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Introduction to the S-400 Air Defence System

 

The S-400 Triumf (NATO reporting name: SA-21 Growler) is one of the most advanced
and formidable long-range air defence systems in the world today. Developed by 
Russia’s Almaz Central Design Bureau, the S-400 is designed to detect, track, and
destroy a wide variety of aerial threats including aircraft, unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs), cruise missiles, and ballistic missiles.

Since its induction into the Russian military in 2007, the S-400 system has gained global
attention for its advanced capabilities, prompting interest and procurement from several
nations including China, India, and Turkey.

Key Features of the S-400 Air Defence System

1. Multi-Target Engagement

The S-400 can track up to 300 targets simultaneously and engage up to 36 targets at
once using a mix of missile types optimized for various ranges and threat levels.

2. Extended Range and Altitude

Maximum range: Up to 400 kilometers

Maximum altitude: Up to 30 kilometers

This enables the S-400 to intercept high-speed targets at long distances and altitudes,
covering a vast airspace.

3. Versatile Missile Arsenal

The system uses a multi-layered missile approach, allowing it to neutralize a variety of
targets:



Vict
or

 G
ro

wth
40N6 missile – Up to 400 km

48N6DM missile – Up to 250 km

9M96E2 missile – Up to 120 km

9M96E missile – Up to 40 km

Each missile is equipped with a high-explosive fragmentation warhead and can be
guided using radar and semi-active homing systems.

4. Advanced Radar and Tracking

The S-400 is equipped with 3D phased array radars like the 91N6E Big Bird acquisition
radar, allowing it to detect stealth aircraft and low-flying cruise missiles.

5. Mobile and Rapidly Deployable

Mounted on 8×8 wheeled vehicles, the S-400 system is highly mobile and can be
deployed within minutes, making it difficult for enemy forces to target or neutralize.

Components of the S-400 System

A typical S-400 battery includes:

Command and control center

Surveillance and tracking radars

Missile launchers

Transport and reloading vehicles

Missile storage units

These components work in tandem to provide a layered and integrated air defence
shield.

S-400 vs Other Air Defence Systems
Feature S-400 Triumf Patriot PAC-3 THAAD
Max Range 400 km 160 km 200 km
Max Altitude 30 km 24 km 150 km (ballistic)
Mobility High (8×8 vehicles) Moderate Limited
Targets Aircraft, Missiles Aircraft, Missiles Ballistic Missiles
Countries Using Russia, India, China USA, Japan, Saudi

Arabia
USA, UAE
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The S-400 outperforms many Western systems in range, versatility, and radar
technology, making it a preferred choice for countries seeking a powerful deterrent
against aerial threats.

Strategic Importance of the S-400

The deployment of the S-400 has significant geopolitical implications. Countries that
acquire it often face diplomatic pressure, especially from the United States, which
argues that the S-400 system could compromise NATO and other allied defence systems.
Notable cases include:

India signed a 5.43 billion USD deal with Russia, defying U.S. sanctions

Turkey, a NATO member, faced sanctions after purchasing the S-400

The system is not just a military asset, but also a political statement showcasing defence
autonomy.

Countries Using the S-400 System

As of 2025, the S-400 system has been procured or deployed by:

Russia (developer and primary user)

China

India

Turkey

Belarus

Several other countries have expressed interest, but geopolitical complexities often
delay or block procurement.

Advantages of the S-400 System

Long-range and high-altitude interception

Multi-target engagement capability

Effective against stealth aircraft and cruise missiles

Fully mobile and rapidly deployable
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Integrated radar and control systems

Disadvantages of the S-400 System

High cost of procurement and maintenance

Political consequences (e.g., U.S. CAATSA sanctions)

Potential interoperability issues with Western systems

Complex training and logistics required

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

What is the S-400 air defence system?

The S-400 is a Russian long-range surface-to-air missile system capable of detecting and
destroying aerial threats including aircraft, drones, and ballistic missiles.

How far can the S-400 missile system reach?

The S-400 has a maximum range of 400 kilometers and can engage targets up to 30
kilometers in altitude.

Which countries have purchased the S-400 system?

Countries like India, China, Turkey, and Belarus have either purchased or deployed the
S-400 system.

Why is the S-400 considered controversial?

Because of its advanced capabilities and Russian origin, countries purchasing the S-400
often face sanctions or political backlash, particularly from the United States under laws
like CAATSA (Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act).

How does the S-400 compare to the U.S. Patriot missile system?

The S-400 generally offers longer range, better radar systems, and greater versatility,
although the Patriot system has better interoperability within NATO frameworks.

Can the S-400 shoot down stealth aircraft?

Yes, the S-400 is specifically designed with radar systems capable of detecting and
tracking low radar cross-section targets, including stealth fighters like the F-35.

Conclusion
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The S-400 Air Defence System represents a major leap in global air defence capabilities.
Its cutting-edge radar, diverse missile inventory, and long-range coverage make it a
powerful tool for any nation’s military. However, its acquisition often brings diplomatic
challenges, making it as much a geopolitical chess piece as a defensive weapon. As
aerial threats evolve, the S-400 continues to be a benchmark against which other air
defence systems are measured.
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