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Russia’s arms in the Syrian conflict
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In an interview on 19 April 2020, the Russian
Minister of Trade and Industry Denis
Manturov stated that the country recently
field-tested its new T-14 Armata main
battle tank in Syria. Manturov also talked
about potential export orders for the T-14,
and being able to say that it has now been
“combat-proven” in Syria will obviously
help the Kremlin in marketing its new tank
abroad.1 The T-14 Armata is being used as
a common chassis for the Russian Army’s

heavy armoured vehicles, including a heavy
infantry fighting vehicle and a self-propelled
howitzer besides a main battle tank.2
According to the Chief Executive Officer of
the T-14’s manufacturer Uralvagonzavod,
Alexander Potapov, the company will deliver
the first production batch of T-14 tanks for
field trials to the Russian Army sometime
this year.3
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These are testing times
Ever since Russia intervened in the Syrian
civil war in support of the Assad government
in September 2015, observers have noted
that the Kremlin has also used the conflict
as an opportunity to test new weapons
and other military equipment in an armed
conflict environment, as well as to develop
the corresponding tactics and procedures
for using them.4 A significant number of
weapon systems that have been developed
by the Russian defence industry over the
past decade, as well as some that are
still under development, were for the first
time operationally deployed and tested
during the course of the Syrian campaign.5
The Russian Army, Air Force and Navy have
all taken the opportunity to test their new
weapon systems in this conflict.6
In January 2018, Russian president Vladimir
Putin visited the National Defence Control
Centre, taking part in a conference on the
results and lessons learned from the military
campaign in Syria. There, Putin noted that
the campaign had been priceless for the
Russian armed forces, and that it should
be seen alongside the experience gained in
operations relating to the conflict in Ukraine
and the thousands of exercises conducted
by the Russian military.7 Perhaps equally
important, experience in Syria is now
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explicitly seen as an essential element of the
career of every aspiring officer. According
to Russia’s Chief of the General Staff Valery
Gerasimov, all commanders of Russia’s
military districts, its combined arms armies,
air force and air defence armies, along with
many of the divisional commanders, have
gained experience in Syria.8 This comes on
top of the many practical and conceptual
lessons that the Russian armed forces have
undoubtedly learned from their campaign
in Syria. The experiences in Syria will likely
shape Russian military thinking for years
to come.9 But what lessons can the West
draw from Russia’s intervention in the Syrian
civil war?

How the Bear goes to war
To destroy targets located deep in Syria
it was necessary to involve Russia’s longrange aviation in the war. Tu-95MS Bear
and Tu-160 Blackjack bombers were used
to launch cruise missiles at targets in the
Aleppo, Idlib and Raqqa provinces.10 Two
types of air-launched cruise missiles were
used in the strikes: firstly, the Kh-555 (AS-22
Kluge), a conventionally-armed variant of
the Cold War-era nuclear Kh-55 (AS-15
Kent), with a maximum range of 2,000 km;
secondly, the more modern Kh-101 (AS-23
Kodiak), a conventionally-armed variant
of the nuclear Kh-102, with a maximum
range of 4,000 km. Both weapons use a
combination of inertial, terrain-reference
and satellite navigation for guidance for
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high accuracy, with a circular error probable
(CEP) of 5-10 m.11 Besides viewing these
cruise missile strikes simply as combat tests
to gain experience with them, they can
also be perceived as strategic messaging
to boost Russian credibility vis-à-vis the
West writ large. Both missiles, which also
have nuclear-tipped variants, will remain
Russia’s primary long-range stand-off landattack capability for the coming decades.
Their employment in the Syrian campaign
has clearly demonstrated Russia’s capability
and resolve to use such weapons that
are capable of striking targets anywhere
in Europe.

An indispensable accessory
The Syrian campaign has also provided
the Russian military with the opportunity
to operate a range of tactical Unmanned
Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) in an operational
environment. It has led Russian Defence
Minister Sergey Shoygu to describe them
as “indispensable in modern conflicts”.12
At the same time, however, it has shown
how the Russian defence industry has fallen
behind in this area of modern warfare.
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The most capable UAV deployed was the
Forpost, which is the Russian name for the
Israel Aircraft Industries (IAI) Searcher
Mk2.13 The Forpost has become the mainstay
of Russian battlefield air surveillance
operations and there has been a significant
increase in orders for them.14 What is certain
is that the Russian military has gained
valuable operational experience in Syria
that will be fed back into the domestic
UAV developments. However, the Syrian
campaign also highlighted the need for
Russia’s armed forces to invest further in
the development of unmanned strike UAVs,
particularly for tactical employment. At
present Russia still has no armed UAVs, and
thus lacks a reconnaissance-strike option
for its drones. Therefore, the experience
gained in the Syrian campaign may facilitate
the development of a second generation of
Russian reconnaissance drones and spur the
arrival of attack drones.
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