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In 1999, when Russia first announced nuclear escalation in the Zapad (West) military exercise,
Russian Defense Minister Marshal Igor Sergeyev asserted, “Our Army was forced to launch
nuclear strikes first which enabled it to achieve a breakthrough in the theater situation.”! Russia
has been practicing nuclear weapons first use in the Zapad exercises ever since. The idea that
nuclear escalation results in a Russian victory is the core of President Putin’s nuclear strategy,
which he developed as the Secretary of the Russian National Security Council in the late 1990s.2
It is a very dangerous theory of victory.

Usually, Russia leaks its nuclear escalation in its exercises to the Russian press rather than
officially announcing it as it did in 1999.3 Russia showcases its use of dual-capable (nuclear and
conventional) missiles during its theater war exercises but it almost never says what types of
warheads use are simulated.

This changed in 2024, when Russia announced that, in conjunction with Belarus, it would
hold an unprecedented three-part, non-strategic (tactical) nuclear exercise.* It involved the
simulated use of a large number of nuclear weapons types.> In this exercise, Belarus Security
Council State Secretary Alexander Volfovich said, “Iskander tactical missile systems and
Polonez operational-tactical complexes will be secretly withdrawn to designated positions
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where Belarusian servicemen will deal with issues of preparing, planning and using the special
[nuclear] munitions.”6

In Zapad-2025, Russia and Belarus practiced non-strategic nuclear weapons use.” Just
before this exercise, state-run TASS, Russia’s main official news agency, reported the exercise
involved “...planning nuclear weapons deployment, including the use of the Oreshnik system
[dual- capable MIRVed intermediate-range ballistic missile].”® In Zapad-2025, Russia also
showcased its dual-capable hypersonic missiles. This exercise was preceded and followed by
gross Russian provocations, including what appears to be a deliberate drone attack against
Poland and the violation of Estonian airspace by three Russian Mig-31 nuclear-capable
fighters.?

President Putin stated that the Zapad-2025 exercise was designed to “...ensure the
unconditional protection of the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the Union State [Russia
and Belarus].”1® The Kremlin reported that, “Vladimir Putin also inspected weapons
and military and special equipment engaged in the exercise.”!! (Emphasis added). While not
reported by the Kremlin, President Putin stated that defending Russia’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity was against “any aggression by the United States.”12 The reality was quite
different. Polish Interior Minister Marcin Kierwinski said that Zapad-2025 practiced aggressive
war scenarios against Poland.??

Putin said, “The purpose of the [Zapad-2025] exercise is to rehearse all elements necessary to fully
protect sovereignty, territorial integrity, and defend against any aggression.”’* (Emphasis in the
original.) Putin has a very peculiar definition of aggression—e.g., resisting an unprovoked
Russian attack and refusal to accept Russian domination. In addition, “Russia’s Defense
Ministry released videos of nuclear-capable bombers on training missions as part of the drills
that spread from Belarus—which borders NATO members Poland, Latvia and Lithuania —to
the Arctic, where its naval assets practiced launches of nuclear-capable missiles, including the
hypersonic Zircon missile.”15 Reportedly, “Russian forces positioned Iskander-M operational-
tactical missile systems in Kaliningrad, which are equipped for nuclear strikes, and performed
electronic missile launches that simulated operational readiness without physical missile
launches.”16 (Emphasis in the original.)

Putin often cites defending Russia’s “sovereignty and territorial integrity” when he
describes the combat role of Russian nuclear weapons and when he makes nuclear threats.”
This first appeared openly in the text of the 2020 version of Russia’s nuclear doctrine.8
(Previous versions were not made public.) However, it was discussed in the Russian press well
before then.!® For example, in 2008, General Yuriy Baluyevskiy, then-Chief of the General Staff
and First Deputy Defense Minister, stated, “We do not intend to attack anyone, but we consider
it necessary for all our partners in that to defend the sovereignty and territorial integrity of
Russia and its allies, military forces will be used, including preventively, including with the
use of nuclear weapons.”20 The December 2024 version of Russia’s nuclear doctrine made it
even more explicit.2! Three of its paragraphs linked the use of nuclear weapons to the protection
of Russian sovereignty and territorial integrity.22 The new doctrine even allows for first nuclear
use in response to a conventional attack on Russia and Belarus.
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In Zapad-2025, the Kremlin allowed Belarus to take the lead in the explicit nuclear weapons
use messaging. Putin may not have wanted to fuel the demands from “patriotic” (i.e., reckless)
Russians that he initiate nuclear attacks against Ukraine. Putin reportedly has not undertaken
this action largely due to pressure from China, upon which Russia is dependent.2*

Belarus President Alexander Lukashenko stated that the Zapad-2025 exercise practiced
everything, “From firing conventional small arms to nuclear warheads.”?> This included the
use of the nuclear-capable Oreshnik intermediate-range ballistic missile.2e In addition, “The
Belarusian Defence Ministry confirmed in a statement that the use of tactical nuclear weapons
had been rehearsed along with the deployment of Russia’s intermediate-range Oreshnik
ballistic missile that Moscow fired at Ukraine for the first time on November 21 last year.”?”

Just before the Zapad-2025 exercise, Alexander Volfovich, head of Belarus” State Security
Council, told reporters that Minsk was exploring how to equip its Polonez rocket artillery
system with nuclear warheads and how to turn the Oreshnik into a “joint missile.”28 Belarus
says that Russia has deployed dozens of tactical nuclear weapons in their country and that
Russia has also provided nuclear-capable Iskander missiles to Belarus.? This increases Russia’s
capability to target NATO Europe and Ukraine with nuclear weapons.

The nuclear element of Zapad-2025 takes on particular significance in light of Russia’s
announced plan to deploy the Oreshnik missile this year. In May 2025, Russia’s TASS news
agency reported that, “The Oreshnik missile complex is set to be deployed in Belarus by the
end of this year, with the designated deployment sites already determined, according to
Alexander Volfovich, the Secretary of the [Belarus] Security Council.”? In June 2025, Putin
stated that serial production of the Oreshnik is underway.?! In August 2025, Lukashenko,
speaking about the Zapad-2025 exercise, threatened the use of nuclear weapons and stated that,
“The Oreshnik missile system which Russia promised to deploy in Belarus before the end of
the year is capable of carrying nuclear warheads, too.”32 The current version of the Oreshnik
has little utility without nuclear weapons.3* With nuclear weapons, it is quite capable. The
November 2024 attack on Ukraine demonstrated it could carry six warheads. Additionally, the
deployment of Oreshnik missiles in Belarus this year would result in multiple new Russian
violations of the New START Treaty which is set to expire in February 2026 and which Russia
has proposed extending for another year.34

As usual, the announced size of the Zapad-2025 exercise (13,000 troops, although Putin
later claimed 100,000 Russians were involved) was only a fraction of its real size but the number
of troops participating was much lower than previous Zapad exercises.® It was Belarus that
announced the downsizing of the exercise and moving it further away from its borders.3 It
probably reflected the desire of Belarus to minimize the risk of its involvement in a conflict
with NATO. Downsizing probably also reflected the strain of the large Russian troop
commitment and the heavy Russian casualties in its war of aggression against Ukraine.?”
Reportedly, the Ukrainian security service believes, “Currently, almost all combat-ready Russian
ground forces units are involved in waging war against Ukraine (mainly conscripts are stationed at
permanent deployment points, providing security / defense of military camps).”3¢ (Emphasis in the
original.)
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The United Kingdom’s Defence Ministry assesses that Putin’s claim that 100,000 Russian
troops took part in the exercise is probably false and that it is likely that only 11,000 Russian
troops, in Belarus, the Moscow and Leningrad military districts, including Kaliningrad, took
part in the exercise.?

The relatively small size of the exercise made the nuclear escalation element even more
ominous. Sviatlana Hieorhiyeuna Tsikhanouskaya, a Belarusian opposition leader and political
activist, pointed out the risks associated with the nuclear element of the Zapad-2025 exercise.
She wrote, “This poses a tangible threat not only to the region but also to Belarusians
themselves.”40

The Russian drone attack against Poland, two days before the Zapad-2025 exercise officially
began, is quite ominous. Poland concluded that Russia had “deliberately targeted” NATO.4
Reportedly, five of the drones flew directly at a NATO air base.#2 There was also a Russian
drone incursion into Romania.® There were drone incursions, possibly undertaken by Russia,
which shut down airports in Copenhagen and Oslo.# Reportedly, the Government of Demark
has “...identified three Russian-linked ships that potentially could have been used as launch
platforms for drone overflights that closed down Copenhagen Airport on the night of
September 22.745

Poland characterized the Zapad-2025 exercise as “very aggressive.”4 Lacking sufficient
troop numbers to intimidate Europe to the degree Putin desired, he apparently deliberately
resorted to a near act of war against Poland. Poland officially characterized the drone incursion
as an “attack” on Poland.#’ It involved 19 drones; the drones were not armed but a defensive
missile, which missed one of the drones, damaged a house.*

The drone attack was hardly a trivial development. Putin is testing the limits of what Russia
can get away without consequence.* He would have to be incredibly foolish to start a war with
NATO while struggling to defeat Ukraine; however, he could easily miscalculate. Polish
President Donald Tusk stated that, “I want to emphasize very strongly that there is no reason
to claim we’re on the brink of war, but there is no doubt that this provocation exceeds the
existing boundaries and is incomparably dangerous from Poland’s point of view than all the
others.”> He added, “This situation brings us the closest we have been to open conflict since
World War I1.”51 Tusk noted that this was a test of NATO'’s ability to react to aerial threats.>2
This was “...the first time NATO planes have engaged potential threats in Allied airspace.”>3

General Alexus G. Grynkewich, Supreme Allied Commander Europe, stated that, “The
violation of Poland’s airspace earlier this week is not an isolated incident and impacts more
than just Poland.”5* Russia’s drone attack on Poland apparently so disturbed Belarus that,
reportedly, “Belarus’s armed forces notified Poland and Lithuania about the incoming drones
via existing military-to-military communication channels.”5 This is additional evidence that
the drone attacks were preplanned. Thus, despite Belarus’ nuclear saber-rattling in the service
of Putin, it apparently does not want to become involved in a Russian war against NATO.
Poland invoked NATO Article 4 consultations. As a result, NATO’s defensive presence in
Eastern Europe was increased.5¢
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The Russian MiG-31 fighter incursion over Estonia also appears to be deliberate. It lasted
12 minutes and did not end until NATO jets (from three nations) were launched to intercept
them. Estonia also invoked NATO Article 4 consultations.>” The Russian fighters were armed.>
A NATO spokesperson said it was “...yet another example of reckless Russian
behaviour....”>After this incursion, in a prepared statement NATO indicated:

NATO has increased its military presence in the eastern part of the Alliance as a direct
result of Russia’s behaviour, which reflects a pattern of aggressive actions against its
neighbours and the wider transatlantic community. Russia is the most significant and
direct threat to Allies” security and to peace and stability in the Euro-Atlantic area.®

NATO’s North Atlantic Council stated that, “This incursion is part of a wider pattern of
increasingly irresponsible Russian behaviour.”¢? It added that, “We will reinforce our
capabilities and strengthen our deterrence and defence posture, including through effective air
defence.”©2

Reportedly, Estonia’s Defense Minister Hanno Pevkur expressed readiness to “...host on
its territory the future stealth F-35A fighters of the Royal Air Force (RAF), which the United
Kingdom is set to acquire with nuclear strike capability provided by the United States.”® (U.K.
F-35As would initially carry U.S. B61 Mod 12 nuclear bombs.)

The European Union stated, “The military participation of other countries in ZAPAD-2025,
in the context of Russia’s war against Ukraine, including from the territory of Belarus, is a
matter of serious security concern for the EU.”64

Poland took seriously the threat of Russian military action against it during Zapad-2025
and it deployed 40,000 troops on its border with Belarus.t> Russia had used the Zapad-2021
exercise as a cover for deployment troops for its invasion of Ukraine in early 2022.¢6

In the aftermath of Zapad-2025, the Russian drone attack on Poland and the fighter
incursion in Estonian airspace, there were drone incursions that closed airports in Denmark
and Norway, drone incursions over NATO airbases, and a second drone incursion, combined
with cyberattacks, against the Copenhagen airport and Danish military sites.6” Drone airport
disruptions expanded to France and Spain.t® Russia may have been involved.® The cyber
element was part of Russian “hybrid warfare.””° The drone element appears to be an expansion
of hybrid warfare into a more potentially lethal form. Danish Defense Minister Troels Lund
Poulsen said the drone incursions over Denmark’s airports and military installations were a
“hybrid attack.””!

President Trump stated that the drone attacks “could be big trouble.””2 Their timing in
relationship to Russia’s Zapad-2025 exercise is important. After he was briefed on the incident,
President Trump stated that the United States would defend NATO.”? In an emergency meeting
of the United Nations Security Council, U.S. Ambassador Mike Waltz stated, “The United
States stands by our NATO allies in the face of these airspace violations, and I want to take this
first opportunity to repeat and to emphasize the United States and our allies will defend every
inch of NATO territory.”7* Soon after, President Trump wrote, “I think Ukraine, with the
support of the European Union, is in a position to fight and WIN all of Ukraine back in its
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original form. With time, patience, and the financial support of Europe and, in particular,
NATO, the original Borders from where this War started, is very much an option.””> Putin’s
nuclear threats and irresponsibility clearly backfired.

Zapad-2025 and the other warlike incidents appear to be another Russian attempt to
intimidate NATO. However, this time, the drone attacks appear to be an overt act of war. What
we are seeing now is more than just Russian “hybrid warfare” that has been going on for about
20 years. As Michaela Dodge, a Research Scholar at the National Institute for Public Policy,
writes, “The term ‘hybrid warfare’ has served to obscure Russia’s nature as a revisionist,
imperialist, and nuclear-armed adversary.”7¢ Worse yet, it is a nuclear-armed adversary with
the lowest nuclear weapons use threshold in the world.”” Moreover, the U.S. nuclear deterrent
has been dramatically reduced since the end of the Cold War.”® This decline must be reversed
sooner rather than later. There is now discussion of Europe building a “drone wall” defense.”
The Trump Administration’s pressure to force the Europeans to enhance defense spending is
also vital. Both deterrence and defense capabilities must be bolstered. Russia’s aggression is a
wake-up call to the West which has long deluded itself about the nature of Putin’s revanchist
foreign policy goals.
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