from crossing into Ukrainian territory.


  • Defeat Russian and pro-Russian fighters in mainland Ukraine.


  • Plan and be prepared to execute an operation to reincorporate Crimea into the Ukrainian state.


  Until recently, the Ukrainian Armed Forces relied on conservative strategies and tactics inherited from the Soviet Army. Those strategies and tactics are ill-suited for the purpose of defending Ukraine from actual and potential threats the country now faces. It will therefore be crucial for Ukrainian military strategists and planners to master the latest in military theory – especially recent advances made in this area by foreign countries – as well as practice. This will be the cornerstone of all efforts to build an effective and modern Ukrainian Army. Studying the latest military doctrines and concepts, adapting them to Ukrainian realities, implementing them, and training Ukrainian service personnel in the new methods of waging war will require large numbers of skilled specialists. To speed up that process, Ukraine needs assistance from abroad. Such assistance can be provided by Western military officers and experts, as well as private military contractors.


  Economic Aspects of Reform


   


  Before we discuss reform of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, let us look at the resources reform will require. Even the best-laid plans will be left on paper unless there are resources available to implement the changes. Given the difficult state of Ukraine’s economy at the moment, this paper will focus on those areas of reform that can yield tangible results without major expenditure.


  The government should prioritize spending on proper combat training of Ukrainian troops (which is starting to happen as part of antiterrorism operations in the Donbass), as well as performing repairs and limited upgrades on existing weaponry. This would be the most immediately productive investment in national defense. More substantial upgrades and new weapons could become more affordable if the government increases the level of funds available. This could potentially be accomplished by temporarily reallocating funds previously paid in subsidies to parts of the Donbass now controlled by the militants; such subsidies are larger than Ukraine’s entire defense budget. For example, in 2014, total public expenditures on the coal industry in the territory of Donbass equaled 34 billion hryvnias,479 amounting to almost 1.5 times the budget of the Ministry of Defense. At a time when many in the coal industry cooperate with and are under the control of militants, it would be wise to cut public funding for the sector. The savings could be used for the modernization and procurement of new weapons, and other deficient areas of defense spending.


  Ukraine has limited money to spend on improving the fighting ability of its Armed Forces, police, and security services. For the past several years, the country’s defense spending stood at $1-2 billion. The bulk of that money was spent on maintenance, with a small fraction channeled into combat training programs, upgrades, and the procurement of new weaponry.480 The MoD’s budget for this year, including money made available for mobilization and the antiterrorism operation in the Donbass, is 20.1 billion hryvnias ($1.7 billion).481 This is not enough to substantially improve the weapons and material deficiency that exists. Efforts must therefore concentrate on increasing the Ukrainian Army’s fighting ability through various optimizations.


  Ukraine is pinning great hopes on foreign military assistance, which could substantially increase its ability to defend its territorial integrity and sovereignty from external and internal threats without being burdensome for Western donors. The Ukrainian government counts on assistance in the form of advice and training, as well as direct supplies of military hardware (mostly of the NATO countries’ surplus equipment, i.e., unused hardware that currently sits idle at depots). Even deliveries of relatively cheap Western systems could significantly boost the Ukrainian Army’s fighting ability.


  The Ukrainian MoD cannot afford to buy more expensive hardware from Western suppliers. For example, based on Finland’s recent experience, MLR systems equipped with ATACMS missiles – the need for them will be explained later on – would cost approximately $200 million per battalion, even if they were supplied from NATO countries’ surplus.482 483 That money could be spent more wisely, so other options must be pursued; unless they are supplied by the Western countries free of charge. The likelihood of that scenario depends on the volatile political situation and is therefore difficult to predict. With sufficient political will on the part of the United States and Europe, the Ukrainian Army could be transformed more easily into an effective fighting force.


  It is important to not discount the impact of donations and other voluntary assistance toward the financing of the Ukrainian Armed Forces and other uniformed agencies. It remains difficult to assess the size of that assistance, since it comes from a variety of sources; from ordinary Ukrainians to wealthy tycoons, with much of it undocumented. To name a few examples, as of late June 2014, the Wings of Phoenix volunteer group had supplied 3,000 bulletproof vests to Ukrainian troops fighting pro-Russian militants in the east.484 This figure is comparable to official procurement by the MoD itself. Help the Army,485 one of several groups based in Kharkov (of which the author is presently a member), has provided about 4 million hryvnias ($350,000) worth of various supplies. Some of the assistance is being provided by regional officials and local residents directly to troops hailing from the same region, including territorial defense battalions, the new special Interior Ministry battalions, the National Guard, and even regular units of the Armed Forces.


  In a sense, we are witnessing the formation of a parallel, nongovernmental system of rear support and logistics. In many cases, that system has proved far more effective and responsive than the government’s own arrangements. This phenomenon is well in line with the general Ukrainian mentality; Ukrainians do not expect much from their government, and have proved quite good at self-organization. If we include in this tally the money donated by Ukrainians directly to the MoD and other unformed agencies, the nation has already crowd-funded its own Army to the tune of tens of millions of dollars, and the process continues to gain momentum.


  Structural Reforms


   


  The Ukrainian Armed Forces inherited their structure from the Soviet Army with some changes, such as the decision to disband the Strategic Missile Troops and the Long Range Aviation Service. In a sense, the Ukrainian Army is a shrunken copy of an army that was geared to fight a completely different enemy, under completely different conditions, 25 years ago. The structure of the Ukrainian Armed Forces is entirely unsuited to the current challenge, i.e., a hybrid conflict with Russia that could degenerate into a full-blown conventional war.


  More specifically, the Ukrainian Army’s noncombatant component is extremely bloated, both among the enlisted and officer ranks. The same is true of the Air Force and was true of the Navy before the majority of Ukrainian naval assets were lost in the Russian occupation of Crimea. According to the latest available MoD figures from late 2012, the numerical strength of the Army (i.e., ground forces) was 57,000, with another 6,100 paratroopers who used to be a component of the Army. The Air Force had 40,600 service personnel and the Navy 14,000 sailors.486 These latter numbers were completely disproportionate to the numbers of aircraft, SAM systems, and ships in good working order. To illustrate, in 2014 Poland had more usable combat and transport aircraft than Ukraine, but with only 16,400 people serving in the Polish Air Force. This is about 60 percent fewer than in the Ukrainian Air Force, and only a third of the size of the Polish ground forces (47,300 service personnel).487 One could argue that Ukraine has more SAM and electronic surveillance systems than Poland, but once again, much of that hardware is not operational. In fact, the Ukrainian Air Force has more personnel than the air forces of leading European powers such as Britain488 and Germany,489 and is only slightly behind France,490 even though the actual capability of the Ukrainian Air Force and the size of its military aircraft fleet is far from European levels.


  As for the Navy, now that Russia occupies Crimea, Ukraine should implement large reductions in this branch of its Armed Forces by decommissioning all obsolete and decrepit ships and boats, including the Zaporozhye submarine, and cut personnel that serve on these vessels. Ukraine’s needs would be best served by a small Navy armed with coastal antiship missile systems, preferably Western-made, and mobile coastal defense troops. The main job it is now expected to do is prevent the landing of enemy troops on the mainland coastline, which can be achieved using a relatively small force.


  The distribution of personnel between the various branches of the Ukrainian Armed Forces is entirely out of line with the nature of current threats facing the country. Ukraine needs more ground troops: to establish and maintain control of key population centers and territories; fight the large and well-armed rebel forces; and help the Border Service to defend the border.


  Ukraine also needs to rethink the role of other parts of its Armed Forces. Some of the support and nonspecialist units now have to repel attacks by Russian fighters and must be properly armed, equipped, and trained for that job. If Russia launches a full-blown invasion, these units will have not only to perform their usual duties and defend against attacks by Russian special forces, but also provide support to the Army’s combat units. Every service personnel in the Ukrainian Army must be able to perform the role of an infantry soldier in addition to their regular duties, even if these quasi-infantry forces can only be used for a limited range of tasks. On the plus side, however, training infantry to a basic level of capability does not require too much time, and Ukraine could use large stockpiles of Soviet weaponry to arm them.


  To summarize, the aforementioned measures of restructuring the Ukrainian Armed Forces would not be overly costly and would provide the Ukrainian Army with formidable reserves to be used for antiterrorism operations and to defend against a Russian invasion.


  Reinstating the Draft


   


  In the autumn of 2013, a few months before the Russian invasion of Crimea, Ukraine abolished the draft.491 The decision seemed entirely justified at the time, as Ukraine believed it was not facing any external military threats, and the decision was popular with the Ukrainian public. The country had been gradually phasing out the draft for several years, with the numbers of conscripts called up for military duty falling steadily every year, In the previous few year, conscripts constituted a small portion of the Ukrainian Army. As a result, the pool of trained reservists has been shrinking, and the government has been forced to mobilize men over 30 years old who have families and elderly parents to care for. The mobilization of breadwinners has affected not only the living standards of their families but also the morale among the reservists themselves, with negative implications for discipline in the troops. This problem will be exacerbated even further if Russia launches a full-blown invasion, forcing Ukraine to announce a general mobilization.


  The Ukrainian government was therefore correct to reinstate the draft in order to dramatically increase the number of conscripts called up every year. This will not only bolster the Ukrainian Army’s peacetime numerical strength, but also increase the pool of trained reservists. The immediate, positive effect of this step, however, is minimal. Positive results will only begin to appear after several months, and it will be years before they are fully realized.


  Another important step the Ukrainian government must now take as part of the restructuring of the Armed Forces is to introduce a part-time reserve service, particularly for the Army. Such a service enables volunteers, especially those deemed not fully fit for regular service, to receive basic military training without any major disruption to their civilian lives. Part-time reserve service could be especially attractive to young people as an alternative to being drafted. If the government chooses students as the main target audience for the reserve service program, the Armed Forces will also be able to make use of well-educated young people who are easier and quicker to train. To increase the pool of reservists, the government should also make young women eligible for reserve service.


  Units of volunteer fighters are becoming an important component of Ukraine’s military capability. Some of them have received official status as special Interior Ministry battalions or units of the National Guard (which is also part of the Interior Ministry). Others are still operating in semi-official capacity. All of them, however, appear to be well motivated and eager to defend Ukraine’s statehood and territorial integrity. Such units also have fewer problems with bureaucracy, and provided that they have proper training and weapons, they can be far more effective than regular troops. It is worth emphasizing that the most famous and effective units of volunteers consist of people from across Ukraine. For example, the Donbass battalion is made up predominantly of volunteers from Donetsk Region, and the Aidar battalion is based mostly in Lugansk. Both, however, have many fighters from Kharkov, Kiev, and western Ukrainian regions. The Azov battalion also has many fighters from Kharkov, Kiev, and western Ukraine.492 493 This demonstrates that the notion of alleged antagonism between different parts of Ukraine, which is being promulgated by the Russian media, is greatly exaggerated, especially in the case of young people who were born and raised after Ukraine’s independence.


  Despite their air of anarchy, the legalized formations of volunteers have showed success. Irregular formations, however, are a different matter. On the one hand, they can conduct various operations without restraints. On the other, such operations can break the law and only be justified by the urgent needs of wartime. These units are not controlled by or accountable to the central Ukrainian government, so in the future they could potentially become a problem for the Ukrainian state. That is why the government should, where possible, legalize such formations by giving them official status and bringing their activities within the scope of the law.


  Units of volunteers could potentially become the backbone of Ukraine’s new law-enforcement and security apparatus, especially in the Donbass region, where the local police and other uniformed agencies have failed to act. Those volunteers who do not wish to continue serving in law enforcement after the end of the active phase of antiterrorism operations could be designated as reservists. That pool of reservists could then become a source of officers and sergeants, if a future need arises.


  Another important detail regarding the volunteer units is that they stay very closely in touch with ordinary Ukrainians. They are manned and supplied with various necessities by members of the public. Broad sections of Ukrainian society actively support these units and provide them with food, bulletproof vests, communication instruments, night-vision equipment, and other gear.


  Preparing a Defensive Posture, Defensive Mindset


   


  The basic strategy for defending Ukraine against possible large-scale Russian invasion is to delay the aggressor, preventing quick operational gains, thereby giving Western countries time to react in the international arena. Considering the obvious disparity between Ukrainian and Russian forces, Ukraine would have to rely on asymmetric strategies and tactics, even in conventional warfare, maximizing the aggressor’s human losses and other costs.


  Ukraine’s Air Force is no match for Russian airpower. Ukrainian ground forces are also much smaller, and their numerical strength is insufficient to protect the entire border with Russia. The only sensible strategy would therefore be to prioritize the defense of large population centers. There is plenty of evidence, some of it coming from events in the Donbass, that in modern hybrid warfare, a smaller and weaker opponent can successfully hold off a superior force for a significant length of time if it chooses an urban environment as the battleground. The “concrete jungle” can substantially reduce the effectiveness of enemy airpower, artillery, and armor, and greatly improve the survivability of the defenders’ heavy weapon systems. If the attacker tried to storm large cities defended by regular Ukrainian troops, the National Guard, and reservists, they would risk heavy losses, numerous civilian casualties, and substantial destruction to city infrastructure, without any guarantee of victory. Besieging or even blockading a city would require extensive troops and time, making a quick Russian victory unlikely, which is Ukraine’s exact goal.


  The priority for Ukraine would be to defend such “fortress cities” as Kiev, Odessa, Kharkov, Chernigov, and Sumi, as well as the Dnepropetrovsk-Zaporozhye and Kherson-Nikolayev areas. As for cities in the Donbass region, much would depend on the outcome of the ongoing antiterrorism operation. Even though these cities are not actually fortified, they are, nevertheless, veritable fortresses due to their size and density. Their defenses could be further strengthened by building fortifications on the outskirts, specifically at avenues of approach, and in city centers. Large Ukrainian cities situated far from the border should be ready to defend themselves from paratroopers and advance enemy units using locally stationed forces of the National Guard, special Interior Ministry units, reservists, and volunteer battalions. These forces should be sufficient against the relatively small and lightly armed Russian units. The Ukrainian Army has enough manpower and weaponry to assign one to three combined-services brigades and one or two air-mobile brigades to the defense of every key city. These forces could be augmented by several batteries of conventional or rocket artillery, the local brigade or regiment of the National Guard, and territorial battalions. Such a force could prevent the attackers from rapidly taking the city and effectively delay the invasion.


  Such a strategy would achieve the objective of preventing a quick Russian victory. If, however, the attackers decide to play the attrition game and rely on siege as the main method of taking large Ukrainian cities, the Ukrainian goal of maximizing the enemy’s losses might not be fully achieved. Shelling the besiegers and mounting localized counterattacks would inflict only minimal damage. In addition, such a strategy would essentially cede control of large Ukrainian territories outside the big cities to the enemy. That is why passive defense of the big cities must be combined with active operations elsewhere.


  Ukrainian forces could inflict significant damage on enemy troops by using long-range MLR systems (Uragan and Smerch) and tactical missiles (Tochka-U) from the cover of urban areas. The range of these systems is tens of kilometers. To make them more effective, Ukraine would need intelligence gathering and transmission systems, from portable instruments to UAVs and satellite imagery. This is an area where the United States and other NATO countries could be of great help. Ukrainian forces could also make use of the more advanced MLR systems with ATACMS missiles, or Lynx systems with Extra missiles. The availability of such long-range firepower would compensate, to a certain degree, for the very limited capability of Ukraine’s attack aircraft and the superiority of the Russian Air Force. The entire territory between the “fortress cities” and large sections of the border with Russia would lie within the range of such systems, making it difficult for the invaders to deploy and supply their forces.


  Supplying such weapons to Ukraine would of course require political will from Western countries and strain Ukraine’s own finances. But it would also increase the striking range of the fortress cities and undermine the capability of opposing army aviation assets, since Russian helicopter bases would be within the range of Ukrainian rocket artillery systems. For example, Russian helicopters stationed near Belgorod would be within effective range of long-range MLR systems positioned in Kharkov. Eliminating the use of forward aviation basing would be a major blow to the aggressor, since attack and transport helicopters are a key element of the Russian war machine.


  Other active forms of resistance must take into account Russian numerical superiority. This means avoiding conventional forms of resistance and identifying effective asymmetric responses. One obvious form would be for Ukrainian special task forces or guerrilla formations consisting of reservists to attack enemy rear areas, including lines of communication, HQs, depots, and aviation facilities. Much of Ukraine’s territory in the east is flat grassland, which is not ideal terrain for irregular warfare. But using towns and villages along main roads and railroads, such operations are tenable. Such raider units could be formed from the men and hardware of the Ukrainian air-mobile brigades, which Ukraine would not be able to put to their intended use because of Russian superiority in the air. Ukrainian paratroopers are already using wheeled vehicles and armor, so such a transformation could be accomplished fairly quickly and easily. Ukraine produces modern and well-armed BTR-4 APCs494 that could be used for these purposes. The BTR-3s could also be used as a stopgap solution.495 These vehicles, which are equipped with Ukrainian-made turrets, are far superior in terms of their firepower to the BTR-82A and BMD-2 vehicles used by mobile Russian units.


  Effective raider units would, however, require additional vehicles and armor. The Ukrainian fleet currently consists mostly of Soviet hardware such as UAZ, GAZ-66, BRDM-2, and BTR-70/80 vehicles – which are not ideal for such uses – and a small number of Humvee-type (HMMWV) vehicles. The national industry could supply indigenously designed armored vehicles and Dozor-B light APCs,496 but not quickly enough and not in sufficient numbers. The Ukrainian Army would therefore benefit enormously from immediate and large deliveries of new or used Western tactical vehicles, including armored vehicles.


  As an alternate and cheaper solution, the Ukrainian Army, police, and security services could be equipped with All Wheel Drive (AWD) pickup trucks in a “technical” configuration, which are widely used in many modern conflicts. Ukraine has a fairly extensive road network, so these trucks do not necessarily have to be heavy-duty off-roaders such as the Toyota Land Cruiser 79. The most popular AWD pickup models in Ukraine are the Mitsubishi L200 and the Toyota Hilux. Alternatively, the Army could use their modified versions, such as the Azeri-made Gyurza light armored vehicle, which uses the Toyota Hilux chassis.497 Large batches of these trucks could be sourced directly from the supplier or from big dealers at a large discount. To facilitate the process, Ukraine could suspend import tariffs and duties on overseas purchases.


  Any mobile defense using wheeled armored and/or tactical vehicles would require proper defenses against Russian airpower, a task too large for Ukrainian air defense systems. The most powerful SAM system currently in operation is the obsolete Osa-AKM, although potentially they could be armed with the Ukrainian-Belarusian Stilet system498 499 or another system based on the R-2I surface-to-air missile. The more effective tactic would be for the Ukrainian mobile defense units to operate well away from the Russian border, where they could be protected by long-range S-300 SAM systems or even Ukrainian fighter aircraft. That tactic would also force the attacker to Forward Area and Refueling Points (FARPs) or bases in Ukraine, where they would be vulnerable to artillery, Ukrainian special operations forces, and guerilla units. The capability of Russia’s frontline aviation (ground attack aircraft) against armored vehicles would be fairly limited against such measures.


  Another potential element of a mobile defense strategy between fortress cities would be light antitank helicopters. To minimize the losses of these helicopters, which are not armored, emphasis should be put on long-range, guided munitions. These helicopters would be used at low altitudes and in close coordination with ground units, Ukrainian SAM cover, and fighter aircraft to defend against Russian fighter jets. Light antitank helicopters are relatively cheap compared to proper attack helicopters such as the AH-64, PAH-2, Tiger, Ka-52, or Mi-28. Their operating costs are also lower, which is a realistic consideration given Ukraine’s financial constraints. For similar reasons, the Ukrainian MoD should look closer at the MSB-2MO attack helicopter, which has been developed by Ukraine’s own Motor Sich using the Soviet Mi-2 design as a starting point.500 The Mi-2 platform is not ideally suited for the antitank role, primarily because it is too heavy. Economically, however, this would be an available option, and mass production could be launched relatively quickly.


  Several light helicopters of US and European design are more suitable as platforms for a new Ukrainian antitank helicopter, but they are more expensive, and the West may not be prepared to supply them for political reasons. If, however, Ukraine were to receive such helicopters as military assistance or allowed to purchase them through commercial sales, possible options include military modifications or militarization of MD 500 and Bell 206 helicopters. Alternatively, Ukraine could buy civilian modifications and install weapons on them at its own facilities.


  Creating a fleet of light antitank helicopters using Ukraine’s own industry and/or Western imports would equip the Ukrainian Army with an effective, highly mobile, and affordable instrument against a broad range of ground targets, as well as some air targets. With an adequate strategy that takes into account the nature of the threat and the availability of resources, the Ukrainian Army and the National Guard could turn a Russian invasion of Ukraine into a very long and costly process. That in itself might be the strongest deterrent against possible aggression.


  Attacking the Skies – The Air Threat


   


  Russia has an even greater superiority over Ukraine in the air than it does on the ground, necessitating a strategy of asymmetric responses. The most capable antiair systems at Ukraine’s disposal are various modifications of the S-300 and Buk SAM systems. The Ukrainian Armed Forces have a large number of these systems, and all of them are now being energetically repaired and prepared for action. These systems are in a better state of repair than Ukraine’s fighter jets, and do not require high levels of operator proficiency, and SAM systems have shown a high level of survivability in modern conflicts. For example, Georgia’s rudimentary air defenses shot down several Russian planes during the short conflict of 2008, with the Russian Air Force likely fairing worse against Ukrainian SAM systems. Also, if one of the components of a SAM battery is damaged, it is relatively easy to replace that component by cannibalizing other batteries


  It would therefore make sense for Ukraine to build its air defense strategy around long-range SAM systems. Such a strategy would cause serious problems for the Russian Air Force and clear the skies for Ukraine’s own aircraft. Denying Russian air superiority and creating refuge for Ukrainian aircraft would affect operational planning through its mere existence as well. During NATO operations in Yugoslavia in 1999, the latter had a small number of MiG-29 fighters and a fleet of obsolete MiG-21 jets. This, however, was enough to tie up substantial NATO forces that were required to neutralize the threat posed by the Yugoslav Air Force. In other words, the very fact that the country being attacked has fighter jets often affects the attacker’s actions, similarly to the naval “fleet in being” strategy.


  Supported by SAM batteries, fighter jets could inflict painful losses on the attacker. These batteries would also enable Ukraine to make limited use of its ground attack aircraft, especially against forward convoys of enemy troops. The threat posed by the adversary’s own long-range air defense systems would be at least partially neutralized by saboteur squads operating in occupied territories, as well as long-range missile systems.


  In the absence of a contiguous front line and sufficient forces for territorial defense, Ukraine’s SAM systems and aircraft would be fairly vulnerable to the attacker’s ground forces, especially special task force squads. To improve their survivability, they should be stationed far from the borders – for example, along the Dnieper River and in the key fortress cities. That would mean, however, that eastern Ukraine and the Ukrainian forces stationed there would not be protected by long-range air defense systems or fighter aircraft.


  Big cities in eastern Ukraine and their garrisons could be protected from air raids by air defense systems operated by the Army, as well as light AA systems operated by other forces. Based on international experience of using helicopters over big cities (in Iraq, Chechnya, and Somalia), as well as Ukraine’s own experience in Slavyansk, it is safe to say that in such a situation, helicopters are vulnerable even to light air defense systems. The Russian Army Aviation Service would therefore be unlikely to operate effectively over big and medium-sized cities in eastern Ukraine. The Russian Air Force would also find it difficult to deliver precision strikes against targets in the fortress cities, due to the densely built-up urban environment.


  Defense against air raids in the east would rely primarily on such weapons as the Tor and Osa-AKM SAM systems, as well as the Tunguska gun-missile system. Ukrainian troops in the east must therefore be equipped with sufficient numbers of such systems, as well as man-portable surface-to-air missiles. Future procurement programs could include the Ukrainian-Belarusian Stilet SAM system, as well as systems using the R-2I AA missile and the R-27 family of air-to-air missiles, especially those equipped with infrared homing heads. Key requirements for SAM systems to be used in eastern Ukraine include autonomy and stealth. The former means the ability to attack targets with a single operational combat vehicle; the latter means attacking targets without revealing the SAM system’s location through the use of radar. These characteristics substantially improve the survivability of SAM systems, especially in an urban environment, where there are plenty of places to hide.


  On the whole, Ukrainian air defenses could be expected to prove reasonably effective against the Russian Air Force, especially since the latter’s capability is fairly limited. The West could help by supplying modern chassis for new or upgraded Ukrainian SAM systems and, ideally, air defense systems that meet the aforementioned requirements for action in eastern Ukraine, especially modern man-portable SAM systems.


  Defending the Border Against Russian Infiltration


   


  To ensure the success of the antiterrorism operation in the Donbass region and prevent the armed conflict from spreading to other parts of eastern and southern Ukraine, it is extremely important to stop Russian fighters, weapons, ammunition and supplies from reaching the rebels. The border between Russia and Ukraine must be reliably protected and defended.


  This is a complex challenge, since the border with Russia is almost 2,000 km long, and the capabilities of the Ukrainian Border Service are limited. Nevertheless, the objective can be achieved, provided that the Ukrainian Army, Interior Ministry, and security services each play their part. It is unlikely that the influx of fighters and material from Russia can be halted completely, but it is possible to reduce the influx substantially and to inflict heavy losses on pro-Russian militants as they attempt to cross the border and reach the conflict zone.


  Infiltration by large groups of pro-Russian fighters is most likely in the Donetsk, Lugansk, and Kharkov Regions, i.e., the parts of Ukraine where they still hope to receive support from locals. The terrain in these regions is mostly flat grassland or low hills, with scattered forests, numerous ravines, and few water obstacles. Such terrain is conducive to infiltration using off-road vehicles, but not on foot, since there is great risk of being caught while crossing wide open spaces.


  Preventing infiltration of vehicles requires a whole set of measures, the first being a system of engineering barriers and constant monitoring of their integrity. Such barriers – including ditches, ramparts, road blocks, and possibly land mines – would reduce the number of gaps in the border that could be used for crossing, and increase the time it takes to sneak into Ukraine, giving Ukrainian forces more time to respond. Creating such a system of barriers is something that can be accomplished with minimal cost. The most vulnerable stretches of the border could be protected by outposts equipped with armor and artillery. Since the militants also use artillery and armor against the Ukrainian forces protecting the border, these base camps must be properly fortified and equipped with antitank weaponry, including tanks and antitank missiles.


  Another key element in protecting the border is the timely detection of militants trying to cross into Ukraine. This will require a comprehensive system that includes ground-based detectors and border patrols using armored vehicles and aircraft, including UAVs and manned aircraft such as the Diamond DA42, which are already used by the Ukrainian Border Service. The West could help by providing drones and other equipment.


  Following detection, a key element in protecting the border is intercepting the armed groups crossing into Ukraine. This can be done by using light armor, BTR-4 APCs, and light antitank or assault helicopters. The units that would be involved in mobile defense in the event of a full-blown Russian invasion could be used to protect the border with Russia during the time of relative peace. Such versatility makes these units an important part of Ukraine’s defenses, and increases the importance of Western assistance in this area. The rebels are equipped with heavy armor, including tanks. The Ukrainian mobile units therefore need to be armed with antitank weaponry, including jeep-mounted antitank missile systems, self-propelled antitank missile systems, and BTR-4 type wheeled infantry fighting vehicles armed with Baryer antitank missiles.


  The terrain along the Russian-Ukrainian border in Chernigov, Sumi, and northern Kharkov Regions is forested, with numerous swamps and rivers. Unlike the flat grasslands in the east, it is ill-suited for infiltration using vehicles because the few available infiltration routes can easily be blocked by barriers and ambushes. Alternatively, it is ideal for infiltration on foot by relatively large groups of infantry forces. The population of these parts of Ukraine, however, harbors much stronger anti-Russian sentiment, so the adversary would have to focus primarily on sabotage and terrorist attacks.


  Suppressing Armed Resistance in the Donbass


   


  The antiterrorism operation in the Donbass region is not an isolated phenomenon. It is part of a wider Ukrainian-Russian conflict. Russia exerts both direct and indirect influence on the situation in Donetsk and Lugansk Regions. Its indirect involvement comes in the form of the continued threat of a Russian invasion of mainland Ukraine, which not only ties up significant Ukrainian forces that protect the border with Russia, but also limits Ukraine’s freedom of action during antiterrorism operations.


  The pro-Russian militants pursue several goals. The strategic goal is obvious: to destabilize the situation in Ukraine; to provide the regional elites in Donetsk and Lugansk Regions with bargaining chips in their negotiations with Kiev; to provide Russia with instruments for putting pressure on the Ukrainian government and influencing Ukrainian politics; and, in the worst-case scenario, to give Russia a pretext for sending its troops to mainland Ukraine as “peacekeepers,” or even for annexation of the Donbass region or the entire eastern and southern areas of Ukraine. These motives have been explained in great detail by various politicians and analysts, and they must be taken into account when formulating the Ukrainian strategy against the militants.


  Tactically, the militants are trying to maximize the area they control in the Donbass, and eventually to extend their reach to neighboring parts of Ukraine. Extending the area of conflict would enable them to achieve several things: First, to demonstrate the impotence of the government in Kiev. Second, to stretch the Ukrainian forces thin. Third, to arm sympathizers in cities and towns under their control.


  Formulating tactics requires a proper understanding of the structure of armed separatism in the Donbass. The militants can be divided into two groups, which are not equal in terms of their size and capabilities. The most important group is a core of professionals, including Russian nationals, who form the mobile component and cement the militants’ defenses. That core is surrounded by a layer of local supporters, who tend to be much less armed and trained. The latter group usually mans the roadblocks and takes the brunt of the damage inflicted by the Ukrainian government forces. Casualties among this group may benefit the militants’ propaganda effort because they can be portrayed as innocent civilians.


  The layer of local supporters is created after armed insurgents and/or foreign militants seize administrative buildings in a town or city. The most valuable targets for militants include police and Army bases, where they can seize weapons to arm their local supporters, although they also bring some weapons with them. The job of the core of professionals among the militants is made easier by the passive stance – or even treasonous activities – among some of the local police and security forces. That allows the militants not only to move around relatively unimpeded, but also to seize more weapons. The Ukrainian police and security forces subordinated directly to Kiev have also been slow to block communications in the Donbass and seize weapons held by disloyal local police forces and ordinary citizens.


  One of the objectives of the antiterrorism operation is to prevent the conflict in the Donbass from spreading to neighboring parts of Ukraine. The next phase is to blockade the militants in isolated towns and cities or, if possible, in individual city blocks or buildings. Extreme caution will be needed when taking the cities held by militants. Those militants are essentially light infantry, and light infantry can hold off a more numerous and heavily armed opponent for a long time in an urban environment. Trying to take cities by force could result in long bouts of fighting with heavy casualties, including civilians. The example of Vukovar in Croatia also demonstrates that even a relatively small town can create major problems for an army trying to overrun it in this manner. The predictable negative reaction to such attempts by the international community, especially Russia, forces Ukraine to exercise extreme caution during operations in the cities held by the militants. Emphasis must be made on winning the support of the local population, which can help to squeeze the militants out, something that happened on several occasions during the second Russian campaign in Chechnya.


  If the militants have strong numbers in a captured city, as was the case in Slavyansk, Ukrainian forces should target their most vulnerable positions, namely roadblocks and checkpoints. The actual targets are not the roadblocks themselves but the militants who man them; they must be taken prisoner or otherwise removed from their posts. Such tactics will weaken the militants’ numbers, demoralize them, and force them to pull back to their strongholds within the city. Ideally, this will help to localize their remaining forces in small pockets.


  Apart from localizing the militants, efforts must be made to win the support of local residents by taking care of their needs and countering separatist propaganda. To that end, the government should jam Russian TV broadcasts in the cities and towns held by militants, or, if that proves impossible, to disable the local TV broadcasting centers.


  As far as eliminating the militants is concerned, the following tactics could prove the most effective:


  Militants manning the roadblocks on the outskirts of the cities should be surrounded by special task force infantry and destroyed, unless they surrender. Such tactics could inflict heavy losses on the militants without undue risks being taken by Ukrainian soldiers. The militants’ roadblocks and bases situated deep within cities and towns should be taken out by guided antitank missiles launched from helicopters; this tactic was widely used by Russian forces in the Caucasus. Such missiles have a high precision and a relatively small radius of destruction, which should help minimize civilian casualties. Helicopter-mounted guided antitank missiles could also be launched a long distance away from the target, out of reach of the militants’ small arms. These tactics would enable Ukrainian forces to deliver precision strikes while also minimizing the risks to themselves and civilians.


  Smaller groups of militants holding government buildings are best taken out quickly, unless these buildings are protected by civilians used as a human shield. Such operations therefore make sense only if the local population remains loyal to Ukraine, prefers not to get involved in the fighting, or if the Ukrainian forces preparing the storm are reasonably confident of achieving the element of surprise. It would therefore be preferable first to localize a small group of militants in a government building and persuade the local residents to stay away. The downside of such a tactic is that it prolongs the operation to free the building in question and gives the militants’ time to reinforce. On the other hand, demonstrative preparations for a storm could be used to lure those reinforcements out into the open.


  Attacking militants while they are on the move requires a rapid response time by the Ukrainian forces, but it has numerous advantages over engaging them in populated areas, where such operations pose a high probability of losses, civilian casualties, and collateral damage to buildings and infrastructure. Intercepting enemy convoys is therefore an important priority for the antiterrorism operation. Successful operations of this kind inflict heavy losses on the adversary while minimizing the risks. They also deny the adversary freedom of movement and isolate the militants in built-up areas, where they will gradually be destroyed. In other words, such operations are an important element of localizing armed resistance. Convoys can be destroyed by means of ambushes or attacks by mobile units equipped with armor or helicopters. Success depends on the speed of response, as well as accurate and timely intelligence provided by technical means and agents on the ground. The dissemination of such intelligence, it goes without saying, is crucial to the success of such interdiction strategies.


  An important part of the strategy in the Donbass is to set up self-defense units manned by local residents who remain loyal to Kiev. In the future, the most capable of these units could become part of the mobile rapid reaction forces. The government should also try to persuade some of the rebels’ field commanders to switch sides, emulating Russia’s tactics in Chechnya. Unlike the volunteer formations, which are exterritorial, these would be territorial formations. Possible tensions between these units and regular troops could be mitigated by recruiting only the most dedicated citizens from eastern Ukraine, who have proved their loyalty to the current government. As already mentioned with regard to the volunteer battalions, loyalty is a key element that can cement people hailing from different parts of Ukraine within a single unit.


  Liberating the towns and cities held by the militants will require, first and foremost, a motivated, well-trained, and well-equipped infantry force. The most motivated units Ukraine currently has are the volunteer battalions. They must be used as the core of the storm troops. The merits of such an approach have already been demonstrated by the Azov battalion, which was instrumental in liberating Mariupol, the second-biggest city in the Donbass. At the same time, these battalions need to be better supplied, equipped, and trained. This is where Western military assistance could prove very useful.


  In the event of a successful completion of the military phase of the antiterrorism operation, the militants could well resort to guerrilla tactics and terrorism. The Ukrainian Army, police, and security services are not properly trained or equipped to deal with such challenges. Recent experience of insurgencies around the world has demonstrated the importance of mine-resistant ambush-protected (MRAP) vehicles, which the Ukrainian forces do not have. The West could help by supplying some of the vehicles being pulled out of Afghanistan. Counterinsurgency warfare will require modern communication and reconnaissance assets. Ukrainian military strategies and tactics in this area will also need to be brought up to date. Equipment, advice, and training provided by the United States and other NATO countries would be indispensable.


  As for the distribution of priorities and tasks between the Ukrainian Army, police, and security services, at this stage the Army should focus on defeating the heavily armed forces of the militants in the Donbass region. The National Guard (the former Interior Troops) and special police squads should guard and protect the rear in the Donbass and in the neighboring regions. In the event of a successful completion of the military phase of the operation, and if the adversary resorts to guerrilla tactics and terrorism, the National Guard and the police would begin to play the central role, since they are better suited to deal with such challenges, especially in terms of their training and legal mandate.


  The operation in the Donbass has revealed that the level of skill of Ukrainian soldiers, police, and security officers, from the rank and file to the generals, is unacceptably low. The reasons for that are obvious. For 23 years since independence, the Ukrainian Army, Interior Troops, the police, and other agencies regarded a large-scale armed confrontation as an unlikely scenario and were not prepared. They are now rapidly gaining skill and experience, but they are paying a price in the form of heavy and often entirely avoidable losses. Nevertheless, this brutal school of hard knocks is teaching them valuable lessons, and they are making rapid progress. If the conflict continues, the Ukrainian military’s professionalism will reach an entirely new level. Their newly acquired experience and skills in dealing with the enemy’s armor, air defenses, and artillery batteries would also prove very useful in the event of a Russian invasion. The Russian and pro-Russian militants fighting in the Donbass are therefore giving the Ukrainian Army a crash course in real warfare, although the price of error is of course extremely high. For all intents and purposes, these militants are light mechanized infantry. They are armed with conventional and rocket artillery, heavy armor (including tanks), and air defense systems. They wage combined-arms warfare; they launch intelligent offensives and they have a well-organized defense. In other words, they are a real army.


  Restoring Ukrainian Control of Crimea


   


  Restoring control of Crimea is not among the current priorities of the Ukrainian government and its Armed Forces. Nevertheless, the issue will remain high on the agenda for the foreseeable future, and Ukraine may well choose to take practical steps toward that goal in the event of a sudden crisis in Russia or in Crimea itself.


  Volunteer units consisting of local residents, primarily ethnic Tatars and Ukrainians, would be an important instrument of regaining control of Crimea. Under certain circumstances, such units could launch an insurgency on the peninsula and engage large Russian forces. If Ukraine launches a full-scale military operation, guerrilla units could be used to destabilize the situation behind enemy lines by attacking HQs, airbases, air defense installations, and depots, as well as destroying bridges or establishing roadblocks. These tactics would greatly assist Ukrainian forces in driving Russian troops out of Crimea.


  Most of the peninsula consists of flat grasslands, a fact which must be considered during the military phase of the punitive operation. Such terrain favors mobile units equipped with wheeled armor. By giving a wide berth to the enemy’s fortified bases and outrunning its tracked armor, Ukrainian forces could quickly wreak havoc on Russian defenses in northern and central Crimea, especially if they were supported by light antitank helicopters. In the south, however, are densely forested mountains and several large cities. Operations in that part of Crimea would require well-equipped infantry, heavy armor, and artillery. The same instruments would be needed for Ukrainian troops to enter Crimea via the narrow strips of land that connect it to mainland Ukraine.


  In addition to the existing capabilities of the Ukrainian Army, the job of restoring Ukrainian control of Crimea would require mobile units equipped with light and medium armor (such as the BTR-4 APCs), attack helicopters to provide support to these units, and volunteer units consisting of local residents. It is worth emphasizing, however, that a full-scale military operation would only become a realistic option if Russia becomes greatly enfeebled compared to its current state. The same does not necessarily apply to waging guerrilla warfare.


  Conclusion


   


  For over two decades of independence, the Ukrainian Armed Forces were all but ignored by the government. They did not seem to have any apparent reason for being. They lacked clear objectives, adequate financing, and motivation. An armed conflict with Russia was regarded as an extremely remote possibility if not impossible. Such a situation led to a complete degradation of the Ukrainian Army and its inability to respond to the Russian occupation of Crimea. The creeping escalation of the armed confrontation in the Donbass has, however, given the Ukrainian Army, the National Guard, and the security services time to mobilize for war.


  At the time of this writing, the Ukrainian Armed Forces could offer only limited resistance if Russia were to invade. At the same time, the price and the risks of such an invasion for Russia are growing every day. Building a capable Ukrainian Army is a long road that will have to be taken amid very difficult circumstances. Key military doctrines and strategies, the organization of the Ukrainian Armed Forces, and the manpower structure of the force will all have to be reformed and modernized. Effective reforms will require qualified specialists, and Ukraine needs assistance from the international community to achieve many of its goals.


  The reforms should focus on the new challenges facing Ukraine, especially the threat posed by the Russian Army and its proxy units in the Donbass. The varied nature of the threat necessitates several different priorities in Ukraine’s military planning. In any event, that planning must be based on a realistic assessment of the available resources. Such an assessment will lie at the foundation of effective strategies, tactics, and measures to implement them.


  It will be crucially important to make sure that these resources, including human resources, are used wisely. There is plenty of room for improving the Ukrainian capability through structural reform, with a focus on cutting the bloated support and logistics services and using the savings to strengthen the Army’s fighting component. Another important part of the Ukrainian defense strategy will be to train and equip all the units of the Ukrainian Army for infantry duties, including combat in an urban environment.


  The Russian Army’s significant superiority over Ukraine in both numbers and quality dictates the need to abandon classical forms and methods of warfare and make the best possible use of the big cities as fortresses to prevent a quick Russian victory. The Ukrainian capability to implement such a strategy would be greatly augmented if the West were to supply modern, long-range, and high-precision rocket artillery systems such as the MLRS and Lynx.


  Ukrainian territory outside the big cities will have to be defended by mobile units. The latter must be created from already existing units, then armed and trained in accordance with their new role. Again, outside assistance from Western powers could greatly help by providing the necessary weapons and equipment, especially tactical vehicles with armored modifications.


  The Ukrainian Armed Forces have great potential for improving their capability. Much will depend on the choices of the Ukrainian military-political leadership, solid foreign assistance, and the availability of the resources necessary to implement reform. If things go well, Ukraine will succeed in building a modern, effective Army that is capable of defending its sovereign country, rather than being a pale shadow of its Soviet past.


   


  Afterword


   


  It is quite a privilege to pen the afterword to the timely and relevant second edition of Brothers Armed. For a just-retired US Army Military Intelligence Officer with decades of research, study and “battle experience” via training and simulation against Soviet, and then, early Russian forces and equipment, this contribution indeed brings my service in the Russian and post-Soviet space full circle. I consider myself additionally privileged to offer the opposite bookend to the brilliant Col. David Glantz – who wrote the foreword to this book – and to whom I consider myself an early Soviet/Russia studies acolyte.


  I served as the US Senior Defense Official and Defense Attaché to the Russian Federation from 2012-2014, which was a pivotal time for our military-to-military relations. During this initially progressive, then increasingly contentious post-Cold War period between our nations, I had the opportunity to meet a number of the Russian military leaders cited in this book, as well as tour and inspect numerous units and garrisons across the breadth of Russia. Unfortunately, most of these contacts and engagements were truncated after the illegal annexation of Crimea in March 2014, but my position in Moscow did provide a unique perspective on the crisis in Ukraine and of the military relationships between Russia and the West.


  Up front, I did not agree with all the arguments by this work’s mostly Russian authors, yet I was impressed with the detail, scholarship and careful balance that went into virtually every chapter. Brothers Armed fills a key analytical gap regarding the development of Russia’s and Ukraine’s contemporary militaries that no other volume in English currently offers. I myself read every article in detail with pen in hand, underlining key passages and scribbling notes in the margins. And I learned a great deal from reading this compendium that made clearer much of what I had been studying and trying to interpret from afar as a young combat intelligence officer, and more intimately and recently, up close as the Defense Attaché serving in Moscow.


  One key point that emerges upfront, and then throughout the book, is just how challenging it was for Russia to move from a massive, somewhat clay-footed mobilization-based Soviet military to one that is far leaner, deployable and more lethal; a challenge it has faced repeatedly. For one used to studying regiments, divisions and armies in the old Group of Soviet Forces – Germany (GSFG), adjusting my analysis to more flexible brigade structures was quite a departure from a decades-long norm. This reorganization and its ramifications are detailed in the analysis of Russia’s New Look strategy of rapid force projection into the territories of the Former Soviet Union (FSU), suggesting that Russia’s Military Strategy is preemptively defense-based and not designed for major, sustained operations beyond what Russia claims to be its “privileged spheres” of influence.


  Another cogent point, brought out by Mikhail Barabanov, is that until the fall of former Ukrainian President Victor Yanukovich’s government in February 2014, the main conventional garrison strength of the Russian military was not heavily oriented toward the west, unlike the Soviets’. This implies that the aggressive Russian military actions that transpired thereafter, including Russia’s occupation of Crimea and undeclared intervention in eastern Ukraine, were somewhat reactive rather than premeditated, and this included the permanent stationing of units in close proximity to Ukraine’s borders. From a personal perspective, this rang true, as I was privy to numerous high-level encounters between senior US and Russian military leaders at Chief of Defense, Joint Staff to General Staff, and US Combatant Commands (COCOMs) to Russian Military District (MD) levels. Invariably there were major differences and serious residual distrust stemming from the Cold War and lost 1990s, however, and what struck me was that a number of Russian senior military leaders, while always cautious and distrustful, appeared to be carefully seeking a better future by bridging with the West, rather than remaining in a state of constant confrontation.


  As a proud, patriotic and tradition-steeped institution, the Russian officer corps will no doubt loyally follow their orders and directives, with a clear majority fervently believing the current nationalist, irredentist-tinged policies toward FSU neighbors. I would submit, however, that there are others beyond the official briefing slides and talking points who worry most about the rising next-generation threats along Russia’s vast, demographically challenged and resource-exposed periphery that does not border the West. They are fully aware that the defensively oriented West, including NATO, unless provoked, presents zero conventional threat to Russia. I am not naïve in saying this: I witnessed numerous, generally positive senior US-Russian encounters that were substantive and highlighted numerous pressing concerns ripe for mutual problem-solving and cooperation, such as combating terrorism and antiproliferation, even despite the stalemate on long-standing differences such as missile defense and Syria.


  Another important point, again raised by Mikhail Barabanov, is the recognition by the Russian leadership that in order to build a high-readiness army, professional soldiers must be at its core in substantive numbers. Both the Serdyukov-Makarov and Shoigu-Gerasimov teams recognized this fact, though took different approaches to reducing, shaping and reorganizing the force toward a more efficient core. Barabanov’s observations reveal how then-Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov and then-chief of the General Staff Nikolai Makarov took on the lion’s share of painful reforms and the reduction process, and paid with their jobs for the crucial but very difficult and profoundly unpopular steps (I observed our military-to-military relations begin to steadily slip after this major change). It was interesting, though not surprising, to note just how difficult these still incomplete steps were to enact financially, demographically and politically. The chapters covering the overhaul and reorganization of the Russian military, including the Air Force and Navy, provide good insight into the sheer breadth and enormity of this generational project; a project that is still very much underway. Simultaneously, the command structure was significantly reduced and flattened from six to four Joint Military Districts. The sheer detail that Sergey Denisentsev provides in his chapter on the pre- and post-Soviet and Ukrainian order of battle well illustrates the enormity and complexity of this project.


  Mitigating this conventional employment conundrum are the elites: Special Operations Forces (SOF), Spetsnaz, Airborne and other contract-heavy forces that are at the forefront of any cross-border or internal counterinsurgent action. Understanding the subject’s sensitivity and given the dearth of information on the subject, Alexey Nikolsky, regardless, presents an outstanding chapter on the birth of the secretive Russian SOF command and the challenges of building a truly joint “SOCOM”-like entity at the expense of other airborne-type forces. In their drive to build a short-notice, regionally deployable military, these forces have shown in 2015 that they will be at the asymmetrical forefront of any activity, especially if the overall mission is deemed too difficult and sensitive for the employment of conscript-heavy conventional forces that would play more “sensitive” in society. These elite troops, while substantial, are still numerically inadequate to carry the burden of undeclared, large-scale and sustained “gray” cross-border operations (as an interesting aside, I once heard a senior Ground Forces Commander with former SFOR-Bosnia experience publically state that if he had his way, every Russian infantryman would be Airborne trained).


  The initially veiled invasion of Crimea, I must grudgingly say, was a masterful blend of information operations, mixed with a deft and subtle application of force to quickly and bloodlessly take down Ukrainian nerve centers. This swift takedown was totally different than the brute force tactics used in Chechnya and elsewhere, characteristics traditionally attributed to Russian ground forces supported by imprecise air power. The soft power “hybrid” approach toward firmly easing the Ukrainian military out of their garrisons, while patiently working to keep Ukrainian separatists and loyalists from slaughtering each other, was impressive to behold; it very much got NATO’s attention. The elite forces primarily employed – SOF, Spetsnaz and Russian paratroopers (VDV) – obviously were given very specific rules of engagement that rarely were violated. No over-reactive “strategic corporal” upset the applecart in this aggressive but nuanced decapitation operation. Subsequently, these Spetsnaz forces were affectionately coined by many as “The Polite People,” and lionized by the overwhelming majority of the Russian mainstream populace. Only later did many of us in the Moscow Attaché Corps wake up to Gen. Valery Gerasimov’s prescient March 6, 2013 article, “The Value of Science in Prediction,” imbedded in a fairly obscure military trade journal, the Military Industrial Courier, where he spoke of hybrid operations and the type of activities soon to be seen in Crimea’s occupation.


  Concerning Crimea, I can understand the emotional impetus to bring this strategic peninsula fully back into Russia. I was in Russia during that entire crisis and heard many viewpoints from Russian citizens, including those in the military. Clearly, Crimea has an ethnic Russian majority and a long cultural, social and military history with Russia. Sevastopol, its main port city, heroically bled twice for Russia and the USSR in the Crimean War and WWII, joining the pantheon of Hero Cities. Objectively, however, I still cannot countenance the Russian Federation’s blatant disregard of international law in conducting the 2014 cross-border aggression against Ukraine. Premier Nikita Khrushchev’s 1954 “gift” of Crimea from the RFSFR to Ukraine indeed may have been poorly judged; however, under the UN Charter and the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, Crimea in 2014 was clearly and legally part of Ukraine. And it still is in 2015. If Russia wanted to revise the status quo, it should have resorted to international law and diplomacy, rather than a late-1930’s style military annexation and occupation. The well-publicized disinformation of a planned US-NATO base in Crimea after President Yanukovich’s fall was pure blather, designed to justify to the Russian populace and susceptible world the legitimacy and urgency of Russian action. While creatively and craftily securing Crimea, with sheer mendacity masking its takeover and internal referendum, Russia lost substantial credibility with the greater world through this action and on account of the ongoing tragic bloodshed in eastern Ukraine.


  The excellent chapters assessing Ukrainian military capabilities in 2014 are important as foundation pieces for understanding current structures and combat operations. Not anticipating sustained, kinetic conflict, Ukraine’s military was grossly underfunded and undermanned over the 23 years since independence, and therefore, unable to mount a coherent defense to the Russian hybrid invasion of Crimea, and more overtly, the initial phases of the proxy aggression in eastern Ukraine. Also, the huge equipment surpluses inherited after the Soviet break-up proved to be more of a hindrance than a benefit to the struggling Ukrainian military, with its bloated officer corps having neither the means nor the will to absorb the mostly obsolete equipment and infrastructure.


  Building on these early chapters, Alexey Nikolsky highlights the numerous efforts to update, modernize and reform the Armed Forces. At the operational level, he highlights the shift from north-south to east-west oriented Military Commands and the efforts at the MoD level to build a credible reserve force supplemented by Territorial Defense Battalions (TDB). One can only imagine the tension and stress within the Ukrainian government and operational commands as the scale of the threat facing eastern Ukraine, and possibly the entire country, relentlessly grew over the early phases of the conflict. As the situation worsened, no fewer than three different mobilizations were initiated, and while uneven, they helped the Ukrainian Army get through the first year of the conflict. A major ongoing reform and restructuring of the entire Army, announced by the Ukrainian government in late 2014, continues with various levels of success today.


  While more tactically oriented, Anton Lavrov’s updated description of Ukrainian armored tactics that evolved from early “penny packets” focused on infantry support to companies, and also small battalion-level combined arms operations, offers an interesting study. Additional tanks, which the damaged Ukrainian economy can surprisingly still produce in limited numbers, are currently being added to the heavily battered Army this year and through 2016, and remain an integral part of the Ukrainian rearmament.


  The bottom line is that while training, equipment and maintenance all have key shortfalls, the modern Ukrainian Army, truly born in blood and battle, is a much better force in the summer of 2015 than the cobbled-together, hodgepodge force of active, reserve and volunteer units it was when the crisis began in February 2014. As the military continues to mature, one can only hope that the Ukrainian government and Ukrainian society better manage its endemic corruption, or it will continue to undermine the brave actions of its soldiers in the field.


  Mikhail’s Barabanov added chapter in the second edition, “Viewing the Action in Ukraine From the Kremlin’s Windows,” is particularly incisive. His first sentence – “Moscow’s determination to keep Ukraine in the Russian orbit is the principal reason for the ongoing Russia crisis” – is the bottom line behind this entire, unnecessary tragedy playing out in eastern Ukraine. His other key point, namely that the Russian government was in deep deliberation as early as April 24, 2014, as to whether to openly invade Ukraine after it announced its “counterterrorism operation,” reveals just how close the two countries came to falling into outright war, risking the complete isolation of Russia and the complete destabilization of the entire region, as well as a dangerous escalation between major powers. The author’s premise that Vladimir Putin’s decision not to invade Ukraine was the most fateful of his presidency (even though the Duma had already granted him authority on March 1, 2015, to intervene with the Russian military) is a completely credible notion. As highlighted, this strategic-military high-water mark likely passed with Russian acknowledgement of President Pyotr Poroshenko’s election on May 25, as the Duma rescinded the invasion authorization just a month later.


  If there was a strategic knockout punch to Ukraine that the Russians planned to administer without totally committing their military and economy, that time has likely passed. One of the unintended strategic consequences of this painful, long “campaign” in eastern Ukraine is that it has somehow coalesced a sense of mainstream Ukrainian patriotism and nationalism for over 30 million citizens, who while not completely anti-Russian, are now overwhelmingly pro-Ukrainian. This cohesion, I would argue, did not fully exist before Crimea’s illegal annexation. The Ukrainian public now increasingly supports the previously unpopular military, as shown by the glorification of the dogged Ukrainian “Cyborg” defense of Donetsk airport in the winter of 2014. In military terms, as detailed by the authors in this updated volume, this was manifested by increasingly coherent Ukrainian operations in the late summer of 2014. The recapture of Slavyansk and Kramatorsk put the separatists into crisis mode, requiring undeclared main-force Russian tactical groupings and augments, including significant artillery concentrations, to cross sovereign Ukrainian borders – irrefutably, I might add – in order to bail out their staggering proxies. Credit goes to the Russian authors of this volume who briefly and carefully acknowledged the sensitive fact – one censored inside Russia – that formed Russian combat units had actually deployed into eastern Ukraine.


  As Vyacheslav Tseluyko suggests in his contribution, the Russians indeed still have a great deal to consider, moving forward, as the military situation is now evermore complex. Pressing via their proxies any major operation beyond Donetsk and Lugansk – toward Mariupol, for instance – will likely require significant commitment of main-force units that heretofore Russia has been unwilling to publically declare. Facing determined asymmetric Ukrainian resistance, especially in the heavily built up industrial “rust belt” cities and towns, would result in a butcher’s bill in lives, and would interminably sap Russian resources and wither morale. It would also force the Russian regime to go public about its active military support of the separatists, currying additional international sanctions, the likely provision of lethal defensive aid to Ukraine, and stoking existing domestic questions about the wisdom and cost of this adventure. Over time, it is impossible to ignore the possibility, even likelihood, that this could create significant blowback on the spun Russian narrative of events and ultimately erode the legitimacy of the entire Putin regime.


  However, with the unfortunate reality of no end in sight, it is difficult to discern what will come next. As of this writing, September 2015, eastern Ukraine continues to slowly burn along the general lines of confrontation fixed by the Minsk II agreement. After bloody Debaltsevo, in February, there have been plenty of smaller engagements but no significant terrain has changed hands. The long-anticipated thrust toward Mariupol (the retaking by Ukrainian forces of that important industrial port city in June 2014 was critical to Ukrainian solvency) has not yet occurred, nor have any major Russian-backed separatist offensives taken place in the direction of the original Lugansk and Donetsk Region boundaries. While fully capable militarily, it appears that Russia, for multiple reasons, has called off supporting major separatist offensives for now.


  No one exactly knows the effects of the bloody fighting on Russian willingness to support actions in eastern Ukraine, where anecdotally many Russian service members have also died, and many others been captured and subsequently disavowed and abandoned by Russia as “volunteers.” This cannot play well in Russia, even with its stringent media controls and criticism-deflecting disinformation. Russia has aggressively proven twice, however, that it will not countenance any Ukrainian offensive that threatens the existential viability of Donetsk and Lugansk Regions, both of which appear to be headed for yet another frozen conflict that in Russia’s view would ensure Ukraine is not invited to become a NATO member.


  Looking forward, the political and security repercussions for Russia based on the actions in Ukraine are significant. When considering early 2014 to autumn 2015, four key strategic effects developed that did not exist for Russia before the Crimean annexation: First, Russian-instigated action coalesced niche and ill-defined Ukrainian nationalism into a mainstream patriotism and identity that now defines most of the population – in short, most Ukrainians will now fight for their country and their flag. Second, the Russian Federation, clumsily, has managed to turn most of the European Union against it, as evinced by the sanctions imposed after the invasion and horrific shooting down of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17, and which have been renewed since. Third, the Russian economy and domestic quality of life is set to undergo serious convulsions with shocks in the price of oil and on currency and equity markets, which will directly affect Russia’s ambitious defense growth and modernization efforts, and place significant stress on the overall population. And fourth, Russia’s aggressive actions and rhetoric have driven NATO to reaffirm its core Article 5 mission, and this is forcing allied nations to reevaluate the wisdom of further reducing defense budgets.


  As a long-standing former US and NATO military officer, I can absolutely attest that NATO is utterly defensive in orientation and has no designs on Russia and its territory. However, NATO will unambiguously, firmly and decisively defend all of its allies, and advocate for its partners. I spent my entire time in Russia pressing military leaders and opinion-makers on this point, and reminding them that NATO has done much to bring peace within the fractious European states, and that this stability – a stated Russian desire – has benefited Russia and its borders. I myself, as an old Balkan hand that saw tangible albeit itchy US-Russia-NATO cooperation within SFOR at a time few said it could have been possible, have always had a predisposition toward finding a way to work with the Russian military on the multitude of next-generation threats facing us both.501 We have much in common and need to focus on areas of potential cooperation with an eye on the future.


  In closing, I must emphasize how much I admire and care for the Russian people and Russia’s rich culture, and respect the members of the Russian military. We must find a way to bridge out of this difficult political period and rekindle practical, cooperative links oriented on the numerous shared global challenges ahead. The fact that a leaner, more flexible Russian military continues to reorganize, as the contributing authors have expansively outlined in this second edition, makes it a much better entity to perhaps, one day, consider engaging with in mutual joint operations and activities against the real existential threats that plague us now and will even more so in the next generation. I prefer this thinking, rather than viewing Russia as a potential foe in some neo-Cold War, self-fulfilling terminology – I reject this anachronistic hyperbole. This does not mean, however, that we should not “keep our powder dry” in regard to Russian threat-posturing and rhetoric until relations definitively improve. Needless to say, though, the current difficult state of affairs with Ukraine and Russia – “Brothers Armed” – must be resolved beyond force of arms.


  Peter B. Zwack


  Brigadier General, US Army, Ret.
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  Map of Russian and Ukrainian Combat Units in Crimea
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  Timeline of Key Events


   


  • July 21, 1774 – Russia, Turkey sign Treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca; Russia makes Crimea an independent territory.


  • April 1783 – Russia’s Catherine II issues manifesto annexing Crimea; Catherine II orders construction of fortress in Sevastopol and development of Black Sea Fleet.


  • January 9, 1792 – Turkey, Russia sign Treaty of Jassy, ending Russo-Turkish War of 1787-1791; Turkey cedes control of Crimea to Russia.


  • November 1917 – Newly independent Ukrainian People’s Republic claims control over Tavria, except for Crimea.


  • November 1920 – Russian government creates new Tavria Province consisting of Crimean peninsula.


  • October 1921 – Tavria Province becomes Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, part of the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic.


  • 1944 – Crimean Tatars and ethnic Armenians, Bulgarians, Georgians deported from Crimea.


  • February 1954 – Soviet Union transfers Crimea from jurisdiction of RSFSR to Ukrainian SSR.


  • November 19, 1990 – RSFSR, Ukrainian SSR, sign treaty recognizing territorial integrity of both republics within their existing Soviet borders.


  • August 24, 1991 – Ukraine declares independence from USSR.


  • December 8, 1991 – Belovezha Accords signed dissolving the USSR and creating the CIS; Russia, Ukraine agree to recognize former USSR administrative borders as new sovereign borders.


  • May 5, 1992 – Supreme Council of Crimea adopts the Act of State Independence of the Republic of Crimea and proclaims the foundation of a “sovereign state of the Republic of Crimea.”


  • June 30, 1992 – Ukrainian parliament curtails powers outlined in 1992 Crimean Constitution.


  • August 3, 1992 – Russia, Ukraine sign agreement provisionally designating the Black Sea Fleet as a joint Russian-Ukrainian naval force under joint command.


  • February 16, 1994 – Yury Meshkov elected Crimea’s first and only president, who serves until March 17, 1995.


  • April 15, 1994 – Russia, Ukraine sign deal settling Black Sea Fleet issue.


  • December 5, 1994 – Russia, United States, United Kingdom sign Budapest Memorandum, agreeing to respect Ukraine’s sovereignty and existing borders, and to desist from using force or threat of force against the country.


  • March 17, 1995 – Ukrainian parliament abolishes Crimean Constitution of 1992.


  • May 28, 1997 – Final intergovernmental agreement between Russia, Ukraine resolves status of Black Sea Fleet.


  • May 31, 1997 – Russian-Ukrainian Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Partnership signed.


  • April 21, 2010 – Kharkov Accord signed between Russia, Ukraine, extending Black Sea Fleet’s lease of Crimean bases until 2042 in return for a 30 percent discount on the price of Russian gas supplies to Ukraine.


  • November 21, 2013 – Euromaidan protest breaks out on Kiev’s Maidan Square after Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovich halts preparations to sign Ukraine-European Union Association Agreement.


  • November 24, 2013 – Clashes break out between Euromaidan protestors, police.


  • November 30, 2013 – Berkut special police units disperse protestors.


  • December 1, 2013 – Riots break out in downtown Kiev.


  • December 11, 2013 – Berkut units launch night assault to retake Maidan.


  • January 16, 2014 – Ukrainian parliament passes antiprotest laws.


  • January 28, 2014 – Ukrainian prime minister Nikolai Azarov resigns.


  • February 18, 2014 – Ukrainian parliament does not vote to return 2004 Constitution; protestors organize a march on parliament, sparking violence in Kiev in which 26 people died; talks between opposition leaders, Yanukovich fail.


  • February 20, 2014 – Ukrainian interior minister authorizes use of force against protestors.


  • February 21, 2014 – Yanukovich, opposition leaders sign deal mediated by European Union under which the 2004 Constitution was restored, an early presidential election was to be organized before December 2014, and an investigation into Maidan violence was to be launched; Yanukovich leaves Kiev.


  • February 22, 2014 – Ukrainian parliamentary speaker Vladimir Rybak resigns; Aleksandr Turchinov appointed speaker of parliament; parliament votes to remove Yanukovich for being unable to carry out his duties.


  • February 23, 2014 – Aleksandr Turchinov appointed acting president of Ukraine; in response, pro-Russian protest rallies against new Kiev government break out in Crimea.


  • February 24, 2014 – pro-Russian businessman Aleksei Chaly appointed de facto mayor of Sevastopol; arrest warrant issued for Yanukovich.


  • February 26, 2014 – Clashes erupt between Crimean Tatars, who support the Kiev regime, and pro-Russian activists; Russian troops near Ukrainian border conduct drills and go on high alert.


  • February 27, 2014 – Pro-Russian armed men seize administration buildings in Crimea, fly the Russian flag; Sergei Aksyonov appointed prime minister of Crimea by the Crimean parliament. Adm. Igor Tenyukh appointed Ukrainian minister of defense.


  • February 28, 2014 – Unidentified armed men seize airports in Crimea; Russian transport and attack helicopters cross into Ukrainian territory; Kiev accuses Russia of invasion; ousted Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovich, missing for over a week, surfaces in Russia.


  • March 1, 2014 – The Federation Council, Russia’s upper house of parliament, unanimously approves Russian President Vladimir Putin’s request for permission to use force in Ukraine; 10th Independent Spetsnaz Brigade arrives in Simferopol; Ukraine’s Coast Guard, Border Service, Naval Patrol leaves Crimea for Odessa.


  • March 2, 2014 – Regional HQ of Ukraine’s Border Service attacked. Ukrainian Rear Adm. Denis Berezovsky defects, swears allegiance to people of Crimea, peninsula’s self-proclaimed government.


  • March 4, 2014 – Putin publicly comments on Crimean crisis for the first time, says he sees no need to deploy Russian forces to Ukraine at the moment, but that it is a possibility; self-declared government of Crimea issues ultimatum to besieged Ukrainian troops.


  • March 5, 2014 – Units of Russia’s 3rd, 10th, 16th, and 22nd Independent Spetsnaz Brigades, the 25th Independent Spetsnaz Regiment, the 45th Independent VDV Spetsnaz Regiment, part of the 31st Independent VDV Airborne Assault Brigade, and small but very capable Special Operations Forces (SOF) units join Russia’s 810th Marines Brigade in Crimea.


  • March 6, 2014 – Russian sailors scuttle decommissioned Ochakov in channel connecting Lake Donuzlav with Black Sea to keep Ukrainian ships from leaving; Russia’s 727th Independent Marine Battalion, 18th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade head to Crimea.


  • March 7, 2014 – Kiev expresses readiness to sit down at the negotiating table with Russia, but only if Moscow withdraws troops from Crimea.


  • March 9, 2014 – Russian forces establish full control over Ukrainian naval aviation base in Novofedorovka.


  • March 11, 2014 – Crimean parliament adopts a “declaration of independence.”


  • March 12, 2014 – Russia’s 18th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade enters Crimea.


  • March 13, 2014 – First Russian train carrying military hardware reaches Crimea.


  • March 14, 2014 – Russia’s 291st Artillery Brigade reaches Crimea.


  • March 15, 2014 – UN Security Council votes on resolution to declare upcoming Crimea referendum “invalid”; Russia vetoes resolution while China abstains; Russian S-300PS SAM systems deployed in Crimea.


  • March 16, 2014 – Crimean residents head to the polls to vote whether they want to be part of Russia or have greater autonomy within Ukraine; 96.6 percent support joining Russia.


  • March 17, 2014 – Russia recognizes Crimea, Sevastopol as independent states.


  • March 18, 2014 – Putin signs treaty officially making Crimea, Sevastopol part of Russia.


  • March 19, 2014 – Ukrainian Navy officer Sergei Kokurin and Crimean self-defense forces member Ruslan Kazakov die from apparent sniper attack; Russian forces take control of remaining Ukrainian bases and ships.


  • March 20, 2014 – Putin signs Decree No. 164, guaranteeing Ukrainian service personnel that their military rank, education credentials, and length of service would be recognized and honored if they switched sides.


  • March 22, 2014 – Of Ukrainian Navy’s 67 ships, 54 fly Russian Navy flag.


  • March 24, 2014 – SOF forces storm compound of elite 1st Marines Regiment in Feodosia.


  • March 25, 2014 – Cherkassy minesweeper, the last Ukrainian military unit still flying Ukrainian flag in Crimea, stormed; Russia has full military control of Crimea.


  • April 6, 2014 – Protesters seize regional government buildings in several cities in eastern Ukraine, including Donetsk, Lugansk, Mariupol and Kharkov.


  • April 7, 2014 – Donetsk and Kharkov people’s republics declared.


  • April 12, 2014 – Former FSB colonel Igor Girkin “Strelkov” and a group of 52 armed fighters enter Slavyansk and seize police station and SBU headquarters. Other fighters seize police station in Kramatorsk.


  • April 13, 2014 – SBU Capt. Gennady Bilichenko becomes first casualty in the Donbass conflict after SBU launches operation in Slavyansk.


  • April 14, 2014 – Acting Ukrainian president Aleksandr Turchinov authorizes start of “counterterrorist operation.” About 4,500 airborne troops deployed outside of Slavyansk. Troops take control of airfield near Kramatorsk.


  • April 16, 2014 – 25th Airborne Brigade reconnaissance company enter Kramatorsk and are confronted by angry locals, who blockade the troops. Strelkov fighters arrive on the scene and the Ukrainian soldiers surrender their weapons and equipment.


  • April 24, 2014 – Ukrainian forces launch offensive against Slavyansk after bolstering troop numbers in the area. Several checkpoints are taken from separatists. Government uses force to clear protesters from Mariupol city council building. Russia brings troops stationed on Ukrainian border to alert posture.


  • April 25, 2014 – Ukrainian Mi-8 helicopter shot down at Kramatorsk airfield. The crew escaped unharmed.


  • April 27, 2014 – Lugansk People’s Republic declared.


  • April 29, 2014 – Separatists seize local governor’s office, the prosecutor general’s office, the TV center and police headquarters.


  • May 2, 2014 – Government forces achieve mixed results following another offensive against separatists in Slavyansk. Two Mi-24 helicopters were shot down, killing five of the six crewmembers; 95th Air-Mobile Brigade seizes the strategic Karachun Hill, outside of the city.


  Clashes between pro-Russian and pro-Ukrainian rally participants results in death of 43 people in Odessa after the building in which the pro-Russian rally participants sought refuge caught fire.


  • May 5, 2014 – Mi-24 helicopter shot down near Slavyansk. All crewmembers escape.


  • May 7, 2014 – Ukraine begins second wave of mobilization. Putin calls on separatists to postpone a planned referendum on self-determination, scheduled for May 11. Separatist leaders refuse to heed that call.


  • May 11, 2014 – Referendum on self-determination held in large parts of Donetsk and Lugansk Regions. A majority (90 percent) votes for the sovereignty of the self-declared Donetsk and Lugansk people’s republics.


  • May 21, 2014 – Ukrainian government transfers control of “counterterrorist operation” from SBU to MoD.


  • May 22, 2014 – Separatist fighters of the Prizrak squad under the command of Igor Bezler launch a raid on a roadblock in Volnovakha held by members of the 51st Mechanized Brigade’s 3rd Battalion, killing 17 soldiers and wounding more than 30.


  • May 25, 2014 – Pyotr Poroshenko wins early Ukrainian presidential election.


  • May 26, 2014 – Donetsk separatists storm Donetsk airport and seize new terminal, but retreat after counteroffensive from Ukrainian spetsnaz forces supported by military aircraft. Separatist forces subsequently come under friendly fire from Vostok battalion as they sought to reenter Donetsk.


  • May 29, 2014 – Mi-8 helicopter shot down on Karachun Hill, near Slavyansk, killing 12 soldiers, including National Guard Maj. Gen. Vladimir Kulchitsky.


  • June 2, 2014 – Ukrainian Su-25 jet conducts airstrike on Lugansk regional government building, which separatists were using as a headquarters. Eight civilians died in the attack.


  • June 5, 2014 – Separatists launch campaign to take control of border crossings with Russia.


  • June 6, 2014 – AN-30B reconnaissance plane shot down near Slavyansk. Three of the eight crewmembers survive.


  • June 12, 2014 – Separatists in possession of heavy armor, including three T-64BV tanks, travel from Snezhnoye to join Strelkov’s forces in Slavyansk and Kramatorsk. Putin and Poroshenko speak by phone, signaling Russia’s recognition of new Ukrainian president. More Ukrainian troops airlifted to Lugansk airport.


  • June 13, 2014 – Azov and Dnepr-1 Ukrainian volunteer battalions, and National Guard soldiers launch surprise attack on Mariupol and arrest local separatist leaders.


  • June 14, 2014 – A Ukrainian Il-76 military transport plane carrying soldiers of the 25th Airborne Brigade is shot down on approach to Lugansk airport by separatist forces, killing All 49 people on board.


  • June 15, 2014 – Aidar volunteer battalion seizes town of Shchastye, just north of Lugansk, from separatists.


  • June 16, 2014 – Russia suspends return of military hardware to Ukraine from Crimea.


  • June 19, 2014 – Ukrainian forces take control of all major roads leading into Slavyansk.


  • June 20, 2014 – Separatist fighters seize dozens of tanks and other armor after attacking a tank depot in Artemovsk. Separatist renew efforts to seize border crossings in Izvarino and Dolzhansky. Ukrainian forces announce unilateral ceasefire.


  • June 23, 2014 – Consultations held in Donetsk between Ukrainian government and separatist representatives, and attended by Russian and OSCE representatives. Parties agree to bilateral ceasefire until June 27.


  • June 24, 2014 – Separatists shoot down Ukrainian Mi-8 helicopter over Karachun Hill.


  • June 26, 2014 – Separatists disarm a Ukrainian National Guard battalion stationed in Donetsk.


  • June 27, 2014 – Strelkov fighters attack a Ukrainian checkpoint outside Kramatorsk, killing five Ukrainian soldiers.


  • June 29, 2014 – Rebels seize the compound of the 156th AA Missile Regiment’s 1st Battalion, outside Donetsk airport. MoD says Buk-M1 SAM system taken.


  • July 1, 2014 – Poroshenko announces large-scale operation to wipe out separatist movement. New offensive includes use of Su-24 bombers, MLR systems, cluster munitions and Tochka and Tochka-U short-range ballistic missiles.


  • July 2, 2014 – Su-24 bomber damaged by SAM, crash-lands at home base. Crew escapes unscathed.


  Su-25 crashes near Dnepropetrovsk airport.


  • July 5, 2014 – Strelkov’s forces abandon Slavyansk and travel to Donetsk, where they join up with other separatist fighters.


  • July 7, 2014 – Ukraine’s National Security and Defense Council says entire border with Russia again under Ukrainian control.


  • July 11, 2014 – Encampment of Ukrainian forces comes under heavy Grad MLR fire, resulting in the deaths of 35 soldiers and scores of wounded.


  • July 13, 2014 – One Russian civilian killed and another wounded by stray mortar fire in Donetsk, Rostov Region, Russia.


  • July 14, 2014 – Ukrainian An-26 transport plane shot down during an airdrop in Krasnodon District, Lugansk Region. Kiev claims it was taken down by Russian fighter jet. Ukrainian troops establish corridor to stranded troops at Lugansk airport.


  • July 16, 2014 – Ukrainian Su-25 ground-attack aircraft shot down near Amvrosiyevka.


  • July 17, 2014 – Malaysia Airlines Flight MH17 shot down over conflict zone in eastern Ukraine. All 298 people on board the Boeing 777 jet died.


  • July 21, 2014 – Su-25 shot down near Marinovka, Donetsk Region.


  • July 22, 2014 – Ukrainian parliament passes third mobilization bill.


  • July 23, 2014 – Two Su-25s shot down near Saur-Mogil Hill.


  • July 27, 2014 – Ukrainian forces launch an attack against Artemovsk and Avdeyevka.


  • July 28, 2014 – Ukrainian forces claim to have retaken Debaltsevo and Saur-Mogila Hill.


  • July 31, 2014 – Ukrainian forces lose 21 soldiers in a failed attempt to take Shakhtersk.


  • August 2, 2014 – Twelve Ukrainian troops cross into Russia.


  • August 4, 2014 – Hundreds of Ukrainian troops abandon their equipment and cross over to Russia via Gukovo.


  • August 7, 201 – MiG-29 shot down near Yenakiyevo. Mi-8 helicopter shot and made emergency landing near the village of Manuilovka.


  • August 12-13, 2014 – Stepanovka and Marinovka lost to the separatists.


  • August 17, 2014 – MiG-29 lost over Krasnodon District, Lugansk Region.


  • August 18, 2014 – Ukrainian volunteer battalions make some gains in Ilo-vaisk following an offensive launched on August 10.


  • August 19, 2014 – Mi-8 helicopter lost near Lutugino.


  • August 20, 2014 – Mi-24 helicopter shot down near Georgiyevka. Su-24 shot down near Lugansk.


  • August 24, 2014 – The entire 5th Territorial Defense Battalion abandons its positions.


  • August 25, 2014 – Ukrainian forces abandon Saur-Mogila.


  • August 26, 2014 – Ukrainian National Guard troops retreating from Ilo-vaisk are surrounded by separatist forces and attempt to negotiate an exit.


  • August 29, 2014 – Su-25 shot down near Ilovaisk.


  • August 30, 2014 – Ukrainian troops attempt to forcibly break out of the encirclement and are destroyed by separatist forces.


  • September 5, 2014 – Minsk Protocol signed, instituting a ceasefire.


   


  Acronym Glossary


  AA Antiaircraft


  ADF Aerospace Defense Forces


  AGM Automatic Grenade Launcher / Machine Gun


  AH Attack Helicopter


  APC Armored Personnel Carrier


  ATACMS Army Tactical Missile System


  BMD Airborne Fighting Vehicle


  BMP Infantry Fighting Vehicle


  BRDM Armored Reconnaissance Vehicle


  BTR Armored Transport Vehicle


  BTG Battalion Tactical Group


  CFE Conventional Forces in Europe


  CIS Commonwealth of Independent States


  CRS Central Reserve Base


  CTO Counterterrorism Operation


  DPR Donetsk People’s Republic


  FARP Forward Area Refueling Point


  FSB Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation


  GAZ Gorky Automobile Plant 


  GDF General Defense Forces


  GRU Main Intelligence Directorate of the Russian General Staff


  HMMWV High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle


  HQ Headquarters


  ICBM Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles


  IFV Infantry Fighting Vehicle


  IONIEX Ionian Sea International Exercise


  IRM Engineering Reconnaissance Vehicle, variant of BMP-1


  JRRF Joint Rapid Reaction Forces


  KGB Committee for State Security of the Soviet Union


  KSK Kommando Spezialkräfte, German Special Forces Command


  LPR Lugansk Peope’s Republic


  MIRV Multiple Independently targeted Reentry Vehicle


  MoD Ministry of Defense


  MLR(S) Multiple Launch Rocket (System)


  MRAP Mine-Resistant Ambush-Protected


  NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization


  NBC Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical


  NITKA Simulator and Testing Complex for Naval Aviation


  OUN Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists


  OSCE Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe


  PAH Multirole Attack Helicopter


  RNS Russian Naval Ship


  RO-4/5 A Russian class of phased array radars


  RSFSR Russia Soviet Federative Socialist Republic


  SAM Surface-to-Air Missile


  SBU Ukrainian Security Service


  SFOD-D Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta


  SKR Escort Ship, frigate-type


  SOCOM Special Operations Command


  SOF Special Operations Forces


  SSR Soviet Socialist Republic


  START Strategic Arms Reduction Treaties


  TDB Territorial Defense Battalion


  UAV Unmanned Aerial Vehicle


  UAZ Ulyanovsk Automobile Plant


  UNS Ukrainian Naval Ship


  UNSO Ukrainian National Assembly - Ukrainian People’s Self-Defense


  USO Special Operation Directorate


  USSR Union of Soviet Socialist Republics


  VDV Airborne Troops
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Apro-Russian separatist qanduw((humhmwx\hL\ ia Airlines flight MH17, near the
settlement of Grabovo in the Donetsk region, July 18, 2014. (REUTERS/Maxim Zmeyev)






images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg
Ihc damaged main terminal of the Donets ergey Prokofiev International Airport
pictured during fighting between pro-Russian rebels and Ukrainian government
forces, October 17, 2014. (REUTERS/Shamil Zhumatov)
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Members of the armed forces of the separatist self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s
Republic drive  tank on the outskirts of Donetsk, January 22, 2015.
(REUTERS/Alexander Ermochenko)
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which came under their control a couple of days earlie
(ITAR-TASS/Mikhail Sokolov)
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Table 1|
Return of Ukrainian military hardware from Crimea as of August 2014
Hardware To be returned Returned

Planes. 74 59
Helicopters 36 28

(Ships and boats 56 35
lArmored vehicles. 300 128
(Artillery 469 120

(Trucks 3,895 1,788

Source: Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies (CAST) database
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Menibers of the Ukrainian armed forces fire a grenade launcher, in response to what

servicemen said were shots fired from the positions of fighters of the separatist self-
proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic, in the town of Avdiivka in Donetsk region,
Ukraine, June 18, 2015. (REUTERS/Maksim Levin)
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Ukrainian soldiers drive a military vehicle with a Ukrainian flag at a checkpoint near
Slavyansk in eastern Ukraine, July 3, 2014, (REUTERS/Andrew Kravehenko/Pool)
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Ukrainian army soldiers seen in Andreyevka village near Slavyansk, May 2, 2014
(ITAR-TASS/ Mikhail Pochuyev)
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