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Key Takeaways

Russia’s Near-Term Power Projection Capacity: Constrained, but Opportunistic

Russia’s war against Ukraine is the primary factor shaping the Kremlin’s military posture
and power projection capacity over the next three to five years. The conflict remains the
principal driver of force allocation, force regeneration, industrial production, and readiness
requirements, all of which reinforce Moscow’s prioritization of national defense, the “near
abroad,” and deterrence requirements vis-a-vis NATO.

Russia’s defining challenge is not a lack of global ambition, but growing constraints on its
ability to translate strategic objectives into sustained military power in multiple theaters
simultaneously. Wartime pressures have exposed the limits of the country’s expeditionary
model and widened the gap between Russian ambition and available military capacity.

Russia’s reduced footprint in Syria highlights the vulnerability of its power projection
model. The loss of Syria as a stable regional hub, combined with Black Sea contestation,
restrictions on access through the Straits,' and uncertainty surrounding future basing
arrangements, has reduced Russia’s ability to sustain high-end military operations in the
Mediterranean and wider MENA region.

Russia is unlikely to restore a substantial expeditionary military posture in MENA in the
medium term. It is instead likely to shift further toward asymmetric tools, selective access, and
transactional partnerships while prioritizing force regeneration and requirements linked to
Ukraine and NATO’s northeastern flank.

Reduced conventional capacity does not necessarily translate into a reduced threat
potential for Europe and the United States. As Moscow adapts to a more constrained strategic
environment, it is likely to rely increasingly on nuclear coercion, asymmetric tools, and selective
military risk-taking, creating continued challenges for European and transatlantic security and
increasing the risks of both vertical and horizontal escalation.



G ‘ M ‘ F Report

June 2026

Executive Summary

This is the third and final paper in a three-part series examining the relationship, over the next three to five years,
between Russia’s military posture in Europe and its reduced footprint in Syria, and by extension, the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA).

The first paper outlined the strategic connections among Russia, the Black Sea, and the Mediterranean,

while the second explored Russia’s evolving position in MENA and regional actors” hedging strategies in a

more competitive and uncertain regional order. Building on these analyses, this paper assesses what recent
developments reveal about Russia’s military power projection capacity, strategic prioritization, and force
allocation under wartime pressure and resource constraint. It uses the Europe-MENA nexus as a lens to evaluate
broader trends in Russian military decision-making.

The paper’s central finding is that Russia’s war against Ukraine is the primary factor shaping the Kremlin’s
military posture and power projection capacity over the next three to five years. In an increasingly constrained
strategic environment, Ukraine remains the principal driver of Russian force allocation and regeneration,
industrial output, force and readiness requirements, compelling Moscow to prioritize national defense, the war
effort, the “near abroad”, and deterrence requirements vis-a-vis NATO before sustained extra-regional military
projection. Russia’s doctrine and strategic culture continues to emphasize global reach, but wartime pressures
have exposed the limits of the country’s expeditionary model and widened the gap between Moscow’s ambitions
and its ability to sustain military power in multiple theaters simultaneously.

The collapse of the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria reinforced these constraints by degrading Russia’s most
important regional hub. This development, combined with a contested Black Sea environment, restrictions on
access through the Straits, and uncertainty about future access, has reduced Russia’s ability to sustain high-end
military operations across the wider MENA region and highlighted Moscow’s dependence on access, forward
basing, and logistics for power projection.

Russia is consequently unlikely to restore a substantial expeditionary military posture in MENA in the medium
term. Even in a frozen-conflict scenario in Ukraine, Moscow is more likely to prioritize force regeneration,
military-industrial production, air and missile defense, drones, and force posture requirements linked to
Ukraine and NATO’s northeastern flank than reinvest heavily in southern deployments. Reduced military
capacity, however, does not equate to strategic disengagement. Russia remains adaptive and continues to preserve
access, partnerships, and strategic flexibility across MENA. While this paper focuses on military posture and
power projection, Moscow is increasingly likely to rely on asymmetric tools, selective access arrangements,
transactional partnerships, and other lower-cost mechanisms to maintain influence, leverage regional access and
relationships, and challenge European and transatlantic security interests despite a reduced military footprint in
MENA.
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Introduction

The collapse of Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria in December 2024 and Russia’s resulting loss of a key regional
ally was an inflection point for Moscow’s military reach and flexibility in the Middle East and Africa (MENA)
and an indicator of its reduced capacity to project power globally. Prior to then, Syria served as Russia’s key hub
linking the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, and the wider MENA region, enabling its sustained military presence
and influence. The Kremlins Tartus and Hmeimim military bases in Syria long served as critical southern
anchors, enabling Russian naval sustainment, air operations, logistics, and broader military operations.> Such
forward basing and access to ports, repair facilities, and logistical nodes remain essential to Moscow’s ability

to conduct largescale maritime operations far from its territory. Today, Russia’s regional military presence

and operational flexibility across the MENA region have been substantially reduced, constraining its ability to
project power and sustain military operations into Africa, the Levant, and the Mediterranean as a whole. Its
reduced foothold disrupts force projection and sustainment, and highlights the structural constraints of Russia’s
expeditionary model.

This paper assesses what recent developments reveal about Russia’s strategic prioritization under conditions

of wartime pressure, resource constraints, and intensifying geopolitical competition. The Kremlins reduced
footprint in Syria is at least partially a symptom of Russia’s prioritization of its operations supporting its full-scale
war against Ukraine.

Building on key findings of two prior GMF research publications on Russian operations across the Black-Sea-
Mediterranean nexus and the hedging strategies of Middle Eastern actors toward Moscow, this analysis offers
a broader assessment of the country’s military and hard power projection capacity over the next three to five
years, focusing on its military posture in Europe while briefly accounting for specific economic constraints and
connected gray-zone activities.

Drawing on Russian strategic documents and military writings, open source intelligence and literature,
anonymized expert interviews, and stakeholder consultation,’ this analysis examines the effect of changes in
Russia’s military footprint in Syria and MENA on the Kremlin’s posture in Europe and the extent to which
Moscow’s evolving force structure reveals broader trends in Russian strategic thinking.

Section I offers insights into Russia’s ambitions and stresses the disconnect between doctrinal priorities and
implementation realities. It also addresses Russia’s strategic prioritization of theaters and approaches to achieving
its objectives, highlighting how Moscow’s increased focus on national defense, Ukraine, and its immediate
neighborhood is limiting military capacity in other regions, while an evolving strategic environment and Russia’s
integrated deterrence approach increase the potential for horizontal escalation. Section II assesses key factors
impacting Russia’s future military power projection capacity to achieve its priorities. Section III provides a high-
level assessment of Russia’s future capacity and likely areas of focus over the next three to five years, and the
conditions that will shape them.

I. Russian Ambition

Russia’s strategy documents and official doctrine should be read primarily as statements of ambition, priorities,
and signaling rather than as realistic assessments of the country’s ability to achieve its goals under current
conditions. Russia’s grand strategy is grounded in the belief that it is a “hereditary Great Power” entitled to a
sphere of influence® that operates from a position of structural disadvantage vis-a-vis the West given a geography
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that compounds the country's vulnerability. Moscow seeks to offset this through its pursuit of “strategic depth”
and “buffer zones”” This logic is captured in the concept of “active defense,” which combines defensive political
intent with proactive and often preemptive operational approaches.®

As analysts highlight, post-Soviet Russia has struggled to translate strategy into defense planning and to fill

the gap between ambition and implementation.” This is particularly evident in the maritime domain, where
doctrinal aspirations calling for a larger global presence contrast sharply with the unique challenges faced by
the Russian navy since 2022. The challenges include reduced access abroad, constraints on critical shipbuilding
components, and broad impacts from the war in Ukraine, including limits on transit through the closure of the
Straits to warships entering the Black Sea during times of conflict.® Critics have consistently noted that Russia
structurally lacks the ability to achieve its stated goals.’

Moscow’s strategic priorities and grand strategy

Russian doctrine and past activities reflect a hierarchy of priorities. Defensive capability and regime stability
top the agenda, followed by the “near abroad”'° Russian military planners also focus attention on the country’s
economic modernization and industrial capacity.'' Power projection beyond the immediate European theater
remains important, but on more selective and constrained terms. That can be viewed as tertiary priority in this
context.

Russia’s latest National Security Strategy from 2021 reflects this hierarchy, identifying Western dominance,
NATO’s military posture near Russia’s borders, and US-backed missile defense as principal threats, while
integrating external engagement—including the protection of Russian “national interests and citizens” abroad—
into a broader security framework."? Russian military writing, as of late 2024, reinforces these priorities,
emphasizing that Moscow sees itself locked in a long-term confrontation with the West while focused on
enhancing a comprehensive deterrence posture, hardening military infrastructure, adapting forces for precision
strike warfare, and better positioning military assets to confront a perceived NATO threat."

Russia portrays the West and NATO as a unified, aggressive, and expansionist power that seeks offensive
positions on the country’s western flank as “a springboard for deliberately projecting the potential for conflict
against [Russia’s] state and allies”"* Russian military analysts consequently argue that it is necessary to develop a
“military security system [that] corresponds to the emerging military-political and strategic situation, currently
defined by a crisis confrontation between the Russian Federation and Western countries”"” In actuality, Russia
is manufacturing the crisis between it and NATO for its own ends, as it seeks to establish its own sphere of
influence.'® These themes also reflect a consistent Russian concern that Western capabilities could degrade its
forces and command structures early in a confrontation'” and point toward a state preparing for conflict with a
peer adversary such as the United States or NATO."®

This perceived conventional vulnerability also shapes Russia’s nuclear posture. Moscow’s military doctrine
embeds nuclear weapons within a broader concept of “strategic deterrence,” which integrates nuclear,
conventional, and non-military instruments across domains to deter adversaries and manage escalation across
the conflict spectrum.*
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Within this framework, Russian doctrinal and analytical writing places sustained emphasis on counterforce
vulnerability. Western integration of precision strike capabilities, intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance
(ISR), missile defense, and nuclear systems is assessed as creating the potential for a disarming or degrading
attack early in a conflict.® At the same time, improvements in theater-level air and missile defense, especially in
Europe, raise doubts about the reliability of limited nuclear strikes as effective coercive instruments.*

Taken together, these dynamics complicate earlier Russian concepts of flexible or “dosed” nuclear use, as
Sidharth Kaushal and Darya Dolzikova, senior research fellows at the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI)
argue.”? Where escalation outcomes are uncertain and survivability is in doubt, calibrated escalation becomes
more difficult to sustain and may incentivize earlier or less controlled use tied to preserving deterrent
survivability.® The Kremlin’s nuclear doctrine updates demonstrate this shift. The 2020 “Fundamentals of State
Policy of the Russian Federation on Nuclear Deterrence” codified conditions for nuclear use, including attacks
on critical infrastructure and threats to the existence of the state, formalizing previously ambiguous thresholds.*
The 2024 update further expanded these conditions to include aggression against Belarus within the Union State
framework, attacks on Russian forces deployed outside national territory, and large-scale aerospace attacks.
Beyond this declarative policy, Russia has emphasized survivability through posture, including mobility,
dispersal, and forward positioning, such as mobile systems and submarine deployments,

to complicate adversary targeting and circumvent missile defense architecture. * These additions broaden both
the geographic and operational scope of potential escalation scenarios while increasing uncertainty regarding
thresholds for nuclear use.

Operational experience in Ukraine has largely reinforced, rather than altered, Russian threat perceptions.”’
Russian assessments continue to emphasize Western ISR and air defense superiority, confirming preexisting
concerns about escalation control and conventional inferiority.”® At the same time, constraints on Western
weapons stocks—driven by operations in Ukraine and the Middle East—and the pace at which the United
States, Europe, and Russia field air defenses and countervailing strike capabilities may shape this balance going
forward.”

Pro-Kremlin outlets have also intensified criticism and coercive rhetoric of what they describe as Western
nuclear “expansion” toward Russia’s borders in the wake of UK and French decisions to extend their nuclear
cooperation among them’ and with other European allies.’® In response, Russian strategists have suggested
expanding their countries’ missile deployments in Kaliningrad and Belarus while warning that states hosting
nuclear-related capabilities could become “targets for a retaliatory strike”*

These developments underscore a growing tension in Russia’s nuclear posture. It continues to rely on an
integrated deterrence framework while increasingly questioning the feasibility of escalation control. The result
is a strategy that prioritizes survivability, forward posture, and coercive signaling, but reduces the plausibility of
calibrated nuclear use—particularly in a regional conflict with NATO.

Geographically, the latest maritime doctrine from 2022 highlights ambitions in the Arctic, Mediterranean,
and other strategic regions.*> However, these ambitions exceed available capacity under wartime conditions. In
practice, Russia’s engagement in more distant regions such as the Middle East and Africa is increasingly selective.
It supports diplomatic leverage, access, and influence but remains subordinate to priorities involving NATO.**
This pattern reflects a broader logic: Proximity drives priority. When forced to choose, Russia commits greater
resources and accepts higher risk in theaters close to home, while relying on opportunistic engagement and
lower-cost tools in more distant regions.*

Russia’s Near-Term Power Projection Capacity: Constrained, but Opportunistic 6



G ‘ M ‘ F Report

June 2026

Therefore, under current conditions, the primary focus remains on national defense, the war against Ukraine,
and Russia’s western flank. External engagements persist but are increasingly managed through selective access,
partnerships, and limited military presence.’® Ukraine remains the central priority in Russian military planning,
shaping resource allocation, force structure, and strategic focus. The war absorbs most of Russian manpower,
industrial output, and operational attention. It also frames its broader confrontation with NATO.?” Ukraine,
therefore, defines the limits of Russia’s broader ambition.*

While the preoccupation with operations in Ukraine limit Russia’s focus on other theaters, the evolution of the
conflict and dynamics that connect it to other regions reinforce the importance of a global lens and capacity.
Russia generally views regions including the Black Sea and Mediterranean and the Baltic Sea and the Arctic as
strategically connected.” Developments in the Middle East further underscore these linkages. Shocks such as the
fall of the Assad regime and the 2025-2026 US-Israeli airstrikes on Iran have demonstrated the impact of Middle
East dynamics on Russia’s strategic calculus and adaptations to it.

Defense industrial links, and economic and security cooperation connect Russia and Ukraine to other actors
and regions. In Russia’s case, these links include economic and, in some cases, defense industrial and security
cooperation with China, Iran, North Korea, and selective engagement with “hedging” actors, such as Egypt,
India,* Israel, Qatar, Saudia Arabia, Tiirkiye, and the United Arab Emirates.*! Critically, Russias MENA
engagement is transactional in nature, emphasizing energy partnerships, arms transfers, and sanctions-evasion
networks. The deepening of Moscow-Tehran ties,*? encompassing defense-industrial cooperation, intelligence
sharing, and military training, and Russia’s alleged intelligence support for Iranian strikes across the Gulf*,

has negatively impacted the relationships between Moscow and other regional powers, making improved
cooperation less likely. The war involving Iran has, therefore, crystallized for Gulf states the strategic linkage
between developments in the Middle East and Russia’s war in Ukraine, creating a window of opportunity for
Kyiv. Beyond boosting its cooperation with NATO and EU countries, Ukraine is leveraging its rapid-innovation
cycles to support and share its counter-unmanned aircraft systems (UAS) technological and operational expertise
with the Gulf countries.**

The spillover risk from regional conflicts in Ukraine and Iran is growing. This is demonstrated by targeting
outside the immediate conflict zone, including Ukraine’ strikes against Russia’s shadow fleet in the
Mediterranean Sea,” and NATO’s interception of three ballistic missiles launched from Iran.* In addition,
Russian nuclear posture and strategy, which is increasingly shaped by eroding arms control frameworks,
integrated nuclear and conventional capabilities, and heightened signaling, could raise the potential for a more
unpredictable vertical and horizontal escalation environment.*

I1. Russia’s Capacity

Beyond ambition, strategic intent, and the will and skill to implement it operationally, Russian power projection
capacity depends on three key factors: capabilities, force composition and posture, and access to overseas bases
and key theaters. All these depend on economic factors and available financial resources.

As the war in Ukraine progresses, the Russian domestic economy faces mounting pressure, although these
difficulties should not be mistaken for imminent collapse. Russia’s economic growth has slowed, inflation
remains high, and the federal budget has been running a deficit of roughly 2.6% of GDP for 2025, all of which
pose challenges for the country’s financial institutions managing the economy.* Much of Russia’s economic
activity is now tied to military expenditure. Total military spending reached almost 16 trillion rubles in 2025,
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equivalent to 7.5% of GDP and 38% of total planned government spending.** SIPRI Associate Senior Fellow
Julian Cooper notes that, as of March 2026, most non-defense industrial sectors are contracting, while defense-
related production continues to expand but at a slower pace than in 2024 and the first half of 2025.”°

Oil and gas revenue, which plays a significant role in bolstering the Russian economy, has also come under
pressure, falling from 27% of total revenue in 2024 to 23% in 2025.”' Reuters assessed that approximately 40%
of Russia’s oil exports had been halted as of March due to external pressure, from a combination of Ukrainian
kinetic attacks and Western sanctions.”

The media organization also noted that the most significant pressure had fallen on the export process rather than
on refinery operations themselves.”® Even when revenues recovered, Moscow was forced to “significantly increase
subsidies to Russian oil companies”.”* Russia’s ability to profit from higher oil prices stemming from the Iran
conflict were constrained.” Russian oil profits remain resilient, but the infrastructure needed to support them
has been increasingly costly to defend and repair.

Broadly, Russia faces a slew of economic issues, and as Carnegie Endowment for International Peace Senior
Fellow Michael Kofman argues “will struggle to keep current economic policies, balance inflation, and maintain
high levels of defense spending.”*® Problems in the Russian economy are most evident in highly specialized
civilian manufacturing, such as aviation, where Russia’s civilian aircraft production has been significantly
reduced from pre-war production levels of 11-12 aircraft per year in 2020 and 2021 to approximately four new
aircraft annually between 2022 and 2025.”” Yet Russia consistently expands its military production with minimal
signs of significant struggle. Thus, as the Kremlin continues its operations against Ukraine, it has preserved the
parts of the economy most essential to sustaining the war. The longer-term cost, however, is an increasingly
strained civilian economy, less capable of generating tax revenue on which the state depends.

Defense-industrial adaptation and the limits of reconstitution

Russia’s military industrial capacity is critically important to assess Russia’s ability to continue fighting the
war against Ukraine, reconstitute its forces, and project power abroad. Constraints on Russia’s domestic arms
industry have direct and highly consequential effects on its foreign policy. Since the full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, Moscow has demonstrated a greater capacity for industrial production and adaptation than many
Western analysts expected.

The debate about Russia’s military-industrial production is highly contested, a dynamic shaped by the volatility
of developments and variable innovation cycles. Many observers, such as RUSI Senior Research Fellow Jack
Watling and Research Fellow Nick Reynolds, believe that “Russia faces significant limitations in the longevity
and reliability of its industrial output”*® Max Bergman of the Center for Strategic and International Studies
argues that “the quality of Russia’s weapons continues to degrade.””® Eugene Rumer, Director of the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace’s Russia and Eurasia Program and Senior Fellow, paints a picture of

Russia emerging “from its war with Ukraine weakened, with an exhausted general population, badly depleted

conventional forces, and a stagnant economy”.®’

Other experts such as Anna Borshchevskaya of the Washington Institute disagree, citing the relevance of
Russia’s asymmetric capabilities and the resilience of the country’s economy and industrial sectors. In June 2025,
Borshchevskaya wrote that “Russia’s entire economy is now geared towards military production. In private,
Western officials acknowledge that Russia now produces more munitions than all NATO members combined.
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Over the last two years, the Russian defense industry has built entire new supply chains to overcome sanctions

while in conflict”®!

The central issue surrounding Russia’s military-industrial capacity is not whether Russia’s defense industry has
collapsed. It has not. The critical issues are the type of military capacity that Russia is regenerating, the reliability
of that capacity, and its ability to support expeditionary power projection or merely sustain operations in
Ukraine.

The Russian military budget for weapons and munitions alone increased from 1,879 billion rubles in 2022 to
3,744 billion rubles in 2024.°* Overall, the Russian military budget has increased year over year and reached
nearly 16 trillion rubles as of 2025, a rate of expenditure that forces Moscow to assume significant national debt.*
Russia has responded to this problem by aiming to decrease its military spending from its 2025 peak.*

The budgetary expansion has led production in several critical categories to increase, especially munitions,
missiles, UAS, and other systems directly relevant to the war in Ukraine.®® In 2024, the overall output of weapons
and munitions production rose to 157% of 2018 levels.®® The production of aerospace goods also increased

over the same period to 134% of 2018 levels in 2024.”” Russian military-industrial production has a highly
favorable cost-exchange ratio compared to Western munitions and defenses. On artillery munitions alone,
Russia outperforms NATO by a factor of almost 4:1 on cost and at a minimum matches all Western production
volume.®® In addition, the cost to produce many of Russia’s attack drones falls far below the cost to take them
down with advanced American or European-made interceptor missiles. Russia relies on trade and cooperation
with China, Iran, and North Korea to supplement its domestic arms production.® The Kremlin has also imported
“between five and seven million shells from Iran and North Korea” between 2023 and 2026.° This materiel,

in addition to an increasing use of drones, has allowed Russia to increase the tempo at which it can replenish
depleted strategic munitions reserves.

Russian analysts have predicted that the early phases of any war would require significant expenditure from the
country’s strategic reserve, which would then need to be replenished.”" A November 2022 estimate, based on
Russian government documents, found that “the allocation of military equipment and other material resources
to untouchable reserves requires at least one-third of the funds allocated for procurement under the state defense
order”’> The combination of Russia’s industrial production and imports has enabled the Kremlin to continue its
war against Ukraine without significant concessions to its conventional deterrence posture.”

Russia has generally adapted to the constraints imposed on it by Western sanctions and continued production

in critical areas. The effectiveness of sanctions and export controls has decreased over time as Russia employs
increasingly sophisticated techniques to evade them. Moscow still imports sanctioned goods that it cannot
domestically produce.” As projects such as War & Sanctions have noted, Russia still receives a variety of Western
and Chinese-made components for use in military supply chains, including components critical for missiles and
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) used against Ukraine.” Some Western components likely trace back to prewar
deliveries, but others are enabled by unauthorized third-party transfers.

However, Russia’s resilience should not be overstated, as its defense industry faces some significant challenges.
Supply-chain shortages still affect production and maintenance. These constraints are especially important for
high-end naval and air assets needed for sustained operations far from Russia’s borders. Production quantity
outpaces quality, and labor shortages, logistics, and the availability of complex machine tools, and electronic
components limit the sophistication of Russian systems.”
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As of June, Russian military-industrial production primarily supports engagement in Ukraine and deterrence
requirements for Europe. Even a stronger-than-expected military-industrial capacity has not removed the need
to prioritize Russian military expenditure. Under current conditions, the systems being produced are more
suitable for supporting the war in Ukraine and reinforcing domestic readiness, than for supporting a broader
return to an expeditionary posture in MENA.

This does not mean Russia will disappear as a defense-industrial actor in the region. Many analysts point to
immediate decreases in Russian arms exports, but Borshchevskaya argues that Moscow is well-positioned for
a regional resurgence in MENA. The Kremlin has continued to sign arms deals and has yet to cancel existing
contracts. Furthermore, “Russia will be prepared, at least from a defense industry perspective, to become the
largest seller of inexpensive precision strike munitions to countries barred from purchasing Western defense
materiel””” This points toward a more flexible, asymmetric, and lower-cost defense-industrial influence rather
than traditional and costly hard power projection and a broad return to high-end expeditionary posture in
MENA.”®

Forces

Russia’s force picture is mixed: Moscow is increasing the size of its wartime forces and can likely sustain a larger
one than before 2022, but much of the growth reflects mass recruitment, mobilization, and the regeneration

of units with lower-quality personnel and older equipment. The focus is not on restoration of prewar force
quality. Russian sources (echoed in Western assessments) suggest that the Kremlin is rebuilding toward a force
structure of roughly 1.5 million military personnel and another 900,000 support civilian personnel, although
no target date for reaching that size has been published.” It is unclear if Russia can realize this goal, especially
as it struggles significantly with retention. Most soldiers sign one-year contracts.*® The country reportedly
exceeded its recruitment goals in 2025*', but leading analysts, such as Kofman, indicate that losses due to deaths
and injuries, approximated recruitment gains.®? Failure to adapt to battlefield realities has contributed to high
casualties in 2026, even as recruitment numbers have fallen.** Overall, the war in Ukraine remains the principal
claim on manpower, officers, logistics, and ready units.

The Kremlin’s attrition warfare has required reallocation of resources from other theaters. In MENA, Russia
reduced parts of its Syria posture, removed materiel, and relied more heavily on contractors. Moscow uses an
extensive airlift to maintain access in Libya and Africa.®

Russia had to abandon all of its Forward Operating Bases (FOB) in Syria, reducing its footprint from a sizeable
114 military sites (21 bases and 93 military checkpoints) to three, then two by mid-2026.%° Russian anti-access/
area denial (A2/AD) capabilities at remaining bases there have also been severely degraded due to redeployments
of its most advanced and valuable resources to Crimea or Libya.* Russian troop and aircraft deployments to
Syria have also dramatically decreased. Before the outbreak of war in Ukraine, deployments were estimated to

be around 10,000 soldiers.”” As of April, there are far fewer, with estimates consistently between a few hundred

to 1,000, mainly at the Hmeimim air base.* The evacuation of FOBs took place remarkably rapidly, in mere
weeks after the fall of the Assad regime.* Forces and materiel from across the country were amassed at Tartus
and Hmeimim, and subsequently withdrawn to Russia, Libya, and occupied Ukrainian territory. After an initial
scramble to vacate smaller bases, troops and materiel were slowly transferred to other theaters.”

Another noteworthy area from which Russia relocated its forces is the Arctic. The pattern is clearest in the land

domain. Analysts point to the redeployment of Arctic-trained units, elements of specialized brigades, air-defense
assets, and highly specialized logistics vehicles to the Ukrainian theater, underscoring Moscow’s priority to
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allocate troops there, while maintaining strategic assets in the Eurasian Arctic which the Kremlin deems vital for
bastion defense and nuclear deterrence.” The troop reallocations, especially in the war’s earlier days, help explain
Russia’s continued ability to present a security challenge while still being constrained. In many regards Moscow
has been able to sustain a relatively high operational tempo by accepting trade-offs in readiness and force quality
outside Ukraine.

Assessments regarding the Russian military’s ability to adapt and apply lessons from its operations at large
scale is mixed. Combat experience in Ukraine has produced tactical adaptation, especially in the integration and
operation of drones, electronic warfare (EW), dispersal, and strike-reconnaissance, but the broader institutional
picture remains weaker.”> Kofman highlights a lack of adaptation on the battlefield leading to high losses in early
2026, which have turned the order of battle along the front lines in Ukraine’s favor. Kyiv is projected to sustain
this advantage for at least the remainder of the year.”

Despite the shortfalls in Russia’s operational capacity, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace Senior
Fellow Dara Massicot stresses the country’s efforts to create more institutional mechanisms that could advance its
ability to learn from operational experience and apply these lessons in the future.” It is also reasonable to expect
that Russia is closely watching US and Israeli strikes on Iran and gathering intelligence on the performance of
Iranian assets and techniques against American air defenses. Whether lessons learned across different theaters
will be translated into longer term adaptation, especially in light of historical force modernization challenges,
remains to be seen.”

In the meantime, the operational capacity gaps persist. Analysts emphasize the challenges of enduring shortages
of qualified low- and mid-level officers, a partially poorly educated officer corps, and a continued preference for
centralized command structures and loyalty over delegation and initiative. The mass exodus of highly educated,
military age professionals to neighboring countries, which has also reduced the available labor supply and
removed the most vocal of the regime’s dissenters from Russia, has exacerbated some of these challenges.
Ultimately, Russia may field robust personnel numbers in the coming years, but scaling numbers is easier than
rebuilding a more professional, better-educated force capable of simultaneous high-end networked operations
across multiple theaters.

Access and Military Posture

Fundamentally, Russia’s ability to project power beyond its immediate neighborhood® depends on sustained
access to naval and air routes, overseas bases, and a capability to advance and leverage cross-domain (cyber,
space, and information) enablers.

In the maritime domain, establishing and maintaining this access shapes Russia’s logistics chain, including
deployment, resupply, and sustainment of naval forces. This is particularly crucial given Russia’s lack of a true
blue water navy and dependence on proximate seas, chokepoints, and access agreements to sustain operations
beyond its immediate neighborhood.”

In parallel, Russia’s ability to project air power over distance is structurally constrained by the country’s focus
on land-based forces, limited carrier aviation, and comparatively modest aerial refueling capacity. As a result,
the range and payload limitations of most tactical and strategic aircraft—particularly when fully laden—
require access to forward operating airbases to sustain strike, transport, and ISR missions at distance. Russia’s
expeditionary operations consequently face significant constraints. *®

Russia’s Near-Term Power Projection Capacity: Constrained, but Opportunistic 11



G ‘ M ‘ F Report

June 2026

In this context, access to Hmeimim simplifies air logistics between Moscow and Libya, the Kremlin’s foothold
in Northern Africa, reducing flight distance from 1,800 to 1,400 miles. Russian military bloggers report that
direct flights between military airports in Moscow and Libya are impossible for most fully laden Russian cargo
aircraft.”

These constraints also reinforce the extent to which Russian power projection is structured by interlinked
theaters. In this context, Russian strategists unsurprisingly stress these connections - especially the strategic
links between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, and the Baltic and the Arctic. The Ukraine war, the fall of
the Assad regime, and the Iran war highlight the ability of disruptions in one region to create cascading cross-
theater effects impacting Russia’s (and other actors’) room to maneuver. Generally, reallocations from different
theaters to Ukraine demonstrate Russia’s ability to redistribute its force footprint in response to shifting priorities
and opportunities.'”

Nevertheless, Russia’s war against Ukraine has significantly narrowed its ability to operate along important power
projection routes, resulting in self-inflicted limits to the Kremlin’s global reach. Key related factors that continue
to impact its expeditionary posture include:

o Tiirkiye’s invocation of the Montreux Convention and the resulting closure of the Straits to
warships entering the Black Sea during times of conflict

« Tiirkiye’s closure of its airspace to Russian overflights to Syria

+ theloss of FOBs and increased uncertainty about permanent facilities in Syria

 Finland’s and Sweden’s NATO accession and the reinforcement of the alliance’s northern flank,
limiting Russian flexibility to operate across the Baltic Sea-Arctic nexus

Russia has long treated the Black Sea and the Mediterranean as an interconnected strategic theater and a
launchpad to MENA.'" The Black Sea itself has become a critical war theater rather than a secure corridor for
outward projection and commercial traffic. Ukrainian strikes in the area have degraded Russian naval assets,
including in Crimea, increased the vulnerability of ports and logistics, and forced operational adaptation. As

a result, the remaining Russian presence in the area faces higher operational risks and decreased freedom of
maneuver for supporting Mediterranean operations. The closure of the Straits is the most important structural
limit on Russia‘s power projection into the Mediterranean. The country’s fleet movement has been reduced, as
has its ability to rotate or reinforce naval assets. Consequently, its Mediterranean presence is more costly and less
sustainable, creating a disconnect with Russia’s maritime doctrine.'®

In April 2022, Tiirkiye closed its airspace to Russian military flights and civilian flights carrying troops to Syria.'®®
This remains the Turkish government’s official policy, but the implementation of the policy has been unclear.'**
Following the closure of the Straits and the end of the “Syrian express”, Russia’s air bridge has become critical for
supplying its forces and allies operating in Africa. The country now depends on overflying Tiirkiye to resupply its
forces in North Africa.'”

Syria functioned as a central pillar of Russian power projection into the Red Sea, the Horn of Africa, Libya,
and West Africa,'” which enabled a forward-operating posture that reduced reliance on the Black Sea for
resupply and force rotation. Today, however, the Russian base at Tartus no longer serves as a reliable hub for
sustaining a major Mediterranean naval presence and maintenance capability. The base at Hmeimim, however,
remains critical as a logistical and airlift node. Overall, Russia’s posture is weaker and less able to sustain high-
end regional operations now than under the Assad regime.'””
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Still, Russia has adapted effectively and maintains a nominal presence in Syria. The Kremlin has preserved some
military access, retained economic and political ties, and continues to use Syria as a link to Libya and Africa
more broadly when possible.'” But Moscow’s posture is more contingent, more exposed to regional bargaining,
and less able to shape outcomes through direct military weight.'” As a result, Russia must look beyond the
region, including to Libya and Sudan for influence. But these secondary hubs cannot replicate Syria as an
integrated naval, air, and logistics hub with power projection capability for the Mediterranean, Middle East, and
Africa.'"?

Moscow, nonetheless, remains a spoiler and opportunistic enabler, relying on selective access, transactional
partnerships, sanctions-resilient networks, private military actors, and diplomatic flexibility to retain a regional
role. The Kremlin can still raise the costs of Western policy, but it is less able to act as a decisive regional military
power.'!!

Russia’s diminished naval access to the Black Sea underscores a broader focus on maintaining open sea lines
of communication (SLOCs). Practically, a weaker Russian southern posture gives even greater relevance and
supports the growing focus on the Baltic-Arctic nexus, and on military posture in Kaliningrad, Belarus, and
along NATO’s northeastern flank.'*?

However, even within the interconnected Arctic-Baltic theater, Russia faces numerous constraints since
NATO’s Nordic enlargement in 2023 and 2024 as the alliance continues to scrutinize Russian regional
activities, including its shadow fleet and submarine operations, via enhanced vigilance activities.'”
Developments in the Black Sea and the closure of the Straits to warring parties have also heightened the
importance of the Baltic Sea and the Northern Sea Route (NSR) for commercial and military activity. In
November 2025, exports from Murmansk and Arkhangelsk rose 80%, while exports from Primorsk, Vysotsk, St.
Petersburg, and Ust-Luga increased by 20.6% over a similar period, showing that Moscow could pivot toward
other existing infrastructure when Black Sea nodes came under pressure.'*

Russian military district revisions, moreover, have further strengthened links between the Baltic Sea and the
Arctic, and the respective Baltic and Northern Fleets.'"> Both regions are also critical to the Kremlins nuclear
posture. The important role of the Northern Fleet, which is homeported around the Kola Peninsula, where most
of the Russian sea-based nuclear second-strike capability is based, and the growing reliance on nuclear signaling
in Russias integrated deterrence concept, reinforces connections to other regions, especially in a conflict scenario
that may precipitate power projection into other theaters.

Concurrently, Moscow leverages the Kaliningrad exclave (which is part of the Russian Federation), as well as
Belarus (which is part of the Union State), as forward-operating spaces for deterrence, A2/AD, and escalation
signaling against NATO, also compensating for constraints in other theaters. Both host nuclear-capable delivery
systems and related infrastructure for non-strategic nuclear forces, alongside other military capabilities,
including those supporting EW.''¢

To exert pressure on European NATO allies without risking outright military confrontation, Russia continues
to exploit ambiguity and employs subthreshold tactics, including EW, infrastructure disruption, information
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operations, coupled with nuclear coercion.'”

II1. Implications for European Security

As GMF’s Ian Lesser, Ozgiir Unlithisarcikli, and Pelham Hardie argue in a prior paper in this series, Russia’s
reduced footprint in Syria is unlikely to have a significant effect on the overall correlation of forces in Europe
when NATOs eastern flank remains the principal zone of Russia-NATO tension."'® Russia will have “few
opportunities to use its modest southern posture to threaten European security in existential ways.”''* However,
instability encouraged by Russian behavior in MENA could still present a challenge to European security looking
south.

From a military posture standpoint, the central implication of Russia’s weakened southern power projection
capacity is its intensifying focus on core regions closer to home. The trajectory of the war against Ukraine will
be the single most important factor shaping Russia’s posture in this medium-term time frame. At the time of
writing, there is no end to the conflict in sight."” While the hierarchy of priorities outlined in this paper would
likely remain intact regardless of the conflict outcome, the degree to which Russia could focus on secondary and
tertiary priorities would vary. In any scenario, Russia’s military priorities over the next three to five years will
most likely remain concentrated on key theaters along Russia’s border with Ukraine and NATO’s northeastern
flank.'*!

If the conflict continues, a constrained Russia has little choice but to remain heavily concentrated on Ukraine
and adjacent European theaters, with MENA managed as a tertiary arena characterized by selective access and
opportunistic influence rather than substantial military investment.

Even in a frozen-conflict scenario, rather than rebuilding a large-scale expeditionary posture in the
Mediterranean, Russia will likely use any operational pause first to prioritize regeneration, entrenchment,

and preparation for future escalation'? by rebuilding its land forces, restoring elements of its Black Sea fleet,
and strengthening its force posture along NATO’s borders. This includes the Arctic and areas close to Finland
where Russia is already bolstering its military infrastructure,'” Kaliningrad and the Suwalki Gap, and the Kola
Peninsula. This would be accompanied by continued investment in air defenses and offensive and defensive
drones, and in capabilities designed to challenge Western air and missile defense systems.'* Investments in
nuclear and space capabilities will also likely remain a priority given the importance Russia places on them for
future conflict.'”

Accordingly, Russia is unlikely to expand its forward presence in MENA in the medium term. It will instead
seek to preserve its existing regional footprint and partnerships, leveraging access, instability, and transactional
relationships to maintain influence at relatively low cost. As recent Center for a New American Security
assessments of Russian engagement in Africa suggest, Moscow often seeks to generate influence and strategic
effects disproportionate to its direct military or economic presence through transactional partnerships and
selective engagement.'** Moscow will remain a spoiler and opportunistic enabler, relying on sanctions-resilient
networks, private military actors, and diplomatic flexibility to raise the costs of Western policy without acting
as a decisive regional military power. Beyond the future trajectory of the Ukraine war, several cross-cutting,
secondary factors will shape the extent to which Russia can translate its posture into broader strategic effect and
project power in MENA over the next three to five years and beyond.'?’

First, regional dynamics will determine the opportunities that Russia can exploit using its constrained
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military and economic capacity. As explored in greater depth in the second paper in this series by GMF’s
Kristina Kausch, the behavior of regional actors, their willingness to engage with Russia and Western partners,
and the continually developing war in Iran and the Strait of Hormuz will continue to affect the partnerships
and openings available to Moscow.'* Russia maintains a foothold in the region, but it is contingent on regional
actors. The Kremlin’s political fortunes depend on their engagements. This includes the actions of countries
historically close to Russia.

Second, growing linkages between regional conflicts and broader global interdependencies may alter
Russian priorities. Security developments in one theater can affect Russian priorities elsewhere, forcing
Moscow to adjust resource allocation, force posture, and strategic attention in competing regions. The
expanding geographic reach of military operations, including actions directed at assets, infrastructure, or
networks and enabling systems linked to a conflict but located beyond its immediate theater, can create new
security requirements, complicate escalation management, and contribute to horizontal escalation. At the same
time, disruptions affecting energy markets, trade routes, food supplies, migration patterns, and critical supply
chains can alter regional stability, reshape economic and political dependencies, and create new constraints

or opportunities for Russian influence. Together, these dynamics may affect how Moscow balances competing
priorities across theaters.

Third, Russia’s options will be shaped by external pressures and support. Continued American and European
sanctions are likely to limit Russian manufacturing capacity in the civilian and military spheres. Moscow’s ability
to acquire advanced components and develop sophisticated military systems has been highly constrained, and
any easing of sanctions could enable a notable increase of advanced manufacturing, allowing a more assertive
Russian resurgence. But continued or enhanced Western support for Ukraine will necessitate higher defense
expenditure for the conflict.

Fourth, Russia’s ability to operate and maintain its production capacity will depend on its partnerships
with other states, particularly China, Iran, and North Korea. Continued security cooperation and technology
transfers could help Russia offset some of the most pressing domestic constraints. However, such support is
unlikely to fully compensate for the negative ramifications of its full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

Fifth, domestic conditions in Russia remain an important limiting factor. The current regime prioritizes its
survival and has repeatedly acted to bolster its domestic position in recent years. Russian President Vladimir
Putin has constructed strong institutions to support his regime, but its stability requires significant effort. Russia’s
civilian economy has been placed under severe strain, which may cause additional public dissatisfaction. The
Kremlin’s attrition war has also worsened long-standing demographic problems. Moscow’s ability to recruit and
retain military personnel, rebuild force quality, and improve military education all depend on a society facing
complex challenges.

IV. Conclusion

Russia’s engagement and power projection in MENA has become more constrained and fragmented. Syria
remains relevant, but it no longer serves as the stable southern anchor it once did. The Black Sea-Mediterranean
nexus has been weakened by the war in Ukraine, a contested Black Sea, the closure of the Straits, and greater
uncertainty about regional basing, and logistics in Syria." Together, these developments have reduced Russia’s
ability to sustain high-end military operations across the Mediterranean and wider MENA region.
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Russian doctrine, strategists’ and military bloggers’ discussions, and historical legacy suggest that the Kremlin
seeks to maintain a position that enables global power projection. Moscow continues to view itself as a great
power with interests that extend beyond its immediate neighborhood and seeks to retain the ability to shape
developments in multiple regions. The central argument of this paper, however, is that Russia’s war against
Ukraine, rather than developments in MENA, is the primary factor shaping the Kremlin’s military posture and
power projection capacity over the next three to five years. While Moscow’s ambitions remain global, Ukraine
remains the central determinant of Russian military behavior, with the war’s trajectory expected to shape force
allocation, industrial output, reserve replenishment, and readiness for confrontation with NATO.

Wartime pressures have exposed the limits of Russia’s expeditionary model and constrained its ability to sustain
military presence, generate combat power, and allocate resources in multiple theaters simultaneously. The gap
between Russian ambitions and available military capacity is therefore likely to remain a defining feature of
Moscow’s military planning in the foreseeable future.

Russia continues to prioritize national defense, the war in Ukraine, the “near abroad”, and deterrence
requirements vis-a-vis NATO, leaving fewer resources available for sustained military power projection
elsewhere. MENA remains important, but increasingly as a theater of selective access and opportunistic
influence."*

Russia is consequently unlikely to restore a substantial expeditionary military posture in MENA in the medium
term. Even under a frozen-conflict scenario in Ukraine, Moscow is more likely to prioritize force regeneration,
reserve replenishment, military-industrial production, air and missile defense, drones, space capabilities, and
force posture enhancements along Ukraine’s and NATO’s borders than reinvest heavily in southern deployments.
As Rumer argues, Russia is likely to emerge from its war against Ukraine less secure but more threatening to
Europe and NATO."! That is not because Moscow will be able to restore broad conventional superiority in
multiple theaters. Rather, even a constrained Russia may take advantage of windows of opportunity in periods of
Western distraction, transatlantic uncertainty, or a frozen conflict in Ukraine to expedite force generation and to
exploit vulnerabilities through nuclear coercion, sub-threshold pressure, and selective military risk-taking. At the
same time, the combination of heightened confrontation with NATO, persistent reliance on coercive signaling,
and greater uncertainty regarding Russia’s conventional military position may contribute to escalation dynamics
that are increasingly difficult to predict or control.

Considering these factors, Russia’s future threat potential will depend on the absolute state of its military
capabilities and on the relative balance between its adaptation and European and transatlantic cohesion,
preparedness, and responsiveness.'*> The Kremlin has a clear interest in widening and exploiting divisions in
the transatlantic alliance over threat perceptions, burden sharing, and support for Ukraine to slow collective
responses and create openings for coercion below the threshold of open war."** Moscow’s room for maneuver
expands when Western deterrence is delayed, politically fragmented, or lacks credibility.

Although the most consequential military developments are likely to occur along Russia’s western flank, MENA
continues to shape the wider strategic environment in which the country’s confrontation with the West unfolds.
Russia’s reduced military footprint in MENA should not be mistaken for strategic disengagement. Moscow has
repeatedly demonstrated an ability to adapt to adverse conditions, preserve access, and exploit opportunities
through a combination of military, economic, political, and information tools. Russia’s posture in MENA is
becoming more selective and opportunistic, but not irrelevant. The Kremlin’s capacity for sustained military
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power projection in the region has diminished, but developments in Syria, Libya, Iran, the Red Sea, and the
Eastern Mediterranean continue to affect Russian decision-making and strategic calculations. Moscow can use
regional partnerships and commercial ties to ease sanctions pressure, preserve political access, sustain logistics
and economic networks and maintain forms of military access and operational flexibility that would otherwise
be narrowed under wartime conditions.'**

MENA s strategic relevance to the Kremlin therefore cannot be measured solely by the size of Russia’s military
footprint. Even if Russia lacks the capacity for major new military investments in the region, developments there
may still contribute indirectly to the country’s objectives by creating additional pressure points in its broader
confrontation with the West. From Moscow’s perspective, regional instability can create opportunities to divert
Western attention and resources, complicate US and European strategic planning, and increase the demands
placed on transatlantic policymakers at relatively low cost to Russia.'*®

Ultimately, the central issue that this analysis explores is not whether Russia can recreate its pre-2022 military
posture in MENA. It is whether Moscow can translate a more limited set of military resources, access
arrangements, partnerships, and asymmetric tools into continued strategic influence in interconnected theaters.
The evidence presented here suggests that while Russia’s capacity for sustained military power projection has
narrowed, its ability to adapt, reprioritize, and exploit opportunities in connected regions remains an enduring
feature of its strategic behavior.
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