Russia’s Developing Tank-Support Combat

by Dr. Charles K. Bartles and
Dr. Lester W. Grau

“An analysis of the military political
situation testifies that in the current
stage of the developing threats arising
from military conflicts, it is significant
that, in the conduct of land battle,
tanks still will play one of the major
roles as the main strike force of the
ground troops. The Russian ‘special
military operation’ in Ukraine, as well
as the large quantity of tanks in the
armed forces of many other countries
in the world, supports this conclu-
sion.”

During an offensive, tanks are the pri-
mary means for destruction of the de-
fending enemy, capturing important
positions and important boundaries
on the forward edge of the battle
area, and capturing other areas and
objects throughout the depth of the
defense. In combined-arms combat,
tanks have traditionally worked close-
ly with mounted infantry and their
boyeva mashina pekhoty (BMP; Rus-
sian infantry fighting vehicle) or the
bronetransportyor (BTR; Russian ar-
mored personnel carriers) to protect
tanks from anti-tank guided missiles
(ATGMs).

Unfortunately, the BMPs have less ar-
mor than the tanks they support and
hence are vulnerable to weaker muni-
tions. In urban areas, motorized rifle
troops are often dismounted, signifi-
cantly decreasing the speed that com-
bined-arms formations advance, invit-
ing heavier casualties.

Due to the increasing prevalence and
lethality of ATGMs, the Russians have
been keenly interested in finding oth-
er ways of increasing the survivability
of tanks without relying exclusively on
motorized rifle formations, which are
increasingly more difficult to man due
to Russian demographic issues. As pre-
viously discussed in previous issues of
ARMOR, the Russians have opted for
the boyevaya mashina podderzhki
tankov (BMPT; tank-support combat
vehicle “Terminator”) to fill this
niche.?

Vehicle Concept

BMPTs’ first combat:

Syria, Ukraine

The BMPT first saw combat in Syria in
2017, where details of its performance
were sparse, but were reported to not
only be successful but also more effi-
cient at supporting tank operations
than BMPs and BTRs.3 Russian Deputy
Defense Minister Yuriy Borisov said
the BMPTs’ success in Syria was the
impetus for Russia’s decision to pro-
cure the system for the Russian ground
forces. The BMPT completed state tri-
als later that year and the go-ahead
was given for serial production.*
BMPTs first appeared in the Russian
ground forces in 2018, but the first
BMPT company, in 90t Tank Division,
was not reported until 2021.°

The early days of Russia’s 2022 inva-
sion of Ukraine, characterized by much
urban warfare, would appear to have
been the ideal conditions for the
BMPT’s employment, yet the system
did not see combat in the conflict un-
til May 2022, when the first reports
and videos of the BMPT began to sur-

Figure 1. Tank-support combat vehicle (BMPT). (Photo copyright Vitaly Kuz-

According to RIA Novosti (a Russian
state-owned domestic-news agency),
the BMPT is performing well and is
working with tank platoons to destroy
Ukrainian fighting positions, armored
vehicles and ATGMs. The battlefield in
Ukraine is providing an opportunity to
develop BMPT tactics and integrate its
use in the combined-arms concept.’
This success is reportedly due to the
BMPT’s offensive and defensive capa-
bilities.

Regarding offensive capabilities, the
BMPT has a better field of fire and vi-
sual range than tanks, increasing the
crew’s situational awareness. It also
has a multi-channel weapon system
that can quickly lock its weapons on
targets and simultaneously fire at four
to five targets.

RIA Novosti quoted an “informed
source” who stated, “All this increases
the effectiveness of tank units, espe-
cially when operating in a city where
enemy infantry with anti-tank weap-
ons can fire from unexpected angles,
including from above. The BMPT has
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time to respond to these threats and
suppress them, including the fire of
dual 30mm cannons that penetrate
the walls of houses.”®

Regarding defensive capabilities, a ma-
jor Russian concern before the start of
the “special military operation” was
the Ukrainian acquisition of North At-
lantic Treaty Organization (NATO) anti-
tank weapons such as the United
States’ Javelin ATGM and the United
Kingdom’s Next-Generation Light Anti-
Tank Weapon (NLAW) ATGM. Accord-
ing to RIA Novosti, another “informed
source” stated that the BMPT could
withstand Javelin and other Western
ATGMs: “The experience of military
operations shows that the BMPT ‘Ter-
minator,” due to its increased protec-
tion, can withstand the hit of the Jav-
elin anti-tank system as well as other
NATO-made anti-tank systems and
grenade launchers. After these at-
tacks, the BMPTs needed minor re-
pairs in the field, so combat capability
could fully be restored.”®

Despite Russian pronouncements
about the effectiveness of the Russian
military and equipment during the
“special military operation” — which
are notoriously unreliable and in many
cases are demonstrably false — the
Russians’ continued discussion of the
BMPT concept suggests that the Rus-
sians perceive the BMPT’s perfor-
mance favorably.°

by

BMPT and
Russian
force

design

In the past, dis-
cussion of the
BMPT’s organiza-
tional structure in
the Russian
ground forces re-
volved around
three options: a
single BMPT in a
tank platoon, a
BMPT platoon in
a tank company
or a BMPT com-
pany in a tank battalion. It appeared
that Russia was planning to adopt the
last option, although in regular prac-
tice the BMPT platoons in the BMPT
company would be attached to tank
companies, or individual BMPTs would
be attached to tank platoons. But in
the September edition of Armeisky
Sbornik, a Russian armor expert pos-
its that BMPT battalions should be
fielded in each tank regiment, and pre-
sumably each tank brigade.!

If Russian military theorists are dis-
cussing “upsizing” BMPT units from
company to battalion level, it lends
credence to the idea that the BMPT
concept and performance are per-
ceived to be sound. Although there
may now be discussion of BMPT bat-
talions instead of just BMPT compa-
nies, it is important to note that

Figure 2. U.S. Soldiers fire an FGM-148 Javelin. (U.S. Army photo)

Figure 3. A United Kingdom Soldier launches an NLAW.
(United Kingdom Ministry of Defence photo licensed under
the Open Government Licence version 1.0)

Russian force planning still envisions
an approximately 1:3 ratio (one BMPT
per three tanks) as ideal. Instead of
one BMPT company supporting a tank
battalion, the current schema envi-
sions one BMPT battalion supporting
three tank battalions, with BMPT com-
panies, BMPT platoons and individual
BMPTs being attached to tank battal-
ions, tank companies and tank pla-
toons, respectively.

Since all tank units will almost certain-
ly not have BMPT support, the “upsiz-
ing” of BMPT formations suggests the
BMPT will be fielded in greater num-
bers than initially anticipated. It is also
important to keep in mind that the use
of BMPTs does not mean the Russians
intend to abandon the use of com-
bined-arms units in favor of tanks and
BMPTs. Rather, tank and motorized ri-
fle units will still provide mutual sup-
port, but the way this support will be
organized will differ due to the capa-
bilities that the BMPT provides to the
combined-arms formation. The imple-
mentation of this new system is still in
its infancy, but Russian tacticians are
planning for it, as will be described.

Possibilities for BMPT

employment

Traditionally during an offensive, a
tank battalion is usually reinforced
with one or sometimes two motorized
rifle companies. Generally, the tanks
form the first echelon, with the sec-
ond echelon consisting of BMPs/BTRs,
followed by their dismounts standing
off at 200 meters or moving from cov-
ered position to covered position. But
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Figure 4. BMPT battalion. (U.S. Army graphic by Dr. Charles K. Bartles)

BMPTs, when present, can be in the
first or second echelons of a com-
bined-arms reserve, remain directly
subordinate to the battalion com-
mander, and in urban operations can
be part of the assault group. BMPTs
will permit the more lightly armed and
armored BMPs and BTRs to still pro-
vide support but stay farther behind
the line of contact.

When acting as part of first-, second-
or third-echelon battalions, the BMPT
conducts fire support and destroys the
enemy, focusing on enemy antitank
systems. In a combined-arms reserve,
the BMPT will repel enemy counterat-
tacks, defend flanks and deal with un-
foreseen contingencies. When directly
subordinated to a battalion command-
er, BMPTs destroy enemy personnel,

means of fire, armored vehicles and
tanks; support the actions of the first
and second echelons (when they are
engaged in battle); and cover the
flanks.

The current opinion of Russian tacti-
cians is that BMPTs are generally most
effective when employed in the same
echelon as tanks. In this scheme of
maneuver, BMPTs can provide close-
fire support for tanks by effectively de-
stroying enemy antitank weapons
both at the forefront and throughout
the depth of the enemy’s defense. The
decision about the exact nature of
BMPT employment depends on vari-
ables relating to the combat mission;
intent of the senior commander; and
composition, state and position of the
enemy.

Variant 1. In this variant, a BMPT is
placed at equal intervals (1:3) be-
tween the tanks of the formation, with
the BMPT platoon commander situat-
ed next to the tank-platoon leader.
This scheme of maneuver will be most
beneficial in situations when the ene-
my is in a hasty and/or unprepared de-
fense.

Variant 2. During an offensive in spe-
cial conditions (urban terrain, moun-
tains, forest, desert, etc.), it is impor-
tant to prevent the enemy from sud-
denly flanking attacking battalion and
the seams between companies. There-
fore the combat formation of the com-
panies (platoons) will be oblique from
right/left, and a robust reconnaissance
will be conducted in the directions
from which the enemy could possibly
approach. The second echelon (re-
serve) will maintain constant readi-
ness to thwart any potential enemy at-
tack. In this scheme of maneuver,
BMPTs are placed on the flanks of the
attacking tank companies, with the
position of the platoons oblique from
left to right (or right to left).

Variant 3. In situations where the en-
emy has a prepared defense with
dense antitank fires and engineer ob-
stacles, a breakthrough zone must be
established. The battalion commander
(if not the higher commander) will de-
termine the direction for this concen-
tration of effort. In this scheme of ma-
neuver, the BMPTs are placed on the
direction of concentrated effort.

Variant 4. For the successful develop-
ment of an offensive, the timely intro-
duction of the second echelon
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Figure 5. Tank regiment (with BMPT battalion). (U.S. Army graphic by Dr. Charles K. Bartles)
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Figure 6. Tank brigade (with BMPT battalion). (U.S. Army graphic by Dr. Charles K. Bartles)

(combined-arms reserve) into battle is
important. When the second echelon
of the battalion is introduced into bat-
tle, it is advisable to place the BMPT
on its flanks to provide covering fires
for the tank company conducting the
assault and to protect it from possible
enemy counterattacks.

If the second echelon is committed to
combat, one of the tank companies of
the first echelon is withdrawn from
combat. Then the BMPTs supporting it
can be retasked to support the new
tank company being introduced to
battle.

In any case, the placement of the
BMPTs in the combat formation of the
battalion is determined by the battal-
ion commander. In some cases, the
battalion commander may not attach
the BMPTs to the first-echelon compa-
nies but instead leave them in his re-
serve to deal with unforeseen
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contingencies. This is done primarily second echelon of the battalion to ei- other combat mission.
to repel possible enemy counterat- ther reinforce the second echelon as Based on Russian’s initially heavy tank
tacks. These BMPTs will move with the it enters battle or else perform some losses in Ukraine, many in the West
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have concluded that the tank is obso-
lete. Later combat in Ukraine showed
that tanks are still a vital and decisive
weapons system that play a critical
role in modern combat.'? However, it
is also clear that tanks need immedi-
ate support against air and ATGM at-
tack.

It is apparent that Russian military
theorists have concluded that the
BMPT concept is viable and merits

further development based on the sys-
tem’s combat experience in Syria and
Ukraine. But Russian military theorists
seem convinced that BMPTs will sig-
nificantly increase the combat capa-
bilities of a tank battalion, especially
in urban areas where tanks have tra-
ditionally had difficulties. BMPTs can
reportedly ensure the completion of
combat missions in a shorter time and
to a greater depth/width than tank

maneuver. Two artillery armies with a
common history, geography and way
of war are battling for a decision that
is anything but quick. The BMPT has
arrived late to the fight and in small
numbers.

Some lessons appear to be developing
from that conflict. Reliable reconnais-
sance, communications and precision
fires are crucial. Towed artillery ap-
pears to be a thing of the past. System
support and maintenance need a lot
of work. Firepower enables maneuver,
but firepower is not strictly the

ARMOR >< Fall 2022



10

provenance of the artillery. The BMPT
provides a tank unit with significant
firepower in conjunction with the ar-
tillery and enhanced mounted infan-
try. The BMPT will probably be a larger
component of Russian tank units fol-
lowing the current conflict.
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ACRONYM QUICK-SCAN

ATGM - anti-tank guided missile support combat vehicle, nicknamed NATO - North Atlantic Treaty
BMP — boyeva mashina pekhoty “Terminator”) Organization
(Russian infantry fighting vehicle) BTR - bronetransportyor (Russian NLAW — Next-Generation Light Anti-
BMPT — boyevaya mashina armored personnel carrier) Tank Weapon
podderzhki tankov (Russian tank- FMSO - Foreign Military Studies
Office

0 0 1 o
REEREERS)

The BMP-3 Infantry Fighting Vehicle has been in service since 1987, successor to the BMP-1 and BMP-2. Features include
a stabilized 100mm gun/launcher, able to fire shells or the Bastion ATGM, and a 30mm autocannon. Recent upgrades

on some vehicles include a 57mm autocannon and a remote weapons station fitted with (AT-9 Spiral-2) missiles. It can
also carry the Shtora-1 electro-optical jammer. In service with numerous countries; Russia being the primary user (720+).
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