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RUSSIA'S MILITARY EXERCISES: COULD THEY TURN INTO WAR?
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In Russia and neighboring Belarus, preparations are underway for Zapad -- a major military
exercise to be held in September.

The two countries' Western neighbors are worried. Zapad is Russian for "West," and of all the
different major exercises in the Russian military calendar, it causes the most excitement and
concern because it is the one that most closely resembles practice for invading those neighbors.

As a result, this regular event receives a lot more attention than other Russian manoeuvers of
similar size. Held every four years, the exercise can even develop its own mythology: Much of the
Western coverage said that the 2009 exercise ended with a simulated nuclear attack on Warsaw,
Poland, even though there is no evidence at all from unclassified sources to suggest this was the
case.

What happens during this year's Zapad exercise is important. The United States, NATO and
especially the front-line states bordering Russia will be watching closely to learn what they can
about the latest Russian capabilities and military procedures.

An additional cause for concern is that Russia has previously used the fact of large numbers of
troops being on the move for major exercises to launch real military operations -- against both
Georgia and Ukraine.

In Poland, Lithuania and especially Ukraine, some fear this year's Zapad could provide cover for
preparing another Russian military adventure.

But unlike those exercises, Zapad is not a purely Russian undertaking. It is run in cooperation with
Belarus.

Belarus finds itself in the difficult position of being officially an ally of Russia's but not sharing
Moscow's antagonism toward the West and wanting instead to remain neutral in the confrontation
between Russia and NATO.



But at the same time, the country shares NATO's concern about the danger of inadvertent conflict
in the region, and is looking for ways to avoid inflaming the situation.

Belarus is pushing for openness to the West during the exercises -- which will also help ensure that
Russia does not take the opportunity to deviate from the exercise scenario to launch some kind of
unfriendly action.

The authorities in Minsk have invited military observers and defense attachés from a large number
of NATO and non-NATO countries as well as from international organizations such as the
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe and the Red Cross to observe portions of the
exercise.

And Belarus is running its own program of advance briefings for NATO and Western countries on
how the exercise is to run, in parallel with information that Russia is providing.

Various theories have been put forward for how Russia might exploit Zapad to gain some kind of
military advantage. At the most extravagant, these theories include mounting an actual military
attack on Russia's NATO neighbors, and the United States and other countries have made small
temporary increases in the number of troops and defensive assets in place in the Baltic states as a
precaution.

At the less dramatic end of the scale, another suggestion is that Russian troops taking part in the
exercise on the territory of Belarus could remain there at the end of the exercise.

There has been little public discussion on what the "staying behind" option might actually look like.
While major Russian units remaining on Belarusian territory seems a remote prospect, another
possibility that has been put forward is Russian military equipment being left there without troops,
as part of pre-positioning for possible future Russian military action launched against neighbors
such as Lithuania or Poland, or the so-called Suwatki gap, from Belarus itself.

Russia's International Army Games showcase military might

A move such as this could be portrayed by Russia as a defensive measure in response to NATO's
placement of a small number of additional troops in the Baltic states and Poland under the
"enhanced forward presence" program -- the argument would be that NATO has prepositioned its
forces in the front-line states, so Russia is how doing the same.

But this too would require cooperation and agreement from Minsk, which does not fit with Belarus'
track record of resisting attempts at increasing the amount of Russian military infrastructure in the
country.

At the same time, Russia has good reason at the moment to play down conflict instead of
launching new military adventures. With a strong interest in rolling back sanctions imposed by the
United States and Europe, Moscow could choose to act calmly to defuse anti-Russian rhetoric and
undermine those who warn of the Kremlin's aggressive intent.

As a result, Russia is currently mixing threatening language designed to intimidate the West with
another, contradictory message: that those who fear a Russian military threat are "hysterical,"
"living in the last century," and hankering for the Cold War.



With the current level of Western alarm at possible developments of the upcoming exercise, if it
comes to an end with no incident, then Moscow can quite readily say, "We told you so."
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