Analysis of Russian Special Flight
Squadron Operations at Ben Gurion
Airport

Verification of a High-Value Russian Asset in Israeli
Airspace

Corroborating Open-Source Flight Data

Assessment of the presence of a high-value Russian government aircraft in Israeli airspace
begins with the forensic examination of publicly available flight tracking data. Multiple
independent aviation data aggregators confirm the movement of a Tupolev Tu-214SR, bearing
the registration RA-64516, between Moscow and Tel Aviv on several occasions between late
2024 and mid-2025. This specific airframe is consistently associated with the unique
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAQ) 24-bit aircraft address, or hex code, 14FC04,
providing a persistent digital identifier for the asset across different tracking platforms.
FlightAware, a commercial flight tracking service, logged a specific departure for aircraft
RA-64516 on February 3, 2025. The data documents a flight originating from Ben Gurion Airport
in Tel Aviv, designated by the ICAO code LLBG, and terminating at Domodedovo Airport in
Moscow, UUDD. This record provides a concrete, timestamped data point that anchors the
aircraft's presence on Israeli soil. Further corroboration comes from Flightradar24, another
widely used tracking platform. Its historical data for RA-64516 explicitly identifies the aircraft's
operator as the "Russia - Special Flight Squadron" and details additional flights between
Moscow's Domodedovo Airport (DME) and Tel Aviv (TLV) during August 2025. The consistency
across these platforms in identifying the aircraft's operator adds a layer of confidence that this is
a state-owned and operated asset, not a commercial airliner.

The aircraft's identity is further solidified by aviation database provider Planefinder. Its records
confirm that RA-64516 is a Tupolev Tu-214SR variant operated by the Rossiya Special Flight
Detachment and is linked to the hex code 14FC04. Similarly, data from ADS-B Exchange, a
platform known for its unfiltered feed of Automatic Dependent Surveillance-Broadcast (ADS-B)
transmissions, also connects the hex code 14FC04 and registration RA-64516 to a military or
government operator, reinforcing its status as a state asset. The cross-validation of the
registration number, the unique hex code, the aircraft type, and the designated operator across
these separate data streams establishes a strong, evidence-based foundation for the aircraft's
identity and its flights into Israel.

Independent Media and OSINT Confirmation

The electronic signatures captured by flight tracking services are substantiated by independent,
human-source reporting from established media outlets and open-source intelligence (OSINT)
observers. This layer of verification is essential, as it moves the assessment from a collection of
digital data points to a confirmed real-world event. A pivotal piece of evidence is a report from



the Israeli news outlet Ynetnews published on October 27, 2024. The article explicitly states that
a Russian Tu-214SR aircraft, identified as part of the special "Russia" flight unit which operates
under President Vladimir Putin's administration, landed at Ben Gurion Airport. This report is of
significant analytical value because it originates from a reputable Israeli news desk, suggesting
verification through local sources at the airport, and it predates some of the flight tracker logs
from 2025, establishing a pattern of activity over time.

The Ynetnews report provides additional context that flight trackers alone cannot offer. It notes
that Russian media had reported a previous landing of the same aircraft type on October 17,
2024. More strategically, the article links the aircraft's presence in Israel to a temporary
cessation of Hezbollah rocket attacks from Lebanon, suggesting a potential connection between
the Russian mission and regional de-escalation efforts. This journalistic detail elevates the event
from a routine diplomatic visit to a potential element of active crisis management.
Complementing this professional reporting is a body of evidence from the global OSINT
community. Observers on social media platforms, including X (formerly Twitter) and Reddit,
have posted screenshots from flight tracking applications and initiated discussions about the
presence of RA-64516 in Tel Aviv. While individual posts vary in quality, the collective body of
public observation creates a persistent record of interest and scrutiny surrounding these flights.
The convergence of automated electronic data, professional journalism from a source within the
country of arrival, and widespread OSINT observation creates an exceptionally high-confidence
assessment that these flights did, in fact, occur. The journalistic sourcing provides the crucial
context that the flights were not only happening but were considered newsworthy and potentially
linked to sensitive regional security dynamics, indicating their significance was recognized within
Israeli government and media circles at the time.

The Tu-214SR Platform- A Kremlin Communications
Nexus

Technical Specifications and Mission Profile

The specific aircraft deployed to Tel Aviv, the Tupolev Tu-214SR, is a specialized platform
whose function is central to understanding the nature of its mission. The Tu-214SR is not a
standard transport aircraft nor is it an intelligence-gathering platform- its primary and unique role
is to function as a secure communications relay and an airborne command post for the senior
leadership of the Russian Federation. The "SR" designation stands for "Samolet-Retranslyator,"
which translates to "Relay Aircraft." This function is physically evident in its design- the aircraft is
distinguished by a large, aerodynamic fairing, or "hump," on the upper fuselage which houses a
suite of advanced satellite communications and other antenna systems designed to provide
robust, encrypted, and high-availability links to Moscow's command authorities.

Technical specifications for the aircraft underscore its special-mission capabilities. It is equipped
with four additional electrical generators to power its extensive suite of onboard electronics and
has an extended range of up to 10,000 kilometers, enabled by additional fuel tanks, allowing for
long-duration missions without refueling. This endurance and power generation capacity are
essential for maintaining a persistent communications bridge for a deployed presidential or
senior delegation.

The mission profile of the Tu-214SR must be clearly distinguished from that of its stablemate,
the Tu-214R. The Tu-214R is a dedicated Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR)



platform, equipped with an array of sensors including Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) and
Electronic Intelligence (ELINT) suites, side-looking synthetic aperture radar, and electro-optical
systems for collecting intelligence on adversary activities. The decision to dispatch a Tu-214SR
to Tel Aviv, and to have it land and park at Ben Gurion airport, instead of deploying a Tu-214R to
loiter in international airspace off the coast, is a definitive indicator of the mission's purpose. The
objective was not to collect intelligence on Israel, but to facilitate secure, high-level
communications from Israeli territory back to Moscow.

The Russian Special Flight Squadron- Instrument of State Power

The Tu-214SR with registration RA-64516 is operated by the Rossiya Special Flight
Detachment, also known as the Russian Special Flight Squadron. This elite aviation unit, based
at Vnukovo Airport in Moscow, operates under the direct administrative control of the President
of the Russian Federation. Its sole purpose is to provide secure and reliable air transportation
and special mission support for the highest echelons of the Russian government, including the
President, the Prime Minister, and other senior officials of the Kremlin and various ministries.
The squadron's fleet is diverse, comprising not only standard VIP transports like the llyushin
11-96-300PU but also a range of specialized aircraft designed for command and control,
communications relay, and reconnaissance. The involvement of any asset from this squadron
signifies that the mission is of state-level importance and is conducted with the full authority and
backing of the Kremlin. The deployment of one of its most sophisticated communications
platforms to a foreign capital is a clear signal of a direct, high-stakes engagement sanctioned at
the national leadership level.

Precedent- Deployment in Strategic Theaters

The appearance of the Tu-214SR in Israel is not an anomaly but is consistent with its
established pattern of deployment in other politically charged and militarily sensitive
environments. This history of use provides a crucial baseline for interpreting its mission in Tel
Aviv. During the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, a major international event requiring a robust
security and command infrastructure, a Tu-214SR was observed flying persistent orbits over the
city. This deployment provided a secure communications and command-and-control umbrella for
President Putin and the Russian leadership overseeing the games.

Similarly, during the Russian annexation of Crimea in March 2014, a period of intense crisis and
military operations, a Tu-214SR was tracked flying over the peninsula. In that context, its role
was to ensure uninterrupted and secure command links between political leadership in Moscow
and the military forces executing the operation on the ground. The aircraft is also frequently
used to accompany the presidential 11-96 on foreign trips, flying in advance or along similar
routes to provide redundant and secure communications capabilities for the head of state.

This established pattern demonstrates that the Tu-214SR is the Kremlin's preferred tool for
ensuring sovereign command and control during critical events, whether they are high-profile
international gatherings, active military crises, or sensitive diplomatic engagements abroad. Its
presence in Tel Aviv firmly places the visit within this category of high-stakes, state-level activity.
The selection of this specific airframe was a deliberate choice, indicating that the nature of the
discussions in Israel required a direct, secure, and independent communications channel to
Moscow, free from any potential for foreign eavesdropping. This capability is essential for
negotiations involving sensitive military operations, intelligence sharing, or the activities of
third-party state and non-state actors, where the compromise of information could have severe



strategic consequences.

Navigating Data Ambiguity- Call Signs, Trackers, and
Deception

The "RWZ" versus "RSD" Call Sign Anomaly

A significant anomaly in the open-source data surrounding the flights of RA-64516 is the
inconsistent use of its call sign. The official ICAO three-letter designator for the Rossiya Special
Flight Detachment is "RSD". However, on multiple occasions, particularly in data from July 2025,
the aircraft was observed operating under the call sign "RWZ," often appended with a flight
number such as RWZ18. The RWZ designator is officially assigned to Red Wings Airlines, a
Russian commercial and charter airline that operates scheduled passenger services, including
routes between Moscow and Tel Aviv.

This discrepancy has been a subject of discussion within the OSINT community. Some
observers have posited that the RWZ call sign is the result of a database error or a technical
glitch in the ADS-B aggregation systems, perhaps confusing the government aircraft with a
nearby Red Wings Tu-214, such as the one with the registration RA-64518. While such errors
are possible, the repeated and consistent use of the RWZ call sign for RA-64516 on the Tel Aviv
route suggests a pattern that is less likely to be random.

The more probable explanation is that the use of a commercial call sign is a deliberate, if
low-level, form of operational security or administrative camouflage. The core digital identity of
the aircraft- its permanent hex code 14FC04 and its registration RA-64516- remains unchanged
and correctly links it to the Special Flight Squadron in aviation databases. The call sign,
however, is a more transient piece of flight data. By using the call sign of a commercial airline
that regularly flies the same city-pair, the flight can blend in with routine air traffic on public
tracking websites. A casual observer might overlook the flight, assuming it is a standard Red
Wings passenger service. Only a more detailed inspection of the aircraft's registration or hex
code would reveal its true identity as a high-value government asset. This technique
complicates passive, wide-area monitoring and introduces a layer of ambiguity, forcing analysts
to perform additional verification steps. It is a subtle method of masking the aircraft's mission in
plain sight, not by hiding its location, but by temporarily obscuring its affiliation.

Assessing the Potential for ADS-B Spoofing and Jamming

The possibility of deliberate electronic deception must be considered in any analysis of Russian
military or government aviation. Russia is a highly capable actor in the field of electronic warfare
(EW) and has been extensively documented engaging in the jamming and spoofing of Global
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) signals, including the Global Positioning System (GPS).
The ADS-B system, which relies on GNSS for its position data, is inherently vulnerable to such
manipulation. A spoofer can transmit false signals that cause an aircraft's receiver to calculate
and broadcast an incorrect position.

Russian forces have employed these techniques widely in conflict zones and politically sensitive
areas, including Eastern Europe, the Baltic Sea, and the Black Sea region, often with significant
disruptive effects on civil aviation. Documented incidents include spoofing aircraft into circular
flight patterns over Smolensk or making them appear to be located at Russian military airfields



in Crimea, such as Belbek Airport. These actions demonstrate both the capability and the will to
manipulate ADS-B data for strategic purposes.

However, the anomalies observed with the Tu-214SR flights to Tel Aviv do not fit the pattern of
typical Russian GNSS spoofing. The observed discrepancy is in the aircraft's call sign and
operator name, not its geographical position. In all documented instances, the aircraft's track
was reliably plotted from its origin in Moscow to its destination at Ben Gurion Airport, and vice
versa. There is no evidence to suggest its location data was manipulated. The issue is one of
attribution, not location. Therefore, while Russia possesses sophisticated spoofing capabilities,
the evidence in this specific case points away from a technical attack on the aircraft's navigation
system and toward the administrative camouflage tactic of using a commercial call sign, as
previously discussed.

Table 3.1: Evidence Integrity Assessment for RA-64516 Sightings in
Israel

Date Window Primary Evidence |Key Data/Claim  |Noted Assessed
Source Anomalies/Contra |Confidence Level
dictions
Oct 2024 Ynetnews Report |Russian Tu-214SR[None reported. High

landed at Ben Linked to
Gurion Airport Hezbollah

(TLV). ceasefire.
3 Feb 2025 FlightAware Tail |[RA-64516 None noted in High
Log departed TLV for |historical log.
Moscow (UUDD).
Jul 2025 OSINT Social RA-64516 Use of Red Wings [Medium
Media Posts / departed TLV for |Airlines (RW2Z) call
FlightAware Moscow, using calllsign instead of
sign RWZ18. official RSD.

Community debate
on mislabeling.

Strategic Calculus- Moscow's Diplomatic Maneuvering
in the Levant

The Russia-Israel Deconfliction Channel over Syria

The strategic foundation of the modern Russia-Israel relationship is the deconfliction
mechanism established to manage their parallel and often conflicting military operations in
Syria. Since Russia's direct military intervention in the Syrian civil war in 2015, the airspace over
Syria has become exceptionally crowded and dangerous, with Russian, Israeli, and other
international forces operating in close proximity. To prevent accidental clashes that could
escalate into a major international crisis, Moscow and Jerusalem established a direct, high-level
communication channel between the Russian military command at Khmeimim Air Base and the
Israeli Air Force headquarters.

This pragmatic arrangement has allowed Israel to continue conducting hundreds of airstrikes
against targets it deems a threat- primarily Iranian weapons convoys, Hezbollah positions, and




other assets of the "Axis of Resistance" inside Syria. In practice, the mechanism has often
involved Russia "turning a blind eye" to these Israeli operations, provided they do not endanger
Russian personnel or strategic assets. This channel has been a remarkably durable and
effective tool of crisis management, built upon a direct and personal understanding between
Russian and Israeli leaders.

The sudden collapse of the Bashar al-Assad regime in December 2024, however, threw this
entire arrangement into a state of profound uncertainty. The deconfliction mechanism was
predicated on Russia's dominant influence over the Assad government and its control of Syrian
airspace. With Assad gone, fundamental questions arose- Who now controls Syrian air defense
systems? What are the new lines of authority on the ground? How will Russia's remaining forces
at its Tartus naval base and Khmeimim air base interact with a new Syrian government and with
continued Israeli operations? These are questions of vital national security interest to both
Russia and Israel, making urgent, face-to-face consultations between senior military and
intelligence officials not just desirable, but imperative. The timing of the Tu-214SR flights in late
2024 and early 2025 aligns perfectly with this period of strategic chaos, strongly suggesting the
primary purpose of the missions was to renegotiate the fundamental rules of engagement in a
new and unpredictable Syrian landscape.

Moscow's Balancing Act- The Iran-Israel Contradiction

Russia's foreign policy in the Middle East is characterized by a complex and often contradictory
balancing act, most notably its simultaneous cultivation of strong relationships with both Israel
and the Islamic Republic of Iran. On one hand, Moscow has developed a deep strategic
partnership with Tehran. This relationship has been significantly strengthened since Russia's
2022 invasion of Ukraine, with Iran becoming a key supplier of military hardware, including
unmanned aerial vehicles and ballistic missiles, to support Russia's war effort.

On the other hand, Russia has consistently maintained what it describes as strong and cordial
relations with Israel. Moscow acknowledges Israel's legitimate security concerns, particularly
regarding Iran's presence in Syria, and is mindful of the more than one million Russian-speaking
citizens in Israel, which creates a significant cultural and political link. This forces Moscow to
walk a diplomatic "fine line." It often issues public condemnations of Israeli airstrikes in Syria but
rarely takes concrete action to stop them. It has supplied Iran with advanced air defense
systems like the S-300 but has reportedly delayed or withheld other, more offensive systems in
deference to Israeli concerns. The Ynetnews report's description of the October 2024 Tu-214SR
visit as a "possible mediation effort with Iran" fits perfectly within this policy framework,
positioning Moscow as a channel between the two arch-enemies.

Russia as Mediator- Projecting Relevance and Influence

A central pillar of Russia's foreign policy under Vladimir Putin is the projection of its status as a
global great power, co-equal with the United States. A key tactic in this strategy is to position
Russia as an indispensable mediator in international conflicts where Washington's influence is
limited or unwelcome. By maintaining open channels of communication with all sides of a
conflict- a policy often described as "talking to everyone"- Moscow seeks to make itself a
necessary party to any potential resolution, thereby enhancing its international prestige and
securing a seat at the table in shaping regional outcomes.

Russia has repeatedly offered its services as a mediator in the Israeli-Iranian conflict, the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and various intra-Palestinian disputes. These diplomatic overtures



are particularly important for Moscow in the aftermath of major setbacks that have damaged its
international standing. The collapse of the Assad regime was a significant blow to Russian
prestige, as it demonstrated Moscow's inability to protect a key client state. In the wake of such
a failure, high-profile diplomatic engagements like the flights to Tel Aviv become even more
critical. They serve to demonstrate that despite the loss of Assad, Russia remains a relevant
and influential actor in the Levant, one whose interests must be considered and whose
diplomatic channels remain open and active.

Operational and Intelligence Significance

Operational Advantage- The Sovereign Communications Bubble

The deployment of the Tu-214SR for a diplomatic mission in a foreign country provides a critical
operational advantage- the creation of a sovereign, secure communications bubble. When
senior officials conduct sensitive negotiations on foreign soil, they face a significant risk of
surveillance and electronic eavesdropping from the host nation and other third-party intelligence
services. Relying on local telecommunications networks or even the communications systems
within their own embassy presents vulnerabilities. Both are prime targets for signals intelligence
collection.

The Tu-214SR, parked on the tarmac at Ben Gurion Airport, effectively functions as a mobile,
airborne Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility (SCIF). Its specialized equipment
provides a direct, encrypted satellite link for voice, data, and video communications back to the
highest levels of command in the Kremlin. This allows a visiting Russian delegation to conduct
real-time consultations with Moscow, receive new instructions, and report on the progress of
talks with absolute confidence in the security and integrity of their communications. For a
mission focused on the delicate and high-stakes topics of military deconfliction, intelligence
sharing on terrorist groups, or the future of Syria, this independent and sovereign
communications channel is not a luxury- it is an operational necessity.

A Strategic Signal to Washington and Tehran

Beyond its practical function, the overt presence of a Russian Special Flight Squadron aircraft at
Israel's primary international airport is a powerful act of strategic signaling, intended for an
audience well beyond the negotiating table in Tel Aviv.

To the United States, the flight is a clear demonstration that Russia maintains a privileged and
direct channel to the senior leadership of a key American ally. It signals that despite
Washington's efforts to isolate Moscow, Russia retains the ability to engage on critical security
issues in the Middle East and cannot be excluded from regional crisis management. It serves as
a reminder that even America's closest partners have pragmatic reasons to maintain a working
relationship with the Kremlin, particularly on issues like Syria where Russian military presence is
a reality on the ground.

To Iran, the flight sends a more complex and nuanced message. On one level, it reinforces
Russia's value as a potential mediator that can engage with Tehran's primary adversary, a role
that no other major power can easily fill. On another level, it is a subtle reminder to Tehran that
Moscow has its own distinct interests and relationships in the region, which are not always
perfectly aligned with Iran's. The open nature of the engagement- visible on public flight trackers
and reported in the Israeli press- signals that Moscow is not hiding its dialogue with Jerusalem,



a fact that may moderate Iranian expectations of unconditional Russian support.

The very public nature of these flights is itself a strategic tool. A truly clandestine meeting would
have employed more discreet travel arrangements. By sending a clearly identifiable government
aircraft that is easily trackable, Moscow engages in a form of public diplomacy. The mission
serves as a potent counter-narrative to the Western policy of isolating Russia. It demonstrates to
a global audience, particularly in the "Global South," that Russia is not a pariah state but a major
power with global reach and diplomatic access, a nation that even close U.S. allies must
engage with on matters of core national security.

Outlook and Indicators for Future Monitoring

Probabilistic Assessment of Future Deployments

The analysis of the mission profile, strategic drivers, and operational context surrounding the
Tu-214SR flights to Israel leads to a high-probability assessment that such missions will
continue. The underlying factors that necessitated these high-level, secure consultations are not
transient. The collapse of the Assad regime has created a new and enduring strategic reality in
Syria, characterized by a power vacuum and profound uncertainty. The need for a robust
deconfliction channel between Russian forces and the Israeli military is now more acute than
ever. Furthermore, Russia's strategic ambition to act as a regional mediator and project its great
power status remains a constant in its foreign policy. As long as the situation in Syria remains
volatile and the potential for conflict between Israel and Iranian-backed forces persists, the
requirement for a direct, secure Moscow-Jerusalem channel will remain. Therefore, future
deployments of the Tu-214SR or other assets from the Russian Special Flight Squadron to
Israel should be expected, particularly in response to new crises or escalations along Israel's
northern border.

Priority Intelligence Requirements and Indicators

To anticipate and understand future Russian activity related to this channel, intelligence
collection and analysis should focus on a set of key indicators. Monitoring these variables will
provide early warning of new engagements and insight into the evolving nature of the
Russia-Israel strategic dialogue.

e Frequency and Timing of Flights: Continuous monitoring of air traffic between Russia
and Israel for aircraft belonging to the Special Flight Squadron (ICAO code RSD, or
known assets using alternate call signs like RWZ) is paramount. The frequency of these
flights should be tracked, and their timing must be correlated with specific security events
on the ground. A flight that immediately follows a major Israeli airstrike in Syria, a
significant clash on the Israel-Lebanon border, or a major political development within the
new Syrian government would strongly indicate the purpose of the mission.

e Contemporaneous Russian Military Activity: The Tel Aviv flights should not be viewed
in isolation. Analysts must correlate these diplomatic missions with broader Russian
military movements in the Eastern Mediterranean. A Tu-214SR flight to Israel that
coincides with the deployment of a Russian naval task group, an increase in ISR patrols
by Russian aircraft off the Syrian coast, or the movement of air defense assets would
suggest a more comprehensive shift in Russia's regional military posture.

e Diplomatic and Leadership Travel: The composition of the delegations involved is a key



indicator of the mission's focus. Monitoring for follow-on visits to Moscow by senior Israeli
military, Mossad, or Shin Bet officials, or reciprocal visits to Israel by their Russian
counterparts, will provide insight into the depth of the dialogue. The type of aircraft used is
also a significant indicator. The continued use of the Tu-214SR points to working-level,
expert consultations. The appearance of a larger VIP transport, such as the presidential
llyushin 11-96-300PU, would signal an escalation to the head-of-state or ministerial level,
indicating a breakthrough or a severe crisis.

e Changes in Deconfliction Behavior: The outputs of these meetings may be observable
in the operational patterns of both countries. A marked change in the frequency, location,
or targeting of Israeli airstrikes in Syria following a Russian visit could be a direct result of
newly established "red lines." Conversely, any change in Russia's public posture- either a
stronger condemnation of Israeli actions or a conspicuous silence- would also serve as an
indicator of the talks' outcomes.

e Call Sign and OPSEC Patterns: Continued monitoring of the call signs used by these
aircraft is necessary. A consistent use of the camouflaged "RWZ" call sign would suggest
a desire to maintain a degree of ambiguity. A deliberate shift back to the official "RSD" call
sign for a flight could be a signal in itself, indicating a desire for a more overt and
transparent engagement on a particular issue.
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