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THE SOVIET PRESENCE
IN THE MEDITERRANEAN:

A SHORT HISTORY

This article originally appeared in the French "Revue de Défense Nationale.” It is
reprinted here with the kind permission of the editors of that publication as a
valuable addition to the growing body of literature concerning the naval activities of
Russia in the Mediterranean Sea. The translation is complete except for certain
tabular data and appendixes which were omitted due to the limitations of space.
Near the end of the article, several sentences have been omitted since they dealt with
speculation on matters which have been overtaken by events. These remarks were not
central to the authors’ thesis, and it was felt that the judgments as expressed could
only detract from the consistently excellent quality of MM. Masson and Couhat's
presentation.

by
Philipe Masson and ]. Labayle Couhat

(Translaled by Lieutenant Commander Gary G, Sick, U.S, Navy and Karlan K. Sick)

The presence of a significant Sovicl
naval force in the Mediterrancan scems
to represent a new clemenl in inler-
nalional relations. [lowever, it is
intriguing to recall that the first Russian
clforlts to penetrale these walers
occurred exactly two cenlaries ago,

The lirst appearance dates from the
Iinsso-Tarkish War of 1769-1774, Two
years belore the (irst division of Poland,
the Kmpress Catherine, treading in the
footsteps of Peler the Great, wanted to
give Russia access Lo the Black Sea at
the expense of the Ottoman Fmpire,
which  still  controlled the coasts,
Although the principal wilitary opera-
tions took place on land in southern
Russia and on Lhe Sea of Axov, Lhe
expedition of an important naval force
from St Petersburg to the Lastern
Mediterrancan was regarded as a polent
diversionary mancuver in the framework

of Catherine’s “Greek Plan.™ Alter a
G6-months’ voyage, the Russian squad-
rons, under the command of Count
Orlov, reached the shores of Lhe Pelo-
ponnesus. Their prineipal objeetive was
o assist the Orthodox Greeks in their
revolt againsl the Turks. As it turned
out, Orlov’s mission was never fullilled.
The Russiang were unable to scize the
strategic Greek ports, and the revoll was
drowned in blood by an army of
Turkish reenforeements. llowever, the
Russian Fleet, with the oid of fire ships,
succeeded in destroying the Ottoman
IMleet at Cesme near the island of Chios
on 19 July 1770, Then, as maslers ol
the Acgean, lhe Russians first tried,
withoul suecess, Lo loree the Darda-
nelles, then limiled themselves lo a
blockade, They also harassed Turkish
shipping, tavaged the coasls, and
atlacked certain ports, incloding Beimt.
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Orlov did not leave the Mediterrancan
until 1774 after the Treaty of Kuchuk
Kainarji which ceded to Russin consider-
able territorial gaing (including Azov)
and guaranteed [reedom of navigation
for Russian merchantmen in the Black
Sca and Turkish Strails,

This expedilion, which lasted nearly
5 years, produced a considerable impres-
gion in Furope, il only [or ils size: three
squadrons  had appeared  from Kron-
stadl, congisting of a total of 23 ships of
the line, 12 frigates, and seven smaller
allack vessels, nol including several
dozen transports wilh several thousand
soldiers embarked. Among the nalions
ol the Mediterrancan, concern was high.
Venice, Dubrovnik, and Malta refused
o reecive the tussian ships. [n Franee
the expedition was regarded as very
dangerous, not only for Turkey which
was then supported by Versailles, but
also {or the general balance ol power in
the Mediterrancan. The  Duke  of
Choiseul briefly considered intercepting
the [irst Russian squadron in the Fuglish
Channel or just outside Gibraltar,

British supporl of the Russian forces
also disturbed the lrench. The English,
wlhose Mediterranean policy was not yet
firmly cstaldished, provided vital assis-
tanee to the Russian ships, The lalter,
hurriedly armed, often in bad condition,
and [litted with bmprovised equipment,
found the exccllent (acilities of the
British porls of Porlsmouth, Gibraltar,
and Port Mahon at Lheir disposal. More-
over, the English had actively parlici-
pated in the creation of the Russian
Ileet. A number of British officers
served on board these ships; Admiral
Elphinstone was an Englishman, [t was
he who dirceted, in spite of Orlov’s
misgivings, the attack ol the [ire ships at
Cesme. Despite all this, the Russians
displayed scrious inadequacies which
were, as it happened, amply compen-
suted for by those of the Furks. To gel
some idea of the nature of this war,
Frederick 11 is supposed o have
remarked, “It would he necessary to
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imagine one-cyed meu exchanging blows
with the blind,™

Nonetheless, even i the principal
ohjeclive ol the expedition, the Greek
revoll, was nol allained, Lhe ouleome of
the alfair had ils posilive aspects. The
expedition had enhanced Russian pres-
Lige, considerably  embarpassed  the
Turks, and had Tacilitated the viclories
im Lhe Black Sca. However, a lesson
coutd he drawn from Lhis experience:
the neeessity ol having a naval base.
Aund this wonld heneelorth be the objec-
Live ol the Muscovites,

The second  inlervenlion must be
seen in this perspeetive, Russia inler-
vened during the reign of Paul [—on the
occasion ol Napoleon™ Egyplian cam-
puign—alter  the Knglish  vietory al
Aboukir, Russia  joined the Second
Coalition  with Fngland, Austria,
Turkey, and the Kingdom ol Naples, In
the auturmn ol 1798, a (leel under the
command ol Admiral Ushakov enlered
the Mediterrancan lor Lhe [irst Lime via
the Turkish Straits. With six heavy ships
and seven [rigates carrying 1,200 men,
Ushakov iguored Fgypt and proceeded
to the Adriatic. With the aid of Lhe
Albanians, he scized the lonian Islands
occupied by  France, most  nolably
Corlu, on 3 March 1799, 'T'he Russians
presented themselves as the delenders of
their Orthodox brethren oppressed by
the impious and atheislic French. Aud
at last they had o Mediterrancan base.
After lengthy digcussions, Uie Constanli-
nople Convention of 21 Mareh 1800
recognized  Lhe independence of the
lonian  [slands, which  Dbecame  the
Republic of the Seven  lslands, In
reality, the Republic remained under
the suzerainty of the Porte, but its
terrilory  was  guaranteed by Russia
which was permilted, in the event of
danger, Lo send troops there, And thal is
whal happened in 1802, Alexander 1,
with the assistance of Counl Capo
(’Istrin, prepared Lo annex the islands.

Fhis policy provoked greal anxiely
on the part ol the British, Nelson
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deplored the lack of cooperation on the
part of the Russians and wrole in
November 1798, “Ii scems Lo me that
they arc increasingly preoccupied with
obtaining bascs rather than chasing
Bonaparte oul of Fgypt.”

British apprchension became cven
grealer when Czar Paul 1 laid claim Lo
Malta, where he became Grand Master
of the Order of the Knights Hospitalers,
The British refusal 1o eede Lhe island
after ils sureender in Scptember 1800
produced a provisional alliance between
France and Russia, [ollowed by the
formation ol the “Leaguc of Neulrals.”
Whatever Lhe intricacics of the affair, at
the Llime ol the peace of Amiens the
record still showed a posilive gain for
Russia, lor she had established ¢ protec-
torale over the lonian Tslands,

The {inal imporlint incursion inlo
the Mediterrancan coineided wilh the
Third Coalition. The f(leet of Admiral
Senyavin, with 10 ships of the line and
five f[rigates, arrived at Corlu from
Kronstadt in January 1806. With the aid
of the Montenegring, Lbe Russians scized
Kotor fjord and a number of islauds off
the Dalmatian coasl. With the help of
the British, they also waged a war
against the Turks who, with the supporl
of Napoleon, refused Lo permit the
passage of Russian warships Lhrough Lhe
straits, A Russo-British atlempl led by
Duckworlli and Senyavin Lo force the
Dardanelles failed in March 1807, The
French mission of Sebastiani had sue-
ceeded in establishing the defense of the
slrails,

This aborlive partnceship served only
Lo reenforee the distrust of the British
who discerned the Russian plun: Lo
obtain bases and Lo dismember Turkey.
In Augnst 1804 Nelson had wrillen,
“My opinion ol Russian ambilions was
formed long ago; loday | see that all her
efforts are direeted al the same goal: the
possession ol all of European Turkey.”

The Treaty of Tilsit had the meril of

clarifying malters, By virlue ol Uhis
trealy Lhe French were able Lo sciwe

Corfu and Kotor. As for Senyavin, wha
was upscl at the British reactlion, he
departed  the Medilerrancan  precipi-
tously; but his flect was intercepted “as
a precautionary measure” at the mouth
of the Tagus River at Lishon by an
English squadron. An agreement per-
mitled the officers and crew Lo relurn
to Russia; Lthe ships were retained by the
British until peace was achieved,

This havsh turn of evenls, with the
loss of the lonian lslands, marks a
turning point in Russian policy. 1t was
the tain of ncarly 40 years” effort. 11
was also the point of departure [or a
new Dritish poliey.

X * % X X W X

Henceforth, the British attitude was
(irmly established. Great Briluin decided
to maintain its command of the Medi-
lerrancan wilh bases in Gibraltar, Malta,
and Corfu, which were occupied and
held from 1814 to 1864. FEngland also
ingisted on the nculralization ol the
atraits and assumecd responsibility for
the protection of Turkey. The integrity
ol the Ottoman Empire was Lo hecome
an article of [aith in Dritish policy.

As Tor Russia, in the abscnce of
oullying bases she no longer contem-
plaled aclion oulside the Baltic. The
final attempl look place in 1827 ul the
time of Lhe Battle of Navarino. She tried
lo oblain recognition of her right of
exclusive passage through lhe Turkish
Strails, bul nat the freedom ol passage
for aill, which could be dangerous to her
position in the Black Sea. To allain Lbis
goal, she allempled throughout the
L9th cenlury Lo weaken the Porle and
lo dismante the Olloman Empire by
lending her support Lo the Orthodox
populations, Bul all of these allempls 1o
obtain a privileged slatug in the Olto-
mau Fanpire collided with British op-
posilion.

In 1833, thanks to the revoll of
Mohammed Al Russia oblained by
trealy Lthe closure of the straits, in Lime,
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of war, solely to ships moving north,
But in 1841 England won the second
round. The Convention ol Constan-
tinople forbade passage to all warship,
even in limes of peace,

[n 1854 a new Russian allempt lo
dominate Turkey was even more unlor-
tunate. Al the Congress of Varis the
closure of Lthe slraits was conlirmed and
Lthe Black Sea demilitarized.

In 1870, thanks 1o Lhe Franco-
Prussian War, Russia reestablished her
sovereignty; bul at the Conlerence of
London in March 1871 the prineiple of
the elosure of the strails was main-
tained. Five years later a Russian at-
templ Lo dismantle the Ottoman Fmpire
resutled in a serious crisis and ended
with a new lailnre, At Lhe Congress of
Berlin in 1878, the Treaties of Paris and
London were onee more conlirmed.

The war of 1914-1918 almost gave
Russia all she desired. In April 1915 and
in March 1916 the Alhes, fearing o
scaparale peace, agreed Lo recognize,
upon cessalion ol hostilities, Russian
possession ol Conalanlinople and the
straits, However, Lhe Revolnlion of
1917 permitted these promises Lo be
annufled.

Immediately  following  the  war,
French, and parcticularly Hritish, efforls
lo contro} the straits were shorl lived.
The Montreux  Convention, signed in
1930 by Turkey, the US.5.1R., England,
and France, accorded a new stalus to
the straits which 1s stll in efflect today.
Complete freedom of navigation for
commereial  vessels i recognized in
times ol peace or war so long as Turkey
remains neulral, Bul it is nol the same
for warships; their passage must con-
form Lo complex rules which limit the
number and transiling
warships and require advance nolilica-
Ltion ol passage. This agreement, which
no longer corresponds o the character-
istiecs ol modern ships, gives partial
satisfuclion to the Soviet nion,

armament  of

Reappearance of the Russian Fleet in
htt}gh?/d Mc iterranean, Ilol pen rlel

Igl -commons.usnwc. e nwc
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wars, Lhe Soviel Fleet appeared only
once i the Mediterranean, This was in
1929 when the batUleship Pariskaya
Kommuna and a cruiser which had been
stalioned in the Baltie went Lo the Black
Sea, In the course of Lhis circumnaviga-
lion, the Lwo ships paid a visit Lo Bresl.

After the Sceond World War, as soon
as Lthe {leet had been partially reconsti-
luted, Soviel ships made some Limid
cruises oul ol their closed seas, the
Baltic and Black Seas, where they nor-
mally operated. Il one is o helieve the
Soviel marilime press of lhal period,
these sorlics were considered to be
veriluble exploils. But in 1935 Moscow
decided Lo build an oceangoing MMeet
commensurale wilth  the global ambi-
tions of the US.S.R. From that lime
on, Savicl ships venlured oul more and
mare, and an agreement was signed wilh
Albania Lo construel a base al Vione. At
the ¢nd of August 1958, four 1,100-ton
submarines of the *“W” class and the
lender Atrek dropped anchor al that
porl. One year later, lour additional
submarines of Lhe same class, which also
belonged to the Baltie Fleel, and a new
10,000-ton Don elasy submarine tender
came from Lhe Black Sea 1o Viene. Bul
political tension between Albania and
Russia monnled, and [inally in May
1961 this supporl ship and four sub-
marines left Vione for Leningrad. The
Atrek and the other submarines were
ceded Lo Albania, IT they still exist, they
must be in very poor condition due to
the luck of sparc parts and qualified
pecsonnel and are cerlainly nol opera-
tional.* During the Soviet stay in Al
hania, Vlone was visiled several times by
unils from Lthe Black Sea, including the
20,000-ton  Sverdloy  class  eruiser
Mikhail Kntuzov in 1957 and the
15,000-ton cruiser Kubishew in 1960, 1t
was al approximalely this period, or

*Translalors’ Nole: Ieeenl informalion
indicates thal at |easl some of the subinarines
are. glill operational and do conduel ocei-

(1124/1531}0["“ patrols off the coasts of Albania.
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even a bit before, that the U.S.5.R.
began to give naval eqnipment to Egypt;
and since that time this aid has never
ccascd,

In September 19537 the Sverdlov class
cruiser Zhdanov visited Split in Yngo-
slavia and laler paid a call at Latakia in
Syria. In October of the same year, the
Kuibishen and two destroyers en roule
from the Black Sea dropped anchor in
Split. In 1964 this same port received
the visit of the eruiser Mikhail Kutuzov
and two entirely new 4,000-ton Kashin
class missile deslroyers.

From 1960 to 1963 nnmerons vesscls
going Lo and from the Black Sea wean-
gited the Mediterrancan. These ships
somelimes sailed alone and at times in
groups and in the latter case profitted
from Lhe opportnnity to conduct several
cxercises in the Aegean Sca. In Septem-
her 1962 a Sverdlov class cruiser with
two 1,700-ton Riga class destroyer cs-
corts passed throngh the Tnrkish Straits
and the Snez Canal to join the ludo-
nesiau flect, lo which they had been
given.

After 1964, nnils in transit in the
Medilerrancan made it a praclice to
spend a number of wecks there, and it is
from this period that one can date the
almosl permancnl stationing of a small
Sovict foree in the castern Mediler-
rancan., This force included a eruiser,
flyiug the flag of an admiral, sometimes
onc or two missile ships, some cscorts,
and somec submarines, Aflter the Arab-
lsracli War of June 1967, this small
force was reenforced by four destroyers
from the Black Sea which passed
through the straits on the 3d and 4th of
Jone to relicve those ships already
presenl in the Mediterrancan, DBecause
of Lhe events that followed, these latler
ships remained in the arca for some
time.

At the end of the conflict, the
Savicts decided to enlarge their Mediter-
rancan naval force appreciably. Al
thongh the composition varics, Lhesc

forces gencerally include one 20,000-ton
Sverdlov elass cruiser which is ocea-
gionally replaced by the Dzerzhinski,
the only Sverdlov cruiser equipped with
surface-to-air missiles; one Kynda class
cruiser or a Krupnyy class destroyer
armed wilh long-range surlace-lo-snrlace
ernise missiles; three to fonr standard
Kotlin class deslroyers or Kashin class
misgile destroyers; Lhree to four Riga,
Pelya, or Mirka eclass cscorls; Lhree
Polnocny or  Alligator class landing
ships; nearly a dozen long-range sub-
marines, incliding some “N> elass nu-
clear-powered attack umils; and a small
wnmber of support ships (oilers, sub-
marine  tenders, ¢l cclera, el cet-
cra...). Elements ol the Naval Infan-
iry, amonnting Lo a ballalion of 500
men with light Llanks, arc sometimes
embarked on board the amphibious
ghips.

The surfacc ships come from the
Black Sca, the Baltic, and cven some-
limes [rom the Northern IMeet. The
submarines, in conlrast, generally come
from the Northern Fleel which includes
a tolal of slightly more than a hundred
snbmarines. As in olher navies, approxi-
mately onc-third of these unils arc
opcrational, onc-third are in truining,
and the last third in repair and overhaul.
Thus, by a simple connt, it is cvident
that the US.S5.R. maintains about one-
third of its operalional submarines from
the¢ Northern Flect in the Mediter-
rancan. This provides a good indicalion
of the importance which she atteibutes
to Lhat sca,

All of these ships—surface and snb-
marine alike—are relicved every 2 or 3
months, comparahle Lo the ships of the
American 6th 1"leet,

This Sevict “Task Foree,” which is
now the most importanl naval forma-
tion in the Mediterrancan afler the 6th
Ileet, normally operates in the eastern
Medilerrancan, sailing  belween  the
mchorages  of Hammamet off  the
Tunisian coust, Hurd Bank east of
Malta, and Kithira Island off Lhe west-
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ern end of Crete. These ships call at
Alexandria and Port Said in a achedule
so regulaicd that there arc always Sovict
units preseni in both porls, in order to
demonstrate their support of the Egyp-
lians or Lo prevenl the Iseaclis from
launching reprisal raids on Uhese siles,
Cerlain commenlalors have suggesled
that the Soviels have convinced the
Fgyplians lo granl them base rights in
these ports. This, in our opinion, scems
imposeible. This would, in lact, be
entirely contrary lo the policy of the
Soviel Government which is nol at all
anxions to [find itsell the object ol
criticisms which il has leveled at the
Americans for Lheir  overscas  basces.
Morcover, it is doubtlul that the states
hordering  on the southern  Mediter-
rancan who are so jealous ol their new
independence, olten won at such a high
price, would again aceept the presence
ol forcign bases on their territory. THow-
ever il may be, the crews of the Soviel
ships which call in Fgypt and Algeria
must find it a welcaome break in a
deployment which is not always easy,
Actnally, the Soviet Fleel in the Medi-
Lterrancan has al ils disposal only a small
logistic contingent Lo provide material
support lor such a large lorec operating
thousands ol iles rom its home bases.
The supply [eet eurrently accompany-
ing the foree, at least from Lhe point of
view of provisioning at sea, scems ill
suited Lo ils mission. This is due to the
fact that the Soviets have placed their
first priority in the naval domain on
combatant ships, This shorlage ol spe-
cialized logistics ships certainly necessi-
tates a wholehearted elfort on the part
of the crews Lo keep Lheir ships con-
stantly in good condition. And it tends
to prove Lhat the Soviet ships are very
rugged.

How is this flect going Lo evolve in
the course ol the next several years? [t
docsn’t scem likely that it will grow
numerically. Rather, its offensive power
is probably going Lo increase very signi-
licanty as the numerous ships under
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construction in the U.8.S5.R. enler inlo
service, According o well-informed
Weslern sources such as Jane’s Fighting
Ships, L'Almanaceo Navale, and Weyer’s
Warships of the World, there should be
presently under conslruclion in Sovicl
shipyards hall a dozen Kresta class
missile-equipped cruisers, as well as vari-
ous classes of nuclear submarines, whose
annual conslruction rale could reach
four Lo six units.

Morcover, il s now known that the
Soviel Navy posscescs lwo helicopler
carriers. The liest, Moskva, is undergoing
trials, while the second, Leningrad, is in
the process of completion.® These two
ships were construeted in the lack Sea
at Nikolacv, at the mouth of the Bug
River, where Lthe Sovicts have very
extensive naval shipyards which spe-
cialize i the construction ol commer-
cial and war ships. Moskva and Lenin-
graed are helicopler cruisers resembling
the French Jeanne d’Are hul much
larger. Their displacement would equal
atl least 20,000 tons. Their forward deck
is oceupied by antisnbmarine weapons
and al leasl two surlace-lo-air missile
lannchers, The alter-deck is approxi-
mately 90 meters long and is fitted out
for acrial takeoff and landing opera-
tions. Beneath the (light deck there is
no doubtl a hangar deck served by one
or lwo clevators. Fach ol these ships
could carry [rom 20 o 30 helicop-
lers. . ..

One can thus expect that the Soviel
Fleet in the Mediterranean will eventu-
ally consist of a helicopler carrier, lwo
or three Kynda or Kresta guided missile
cruisers, and a flotilla of nuclear sub-
marines, all supported by a logistical
lorce well adapted o its mission.

Conclusion. What significance can we
ascribe to this very considerable inercase
in the Soviel naval polential in the

*Translators” Note: This arlicle was pub-
lished in carly 1968 hefore the first appear-
anee  of Maoskea in the Mediterrancan.
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Mediterrancan? [L is both political and
military.

On tbe political leyel, following the
tradition of the old navy of the crars,
the US.5.R. desircs first of all thal
everyone  grow  accustomned Lo Lhe
presence of Soviet ships in the Mediler-
rancan, particularly the castern Mediter-
rancan, an arca in which Russia has
manifested an interest sinee the end of
the 18th century,

This lorce also contributes, logether
with military aid and the presence of
Russian Lleebnicians, Lo the reenloree-
ment of Soviel influence in the region
of global slrategic imporlance, the
Middle East. The U.S.S.R. is clearly
determined that these nations should
not fall into the orbil of another power.
Like their counlerparls in old Russia,
those responsible for Soviel foreign
policy know how Lo lake Lhe long view,
and in Lheir calenlations they have
cerlainly taken into account the pos-
sibility of a eon(licl with China, In such
an cvent, sinee the umbilical eord of the
Trans-Sibetian Railway would be seri-
ously threatened, the Suew Canal would
be the mostL rapid route for the move-
ment ol troops and malerials Lo the FPar
East. This is why the UL.S.5.R. insisls
that the eanal remain under the control
ol a power which is in no way hoslile Lo
it. Of course Lhe ecanal ir currently
closed Lo navigation, but there is no
doubl that the U.S.8.R. lavors ils re-
opening, ls elosure elfectively requires
Sovicl ships en roule lo the Far Fast,
and notahly Noeth Victnam, Lo cireum-
navigale  Alrica, which considerably
lengthens Lhe yoyage,

The prescnee of a Sovicl [oree in Lhe
Medilerranean facing Lthe American OLh
Ileel conlribules Lo the crealion of an
cquilibriumn in Lhis region whieh is so
sensilive in world  allairs. This was

clearly apparent during the Arab-Isracli
War of 1967, During the entirc crisis,
Sovict units, including two Kashin class
missile  destroyers, constantly  [ol-
lowed—cither closcly or at a distance—
the diverse movemenls of the American
ships. As a resull, the Sovielt Govern-
ment was always informed on the air
aclivity ol the Gth Fleet. Thus it was
able Lo verily how little loundation
there was for Arab allegalions aceusing
Anglo-Saxon aircraft of assisting Lhe
Isvaclis. This verilication certainly
weighed heavily in its analysis of the
political sitnation.

On the military level, in the event of
a conflict which today secems relatively
improbably, in which the U.S.S.R. and
the United Stales would risk becoming
involved, the Soviet squadron in Lhe
Mediterrancan would have Lhe rission
ol countering the powerlul Oth Flect.
This would no deubl be a suicidal
operation; but in order [or it Lo oecur il
would also be necessary [an evenlualily
which is far from certain] for Lhe
American force Lo remain in the faee of
an imminenl nuclear exchange in Lhat
trap, Lhe Mediterrancan. Since Lhe
appearance ol strategic missiles, and
despile the fact that il conlinues o
retain a nuclear slrike capability, the
principal role ol the 6th Ilect has, in
faet, been played in the domain of
“limited war,” for which it has decisive
means al ils disposal.

In reality, lhe moslt dangerous
menace is Lhat of the naval air forces
which the Soviels have placed and con-
linne lo place al the disposition of the
stules on the southern and caslern
shores of Lthe Mediterrancan, For Lhese
slales, withoul calculaling all the risks,
could one day be templed 1o use these
forces o holsler a crumbling power
posilion or oul of an exaggeraled con-
cern for Lheir own prestige.
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