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Executive Summary: Russian President Vladimir Putin’s busy early October schedule
included the Valdai Discussion Club’s annual meeting, the Tsentr-2026 military exercise,
the Commonwealth of Independent States summit in Turkmenistan, and a phone call with
U.S. President Donald Trump.

e This flurry of diplomatic and military activity produced few tangible gains as Russia confronted
persistent economic and battlefield pressures. At Valdai, Putin warned that Russia would
defend its Kaliningrad exclave with all available weapons, implicitly including nuclear
weapons, in the event of an attack.

e Putin’s meetings with post-Soviet leaders and Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian produced
few tangible benefits. The preliminary U.S.-Russia diesel arrangement may offer Moscow
some economic relief, but increased exports could further strain Russia’s already tight
domestic fuel supply.

Early October was an extraordinarily busy time for Russian President Vladimir Putin. He started
with the traditional session at the Valdai Discussion Club’s annual meeting, proceeded to the
Center-2026 military exercise, and then departed for the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS) summit in Turkmenistan, during which he made time for a phone conversation with U.S.
President Donald Trump. He also marked his 74th birthday, reaching the age when former General
Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Josef Stalin died, causing a chaotic succession
struggle (The Moscow Times, October 8). Putin is keen to demonstrate that his physical health is a
guarantee of the stability of his system of power, even at his advanced age (Re: Russia, September
29).

The Kremlin claimed that “the whole world awaits” Putin’s presentation for the Valdai Club annual
meeting. While his speech generated international coverage, most of it focused on his warnings over
Russia’s Kaliningrad exclave and nuclear weapons (Rossiiskaya Gazeta, October 1). Valdai reduced
the size of its annual conference and moved it from Sochi to Moscow because of security concerns,
denying participants the opportunity to witness a fire from a tanker hit by Ukrainian naval drones
(Meduza, October 7). In his remarks, Putin did not dwell on Russia’s war-depressed economy and the
newly constructed state budget draft for 2027, which brings more taxes and cuts to social programs
(Carnegie Politika, September 29). The primary point in Putin’s mass of platitudes that attracted
international commentary was his declaration of readiness to counter supposed European threats to
Russia’s Kaliningrad exclave (Novaya Gazeta Evropa, October 3). Putin made a clear nuclear
warning without explicitly threatening to launch a strike (Radio Svoboda, October 1; The Moscow
Times, October 2). Hawkish Kremlin-aligned pundits then rushed to elaborate on the need to restore
the credibility of nuclear deterrence by conducting tests and building up Russia’s arsenal of short-
and medium-range missiles with nuclear warheads (RIAC, October 8).

The missile launches will likely reinforce the nuclear message during the annual strategic-forces



exercise, usually held in late October (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, October 8). The Tsentr-2026 military
exercises, which Putin supervised the day after his Valdai performance, envisaged no nuclear
escalation and were designed to demonstrate a mix of traditional and innovative combat operations
(Kommersant, October 2). Russian top brass were eager to show the range of new weapon systems
and technologies that underpin the Kremlin’s claims of steady territorial gains in its war against
Ukraine (Izvestiya, October 2; Rossiiskaya Gazeta, October 5). Russia’s relentless attacks are
yielding relatively small territorial gains, and primarily on the axis toward Kramatorsk-Slovyansk.
Ukrainian forces are exploiting this concentration of enemy troops for counter-attacks in other
directions, particularly toward Lyman between the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts (Meduza, October
5). New Ukrainian air defense systems are blunting Russia’s edge in long-distance strikes gained
through newly developed Geran-5 jet-propelled drones and Banderol S-8000 cruise missiles.
Ukrainian strikes continue to breach the multi-layer defenses around Moscow, and have reached as
far east as the Omsk refinery in Western Siberia (The Insider, October 8).

The leaders of the CIS member-states are perfectly aware of Russia’s financial and military troubles.
The habitual pomp of the Turkmenistan summit could not camouflage the disinterest in scaling up
cooperation with Russia (KP.ru, October 8). Turkmenistan’s choice to acquire Akash surface-to-air
missiles from India, similarly to Tajikistan, signified that Russia’s plan for building a joint air defense
system covering the whole of Central Asia is not actively being implemented (Rossiiskaya Gazeta,
October 2). One of Putin’s meetings at the CIS summit was with Iranian President Masoud
Pezeshkian as he seeks to cultivate ties without providing any material aid to Iran (RBC, October
10). According to the pro-Kremlin Kommersant, Putin’s meeting with Pezeshkian was rescheduled,
possibly to accommodate his phone call with Trump (Kommersant, October 10).

Mainstream commentators trumpeted the agreement on exporting Russian diesel to the United
States as a breakthrough (Izvestiya, October 10). Russian media’s concern about Trump signing new
sanctions into law on September 18 has been replaced with hopes for softening the sanctions regime
(RIAC, September 22; Expert.ru, September 25). Within pro-Kremlin Russian media, only a few
radically jingoist voices have warned about the fragility of the diesel deal. External experts have
expressed doubts in Russia’s ability to deliver even moderate volumes of diesel on the world market
(TopWar.ru; Forbes.ru, October 10). The prohibition on exporting diesel and other oil products,
which the Russian government partially lifted, was aimed at mitigating the worsening domestic fuel
crisis (The Bell, October 10).

In the first days of October, Ukraine delivered a series of strikes on Russian energy infrastructure,
including on a pipeline hub in Samara, a refinery in Omsk, and an oil terminal in Rostov-on-Don. The
Kremlin may claim that it can only deliver on its U.S. diesel deal if Ukrainian strikes are stopped
(Kommersant; The Insider, October 10). Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has agreed to
stop the devastation of Russia’s oil industry if massive Russian attacks on Ukrainian energy
infrastructure are also discontinued, but Putin has not agreed to this offer (Radio Svoboda, October
11). The talks on bringing the war to an end that showed some promise in recent weeks thus seem
poised to stall (Novaya Gazeta Europe, October 10).

Putin may believe that he has caught fresh wind in the sails of his rotting gunboat, but his war
course still goes through a sea of deep troubles. The emptiness of his Valdai discourse was instantly
obvious, and it will take only a little time to expose his inability to make even a slight difference in
the world energy markets. Zelenskyy, for his part, said Ukraine would organize elections if Russia
agrees to a 60-day truce (Meduza, October 11). In combination with Ukraine’s innovative combat
tactics and upgraded strike capabilities, this diplomatic flexibility indicates Kyiv’s resilience is
sufficient to overcome further vicissitudes.
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