View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by X{'CORE

provided by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons

Naval War College Review

Volume 23

Number 7 September Article 4

1970

Russia and the Baltic Sea: 1920-1970

Erwin M. Rau

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review

Recommended Citation

Rau, Erwin M. (1970) "Russia and the Baltic Sea: 1920-1970," Naval War College Review: Vol. 23 : No. 7, Article 4.
Available at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwec-review/vol23/iss7/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Naval War College Review by an authorized editor of U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. For more information, please contact

repository.inquiries@usnwec.edu.


https://core.ac.uk/display/236333285?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss7%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss7%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss7?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss7%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss7/4?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss7%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss7%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss7/4?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss7%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:repository.inquiries@usnwc.edu

Rau: Russia and the Baltic Sea: 1920-1970

Many studenis of naval strategy do
nol realize the extent to which the
Soviet Union’s newly expanded naval
and maritime establishment is depen-
dent upon the Baltic Sea for porl and
yard facilities. The Soviet Union, being
aware of the Baltic’s importance, has
consistently  sought throughout her
history lo exert control over the Baltic
and its exits. The strategic importance
of this body of water to Soviet maritine
strategy has foreced Maoseow to diverl
considerable resources into defensive
preparations along the Baltic littoral and
to the development of amphibious
forces capable of seizing strategic water-
ways feading to the North Sea.
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During the civil war which followed
the Russian Revolution, Russia’s naval
power in the Ballic was reduced to
insignificance. The Baltic Fleet lost the
political confidence of the Government
as a result of the Kronstadt maliny of
1921, and its malerizl and morale de-
generated further in the confusion and
chaos of the times. The Bolsheviks were
oo exhausted 1o continue their offorls
to enforce their authority upon the
Baltic States and Finland, and they
accordingly accepted the independence
and new frontiers of these states in
1920. The Soviel tereitory on the Baltic
was confined to a narrow, icchound
loophole at the caslern extremity of the
Gull of Finland, a loothold smaller than
at any lime since Peter the Great and
one difficult to defend in the light of
the rapid incrcase in aiveraft technology,
The Estonian boundary was less than 90

miles from Petrograd, and the Finnish
boundary was but 23 miles distant.
Leningrad, thus renamed in 1924 on
Lenin’s death, remained a key eenter
and the symbol of the Oclober Revolu-
tion, even though it had cecased lo be
the capital since 1918, At that time the
Government, threatened by a German
advance, moved back to Moscow. With
over 3 million people, Leningrad con-
tinued to be an industeial and cultaral
cenler of the first rank, and it became
again  the most significant port for
foreign trade. The city in 1939 ae-
counted for a Lenth of all Soviet produc-
tion. The sccurity of this city was
therelore a  vital inlerest ol Sovicl
loreign policy. The Sovicts’ first cffort
to increase the city’™s securily was taken
al the first disarmament conference of
the League of Nations in 1925, There
the  Soviet delegale  proposed  that
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warships of nonriparian stales nol be
allowed in the Baltic.! ‘I'his effort was
futile, however, as the proposal was nol
even discussed,

In 1927 the Soviet Governmenl,
appavently abandoning her efforts Lo
improve her posilion by serious negotia-
tion, proposed “complete, immediale,
universal and simultancous disarma-
ment.™ This tactic in later years be-
came all loo common. The Sovicts
sought 1o gain a propaganda advantage
by making an apparently generous offer
o which impossible and nonnegotiable
conditions were allached, Afler the
incvitable ecjections, the asserlion could
then be made that all attempls were
frusteated by the capitalistic counlrics.

One year later the First Five Year
Plan was started, and it included a
program lo creale a modern shipbuild-
ing industry.® During the Sccond and
Third Tive Year Plans, shipbuilding con-
struction was increased. Also, many
seaplanes were built and bought, and
greal altention was given to submarine
construction. By 1940 the Soviets had
an inventory ol aboul 175 submarines,
and the Red navy was regarded as
numerically having the sirongest sub-
matine force in the world.? Even at the
time of her entrance into World War 1,
Russia had almost as many submarines
as Germany.®

In 1931, in preparation for the dis-
armament conference to be held in
1932, the Soviet Union published an
official account of the strength of ils
fleet. When the disarmament conference
failed in 1933, the Soviets opened dis-
cussions with French and Italian naval
architects and shipbuilders on the con-
steuction of major warships.®

In the mid-1930% a group of Soviet
nayal officers sought Lo alter the mission
of the Soviet Navy from one of coastal
warfare in lisison with the army to a
high seas role backed by a fleet of
capital ships, However, the great purge
of 1937-1938 removed thousands of

officers and the nation of a high seas

F REVIEW

fleet, 'This drastic reduction in  the
Soviel officer corps adversely allected
the operational readiness of the Baltic
Fleet, a situation from which il was nol
able to recover belore becoming in-
volved in World War 11,7

Al the same time they were develop-
ing a naval capability, the Sovicts were
actively secking sccurity for their border
arcas by diplomalic mecans, In
1932-1933 the Soviel Foreign Commies-
sav, Litvinoff, pressurcd Pstonia, Latvia,
and Poland into a nonaggression pact,
which proved Lo be bat a prelude to
Moscow’s tekcover ol these countries by
military force.®

The rise of Hitler in 1933 presented
new security problems—the indireel
contest between ltaly and Germany
against Russia in Spain during the civil
war (1936-1939), the Aunli-Cominlern
Pact, which was signed by Germany,
Japan, and Daly in 1936 and 1937, the
German annexation of Ausiria in 1938,
and the Munich crisis arising out of the
desertion ol Cuechosloyakia. This was
hardly mitigated by the apparent in-
cllectivencss of Britain and France in
face of the [lascist challenge to the
security of the Soviet Union and the
peace of VFurope. There was evidence
thal these stales seerclly hoped that
Germany would lurn  against the
US8K. and away {from Weslern
Furope. In light of these events, Stalin
apparently gave up any hope that
France or Britain would take any action
against Hitler and sought other means to
ensure Sovict Sccuril.y.g

After the oceupation of Czechoslo-
vakia and Memel, Britain and France,
now thoroughly alarmed at Hitler’s
ambitions and bad faith, began negoli-
ating with the U.S.S.R. for a military
alliance. Stalin demanded the right to
send Russian troops into Poland, Fin-
land, and the Baltic States, but these
countries were naturally unwilling to
allow this, and Britain and France were
reluclant lo pul pressure upen them to
agree.!
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On 23 August 1939 the world was
astonished to learn of the signing of a
commercial trealy and a nonaggression
pact for 10 years between Germany and
the U.S.8.R. The Soviets placed great
emphasis on a seeret prolocol appended
to the pact which gave Moscow a leee
hand in Estonia, Latvia, parts of Fin-
land, Poland, and Rumania. Germany
was allowed similar liberties in Lithua-
nia and western Poland, '!+ 12 Upon
Stalin’s suggestion, this line of demarca-
tion was amended in the trealy of
friendship signed 28 Sceptember 1939,
This provided for the greater part of
Lithuania Lo be added to the Soviel
sphere of interest.}?

Soon alter the secret trealy, Moscow
demanded the right to establish bases
and place Soviet troops in cach country,
in each instance guarantecing freedom
and political integrilty of the state con-
cerned. Fach country ohjected strongly,
but Moscow massed troops and made
threats of military invasion, solemnly
repeating again and again that it would
not interfere with the internal affairs of
these states, Latyia, Istonia, and Lithua-
nia finally succumbed to Sovicl pressure
and threats and allowed them the basces.
inland refused and was atlacked in
November 1939. Finland, though she
had ounly 2 percent the population of
the U.S.8.R., gave an excellent account
of herself and staved off defeat for
many months, By the ime the Russo-
Finnish wae was concluded, the Soviets
possessed the same extended coastline
in the Ballic as alter the third Polish
partition a century and a hall before.
The Finnish frontlier was now a hundred
miles {rom Leningrad, the Russo-
German (rontier more than 500 miles.

There were other issues dividing the
German and Sovict Governments, In an
cifort Lo restore the friendly atmos
phere of a year before, Germany invited
Molotov 1o Berlin to discuss further the
relationship between the two countries,
Mololov arrived on 11 November 1940,
Hitler recognized the US.S.R.'s need

70
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for safe warm-water ports and assured
Molotov he was nol interested in any
castward cxpansion.” On the following
day, howcever, the conflicting aims of
the partners became so obvious that
there was little hope for a further
underslanding. Molotoy raised points
concerning  sceurity  for  the Soviet
Union in Dulgaria, on the Bosphorus,
and in the Dardanelles. Not one of his
questions was satisfactorily answered by
Hitler. Hitler’s wunwillingness o ae-
knowledge any Soviet  interesis in
Europe was clear in the discussions.
That same cvening, during a conversa-
tion with Von Ribbentrop, Molotoy
emphasized Sovict interests not only in
the Balkans, bul also in free passage out
of the Baltie,!$

It should be mentioned that after his
return Lo Mosecow, a memorandum con-
cerning  the questions negotiated in
Berlin was handed by Molotov Lo the
German Ambassador on 25 November
1940, The Soviet Governmeni never
received a reply. L was clear to Hitler
that most of Russia’s ambilions were
directed against what he considered
German interests, Thus on 18 December
1940, 5 weeks after Molotov’s visit, he
issued the famous order known by the
code name “Operation Barbarossa,” It
began with the following words: “The
German aried lorces must be prepared
... to crush Soviel Russia in a swilt
campaign,”™' 8

The performance of the Russian
Baltic Fleet in World War I was worse
than in World War [ and can be omitted.
Much more relevant are Stalin’s political
elforts Lo expand Soviet influence in the
Baltic arca after the war.

After the German attack on Russia in
June of 1941 and the outbreak of
hostilities between the United States
and the Axis Powers in Deccember of
that year, an entirely new diplomatic
situation presented itself. Many con-
ferences took place, and in all of these
the territorial claims of Russia and her
desire lo increase her sphere  of
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influence were unmistakable.

In the discussion of strategy and
postwar objectives with British Foreign
Minister Eden in Moscow in December
of 1941, Moscow, in spile of their poor
military situation, demanded consider-
able Lerritorial compensations, Sialin
requested  the recognition ol Sovict
boundariecs us they were before the
German attack and, in addition, hinted
that the Soviet Government was very
interested in carrying its [ronliers into
East Prussia and that it needed addi-
tional air and naval bases in Finland.

Churchill, who was underway to
Washington, reacted violenlly and tele-
graphed his War Cabinet: “Stalin’s
demand about Finland, Baltic States

..are directly contrary to the first,
second, and third articles of the Atlantic
Charter to which Stalin has subscribed.
There can be no question whalsoever of
our making such an agrecment with the
United States.”™ 7 But 3% years later—in
the Conference of Polsdam—the incor-
poration of the Baltic States and the
restoration of the 1941 Finnish-Soviet
fronticr plus the oceupation of Porkkala
were no longer issues, When Stalin
repeated his request of Tehran for al
least one ice-frec port in the Baltie and
named the cily of Konigsberg, the capi-
tal of Fast Prussia, he had the sympa-
thics of the President and Churchill,'®
By the displacement of Poland in a
weoslerly  direction as far as the Oder
River and the establishing of the adja-
cenl Soviet Zone of Occupation as far as
the River Trave, the sphere of Russian
influence in the Baltic to the wesl
expanded as never before.

In sceking his claims for territories
and influence, Stalin skillfully ¢xploited
the differences between Roosevell and
Churchill, At the last day in Tehran,
when the new western frontiers of
TRussia and Poland were discussed, il was
agreed that the “Furopean Advisory
Committee” in London would under-
take the task, Roosevelt again proposed
that there should be two regions of

Vol
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Germany under the Uniled Nations or
some [orm of international conirol.
These were:

1. The area of the Kicl Canal and the
city of Hamburg,

2, The Rubr and the Saar.

Churchill opposed and made an aller-
nalive proposal, but Stalin preferred the
President’s plun.lg President Roosevelt
also had raised the question of assuring
the approaches Lo the Baltic Sea, having
in mind some lovm of busleeship Lo
insure f[ree navigation through the
approaches. Stalin expressed  himself
favorably in regard to this question,®®

The Kiel Canal with the city of
Hamburg was again a subject of Lerrito-
rial negotiations in Polsdam, Tt is signifi-
cant that on 17 July 1945 Copenhagen
Radio stated, causing high tension in
Denmark, that Russia had demanded at
the Potsdam Conference that all the
entrances to Lhe Baltic from the North
Sca, including the Kiel Canal, should be
placed under mlernational control and
that the U.S.S.R. should share in this,? !
Bul the attitude of the U.S. President
Traman was apparcntly changed, pre-
sumably by memoranda of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff of the United States,*?

Not to be omitied in the Soviet claim
ol territory was the struggle for the
island of Fehmarn in the western Baltie,
As already mentioned, there existed a
Furopean Advisory Commission in
London, which was created al the Con-
ference of Foreign Ministers in Moscow
in October 1943, The main task of this
body was to make plans and recom-
mendations upon the terms of surrender
and the posthostilities period. The
representatives of the United States and
the Soviet Union were the Ambassadors
in London, My, Winant and Mr. Guscy;
the Brilish representative was lLord
William Strang,

In discussing the houndaries of the
Zones of Occupation in Germany, Mr.
Gusev attempted Lo secure the alloca-
tion of the island of Fehmarn in the
Baltic to the Soviet zone. He fought

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss7/4
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stubbornly Lo gain this further advance
of Soviet influecnce in the Baliic. But
Lord Strang no less stubbornly resisted,
though the Foreign Office had autho-
rized him to give way. lle continued to
stand fast, and Guscev dropped his de-
mand.2? It is hard to imagine what the
currenl  Ballic strategic and political
situation might be had Lord Strang
agreed Lo the Russian demand for the
island of Fehmarn, The Warsaw Pacl
Powers could control the Kiel bay and
the southern access to the important
walerway, the Great Belt. The distance
from Fehmarn to the opposite Danish
island is 10 nautical miles, 1o Kiel 39
nautical miles, and 1o the port of
Husum at the North Sea side of Jutland,
70 nautical miles. The credit for pre-
venting a decisive step of the Soviets on
their route to the North Sea and the
command of the Baltic is duc largely to
Lord Strang.?

Summing up the results of the con-
fercnees, it is apparent that the Soviets
did measurably enhance their position
in the Baltic. At the Yalta Conference,
Stalin was in a strong bargaining posi-
tion. The military superiority of his
armies had been established. President
Truman went to Polsdam in July 1945
with some doubts and misgivings.*® The
American and  Hritish representatives
rccognized that they had only three
choices: agree with Moscow, drop the
question without decision, or come to
an open break. The Soviets demon-
strated  with remarkable  clarity an
ability to obstruct any decision that
impinged upon their interests, and every
such issue resulted in the second choice.

At the ¢nd of the war “the Soviet
Union emerged at this lime | Potsdam ]
as the unquestioned all-powerful influ-
ence in Europe.™

In the Baltic, Moscow had gained a
coastline of aboul 500 naulical miles
under her direct control and another
350 nautical miles under the control of
Warsaw Pact Powers. The 600 nautical
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miles of the Finnish coastline were at
least neutralized,

Never before in her history had
Russia held such  influence in this
“Mediterrancan of the North™ as at the
end of World War I At once the
Soviets began to consolidate their might
in the cunquercd areas and to increase
Russian influence and seapower in the
Baltic. The inconvenient question of
sell-determination of the Baltic States
and East Prussia was solved in the
traditional Russian manner by expul-
sion, deportation, pursuit, imprison-
mend, forced citizenship, and Russifica-
tion,*”?

In the cyes of the Soviets, the Baltic
is a peripheral sea under the predomi-
nance of one riparian state. They are
essentially claiming that the Baltic is not
a parl of the high scas, but is a “closed
sca.” For any traffic and trade in the
area, the Baltic should be only the point
of destination or departure, and it
should not be an open sca for any other
marilime operation. Warships of any
other than the adjacent states should
nol be admitted. At the Geneva Sca
Conference in 1958, Ukraine and
Rumania attempted, in defining the
high scas, to add the following supple-
mentary paragraph: “For certain scas a
speeial regime of navigation may be
eslablished for historical reasons or by
virtue ol international agreements,”

Khrushehev manifested in 1957 that
the Baltic should be a seca of peace, and
the Soviet Union supported the motion
of the Ukraine and Rumania. However,
having no chance ol acceptance, the
motion was withdrawn,2? The Baltic
Sca remains part of the high scas, but
this fact is under constant pressure by
the Soviet Union.

As everywhere in the high seas, the
principle of the freedom of the seas has
alrcady been reduced by the extension
of the territorial sea and by the cxten-
sion of sovereign rights to the Continen-
tal Shell, The Soviet Union claims for
her territorial waters, 12 nautical miles;
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Sweden and Finland, 4 nautical miles;
the other states, 3 nautical miles, By the
enclosing of gulfs and by the cstablish-
ing ol basis lines, all territorial walers
are now inereased, and the high scas
space in the Baltic has become smaller.
Because the whole Baltie Sea can be
classified as a “conlinental shelf,” re-
newed negotiations concerning rights in
the Ballic can be cxpected.

It i well known that the Soviel
Baltic Fleet is the strongest flect in the
Baltic, The ratio between the Baltic
Fleet plus the navies of Poland and Fast
Germany as opposed to the two NATO
navics of Denmark and the Federal
Republic of Germany is 5:L [f the
Swedish Navy were added to the West-
ern side, the ratio would he 4: 1,

There are four main calegorics of
Russia’s Baltic naval strength:

1. About 80 submarmes, mosl of
them of modern Lype, including nuclear
submarines.

2. A large surface fleet, including
crisers and large, modern, destroyer-
lype vessels equipped with SAM and
mediom- and long-range SSM. The mis-
siles have both conventional and nuclear
warhcads,

3. Nearly 200 patrol cralt and ASW
vesscls, among them the highest number
of OSA/Komar boats of all four Soviet
Fleets,

4. A very modern amphibious capac-
ity for the embarkation of at least one
division, plus marine infantry to support
this capability,

Although the number of Baltic ships
is impressive, a great number of these
naval forces are not really suitable (or
the special characteristics of warflare in
the Baltic. Of the submarines, only a
few can be employed in the eastern and
middle Baltie, The others are super-
fluous, especially the nuclear  sub-
marines. The guided missile ships and
patrol craft are too numerous for Baltic
usiz only. There is therefore far more of
this type force than is needed in the
Baltic, On the other hand, amphibious

forces are well suited for assaults in the
weslern  Baltie, especially against the
Danish islands and possibly against
Sweden. The strength of army and air
foree divisions of the Warsaw Pacl
lorees in Lhe western Baltic area gives
the Soviets the capubility Lo scize and
seeure the exils of the Baltic, Should
general hostilitics erupt, such a straiegy
would insurc the passage of the signili-
cant Warsaw Pact subsur{ace and surface
forces inlo the North Sca and Lhe
Atlantic, Secure cxits would goaranice
the passage of these forces Lo and from
the greal shipyards and training cenlers
in the Baltic.

By scizing the exits, the Soviels
wonld have reached the goal which the
Germans in two world wars eould not
altain—lo have enlire supremacy in the
Baltie. The U.B.S.R. could make the
Baltic a Russian internal sea and reduce
the fear of atlack on the northern sca
flank.

Like the Mediterrancan in the south,
the Baltic in the north has always been a
mosl imporiant tradeway connecting
the riparian peoples. From the Russian
poinl of view, the Lurasian block be-
longs together. Western Burope is the
head of this huge landmass or, as the
Kremlin says, “the balcony of the great
Russian house.”? [t seems unbearable
for the Russians that the nataral ac-
cesses of their mighty country Lo the
Aulantic arc  still locked by small
nations, Pespite the gain of coastline,
this coast is still threatened by potential
cnemics. It is an open [ank of the
vulnerable  heartland, Therefore, the
Soviels, with their traditional emphasis
on a defensive role, depopulated the
coastal regions and built up extensive
and cxpensive coastal delenses, includ-
ing vadar and missile siles in addilion Lo
an enormous {leet,

AN )

The Baltic Sea is important 1o the
Soviet Union for several reasons. [is
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location provides an avenue to a vulner-
able flank from which the Soviet heart-
land can be threatened. The Soviets,
fearing this eventuality, have invested
sizable resources into constructing large
naval and air forces capable of com-
manding the Baltic from the outset of
any conflict. In responsc to the U.S.
deployment of Polaris submarines and
attack carriers equipped with longrange
strike aircraft, the Kremlin has felt it
nceessary to develop a “blue water”
strategy designed to engage these vessels
with their lethal cargo as far from the
home waters as possible. Control of the
entrance to the Baltic would make it
feasible for them to shut enemy war-
ships out of the Baltic entirely.

A second reason for the Baltic’s great
importance is the existence of a sizable
propottion of the yards, drydocks; sub-
marine training facilities, and construc-
tion facilities which provide the logis-
tical supporl of the newly augmented
Soviet maritime establishment. A sizable
proportion of the naval forces which
would be required to intercept
American carriers or submarines at &
distance from the U.S.S.R. must pass
through the Baltic en route to and from
their bases and yards. The possibility
that a small state such as Denmark
could, in cooperation with NATO,
effectively close the Baltic and frustrate
this strategy is unacceptable to the
Soviets, and they doubtless place a high
priority on gaining uncontested control
of this valuable area. Such control
would also be a necessary preliminary to
any attempt by the Soviets to seriously
interfere with the maritime traffic
which supplies Western Europe with
vital fuel, ore, and military supplies. The
Soviet Northern Fleet, handicapped by
ice and a shortage of facilities, would
have difficulty in accomplishing such a
mission independently. While NATO
forces could block the Baltic entrance
with mines or other weapons, such an
operation would be no simple matter

Pu%ﬁll?ls%l E ‘b%dé? avallr%ar%sﬁé:g%
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in [riendly hands.

To counter her disadvantages in the
Baitic, the Soviet Union may well have
contemplated an amphibious assault.
Such an assault, carmied out by the
growing Soviet maritime capability in
the Baltic and supported by the Baltic
Flcet, would be difficult to counter
with anything less than a major NATO
naval force. An operation as such could
be supported with a drive by the Red
army and satellite forces into the Jut-
land peninsula, The Soviels have the
resources to suceessfully conclude such
an operation, and it is not impossible
that they might initiate an action in this
area, taking care to proclaim in advance
the limited nature of their objectives.
The West must be alert to the possibility
of such a sortie.

Throughout its history the Soviet
Government has consistently attempted
to increase its influence and control in
the Baltic. In recent years these efforts
have been paralleled by the growth of
the Soviet maritime establishment, a
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large part of which must utilize the  the present efforts of the Kremlin to
Baltic for overhaul and logistical sup- gain control of that area. Moscow’s
port. There is little difference in sub-  seapower was planted in the Baltic, and
stance between the desires of the czars  a major part of it remains dependent
to achieve a “‘window” in the Baltic and  upon it.
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