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be tween Russian and Chechen rebel forces. 
Here, one of the combat ants was a former su­
per power and the other a loose collec tion of 
reb els armed only with ground weapons. 
Against no credi ble air threat other than an ti­
quated ZSU- 23/4 air de fense ar til lery, the Rus­
sian air force, while effec tive, was unable to 
make a major impact on the course and out-
come of the fighting. As RAND analyst Ben 
Lam beth noted, 

Russia’s war against Chechnya was emblematic 
of the security challenges the air force is most 
likely to face in the decade ahead. The war was 
regional yet remote from the center of Russia. It 
featured a technologically unsophisticated yet 
determined ethnic opponent. It presented no 
air-to-air threat and offered a permissive 
environment for attacking aircraft other than at 
low altitude. . . . Finally, it entailed little by way 
of an opposing air force or target array and 
accordingly did not place great demands on the 
air force for high-technology performance. All 
in all, despite the occasional effective use of 
precision-guided weapons against key targets, 
quantity prevailed against quality in air force 
operations in Chechnya.2 

This short assess ment exam ines two as ­
pects of air opera tions in Chechnya.3 First, it 
fo cuses on which tactics and opera tions 
worked (within the con text of a Rus sian mili­
tary under go ing severe finan cial and 
equipment- related hardships that limit train­
ing for such opera tions). Second, it exam ines 
which aircraft fared better in the conflict—ro­
tary or fixed-wing. 

The Air Threat 
Chechnya, a repub lic located in the south-

west corner of Russia between the Caspian 
and Black Seas (the Cauca sus region of the 
coun try), actu ally started its break from Rus­
sia on 21 August 1991, two days after the 
August coup in the former Soviet Union, and 
de clared its inde pend ence from Russia on 6 
Sep tem ber 1991. Dzhokhar Dudayev, a 
former general in the Soviet air force, was in­
vited to the post of president by the Amalga­
mated Congress of the Chechen People from 

Es to nia (where some Chechens were in ex ile). 
Later, he was popularly elected and advo­
cated freeing Chechnya from Russia. Many 
Rus sians in the cur rent re gime con sid ered the
elec tions ille gal and therefore charac ter ized
Du dayev’s presidency as ille giti mate.4 Rus­
sia’s Fifth Congress of People’s Deputies not 
only decreed the elections ille gal but also de­
clared Dudayev’s regime uncon sti tu tional.5 

By the latter half of 1993, a Dudayev oppo si­
tion devel oped in Chechnya that evolved 
into a small-scale guerrilla war. By the spring 
of 1994, the Dudayev op po si tion called upon 
Rus sia to sup port it and help es tab lish con sti­
tu tional order. Russia agreed. In Novem ber 
1994, the Dudayev oppo si tion force, sup-
ported by the Rus sian se cu rity serv ices, led an
at tack to unseat Dudayev.6 The opera tion 
failed dismally, and Russia decided to in ter­
vene militar ily. 

At the start of the conflict between 
Chechnya and Rus sia, Chechen presi dent Du­
dayev had nearly 265 aircraft. Nearly half of 
the force had been left by the Russian army 
when it evacuated the Chechen Repub lic in 
1992. The abandoned aircraft included 80 
L-29 Delfin combat trainers, 39 L-39 Alba­
tross trainers, three MiG-17 fighters, two 
MiG- 15UTIs, as well as six An-2 and two Mi-8 
heli cop ters.7 Only about 40 percent of the 
force, how ever, was com bat ready. Ac cord ing 
to Russian sources, Su-24mr recon nais sance
air craft observed the active prepara tion of 
Du dayev’s aircraft for immi nent combat in 
No vem ber 1994.8 This caused Russia to pre­
empt the Chechen prepara tions with attacks 
on airfields on the morning of 1 Decem ber 
1994 with Su-25 aircraft (some say Su-27s 
also partici pated). 

For two reasons, Chechen aircraft alleg­
edly presented a threat to both the impend­
ing ground-troop opera tions and the civil ian 
popu la tion of the Russian Federa tion: (1) 
their poten tial ability to conduct kamikaze-
style at tacks against Rus sian nu clear or power 
plants (by filling up trainer aircraft with ex­
plo sives and flying them into the structures; 
the presence of an ejection seat in these air-
craft could al low Chechen pi lots to turn them 
into de facto cruise missiles); and (2) their 
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abil ity to drop bombs on advanc ing Russian 
forces and disrupt their movement. To coun­
ter this threat, Russia attempted to destroy 
Chechen air assets on the run ways and, as the 
war spread beyond Grozny, to use the air 
force and army aviation in close air support 
(CAS) and inter dic tion missions, includ ing 
the bombing of smaller cities. The air force 
also bombed Grozny in support of combat 
forces there, visu ally turn ing the city into an-
other Stalin grad. 

The Rus sians ini tially gath ered their forces 
at airfields in the North Cauca sus Military
Dis trict, with most of the aircraft provided 
by the Fourth Air Army. They employed air-
craft from frontal (high-performance), 
army, and internal-forces aviation. Each 
had its own air corri dor, figura tively speak­
ing, and its own mis sions.9 Air craft in cluded 
140 combat planes (Su-25, Su-22M, and Su-
24), 55 heli cop ters (Mi- 24, Mi-8, and Mi-6), 
and military transport aircraft (An-12, An-
22, An-124, and Il-76). The Minis try of In­
ter nal Affairs (MVD) contrib uted 12 Mi-
8MT helicop ters. 

Chechen air defense weapons included 
ZU- 23-2 mobile anti air craft launchers  
mounted on KamAZ chassis and DShK ma-
chine guns mounted on Cherokee Jeeps and 
Toy ota off- road ve hi cles. They also re port edly 
had Shilka ZSU-23/4 anti air craft guns and 
Strela-3, Igla-1, and Stinger surface-to- air mis­
sile (SAM) systems. The Chechens also used 
RPG-7 conven tional, portable anti tank gre­
nade launch ers against low- flying air craft and
heli cop ters. 

To prevent Dudayev from construct ing an 
air bridge with a coun try such as Tur key, Rus­
sia’s air force used A-50 air borne warn ing and
con trol system (AWACS) aircraft and from 
two to six MiG-31 and Su-27 aircraft to con-
duct combat patrols and serve as an air cap. 
From all appear ances, they were unchal­
lenged and success ful. 

The Air Operation 
The perform ance of Russia’s rotary and 

fixed- wing air craft in Chechnya fell be low ex­

pec ta tions against this lightly armed force.
Prob lems contrib ut ing to the military’s per-
form ance include rough terrain, harsh 
weather condi tions, lack of training time, 
aged equip ment, and poor stocks of sup plies, 
all of which greatly limited the effec tive ness 
of air op era tions. Rus sian pi lots tried to off set 
these limita tions with initia tive and adjust­
ments after the initial stages of the fighting. 
New methods were found to acquire targets 
and to find the right weapon mix. Adjust­
ments were also made in the tactics and tech­
niques of LIC flying against mobile targets 
that hid among the civil ian popula tion. This 
did lit tle to limit ci vil ian casu al ties, how ever, 
in that ground offen sives occurred without 
pre limi nary proc ess ing of the tar gets of at tack 
from the air.10 As a result, the civilian­
to-“rebel” death ra tio was nearly eight to one,
ac cord ing to former Secu rity Council chief 
Al ex an der Lebed. 

One Rus sian ana lyst ob served that the Rus­
sian air force appar ently learned very little 
from Desert Storm air opera tions. The focus 
on Dudayev’s air force deflected atten tion 
from the destruc tion of Chechnya’s admin is­
tra tive and military command and control 
(C2) fa cili ties, com mu ni ca tions hubs, and key
ele ments of the infra struc ture. Most people
be lieved this to be an intel li gence and plan­
ning fail ure of the Mili tary Dis trict head quar-
ters.1 1  

An other obser va tion was that this LIC en­
vi ron ment of fered the same op por tu ni ties for 
the use of information-warfare capa bili ties as 
did any large- scale con flict. For ex am ple, one
rec om men da tion early in the conflict called 
for dramati cally increas ing the role of elec­
tronic warfare (EW) units and creat ing a total 
in for ma tion vacuum around Chechnya. An-
other called for the use of portable jammers 
near guerrilla bases and the suppres sion of 
sat el lite commu ni ca tion channels. Com­
mand ers were urged to train, equip, and air-
drop raiding and recon nais sance parties into 
the rear of the Chechens to disrupt lines of 
com mu ni ca tions; fur ther, they were to util ize
air craft to the maximum extent possi ble to 
con duct strikes against guerril las utiliz ing
self- guided (fire and forget) or precision-
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guided weapons.1 2 The Chechens, however, 
con ducted the most power ful infor ma tion 
op era tions through the mass media, mobi liz­
ing lo cal opin ion while de mor al iz ing the Rus­
sian popula tion. As the chief of the Russian 
Fed eral Secu rity Service noted, “Yes, the Rus­
sian authorities lost the infor ma tion war. . . . 
How splendidly Chechnya infor ma tion Min­
is ter Movladi Udugov is oper at ing, how skill­
ful and adroit he is at feeding the press with 
all kinds of lies, distor tions, and mis rep re sen­
ta tions of the facts!”1 3  

In fact, the purported use of information-
warfare techniques eventu ally allowed the 
Rus sian air force to eliminate President Du­
dayev. In April, while talking on a cellu lar 
phone, he was report edly targeted by a Rus­
sian A-50 aircraft (the Russian AWACS), 
which is capa ble of searching two hundred 
tar gets at one time. The A-50 relayed the in-
for ma tion to an Su-25 ground-attack aircraft 
that had la ser and TV- guided bombs un der its 
wings. A photo taken from the warhead as it 
ap proached Dudayev was printed in the 
news pa per Ar gu menti I Fakti, a publi ca tion 
thought to have close ties with Rus sian in tel li-
gence.1 4  

Rotary Aircraft 

Rus sia assem bled close to 55 helicop ters at 
the start of the conflict. By late March 1995, 
the number had risen to 105, includ ing 52 
Mi- 24s. One flight of Mi-9 C2 ships was also 
re port edly present.1 5 Five helicop ters (two 
Mi- 8s and three Mi-24s) were lost to hostile 
fire in the first three months of the con flict.16 

Colonel- General of Aviation Vitaliy Pav­
lov, the com mander of ground- troop avia tion 
(an element separate from the air force), had 
flown missions in Afghani stan and was 
awarded the Hero of the Soviet Union medal 
for his bravery. He also flew missions in 
Chechnya. Pavlov noted that the helicop ter 
avia tion grouping was primar ily used to 
trans port troops and evacuate the sick and 
wounded at the start of the con flict. They also 
sup ported the movement of columns and 
acted as commu ni ca tions relays, but only 
rarely served as attack helicop ters—and never 

bombed targets in Grozny. Initially, only the 
most expe ri enced pilots partici pated.17 

Chechn ya’s terrain, mountain ous to the 
south and on the edges, is mixed with plains
through out the center of the country. Thus, 
pi lots could utilize both target-approach ma­
neu vers, as in Afghani stan (for the moun­
tains) and practice-range maneu vers (for the 
plains). Pilot tactics included flying at ex ­
tremely low al ti tudes and at very high speeds 
to the targets, thereby limit ing Chechen vis­
ual detec tion and response time; approach­
ing targets from differ ent direc tions; making 
hard maneu vers before the approach to the 
tar get; depart ing at low alti tudes; provid ing
mu tual cover ing fire; and using EW equip­
ment (as well as decoy flares and other de-
vices).18 For Russian pilots, there were no 
simu lated practice runs, such as those con­
ducted by the coali tion forces in Bosnia (us­
ing PowerScene imagery software).

Heli cop ters inte grated strikes in coor di na­
tion with frontal aviation. On occa sion, Mi-
24 helicop ters and Su-25 aircraft conducted 
op era tions against guerrilla forti fi ca tions. 
Army helicop ters also oper ated alone in a 
mode known as “target-of- opportunity rov­
ing” and against marked targets or on re-
quests from ground troops.19 The most in-
tense use of heli cop ter op era tions oc curred in 
May 1995, when the an ti quated Mi- 24 car ried 
out the major ity of the fire-support missions. 
By the end of the month, five to six combat 
sor ties were being flown each day. In addi­
tion to sup port ing ad vanc ing units in the cen­
tral and south ern parts of Chechnya, heli cop­
ters assisted in searching out Dudayev’s 
sabo tage/ter ror ist detach ments that had 
pene trated the Russian troops’ rear areas. 

Co or di na tion with ground troops was of-
ten dif fi cult and ag gra vated by the ab sence of 
timely and accu rate recon nais sance infor ma­
tion—the key to the suc cess of the heli cop ter’s 
mis sion. Re con nais sance troops, in serted and
ex tracted by helicop ters in most instances,20 

them selves noted that they were intro duced 
into situa tions with too much haste and with-
out coor di na tion with infan try subunits or 
with aviation assets. Recon nais sance mis­
sions in Chechnya included the detec tion of 
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enemy- fire posi tions, the covert study of the
de fen sive systems of villages where Chechen 
reb els were con cen trated, and the de struc tion 
of indi vid ual groups of fighters. Missions 
were dif fi cult to per form due to a lack of port-
able radio sets, night-vision devices, silenc ers 
for weap ons, and bin ocu lars—key items for re-
con nais sance person nel.

Fi nally, several misun der stand ings oc ­
curred between ground-force command ers 
and helicop ter person nel simply because 
com mand ers tried to keep their own mis sions
se cret, issu ing only specific instruc tions to 
units working together. As a result, one unit 
of ten did not know what the other was doing 
in an opera tion.21 

At the start of the conflict, Russian pilots 
had only a poor under stand ing of Chechen 
tac tics, which in cluded con trol ling mo bile air
de fense weapons via radio and changing 
these systems’ posi tions constantly. The 
Chechens also tried to inte grate and synchro­
nize the employ ment of these weapons, at-
tempt ing to en gage tar gets with the full set of 
weap ons in the in ven tory: small arms, heavy-
caliber machine guns, cannons, and grenade 
launch ers. The Chechens made wide use of 
am bushes, trying to pin down a helicop ter 
once it entered a zone of effec tive fire by
mass ing fire from several points. Dudayev’s 
per son nel also made good use of com mu ni ca­
tions and intel li gence from covert agents. As 
one pilot noted, “One had the feeling that 
they knew a great deal. And how many times 
did it happen where the appear ance of heli­
cop ters in a particu lar area was no surprise to 
the enemy?”22 Dudayev clearly had his forces 
well rehearsed in Rus sian air tac tics and ca pa­
bili ties based on his ex pe ri ence in the Rus sian 
air force. 

Rus sian pilots, on the other hand, had no 
re li able data on the dispo si tion of Chechen 
weap ons, forc ing crews to op er ate from maxi -
mum possi ble ranges when employ ing their 
ar ma ment. Some helicop ter crews employed 
a new tactic, that of launching their S-24 un­
guided rockets with a pitch-up maneu ver, in­
creas ing the range of the weapon by six to 
seven kilome ters. This allowed pilots to fire 
with out enter ing the kill zone of the air de­

fense weapons of Dudayev’s forces.2 3 Al­
though the tactic reduced accu racy, it proba­
bly was a key fac tor in in creas ing the number 
of civil ian casual ties. 

One of the pri mary Chechen tar gets for in­
tel li gence infor ma tion was forward air con­
trol lers (FAC), always the objects of a special 
hunt, accord ing to Russian special ists. The 
Chechens were able to “pinpoint the place 
where the FAC was going on the air. Only 
later did motor ized rifle men seize the equip­
ment with which Dudayev’s person nel were 
direction- finding the FAC’s ra dio.”24 Avia tion 
com mander Pavlov noted that FACs were 
poorly trained for their jobs at the unit level, 
con trib ut ing to such disas trous results.25 

One analyst, writing in the Russian air 
jour nal Kry lya Rodiny, noted that helicop ter 
crews had it more diffi cult than anyone, fly­
ing very low in terri ble weather and often re-
turn ing to home base with bullet holes in the 
cock pit windshield. Statis tics indi cate that 
every 10th helicop ter partici pat ing in the 
con flict was lost and every fourth was dam-
aged. By the start of August 1995, the Rus­
sians had con ducted more than 16,547 flights 
over Chechnya. Nearly 36 percent of the sor­
ties were fire missions, 44 percent were 
transport- assault (with over 90 percent of the 
wounded evacu ated by army avia tion), 8 per-
cent were recon nais sance flights, and the 
other 12 percent were for special missions 
such as search and rescue, propaganda, or ra­
dio relay.26 This infor ma tion indi cates how 
the mission posture for helicop ters changed 
as the war contin ued and the Russians 
adapted to the situation. 

Af ter nearly a year of fighting, Russian pi-
lots made some assess ments of their equip­
ment, judg ing the Mi- 24, Mi-8, and Mi-6 heli­
cop ters as techni cally ob so lete. These aircraft 
had limited de ploy ment ca pa bili ties in terms 
of time of day and weather con di tions. Newer
heli cop ters, such as the Ka-50 and Mi-28, 
were not used. The Mi-8MTV2, Mi-8MTV3, 
and Mi-26 turned in good perform ances. At 
the heart of Russia’s helicop ter moderni za­
tion effort over the next few years will be the
Ka- 50 (NATO “Hokum,” Russian “Black 
Shark”), whose signa ture charac ter is tics are 
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ex tremely hard to de tect. It is de signed to pro-
vide accu rate data on targets, can move cov­
ertly into the attack area, and can move into 
an enemy’s visibil ity zone only for the flight 
time of onboard anti tank guided missiles 
(ATGM), which have an 8 km range due to an 
auto matic laser-beam guidance system. The 
Ka- 50 can receive target desig na tions over 
closed- circuit commu ni ca tions channels and 
can exchange them with helicop ters in prox­
im ity or with a ground facil ity. Last year, the
Rus sian aviation branch had enough money 
to buy only two—none were used in 
Chechnya. If Russia is to remain modern and 
fight these kinds of wars, it needs to acquire 
60 Ka-50s annu ally, accord ing to one ana-
lyst.2 7  

Chechnya held many other lessons for 
rotary- wing pilots. These included limit ing
dam age to residences and civil ian instal la­
tions; overcom ing the poor combat flying
pro fi ciency of many pilots (due to a lack of
fly ing time, now at one-tenth that of most 
West ern nations); adjust ing to an inabil ity to 
con duct recon nais sance freely (since any vil­
lage might bristle with fire at any moment); 
over com ing the reluc tance of higher head ­
quar ters to supply unmanned assets, such as 
the Shmel remotely piloted vehi cle; and, 
most impor tant, making correc tions to their 
tac tics. One retired Russian colonel blamed 
pi lot per form ance on the tac tics of re talia tory 
strikes against an en emy who used the prin ci­
ple of attack-withdrawal- attack. This took the 
ini tia tive away from Russian pilots and led to 
be lated actions and decreased combat capa­
bili ties. On the other hand, the colonel 
added, using preci sion weapons for destroy­
ing small targets logically fits such tactics.28 

In Febru ary 1996, General Pavlov noted at 
a confer ence that Russia had fallen 15 years 
be hind the lead ing coun tries in the manu fac­
ture of helicop ters and that “within the next 
few years army avia tion could cease to ex ist as 
a branch of the Russian Armed Forces.”29 By 
the summer of 1997, he talked more opti mis­
ti cally about start ing pro duc tion of the Ka- 50, 
Ka- 52 Al li ga tor (based on the Ka-50 and ca pa­
ble of recon ning targets and distrib ut ing in-
for ma tion among helicop ters in a battle 

group), the Mi- 28N night ver sion, and a mod-
ern ized Mi- 24; he also spoke of con tin ued re-
search on an unmanned recon nais sance air-
craft that will work in tandem with other 
heli cop ters.3 0  

Per haps the real ity is that army aviation 
has a lim ited role in LIC as a com bat ele ment, 
since ground-attack aircraft like Su-25s offer 
more pro tec tion (both for the cock pit and for
pre vent ing the release of infor ma tion that 
might give away their posi tion) and versa til­
ity. For exam ple, with mobile weapon plat-
forms, a combat ant can sit and listen for the 
sound of a helicop ter blade and ready his 
weapon for employ ment. As the chopper 
passes overhead, it is vulner able to an RPG or 
small- arms attack as well as 20 mm rounds. 
An Su-25 does not offer enemies this pleas­
ure. They hear only the sound of the jet en­
gine as it passes over at two hundred feet and 
do not have suffi cient time to react; further, 
the 17 mm of ti ta nium around the cock pit de­
flect even 20 mm rounds. Unmanned recon­
nais sance aircraft may repre sent a way of 
length en ing the service of army aviation in 
the absence of means to hush rotor noise. 

Fixed-Wing Aircraft 

With out a doubt, the workhorse of the Rus­
sian aviation effort in Chechnya was the Su-
25 (NATO “Frogfoot,” Russian “Rook”). One
ana lyst succinctly summa rized the value of 
this aircraft: 

The experience of air combat operations in the 
Chechen conflict demonstrated the increased 
role of close support to ground troops. The 
participation of attack helicopters in it was 
limited, and front fighters and bombers could 
not operate effectively at low altitudes and so 
were not used due to their high airspeed and 
the shortage of time to search for targets, aim 
and employ weapons. . . . This is why the 
Su-25C—a small, subsonic, reliable and 
maneuverable aircraft of simple design with a 
good view from the pilot cockpit—basically was 
used to support ground troops and for 
ground-attack operations. . . . Moreover, it has 
powerful armament, rather reliable navigation 
and targeting avionics, and armor protection 
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and can operate both from airstrips with an 
artificial surface as well as from dirt airstrips.31 

Mis sions for the aircraft in Chechnya in­
cluded CAS of troops against small targets in 
the moun tains or on the plains. The Su- 25 can
at tack in mountain gorges due to its special 
aero dy namic configu ra tion in combi na tion 
with a high thrust-to- weight ratio. Moreover, 
it can stay over a bat tle field for a lengthy time,
mak ing several passes at targets in one sortie. 
This factor also led the designer to concoct a 
spe cial tita nium armor cockpit to defend the 
pi lot from 20 mm and 23 mm projec tiles. 
Such aircraft proved their resil ience in Af­
ghani stan, where attack planes suffered one 
loss for 80–90 damaged versus 15–20 losses 
for other types of aircraft.32 However, some 
Rus sians put the Su- 25 in the same class as the
US AF’s A-10 and look instead to the Su-39 as 
the fighter of the future for LIC. They note 
that expe ri ence from LIC and peace opera­
tions indi cates that attack aircraft should be 
used 

in direct fire support,

for selec tive and precise destruc tion of en­

emy pockets of resis tance,

as emergency assis tance and fire support for

friendly subunits in ambushes or encir­

clements,

for air recon nais sance in real time,

to combat enemy combat helicop ters, and

to block or destroy mobile enemy combat

groups.33


The Su-39 can fulfill these and other mis­
sions using advanced day/night sight and 
navi ga tion systems, advanced electronic 
coun ter mea sures, pre ci sion weap ons, and ad­
vanced maneu ver abil ity and reli abil ity. 

The Russians utilized other aircraft during 
the conflict, as mentioned above. These in­
cluded aircraft from long-range aviation,
fron tal aviation, and transport aviation: the 
Su- 22M, Su- 24, and Su- 27 (be cause of the lack 
of an air threat, one rarely saw the MiG- 29), as 
well as the An-12, An-22, An-124, and Il-76. 
MiG- 31 Foxhounds and Su-27 Flankers per-
formed combat air patrol functions, while 
Tu- 22M3 Backfires report edly dropped night 
flares and propaganda leaflets.34 The Su-24 

seems to have been the fighter-bomber used 
most often. By Decem ber 1995, Russian pi-
lots had flown more than nine thousand sor­
ties, with more than fifty-three hundred de-
voted to the con duct of 
bomb ing/ground- attack strikes and 672 to 
aer ial recon nais sance (nearly 8 percent). 
Prin ci pal weapons included S-5, S-8, and S-
24B rock ets and FAB- 250 and FAB- 5000 high-
explosive bombs. When weather permit ted, 
the Rus sians em ployed Kh- 25ML guided mis­
siles, KAB-500L and KAB-500KR smart 
bombs, and KAB-1500L bombs.35 

Like avia tion com mander Pav lov, the com­
mander in chief of the air force, Col Gen Petr 
Dei ne kin, served as the air force’s primary 
spokes man. He noted that the general thrust 
of modern-day equip ment and ar ma ment de­
vel op ments is to cut back to one or two air-
craft types in each air compo nent and to rely
heav ily on preci sion weaponry. Deine kin as­
sessed the perform ance of the air force in 
August 1995 by comment ing, “I can attest to 
one thing—Russian pilots, despite objec tive
dif fi cul ties, coped fully with their missions, 
dem on strat ing the high effec tive ness and re­
li abil ity of Russian weapons and aviation 
equip ment and their own high skills.”36 

Not all assess ments were so praisewor thy, 
how ever. What troubled most pilots was the 
fi nan cial situation of the air force and its di­
rect impact on combat readi ness. By some ac­
counts, the lack of funds reduced combat 
strength by nearly 40 percent. Tacti cal profi­
ciency consti tuted another area of concern. 
One pilot noted that tacti cal air training had 
been overcau tious for too long, indi cat ing 
that training went by the credo “take no risk, 
do not do anything to compli cate matters, 
and avoid inno va tions.” This belief impeded 
the support of ground troops and will limit 
the ability of pilots to survive in dogfights 
with other air craft. To rid it self of this type of 
think ing, the air force needs new and im­
proved practice ranges as well as exer cises in 
which “enemy” aircrews are imported and 
their tactics utilized.37 Finally, many pilots 
noted the need for a moderni za tion effort to 
de velop some twenty-first- century aircraft 



58 AIRPOWER JOURNAL WINTER 1997 

and put them into the sky in the next few 
years. 

One of the newest fighter-bombers in the 
Rus sian in ven tory is the Su- 34, whose char ac­
ter is tics indi cate that it will be able to fight in 
LIC envi ron ments. Intended for combat at 
low and very low al ti tudes, this air craft can at-
tack ground tar gets at any time of day, re gard­
less of weather, and can use its naviga tional 
and special equipment to track the aerial 
situa tion as well as discern point targets on 
the ground. A 17 mm skin of tita nium on the 
cock pit along with a ti ta nium cov er ing on the 
plane’s engines and fuel tanks protects the 
Su- 34 from ground fire. The plane also has 
some stealth charac ter is tics; a secon dary con­
trol that allows the naviga tor to land the 
plane if the pilot is killed or injured; a stan­
dard range of 4,000 km; and a rest area and 
toi let behind the cockpit.38 

Conclusions 
“The air force had a golden oppor tu nity in 

Chechnya to see that air power cannot in­
varia bly work its reputed magic in circum­
stances where the target set is elusive, prob­
lems predomi nate in target loca tion and 
iden ti fi ca tion, and there is an ever-present 
dan ger of unin tended harm to noncom bat-
ants.”39 The war in Chechnya focused Rus sian 
at ten tion on two areas: (1) the effec tive ness 
and fu ture po ten tial of air power in a LIC en vi­
ron ment and (2) the many ar eas in which Rus­
sian aviation needed improve ment—from 
train ing to equipment and tactics. 

Rus sia’s air force and ground aviation now 
are two of the most expe ri enced forces in the 
world for this type of conflict, as were the US 
Air Force and ground aviation after Vietnam. 
Rus sian pilots have learned many techniques 
and tactics that deserve close study. Some of 
the lessons under scored by the fighting in­
clude the follow ing: 

Air supe ri or ity is no guaran tee of vic­
tory, even against a foe with no air force! 

Guer ril las can use high-tech infor ma­
tion as sets (cel lu lar phones, etc.) as eas­
ily as modern armies nowadays, allow­
ing them to quickly contact others, 
mo bi lize as sets, and ac cess in for ma tion. 
Plans for suppress ing these capa bili ties 
need to be made in advance. 
The dete rio ra tion of the Russian air 
force due to a lack of money, training, 
and supplies greatly affected the course 
and outcome of the fighting and may 
have contrib uted to an increase in the 
number of civil ian casual ties. 
Ci vil ian popula tions will be part of any 
LIC en vi ron ment and make an ex cel lent 
area of opera tions for any rebel force. 
Ground- attack air craft, ac cord ing to the
Rus sian expe ri ence, appear to have 
more utility than helicop ters when 
strik ing targets in LIC envi ron ments.
Fly ing in LIC envi ron ments will mean 
find ing and defend ing against mobile 
tar gets spread throughout the country 
and among the civil ian popula tion.
Re al is tic training is essen tial to over-
come LIC threats. Training hours in the 
air must be stressful and challeng ing, 
and must be sup ple mented by hours on 
simu la tors just before flying a mission. 
Timely and accu rate recon nais sance in-
for ma tion is vital for pilots. 
Guer rilla tactics must be studied 
closely.
Heli cop ter and frontal aviation strikes 
must be inte grated, and ground com­
mand ers must learn to work closely 
with and put more con fi dence in pi lots. 
FAC training must be inte grated into 
subunit training plans at the earli est
pos si ble time. FACs must remain sensi­
tive to guerrilla attempts to capture, 
mor tar, or inter cept their posi tions. 

In short, the fighting in Chechnya created 
an other histori cal chapter in the annals of 
war fare that will merit study for decades. It 
rep re sents one of the first exam ples of a pro­
tracted conflict involv ing one of the former 
su per pow ers and is worthy of close atten tion 
and consid era tion. 
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