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Transparency of Military Activities—An Aspect  
of Conflict in Russia and Its “Near Abroad”

by Mark R. Wilcox

The purpose of this paper is to examine openness and transparency of military activities in Europe. Once 
viewed as a virtuous norm that contributed to the end of the Cold War, transparency has, to an extent, 
become a weapon wielded by Russia on one side and NATO on the other in the context of hybrid warfare 
on Russia’s periphery. The Russian approach can be characterized as one of “managed transparency,” which 
preserves the patina of responsible behavior of a great power in Europe while allowing for control of a part 
of the narrative in a competitive environment.

Openness and transparency regarding military forces and activities have been seen, since the later years 
of the Cold War, as a virtue. Theoretically, this makes perfect sense. Rationalist explanations for conflict 
identify information asymmetries as a cause for states to engage in conflict behavior. Transparency and 
the sharing of “private information” about military forces and activities through various means would 
therefore limit the potential for conflict.1 A lack of transparency, on the other hand, has appeared as a vice. 
A constant complaint by the United States about China’s military development, for example, is that is has 
not been transparent. Likewise, the United States and NATO chided Russia last year for a perceived lack of 
transparency regarding the Zapad (West) 2017 exercise in Russia and Belarus.

Beginning with the Stockholm Document of 1986, the two sides in the Cold War in Europe exchanged 
information on military forces and activities and hosted observers at major exercises in an arguably 
successful effort to reduce tensions and prevent conflict.2 The codification of measures in the Vienna 
Document on Confidence- and Security-Building Measures in Europe (adopted in 1990 and revised in 
1992, 1994, 1999, and 2011), the Treaty on Open Skies and arms limitation treaties like the Treaty on 
Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) and the Treaty on Conventional Arms Control in Europe (CFE) 
institutionalized norms of transparency.

As conflicts emerged in Europe in the wake of the end of the Cold War—especially in Chechnya and 
Kosovo—military transparency initially fared well, yet began to lose some of its cachet. The United States 
hosted observers to the Implementation Force (IFOR) for the General Framework Agreement on Peace in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina under the provisions of the Vienna Document. Two visits to the IFOR took place in 
1996 and 1997, the first to staging and support areas in Hungary and the second in Hungary and at Tuzla, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. At the same time, the United States and NATO allies pilloried Russia for neither 
providing notification nor hosting observers to their deployment and operations in Chechnya. Moscow 
eventually relented and hosted a visit to Grozny. By 1999 and NATO’s Operation Allied Force in and 
around the former Yugoslavia, the United States’ enthusiasm for military transparency had waned and the 
Russians (and their ally Belarus) seized the opportunity. After receiving inspections under the CFE Treaty 
in Hungary and Italy, as well as similar events under the Vienna Document in Macedonia, the United States 
convinced the Macedonian and Albanian authorities to deny requests for inspections and visits under the 
Vienna Document, eliciting righteous indignation on Moscow’s part and chagrin from some NATO allies. 
While the codified norms of openness and transparency did not change, the application of the norms became 
less rigorous.
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The Russians dealt a significant blow to openness and transparency when they suspended their 
implementation of the CFE Treaty in 2007, citing as rationale a host of sins by the United States and NATO, 
(e.g. NATO enlargement and ballistic missile defense in Europe). Moscow ceased providing information 
on its armed forces to treaty partners, including the United States and other NATO countries, and no longer 
accepted inspections of its armed forces.3 Russia gained an asymmetrical information advantage, because 
they deprived NATO allies of information on their armed forces while they continued to be able to receive 
information on NATO forces through Belarus, their ally, which continued to participate fully in the treaty.

Beginning in early 2013, however, the Russians engaged in a transparency charm offensive. The Russians 
carried out this offensive in Vienna at the meetings of the Organization for Security and Cooperation on 
Europe (OSCE) and Brussels in the NATO-Russia Council. In a series of statements and a presentation to 
the Forum for Security Cooperation (FSC) of the OSCE, the Russians aimed to set the bar for openness and 
transparency in military affairs. “[I]n keeping with…established good practice,” “as a sign of good will,” the 
Russian delegation reported on the results of training in 2012, activities of the Russian navy, exercises with 
foreign partners, and even preparations for the annual Victory Day parade in May.4

What was going on in 2013? Why the charm offensive with regard to openness and transparency of military 
affairs? Several complementary explanations come to mind. First, the Russians had been pushing for years 
to expand the regime of confidence- and security-building measures (CSBMs) beyond what was already 
captured in the Vienna Document 2011, for example, to apply them specifically to so-called rapid-reaction 
forces. Given the deadlock over the CFE Treaty and conventional arms control in general, Moscow likely 
viewed CSBMs as a way to push for greater transparency—perhaps leading to new limitations—regarding 
the forces of the United States and NATO nations. Second, the deliberate highlighting of the activities of 
naval forces supported a long-standing Russian quest to include such forces in arms control regimes and 
CSBMs—a campaign the United States had consistently resisted. Third, the Russians might have been 
conducting a strategic communications offensive to convey two messages: the Russian armed forces were 
serious about military reform, especially in light of the shortcomings that were apparent in the war against 
Georgia in 2008; and no one should doubt the ability of the Russian armed forces to carry out their tasks 
in defense of the country. This latter explanation—a strategic communications effort—gained additional 
credence with the Russians’ approach to exercises later in 2013.

The large-scale so-called “snap inspection exercise,” which took place in the Eastern Military District in 
July 2013, exemplified the Russians’ embrace of openness and transparency. Noteworthy was the attention 
the Russian authorities devoted to explaining their adherence to transparency regimes associated with the 
Vienna Document 2011 and the Shanghai agreement on CSBMs in the Russia-China border region. The 
Ministry of Defense (MOD) notified the Chinese and other “neighbors” about this very large exercise 
(160,000 troops, 5000 tanks and armored combat vehicles, vessels of the Pacific Fleet, 130 aircraft).5 The 
Russian delegation, “as a sign of good will to ensure the openness of the exercise” described to the FSC the 
specific steps taken by the MOD “…to ensure maximum openness…in order to avoid any misunderstanding 
on the part of foreign partners.”6 Four hours before the start of the exercise on 12 July, Moscow sent 
a message to all OSCE states about the exercise, even though it was taking place outside the area of 
application for the CSBMs of the Vienna Document.7 They followed with another notification on 13 July 
that clarified the numbers of forces involved in the exercise. On 14 July, Deputy Defense Minister Anatoly 
Antonov8 briefed military attachés in Moscow and asked them “to use the information they had received 
to provide an objective briefing for the senior officials of the defense ministries of the countries they 
represent.”9 Finally, the MOD began providing information to the media beginning on 15 July.

In explaining the transparency measures, the Russians emphasized their voluntary character and the 
expectation that they would foster trust. They also placed these measures in the larger context of the ongoing 
reform and restructuring of the Russian armed forces. Perhaps having learned a lesson from observing the 
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reaction to the opacity of China’s military buildup, Moscow made it clear that “The Russian Ministry of 
Defense intends to continue to do everything possible to increase the degree of openness in the process of 
reforming and developing the armed forces.”10

The transparency of the large-scale exercise in the Central and Eastern MDs was consistent with Defense 
Minister Sergey Shoygu’s pursuit of publicity for his leadership of reform and development of the armed 
forces. Shining a public spotlight on the progress of military reforms was, however, not without risk. 
This risk might explain the venue for the July 2013 exercise. In the assessment of Russian commentator 
Alexander Golts, it would have been “more convenient” to hold the exercise in the European part of 
Russia. However, in that case, the Russia would have had to invite observers in accordance with the Vienna 
Document, “and Putin wanted to avoid a situation where Russian troops would embarrass themselves and 
the country in the eyes of fastidious foreigners.”11 Notwithstanding this risk, the Russians showcased a 
large-scale exercise in the western portion of Russia later in 2013.

The Russians used exercise Zapad (West) 2013, which took place on the territory of Russia and Belarus in 
late September, to further their military transparency agenda. In a series of meetings in Vienna, Brussels 
and Washington, officials from the MOD and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) described transparency 
consistent with commitments under the Vienna Document and touted voluntary measures above and beyond 
the requirements. Shoygu placed transparency regarding Zapad 2013 squarely in the context of broader 
Russian efforts at openness when he participated in a meeting with Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey 
Lavrov and their American counterparts in Washington on 9 August 2013. He invited observers from the 
U.S. to the exercise and indicated that opportunities to observe unannounced, or snap inspections would be 
broadened.12 Because it involved “snap” inspections that were unannounced to the troops involved, Zapad 
2013 was not subject to prior notification to other countries. What was becoming apparent in late 2013 was 
that the Russians would exploit this loophole, along with careful management of the number of troops and 
equipment involved in exercises, to begin to control the transparency agenda.

In providing notifications to OSCE participating States and assessing the need to invite observers to Zapad 
2013 (both are based on the scale of the exercise), the Russians took pains to clarify the numbers of forces. 
Belarus announced on 9 June that the numbers of troops, tanks, armored combat vehicles, artillery systems 
and air sorties “did not exceed the level subject to [observation of] certain kinds of military activity outlined 
in various contexts and agreements in the arms control area.” The Chief of the Russian General Staff, 
General Valery Gerasimov noted on 25 July that Russia and Belarus could conduct an exercise of less than 
10,000 troops without notification (Zapad 2013 involved 13,000). Gerasimov added, “However, since we 
invited the military attachés of foreign countries, including NATO countries, to our exercise this…number 
may change, on the side of being increased.”13 The Russian General Staff Chief seemed to be engaging 
in some media spin—or, perhaps cooking the books—in order to demonstrate Russia’s adherence to their 
commitments to openness and transparency. Having made the decision to invite observers, the Russians 
elected to adjust their reporting on forces involved in the exercise to reflect reality.

Deputy Defense Minister Antonov used a meeting of the NATO-Russia Council (NRC) on 24 July 2013 to 
promote Moscow’s military transparency campaign by contrasting Zapad 2013 with an upcoming NATO 
exercise. Antonov reminded the NRC that Russia had voluntarily notified OSCE states of the large-scale 
exercise that had taken place in the Eastern and Central MDs (outside the area of application for CSBMs). In 
a more targeted shot at NATO, Antonov contrasted the detail he was providing on Zapad 2013 with a lesser 
amount of information allies had offered on the upcoming exercise Steadfast Jazz two months earlier.14 The 
Russians also used two meetings of the OSCE FSC to further promote the goodness and uniqueness of the 
openness and transparency surrounding Zapad 2013.15 Following Zapad 2013 and moving into 2014, the 
crisis in Ukraine took center stage and a new phase of the competition over openness and transparency of 
military activities began.
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In the run-up to Russia’s seizure of Crimea and intervention in the conflict in Eastern Ukraine, NATO allies 
and Ukraine invoked numerous transparency measures—overflights under the Open Skies Treaty, on-the-
ground inspections under the Vienna Document, and political consultations—to ferret out and publicize 
Russian military activity. By the time of the conflict in Ukraine in 2014, transparency had evolved into a 
tool (or a weapon) to be wielded in the competition between Moscow and Washington (joined by NATO).

The battle over military transparency initially centered on Western concerns about Russian exercises near 
Ukraine that appeared as a prelude to military intervention, much as an exercise had preceded the war 
in Georgia in 2008. Another “snap inspection,” in February 2014, drew Western attention and a Russian 
reaction. Antonov met with military attachés on 26 February to dispel concerns about the snap inspection 
in the Western MD. He told them the snap inspection was being carried out in compliance with the Vienna 
Document. “I would like to draw particular attention of the attachés of the member states of the OSCE that 
the Russian Federation strictly observes the 2011 Vienna Treaty [sic]. Notifications to capitals would follow. 
The briefing to attachés was not required but was a “goodwill gesture.”16 The same day, Shoygu reinforced 
the benign nature of the snap inspection. Meeting with military commentators and experts, he asserted that 
the exercise was “in no way connected to events in Ukraine” and that it was “No violation of international 
law, everything is proceeding in accordance with the Vienna Document 2011.” The consistent message from 
the Russian MOD was that Russia was fulfilling its commitments to transparency during the snap inspection 
in the Western MD.17

The Russians offered as an example of their willingness to support transparency—even measures beyond 
those required by existing agreements—a request by Ukraine to conduct an extraordinary observation 
flight under the Open Skies Treaty. Once again, Antonov took the lead as Russia’s spokesman, citing the 
extraordinary and historic nature of the request, which, although not obligated to do so, the Russians agreed 
to allow.18 Although the flight eventually took place 20-23 March (delayed from the original request for 
17-21 March), the Russians found themselves on the defensive and having to counter Ukrainian allegations 
that they were not fulfilling the terms of the Open Skies Treaty. The head of the International Cooperation 
Department of the Russian MOD, Sergei Koshelev blamed Ukraine for not having followed treaty 
procedures. Nonetheless, “guided by the principles of guaranteeing transparency of military activities,” 
Russia agreed to the flight with the proviso that Ukraine pay in advance for expenses. When Ukraine was 
unable to make the payment, Russia declined to allow the overflight.19 The flight eventually took place once 
payment issues were resolved, with one inspector each from the U.S. and Canada joining the Ukrainian crew.

The Russians also wove the conduct of inspections on the ground into their transparency narrative. Russian 
representatives described how three Vienna Document inspections had taken place on Russia’s territory 
in March 2014 (the full quota Russia was obliged to accept in the calendar year). As if to emphasize the 
Russians’ extraordinary commitment to CSBMs, Antonov noted that an Open Skies Treaty overflight by 
Germany and the U.S. and a Vienna Document evaluation visit to an airborne regiment in Pskov by a team 
from Estonia, France, and Belgium were occurring at the same time.20

This flurry of activity in the implementation of CSBMs was taking place at the same time Russia faced 
allegations that it was massing forces on Ukraine’s eastern border. Shoygu, in a telephone conversation with 
U.S. Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel, countered the assertion of the “massive deployment” of Russian 
forces by drawing attention “to the extreme transparency of our military activity in regions adjoining the 
Ukrainian border. Neither overflights under the Open Skies Treaty nor inspections by the Ukrainians in the 
Western and Southern MDs had uncovered “undeclared military activity, let alone activities, threatening the 
security of Ukraine.”21

Shoygu’s and Antonov’s statements notwithstanding, aside from the extraordinary Open Skies overflight by 
Ukraine, the Russians seemed to be significantly less interested in pushing voluntary transparency measures 
than had been the case during the large-scale exercises in 2013. The tone of the Russians’ comments pointed 
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to a waning enthusiasm for military transparency or, at least, a more reactive than proactive approach to 
transparency measures. By the end of March 2014, the Russians had acknowledged that “exercise” activity 
had been taking place in the regions adjoining Ukraine,22 although openness and transparency regarding this 
activity was noticeably absent. A report from the MOD about a meeting Shoygu conducted on 31 March 
covers a number of topics in detail—to include military preparations for the 9 May Victory Day parade—yet 
makes no mention of any military activities in the Western or Southern MDs near Ukraine.23

The Russians correctly asserted that a significant number of military transparency events had taken place 
during the crisis period in Ukraine. The results and findings of these visits, inspections and overflights, 
however, are not generally publicly available so it was difficult to discern whether Russia was really 
complying with its commitments. A review of statements by the U.S. and NATO allies, as well as Ukraine, 
in OSCE forums and elsewhere hinted at shortcomings in Russian implementation of transparency 
measures. Russia’s refusal to attend a meeting in Vienna requested by the United States, in accordance 
with the Vienna Document, to address concerns over Russian military activities around Ukraine, seemed to 
confirm that voluntary transparency measures had fallen out of favor in Moscow. Antonov, commenting on 
the meeting, reiterated that Russia was strictly fulfilling its obligations, as shown by the number of Vienna 
Document and Open Skies inspections hosted to date.24

The Russians attempted to recapture the transparency initiative on 15 July, when the MOD announced they 
would invite attachés from, among others, the U.S., Germany, France, Netherlands, Belgium, Ukraine, 
the PRC and Japan, to visit Donetsk in the Rostov region of Russia to become familiarized with the true 
situation, i.e. Ukrainian artillery attacks on Russian territory. According to Antonov, “We see this measure as 
yet one more gesture of good will by the Russian side, a confirmation of our line of openness with regard to 
military activity, as yet one more attempt to provide a wide slice of world society the real state of affairs in 
the Russia-Ukraine border region.”25

Upon hearing of this initiative from the Russian delegation in Vienna, the U.S. Ambassador to the OSCE 
was skeptical. “I’m sure they will see whatever the Russian Federation wants them to see…So while this 
is a modest ‘gesture,’ it comes very late in the game.”26 The ambassador’s skepticism seems to have been 
borne out. In a statement to the FSC on 23 July, the Dutch delegation strongly criticized the Russian-hosted 
visit by the attachés. “I’m afraid to say that the Russian organizers missed a great opportunity that day. 
Even after several requests by the military attachés to see an exercise area close by to verify that no troops 
were present, the inspection request, the results of which could have supported the Russian claims, was 
consistently refused by the Russian host.”27 The Russians were talking a good game, but when it came time 
to play, they were found wanting. It seemed that transparency of military activities might not have been their 
game. Or, perhaps, they just play by different rules.

The most recent round of this military transparency game took place in 2017 and centered on military 
exercises conducted by Russia and NATO. Most attention focused on the exercise Zapad (West) 2017,28 
which took place in mid-September in Belarus and Russia. This exercise caused significant concern 
among Russia’s neighbors because of the already-tense situation with Russia and the purported scale of 
the maneuvers. NATO allies, particularly those bordering on Belarus, exhorted Moscow and Minsk to 
demonstrate transparency in the preparations for and conduct of the exercise. Allies and the Russians 
used a meeting of the NATO-Russia Council on 13 July to voluntarily exchange information about Zapad 
2017 and an upcoming NATO exercise, Trident Javelin 2017. NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg, 
while praising this exchange of information, emphasized the need for Russia to adhere to the Vienna 
Document and provide the “mandatory transparency, inspections and observation of the exercise.”29 
Russian Ambassador to NATO Aleksandr Grushko said after the NRC meeting that if the number of forces 
involved met the threshold for observation, then observers would be invited.30 Belarus eventually invited 
observers from a select group of countries for “distinguished visitor days,” and NATO sent three observers. 
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NATO spokeswoman Oana Lungescu criticized the controlled and limited nature of this visit, commenting 
that “Russia and Belarus are…choosing a selective approach that falls short [of the Vienna Document 
standard]. Such avoidance of mandatory transparency only raises questions about the nature and purpose 
of the exercise.”31 By August, it was evident that the Russians were going to minimize the transparency, 
inspections and observation Stoltenberg had emphasized, while simultaneously protecting their transparency 
credentials. Belarus notified other OSCE states that 12,700 troops would participate in Zapad, a number 
that placed the exercise just under the threshold of 13,000 that would have triggered the requirement to host 
observers. A commentary in a Polish newspaper noted that the Russians had “used a similar ploy during the 
Kavkaz [Caucasus] 2016” exercise, in that instance notifying 12,500 troops. An article in NATO Review, 
under the heading “Fudging the Numbers,” went so far as to suggest that the Russians had intentionally 
underestimated the size of the exercise so as to skirt requirements for transparency.32 The Russian approach 
had become one of “managed transparency,” whereby they spoke glowingly about how open and transparent 
they were, hosted small groups of observers or provided briefings to in-country military attachés or the 
press, yet avoided meeting the commitments for prior notification, provision of information, and the 
observation regime set out in the Vienna Document.

Going into 2018, both Russia and NATO touted their own transparency and questioned the other’s 
commitment to openness. When General Curtis Scaparrotti, the Supreme Allied Commander, Europe and 
General Gerasimov met in Baku, Azerbaijan on 19 April of this year, both sides reported that discussions 
had included transparency and an increase of confidence measures.33 Over the course of about five years, 
however, Russia and NATO had developed different concepts of openness and transparency of military 
activities. For the Russians, the standards to which they had committed themselves—those of the Vienna 
Document—seemed to have lost their usefulness. Perceiving the political value of military predictability, 
openness and transparency in the competition with NATO in Europe, Moscow therefore adopted a managed 
approach to transparency, one which allowed them to claim to behave like a responsible power yet better 
control the narrative about the use of the military instrument of power. Once a virtue, transparency was 
becoming another weapon of hybrid warfare in Europe.
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